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      Being in prison sucks ass.

      Being in an underwater prison sucks more.

      But the absolute worst?

      Having your superpowers taken away from you.

      Name’s Hunter McNeil. Former Army Ranger. Then a superhero. Then a supervillain. At least, that’s what the United States government will tell you. I happen not to agree with them on that last one. I’d just call myself an ‘ex-superhero.’

      I was one year into a 50-year sentence with no chance of parole. Any crime committed with a superpower carried a 10x multiplier, thanks to the Superhuman Registration Act of 2052. So what a normal criminal might have gotten five years for, I got what amounted to a life sentence.

      I came in at 28 years old, so I’d be 78 when I got out.

      Actually, it was way more likely I’d be dead long before then.

      Why?

      Because they’d stuck me in Karkarin International Prison.

      Karkarin was God-knows-where in the Pacific Ocean, underneath God-knows-how-much water. Its location was a closely guarded secret, but there were whispers on the street that it was somewhere off the coast of Hawaii and a mile underwater. Nobody knew for sure, because nobody ever came back from Karkarin.

      The water wasn’t the worst part. The prison didn’t have any windows, so you had no way of knowing for sure, anyway. We could have been on top of a mountain or next to a garbage dump, for all the prisoners knew.

      I can tell you this, though: assuming that there’s a mile of water between you and your next breath of air did a pretty damn good job of deterring prison breaks.

      No, the worst part of Karkarin wasn’t being trapped deep in the ocean.

      It was who you were locked up with.

      Mass murderers. Serial killers. Terrorists. And your average, everyday assholes who’d only killed one or two people.

      Not to mention gang members, rapists, bank robbers, arsonists, human traffickers, and drug dealers.

      The lowest of the low. The scum of the earth. The most violent predators known to mankind.

      The one thing they all had in common?

      They had superpowers.

      Basically, Karkarin was Supermax for supervillains.

      I know what you’re thinking: Jesus, this Hunter guy must have done something fuckin’ awful to wind up in a place like that.

      Nope. I was a smuggler. That’s it. Not drugs, or people, or guns, or any other kind of weapon.

      Just Ephemera. The stuff that could turn an average Joe into Superman.

      Highly regulated. Extremely illegal – if you weren’t the US military, that is. And worth ten thousand times its weight in gold.

      I didn’t even do it for the money. Yeah, the money was great – but I did it for other reasons.

      The important thing was that I’d pissed off a hell of a lot of people at the top of the food chain. And when they finally caught me, they threw me in the sewers with the crocodiles and water moccasins, put a lock on the grate, and tossed away the key.

      There was no way I – or anyone else – was getting out of Karkarin alive.

      The courts knew it. The guards knew it. The other inmates knew it. I knew it.

      Karkarin was inescapable.

      So imagine my surprise when there was a jailbreak.

      Except it didn’t come from the inmates.

      No – it came from outside the prison, God-knows-how-many miles underneath the ocean.
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      The day started off like any other. I woke at 0530, before the lights turned on, and did my morning exercises in the dark. 200 regular pushups. 400 crunches. 300 squats. Two sets of 50 one-armed pushups. Shadowboxing to get my heartrate up. Stretching to stay limber.

      At 6 foot 2 and 230 pounds, I was in better shape than I had ever been, even back when I was a US Army Ranger. You had to be in Karkarin. Everybody might have had their powers shut off, but they were still vicious assholes.

      Murder was pretty common in here. Some of the inmates wanted to establish their place in the pecking order. Some were looking to repay grudges. And some of them were just itching to have a little fun.

      The guards didn’t even try to stop it. The way they saw it, we were doing society a favor. Like rats eating each other. Thinning a particularly nasty herd.

      Every so often a tough guy would come at me, and I’d have to rearrange his face. Break his nose, bust his jaw, curb-stomp his skull. That sort of thing. I didn’t enjoy it like some of my fellow inmates did, but if I had to choose between getting a shiv in the kidneys or making somebody a cripple for life, my kidneys were staying intact.

      I’d inevitably get a couple weeks in solitary, but that was the price of spending most of my life – such as it was – in relative peace. Nobody had fucked with me for two months, and I was intent on keeping the streak going.

      You might be asking yourself, If everybody has powers, why didn’t they use them?

      Because of the collars.

      There were two basic divisions of powers: mental and physical. ‘Physical’ meant shapeshifters, superhuman strength, regeneration and healing powers – basically anything that relied on your muscles or individual body cells. ‘Mental’ was everything else. Telepathy, telekinesis and all its cousins (pyrokinesis, aquakinesis, terrakinesis, aerokinesis, metallokinesis, and every other fuckin’ kind of kinesis), phasing, flying, superspeed, teleportation, invisibility, and ten thousand other abilities.

      Every inmate had a metal band around his neck that stopped the use of his powers. For the mental category, that meant an electromagnetic field that scrambled the part of your brain that let you do what you do.

      For the physicals, the collars were tiny supercomputers that constantly scanned the wearers’ bodies and generated a massive electrical shock if they detected you even beginning to use your abilities. So if a shapeshifter deviated even a millimeter from his regular form, he was going to get damn near electrocuted (which sort of messes with your ability to turn into a wolf or a tiger or whatever the hell it was you turned into). If a superhumanly strong guy exerted more than X amount of physical force, he was going to get fried.

      Since the strong guys were theoretically the hardest to keep in check – after all, one quick punch could cave in somebody’s head like that – the ‘Shock’ was an instant death sentence. The only exception was if the collar and the prison’s computer surveillance system determined that the inmate was acting in self-defense, in which case the strong dude just got lightly toasted.

      It was a pretty good deterrent. Super-strong guys might have been the hardest to control in theory, but in practice, they were the easiest. None of them ever messed with anybody else because they didn’t want to die. Nobody else wanted a fist through the skull, so they never attacked the strong guys first. It worked out well for everybody.

      Well… as well as it could work out for a bunch of thugs all locked up in a tin can a mile under the ocean.

      The guys who could regenerate from physical damage, well… that was automatic and out of their control, like a heartbeat. There was no way to control their powers, so they basically got off scot-free. Plus they survived the occasional shiv, no worse for wear.

      Lucky bastards.

      Anyway, I’d do my morning exercises in the dark. When 0600 rolled around, the lights came on and the cell doors opened up, and I’d stroll on down to the chow hall for breakfast.

      When I say ‘stroll,’ I do mean walking leisurely, but I kept my guard up. I was on red alert any time I was out of my locked cell. There were a lot of bad dudes in Karkarin, and an attack could come from anywhere at any time. Could be an individual, or could be a potential gang hit.

      You had gangs the same way you did in any prison. The Aryan neo-Nazi assholes, the Mexican mafia, the Crips and Bloods, all that shit. Only thing was, you also had gangs based around superpowers, too.

      The physically altered fuckers were pretty tight-knit. The guys who looked like lizards, or werewolves, or who had extra appendages. We called them the Freak Squad.

      There was also a whole group of telekinetics and telepaths. Why the hell they all hung out together I have no idea, seeing as they couldn’t use their powers with their collars anyway. A telekinetic with a collar was no different from any other douchebag in a regular prison.

      Whatever. I kept tabs on anybody who might be looking to scuffle as I made my way to the chow hall.

      Karkarin was a massive cylinder three stories tall, all steel, concrete, and exposed pipes. The prison cells lined the outermost wall. That was probably so that in case of a hull breach, the guards could lock down the interior blast doors and the prisoners would all drown first.

      If you think I’m kidding, I’m not.

      Inside the center of the prison were the prison guards’ quarters, life support, surveillance, the chow hall, laundry, the infirmary, all that. It was a maze of different areas, most of it off-limits to prisoners.

      I ignored the parts I couldn’t access and made my way to the fine dining area.

      If you considered powdered eggs and grade-D beef ‘fine dining.’

      I grabbed a tray, got in line, and immediately saw Stu behind the counter. He was short and skinny with a huge grin, and probably my favorite on the prison staff. I’d made friends with all the guys behind the kitchen counter early on, and they gave me extra food on the sly. You need a lot of protein to keep 100 pounds of extra muscle on your bones. But Stu was always sunny no matter how shitty it was being a cafeteria grunt a mile underwater with a bunch of superpowered murderers and rapists.

      As soon as he saw me, his smile widened 50%. “Hey Hunter, how’s it hangin’?”

      “Low and to the left. How you doin’, Stu?”

      “Can’t complain, can’t complain.”

      “How many days you got left on your shift?”

      The prison staff – guards and support workers – all rotated four weeks on, one week off. It was hell living in an underwater tin can with no windows for weeks at a time, so they were sent topside every so often to preserve their sanity.

      The inmates’ sanity?

      Fuck the inmates.

      “I got 22 more days and a glorious arising,” Stu replied. “Till then, here I am in the happiest place on earth.”

      “Sucks to be you.”

      “It’s a livin’.”

      “How are your kids?”

      Stu had three of them. A seven-year-old boy, a five-year-old girl, and a newborn. I’d seen their pictures – cute kids. Made me a little regretful for all the bad choices I’d made in my life.

      “They’re good, they’re good. Susie’s already learning to read – she’s smart.”

      “Just like her mother,” I joked good-naturedly.

      “Yeah, but she’s got her daddy’s good looks,” Stu chuckled. “What’ll ya have?”

      I was about to answer when a metallic KRANG reverberated through the entire prison.

      I whipped around, and every muscle in my body tensed.

      That was not a sound I’d ever heard before.

      Suddenly all the lights shut off. The emergency lights came on, bathing everything in red. Looked like a goddamn massacre had painted everybody and everything in blood.

      “Prisoners, return to your cells immediately,” a voice spoke over the loudspeaker. “This is not a drill. Return to your cells immediately.”

      Right on cue, two dozen prison guards marched through the hallway outside the cafeteria. They were dressed in their armored riot gear, and carried plastic shields and cattle prods.

      Whatever the hell was going on, it was big.

      I looked back at Stu, whose eyes had gone big as saucers.

      “Get someplace safe,” I warned him. “This could get ugly.”

      He nodded. “You be careful, Hunter.”

      “Always am.”

      Me and the 20 other prisoners who were early risers set off back for our cells.

      We didn’t even get halfway there before the attack began.
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      The first thing I saw was a foot-high wave of water spilling over the third floor railings into the common area below.

      My first thought was, Oh shit.

      When I got up that morning, drowning hadn’t been on my ‘to do’ list.

      Second thought was, Wait – that’s not a lot of water if the hull got breached.

      The third thought didn’t even have time to form, because that’s when the energy beam blasted out of the shadows – a shaft of light crackling with electricity.

      The beam immediately took out the first two rows of guards on the first floor. Just fried them like marshmallows over a blast furnace.

      My fourth thought was, Oh SHIT.

      This isn’t a hull breach – this is a jailbreak.

      I immediately pulled back into the shadows and watched what unfolded, trying to determine if I could turn it to my advantage.

      Three guys emerged from whatever corridor they’d punched through. One white, one black, one Hispanic. Nothing remarkable about them, other than their powers. They wore black leather bodysuits, cut like something you’d see on a fighter pilot, but without the helmets. They didn’t even wear masks or balaclavas – obviously they didn’t give a fuck about who knew their identities, which was pretty brazen considering they were blasting their way into the most highly guarded prison of all time.

      The guards were fucked. They had shields and cattle prods – great for herding helpless prisoners in close proximity, but not exactly useful against superpowered enemies 40 feet away. They’d brought piss to a shit fight, and the shit was about to hit the fan.

      The black guy raised one gloved hand. Suddenly there was a shimmering in the air and a high-pitched VRRREEEE sound, like a high-speed bullet train approaching a station.

      Down on the first floor, a guard’s head vaporized in a spray of red, and the two guys behind him got blasted to the floor.

      Sonic attack. Waves of sound energy that could liquify matter.

      Not good.

      The white guy raised his arms and suddenly all the guards still standing went in every direction like bowling pins.

      Telekinetic – standard issue blunt force attack. Nothing spectacular.

      But the guards weren’t superpowered, and they were taking it up the ass because of it.

      The inmates were freaking out. Screaming and yelling YEAH! and FUCK THE GUARDS!

      Me?

      I was very interested in where this was going.

      I took a quick inventory of what I’d seen in the last five seconds.

      Black guy – sonic attacks. White guy – telekinetic. So the Hispanic dude must have thrown the energy beam I’d seen earlier.

      The three guys split up. The white guy went right, the other two left.

      I tracked in the direction of the white guy. Although he was still over a hundred feet away, something looked familiar about him – maybe the way he slouched. Whatever it was, I wanted a closer look.

      I found the nearest stairwell and ran up it.

      When I reached the third floor, I saw the white guy coming towards me. He seemed to be scanning the cells like he was looking for someone.

      Multiple prisoners ran up to him, all of them yelling.

      “Dude, help me!”

      “I’ll pay you to bust me out of here!”

      “Come on, man!”

      The guy just brushed past them, ignoring them and concentrating on the cells.

      Somebody put a hand on his shoulder. “HEY, I’m TALKING to you!”

      That’s when the white guy used his powers to fling Mr. Handsy off the third-floor to the common area below.

      CRUNCH.

      Didn’t even look at him when he did it.

      Shit.

      After that, the inmates gave him a pretty wide berth.

      As he got closer to me, though, I realized why he looked familiar.

      I knew him.

      Doug Parth. Telekinetic enforcer for a superpowered gang based out of Sydney. I’d shipped a good bit of Ephemera to Australia, and had to pay off the Aussie cartel to do it. That’s how I knew Doug.

      What a fuckin’ stroke of luck.

      Of course, I’d rubbed shoulders with half the superpowered criminal underworld across the globe, so it wasn’t that big a stroke of luck. Although I guess the fact that Doug was one of the jailbreakers was.

      He was a douchebag-and-a-half – a murderous son of a bitch who deserved to be in Karkarin just as much as any of my fellow inmates. But he was a free man, I wasn’t, and beggars can’t be choosers.

      “Doug,” I called out to him.

      He looked up in surprise. His eyes focused on my face, and he immediately lit up. “Hunter?”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “What’s it look like?” Because of his Aussie accent, sounded more like Whassit look loik?

      “A prison break.”

      He grinned nastily. “A very selective prison break.”

      I pointed to my collar. “Can you get this off me? Whatever the fuck you’re doing, I’m in.”

      He hesitated.

      “Come on, man,” I urged him. “You know I’m good for it.”

      “Alright,” he grumbled, and flicked his fingers.

      My collar split in two and went flying off my neck.

      Such is the power of a telekinetic.

      Without the inhibiting frequencies of the collar, the part of my brain that governed my powers suddenly kicked back into gear.

      Imagine you’ve been imprisoned in a silent, dimly lit room for a year. You can barely make out the shape of your bed and the bathroom next to it. You haven’t heard more than the whisper of your feet on the carpet in 12 months. Your eyes have grown accustomed to virtual blindness, your ears to near-silence.

      Then suddenly somebody turns a spotlight on you and cranks heavy metal at 100 decibels.

      Yeah. That’s what it was like.

      I gasped and staggered against the third-floor railing. My ‘sixth sense’ was suddenly back on line after 12 months of radio silence, and it was like a freight train roaring through my skull.

      “You alright, mate?” Doug asked in his Aussie accent.

      “I’m fine,” I said through gritted teeth, and forced myself to straighten up and ignore the pain. “What’re we doing?”

      Doug brushed past me and began scanning the cells again. “We’re lookin’ for a couple of people. Rodovan Golubovic’s at the top of the list.”

      Genocide Gol?

      Fuck.

      This was worse than I thought.

      Golubovic was a grade-A psychopath who’d made a name for himself taking out gypsies in Serbia. You know, just cuz he hated gypsies. He was an electrokinetic, capable of manipulating electrical blasts. Last I’d heard, he was responsible for 850 deaths. Right before he was caught, he’d supposedly killed 150 gypsy women and children in a shelter for abused women. Easy pickins.

      What the hell kind of deal had I gotten mixed up in?

      “Why are we springing him?”

      “‘Cause he’s on the list,” Doug said. “Do you know where he is?”

      I knew exactly where he was. Cell Block D, second level.

      “No idea,” I answered.

      “Fuck,” Doug hissed. He kept trudging past inmates cowering in their cells, and killed a few who made the mistake of touching him. Lots of screams and broken bones as they went over the third-floor railing.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Are you working for the Serbians?”

      “Later. What about Vasily Romanov? Know him?”

      Shapeshifter. Liked to turn into people that women knew – their husbands, boyfriends – gain entrance to their homes, then rape and strangle them.

      I knew him, all right.

      “Can’t say I do,” I said.

      “Shit. Enrico Paredo?”

      Aerokinetic. Flying son of a bitch. Terrorist who’d taken down seven airliners over three years, killing over 2000 people total.

      “Not ringing a bell.”

      Doug glared at me. “How long have you been in here, anyway?”

      “There’s a lot of guys in here.”

      “You’re makin’ me rethink my decision to free you.”

      “Don’t worry, it’ll pay off.”

      He shook his head and kept going.

      Suddenly the black guy appeared with five prisoners in tow behind him. I recognized them as some of the worst of the worst: serial killers, terrorists, assassins. All of them were incredibly powerful – and none of them had their collars on anymore.

      The black guy glared at me. “Who the fuck is he? He’s not on the list.”

      “I know him,” Doug said. “Trust me, he’s solid.”

      “If he’s not on the list, he’s not coming with us,” the black guy snarled.

      “Just tell me who you want me to kill,” I said.

      I always did know the right thing to say.

      The black guy squinted at me, then turned his attention to Doug. “Where’s Golubovic, Romanov, and Paredo?”

      “We were just – ”

      “FREEZE!”

      I looked down at the second level and saw 15 guards with automatic weapons pointed right at us.

      Two problems, though.

      One: we had the high ground.

      Two: it was two murderous assholes with superhuman powers versus some guys with popguns. Not exactly a fair contest.

      They should have shot first and yelled ‘Freeze!’ later.

      Instead, Doug knocked them on their asses with his telekinesis, and the black guy started liquefying their heads with sonic blast after sonic blast.

      I watched in horror as heads exploded and men screamed.

      I mean, don’t get me wrong. We’re talking about prison guards here. They were brutal, foul-tempered, and had a sadistic streak a mile wide. (Of course, those were all pluses when you worked in a place like Karkarin.) As an inmate, I liked the guards about as much as I liked the clap.

      But I was a smuggler by trade.

      Not a murderer.

      I’d wanted to break out of this joint, not kill a bunch of working stiffs who had wives and kids back home.

      When the fourth guy got his head reduced to jelly, I’d had enough – so I used my powers.

      Force fields.

      That was my thing: invisible barriers. Army scientists said it had something to do with alignment of trillions of subatomic energy particles on a quantum level. Whatever. All I knew was, I could create walls you couldn’t see – and they could fuck you up.

      Just one year ago, I could do all sorts of shit:

      Create barriers that no bullet could punch through.

      Forge marble-sized spheres that could blast through skulls and steel doors alike.

      Sculpt fields around my body that could withstand the depths of the ocean or the vacuum of outer space.

      Throw up shields around my sparkjet that could explode any missile currently manufactured.

      Now, after a year out of commission?

      I could basically throw a weak right cross.

      And even that made me break out in sweats.

      I imagined a sphere in my mind’s eye, then slammed into the black guy’s face –

      But instead of breaking his jaw, the forcefield delivered something more akin to a love tap.

      The black guy still went down – but he most definitely wasn’t down for the count.

      Everybody around him looked stunned.

      Except for me. I looked like I was having a migraine – which I was.

      Doug saw my expression and asked, “Did you – ”

      Rather than use my powers again, I just used a regular right cross and decked him.

      Good ol’ violence. Contrary to popular opinion, it solves a lot of problems.

      Now Doug and the black guy were on the ground – but they were still awake, and pissed.

      Time to make my exit.

      I vaulted over the third story railing, but created an invisible platform for me to land on.

      Except even that small task made my brain feel like somebody was feeding it through a meat grinder.

      SHIT!

      Through my haze of pain, I still managed to lower myself about 15 feet before the forcefield gave out and I collapsed to the ground.

      “KILL HIM!” I heard the black guy roar.

      I rolled underneath the overhanging platforms just as a sonic wave blasted the floor behind me, turning the scuffed steel into a modern art sculpture.

      THAT was close…

      I had a tendency to piss off powerful people at the worst possible times, usually because of some quaint moral code I was attempting to uphold in a completely immoral situation.

      This was apparently one of those situations.

      Well, fuck that noise. Time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

      I ran for the far end of the prison compound, trying to put as much distance between me and the psychos I’d just double-crossed.

      That was when I heard the black guy yell, “We’ve got enough of them – let’s go!”

      Two seconds later came the shriek of collapsing steel, and then water began blasting into the prison like a fire hydrant times a thousand.

      They were going to flood the entire place.

      I struggled to calm my nerves.

      Okay – okay, I can do this – just create a forcefield around my body, get outside, and get to the surface. If I can do that, I’m home free. They’ll be sorting out the corpses for weeks – nobody will know I’m gone until I’m halfway across the –

      “Hunter?” a shaky voice squeaked behind me.

      I looked over. There was Stu and five guys on the kitchen staff, all of them terrified beyond belief.

      fuck, Fuck, FUCK.

      All I could think of were the pictures of Stu’s three kids. Little Susie just learning to read.

      There went all my glorious plans of a solo escape.

      Water was rapidly rising around our waists. In ten seconds it would be up around our necks.

      “Stick close to me!” I barked.

      Back in the day I would’ve just punched a hole through the wall and escorted us all to safety via a force field. At the moment, though, that was not an option.

      The only choice I had was to go out through wherever the water was coming in – and pray that I could hold a forcefield long enough to keep us all alive.

      I led the charge up a stairwell to the third level, hoping that we wouldn’t run into Doug, the black guy, and their merry band of psychopaths.

      God looks out for children, drunks, and unjustly imprisoned smugglers, because we didn’t see a single bad guy. Scratch that: we didn’t see a single bad guy without a collar. There were plenty of them with collars running around like chickens with their heads cut off, screaming like little girls.

      Sucked to be them.

      We made it to the third floor, where the water was blasting through the wall like a torpedo had hit it. The water level was already up to the second floor and rising fast.

      “Listen up,” I snapped at Stu and the others. “I’m going to surround us with a forcefield and get us out of here. Do NOT say shit. You interrupt my concentration, we’re FUCKED. Got it?”

      Stu and the others all nodded in terror.

      I turned back and looked at the geyser spouting out of the third-floor wall, just ten feet away.

      Over to my left, prisoners were trying to swim on the rising tide, screaming and pleading with God to save them.

      Too bad God wasn’t taking requests today.

      Ice-cold seawater rose above our knees.

      “Get ready!” I barked, then focused.

      It felt like a combination of a hangover and an icepick through my forehead.

      After a year of inactivity, my powers had gotten a hell of a lot weaker. That was the only explanation.

      Unfortunately, I was locked in a life-or-death situation, and had probably never needed my powers more than this instant.

      Life’s a bitch, and then you die.

      But not today.

      I gritted my teeth against the pain in my head and imagined a three-dimensional oval, seven feet tall and 15 feet wide, large enough to encapsulate me, Stu, and every one of the kitchen guys.

      Fireworks went off behind my eyes, but I ignored them.

      There was water around our feet, but the water rose even faster past our waists – and yet we were safe inside a bubble.

      My forcefield was holding.

      For the moment.

      “Come on… come on…” I grunted, watching as the water level rose over our heads.

      I didn’t think I was going to be able to push out against 2000 PSI of water pressure – not with my powers in their current state – so the only play we had was to wait until the entire prison flooded, the pressure equalized, and then maybe we could make our way out.

      The water rose over our heads.

      Around us, bodies floated past my forcefield. Inmates screamed out their last gasps of air, twitched, and then sloshed around with the currents.

      Well, if nothing else, the guys who had done the prison break had succeeded in ridding society of 500 bad motherfuckers.

      Except for the ones who had gills, that is.

      Although at the moment, I didn’t see a single fish man, so maybe the bad guys had made a clean sweep.

      Within 20 seconds the water completely filled the prison.

      Time to leave.

      I mentally guided the bubble through the water, then out the hole in the wall into the open ocean.

      After all the rumors about Karkarin being a mile underwater, I was half expecting the pressure to crush my pathetic little forcefield like a grape. But we stayed intact – barely.

      Not to mention there was daylight filtering down through the water.

      You can’t see sunlight a mile down, can you?

      Behind me I could hear Stu and the others sobbing and praying under their breaths.

      I ignored them. This was hard enough as it was.

      It felt like somebody had my frontal lobes in a vise while they were stabbing the rest of my brain with a Bowie knife.

      As dead bodies floated past me – and some not quite dead – I directed the forcefield up as fast as I could.

      The bodies thinned out, the light grew brighter, the water clearer.

      Hold on, goddamn it! I cursed silently. HOLD THE FUCK ON

      We were rushing up through the water as fast as I could manage when I had a thought.

      I hope we WEREN’T a mile down, or the bends will kill us even if we make it to the surface.

      I didn’t have long to contemplate that, because my forcefield broke through the surface of the ocean.

      All around us was water for miles in every direction. But at least there was air.

      I released the forcefield – the sweetest damn relief I’d ever felt in my life – and we tumbled back into the icy salt water, plunging briefly below the surface.

      I didn’t care about that.

      We were alive.

      And the samurai sword jutting through my brain? Somebody had pulled it out.

      “YOU DID IT, HUNTER!” Stu screamed joyfully. “YOU DID IT!”

      The rest of the guys were hooting and hollering, too.

      I wanted to join in – but I couldn’t.

      Everything was going grey. My eyesight was getting dark on the edges, and my arms and legs felt weak.

      “Hunter?” I heard Stu yell, panicked. “HUNTER!”

      I couldn’t hold on.

      Darkness overcame me, and I slipped beneath the icy waves.
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      I came to in a room with steel walls, sitting in front of a steel table, with my hands cuffed to the armrests of a steel chair that was bolted to the steel floor.

      At least the décor was consistent.

      I had a dull, throbbing headache – a hangover from the last use of my powers. But I was alive, so that was a start.

      Which I probably owed to Stu keeping my head above water while I was passed out.

      Thanks, buddy.

      I’d saved his life, he’d saved mine. Tit for tat.

      I hoped wherever he was right now, he was okay.

      I had no idea where I was, although everything looked too new and shiny to be Karkarin.

      Then I remembered the prison was filled with about ten million gallons of salt water right about now – so I definitely wasn’t in Karkarin.

      The cuffs, though, were suggestive. And the chair was obviously designed to detain the person in it.

      I was guessing another prison facility had ahold of me.

      Or maybe the military.

      Either option sucked.

      If Doug and the other superpowered assholes had saved me, I would be shocked. After the stunt I pulled, they probably would have just liquefied my head with a sonic blast.

      I was leaning towards the military, though. The prison system didn’t really invest much in keeping their facilities nice and shiny.

      I looked down at my body, which was clothed in dry, olive-grey fatigues – very different from the soaked, orange jumpsuit I’d last been wearing.

      Military it was, then.

      At least I was alone. That part was good, at least. It meant I might have a shot at getting off my cuffs – if they hadn’t slapped another collar on me. Whoever ‘they’ were.

      I tried to summon a small forcefield –

      And couldn’t feel anything.

      It was like I was shut back in the dark room with no sound again.

      Shit.

      They put a collar on me.

      I moved my neck to the side and immediately got confirmation as I felt stiff metal links surrounding my neck.

      Damn it.

      Well, it was a long shot, anyway. Even if Stu hadn’t told them who I was, they would have found out with a facial recognition scan. When there’s a prison break at a jail for supervillains and you find somebody floating unconscious in the water afterwards, you gotta take precautions. You don’t want some psychotic human flamethrower waking up without restraints on.

      I did a quick inventory of what I knew for sure.

      I had a headache, but nothing approaching the pain from before when I was using my powers.

      My clothes were dry, and different from the orange jumpsuit I’d been wearing.

      The duds were standard military issue, so I was 99% sure who I was the guest of. Unless the prison break guys were unreasonably forgiving and had just finished shopping at an Army Navy surplus store.

      My hair was still slightly damp, which meant that I hadn’t been unconscious for too long. A couple hours at most, maybe.

      And I was handcuffed to a chair and had a collar on that removed all my powers.

      My conclusion:

      I was alive… but I was also well and truly fucked.

      Then the door opened and all my suspicions were confirmed.

      A guy walked into the room wearing camo field fatigues. He was white-haired but still physically powerful, with a barrel chest and an extra 30 pounds around his gut. He had a lantern jaw and a blunt face, and he looked at me with wary eyes.

      His last name was on his patch, but I didn’t need to see it to know who he was.

      “General Harding,” I said.

      “McNeil,” he answered gruffly.

      He had four black stars on the front of his shirt – one more than the last time I’d seen him.

      “Congrats on the promotion,” I said.

      He smiled wryly as he sat down in the chair behind the metal desk. “Congratulations on being alive.”

      “Thanks. I try.”

      Then somebody else walked into the room, and suddenly my situation wasn’t quite as shitty anymore.

      It was a woman, early 20’s and hotter than hell. Wavy, honey-blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her face was beautiful – high cheekbones, tiny nose, full lips, heavy black lashes, emerald eyes.

      Her skin was flawless and silky smooth. A bit on the pale side for my liking. I’m more partial to darker skin – Mediterranean, Persians, that sort of thing. But then again, I’m even more partial to beauty. She wasn’t wearing any makeup and she was still a stone-cold 10.

      But it was her body that had me salivating. I’d guess she was about 5’10”, slim and fit with curves in all the right places. She was wearing some sort of red leather jumpsuit with black piping, gloves, and boots, like something a showy motorcycle rider might wear.

      Only supers wore outfits that over-the-top, which meant she had to be superpowered. Which made complete sense, seeing as Harding was the head of the U.S. Military’s Super-Powered Combatants Corps. The SPCC.

      Of which I had once been a member, before I jumped ship three years ago.

      I idly wondered what her power was, other than giving me a hard-on.

      Her waist was tiny and her hips were full. What little I saw of her backside looked like she had some African-American DNA somewhere in her lineage – otherwise I don’t know where a thin white girl would get a booty that fucking amazing.

      She had long, slender arms. Legs that went on for days. There was a zipper up the front of her jumpsuit that was pulled up way too far for my tastes – but I could still see her double D’s pressed firmly against the leather, with just a hint of deep cleavage visible at the top.

      FUUUUCK.

      You have to understand something. I’d been locked up for 12 months with absolutely no women in sight. Karkarin was a men’s prison – they kept the superpowered chicks somewhere else. Not only that, but there was no TV, no internet, no porno mags of any kind. Hell, not even a Victoria’s Secret catalog to whack off to.

      Apparently, when you have super powers and you get thrown in the clink, there is no such thing as ‘cruel and unusual punishment.’

      The last woman I’d seen was the 50-something judge at my sentencing, and the only way she would have won a beauty contest is if it was against a bunch of manatees. And even then she wouldn’t have been a lock to win.

      This chick?

      God DAMN.

      Now, I’d had hotter. Not way hotter, but… slightly hotter.

      But when you’re a man dying of thirst in the desert, a glass of water tastes better than anything you’ve ever had in your life.

      And this chick wasn’t a just a tall glass of water. She was the best damn cocktail imaginable.

      I’d sure as hell like to have my cock in her tail, that was for sure.

      She looked at me coldly as she stood to the left of Harding. I didn’t have to be a telepath to read her mind:

      Make a move, asshole. Just try it.

      Not that there were that many moves I could make, cuffed to a metal chair bolted to the floor, with a power-dampening collar around my goddamn neck.

      “Lieutenant Smith,” Harding said to the woman without looking at her, “meet ex-Major Hunter McNeil.”

      Smith, huh? Pretty drab name for such a spectacular face.

      She looked at me like I was something the cat had dragged in after the dog shit it out. “‘Ex’? So… dishonorably discharged.”

      It was more a statement of distaste than a question.

      I gave her a tight smile. “They court-martialed me, too, but I was already long gone.” Then I turned to Harding. “I was always surprised you guys gave me over to the Feds. What, didn’t you want to keep me for yourselves, just so you could watch me suffer up close?”

      “Oh, I wanted to,” Harding said, “but Karkarin had better containment facilities. Speaking of which, we need to ask you some questions about what happened there.”

      “Lot of flooding. The remodeling’s gonna be a bitch.”

      Harding smiled wryly as he spoke to his subordinate. “You’ll find, Lieutenant, that McNeil is a wise-ass. Something we never completely broke him of during his time in the Corps.”

      “‘Never completely’?” I scoffed. “You didn’t even come close.”

      “Be that as it may, I still need to know what happened at Karkarin.”

      I thought about being a wise-ass again and saying, What’s in it for me? but that was only going to forestall the inevitable. I was going to tell them what’d happened. There was no good reason not to.

      But I did want something for my trouble.

      “Just tell me one thing first,” I said.

      The hot chick looked pissed, like she was offended I was making demands, but Harding just asked, “What?”

      “I came up to the surface with a couple of guys from the kitchen. One of ‘em’s name was Stu. I’m pretty sure he saved me from drowning. Is he okay?”

      Harding looked at me like he was trying to figure me out. “He’s fine.”

      “Is he here?”

      “No, we sent him and the other five men back home.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Home home? Or some black site where you waterboard your ‘guests’?”

      “They’ll stay in detention for a couple of days until we get a handle on the situation, no waterboarding necessary. We’re 99% sure the parties involved weren’t using the kitchen help as intel.”

      That was probably a reasonable assumption. Although I’d never known the Army – or the SPCC – to be reasonable.

      “Would you pass on a message for me?” I asked.

      Harding looked intrigued. “What?”

      “Tell him ‘thanks.’”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it.”

      Harding kept watching me closely. “Tell me about what happened at Karkarin.”

      “It was a botched prison break,” I said, and then related everything that I’d seen. Told them about Doug Parth, too, and using him to get out of my collar.

      “You said ‘botched.’ Why?” Harding asked.

      “They knew who they were looking for, but they had no idea where the targets were. Not only that, they broke in 15 minutes too late. If they’d come in through the walls before 0600, everybody would have still been in their cells. The guards would have kept everybody on automatic lockdown, and the bad guys could have just walked around picking everybody up like they were checking off a grocery list. Instead, they were herding cats. Half the prison was out of their cells, and the bad guys had to wander around aimlessly hoping they ran across them. And then,” I added sarcastically, “there was that minor detail about flooding the prison before they found everybody they wanted. So, yeah – I’d say ‘botched’ pretty much covers it.”

      “Who were they looking for?”

      “Doug said he was trying to find Rodovan Golubovic, Vasily Romanov, and Enrico Paredo.”

      Hot Chick tried not to give anything away, but I still saw her face twitch.

      So she knew what they’d done, but she wasn’t desensitized enough to think of them merely as crimes on a rap sheet. Guess she hadn’t spent enough time in the Corps yet to have dealt with the truly evil fuckers.

      Harding didn’t blink, though. “Why did Parth confide in you?”

      “He trusted me from prior business dealings.”

      “Trusted you to do what?”

      “I told him if he took off my collar, I’d help him.”

      “Help him do what?”

      “Whatever he needed.”

      “Which was finding Golubovic, Romanov, and Paredo.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and realized that it sounded like I’d secured my freedom in exchange for freeing a couple of terrorists and murderers. “Though he told me that after he freed me, and I – ”

      “Or maybe he communicated it to you days ago,” Hot Chick snarled. “Or weeks, or months.”

      I stared daggers at her. “I am NOT the inside man here, babe. You’re barking up the wrong tree. Plus, I double-crossed Parth. I didn’t help him find those three assholes.”

      “Like we’re supposed to believe that.”

      “Believe what you want, but it’s the truth.”

      “I don’t think – ”

      I talked over her. “Hey, General, you mind putting a muzzle on your Chihuahua so I don’t have to listen to her yap anymore?”

      Hot Chick seethed. “You’re lucky you’re locked up.”

      “That’s the only way you’d ever have a shot at me, babe.”

      Harding tried to regain order. “Quiet, McNeil. Lieutenant – ”

      She just had to get in one more jab before Harding ordered her to shut up. “If I went after you, you wouldn’t know what hit you.”

      “Could you do it in the nude with some baby oil?” I smirked. “If you’re taking requests, that is.”

      Her arm jerked involuntarily at her side like she was about to do something decidedly superpowered to me.

      “LIEUTENANT!” Harding roared.

      Hot Chick immediately lowered her arm.

      “You’re here to observe,” Harding snarled at her. “Control yourself.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said quietly, her eyes downcast.

      “I understand emotions are running high, but any more outbursts from you and you’re done. Understood?”

      “…yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

      She said she was sorry, but she still kept giving me looks that could kill.

      Harding turned back to me. “Let’s get back to the prison break. You convinced Parth to free you from the collar, and then he said he wanted your help to locate the three men on his list.”

      “Yes,” I said, looking pointedly at Hot Chick. “He freed me, THEN he said he wanted my help locating the three assholes.”

      “And you said ‘no,’” Harding continued.

      “Actually, it wasn’t so much ‘no’ as it was ‘I don’t know.”

      “Explain.”

      I took them through the entire sequence: my lies to Parth, the black guy showing up and killing guards, and how I’d interrupted him with a forcefield bitchslap.

      “Why didn’t you kill him?” Harding asked.

      “It wasn’t for lack of trying. You know the saying ‘use it or lose it’?”

      “Of course.”

      “Apparently after being in a collar for a year, I lost a good bit of it.” I winked at Lt. Hot Chick. “But don’t worry – now that I’m out, I’m looking forward to using ‘it’ a lot more often.”

      She didn’t say anything, but I could see the muscles in her jaw stand out as she clenched her teeth.

      “Power atrophy,” Harding nodded. “I’ve seen studies on it.”

      “Good, I was afraid you were going to tell me it was all part of ‘Too Many Birthdays’ syndrome.”

      “What happened next?”

      I finished up with my escape and taking Stu and his friends up to the surface.

      Harding sat back in his chair and regarded me with curiosity. “You could have gotten away clean if you hadn’t saved those men.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Who knows.”

      “Why did you help them?”

      “Because I’m a smuggler, General,” I said. “Not a murderer.”

      “Allegedly,” Hot Chick muttered under her breath.

      Harding glared at her. I knew he was about to boot her out of the room, so I stepped in. Now that she’d (mostly) shut up, I was enjoying having some eye candy to look at. Way better than a 60-year-old overweight dude with a military fade, that was for sure.

      “He believes me,” I said to her. “I can see it in his eyes.” Then I spoke directly to Harding. “Although the question is why you believe me.”

      Harding forgot Hot Chick and turned back to me. “You saying I shouldn’t believe you?”

      “I’d like you to believe me, since I’m telling the truth. But the truth never stopped anybody from believing whatever the fuck they wanted to.” A thought occurred to me. “Unless… somebody else vouched for what I just said.”

      Harding nodded. “The kitchen workers corroborated your account of the rescue. And we managed to save a number of guards, a couple of whom attested to how you saved their lives when you attacked Soundwave.”

      “Soundwave?”

      “Call sign for Leonard Washington, the African-American male who broke in with Pincer, aka Douglas Parth.”

      “Oh God, please don’t start using those fuckin’ names,” I groaned.

      Harding smiled. “You never did like yours, did you?”

      “No, because it’s fucking retarded,” I snapped, then squinted. “Wait a second – you knew I had nothing to do with the break-in, so what’s with all the questions?”

      “I had to make absolutely sure,” Harding said.

      “Why? So you didn’t ‘accidentally’ torture me first?”

      “No, because I’m here to make you an offer.”

      I wanted so bad to look at Hot Chick and say, What – a blowjob?

      I would’ve loved to have seen her reaction.

      But I restrained myself.

      “What offer?” I asked.

      “First I have to deliver some fairly shocking news.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?” I scoffed. “You finally figured out after all these years I was right?”

      I expected him to react in anger. At the very least, a lecture. Harding knew why I’d gone AWOL three years ago. He just hadn’t cared about my reasons then, and I was pretty sure he didn’t give a shit now. He was a Good Soldier who put National Security above all else. As such, he expected everybody under him to blindly follow his orders, no matter how fucked-up and war crime-y they were.

      I’d quit following his orders, so he helped the politicians lock me up and throw away the key.

      Unexpectedly, though, Harding didn’t say anything. He just stared at me in silence.

      Hot Chick looked downright sick.

      “…what?” I demanded, feeling vaguely unsettled.

      Harding cleared his throat. “Three days ago, 623 super-powered individuals across the globe were assassinated in a coordinated strike. For all intents and purposes, every superhero on earth is now dead.”
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      I sat there, stunned. Absolutely speechless.

      When I finally found my tongue again, all I could say to Harding was, “You’re fucking with me, right?”

      “Unfortunately, I am not.”

      “All of your guys are dead?!”

      Harding gestured to Hot Chick. “Lt. Smith is one of the few SPCs we have left.”

      SPC – Super-Powered Combatant. Military lingo for anybody with powers.

      So she was a super. I’d been right.

      Then I got an even worse feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Was it just military, or – ”

      “Military and civilians.”

      “Mr. Justice?” I asked. He was basically the patron superhero of Washington DC. Stupid-ass name, but good guy.

      “Dead.”

      “Black Lioness?” She was LA’s number-one hero.

      “Dead.”

      “Captain Valiant?”

      I felt strange even saying the name. He headed up a whole group of supers in NYC. The guy was such a fuckin’ boy scout, I usually called him Captain Valium. Boring and white-bread as hell. But now –

      “Dead,” Harding said.

      “But they’re the most powerful people in the world!” I said in shock.

      Harding paused for a second, then murmured, “Were. ‘Were’ the most powerful people in the world.”

      I felt sick. I didn’t want to ask the next question, but I had to. “What about the ones I helped turn?”

      I was talking about all the freedom fighters in other countries I’d smuggled Ephemera to. The men and women who had almost single-handedly liberated their countries from oppressive regimes.

      Harding went stone-faced. “As far as we know… all of them.”

      “ALL of them?!”

      Harding nodded grimly.

      FUCK.

      “Akeyo in Kenya?” I asked.

      “Confirmed dead.”

      “Agustina in Chile?”

      “Missing, presumed dead.”

      “Chatwalit in Thailand?”

      “Confirmed dead.”

      God DAMN it!

      I wanted to destroy something, I was so angry.

      Then I realized the implications of everything Harding had just told me.

      “Wait a minute… that had to have been a gigantic operation,” I said in disbelief. “623 superheroes, dead, all in one day?”

      “It actually occurred over the span of two hours.”

      I stared at him. “You’re fucking KIDDING me.”

      “No.”

      “That’s, like, the D-Day of assassinations!”

      “I’d say that’s accurate.”

      “We’re talking hundreds of killers! Maybe thousands!”

      “At least 623,” Harding said drily.

      “Who’s behind it?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “What the fuck do you mean, ‘you don’t know’?”

      “Of the few assassins we recovered, most were low-level nobodies.”

      “‘Recovered’?”

      “Most of the assassins escaped. The few who didn’t were either killed, or immediately committed suicide when we apprehended them.”

      “No survivors?”

      “None.”

      Which sent me back into another bout of stunned silence.

      Eventually I got out another word: “How?”

      “We’re still sorting that out. Obviously we think there was some kind of inside help on the military side of things, but we haven’t been able to find the guilty parties. Yet. We’re still investigating.”

      “What about the civilian heroes? What did the cops find out?”

      Harding shifted uncomfortably. “We don’t know, and it’s probable we won’t for quite some time. If ever.”

      I frowned. “What are you talking about, ‘if ever’?”

      That’s when he dropped the second bomb on me.

      “The assassinations took place 72 hours ago. As of 48 hours ago, every major city on Earth is no longer ruled by civilian governments. They’re now controlled exclusively by supervillains.”

      I stared at him. “What?!”

      “They’ve basically instituted martial law and created individual city-states, run by superpowered warlords.”

      “You’re telling me Washington DC is run by – ”

      “Death Rattle, Vestix, and a couple of lower henchmen.”

      “The United States government is GONE?!” I exclaimed.

      “Not at all. They’re just not in control of the city anymore. The president, the vice president, the cabinet, Congress and the Supreme Court – they’ve all been moved to secret locations in rural America. The government is fully functional, just…” Harding shrugged. “Powerless.”

      “Let me get this straight: everybody in Congress is still alive, but all the superheroes are dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “Motherfuckers killed the wrong people, then,” I muttered. “What about all the people in the occupied cities?”

      “Mostly alive.”

      “‘Mostly’?”

      “After taking control, the villains broadcast messages saying that anyone trying to leave the city would be killed, but anyone who stayed would be safe. Obviously, people panicked and tried to flee. Unfortunately, they clogged up the interstates, creating massive traffic jams. That’s when the villains came out and slaughtered thousands of people until everybody else got the message. Now all the civilians are huddled in submission, terrified to lift a finger against the warlords.”

      “Everybody’s going to starve to death, then,” I said. “Hell, they’ll die of thirst when the water runs out.”

      Harding shook his head. “In general, the supervillains have made a concerted effort to keep day-to-day operations flowing smoothly. The power’s on, the garbage is being collected, the stores are open, trucks are still delivering food cross-country. In fact, at least in America, every single city hall is still functioning. It’s just that they’re taking their marching orders from somewhere else now.”

      I scoffed. “Criminals must be having a field day.”

      “Interestingly enough, crime has dropped to almost non-existent levels. There was a significant wave of looting when the supervillains took over – until they killed all the looters. That stopped that. Now there are roving bands of lesser-powered villains patrolling the city. Anyone caught in the act of any crime is summarily executed. Well, except for the villains themselves, of course. They do whatever they want. But everyone else stays in line, or they die.”  Harding smiled grimly. “It’s like Saudi Arabia on steroids. If you steal an apple, they don’t chop off your hand – they shoot you in the back of the head.”

      “Why are they going to such lengths to keep order? Supervillains aren’t really known for that.”

      “It’s far easier to maintain control when criminals aren’t running rampant and the population isn’t in hysterics. Also, keeping everyone under lock and key was actually a brilliant strategic move. They now have anywhere from 5 to 20 million hostages per city. We can’t bomb them. We can’t exactly invade our own cities with tanks. In fact, the supervillains have made it clear: if the military tries to take out even one warlord, a thousand people in every occupied city on Earth will die every hour, on the hour, until we retreat. If we raise even a finger against them, hundreds of thousands of people will die. Maybe millions.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “Why not just steal a couple of trillion dollars and call it a day?”

      “Having all the money in the world is worthless if there’s no place to spend it. They didn’t want a world full of chaos where they’d have to live on deserted islands, and they didn’t want to be hunted down after they killed the heroes – so they took over the world instead and made it their own.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Somebody really smart planned all of this.”

      Harding nodded. “Now all you have to do is find out who.”

      I looked up, startled. “What do you mean, ‘all you have to do’?”

      “You didn’t think I pulled you in here just to brief you on the end of the world, did you? There’s a reason you’re here, McNeil.”

      “Which is what, exactly?”

      “We need you to infiltrate one of the crime syndicates and find out who organized this.”

      “Why me?”

      “You’re a criminal. All that’s left in the world now is criminals.” He smiled grimly. “You’ll fit right in.”

      “So you’re going to let me go… so I can go undercover?”

      “Now you’ve got the idea.”

      I thought about not bringing it up so I could potentially take advantage later, but this was Harding we were talking about. He wasn’t stupid. He’d have a contingency plan for everything. “What makes you think I won’t just bug out the second I get a chance?”

      Harding gestured to Hot Chick. “Lt. Smith here will be your handler.”

      I laughed out loud. “What? Seriously? You want me to go deep undercover with a fuckin’ noob?”

      Hot Chick got visibly angry but didn’t say anything.

      Harding did the talking for her. “The lieutenant is a highly trained tactical specialist – ”

      “She’s a nobody,” I interrupted. “Otherwise she would have gotten whacked three days ago along with all the others. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      The red in Hot Chick’s cheeks faded, and she looked down at the floor with an almost palpable sense of shame.

      I felt a little bad laying it all out like that, but fuck it. These people wanted me to put my dick on the chopping block with nothing but a greenhorn for backup? Fuck that shit.

      Harding wasn’t moved. “Regardless, she’s part of the deal – precisely because I don’t trust you not to bug out the second you get a chance.”

      I laughed ruefully. “So you want me to go undercover with a bunch of killers to find out who engineered the worldwide assassination of hundreds of superheroes, with nobody but a fuckin’ rookie on my six. Why the hell would I take this deal?”

      “Because you know what’s at stake.”

      “Yeah. My freedom.”

      Harding leaned in and stared me in the eye. “Bullshit. You saved those men from dying during the prison break when it was expressly in your own interests not to. Like you said, you’re a smuggler, not a murderer.”

      “Of course, according to you,” I snarled, “I’m a traitor.”

      Harding looked at me in silence for a long moment.

      “Say it,” I demanded.

      He cleared his throat. “Whatever my personal thoughts about what you did, this assassination plot killed dozens of people you smuggled Ephemera to. That alone tells me that you were at least partly on the side of the angels.”

      “Partly,” I snorted.

      “I don’t agree with the reasons you did what you did, McNeil, but I’ll admit that at least you had reasons. You weren’t just out for money. And frankly… we don’t have a lot of other options at the moment.”

      “I think the lack of other options is the biggest factor here.”

      “Maybe.”

      It was the closest I was ever going to get to an apology from General John ‘Mad Dog’ Harding.

      I forced myself to cool down and put my thinking cap on.

      “Say I do find out who killed all the superheroes… what then? You gonna go and assassinate the guys who did it?”

      “More or less.”

      “I thought they controlled all the major cities on earth. A hundred million hostages and all that.”

      Harding shrugged. “Once we know where the head of the snake is, it’ll be easier to cut it off.”

      “Uh-huh. And what do I get out of it?”

      “Freedom. You can eke out the rest of your life sentence in another prison, or you can stay out of jail and serve your country at the same time.”

      “I already served my country for seven years, and having to constantly worry about keeping a secret from a bunch of psychopaths isn’t my idea of freedom.”

      “There’s a risk in everything. There’s a risk in you living out the rest of your life in prison, too.”

      Well… he wasn’t wrong about that.

      “If I do find out who masterminded the whole thing, what happens then? Do I get a pardon?” I asked.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      I sat there in silence for a moment as I ran the odds in my head.

      Then I gave him my answer.

      “Yeah, no thanks. Hard pass.”

      Harding got grumpy. “I can’t secure a pardon before – ”

      “It’s not the fuckin’ pardon, it’s the whole damn thing. You think I can just show up on a bunch of superpowered mobsters’ doorstep and they’ll welcome me with open arms? Seriously?”

      “You just escaped from Karkarin – ”

      “Where I saved a couple of prison guards, double-crossed Parth, and tried to kill that other guy – which they are going to tell everybody about. The Australian mafia’s gonna be gunning for me for sure, along with whoever arranged the prison break. You might as well paint a target on my forehead, back, and ballsack.”

      Harding didn’t like to be told ‘no,’ and his face reflected that. “So you’re choosing prison, then.”

      “No, I’m going to make you a counteroffer.”

      “Which is what?”

      “I’m gonna go kill a bunch of superpowered warlords for you.”

      It was a sufficiently audacious offer, and it caused exactly the reaction I was looking for.

      Hot Chick did a double-take.

      Harding looked out-and-out confused. “…what?!”

      “I’m going to go take care of your supervillain problem for you, one city at a time.”

      “And how exactly do you propose to do that?”

      “Simple. I’m going to go recruit a team, and then I’m going to go to the nearest city, and then I’m going to kill whatever supervillain’s running it.”

      “Recruit a team from where?” Harding scoffed. “The SPCC doesn’t have many survivors.”

      “I’m not talking military.”

      “All the civilian SPCs are dead.”

      “I’m not talking civilians, either.”

      Now Harding was downright exasperated. “Well it can’t be criminals – you just said Parth’s people want your head on a platter.”

      I leaned in for the kill. “In all your calculations, you’ve made one huge mistake. You think everybody divides neatly into heroes and supervillains. And, I guess, ‘minor’ villains. But there’s an entire underworld of guys like me out there – guys with powers who are just trying to get by. Looking for the next big score. People who would happily rob a bank, or run a con, or steal a bunch of jewels, but they’d never sign on for murder. Definitely not a global assassination conspiracy, no matter how rich it’d make them. There’s an entire network of small-time crooks out there I can convince to help me – provided that the pay-out’s big enough.”

      Harding narrowed his eyes. “And what’s a big enough pay-out?”

      “I figure ten million cash each, and a pardon for all the crimes they’ve ever committed. And not just from the US – I’m talking a pardon from every single country they’re wanted in. If you can’t get the other countries’ cooperation, then at least promise no extradition from the US.”

      Hardly gave a humorless laugh. “What, you want to promise ‘em a box of chocolates and a blowjob, too?”

      It was the first time the whole ‘Four-Star General’ schtick had cracked. Underneath it, I saw the sergeant who’d led the suicide charge up the hill to take the bunker, no matter the cost.

      It wasn’t the Four-Star General I needed to convince.

      It was the blood-and-guts sergeant, the guy who knew the true cost of winning.

      “If that’ll help, sure. But the main thing is, I need a team of people who can go toe-to-toe with the absolute worst motherfuckers on earth right now. And whoever I get, they’re not going to risk their lives for the love of humanity, or freedom, or whatever other bullshit you might try to sell them. And they’re sure as hell not going to do it for peanuts.” I sat back in my chair. “Plus I’m going to need it all in writing.”

      Harding glowered at me. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Then nothing’s going to happen at all. Because nobody’s going to risk their fucking lives just on my say-so.”

      Harding shook his head. “Just a second ago you didn’t want to risk going undercover, being discovered, and getting killed – but now you want to rush headlong into battle?”

      “In your deal, all I do is play defense. I lie my head off, look over my shoulder every second, and try not to get found out. I got no power in your deal. With my deal, I’m playing offense. I’m the one they have to watch out for, the one that’s going to whack them. I’m the fuckin’ boogeyman, not them.”

      “And what do you want for your trouble?” Harding asked sarcastically.

      “Same as the others. Complete pardon for my entire criminal record.”

      “And ten million dollars,” he added nastily.

      “No. Just the pardon.”

      That surprised him.

      “Why?” he asked with a frown.

      “Because it’s not about the money, General. It was never about the money.”

      Harding sat back in his chair. He looked like he might possibly be considering it, which was a small victory in and of itself. “It’s insane.”

      “Which is why it might work.”

      “The odds are going to be much higher your way,” he warned me.

      “No they won’t,” I said confidently.

      “With my way, all you have to do is find out who arranged the assassination.”

      “With your way, the first guy to get suspicious of me whacks me. With my way, I get to whack him first.”

      “Say you do manage to take out a warlord,” Harding said. “The rest will be gunning for you as soon as they hear.”

      “But they won’t kill any civilians, because I’m just another criminal looking to take over their territory. And if anything ‘untoward’ happens, you and the United States military have complete plausible deniability.”

      Harding sat there for a long moment, mulling it over.

      “Alright,” he finally said. “I’ll run it up the flagpole.”

      “Okay.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.”

      “Never do.”

      “I can’t promise anything.”

      I shrugged. “It’s either my way, or I’ll go back to prison and take my chances.”

      “Even if we do go your way, Lt. Smith will still be your handler,” Harding said.

      “No offense, but Lt. Smith is green. She is not cut out for this. With what I’m planning, she’ll be dead in the first assault.”

      “I can handle myself,” Hot Chick snapped.

      I turned to her. “How many people have you killed?”

      “How many have you?” she retorted.

      I let her have it with both barrels.

      “Are we talking about all the people I killed when I was in the Rangers, or when I was in the SPCC? Or are we talking about the assholes I had to kill while I was smuggling, the guys who wanted to slit my throat and steal my freight? Or the guys I had to kill in Karkarin before they tried to skull-fuck me? You choose, sweetheart. Combined or separate, I’m sure my number’s a fuck-ton higher than yours.”

      She didn’t say anything.

      “I thought so,” I muttered, and turned back to Harding. “She’s not coming with me.”

      “You don’t have a choice.”

      “It’s me doing this alone, or I go back to prison.”

      Harding gave me a tight-lipped smile. “It’s you doing this with the Lieutenant, or you go back to prison. Non-negotiable.”

      Fuck.

      I could tell he was serious by the tone of his voice, so I sighed and gave in. “Fine. Go run it up the flagpole and see what the boys no-longer-in-Washington have to say.”

      Spoiler alert: they said ‘yes.’

      With a couple of provisions.
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      Harding had Lt. Hot Chick unlock my cuffs, and then they both escorted me out into the hallway.

      “We’re going to need a fast plane without markings,” I said as we walked. “Nothing obviously military, either. A sparkjet’ll do.”

      “They haven’t said ‘yes’ yet,” Harding grumbled.

      “They will, so we might as well get a jump on planning. By the way, I’m going to need something else to wear besides this,” I said, gesturing to my camo, “or you might as well paint a target on my dick, too.”

      “Fine.”

      “Can we do something about this?” I said, tugging at the metal collar around my neck.

      “Not until they say ‘yes.’” Harding turned to go down a separate corridor but spoke over his shoulder. “Lt. Smith will show you around the ship. If you try anything, she’s under orders to kill you.”

      As Harding disappeared, I turned to Hot Chick. “Is that so.”

      “Yes it is,” she said with a smile.

      “Kill me how, exactly?”

      She fired up her power – literally.

      Flames danced from the ends of her black gloves like somebody’d turned up a gas stove.

      “Aha,” I said with a nod. “I was wondering what your power was. Do you have a stupid-ass codename, too?”

      “Nova.”

      “Not bad.”

      “Better than yours, I hear.”

      I grimaced. “Just show me the damn ship.”

      It was a Kraken-class submarine – the biggest class in the US Navy, with its own retractable hull over a 300-foot-long flight deck. It was only good for sparkjets and other smaller craft with vertical-takeoff-and-landing capabilities, but that exactly the kind of plane I needed.

      Nova led me through the enclosed hangar, past two dozen technicians and mechanics working on half a dozen VTOLs. We bypassed several planes until we reached exactly what I wanted: a 70-foot sparkjet with a full cargo bay, two-person cockpit, supersonic capability, a 15,000 mile range – and no visible markings.

      “This’ll do nicely,” I said as I walked around the aircraft, then added with a smirk, “Looks like you were already prepared to offer me whatever I needed.”

      “Harding was,” she said coolly. “Not me.”

      “Too bad for you, since you’re stuck babysitting.”

      “‘Babysitting’ isn’t exactly the phrase I would have used. ‘Asshole-sitting’ is closer.”

      I laughed. “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

      “I don’t like you at all.”

      I walked over in front of her. “What’d I ever do to you?”

      “Besides the crass sexual innuendos and comments about muzzling me?” she asked, her jaw set.

      “You hated me long before that, sweetheart.”

      That got her dudgeon up.

      “I’m not your sweetheart,” she sneered, “and I hate you because you’re a disgrace to the program and the uniform.”

      “Ohhhh,” I chuckled, then turned back to inspect the ship. “A true believer. Don’t worry, reality’ll beat that out of you sooner or later.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You really must be green, because you’re way too smart to buy the line of crap they’re selling. So let me lay it out for you. The SPCC doesn’t exist to protect ‘truth, justice, and the American way.’ The SPCC is a weapon designed so the US and the rest of the S7 can keep their boot on everybody else’s neck.”

      The US and six other countries – the UK, Germany, Japan, Russia, China, and India – were known as the S7, and were the only nations in the world whose militaries were allowed to use Ephemera to create Super-Powered Combatants. For everybody else, it was illegal.

      Funny how the seven biggest economies on earth just happened to now be the most powerful, too.

      The S7 would supply SPCs to allies – for example, the US had loaned plenty of superheroes to Canada on an exchange program – but nobody else was allowed to create SPCs themselves.

      By the way, no other country in the world agreed to that. The S7 just upped and signed a treaty one day and shut everybody else out of the superhero game… and then started attacking other countries that called ‘Bullshit’ and tried to make their own superheroes.

      Which meant the US and their six buddies had created a hell of a black market for illegal Ephemera and smuggling services like mine.

      You know… back before I got caught and sent to Karkarin.

      Nova wasn’t buying it, though.

      “If you hate the SPCC so much, then why’d you sign up for it?” she snapped.

      “Because I didn’t find out the truth until I was neck-deep in shit. Which is what they feed you in the program. Propaganda, lies, and horseshit. You should really stop swallowing it and start thinking for yourself.”

      She shook her head in contempt. “I can’t believe they let someone like you serve alongside someone like Goldhawk.”

      Okay, that pissed me off.

      I walked over and got right up in her face. “I knew Goldhawk. He was part of my squad, and he didn’t like the situation any more than… I did…”

      Suddenly it all clicked.

      “Wait – you knew him, too, didn’t you?” I asked.

      Nova stared off into the distance and nodded silently.

      “Friend of yours?”

      She clenched her jaw and tried not to show any emotion. “And a mentor.”

      Goldhawk had to have been killed along with everybody else three days ago.

      Shit – now it suddenly it all made sense why she was so angry at me.

      All the people she’d ever looked up to – dead.

      And I got away scot-free, cuz I most definitely was not a fuckin’ hero.

      “How many people did you know?” I asked. “Of the ones who died.”

      “Almost a dozen. Four of them were good friends.”

      Nova had teared up, but she was holding it together.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “Goldhawk was a good guy.”

      She looked at me with furious contempt. “He was a hero.”

      By most people’s reckoning, I’m sure he was. Not by mine. But he was a good guy.

      Shit got complicated when you were a professional assassin for the government. They couldn’t call you by your real job description, so they just called you a hero instead.

      When I didn’t say anything, Nova must have taken that as a challenge to his memory or something. “He was a decorated soldier who risked his life.”

      “So was I, once upon a time.”

      She narrowed her eyes angrily. “He wasn’t a traitor.”

      “Yeah – that was one of the few things I didn’t like about him.”

      Now she was spitting mad. “I don’t know what the hell Harding was thinking, bringing you on – ”

      “His options are limited, that’s what he’s thinking. And the SPCC’s always been A-OK with doing whatever it takes whenever their options are limited.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I turned around and walked back to the ship. “Serve a few more years in the Corps, you’ll find out.”

      “Tell me something – did you become a traitor because you got so jaded? Or did you get so jaded so you could justify being a traitor?”

      “I got jaded because of all the people I was ordered to kill. And I quit because I didn’t want to find out what comes after ‘jaded.’”

      “That’s profound,” she sneered. “You should put it on a coffee cup.”

      “There’s probably already one with it in the gift shop,” I said, jerking my thumb back towards the rear of the hangar.

      “What – oh,” she said, realizing I was joking, then went back to being angry. “You think you’re funny, don’t you.”

      “And handsome, too. Don’t forget about handsome.”

      She rolled her eyes. But before she could say anything else, Harding walked into the hangar. Next to him was a soldier in camo carrying a bundle of stuff in his arms.

      “It’s a go,” Harding announced jauntily.

      I smiled at Nova, though I addressed Harding as I spoke. “You don’t say. The SPCC is willing to work with a traitor just because their options are limited? Do tell.”

      Nova glowered at me.

      I switched to looking at Harding. “What about the pardons?”

      The general handed over a piece of paper with an official military seal. I scanned it and saw it was all there: a pardon for me, and a pardon and $10 million payday for any individual who helped me assassinate SPCs who had taken over metropolitan areas, contingent upon blah blah blah. It got boring, so I skipped to the end.

      All of it was signed by the man at the top, the one no longer physically in the White House. Obviously a copy from a laser printer, but it wasn’t like they were going to Fed-Ex the original out here in the next two hours.

      Harding basically read my mind. “That’s about as official as you’re going to get.”

      “That’ll be enough,” I said as I folded up the paper. “I’m gonna need some cash, though.”

      The soldier beside Harding handed over a stack of greenbacks. I shuffled through it quickly, estimating the count. Maybe $25,000.

      “This is it?” I asked.

      “All we’ve got is American,” Harding said. “You’ll have to get local currencies if you go somewhere else.”

      “That’s not what I meant. People know me as a baller. I have a cover to maintain. This?” I said as I held up the wad of cash. “This’ll get me through a day. Two days, tops.”

      “That’s tax-payer money, McNeil. You’re not getting to lead a lavish lifestyle on the taxpayer’s dime.”

      “Well, then, it’s going to be a quick trip, seeing as we need to refuel the jet wherever we go,” I shot back.

      Harding gritted his teeth, then nodded once. The soldier handed over a slip of paper with a long stream of numbers on it.

      A Swiss bank account number.

      “I assume your contacts will take that?” he asked.

      “They will if there’s enough money in the account.”

      “We’ll refresh it as you use it. Memorize that number and destroy it.”

      “Already done,” I said, and handed the paper to Nova. “Here, torch that for me, will you?”

      She shot me a couple of eye-daggers, but took the paper and lit it up in her palm.

      “And here are your clothes,” Harding said as his camouflaged butler handed over a small stack of clothes. “That’s all we could scrounge up in your size from the men onboard.”

      A pair of jeans and a black t-shirt with a shitty rock band logo on it.

      “I see what I’m going to be spending some of my 25 grand on,” I muttered.

      “There’s a few caveats to your mission,” Harding said.

      “What?”

      “You can’t recruit anyone with a crime higher than manslaughter, unless the victim of the crime was another supervillain.”

      I raised one eye. “Why manslaughter?”

      “We don’t want any Genocide Gols in on this. Not exactly a good look for the US government to be recruiting serial killers.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t recruit murderers anyway. You can’t trust a murderer to have your back.”

      Nova scoffed. “But you can trust a thief?”

      “More than the US Army, babe,” I shot back.

      “In addition, Lt. Smith is now your handler and teammate,” Harding said.

      “Not my handler and not my teammate. My subordinate. She takes orders from me,” I said, jerking my thumb at my chest.

      “The hell I do,” Nova snarled.

      I ignored her and spoke to Harding. “If you want this to work, I can’t have some noob second-guessing me in the middle of a fight unless you want us both ending up dead.”

      “Sir – ”

      Harding held up his hand, and Nova fell silent.

      “Lt. Smith, you will follow McNeil’s orders, so long as they do not jeopardize the overall mission of exterminating all SPC warlords with extreme prejudice. That is a direct order.”

      She slumped a little, but nodded. “Yes sir.”

      “Good,” I said with satisfaction.

      “But Lt. Smith will be piloting the ship,” Harding added.

      Nova perked up at that one.

      “No she won’t,” I snapped.

      “It’s the SPCC’s,” Harding said. “It’s on loan to you. It’s worth $150 million in taxpayer money. She’s the pilot.”

      “I was a goddamn smuggler! I cut my teeth on evasive maneuvers – ”

      “Non-negotiable,” Harding said.

      “You want to blow up this deal over who flies the goddamn plane?”

      “Do YOU?” Harding said. “If so, I can put you back in cuffs right now.”

      Shit.

      I’d known Harding long enough to know he wasn’t going to budge.

      Whatever. I’d see what I could do about getting behind the pilot’s seat later, after we were airborne.

      “Fine,” I groaned. “Whatever.”

      Nova looked especially smug.

      “Where are you headed first?” Harding asked.

      “Depends. Where the fuck are we?”

      “Off the southern coast of Australia.”

      I frowned. “Is that where Karkarin is?”

      “Was.”

      Son of a bitch. And all this time, everybody thought it was near Hawaii. I guess it was… if you can call 5000 miles away ‘nearby.’

      No wonder Doug Parth had been in on the jailbreak. The Australian mafia was just around the corner.

      I thought for a second about what was in the general neighborhood, and who I knew.

      “Who’s running Tokyo?” I asked Harding.

      “We would prefer you target an American city first,” Harding said. “DC, New York – ”

      “And I’d prefer to build my fuckin’ team the way we discussed, without any interference from you. So who’s running Tokyo?”

      Harding glared at me, but he wasn’t letting me fly the plane, so fuck him.

      “Hiroshi Takamura,” Harding said. “You probably know him as Antimatter.”

      “Oh. Great.”

      Hiroshi Takamura, aka Antimatter, aka Anti for short. I’d never done business with him before, but I’d been in the same room with him several times in the company of other supervillains. Spent enough time around him that I would immediately remember him by sight.

      His power was he could generate tiny amounts of antimatter near his body. I don’t know if you know what happens when antimatter hits matter, but it ain’t pretty. Big boom, lots of energy.

      Normally you’d think that was a problem – I mean, you use your power once and you blow off your hand, right? – but Hiroshi could psychokinetically contain the antimatter and channel the energy so it didn’t hurt him. As a result, he could throw blasts of pure energy that could punch through five inches of steel. He could even use antimatter streams under his feet to propel himself through the air at hundreds of miles an hour.

      So basically he was a flying, energy-shooting motherfucker.

      But that wasn’t the bad part.

      No, the bad part was Hiroshi was a straight-up, stone-cold killer. He’d been part of Japan’s S7 strike force, where he got a reputation for being the guy who would off women and children when his teammates got a little queasy about it. Then he figured out he could make about a million times more money outside the law, so he killed his entire unit on a mission and stepped out to become a supervillain.

      He wasn’t crazy, though. He didn’t enjoy killing. He just had ice water in his veins. No emotion whatsoever.

      Some supervillains killed for money. Some killed for power. Some killed just to watch their victims’ expression change.

      Not Anti. He didn’t necessarily want you dead – but if that was what needed to be done, he’d do it with the same emotion as signing his own name on a piece of paper.

      Not the guy you necessarily want to go head-to-head with.

      I sighed. “Is it just him, or – ”

      “He also has a subordinate named Spike.”

      “Ohhhh yeah. Good ol’ Spike.”

      I didn’t know his real name, but Spike was an American from Brooklyn, with the ‘fuck you’ attitude to match. He’d started off as the enforcer for a bunch of goons in Newark, then became one of the mob’s first experiments in black-market Ephemera.

      When they’re exposed to pure Ephemera, most people just develop mental-based powers. A much smaller number turn green, or grow gills, or what have you.

      But Ephemera that hasn’t been processed by a professional lab down to the .0001 percentile can have some nasty side effects. Like death.

      Even if you do survive the process, it becomes far more likely you’ll get the short end of the stick when it comes to powers.

      Spike didn’t just draw the short end of the stick, he got the shit end.

      Basically his entire body mutated. He turned grey, and his eyes turned black with white pupils. His skin became thick and tough as a rhino’s. Not only that, but he grew tens of thousands of two-inch-long, razor-sharp quills across his entire body. They laid down at an angle across his skin, not standing straight up, but he still kind of looked like a jacked porcupine from hell.

      Some guys would have lost their minds. Not Spike. He supposedly fuckin’ loved it. He liked beating people to death before, but you had to use a pesky bat, or brass knuckles, or a cue ball in a sock. Not anymore. He could just shred ‘em like a food processor now. Course, the clean-up was a little messy – all that blood and skin stuck to him – but Spike supposedly didn’t mind that at all.

      Not to mention his powers made him goddamn nigh invulnerable. All that thick skin was nearly as tough as Kevlar. And on top of all the other shit, he got the ability to regenerate his wounds super-fast. You could shoot him in the chest with a shotgun, knock a hole in him bigger than a basketball, and two minutes later he’d look like you scratched him with a plastic spoon.

      Word is he stayed a Jersey mob enforcer for about, oh, two months. When they only wanted to use Spike for intimidation – and believe me, I’ve met him, he’s plenty intimidating just walking into a room – Spike decided to go looking for bloodier pastures. The goombahs didn’t agree, so Spike slaughtered them all, providing a nice little ironic ending to the Newark Mob. After that he went and worked for a series of supervillains. Apparently Anti was the latest of the bunch.

      Spike wasn’t particularly ambitious. He didn’t want to be the Numero Uno. He was more than happy to be an enforcer as long as he got to kill somebody every so often. If Anti was using him, then Spike was probably being given free rein. Not good news.

      But Harding had only mentioned Spike and Antimatter.

      “Is that it?” I asked in surprise. “Just the two of them, running all of Tokyo?”

      Harding shook his head. “Antimatter’s cut a deal with the major clans of the Yakuza. They’re his foot soldiers.”

      “How many?”

      “Best estimate is 3000 men.”

      “And only two guys with powers? Well, shit. Tokyo it is, then,” I chuckled, then pointed at the metal collar around my neck. “Now, how about this?”

      Harding stared me down. “I’m warning you now: if you try to make a run for it, Lt. Smith will kill you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I already heard the first verse of that song. Come on.”

      Harding pulled a small control device out of his pocket, typed out a long code – and suddenly my collar clicked and loosened around my neck.

      Sensation from my powers flooded back into my head, along with a dump-truck-sized load of pain – but it wasn’t as bad as the agony that had hit me back in Karkarin, thank god.

      Harding saw me grimace. “You alright?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said as I yanked off the separated collar and tossed it to Harding’s camouflaged butler. “Couple of aspirin and I’ll be good.”

      “How are we going to get into Tokyo?” Nova asked me.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Seeing as we might get shot down on approach, I am going to worry about it,” she retorted.

      “I’m a smuggler, babe. My entire line of work is getting into places undetected.” I turned to Harding. “Are you sure I can’t fly the damn plane?”

      “I’m sure.”

      I looked at Nova. “Then just do what I tell you and we’ll be fine.”

      She glared at me but didn’t say anything.

      “Well,” Harding sighed, “I would tell you good luck, but you’re going to need a lot more than luck.”

      “Naaah,” I chuckled. “I’d rather be lucky than good any day.”

      “Mrm,” Harding murmured, then turned to Nova. “Godspeed, Lieutenant.”

      “Thank you, sir,” she said as she saluted.

      “Come on, let’s go,” I said, and headed for the rear cargo door of the plane. “I got some superpowered assholes to kill.”

      “McNeil,” Harding called out just as I was climbing onboard.

      “Yeah?”

      “Stick to the plan.”

      “Of course,” I said with a smile. “You know me – when have I ever gone off the reservation before?”

      “McNeil – ” Harding warned.

      “You worry too much,” I called out, then disappeared inside.
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      Whoever had decked out the interior of the sparkjet had done a pretty good job on short notice. Lots of cargo storage space, a row of five jump seats on either side of the hull, and even a cot welded to the floor with straps that could hold you in place during evasive maneuvers. With a two-man crew, one could nap while the other flew the plane.

      Speaking of flying the plane –

      “All that back-and-forth with Harding was bullshit – you know that, right?” I asked Nova as I buckled myself into the co-pilot’s chair beside her. She’d already taken the left seat. “I’m flying the plane.”

      “No you’re not,” she said as she went through the pre-flight check.

      “Yes I am,” I said as I reached over for the release that would transfer control from her flight stick to mine.

      Without looking at me, she held up one hand and FWOOSH lit it up like a blowtorch.

      I withdrew my hand from the release.

      “You know what?” I said in my most magnanimous voice. “I guess I’ll let you fly the plane.”

      “Mm-hm,” she just murmured as she extinguished the fire and went on checking the instruments.

      While she did, I checked her out. She was fantastic head-on, but looking at her in profile, with that magnificent rack jutting out from her suit –

      Well, I had to adjust my own flight stick, if you know what I mean.

      “Fire One to tower, requesting retraction of hull,” she said over her headset.

      Whatever they said back, I didn’t hear it through her headphones – but I heard the metallic groaning and shrieking as the hull of the submarine retracted above us.

      Sunlight poured in where formerly there had only been fluorescent lights, and water from the hull dripped down on us like a light rain.

      Nova rattled off a bunch of take-off patter, fired up the engines, and within seconds we lifted off into the air.

      As we cleared the outer hull of the sub, I looked around. Nothing but oceanwater all around us in every direction.

      I looked at the bank of video monitors on the console and found the camera for the underside of the fuselage. The submarine was displayed clearly beneath us, the front third of its hull open. Seconds after we cleared the doors, they began to slide back along their curved tracks into place, until the hull was one unbroken, smooth surface again. Once they magnetically sealed it and pressurized it, the sub could dive underwater again.

      At a thousand feet above sea level, Nova turned the jet from take-off mode to flight mode, and we accelerated towards the horizon and began to climb.

      “Setting course for Tokyo, ETA 2100 local time,” she said aloud, then added, “Why Tokyo?”

      “Cuz there’s a really great whorehouse there.”

      She looked at me like I was some sort of intestinal worm.

      “Hey, I’ve been in prison for a year. Time to get laid.” Then I grinned. “Unless you’re willing to do the honors.”

      “Fucking pig,” she seethed. “I should turn this jet around and – ”

      “Relax, church lady. It’s not about the whorehouse, it’s about who visits it. Every lowlife SPC I know hangs out there when they’re in Tokyo. It’s the best place in 10,000 miles to find the contacts I need.” I grinned again. “Although I wouldn’t mind getting laid, either.”

      Before she could say anything, I continued. “But FIRST we’re going shopping. I’m not walking around wearing a Nickelback cover band shirt.”

      I looked Nova’s red and black skintight suit up and down – a very pleasant activity, but I wasn’t ogling her rack anymore. I was making sure she wasn’t wearing any US military or S7 patches.

      She wasn’t – at least not on the front of her suit or the arm closest to me. Guess there hadn’t been any change in policy since I’d left. The Army didn’t want the dirty deeds of the SPCC to be found out immediately, in case there were any survivors of said dirty deeds who could identify them.

      “No insignia on your suit, right?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “We should probably get you some new clothes anyway, though.”

      “No, I have to wear this suit. It’s designed for my powers.”

      “Well… you’ll stick out like a sore thumb, but I guess that’s fine. In the circles I run in, there’s always plenty of flashy assholes flaunting their superpowers.”

      She glared at me. “Thanks.”

      “No problem. What’s your name?”

      “Nova.”

      “That’s your fuckin’ code name. What’s your real name?”

      “Lieutenant,” she said humorlessly.

      “Well then I outrank you, Lieutenant, so I think I’ll fly the plane now.”

      “You outranked me before you were court-martialed, stripped of your rank, and imprisoned. Not anymore.”

      “So we’re back where we started from. Let’s try again: what’s your first name?”

      “You can call me Lt. Smith, Nova, or Lieutenant. That’s it.”

      “Fine. Nova.” I unbuckled my seat harness and stood up. “I’ll be in the back.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Whack off,” I joked. “Gotta make sure I get the most bang for my buck – literally – when we go to the whorehouse.”

      Nova started bitching again. “You’re a real charmer, you know that? Chauvinistic piece of – ”

      I just grinned, closed the bulkhead so I didn’t have to hear her, and made my way to the back of the jet.

      I did a quick review of the inventory. Some good gear stowed away – binoculars, a sniper rifle, a couple automatic weapons, lots of ammo. And there were several dozen foil-wrapped MREs (Meals Ready-to-Eat) in a locker. But that wasn’t the reason I’d come back here.

      It was time to get to work.

      I strapped myself into one of the jump seat harnesses and began to concentrate.

      Barring something like smoke in the air or special lasers, I’m the only one who can see my forcefields. To me they look like slightly blue-tinged glass, but to everyone else they’re invisible. If Nova had eyes on me through a camera in the hold, all she would see me doing is staring into thin air.

      First I imagined a sphere about two inches in diameter. That gave me a headache, but I persevered. Then I visualized cubes, planes, pyramids, cylinders, spirals. By the time I’d moved onto multiple shapes at one time, my head felt like somebody had hooked up my brain to a car battery. I’d also sweated all the way through my Army-issue olive drabs.

      Not good. Not as bad as Karkarin, and getting better by the minute, yes, but definitely nowhere near where I needed to be if I was going to take out a couple of supervillains and thousands of Japanese mobsters.

      So I rested for a minute… gritted my teeth… ignored the pain… and started all over again.
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      A six-hour flight, and not once did Lt. Hot Chick cede control of the jet.

      Oh well. I got a shit-ton of practice in, even if my head did feel like it’d been run over by a pavement roller.

      I had a couple of MREs while I practiced – kung-pao chicken and Salisbury steak. Not most people’s idea of good, but after a year in Karkarin, they tasted like fine dining to me.

      Nova put the sparkjet on auto-pilot, came back, ate an MRE, and never once spoke. I didn’t hear her voice again until it came over the loudspeakers a couple hours later.

      “Approaching Japan. ETA 15 minutes.”

      I changed into the jeans and t-shirt, took the wet camos into the cockpit with me, then buckled up for the descent.

      By 2105 local time, we were approaching a smuggler’s airstrip about two hours’ drive from Tokyo.

      No problems with invading Japanese airspace, luckily.

      “One of Antimatter’s demands was for the Japanese Air Force to stop patrolling,” Nova informed me. “Which makes it easier for us to slip through.”

      “Thanks, Hiroshi,” I chuckled.

      Suddenly there was chatter in Nova’s headset.

      “Tower, do you speak English?” she spoke into the mic.

      They must have said something that confused her.

      “Tower, please hold.” After punching ‘mute,’ she turned to me. “They’re saying there’s a chemical spill and we have to go somewhere else.”

      I held out my hand. “Give me the headset.”

      “No.”

      “Do you speak Japanese?”

      “They’re speaking English!” she protested.

      “Yeah, but my password’s in Japanese, so unless you can speak Japanese, give me the fuckin’ headset.”

      Nova hesitated, then reluctantly handed it over.

      I held the mic up and spat out a phrase.

      There was a pause, then the guy on the other end started giving landing orders in Japanese.

      “Tell the lady – in English,” I said, and handed the headset back over to Nova.

      Nova put the headset back on and looked surprised. “Copy, tower.” Then she said to me, “They’re letting us land!”

      “Of course they are.”

      “You had to have a password?”

      “This is a smuggler’s airfield, Lieutenant. What the fuck do you think, they let just anybody in?”

      Nova griped a bit, but brought us in for a smooth vertical landing.

      As soon we touched down, I held up the damp camos I’d been holding. “Burn these.”

      She looked at them distastefully. “Why?”

      “Because if somebody searches the ship while we’re out, I don’t want them finding a United States Army uniform. Burn it.”

      While Nova was busy disposing of the evidence, I looked over the hardware in the back of the plane and took a couple of commlink earpieces and a pair of small binoculars I could fit in my pocket. I figured the commlinks would be valuable in case Nova and I had to separate, and you can always use binoculars.

      As Nova and I walked out of the plane we saw Fumito the ‘harbormaster’ waddling out to greet us, followed by a couple of thugs with submachineguns.

      Not only did Fumito run the airstrip and serve as a broker between smugglers and clients, he could also get you just about anything you wanted – for a price. Seventy and bald as an egg, Fumito was a friendly guy, but it was a good idea to keep your hand on your wallet whenever he was around.

      “Hunter-san, you’re back!” he called jubilantly.

      “I am. Good to see you, Fumito.”

      He looked at me slyly. “Are you part of the… situation?”

      “You mean what happened three days ago? No.”

      “I see, I see. Last I heard, you were in Karkarin.”

      “Then I guess the news hasn’t gotten around. There was a jailbreak yesterday.”

      “Really,” he said, looking surprised.

      “Yup. So I hooked up with an old associate of mine, and now we’re here to party.”

      Fumito looked at Nova. “This is the associate?”

      “Yup.”

      “Nice associate,” he grinned.

      “Yeah, and she’s mine, so keep your paws off, you old horndog.”

      He laughed. “Of course, of course. So… you need business?” he asked with another sly smile.

      “Not yet. Pleasure first. Is Madame’s still open?”

      “Things haven’t changed that much since you were last here, Hunter-san.”

      “I’m assuming Madame’s is the whorehouse,” Nova said drily.

      “Well, it ain’t Sunday School, that’s for sure. Can you change 25 grand for me into yen?”

      “Of course. Ten percent fee, though.”

      “Five percent,” I snapped.

      “I say eight, you say six, let’s meet at seven. Those are long-lost friend prices.”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet they are.” I handed over the bankroll Harding had given me and waited as Fumito counted out a couple of million yen. “Keep another 200,000 and call a driver and a car for me and the lady. A human driver, not a fuckin’ self-driving car. I’m going to need some new threads, too, so make some calls and get somebody to open up a men’s shop for me. A good men’s shop.”

      “Of course, Hunter-san,” he said as he handed over the remainder.

      “How much to gas up the sparkjet?”

      “$50,000 US.”

      “Let me guess – those are long-lost friend prices, too,” I said sarcastically.

      Fumito grinned. “I have a lot of long-lost friends.”

      “I’ll bet you do.” I rattled off the Swiss bank account number, which he jotted down on his computerized pad. “They won’t release funds until I authorize it, and they’ll be expecting exactly $50,000, so don’t get cute. And Fumito?”

      “Yes, Hunter-san?”

      “Take care of my plane, or it’s coming out of your hide.”

      “Of course, Hunter-san,” he laughed, and gave a little bow.

      Nova and I went out front to wait for the driver.

      “I assume you’ve got some way of contacting our guy?” I asked her, meaning Harding.

      She pulled a tiny flexible screen out of a hidden pocket in one of her gloves.

      “Encrypted?” I asked.

      “Of course.”

      “Tell him we’re going to need more money.”

      As she tapped a message out on the screen, she remarked, “Well, at least there was some good news.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “That word about the jailbreak hasn’t spread yet.”

      “Oh, it has.”

      Nova frowned. “But he said – ”

      “He knows. Everybody knows by now. Fumito was just keeping his options open.”

      “What options?”

      “Whether he can sell me out to somebody for top dollar, and whether it’s worth the risk.”

      Nova looked shocked. “Sell you to who? The authorities?”

      “Well, considering that Anti and Spike are the local ‘authorities’ now, probably not.”

      “Wouldn’t Antimatter want to know you’re here?”

      I shrugged. “My guess is that there’s a couple dozen local SPCs doing business in Japan. As far as Anti’s concerned, I’m just another lowlife here on a score.”

      “That old guy wouldn’t tell the Japanese government, would he?”

      “Were you asleep when Harding talked about what I do?” I asked sarcastically. “Fumito’s entire business relies on hiding criminals from the authorities. If he sells me out to the cops, word’ll get out and he’ll lose his entire clientele tomorrow.”

      “So who would he sell you out to?”

      “The Australian cartel, or any of the other guys I double-crossed in the Karkarin jailbreak. But Antimatter’s probably nixed any other groups coming in without his say-so. If the Australians do come and Anti finds out that Fumito was the one who tipped them off, then Fumito’s fucked. Not to mention if I find out and manage to get away, Fumito’s double-fucked. If Fumito’s smart, which he is – you don’t last long in his line of business without knowing who to pay off and who never to cross – he’ll leave me alone.”

      “How sure are you about that?” she asked.

      “70 percent. Maybe even 80.”

      “Those aren’t bad odds,” she mused.

      “They’re probably the best we’re going to get this entire trip.”

      The car drove up and the driver took us to a high-end men’s shop in downtown Tokyo. The shop owner had come back after closing time and opened up specifically for me. Like I said, Fumito could get you just about anything… for a price.

      I paid the shop owner the equivalent of two grand to compensate him for his time, and the clothes were an arm and a leg, but whatever. I had a rich uncle named Sam who was paying for it all.

      As I looked at my new clothes in the mirror. Nice.

      Black shirt, black pants, black leather boots, and a black duster jacket that came down to my knees.

      What can I say. I wanted to dress the part of a bad guy.

      All that was missing was the black hat… but I hate hats, so fuck that.

      I looked over at Nova. “We can get you some clothes at another shop, you know. Something you could go clubbing in.”

      “I told you, this suit is specifically designed for my powers.”

      “What happens if you wear something else?”

      “It’ll burn right off.”

      I grinned. “Then we should definitely get you some new clothes.”

      She just rolled her eyes.

      After I paid, we got back in the waiting car outside and continued onwards.

      Just before midnight, the driver rolled up to our destination: a glass skyscraper in downtown Tokyo. Madame’s was in the penthouse at the top.

      It was a swanky area – lots of high-rise buildings all around, plus a nice little park across the street with grassy lawns and a bunch of cherry blossom trees. An urban oasis in a glass and steel jungle.

      We got out of the car. As we entered the lobby of the building, I saw Kaichi, the 30-something guy who controlled access to Madame’s. He looked up from his little maître d’ stand and broke out into a smile. “Hunter-sannnn! Good to see you!”

      “Kaichi.”

      “Are you working with Tonmonoshitsu?”

      Nova looked at me quizzically.

      “Japanese for ‘Antimatter,’” I explained, then turned back at Kaichi. “No. Not yet, I’m not.”

      “Weren’t you sent to Karkarin?”

      “Jailbreak yesterday.”

      “Reeeeeallyyyy,” Kaichi said in surprise.

      Nova raised one eyebrow. Now she knew that everybody was full of shit around here.

      “Yup,” I answered. “So you might spot a few more familiar faces over the next couple of days.”

      “I see. Well, all the same rules apply since your last visit. No use of powers on pain of death. That goes for your lady friend, as well.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Kaichi,” I said, and tipped him the equivalent of $200.

      As the mirrored elevator door closed behind me and Nova, she whispered, “Do you know everybody in Tokyo?”

      I smirked. “I know everybody everywhere, darlin’. As long as they’re on the wrong side of the law.”
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      After a ride up 80 floors, the elevator doors opened up on the fanciest little whorehouse in Tokyo.

      Actually, that’s misleading. Madame’s was arranged much more like a super-high-class restaurant – because it was. $300 an entrée on the low end, and some of the best chefs in all of Japan.

      There were dozens of linen-covered tables in the dimly lit, wide-open floor space. In the background, floor-to-ceiling windows provided a 180-degree view of Tokyo shining in the dark. The only reason it wasn’t 360 degrees was because half of the 10,000 square foot penthouse was divided into rooms for clientele and the high-priced prostitutes.

      But out front, everything was on the up-and-up. A couple of bars for folks to wet their whistle, lots of tables for them to eat filet mignon and lobster, and some cozy couches by the windows to meet beautiful women wearing very little.

      And if you wanted to cut an illegal deal, Madame’s was the place to do it.

      Even on a weeknight, the restaurant and bar was filled with criminals. Superpowered or not, they were hanging out in their suits – Armani or brightly colored spandex, didn’t matter which. I hadn’t been bullshitting Nova earlier. Some of the douchier SPCs wanted everybody to know they had powers, and their clothing reflected it.

      As I was scanning the crowd for familiar faces, I heard a familiar voice instead.

      “Hunter-san!”

      I looked over to see Mama, the madam of Madame’s and one of the most connected criminals in all of Tokyo. You wouldn’t know it to look at her. She was a 60-year-old grandma in a traditional kimono, with ebony chopsticks through the bun in her hair. She was brassy and ballsy, with lipstick-stained teeth and badly applied geisha makeup. No whore like an old whore. But it was all a gimmick, a schtick. If you judged her solely by her appearance, you did so at your own peril.

      “Hey, Mama-san,” I grinned back.

      She hustled over to me and hugged me as she laughed – and copped a feel of my ass while she was at it. “You come to see me?” she asked in slightly broken English.

      I played along, though there wasn’t enough money in the world to convince me to bang her. “You know it.”

      She laughed. “Too bad for you! Still retired.”

      “You can come out of retirement for me. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      “I am sure you think you would, but I am too expensive for you!”

      “Ah, you’ll give me a discount.”

      “I think not! But I set you up with nice girl, hai?”

      “Sounds good. I’ve been in prison a year, so I’m itching for some action.”

      “Karkarin break-out, eh?”

      Well, at least somebody wasn’t playing stupid. Made sense – Mama-san was the smartest of all the people I’d talked to today, and she knew I’d see through her lies, so she played it straight.

      “News travels fast,” I said.

      “Not fast enough. You be careful – no Aussies here tonight, but eyes and ears everywhere,” she warned me.

      “I’ll be careful.”

      “If you are not, then go be NOT careful somewhere else!” She laughed, then gave Nova an appraising look. “Who this?”

      “My associate.”

      “Ahhh – she no spread legs for you?” Mama-san asked, and wiggled her eyebrows lasciviously.

      Nova looked like somebody had just presented her with an open-faced shit sandwich.

      “Haven’t convinced her to yet,” I answered.

      “That why you need Mama-san!” the old lady cackled. “I go get girl ready for you. Beautiful girl, nice girl.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As she turned to go, I slapped her on the ass.

      “Hunter-san! Tee-hee!” she giggled like a schoolgirl, then scurried off.

      Nova raised one side of her mouth in a sneer. “Well that was crude.”

      “We’re in a top-shelf whorehouse,” I said. “Get used to it.”

      “She mentioned Karkarin.”

      “Yup.”

      “And she even brought up the Australian cartel.”

      “Yup.”

      “So she’s not going to betray you… right?”

      “Probably not,” I agreed. “Mama-san seems to be on the level… but I have no idea what the landscape’s like anymore.”

      “Now that all the do-gooders are dead?” a ghostly whisper of a voice asked.

      I turned around to see a figure all in black. When I say ‘all,’ I mean everything. And when I say ‘black,’ I mean like outer space.

      He was more of a silhouette than a person. He had no visible nose – at least none you could see when you were facing him head-on. Same with his mouth. No ears, either, just smooth sides to his black head.

      He wore a trench coat and fedora, except those were black, too, and seemed to just blend in with the rest of his body.

      The only thing about him that wasn’t black were his eyes. Instead, they were like two silver coins on a piece of black velvet.

      Nova stared at him, transfixed. She’d probably never seen an SPC made out of living shadow.

      “Shade,” I greeted him.

      The shadow assassin. Hitman extraordinaire. Able to slip beneath doorways, through cracks, into heating vents. You only ever saw him was if he wasn’t after you, because if he was after you, you were already dead.

      “Hunter. And who might this be?”

      Nova was about to answer when I stepped in front of her. “Nobody to be concerned about.”

      “Hey!” she said indignantly.

      “Go get a drink at the other end of the bar.”

      “But – ”

      I turned my back to Shade so he couldn’t go see my face. “Get the fuck out, darlin’,” I growled at Nova, and but made a face like PLEASE!

      She finally got the message and left.

      Shade watched her go, his head turning to track her. “Attractive girl.”

      “Don’t go getting ideas.”

      “That’s not the kind of thing I get ideas about.”

      It’s true. Shade was the only guy I knew who went to a whorehouse and never once looked at the girls.

      “How’s business?” I asked as I turned around.

      “Down a great deal as of three days ago.”

      “Really? I would have thought you were well-compensated for everything that went down.”

      “I didn’t participate.”

      “Really.” Unlike everybody else who had been bullshitting me about not knowing about the Karkarin prison break, I was genuinely surprised.

      “If I had, would I be drinking in an establishment like this? No. I would be ruling a city from a palace.”

      “Touché.” He had a good point.

      “But I didn’t come out tonight to discuss business.”

      “I did. Maybe you could help.”

      “Perhaps. For a price.”

      “I thought you didn’t come out to discuss business.”

      “Well, now that we’ve already broached the subject, might as well.”

      “Alright. Any big heists here in town you’ve heard about?”

      “Maybe.”

      I peeled off the yen equivalent of $5,000 from my bankroll.

      Shade tilted his head slightly to one side. “Is that a joke or an insult? I can’t decide which.”

      I sighed and peeled off another $5,000.

      “Better,” Shade said as he took the money and pocketed it. I don’t know if ‘pocketed’ is the right word – it more or less just sank into his body. “Word is that Antimatter’s men are moving a shipment of Ephemera.”

      “From where?”

      “Yasuda Bank in Maranouchi. You know it?”

      “Close to Tokyo Station, right?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow morning, 10AM.”

      “You sure do know a lot about this,” I said suspiciously.

      “I was approached with the details. A work-for-hire situation.”

      “I thought you were into killing people, not robbing them.”

      “People who can slip through cracks are in high demand for MANY reasons.”

      “I’ll bet. What’d you say?”

      “I advised them to forget it. Antimatter is not a forgiving man.”

      “But now you’re selling the info to me.”

      “One tries to profit where one can.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Suddenly I felt a hand on my back.

      I whipped around, about to throw a forcefield –

      It was a Japanese woman. A very startled, very beautiful Japanese woman, wearing a black negligee and not much else.

      She stepped back in alarm.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Apologies,” she said with a tiny bow. “You are Hunter-san?”

      “I am.”

      “I am Aiko. Mada-san sent me.”

      I looked over to see the old lady leering at me and giving me a thumbs-up from across the room.

      “Ah. Right.”

      “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Shade said, and touched the brim of his fedora in farewell.

      “See you around,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Let’s hope not. The only time people see me outside of this establishment is when I come for them. And I’d hate to come after you, Hunter.”

      “Me too,” I muttered as I watched him go. Within five feet, his shadowy body collapsed like water and spilled across the floor. Then he seeped across the carpet and disappeared under a locked door.

      “Are you ready, Hunter-san?” Aiko asked with a hesitant smile.

      “Why not.” I took her arm and let her guide me to the back rooms.

      Nova shot me a furious glare from the other side of the bar.

      Ah, fuck her.

      Or not.

      But I was gonna fuck somebody tonight, and it might as well be the hottie on my arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      We walked down a dimly lit hallway to a room in the back, making small talk all the way. How long she’d worked for Mama-san (six months), if she liked it (she said ‘yes’ whether she meant it or not), what she did in her off time (watched a lot of movies and traveled some). She studiously avoided the subject of Karkarin or anything about me. All Mama-san’s girls avoided asking about clients. Prying into a gangster’s life wasn’t the best way to keep on living.

      I used the time to look at her more closely. Her long hair was done up in a bun in the back and kept in place by a pair of metal chopsticks, exposing her graceful neck. Her arms were thin and toned, as were her slender legs. Her breasts were small, but looked firm and perky beneath the neck of her negligee.

      I couldn’t wait to get my hands all over her.

      We reached her room and went inside. It was a nice space, about 20 feet by 30, with a freshly made bed, a minibar stocked with top-shelf hooch, a sink, and a bathroom and shower behind a half-closed door.

      There was also a floor-to-ceiling view of downtown Tokyo. A couple blocks away, five-story-tall screens showed advertisements for soft drinks and cars, filling the room with an electronic glow of alternating colors.

      As soon as Aiko shut the door, I looped my arms around her waist and kissed her neck. Her hair smelled like cherries, which was about ten thousand times better than anything I’d smelled in the last year. Her body felt even better. I ran my hands down the small of her back, grabbed her firm ass, and squeezed. She was soft and feminine, and I got hard almost immediately.

      She giggled and kissed my ear, then trailed caresses down my neck.

      “Let me get a look at you,” I said hoarsely as I backed away. I slid the straps of her negligee off her shoulders and watched the material fall away. Her breasts were small but beautiful – little brown areolas on pear-shaped tits, smooth and white.

      God damn.

      It had been a long time since I’d seen a naked woman. Like I said, there weren’t even Victoria’s Secret catalogs in Karkarin.

      I was hard as steel.

      She saw the bulge and smiled, then stroked my erection softly through the front of my pants. I pulled her negligee down over her hips and watched as it slid entirely off her body to the floor.

      God she was gorgeous. Creamy skin, soft black hair, thin arms, tiny waist, with an expertly landscaped tuft of pubic hair between her thighs.

      She giggled and feigned shyness, then reached over and picked up a fan from a nearby dresser – you know, one of those tchotchkes they sell at tourist traps, with a metal frame that folds out and a picture of cherry blossom trees painted on it. She flicked the metal fan open and held it in front of her face, hiding everything but her big brown eyes. She dropped her gaze to the floor coquettishly, then looked back up at me and batted her long lashes.

      The whole ‘I’m so shy’ thing was a pretty ridiculous show, considering she was bare-ass naked, but I wasn’t complaining. She looked cute as hell doing it.

      “Why don’t you get undressed and put your things over there,” she suggested, pointing to a small table and chair on the opposite wall.

      “Sounds good,” I said. I turned and started to take off my jacket.

      I think my time in Karkarin saved my life.

      After 24/7/365 of constantly scanning to see where the next shiv might come from, I was still subconsciously on high alert.

      As I started to take off my jacket, I saw something out of the corner of my eye.

      The light from the giant video advertisements cast soft shadows against the far wall. My outline was there, a single blurry shape – but her shadow was stretching out an arm and swinging the fan down towards me.

      I immediately threw up a floor-to-ceiling forcefield right behind me.

      A split second before impact there was an electrical tttZZZAP, and then it felt like somebody had raked an arc welder across my brain.

      Of course, whatever the fuck she’d just done had only scraped across my forcefield, but the pain of trying to maintain my defenses was agonizing.

      Plus it didn’t work. My shield collapsed as I stumbled against the opposite wall and whirled around.

      Aiko was already bringing the fan back up, getting ready for another go at me.

      Her face was a mask of deadly focus, and the metal edge of her fan crackled and popped with tiny arcs of white-hot electricity.

      Small hot naked Asian chick?

      Not a prostitute.

      She was a super –

      And an assassin.

      SHIT.

      She lunged forward and swiped at my throat.

      I threw up another shield just in time.

      The fan slammed into the invisible barrier and squealed like white-hot iron plunged into cold water.

      I screamed in pain as my shield disappeared again.

      What absolutely sucked was that before I went into Karkarin, her little attack would have been no more than a tickle. I could have blocked everything she threw at me and then used two invisible forcefields as a vise to crush her head like a grape.

      But at the moment, it was all I could do to stay alive.

      I scrambled back towards the bed. She followed me, the fan crackling as she blocked off my path to the door.

      My mind raced.

      Was she working alone?

      Probably not – had Mama-san set me up?

      I had to get Nova –

      Shit, what if Nova was getting attacked out there?

      “Who hired you?” I snarled.

      Aiko didn’t answer, just lunged at me again.

      I jumped back even closer to the window. I was going to have to choose how I used my forcefields judiciously. Another couple hits from her arc welder and I’d pass out, and then it would be game over.

      I feinted left, then tried to come around right as she overcommitted.

      I tried to punch her, but she was too quick. She brought her crackling fan up again –

      But this time, instead of blocking her attack, I used a forcefield to shove her body back against the wall.

      THAT was the ticket. All I had to do was keep her pinned there –

      Suddenly electrical energy sparked across her entire body. It wasn’t as bad as the arc-welding fan, but it was enough to be fucking painful.

      So that was her game. She was an electrokinetic – probably on the weaker side, limited to whatever she could touch. She was using the fan to concentrate her powers in one deadly spot.

      I wondered why she hadn’t just fried me when we kissed, but she might not have enough juice to kill me by touching me. Maybe just enough for a nasty shock that would really piss me off.

      I winced at the electricity sparking from her bare skin into my shield, which was still pinning her to the wall.

      I released the forcefield. It was that or have it collapse on its own.

      She fell to her feet and came out swinging.

      I rolled backwards across the bed to get out of the way of her fan –

      The bed!

      As soon as my feet hit the floor on the other side, I reached under the mattress and pulled it up a few inches. I used my forcefield to raise it up like a wall, and then pushed it towards her –

      Unfortunately, she just slashed her fan across the mattress and cut it in two.

      I released the forcefield before she could hit it and cause me more pain.

      The two halves of the mattress fell apart, revealing a bunch of metal coils and stuffing. The slashed edges were charred, and smoke curled up from the blackened material.

      As soon as the mattress halves hit the floor, that was when she threw the fan.

      The only thing that saved me was she telegraphed the wind-up, like she was going to toss a frisbee.

      She must have pumped all of her power into it, because the whole fan lit up like a spotlight as she threw it at me.

      I dove out of the way just in time. I felt the fan’s crackling heat as it passed right by me and slammed against the window in a fireworks display.

      Glass exploded outwards into the night. I felt sorry for whatever poor bastard was down on the street 800 feet below when all those shards landed.

      The wind howled through the now-empty window frame and whipped my jacket around me.

      But the good news was the bitch was fucked.

      She’d given away her one weapon. Now it was just a matter of –

      She reached into the twisted coil of hair on the back of her head, grabbed the two metal chopsticks that had been pinning it in place, and then pulled them out, one in each hand.

      Their tips sparked like magic wands, and electricity arced between them.

      Well, FUCK.

      I grabbed one of the mattress halves and held it up in front of me like a shield. A very unwieldy shield, yeah, but a good non-conducting one –

      Except maybe for all those metal coils inside.

      Shit.

      I just could not win tonight.

      She suddenly braced one foot in front of her.

      I wondered why for a second, then realized:

      She thinks I’m going to rush her.

      Most of her weight was on that front leg as she held out her crackling wands.

      Her rear was completely unguarded.

      That was it! That was the answer!

      I faked like I was going to rush forward.

      She put ALL of her weight on that front foot to brace herself –

      And then I hit her from behind with a forcefield.

      I used a flat plane, six feet high and slightly leaning back, which basically scooped her up and off her feet.

      She screamed as the forcefield zoomed her into the air and across the room. I stepped out of the way and let her pass by in the blink of an eye.

      Before she had time to react, she was out the window.

      I listened to her scream all the way down, until her voice abruptly stopped.

      “I bet that made a mess,” I said as I dropped the mattress half back onto the floor.

      Suddenly the door banged open. I looked around in alarm to see Mama-san standing there, her eyes wild.

      “You killed my girl!” she screamed.

      “Yeah, and you’re next. I know you set me up, bitch.”

      Mama-san’s fake look of horror turned into a nasty grin. “Tonmonoshitsu sends his regards, gaijin.”

      She stepped inside the room, and three men in black suits appeared behind her in the doorway.

      At the very edges of their open shirts, I could see the tale-tell tattoos covering their chests.

      Yakuza.

      Antimatter’s boys.

      FUCK.

      They were all carrying submachineguns, too, which they raised towards me.

      In the second it took to aim their guns, my mind raced at lightspeed, searching for solutions.

      Even if I threw up a shield in front of me, I was pretty fucking sure the first two rounds were going to pop the forcefield, and the rest of the bullets would pop me.

      I could slam them all in the face with three different spheres – but even if they went over backwards, their fingers could still pull the triggers and light me up.

      Triggers –

      That was it.

      All three Yakuza pulled back on their triggers –

      And nothing happened. The triggers didn’t move.

      They pulled harder, straining –

      Nothing.

      That’s because I’d cast three small cylinders behind the three triggers, blocking any movement whatsoever.

      The Yakuza looked down at their guns, but they couldn’t see my forcefields, so to them their guns had just jammed for some unknown reason.

      “Yeah, that’s me doing that,” I taunted them.

      They stared in confusion and cursed in Japanese.

      I was just about to cast a forcefield behind them and push them out of the window like Aiko –

      When the entire hallway lit up with a blast of fire.

      It looked like a bomb had gone off – but there was no shockwave, so that couldn’t have been it.

      All three Yakuza screamed as they got flambeed. Two fell to their knees, their entire bodies in flames. The other guy staggered backwards, his face a raging bonfire.

      Mama-san screamed in real terror this time, stumbling backwards against the minibar.

      Nova run up to the door, her hands blasting flames like water out of a fireman’s hose.

      “Hunter,” she yelled, “there’s more guys coming!”

      “In here!” I yelled.

      Nova forced her way past the two gangsters burning to death on the ground.

      I looked over at Mama-san, who was staring at the burning bodies writhing in front of her. I thought about killing her for her betrayal, but I didn’t. I’d kill a female assassin if she was trying to kill me, yeah – but I drew the line at a defenseless old woman, no matter what she’d done.

      Pounding feet and shouts filled the hallway.

      Time to go.

      I grabbed Nova by the arm and pulled her towards the empty window.

      “What are you doing?!” Nova screamed. “We’re 80 stories up!”

      “I know!” I yelled. “Just trust me and JUMP!”

      To her credit, she went with it.

      We leapt out into nothingness, our legs kicking against the empty air –

      And then we landed on the invisible forcefield I’d created beneath us.

      Momentum slammed us down to our hands and knees.

      I winced in pain. I was 230 pounds, Nova was 130 at most. 360 pounds total, which was like holding up a feather back in the day. But right now in my weakened state – and especially after the fight with Aiko – it felt like 360 tons.

      The Yakuza shouted as they entered the room.

      Time to get the fuck out of Dodge.

      I dropped the forcefield beneath us, and we plummeted down through the air.

      It was a controlled fall. The invisible plane was still underneath us, keeping us from falling as fast as we would have normally.

      I had it all handled… mostly. Although it was a nice relief not to have to be supporting the full 360 pounds anymore.

      Nova screamed. Hard to blame her – from her perspective, we were falling 800 feet to our death.

      But one second into the fall, I began to decelerate us, which hurt even more than keeping 360 pounds aloft. I was having to exert something closer to 450 foot-pounds to slow us down.

      At the same time, I was worried I wouldn’t last all 80 stories. It was in my best interest to get this magic carpet ride over with as soon as possible, so I started moving the forcefield (and us) towards the nearest, much-shorter building. It was 20 stories tall at best.

      I gritted my teeth, ignored the searing pain in my head as the forcefield got closer to the top of the building, and slowed our descent even more.

      Almost – THERE –

      Six feet above the building my powers gave out, and we slammed down on the roof and tumbled across the gravel.

      “OOF!” Nova grunted as she rolled.

      I groaned as I staggered to my feet. “God damn…”

      “Why did you put us down here?” she demanded as she leapt up.

      I didn’t exactly want to say Because otherwise we would have gone SPLAT, so I lied. “Because people flying through the air are kind of fucking noticeable, and I don’t want to be noticed. Come on!”

      The roof access door was locked, but Nova melted the lock and I pulled the door open. We raced down all 20 flights of stairs and burst out onto street level, where we quickly disappeared into the urban jungle that was Tokyo.

      I’d just gotten into a fight with a super-powered assassin… found out the guy I’d come here to kill somehow knew I was gunning for him… got betrayed by an old lady… and nearly got shot by a bunch of Japanese gangsters.

      And the worse part about it?

      I didn’t even get laid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      We walked through the back alleys of Tokyo, trying to keep a low profile – which ain’t easy when one of you is wearing a bright red leather jumpsuit. So I gave Nova my jacket to wear.

      “If you gotta torch somebody else, though, drop the jacket first,” I joked.

      “What just happened back there?!” Nova hissed in a freaked-out voice.

      “The chick I went back to the room with was a hitter. As soon as she got naked she tried to punch my ticket, so I sent her out the window instead.”

      “She tried to kill you?!”

      “In case you didn’t understand, ‘punching my ticket’ was not a euphemism for sex.”

      “Do you think she knew what we’re here in Tokyo for?!”

      “Somebody knew. Somebody tipped off Antimatter, who apparently sent orders down to Mama-san, who is definitely on my shit-list now. By the way, thanks for the save back there. I mean, I had it under control, but – ”

      “Why did you land us on that roof?” Nova demanded.

      “Uh, you’re welcome for that, too, by the way, so I guess we’re even.”

      Nova stepped around in front of me and stopped me in my tracks. “Why didn’t you fly us out of here? Or get us to the street?”

      “That was the call I made in the heat of the moment,” I lied. Or half-lied, anyway.

      I mean, I had made the call. I just hadn’t really had any alternatives.

      “Did your powers falter?” Nova hissed. “Is that the reason for the crash landing?”

      “We’re safe, aren’t we? Any landing you can walk away from, right?”

      I tried stepping around her, but she got up in my face. “I need to know.”

      “Then yes, I’m not quite up to full speed yet,” I growled.

      “How the hell do you plan to go into battle like that?!”

      “I just fought a chick with her own superpowered arc welder, and I won. So battle’s not a problem,” I snapped.

      I kind of omitted the whole part about it being one of the closest fights I’d ever had.

      Nova shook her head in disbelief. “You’re going to get us killed!”

      “Hey, sweetheart – if you wanna stick around, then you gotta take the good with the bad.”

      “There hasn’t been any good so far.”

      “I feel exactly the same way,” I said sarcastically. “Feel free to leave at any time.”

      “And take the jet and leave you stranded?” she sneered.

      “If it’ll get rid of you? Sure, go right ahead.”

      She turned away from me and began pulling nervously at her hair.

      After a second, I realized that her jitters probably weren’t just from the near-death experience.

      “Are you alright?” I asked gently.

      “No, you almost killed us!” she snapped.

      “I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about what you did back in the hallway.”

      She looked at me with a stricken expression. She didn’t have to say anything; I could see the answer written on her face.

      “The first one’s always the hardest,” I said. Then corrected myself jokingly. “Well, in your case, the first three.”

      She turned away with real anguish on her face. “I… I didn’t expect them to scream like that…”

      I almost said, Well, that’s what people tend to do when you burn them alive, but I decided that wouldn’t help matters any.

      So instead I said, “Well, you had my back and I appreciate it. You did good.”

      She glanced at me, and the worry in her face lessened the tiniest bit. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I looked both ways down the alley. “But we need to find a place to lay low before Antimatter’s guys can find us.”

      Nova snapped back into problem-solving mode, which I took as a good sign. “What about a hotel? A cheap one where we can pay cash.”

      I pointed at the red legs of her suit still visible under my duster jacket. “You’re not exactly dressed for walking into a hotel, even a scummy one.”

      “So you want to break in somewhere and risk bringing the cops?” she retorted.

      I thought for a second. There was something there in the part about walking into a hotel, even a scummy one.

      I snapped my fingers. “I got it. Come on.”

      She followed me down the alleyway. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere your costume won’t raise any eyebrows.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “You better not be taking me someplace weird.”

      “Weird like what?”

      “Like a… like a sex club,” she spat.

      I laughed. “No, we’re not going to any sex clubs, but it’d serve you right. You should have gotten some clubbing clothes when I offered.”

      “You already saw one naked woman tonight. That’s enough.”

      “Trust me, that’s never enough.”

      “How many naked women would you have to see to keep it up?” She paused just long enough for me to register the barb, then smirked. “Your forcefields, I mean.”

      “That was cold,” I laughed. I had to admit, though, she’d gotten me pretty good. “It’s never happened before, I swear. First time. Must be you.”

      “How could it possibly be me.”

      I shrugged. “You didn’t get naked.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that was the problem.”

      “Yeah, you’re right… it had to be something else…” I muttered, setting up the joke. “By the way, exactly how much do you weigh? Jesus, it was like lifting a friggin’ elephant…”

      She smacked me in the arm, and I laughed as we walked down the alley.
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      Tokyo has a rather interesting cultural phenomenon: rabuho, or love hotels. They’re a distinctly Japanese take on the ‘no-tell motel,’ because not only can rooms be rented by the hour, but they’re socially accepted and out in the open. Japan wasn’t nearly as uptight about shit like that.

      Even better, to compete and stand out in the crowd, individual hotels often have outrageous decorating themes. Under-sea motifs… European castles… medieval Japanese settings… subway cars for those who want to bang on public transit without getting caught…

      And even superhero-themed rooms.

      In fact, ever since the discovery of Ephemera and the creation of SPCs, that was one of the most popular type of love motel themes out there.

      I don’t know how they’d fared since Antimatter took over Tokyo, but we needed a place to stay, so a love hotel it was.

      As I paid the clerk with cash, he glanced over at Nova, whom I had advised to keep my jacket open so her uniform could clearly be seen.

      I said in my rusty-ass Japanese, “We’re going to play superhero.”

      By the way, the word for ‘superhero’ in Japanese?

      Supahiro.

      Gotta love it.

      As soon he figured out I spoke the language, the clerk nodded somberly and answered in Japanese. “Bad thing that happened.”

      “Hai,” I agreed as I took the room key from him.

      As we walked down the hall, Nova asked, “What did you say about superheroes?”

      “That we’re going to roleplay, and I’ll be the bad, bad villain you have to apprehend.”

      She gave me a sour look. “If that’s your fantasy, it’s going to stay a fantasy.”

      I just laughed.

      We stopped by a vending machine on the way and got a smorgasbord of their finest junk food, then proceeded onwards to the room, which was all sorts of insane. Sci-fi devices embedded in the walls. Glowing electronic lights. Wacky murals of famous superheroes battling bad guys.

      Except now all those superheroes were dead.

      I changed my mind. It wasn’t so much wacky as it was depressing.

      Nova sat down in a chair. “Lovely.”

      “Beats spending the night in a dumpster,” I said as I chowed down on some Pocky sticks.

      “Could Antimatter have a place like this under his thumb?” she asked worriedly.

      “Doubtful. They’re legal and aboveboard, so I don’t see why the Yakuza would run them. But just in case, we’ll sleep in shifts.”

      “I don’t think there’s any way I could sleep tonight.”

      “Good, you can take first watch. While you’re doing it, message Harding and tell him I need the blueprints for the Yasuda Bank in Maranouchi.” I spelled it for her as she typed it into her flexible computer screen. “Tell him to pull out all the stops. I need it ASAP.”

      “For what?”

      “The heist.”

      She frowned. “What heist?!”

      I told her everything I had learned back at the bar.

      “You got this from that Shadow guy?”

      “Shade. Yeah.”

      “After you told me to leave.”

      “Yep.”

      “Why did you do that?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Because he’s an assassin for hire. I’m sure he’s already memorized your face, but there was no good reason to let him collect more information about you.”

      She went a little pale. “Do you think he was involved in – ”

      “No. He told me he wasn’t.”

      “Why the hell would you believe him?”

      “Because, as he pointed out, if he had been involved, he’d be running a city instead of drinking in a high-class whorehouse.”

      “Oh. Okay, that makes sense. Who’s he killed?”

      “Usually government figures and rich people who don’t want divorces but would like to be single again. He stays away from supers in general – he prefers easy targets – but we’re in a whole new world right now, so I don’t know if he’s looking to expand his services.”

      “But he knew about the heist?”

      “Some other guys had approached him about it, trying to hire him. He said no.”

      “Why wouldn’t he do it?”

      “Because he doesn’t like risks. Plus, he kills people for a living. He doesn’t steal Ephemera.”

      “That’s what they’re moving?” she asked, shocked.

      “Yup.”

      “Do you think Antimatter’s going to sell it?”

      “He controls all of Japan. What the fuck does he need with another 30 or 40 million dollars? No, I’m betting he’s building an army, and he’d rather promote from within. That way he can avoid recruiting anybody with powers who’s ‘overly ambitious’ and might be gunning for his spot. I’m betting he’s gonna go with guys he already trusts.”

      “But the people trying to rob him tomorrow – ”

      “They’re the types who could use an extra 30 or 40 million.”

      She stared at me disdainfully. “And you’re going to try to beat them to the punch. You know, you’re not supposed to actually go back to being a smuggler.”

      “I’m not. I’m only interested in who’s going to show up.”

      She looked surprised, then figured it out. “The people who will be stealing it.”

      “Bingo. Prime recruitment opportunity.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You have somebody specific in mind, don’t you?”

      “Yup. I’m hoping they’ll be there.”

      “Why don’t you just contact them?”

      “Criminals on the lam don’t exactly keep a steady phone number, Nova.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Hopefully the next member of our crew.”

      “I know that,” she said impatiently, “but who?”

      “You’ll see.”

      “I need to know.”

      I snorted as I pulled back the covers and got in bed fully dressed. “No you don’t. And even if you did, I’m not revealing their identity unless they get onboard.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want them going on the list you send back to Harding. I might need these people again someday.”

      She scoffed. “What, after you kill hundreds of supervillains?”

      I shrugged. “If you’re suggesting this is a suicide mission, you’re free to jump ship any time you want.”

      “It’s my duty to follow through on it.”

      “Well, the only reason I’m doing it is I’ve got a gun pointed at my head. So until you and Harding take the gun away, fuck you and good night. Wake me up when you get tired and I’ll take over.”

      I rolled over in the bed and tried to go to sleep, but it took me a long time.

      I kept thinking of Aiko’s breasts…

      …and what Nova’s would look like if I could get that damn suit off her.
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      I only got a couple hours sleep, because I had to be there bright and early on top of the Nakatoma Building, a much taller high-rise near the Yasuda Bank.

      The Ephemera was at Yasuda because it was one of the most secure locations in all of Tokyo, and was designed to protect against thieving SPCs. There are some pretty badass powers for bank robbing out there, but Yasuda had covered the vast majority of them.

      I got there on top of Nakatoma four hours early so I could use the cover of dark to not be detected. Also, to be honest, I wanted time to rest. Creating a forcefield to lift me 30 stories to the top of a building was going to take some time to get over.

      The good news was, it wasn’t nearly as difficult to recover as last night.

      The bad news was, it still sucked ass.

      At 0955, Nova’s voice spoke over the commlink in my ear, the one I’d picked up when we first landed. “I’m in position and holding over international waters.”

      “Good. Did you have any trouble with Fumito?”

      “Just fending off his advances, that’s all.”

      I’d sent her back separately to the airfield to pick up the plane. As much as I was worried about the harbormaster double-crossing us, we had to take some gambles – and if we both got caught, the entire plan was fucked. Nova had accepted the risk and gone by herself.

      Now we had the sparkjet and a much stronger hand.

      “Are you on top of the bank building?”

      “No, a nearby building about 500 feet away.”

      The commlinks were quantum-encrypted, so there was no way anybody could intercept our communication. Otherwise I wouldn’t have felt comfortable giving away my position.

      “Why are you so far away from the action?”

      “I wanted a better vantage point. Also, easier to keep away from snipers.”

      Of which I had seen plenty on the rooftops surrounding Yasuda Bank.

      “But you’re too far away to do anything.”

      “I’m not here to do anything. I’m here to wait until the shit hits the fan. That’s when I step in.”

      “I should be there with you.”

      “No, I need a getaway driver, and you’re it.”

      “What if a firefight starts?”

      “Then I’m getting the fuck out. And you’ll already be the fuck out, so my job will be 90% easier. Wait – hold on a second…”

      A whole fleet of armored trucks – the type that normally ferried around lots of cash around – were pulling up outside the bank.

      I used the binoculars I’d snagged when I’d picked up the commlinks and saw a bunch of guys in body armor spilling out of the backs of the trucks. At first I wondered if they were cops, but then I saw the bare arms on a couple of idiots and spied the full sleeves of colorful tattoos.

      Yakuza. Which meant all of them probably were.

      And look who was bringing up the rear.

      Spike strode along behind the soldiers like he didn’t have a care in the world. He probably didn’t, seeing as he was virtually unkillable.

      He was wearing an armless, legless body suit that covered his chest and crotch, and a couple of heavy boots. The rest of him was exposed. At this distance, all those vicious spikes on his skin looked like dull grey hair all over his body.

      So the Big Man had sent his Number Two… but where was Antimatter?

      I wondered if this mission was important enough for Anti to get involved, and figured it was. The transfer of the Ephemera was key to his building an army. He was probably lurking nearby, watching from afar – like me.

      Which was not a happy thought.

      “Hey Nova, how soon can you be here if I need you?”

      “60 seconds.”

      “Alright, good to know.”

      The soldiers filed into the single entrance to the bank. The first four floors of the bank had no windows – just solid steel, concrete, and defenses against supers – so I couldn’t see what happened once they entered.

      Suddenly there was an explosion from inside the bank. A 20-foot plume of fire blasted out the front entrance and into the street.

      “And here we go,” I muttered.

      Everybody inside the bank was probably dead, except for Spike.

      Hopefully all the employees had been told not to come in today, and it was just a bunch of Yakuza who’d bit the dust. Somehow I doubted it, though.

      More Yakuza poured out of the remaining armored cars into the street.

      Except now they weren’t alone.

      Three new arrivals in helmets and body armor moved in from side streets and started attacking the Yakuza.

      They didn’t have guns, though. They had powers.

      The one to the south was shooting green force beams out of his hands. Any Yakuza in the way got crushed to a pulp.

      A second guy to the east was apparently a terrakinetic, because he was making the earth move. A sinkhole appeared beneath the front two armored trucks, and down they went into the giant pit. Walls of rock and dirt popped up in front of the Yakuza, blocking them from returning fire – but for the rock and dirt to appear, that meant the street and sidewalk had to crack. Busted underground water mains started spewing water everywhere.

      The Yakuza started shooting, and the street turned into a war zone.

      The third robber to the north had turned his arms into fog and was spewing a thick, white cloud all over the street, obscuring the Yakuza’s eyeline.

      Nice. All three jokers were helping me out by distracting the bad guys, but Fog Boy had done me the biggest solid.

      I scanned the ground with my binoculars until I found a rifle with a scope lying next to a dead Yakuza. As the fog rolled in and threatened to obscure my view, I focused intently… formed a forcefield underneath the gun… and then lifted it up into the air 30 stories until I could reach out and grab it.

      I ejected the high-capacity magazine and looked at the bullets – 223 Remington ammo, at least 70. That would do nicely.

      I rammed the clip back in, moved to the edge of the roof, and aimed down at the fifth floor above the bank.

      The first through fourth floors were windowless – all steel and concrete, and probably lined with forcefield generators and high-voltage electrical lines to deter supers who might try to come in from above the vault. The bank probably had the same situation going in the basement to stop anybody from sneaking in underground.

      The fifth floor had windows, though. So that made it the easiest point of entry for me.

      I was guessing all the glass was bulletproof, but that wasn’t a problem. I just needed to weaken it, not punch through it entirely.

      I adjusted the scope for distance, then looked through the crosshairs and found the window I wanted.

      Then I just followed my training from the Rangers.

      Deep breath… all air out on the exhale… squeeze.

      BLAM.

      Through the scope, I saw the glass chip. Now I had a new target.

      I fired off round after round, adjusting between shots. I was rusty, but I was able to still get a nice pattern of cracks and chips going.

      I figured 30 shots was enough. I might need the rest for inside the building.

      Down beneath me, one of the Yakuza clipped the green force beam guy. Down he went.

      Sucks to be you, dude.

      I concentrated and created a small sphere ten feet from the window – then slammed it into the chipped glass as hard as I could.

      As soon as it impacted, it felt like somebody had clubbed me in the back of the head with a blackjack.

      But the glass shattered inwards.

      Nice.

      In another burst of gunfire, the Yakuza nailed the terrakinetic. He collapsed in a spray of blood.

      Hopefully Fog Boy could just float away.

      Next I created an invisible slide down to the window: a 500-foot-long hollow cylinder.

      Then, holding the rifle at the ready, I went in feet-first and slid down the worst amusement park ride of all time.

      I prayed that the Yakuza and the robbers were too busy down on the street, and hopefully too shrouded in fog, to notice me.

      Of course, they couldn’t see the forcefield, so I wasn’t worried about them taking potshots at it. They would see a guy all in black sliding down at a crazy angle, but by the time they could react, I would hopefully be inside the fifth floor.

      I was way more worried about stray bullets or force beams. At my current power levels, if the shield got hit, there was a good chance it would collapse – and I’d be falling 400 feet straight down instead of sliding.

      But luck was on my side, and I tumbled into the office building window without any more damage than a low-grade headache. It was a huge relief when I could let the slide disappear.

      The office was empty. Well, of people, anyway. Desk, computer, phone, a half-dozen pictures of the wife and kids.

      I switched the rifle to automatic, got into ready stance, walked across the broken glass on the carpet, opened the door –

      And saw three Yakuza 40 feet down the smoke-filled hallway.

      Shit.

      Smoke was drifting out of the air ducts, probably from the explosion down on the first floor, but the Yakuza still saw me. They immediately swung their guns toward me –

      I could have fired, but there were three of them. So I rammed a cylindrical forcefield across their ankles at about 60 miles per hour.

      The impact didn’t feel good to my brain, but it felt a whole hell of a lot worse to them.

      It swept their legs out from underneath them and they all fell facedown on the floor.

      From there it was easy to shoot them all in the head. Short bursts – one, two, three.

      Blood and brains went spraying all over the hallway.

      The overconfident dumbshits weren’t even wearing helmets.

      Then again, neither was I. Best to take their example as a cautionary tale.

      I peeked out the door to the left and right through the smoke-filled air. Nobody else was around – at least that I could see.

      I set up dozens of forcefields – floating spheres like dangling beads of glass – in the air, 50 feet in every direction. They were my early warning detection system. If somebody bumped into them, I would feel it. I’d know I had a bogey, where they were, and how far away.

      I visualized the blueprints Harding had sent Nova, and made my way down the smoky hall. I took a turn or two until I was directly over the vault, four stories up.

      According to the blueprints, the bank’s most powerful defenses were built into the walls on the first floor. After all, if the crooks couldn’t get in through the main doorway, they’d probably try punching in through the wall.

      The second-most powerful defense was the ground beneath the bank. They didn’t want anybody tunneling their way in.

      The weakest link was in the area above the bank – and it wasn’t that weak. An electrical shield generator took up the entire second floor.

      No way I could punch through it – but that wasn’t my plan.

      Whoever had robbed the bank had to get out some way.

      I was betting that running into the streets and becoming a visible target was a no-go.

      And it was too dangerous trying to get out through the ground. If shit went sideways, they were trapped down there.

      No, I figured they would come up through the first-floor ceiling. The second-story shield generator was a problem, but if they’d gotten this far, they probably had a plan to deal with the shield, too.

      So I was betting they would come up directly from the vault, through the ceiling.

      They didn’t disappoint me.

      After about 30 seconds, a small figure in a black leather bodysuit and balaclava rose up from the floor like a ghost.

      First the robber’s head appeared, then their shoulders, then their body as they floated up through the air like a diver swimming up through water.

      The thief was a phaser, just like I’d expected. Phasers were able to move through solid matter like a ghost.

      In the robber’s black, leather-clad arms was a canvas bag. I would’ve bet ten million dollars it was filled with metal cylinders, each about a foot long and three inches in diameter. I knew from experience they weren’t too heavy – about four pounds each.

      Cannisters of Ephemera.

      Each cylinder held a few ounces of Ephemera, which was worth about $10 million on the black market. So the thief was carrying 50 to 100 million dollars, easily.

      One thing about phasers, though: they could go through solid matter, but they couldn’t get through other things.

      One was electrical fields like the one above the vault, which led me to believe they’d short-circuited it somehow. Maybe that’s what the explosion earlier was about – not taking out the Yakuza, but destroying the shield generator on the second floor.

      Another thing phasers can’t get through?

      My forcefields.

      I threw a field up flat against the ceiling. The thief immediately bumped their head against it, then hovered back down a few inches in surprise. They tried again, but my forcefield held.

      Before they could try to move out from under it, I enclosed the thief completely in a cube so they couldn’t get out from the top, bottom, or sides.

      I knew it would work, because it had worked on her dozens of times before.

      I stepped out from around the corner. “Hey, Yuki. Thought it would be you.”

      The thief whipped her head around in shock. Then she used her free hand to pull off her balaclava, revealing the gorgeous Japanese chick I knew so well. Her face was soft, her lips plump, and her dark brown hair was tinged slightly purple. Japanese punk thing, I guess.

      She stared at me with her big brown puppy eyes, and her face lit up with a thousand-megawatt smile.

      “HUNTER-SAN!” she yelped gleefully, then said in lightly accented English, “What are you doing?! Let me go!”

      “First I need you to promise to come with me and hear me out,” I said as I jogged over to the forcefield prison she was in.

      “I can’t leave my crew!”

      “Your crew’s probably already dead.”

      Down the smoke-filled hall came some distant, angry shouts in Japanese.

      Yuki looked over at the sound, then back at me with panicked eyes. “They’re coming – let me go!”

      “Promise me to hear me out.”

      “Fine, fine!”

      Then a new voice rang out through the hallway – a gravelly Brooklyn accent definitely not speaking Japanese.

      “Hunter fuckin’ McNeil!”

      Shit.

      I knew that voice.

      Out of the swirls of smoke strode Spike, Antimatter’s righthand man.

      Except he looked even uglier than usual.

      The explosion had burned off a good portion of his hide. Raw, red patches of muscle peeked out from charred, cracked, blackened skin.

      But with every step he took towards me, I could see the grey skin slowly growing back over his flesh – and pushing up dozens more vicious, two-inch spikes.

      His hands seemed to have recovered faster than the rest of him, because his stubby fingers were bristling with needle-sharp spurs.

      He fixed me with his black eyes and white pupils, and grinned with yellowed teeth. “The Aussies warned us about you. I can understand you fuckin’ ‘em over in Karkarin, but I didn’t think you’d be stupid enough to cross us.”

      So it was the Australians who’d tipped Antimatter off.

      Thank GOD. I was worried Harding might have a mole in the SPCC.

      I released the forcefield around Yuki and held up my hand. “Let’s go.”

      She reached out. Only her fingers came out of phase – not the rest of her. She grabbed my hand, and suddenly I felt that eerie electrical buzz that let me know I was no longer solid.

      “RRAAARRRR!” Spike roared and ran straight for me, his hands flashing out like thorn-studded boxing gloves.

      They passed right through my head.

      “Too bad,” I taunted him. “Try again later.”

      That was when we heard a dozen Yakuza storming the hallway behind Spike.

      They all raised their guns, but hesitated when they saw their boss standing next to us.

      Spike didn’t give a shit about that.

      “SHOOT THEM!” he roared.

      The Yakuza opened fire.

      I could actually feel the heat from the bullets passing through my body like hot coals popping out of a fire.

      Spike got hit about 20 times. I saw bullets rip through his grey skin, saw blood spatter from his charred and still-raw flesh.

      He seemed more pissed that we weren’t getting hit, though.

      Yuki dropped down to the floor beside me. It took more concentration to ‘swim’ upwards against gravity than to move laterally, and the gunfire wasn’t helping her concentration any, so instead she pulled me through the wall into the next room over.

      There was an odd sensation like cool water passing through me, and then we were out of the smoky, bullet-filled hallway and inside someone’s windowless office.

      Suddenly the wall exploded next to me and Spike came charging through in a cloud of dust, his thorny hands punching through the drywall.

      “AAAH!” Yuki screamed in terror.

      She yanked my hand and we took off, running through walls from office to office.

      Spike kept following us, bashing his way through walls, timber, and glass.

      Finally we got far enough ahead of him that Yuki was able to concentrate, and we began to float upwards towards the ceiling.

      I could hear Spike’s muffled voice yell, “THEY’RE GOING UP THROUGH THE SIXTH FLOOR – GAS ‘EM!”

      Phasers have several weaknesses. Electricity and forcefields are two of them.

      Any type of harmful gas – tear gas, knockout gas, poison gas, carbon monoxide, smoke – is another.

      Phasers can still breathe when they ‘ghost.’ For whatever reason, air molecules are able to jump the divide from our world to the phaser’s immaterial form.

      So if the phaser gets hit with cyanide gas, they’re going to die like anybody else.

      And if they get a faceful of halothane vapor, they’re probably going to get woozy, pass out, and come out of phase. Hopefully they’re not halfway inside a wall when they pass out – otherwise they’ll die, too, in a particularly excruciating way.

      Of course, Spike had inadvertently warned us what was coming. He might have been a bloodthirsty psycho, but he wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed.

      We passed through the sixth floor as Yakuza lobbed tear gas grenades at us. Smoke spewed everywhere.

      “Hunter-san, shut your eyes and don’t breathe!” Yuki yelled.

      I did as she said, and felt myself floating upwards as the gas hissed all around us. Another flurry of bullets passed like sparks through my body, but then we were past all the ruckus and up into the seventh floor. I still didn’t breathe or open my eyes for 20 seconds, just to be safe.

      We kept on going until we reached one of the very top floors of the building, where two Japanese guys not dressed like Yakuza were next to a big power grid in a service corridor. One of the guys held two severed power cables in each hand as electricity danced over his skin. The other guy had glowing red eyes.

      They both looked over at Yuki in elation – then at me in shock.

      “Who the fuck is this?” Red-Eye shouted in Japanese.

      “Don’t worry, I know him, it’s cool,” Yuki answered in her native tongue.

      “WE don’t know him! What the fuck’s he DOING here?!”

      As Red-Eye and Yuki argued, I spoked into my commlink. “Nova, I need you here ASAP.”

      “On it,” she answered in my ear.

      To pacify Red-Eye, Yuki held out the canvas bag. “Look, I got it – eight cannisters of – ”

      She didn’t get a chance to finish before the elevator door opened and Spike appeared, looking even angrier than before.

      “You fucktards pissed off the wrong guy!” he snarled.

      Red-Eye fired a laser from his eye sockets, which blasted a hole clean through Spike’s shoulder.

      Unfortunately for Red-Eye, Spike was already speeding right towards him.

      “RRAAARRRRR!” he roared as he punched Red-Eye.

      It was like watching somebody take a Cuisinart to the head.

      Blood went everywhere as half of Red-Eye’s face came off on Spike’s fist.

      Red-Eye screamed. He raked another laser beam across Spike’s body, but it only left a streak of charred skin that immediately began to regenerate.

      Spike’s second punch was to Red-Eye’s throat – which not only crushed his voice box, it ripped his jugular to shreds.

      Red-Eye slammed to the ground spraying gouts of blood, his legs kicking spastically as he bled out.

      Spike turned his blood-spattered face towards us and grinned evilly. “Who’s next?”

      The second member of Yuki’s crew attacked. Holding onto the power cables with one hand, he extended his other arm and sent a blast of electricity arcing through the air.

      Spike screamed in rage as the voltage seared his skin. The stench of burning flesh filled the air.

      But a little electricity wasn’t enough to stop him.

      Three seconds later, the guy was a red smear on the wall.

      The good news was that as long as Yuki held onto me, there was nothing Spike could do to us, short of a tear gas grenade.

      Bad news was, he had a tear gas grenade.

      He grinned as he ripped it off his belt and popped the pin.

      Shit.

      If Yuki breathed it in, not only would she lose concentration and fall out of phase, she’d be blinded and useless in a fight.

      The problem was, it took her more than twice as much effort to phase me and her than just herself alone. So right now, I was a liability to her survival – and I needed her alive.

      I made my decision.

      “Run!” I yelled at Yuki as I ripped my hand out of hers.

      I immediately felt my body return to normal as I phased back into the material world.

      “But – ”

      “RUN!” I screamed.

      She ran as I turned to face Spike.

      He slung the grenade straight at her, but I threw up a forcefield.

      The tear gas cannister bounced off my shield and clattered back onto the floor. As soon as it started spewing gas, I raked it across the linoleum with another forcefield and got it as far away as I could.

      Of course, that gave Spike an opening to come after me.

      He swung for my head. I threw up another forcefield to stop him.

      His fist hit it with the force of a sledgehammer.

      Before my yearlong vacation in Karkarin, I wouldn’t have even felt it.

      At the moment it was excruciating.

      “AAAGH!” I yelled as I stumbled backwards.

      The forcefield collapsed, and Spike strode right for me.

      “What happened, ya little pussy?” he sneered. “You go soft in prison?”

      “Just squash him!” Yuki screamed, her head poking out of the wall right before she disappeared.

      “It’s not that simple!” I yelled.

      Spike swung at me again.

      I dodged, but he still kept coming.

      Unfortunately, it wasn’t like I could hit him back. Not if I wanted to keep all the skin, muscle, and tendons in my fist instead of leaving them on his face.

      His next punch was headed straight for my nose –

      And then a ghostly hand reached out of the wall, grabbed my arm, and suddenly I was immaterial again.

      I rose up through the air and into the ceiling.

      The last thing I saw before I disappeared was Spike’s enraged face.

      Seconds later, Yuki and I surfaced through the gravel of the building’s roof.

      There was one last guy, dressed in a flashy white and blue spandex bodysuit.

      “Where’s Kaneto and Mutsuo?” he yelled in Japanese.

      “Dead!” Yuki shouted back.

      “How the fuck were you planning to get out of here?” I asked Yuki.

      “He’s an aerokinetic.”

      Well, at least the white and blue bodysuit made sense now.

      I stared at her in disbelief. “Are you INSANE?! Do you know who you’re dealing with?!”

      “Yes!” she pouted.

      “You DO know he FLIES, right?!”

      Before she could answer, engines roared above us.

      The sparkjet came swooping down, transitioning to VTOL mode until it hovered a hundred feet above the building.

      “Come on,” I yelled at the aerokinetic in Japanese. “We’ve got to get out of here before – ”

      I was interrupted by another roar – but this one sounded like a flamethrower turned up to 11.

      And then, just beyond the edge of the building’s roof, Antimatter rose into view atop a blast of flaming energy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      Antimatter wore a bodysuit that covered every inch of him, including his entire face. The suit itself looked sculpted from rubber, and emphasized his pecs and washboard abs.

      The design of the suit was stark black and white, with the mask divided down the center line, black on one side, white on the other, with mirrored glass lenses over the eyes. They were angled downwards so he looked like he was perpetually scowling.

      The rest of the suit was similarly divided into black and white halves, although geometrical shapes of black intruded into the white half, and blocks of white overlapped the black.

      His gloves and boots were thicker and bulkier than the rest of the suit, and for a good reason: that’s where 99% of the magic happened.

      At the moment, the soles of his boots looked like they were rockets. They spewed plumes of energy like a stream of jet fuel on fire. That’s what propelled him into the air and what let him hover there, watching us, daring us to make a move.

      The aerokinetic made a move.

      He threw out his hands, and suddenly a Category 5 hurricane slammed into Antimatter from the side. I even felt a little of the edges of it as 150-mile-an-hour winds blew me backwards. Yuki instinctively grabbed me and phased me, at which point the winds passed harmlessly through us.

      Antimatter went tumbling through the air, but he quickly righted himself and fired off his boot thrusters even harder as he flew directly into the face of the powerful winds. Then he raised one heavy, gloved hand and shot a bolt of pure ionized energy directly at the aerokinetic.

      The guy’s skull was incinerated on the spot, and his headless body fell backwards.

      Of course, the effect that had was to immediately stop the 200-mph winds. Since Antimatter had been overcompensating to stay in one place, he suddenly shot hundreds of feet to the right, tumbling wildly out of control.

      We only had a few seconds before he was back in control.

      “Nova, open the cargo door NOW!” I yelled into the commlink. “Yuki, stop phasing us!”

      Yuki knew me well enough to obey immediately.

      I formed a forcefield beneath our feet and lifted us in less than two seconds to the sparkjet a hundred feet overhead. The sudden acceleration was disorienting – and brutally painful for my brain – but I managed to slow down at the very end so we could dive into the open cargo door. Yuki’s canvas bag of Ephemera vials clattered across the metal floor of the cargo bay.

      “Grab onto something!” I yelled at Yuki as I latched onto some of the black netting used to secure cargo during flight. Then I yelled over the commlink, “Nova, keep the bay door open and PUNCH IT!”

      Unfortunately, Nova didn’t know me well enough to obey immediately.

      “Are you su– ”

      “YES!”

      The cargo door stayed open as the plane took off.

      The sparkjet went from 0 to 60 in one second flat. Thank God Yuki and I were holding onto netting bolted to the plane, or we would have gone tumbling out of the cargo door.

      In second number two, we went from 60 to 250. I was literally parallel with the floor as I held onto the netting, my body suspended three feet above the floor.

      The plane kept accelerating even faster after that.

      It wasn’t enough.

      I could see the skyscrapers of Tokyo racing away beneath us, and then we were out over the bay.

      Unfortunately, a black-and-white dot at the head of a plume of yellow fire rose up out of the skyscrapers and headed right for us.

      He was gaining fast. Five more seconds and he’d be right outside the cargo door.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      I knew what I had to do, but it was going to hurt.

      I threw up a forcefield 30 feet by 30 feet right in Antimatter’s path, then concentrated with all my might to keep it intact.

      Wasn’t enough.

      Antimatter slammed into the forcefield. It held for about a millisecond, then collapsed.

      I grunted from the pain, which felt like somebody had slammed my head with a ballpeen hammer. I knew a helluva lot worse was coming unless my little gambit had worked.

      I looked out the cargo door, hoping that the shield had managed to do what I wanted: break Antimatter’s neck, or at least knock him out.

      It had slowed him down – he was a good thousand feet behind where he had been – but the fiery plume was still going, so it must not have knocked him out.

      For him, it had probably been like flying through a thick piece of plate glass: painful and disorienting, but not much else.

      Back in the day I could have held the shield no problem. Antimatter would have splattered like a bug on a windshield.

      Unfortunately, this wasn’t back in the day.

      He also obviously knew he’d run into something, so now he was flying with one arm outstretched, a crackling ball of antimatter in the palm of his hand to run interference for him. It would do a lot more effective job of wiping out my shields than his head, that was for sure.

      Then the ball of energy grew in size and brightness –

      He was going to fire at us.

      “Nova, bank right!” I yelled, and threw up the biggest forcefield I could directly behind the jet.

      Antimatter’s blast exploded from his palm into – and through – the forcefield.

      It felt like somebody had jabbed a red-hot poker four inches into my skull. I screamed in agony.

      The good news was, Antimatter’s shot was dissipated and slowed down as the sparkjet roared out of the way just in time.

      The bad news was, that was Antimatter’s first shot. And he had an unlimited number of them.

      Yuki saw me writhing in pain. I knew she was shocked that I hadn’t taken care of one little SPC by now.

      “What’s wrong?!” she yelled over the roaring winds from the open cargo door.

      “My powers got fucked up in prison… Nova, close it up!” Then I gestured to Yuki. “Come on!”

      I used a forcefield to backstop me and Yuki and propel us right up to the cockpit, where we clawed our way into the cockpit. Then I shut the bulkhead behind us.

      Nova looked freaked out.

      Not a good time to lose it.

      “How am I supposed to outrun him?!” Nova cried out.

      “You’re not going to,” I growled.

      Suddenly the entire sparkjet shuddered as an explosion rocked the rear of the plane.

      Flashing lights and alarms erupted from the cockpit console, and the readout showed that the left engine was gone. The sparkjet slowed to half its previous speed.

      “Case in point,” I said.

      “He’s going to shoot us down!” Nova shrieked.

      “No he’s not. He wants his Ephemera.” I turned to Yuki. “Give me one of your cannisters.”

      “Why?”

      “We’re leaving it.”

      Nova whipped her head around to stare at me. “What do you mean, ‘leaving it’?”

      Yuki didn’t even hear that part; she only cared about the money. “WHAT?! No – just one of them is worth a billion yen!”

      I unzipped her bag, grabbed one of the cannisters, and dropped it into the copilot’s seat.

      Yuki reached out to take it back, but I put a forcefield around the seat to block her. Her fingers stubbed into it and she yelped.

      “You’re not going to be able to spend it if you’re dead!” I barked.

      Nova repeated, “What do you mean, ‘LEAVING it’?”

      I pointed at the cannister. “Hit it with a concentrated blast of your fire and burn the chair.”

      Both Yuki and Nova screamed “WHAT?!” at the same time.

      “Are you insane?!” Nova yelled.

      “You’ll blow it up!” Yuki shrieked.

      “That’s the idea,” I snapped.

      Ephemera was incredibly unstable – and highly energetic. A couple ounces wouldn’t equal a nuclear bomb by any means, but they could blow up a small house.

      Or a sparkjet.

      “WHY?!” Nova screamed.

      Suddenly there was a CLANG that reverberated through the frame of the jet.

      I looked over at one of the monitors on the console.

      Antimatter had landed on the top of the plane and was using a blast of energy from his fingers like a welding torch to cut open the top of the ship.

      I pointed at the monitor. “He’s coming in here and he’s going to get his Ephemera, and then he’s going to kill us. I say we kill him first.”

      Nova saw Antimatter and panicked. She jerked the flight stick –

      Nothing happened.

      Antimatter must have done something to the wings.

      “He fried the ailerons,” I said, “so now you fry the fuckin’ Ephemera.”

      “But the plane – ” Nova protested.

      “Is toast anyways! DO IT! Yuki, get ready to phase all three of us!”

      Nova shook her head like I can’t believe I’m doing this shit, unbuckled her harness, stood, and ignited a fireball in her hand.

      There was a metallic shrieking as Antimatter breached the fuselage, followed seconds later by a smaller clang! as he hit the metal deck of the cargo hold.

      He was inside the ship, just on the other side of the bulkhead.

      “DO IT!” I shouted.

      Nova hit the Ephemera tube with a blast of fire.

      The metal skin of the cannister began to blister, then melt –

      “YUKI, GET US OUT OF HERE!”

      Yuki slung the canvas bag over her shoulder, grabbed both my arm and Nova’s, then kicked off backwards and pulled us along with her.

      We phased through the side of the cockpit out into open air and flashed like ghosts through the airplane’s port wing.

      Then we began tumbling towards the Pacific 10,000 feet below us.

      We still had forward momentum from being inside the sparkjet – but without it to propel us along, we quickly lost speed.

      As Nova and Yuki screamed, I twisted around so that I could see what the fuck happened with the Ephemera in the sparkjet.

      Five seconds later, the plane was now 400 feet above us and at least three thousand feet ahead.

      And then it exploded.

      BOOM!

      The sparkjet erupted into a giant fireball, and a hundred pieces of flaming metal shot through the air.

      YES! GOT HIM!

      Antimatter was dead.

      One down, 600 to –

      Suddenly, a tiny spluttering flame of light popped and flickered… then burst into a slow and steady trail of flame.

      Mother FUCKER.

      He’d somehow survived. Maybe he’d been anticipating something. Maybe he’d thrown up some kind of antimatter shield around him. Maybe he’d gotten into the bulkhead, seen the fire, and run for it.

      Either way, he was alive.

      I just prayed he wouldn’t see what was about to come next.

      Even if he did, I had bigger things to worry about than Antimatter right now.

      We’d been falling about 10 seconds. We had maybe another mile and a half at most before we hit the water. Say, 25 more seconds, give or take.

      “Yuki, can you slow us down?” I yelled.

      “Not at this speed, and not all three of us!” she screamed back.

      Fuck.

      Her powers allowed her to move upwards against gravity through air and solid materials, just like she’d phased us up through the ceilings in the bank.

      But phasing upwards from the bank’s 5th to 30th floor had been a relatively slow process, like swimming through water.

      She wasn’t fast enough to counteract a speed of 120 mph – or faster, probably. After all, we were ghosting through the air. We couldn’t feel it on our faces or bodies at all. There was no air resistance slowing us down, and thus no terminal velocity of 120 mph. But gravity was still acting on us, making us fall faster and faster.

      If Yuki didn’t take us out of phase, we were going to continue through the water at 120+ mph until we went straight through the seafloor.

      There was a tiny bit of drag on our molecules even in phase, but nothing like the normal friction of air and water. It would take solid rock to really slow us down. We’d end up falling at least a mile through the earth before we slowed down, and then Yuki would have to phase all three of us upwards until we reached air again.

      We’d have to hold our breath the entire way. After all, you can’t breathe in solid rock or water.

      It would take at least 10 minutes to reach the surface.

      There was no way in hell we’d make it.

      Yuki would probably pass out, her powers would stop, and then we’d all materialize in the middle of solid rock and die excruciating deaths.

      Good times.

      So it was all up to me.

      “Take us out of phase!” I yelled.

      Immediately I felt an electrical buzz across my skin, and the air slammed into our faces like a wind tunnel.

      I threw up a forcefield beside us – a flat, round disc.

      I did it beside us because the timing was tricky. After all, if I created a stationary shield and we slammed into it, it would be the same as slamming into rock at 120 mph.

      Well, given the current state of my powers, the shield would probably shatter, but we’d probably all get knocked out, fall to the ocean, and die on impact.

      More good times.

      Now that I had the forcefield falling beside us at the same rate, I eased it up underneath us. A second later, I felt its solid pressure beneath my body.

      Good.

      But I couldn’t just slow it down to 0.

      It would be the same as slamming into a stationary shield. Bug, meet windshield.

      So I had to slow that shit down gradually. Not so fast that we broke every bone in our bodies, but not so slow that we slammed into the water at 80 mph.

      I squinted and cursed and groaned as I throttled down the speed.

      With three bodies falling 120 mph, it was harder than anything I’d done so far other than block the shot Antimatter took at the airplane.

      The good news was, after that excruciating experience, the current one was only a devastating migraine in comparison.

      My entire body flattened against the shield as I slowed us down to 110 mph, 100 mph, 90 mph –

      The water was rushing towards us way too fast.

      80 mph, 70 mph, 60 mph –

      Both Yuki and Nova were screaming, their faces smashed into the forcefield.

      50 mph, 40 mph, 30 mph –

      I wouldn’t be able to get us to 0 mph in time, but hopefully it would be slow enough not to kill us.

      I think we were doing 20 mph right before I cut the shield.

      A split second later we hit the water.

      Pain jolted me – but it was distributed all over my body instead of just in my head.

      Cold water washed over me.

      JESUS it was cold.

      I flailed in the water and swam upwards. My clothes and jacket were a huge drag on my body, but I made it to the surface.

      I came up to hear both Nova and Yuki sputtering and coughing.

      “THAT was your great rescue?!” Nova yelled angrily.

      “Shut up and look,” I said, nodding towards the sky.

      The smoke from the explosion was a black blot in the sky.

      About a mile away, we could see flaming bits of wreckage falling into the ocean.

      And two miles above, we watched a fiery trail cut its way back towards Tokyo.

      “He thinks we’re dead. Good,” I muttered, then turned to Yuki. “You still got the Ephemera?”

      She held the dripping canvas bag up.

      “Seven cannisters… minus one,” she said in a pissy voice.

      “Yeah, well, we’re alive, so you’re welcome,” I shot back.

      “What do we do now?” Nova asked.

      I looked around. Water in every direction as far as the eye could see. Since Japan was no longer visible, that meant we had to be a good 10 or 15 miles out in the ocean.

      Luckily, Antimatter was flying back in exactly the direction we needed to go.

      “Let’s tread water for a while and let me rest up,” I said.

      It only took a few minutes until the pain in my head receded.

      That was good. I was doing progressively harder things with my forcefields, and the recovery time was getting shorter and shorter.

      But it still was nowhere good enough to take on Antimatter again.

      Forget that right now, I told myself.

      All that mattered was getting us back to dry land.

      I created a shield beneath us in the shape of a bowl eight feet in diameter. Then I lifted us a foot above the waves and created a hole in the bottom of the forcefield so the water could drain out. Finally I began to move us slowly but steadily in the direction Antimatter had flown.

      “Where are we going to go when we get back to land?” Nova asked as she shivered in her soaked suit.

      “I’ve got a place,” Yuki said. “But we should probably go somewhere first and get dry.”

      “We’ll find something,” I reassured her as I powered our invisible air boat towards the mainland.
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      Tokyo’s geography worked in our favor. The city sat on the west shore of a bay. Ten miles across the bay was a 20-mile-wide peninsula, and then the Pacific Ocean.

      No matter where we ended up hitting land, we were going to be at least 30 miles away from Antimatter’s HQ in Tokyo – 20 miles of peninsula and 10 miles of water in the bay. That was the only good news in all this mess.

      When we got within sight of land, I slowed down our approach and aimed for a sparsely populated section of the shore. In the area I picked, we could see houses set back about a quarter mile from the water, but nobody was on the beach.

      Trying to look as inconspicuous as a bunch of people with wet hair and clothes can be – not to mention one of them dressed in a bright red leather jumpsuit – we crossed the sandy shore and deserted road and made our way to a bunch of summer cottages.

      We picked the one farthest from the others that also didn’t have a car parked in the driveway. Yuki phased through the side of the house and unlocked the door from the inside. “No one home, Hunter-san!”

      We checked out the house and found a stash of dried ramen and canned food in the pantry. Enough to tide us over if we needed to stay for days, which was good.

      Then we set up defenses, which basically consisted of Yuki phasing broom handles lengthways through the doors and letting go of them. Basically, she fused the door and wall into one solid piece of wood bound by the broom handle. Way more effective than any lock.

      It wasn’t going to stop somebody from coming through the windows, but nobody short of a super was busting through that door. Yuki could phase us out easily enough, but nobody was getting in until she removed the broom.

      “Sorry about your crew, Yuki,” I said as she finished up.

      “Ahhh,” she said, waving it off. “I wasn’t friends with any of them, I was just on a job. How did you find out about it?”

      “Somebody tried to recruit Shade.”

      Yuki knew all about Shade – and what a bad idea it had been to approach an assassin for a heist.

      “Bukiyona baka!” she growled, using the Japanese phrase for ‘clueless idiots.’ “They deserved to die, then. But I’m glad you’re here, Hunter-san!”

      She jumped up in my arms, wrapped her legs around my waist, and planted a hot, wet kiss on my mouth.

      I kissed her back for a second or two, then laughed. “Okay, okay – I’m glad to see you, too. But let’s get out of these wet clothes first. We’ve got to let them dry.”

      “Okay!” she agreed as she jumped off me – then kicked off her boots, unzipped the front of her leather catsuit, and peeled down until she was entirely nude.

      Yuki was a wild child. I’d known it the second I met her three years ago. You’d have thought she’d been raised in a nudist commune from how unselfconscious she was.

      And God DAMN she a sight for sore eyes.

      She was on the petite side, about 5’3” and thin – but with an incredible rack. She weighed less than 100 pounds, and 20 of it was in her tits. At least double D’s, maybe bigger, with tiny little nipples still hard from the cold water. There is nothing better than a thin chick was big, full, firm natural breasts. Not to mention her pussy was shaved bare. She looked absolutely mouthwatering.

      I was halfway undressed, with my jacket and shirt off, but I stopped to just drink her in.

      Yuki noticed my reaction, and saucily put her hands on her hips. “Like what you see, Hunter-san?” she giggled.

      “Yeah,” I said. After a year without seeing a single naked chick, to see an incredibly hot one like Yuki was definitely ‘lifting my spirits,’ if you know what I mean.

      Yuki noticed that, too, and walked right up to me and stroked my cock through my pants. “We’ll have to take care of that soon, Hunter-san,” she said with a smile, but her voice was husky with desire.

      “Um…” another voice spoke out.

      We both looked over to see Nova looked incredibly uncomfortable – and still fully clothed.

      She cleared her throat and tried not to look directly at us. “Are there any towels?”

      “Of course!” Yuki said happily, and bounced over to the linen closet, her incredible tits swaying and jiggling all the way. She opened the door and tossed Nova a couple of towels. Then she took one for herself and began rapidly toweling off her damp hair – which caused her boobs to wobble even more.

      My hard-on was starting to get painful.

      “Sooooo… who’s your girlfriend, Hunter-san?” Yuki asked with a grin.

      The question was so ridiculous that I laughed.

      It was no laughing matter to Nova, though.

      “I am NOT his girlfriend,” she said sourly.

      I chuckled. “It’s strictly a working relationship,” I explained to Yuki.

      “Too bad – she’s hot!” Yuki replied as she ogled Nova from head to toe.

      Well, she wasn’t wrong about that.

      Nova blushed almost as red as her suit.

      “What’s your name?” Yuki asked.

      “Nova. But… um… you can call me Angelica.”

      “Angelica! How pretty!” Yuki squealed, hopping up and down on her toes – which set her boobs jiggling again.

      I noticed Nova eyeing Yuki’s rack almost as intently as I had been earlier.

      Interesting.

      “Angelica Smith,” I said in a jokey tone of voice. “You wouldn’t tell me your first name this entire time, but you tell Yuki after knowing her 15 minutes?”

      Nova glared at me. “She seems more trustworthy than you.”

      “She’s a thief,” I reminded her.

      “Hai,” Yuki agreed cheerfully. To her that was a compliment, not a slam.

      “Like I said,” Nova said coldly, “she seems more trustworthy than you.”

      “So what the hell are you doing in Tokyo?” Yuki asked. “Besides fighting with each other?”

      “We came to get you,” I said.

      “What?” Yuki asked in surprise.

      “We did?” Nova asked, just as surprised.

      “She’s the first member of the team I want to assemble,” I said.

      “I’m in!” Yuki cheered. “What are we stealing?”

      “Actually, we’re going to kill a bunch of supervillains.”

      Yuki paused. “…seriously?”

      “Yup. Starting with Antimatter.”

      Yuki’s mouth dropped open. “You want to kill Tonmonoshitsu? Anata wa kurutte iru!” That was Japanese for ‘You’re crazy.’

      “You’re the one who just tried to boost Ephemera from him,” I said.

      “And I did,” she said, holding up the canvas sack of metal tubes.

      Touché.

      “But you can’t kill him,” Yuki continued. “It’s impossible!”

      “We almost did back there in the plane.”

      “Almost. But you didn’t.”

      “Well, we’re going to try again.”

      “Why do you want to kill him?”

      “Because the US Military wants him dead.”

      “That’s who you’re working for?!” she yelped.

      “Yup.”

      She scowled. “I’m out.”

      I reached inside my jacket, took out the paper Harding had given me, and carefully unfolded it. It was soggy but still intact. I put it on the kitchen table and pointed at it.

      “Just wait till you see what they’re offering.” Then I looked over at Nova. “I’m going to need another one of these, by the way.”

      Overcome by curiosity, Yuki bent over the table to read the letter. Which gave me an absolutely stellar view of her heavy boobs swinging in the air.

      God DAMN I needed to get her into bed ASAP.

      “A full pardon?!” Yuki cried out.

      “Yup.”

      “And ten million dollars US?!” she exclaimed.

      “Yup.”

      She looked thoughtful. “Will they pay more?”

      Good old Yuki. Always angling for the bigger score.

      “The pardon’s worth way more. With that, you can go straight and live off the interest on the ten mil,” I said. “You’d never have to steal again.”

      She frowned. “What’s the fun in that?”

      “I’m sure you can kind other ways of having fun.”

      She looked down at my pants and gave me a mischievous smirk. “I’m sure I could. But ten million would only make up for the tube of Ephemera you lost.”

      “I didn’t lose it, we blew it up. And I already made up for that by saving your life.”

      She sighed. “Fine. I’ll sell off the Ephemera first, then I’ll take the ten million.”

      Nova cleared her throat. She was still in her damp suit, though her hair was now wrapped up in a towel. “Actually, we’re going to need the rest of the Ephemera, too.”

      Yuki stared at her. “What?!”

      Oh great.

      I could see where this was going.

      “We can’t have you dumping a bunch of Ephemera on the black market,” Nova explained.

      “It’s mine.”

      “No it’s not. You stole it.”

      “Hai!” Yuki said, like it was obvious. “So it’s mine!”

      I could tell Nova was trying not to lose it. “You stole it from the Japanese government!”

      “I stole it from Tonmonoshitsu. I don’t give a damn where he stole it from.”

      “You’re still giving it back,” Nova snapped.

      “Fuck you, you gaijin bitch,” Yuki fumed. “If that’s the deal, I’m not helping you at all.”

      Nova looked pissed. “Regardless, we’re still taking it back.”

      “Maybe you didn’t hear me. Fuck… YOU.”

      “All right, all right,” I said, stepping in between them. First I looked at Yuki. “We’ll see about the US buying the Ephemera off you. Maybe we can make a deal.”

      Nova looked incensed. “No we ca– ”

      “We have bigger problems right now,” I interrupted her. “Like we need another jet, pronto.”

      Nova glowered. “Harding’s not going to go for that.”

      “Too bad. Cost of doing business.”

      “That was a hundred-million dollar sparkjet!”

      “They’ve got more. Contact Harding. Tell him what happened and that we need another jet.” Then I turned to Yuki. “You said you had a place we could hole up for a while?”

      “What about here?” she said, looking around. “I like it!”

      “It’s great,” I agreed, “until the owners come back or somebody reports us.”

      Yuki sighed. “I have a place, but it’s in the industrial section of Tokyo.”

      “Good.”

      “Closer to Tonmonoshitsu,” she pointed out.

      “We’ll be closer to the action, then.”

      “Speaking of action,” Yuki purred as she snuggled up right next to me, “we should take advantage of this place while we have it.”

      Her breasts brushed against my abs, and I felt the hard tips of her nipples against my skin.

      My erection had been fading over the last minute, but now it sprang back to attention.

      Yuki felt it, grabbed it through the wet material of my pants, and began to stroke it softly.

      Fuuuuuuck.

      “Didn’t you just get out of prison?” Yuki asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Have you fucked anybody yet?”

      “Nope.”

      “Yaaaay!” she squealed, grabbed my hand, and pulled me towards the bedroom. As we went, she looked over at Nova. “You’re welcome to join in, Angelica-san!”

      Nova stared at her. “Just a minute ago you wanted to kill me.”

      “Ahhh,” Yuki said cheerfully, waving one hand. “We can still have fun!”

      Nova blushed deep red. “Uh… no thanks.”

      “Your loss!” Yuki grinned as she dragged me down the hall, into a bedroom, and shut the door behind us.

      The last I saw of Nova, she was looking like the kid who didn’t get picked for kickball during recess.
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      As soon as the door was closed, I basically attacked Yuki, grabbing her by the ass and pulling her in close for a kiss.

      Of course, she attacked me just as enthusiastically.

      We kissed hard and deep, and I drank in her taste, sweet like a peach.

      I ran my hands up and down her soft back – and when I couldn’t stand it anymore, I spun her around and kissed her neck as I cupped her heavy, firm breasts in my hands.

      God damn they felt amazing.

      As I manhandled her tits, I started biting her neck lightly.

      Yuki moaned and arched her back, pressing her breasts harder into my hands.

      I pinched her nipples – lightly at first, then harder. She moaned even louder.

      Yuki always did like a little pain with her pleasure.

      Finally she couldn’t stand it anymore. She turned around, dropped to her knees, and hastily unbuckled my pants.

      My cock sprang out at her face, the head swollen and tight.

      She moaned when she saw it, then gripped my shaft in her tiny hand.

      “Hunter-san,” she sighed, and looked up at me with her big brown eyes. “Oh, how I’ve missed you…”

      Then she opened her mouth wide, took me between her lips, and began to suck.

      I groaned and tilted my head back.

      I’d dreamt of blowjobs every night in Karkarin – but the reality was so much better than the dream.

      Yuki was first-rate, and very enthusiastic.

      She cupped my sack with her free hand and tickled my balls with her fingertips. The other hand stroked my shaft as her head bobbed up and down on my crown. She moaned lustily as she licked and sucked.

      FUUUUUCK.

      Good as her mouth was, though, I knew her pussy was better.

      I stopped her and pulled her roughly to her feet, grabbed her under her arms, and threw her shrieking happily onto the bed.

      She grinned up at me with a gleam in her eye as I shucked off my boots and pants.

      I crawled up on the bed on top of her, and she eagerly spread her legs.

      “Oh, Hunter-san,” she whimpered, and watched hungrily as I took my cock in hand and guided it between her thighs.

      I pressed the tip to her lips.

      She was very, very wet – and not from the Pacific.

      I eased my head gently inside her. Good thing I was already wet from the blowjob, because Yuki was tight – just like I remembered.

      “Oh HUNTER-san,” she moaned as I slid inside her.

      Halfway in, she bit her lower lip, wrapped her legs around my waist, and gouged her fingernails into my back.

      “OH HUNTER-SAN!” she cried out as I plunged in all the way.

      FUUUUUUCK.

      Being inside her was the best thing that had happened to me in over a year.

      I began easing in and out of her, giving her a chance to get used to me.

      She whimpered and moaned and kissed me hard.

      I pulled all the way out until just my head was between her soft, wet lips – and then I drove deep inside her with one savage stroke.

      “OH!” she cried out.

      I did it again, pulling out far and then thrusting in deep.

      “OH!”

      “You like that?” I growled into her ear.

      “Hai!” she moaned, and dug her fingernails into my ass, urging me to do it again. “Faster!”

      I pounded her hard as I could, and she began wailing high-pitched, feminine shrieks of pleasure.

      I braced myself on my forearms so I could get a good view.

      Her breasts, flattened out into delicious mounds on her chest, wobbled up and down with every stroke, every slap of my pelvis against her thighs.

      She looked up at me through half-lidded eyes glazed over with lust.

      Then I began switching it up, going shallow… slowing down… making her wait for it…

      Her eyes grew large again. “No… no, don’t stop – ”

      I thrust inside her again, deep and hard.

      “OH!” she cried out. “OH!”

      I was getting close to coming, and I didn’t want to yet – so I pulled out of her.

      “Nooooo!” she pouted. “I was so close to coming!”

      “Oh, you’re going to come, alright,” I said, and flipped her over like a rag doll onto her belly. I took a second to check out her tight, lovely little ass. “Now get on all fours.”

      “Ohhhh Hunter-san,” she grinned, and scrambled up onto her hands and knees.

      Doggy-style was her favorite position – and I wanted to hear her scream like a banshee.

      She spread her legs, and I forced the head of my cock between her wet lips. This time it went in smooth and quick with one long, deep stroke.

      I could feel the head of my cock bottoming out inside her as my pelvis pressed against her ass.

      “Unnnnnnhhh,” Yuki groaned, hanging her head down on the bed. “That feels SO GOOD…”

      I began moving in and out of her, slow at first, then faster and faster.

      “Oh – oh – oh – oh – ” Yuki moaned, and bunched up the sheets of the bed in her hands.

      I began to thrust hard and deep, my pelvis slap slap slapping her ass.

      “OH – OH – OH – OH!” Yuki screamed.

      I reached around her and cupped one breast in my hand. Jesus her tits were magnificent, heavy and full as they swung back and forth, the tiny little nipple grazing my palm. I grabbed it between my fingers and pinched hard.

      “OH HUNTER-SAN!” she screamed as I slammed into her from behind.

      From that point on she started yammering away in Japanese.

      Which nearly made me come, it was so hot.

      I love it when a chick starts talking to you in a foreign language during sex. Especially when you know it’s because you’re fucking her so good and she’s enjoying it so much that she’s lost her ability to speak English.

      “Oh, Hunter-san – you’re driving me crazy – you’re so deep – SO DEEP – oh – oh god, I’m coming – I’m COMIIIIIING – AAAAAAAH – ”

      One thing about Yuki: she was a squirter.

      I felt hot liquid spray against my balls, and that was what tipped me over the edge.

      “GAAAAAAH!” I roared, and had probably the best orgasm of my life. Felt like I shot a bucket of cum inside her, it went on for so long.

      That’s what being in prison for a year’ll do to you.

      Her arms and legs gave way, and I collapsed to top of her. Rather than crush her, I rolled to the side but stayed inside her, my cock still hard, and reached around and fondled her breasts with my hands.

      Her thighs were still trembling from the aftershock of her orgasm, and she continued to make high-pitched noises. “Aah… aah… aah…”

      I kissed her neck as I slowly moved my still-hard cock in and out of her.

      Eventually she twisted her neck around and kissed me softly as I continued to fondle her breasts.

      “You came a lot,” she giggled.

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And you’re still hard,” she whispered.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She looked me in the eyes and grinned. “Want to do it again?”

      “Fuck yes,” I said, and began thrusting inside her harder.

      She closed her eyes in bliss and moaned. “Oh, Hunter-san… I’ve missed you so much…”
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      After a couple of hours of fucking Yuki’s brains out, I was famished. I left her to recover in a state of post-orgasmic bliss and padded naked into the kitchen.

      I opened the fridge and was looking at what was available –

      “Jesus, will you PLEASE cover up?” a woman’s voice snarled.

      I looked over to see Nova sitting at the kitchen table in somebody else’s clothes. The lady of the house must have been a lot shorter and not nearly as busty, because the sundress Nova was wearing only came up to her mid-thighs, and her tits were very nearly spilling over the top.

      If I hadn’t just busted a nut three times in the last two hours, I would have immediately gotten a five-alarm-fire hard-on.

      As it was, it took about 15 seconds.

      Nova was blushing and averting her eyes, but she wasn’t quite as red as her uniform, which was hanging up on a hanger from a cabinet door.

      There weren’t any towels within reach, so as a compromise I just stepped behind the open refrigerator door. But I decided to have a little fun with her.

      “Why cover up?” I asked. “It’s nothing you haven’t seen before, right? Maybe not one this big, but…”

      She leaned over (which gave me an even better view of her rack), grabbed a damp towel from the table, and threw it at me.

      “Stop rhapsodizing about your dick and cover it up,” she said crossly.

      I grabbed the towel midair and draped it around my waist. “Rhapsodizing about my dick… I’ll have to remember that. We too loud for you?”

      Now she was as red as her uniform.

      She scowled and said, “You could try to keep quieter next time.”

      “I’ll make a note,” I said and looked back into the fridge.

      “Where’s Yuki?”

      “Passed out. One too many orgasms, I guess. I’m sure you heard.”

      Nova didn’t say anything.

      “Any word from Harding?” I asked.

      “Yes. He’s not giving us another jet until we kill Antimatter.”

      I turned around in disbelief. “Are you shitting me?”

      “No.”

      “That means we’re stuck here!”

      “No, it means we have to do what we came here to do,” she said snootily.

      Harding could be a real son of a bitch when he wanted to be. He’d demonstrated it plenty of times back in my SPCC days, and he was reminding me of it all over again. And even though he wasn’t physically here right now, he had a pretty good female stand-in with a stick so far up her ass it would take a surgical team to get it out.

      “Motherfucker,” I snarled, then calmed myself down. I wasn’t going to let the prick – or his righthand bitch – get to me. “Fine, we’ll make it work. But tell him he can go fuck himself.”

      “I will not be telling him that.”

      “Whatever.” As I pulled a jar of olives and a bottle of water out of the fridge, I glanced over and noticed she refused to look at me. “What’s the problem?”

      She still kept her eyes averted. “I am not going to tell a four-star general to go fuck himself, that’s the pr– ”

      “Not that. Why aren’t you looking at me? I’ve got all the naughty bits covered.”

      She stared at the wall. “Unlike you, I don’t like people walking around naked.”

      “I’m not naked.” I shut the refrigerator door and dropped the towel. “See? Now I’m naked.”

      She couldn’t help herself – she sneaked a peek at my junk, then blushed even harder and hurriedly looked away. “Would you PLEASE – ”

      “Don’t get your panties all wet, babe,” I said as I cinched the towel around my waist again.

      “You are HARDLY enough to get my panties wet, McNeil.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s your deal then… ‘Angelica’?” I said mockingly.

      “It’s Nova to you,” she snapped. “And what do you mean, ‘what’s my deal’?”

      “You were really giving Yuki the once-over when she was parading around in her birthday suit.”

      Nova shifted uncomfortably. “It was shocking, that’s all.”

      “Are you into chicks?”

      Now she was beet-red again. “That is none of your business.”

      “So you are. Are you into guys?”

      “I’m not into YOU, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Fair enough. There’s no accounting for taste.” I grinned and pointed towards the bedroom. “Well, I’m gonna go in and have some more sex. You’re more than welcome to join us. In fact, seeing as you don’t like guys – or me, anyway – I can let you and Yuki go at it alone for a while. I know for a fact she swings both ways, and she’d love to go down on you.”

      Nova tried to sound offended, but the tremor in her voice betrayed her. “Don’t be disgusting.”

      “Not being disgusting, just stating facts. If you don’t want to join in, then we’ll try to keep it down.” I paused. “Actually… no, we won’t.”

      I grabbed my olives and water bottle and walked out of the room. As I left, I yanked off the towel and tossed it at her.

      “Here you go. I won’t be needing it anymore.”

      Nova didn’t know that I could see her reflected in the glass on a picture frame as I walked out of the room.

      She was totally checking out my ass – even leaning over a little bit to do it.

      Interesting.

      Something told me Lt. Angelica Smith was going to be a tough nut to crack… but in the end, it would be worth it.

      There was a joke in there about nutting, a crack, and an end – nutting in her end? Nutting in her crack? – but I dropped it. I had a hot Japanese chick to go bang for the next couple of hours.
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      We stayed at the house until dark. By then we’d eaten a meal and our clothes were completely dry.

      Yuki removed the broomsticks phased through the doors, and Nova demanded I leave $500 worth of yen on the table for the owner’s trouble.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Not only did we break into their house, but you had sex in their bed,” she said distastefully.

      We were probably the first burglars in history to actually leave money for the person whose house we broke into, but whatever. I didn’t want to argue with Nova. She was such a ball of tightly wound sexual tension that she was just looking for a chance to explode in a fight, and I wasn’t going to give her an excuse.

      Then Yuki went scouting other unoccupied houses until we found one with a busted-up old Honda in the garage and a pair of keys hanging on the wall. At Nova’s insistence, I left another $3000 in yen, which was probably twice what the thing was worth.

      Being a good guy was fucking expensive.

      Then I drove us an hour and a half from the peninsula into Tokyo, across the giant bridge that crossed Tokyo Bay. Once we got close to Yuki’s neighborhood, we ditched the car and walked the rest of the way.

      Yuki’s place was in a warehouse in Tokyo’s industrial section. The warehouse was still operational, with a real business running out of it during the day.

      It was also a piece of shit on the outside, but it hid something pretty incredible beneath the ground.

      Apparently the warehouse had a 130-year-old bomb shelter left over from World War II. Yuki had turned it into a snazzy little underground lair, complete with plumbing, electricity, heating and AC, surveillance cameras, and air filtration – but she’d blocked off the original exit so it was only reachable by phasing through 20 feet of steel and concrete.

      There was also an old ventilation shaft that led to the surface, outfitted with the door to a metal safe door, but that was the only way in or out for anybody who couldn’t phase. She told us the eight-digit code for the door’s keypad, and I memorized it immediately.

      Once Yuki phased us inside from street level, she gave us the tour. The bunker was about 2000 square feet of space divided into a kitchen, a living area, a bedroom, a workshop, and an office. She’d done it up nicely, with some leather couches, bright paint, and minimalist furniture. She even had a few huge TVs on the wall that played continual footage of rainforests and South Pacific beaches. You’d never even know you were 20 feet underground.

      When she showed us the bedroom, she quickly shucked off her leather catsuit and switched into a t-shirt and sweat pants.

      She did it right in front of me and Nova – and I noticed Nova didn’t look away at all.

      Very interesting.

      The office had several computers and dozens of monitors. Some showed footage from security cameras on the surface, both inside and outside the warehouse. But several monitors showed shots from inside the bunker.

      Yuki pointed up at the camera in the corner of the ceiling. “There’s one in the bedroom, too, Hunter-san. In case you want to film something with me,” she said with a wink.

      She stashed the Ephemera in a dresser, then set about fixing us dinner.

      “You guys want some sake?” she asked. “Wine? Beer? Cocktails?”

      “Got any scotch?” I asked.

      “Hai.”

      “I’ll take that.”

      She gave me a bottle of some 30-year-old Macallan. That was one nice thing about Yuki – the girl had good taste. At least her law-breaking went towards buying good booze.

      Or stealing it, anyway.

      “We can’t just get drunk and hang out,” Nova complained as I poured myself a double.

      “Speak for yourself,” I said as I took a sip.

      Ahhh. That was some good shit.

      “We need to be doing something productive,” Nova said.

      “We are. Drinking and eating dinner.”

      “You know what I mean,” she said sourly. “We need to plan.”

      “Well, I don’t know about you,” I said, “but my plan is to take the next week or so off and practice until I get my fuckin’ powers back to full force.”

      “Hell yeah!” Yuki yelled from the kitchen.

      “See?” I said to Nova as I pointed at Yuki.

      “You almost got us killed back there!” my little Japanese hottie continued. “A couple of times!”

      “Okay, you’re not helping anymore,” I yelled at her.

      “Shouldn’t we discuss strategy, though?” Nova asked. “Try to figure out how to hit Antimatter?”

      I could tell the inaction was driving Nova insane, so I sighed and took pity on her. “Hey Yuki – do you know where Antimatter lives?”

      “No idea. They say he has about ten different places, and he goes to a new one every night, in case the US military tries to kill him with a missile strike.”

      “Smart,” I said, then addressed Nova again. “But the good thing is, Antimatter has no idea that we work for the US military, so he won’t see it coming.”

      “I don’t work for the US military!” Yuki yelled.

      “You do if you want that fuckin’ pardon,” I said.

      “How do you know he doesn’t know?” Nova asked.

      “Spike said as much. Turns out the Australian cartel tipped off Antimatter, which explains last night at Madame’s.”

      “I love Madame’s!” Yuki squealed.

      “Anti also thinks we died in the scramjet explosion, so we have that on our side.”

      “So you want to take the battle to him, then,” Nova said. I could see the gears turning in her head.

      “Eventually – but when we do, I want to be at full capacity. So until then…” I poured her some scotch and slid the shot over. “…let’s just drink and relax for a while. We deserve it.”

      Nova raised one eyebrow at the scotch. “Is there any white wine?”

      “Hai!” Yuki cried out. Ten seconds later she walked in with a sealed bottle and two glasses.

      Nova looked up. “Oh – do you have a corkscrew?”

      “Don’t need one!” Yuki said.

      She ghosted her hand through the bottle neck and the cork phased out of the bottle with a mild pop!

      Nova’s jaw dropped open in surprise.

      I grinned. “Party tricks for SPCs.”

      Yuki poured a glass of Chardonnay for herself and one for Nova. “Here you go!”

      I raised my glass of scotch. “A toast.”

      “Oooh! What to?”

      “A new partnership,” I said.

      “And killing Antimatter,” Nova said.

      “And great sex!” Yuki giggled.

      I clinked my glass against Yuki and Nova’s. “A-fuckin’-men.”
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      And so began a rigorous regimen of training to regain my powers… and fucking Yuki at least four times a day.

      The training was brutal. It was basically an extension of what I’d done back on the sparkjet before we arrived in Japan, but on steroids. I would work for an hour or two, collapse from exhaustion, rest for thirty minutes, and then start all over again.

      The harder I pushed myself, the more strength I regained.

      The first day I created shapes and started grinding them against the concrete walls of the bunker. I was so weak that I usually gave out after only 500 foot-pounds of pressure.

      By the third day, I was starting to cut grooves into concrete.

      By the seventh day, I was punching holes through steel.

      Yuki even bought some guns on the black market – a pistol, a shotgun, and a machinegun – and fired them one by one at my shields. We started with one bullet from the pistol, which was all I could take. From there we went to double-taps with the pistol, up to shotgun blasts, and worked our way up to a full clip from the machinegun.

      When she and Nova unloaded all three guns at once and I was able to keep my shields up with only minimal discomfort, I knew I was getting back into fighting shape.

      To build up my strength, Yuki phased me up to street level at night where I practiced lifting parked cars an inch off the ground – just enough so as not to alert any passersby.

      The first car took me two days of trying before I could finally lift it, and I was a trembling mess afterwards. By the end of the week, I could lift ten cars at one time without breaking a sweat.

      I also enlisted Nova’s powers. We started off with her throwing fireballs against my shields, then sustained blasts of flame. She kept notching up the intensity, but the underground bunker was too confined for her to really cut loose without destroying Yuki’s place.

      So one night we took a chance. Yuki phased us up to street level where we found an old abandoned building that was nothing but crumbling brick. There, for 30 seconds at a clip, Nova hit me with everything she had.

      She claimed that in military lab testing she’d maxed out at 3000 Fahrenheit, more than hot enough to melt steel.

      It hurt like hell, but I was able to keep my forcefield from collapsing under her onslaught.

      At that point I knew I was ready to take on Antimatter.

      Or hoped I was, anyway.
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      Training left me completely drained, covered in sweat, and exhausted.

      So did sex with Yuki. Only it was a helluva lot more fun.

      The sex was a reward for the hours of excruciating pain and effort. Another reward was watching Nova get closer and closer to completely losing it from sexual frustration. Every time Yuki walked out of the bedroom after another marathon session of screaming orgasms, Nova crossed her legs and looked like she might explode.

      One morning while Yuki and I were lying there naked after taking advantage of my morning wood, she said in Japanese, “I really love fucking you, Hunter-san… but I want to fuck her, too.”

      “Nova?” I asked in surprise.

      “Hai. SO bad.”

      What I said next, I said in Japanese so that there was absolutely no way Nova would know what we were talking about. “I have a plan. Here’s what I want you to do…”

      Two minutes later, Yuki went out into the main room stark naked.

      I was watching on a small monitor by Yuki’s bed (which, I’ll admit, we’d used to record some of our sexploits earlier). The monitor was patched into the security system Yuki had set up, so I could see everything that happened in the other room.

      As soon as Yuki walked in, Nova did a literal spit-take with her coffee – but I noticed she didn’t throw Yuki a towel or tell her to cover up.

      “Good morning, Angelica-san!” Yuki said cheerfully.

      She went over to the kitchen and bent over to get something out of a drawer, showing Nova the full glory of her tight, toned ass.

      I almost burst out laughing. Nova couldn’t take her eyes off Yuki’s butt.

      “G-good morning,” Nova choked out.

      Yuki looked around in alarm, though she still kept her ass poked out in Nova’s direction. “Oh – is it alright that I am naked?”

      Nova tried to keep cool. “It’s your place. Do whatever you want.”

      “Domo arigato!” Yuki said, then swung around to face Nova quickly, which made her boobs sway back and forth. Nova’s eyes moved back and forth, too, tracking Yuki’s nipples. “Do Hunter and I bother you too much with our noise?”

      Nova forced herself to look Yuki in the eyes.

      “Hm? Oh. No, you don’t bother me,” Nova said with a smile – and then lapsed into an irritated frown. “Hunter does.”

      Yuki laughed, causing more jiggling that Nova ate up. “I think Hunter bothers you, comma. Wait – is that how you say it?”

      “I think you mean ‘period.’ Hunter bothers me, period.”

      “Yes! That is it. Why?”

      Nova looked confused. “Why is it ‘period’?”

      “No – why does he bother you?”

      “Because he’s a jackass.”

      Yuki giggled. “He is just very confident.”

      “I don’t think that even begins to describe it,” Nova grumbled, then took another sip of coffee as she glanced at Yuki’s chest.

      “Do you like boys, Angelica-san?”

      Nova almost did another spit-take, but was able to stop herself this time. “I like men, yes.”

      “Do you like girls, too?” Yuki asked innocently.

      Nova blushed bright red, and her eyes wandered down to Yuki’s impressive rack. “I… I don’t know… I’ve never been with a woman…”

      “You should try it!” Yuki said enthusiastically. She walked over, braced a hand on the table, and leaned over so her epic tits were just inches away from Nova’s face. “I like girls. I would help you,” she whispered seductively.

      I thought Nova was going to spontaneously come right then and there.

      She stared at Yuki’s breasts…

      Looked up at Yuki’s eyes…

      Slooooowly raised her mouth to kiss Yuki’s pouting lips…

      And then froze.

      Nova squinted her eyes and frowned. “Did Hunter put you up to this?”

      Yuki’s a great liar – in Japanese. In English, not so much. It’s all about tonality. In Japanese, she was subtle. In English, her protests sounded like bad acting in a worse sitcom.

      “What?! Noooo…”

      Nova turned away from Yuki and shouted at me in the bedroom. “Hey, asshole – don’t send her out to do your dirty work!”

      I stuck my head into the room and grinned. “Can’t blame a guy for tryin’.”

      She threw her coffee cup at me, but I didn’t even have to throw up a forcefield – I got out of the way in plenty of time. And laughed my ass off.
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      A week after we’d entered Yuki’s bunker, the time finally came.

      I had a plan for facing down Antimatter – and it involved walking right into the lion’s den and acting like we owned the place.

      Yuki had dozens of hot-as-hell nightclub outfits to choose from – one of the perks of making half a million a year as a thief.

      She loaned the biggest, loosest one she had to Nova, but what was a slinky, little black dress on a short Japanese chick turned into a skin-tight miniskirt on a tall blonde.

      “I can’t wear this,” Nova moaned as she tried to stretch the hem of the dress down below her upper thighs.

      “I told you you should’ve bought some club clothes,” I said unsympathetically.

      “Why can’t I just wear my suit?!”

      “Because then they’ll know why we’re really there. I need you to look like eye candy, not a secret weapon. Besides, what’s the problem? Your underwear is fireproof.”

      It was true. She had a very skimpy bra and panty set she wore underneath her uniform.

      She glared at me. “The rest of the outfit isn’t.”

      “And I am so looking forward to you burning it off.”

      She griped and moaned, but finally gave in. We compromised in that Yuki’s size 3 shoes didn’t fit Nova’s larger feet, so Nova had to wear her boots from her uniform. She ended up looking suitably punk rock – at least from the knees down.

      Yuki phased us up to street level, and we hoofed it to a main boulevard where we hailed a taxi.

      We got out of the cab at Madame’s at 5PM, the earliest you could come for dinner and way before the evening started cranking.

      I walked up to the penthouse elevator with Nova on one arm and Yuki on the other.

      When Kaichi the doorman looked up from his desk, I don’t know which shocked him more: the two gorgeous babes by my side, or the fact that he was staring at a ghost.

      Actually, I was used to walking into Madame’s with gorgeous babes on my arm, so it had to have been that he thought I was dead.

      “Kaichi,” I greeted him.

      “H-H-Hunter-san,” he choked out as he turned white.

      He must have given them some sort of silent signal, because the two Yakuza bouncers behind him reached for their guns –

      But I was faster. Much faster.

      I nailed them both in the temple with golf-ball-sized force fields. Booth doormen would both wake up in a couple of hours with concussions and splitting headaches – if they woke up at all.

      I grabbed Kaichi around the neck with an invisible forcefield and lifted him a couple of inches off the floor.

      “Take me to Mama-san,” I said with a smile. “Or I crush your throat like a piece of origami. Got it?”

      “H-h-h-hai!”

      We rode up in the elevator together. I let up on the forcefield around Kaichi’s neck, but when we got to the restaurant level and the doors opened, I kicked his knees from the back and sent him sprawling down on all fours.

      Everyone in the place turned in our direction. There were only a few waiters, two lone diners, and a handful of barflies getting an early start on the evening.

      And Mama-san, whose expression suggested a mild coronary.

      From the looks on everybody’s faces, it was clear the reports of my death were not only greatly exaggerated, but exceedingly widespread.

      “Hey, guys, private party tonight. Everybody else, CLEAR OUT NOW.”

      Everybody ran for the exits – including Mama-san.

      I blocked her way with a forcefield, which she slammed into hard enough to leave makeup smudges on it.

      “Not you, Mama-san,” I said, strolling over to where she sat on her ass, stunned and holding her nose. “You and me are gonna have a little talk.”

      She looked up at me, terrified.

      “What’s wrong, Mama-san?” I asked with feigned concern. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

      “Hunter-san, it wasn’t my idea,” she whimpered. “You have to believe me!”

      “Oh, so it wasn’t you who set me up with an assassin posing as one of your girls? And after I dealt with her, it wasn’t you who burst into my room and said, ‘Tonmonoshitsu sends his regards’?” I looked off into space as though remembering. “Oh, no, wait – what you actually said was, ‘Tonmonoshitsu sends his regards, gaijin.’ I forgot the gaijin part.”

      She was trembling now. “I had no choice, Hunter-san…”

      I put my hand under her chin and gently lifted up her terrified face. “What – to send Antimatter’s regards? Or no choice but to try and have me killed?”

      “Please… please don’t hurt me…” she moaned.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I grumbled, “so shut up and listen. You’re going to contact Antimatter and Spike for me, and they’re going to come over and be my guests for dinner. Tell him his Ephemera didn’t blow up in the plane crash, but if he wants it, he’s going to have to cut a deal. Tell him he better not try anything, because he’ll never find the Ephemera on his own. And if you or him or anybody else tries to kill me again, you’re ALL goin’ out a fuckin’ window. Got it?”

      “Y-yes, Hunter-san…”

      “Now go and bring me and my ladies here a bottle of your best champagne – unopened. I don’t want anybody trying to poison us. See, I don’t trust you any farther than I can throw you, Mama-san. Although… if you cross me again…”

      I cast one of my forcefields underneath the nearest table and raised it up as fast as I could, smashing it against the ceiling and then releasing the shield.

      Mama-san screamed as bits of kindling rained down on the floor.

      “…I’m gonna throw you pretty fuckin’ far,” I growled. “Now go.”

      She went, alright. Hustled like an NFL running back.

      Two minutes later, Nova, Yuki, and I were drinking a $5000 bottle of champagne.

      On the house, of course.
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      As we sat there sipping Dom Perignon, Nova asked, “Is this really wise?”

      “What, you drinking before we kick their asses? Hm… maybe not. Keep it to half a glass, lightweight.”

      She scowled. “You know what I mean.”

      “I do. But we’re here and it’s too late to back out now, so it’s kind of a pointless question.”

      Nova was about to say something else when the elevator door dinged, and in walked Antimatter and Spike.

      At the exact same second, about a hundred armed Yakuza spilled out of the alcoves and exit doors of the restaurant. Mama-san flattened herself against the wall as the gangsters stormed through the room.

      I saw Nova look around nervously as the Yakuza fanned out around us, but I patted her hand to reassure her.

      Truth be told, I’d been expecting more goons. I was pleasantly surprised at the odds.

      Hiroshi Takamura strode confidently over to the table. He was a good-looking bastard, I’d give him that – almost as handsome as his righthand man was ugly.

      He had an intelligent face and a strong jaw. His thick black hair was fashionably cut, and piercing eyes stared out from under scowling eyebrows. He wore an expensive Italian suit tailored to his broad shoulders and muscular frame. As soon as we locked eyes, he nodded subtly.

      “Hello, Mr. McNeil,” he said, not a trace of an accent in his voice.

      “Hello, Hiroshi.”

      If my casual use of his first name bugged him – to a Japanese speaker, it was pretty insulting – he didn’t show it. Instead he gestured at the seat across the table from me as though to ask, Do you mind?

      So polite. So urbane.

      As though we hadn’t been trying to murder each other just a week ago.

      And as though he hadn’t brought a hundred thugs with submachineguns currently pointed at my head.

      “By all means,” I said. “Sit. Have some champagne.”

      As he sat down, Hiroshi put out one hand as though to say, No thank you on the wine.

      Spike stayed standing behind his boss. He was wearing his armless, legless wrestling suit that showed off his thorn-studded grey hide. Looked like he’d recovered from having most of it burnt off.

      “Hunter McNeil,” Spike chuckled. “Glad you didn’t die, pal.”

      “Can’t say the same for you, Spike.”

      “That’s okay, buddy. I just want a shot at killin’ you myself.”

      “Get in line.”

      Antimatter stared me down. “Where is my Ephemera?”

      “I like that,” I said. “Straight to the point. All business.”

      “I do not care for foolish pleasantries. All I want to know is, where is my Ephemera?”

      I could see Yuki struggling not to yell, It’s MY Ephemera now! but she managed to stay silent.

      “What are you planning on doing with it, Hiroshi? Gonna start up an army?” I looked around at the Yakuza pointing their guns at me. “This the pool you’re recruiting from? The best of the best, the cream of your crop?”

      “I am,” Antimatter said humorlessly. “And they are.”

      “Might wanna rethink that whole promoting from within thing,” I said. “It’s always good to bring in new blood.”

      “Perhaps I should make an offer to your companions, then,” Antimatter said. “Lt. Angelica Smith, codename Nova. And Yuki Inaba, professionally known as Yurei.”

      ‘Yurei’ was Japanese for ghost. Actually, more like a restless, unhappy spirit.

      Didn’t matter. The point was, he was letting me know that he knew these weren’t just two hot chicks by my side. He knew who they were… what they could do… and in Nova’s case, that he had a mole on the inside of the SPCC.

      So it wasn’t just the Australians who had tipped him off.

      I saw Nova’s eyes widen as she realized the implications.

      I wondered if she knew he was just tooling me, though. Playing a game of ‘whip it out and measure it.’

      Then he took it a step further.

      “Didn’t you have a code name back in the day?” Antimatter asked, as though he couldn’t quite recall. “It was – what was it?”

      “Mr. Shield,” Spike snorted, then guffawed.

      “Ah, yes,” Antimatter said, and for the first time he smiled – though it was more like a trained lizard that had learned to smile. Not human at all. “Mr. Shield.”

      I glared at him. I couldn’t help myself.

      I fuckin’ hated that name.

      “That was really your name?” Yuki asked incredulously. “Mr. Shield?”

      “Yes,” I seethed.

      “Really?” Nova asked, equally dumbfounded. “That’s terrible.”

      “I didn’t fuckin’ pick it,” I snapped.

      “Had I had that name,” Antimatter said with feigned sympathy, “I might have turned traitor, too.”

      “No, you just kept your codename and slaughtered all your buddies in your unit instead,” I said with a fake smile.

      “Yes. Exactly,” Antimatter answered, and dropped the whole ‘acting human’ thing. That’s what sociopaths do – they wear a mask. They have to imitate emotions because they don’t feel the things normal humans feel. When they drop the mask and you see the darkness underneath, it’s pretty chilling. Dead-eyed and inhuman.

      Sort of how Antimatter looked now.

      “If that is what I did to men I worked with daily for five years, imagine what I will do to you,” he said emotionlessly. “I grow impatient. I will not ask again.”

      I smiled. “Well, I would say I won’t ask again to fuck your mom, but I didn’t ask you the first ten times I banged her, so – ”

      Spike suddenly lunged for Yuki, the closest of us to him.

      The idea was to get his hand around her neck and see how smart-mouthed I was as a fistful of needles pushed into her jugular.

      Of course, the second we sat down – even before Antimatter and his hundred goons had shown up – I’d not only put forcefields around all three of us individually, I’d put an extra one surrounding our entire group.

      Spike slammed into the outside forcefield and bounced off harmlessly.

      I fired up another shield, rammed it into his chest, and knocked him back onto his ass.

      “Stay on your side of the room, ya butt-ugly sea urchin,” I said.

      Spike jumped to his feet, furious.

      The Yakuza fidgeted with their guns, unsure of what to do.

      Only Antimatter stayed silent and still, staring ice-cold into my eyes.

      I smiled at him and leaned across the table. “You wanna know where the Ephemera is? Okay, then, since you asked so nicely, I’ll tell you. It’s somewhere you’ll never find it. You could spend the next hundred years searching for it and come up short. So don’t bother killing us, or you’ll be out tens of millions of dollars.”

      “And what will induce you to tell me its location?” Antimatter asked. “Other than watching your two female companions be tortured to death… slowly. Perhaps I will let Spike have his way with both of them.”

      Spike chuckled. “I’d like that.”

      Yuki trembled the slightest bit on my right.

      “What would induce me to tell you its location?” I repeated. “Simple. I want a new plane.”

      Antimatter paused… then said, “Come again?”

      “You heard me. I want a new plane. You blew mine up.”

      “Because you stole my Ephemera.”

      “Yup. Still want a new plane, though.”

      Antimatter suddenly burst out laughing.

      The Yakuza started laughing, too, though a bit halfheartedly. Most of them didn’t speak English, thus they didn’t understand what the fuck they were laughing at. They just knew that when the boss laughed, you laughed, too.

      Then Antimatter stopped laughing, and the room went quiet.

      “The Ephemera you stole is worth $80 million US,” he said.

      I decided not to mention that his math was a bit off, seeing as we’d used one of the tubes to blow up the plane. Figured that would just muddy the waters.

      Antimatter continued. “A sparkjet like the one you want would cost at least $100 million.”

      “Can’t build an army of supervillains with a plane, Hiroshi,” I said.

      “I would be losing tens of millions of US dollars on the transaction.”

      “Guess you should have thought of that before you blew up my jet.”

      Antimatter fixed me with a cold stare. “Perhaps you should have considered more carefully before you stole from me.”

      I shrugged. “How else was I going to make any money?”

      Antimatter tilted his head to the side in mild surprise, then laughed. He looked around at his gangsters and rattled off some idiomatic phrase I didn’t understand, at which point they all laughed heartily.

      “I didn’t catch that,” I said.

      Yuki chimed in to translate. “Unless an idiot dies, he won’t be cured.”

      I smiled at Antimatter. “You think you’re going to be the one to ‘cure’ me, Hiroshi?”

      The laughter stopped, and Antimatter went back to mad-dogging me. “If you push me anymore… then yes.”

      “I want something else along with the plane.”

      “What? To rule the world?” he asked sarcastically.

      “No – but I’d like an introduction to the guy who does.”

      Brief silence.

      “I have no idea what you mean,” Antimatter finally said.

      “The guy who planned the assassinations two weeks ago. I want to talk to him.”

      “You are talking to him.”

      “No I’m not. I’m talking to an asshole who lucked into the biggest score of his life. You didn’t pull this off by yourself. You’re too fucking incompetent.”

      Spike looked down at his boss, trying to gauge just how badly Anti wanted to kill us.

      But Antimatter still had a hold of his emotions.

      “I seem to remember destroying your plane,” he said mockingly.

      “I seem to remember stealing your shit, AND I’ve still got it. No, somebody else was calling the shots, not you. Somebody else arranged everything so you could just waltz into the number one spot in all of Japan. Whoever it was, I want to meet him.”

      “Impossible.”

      “Oh, so you admit you’re the not The Guy,” I said. “That’s progress. Go on. Call him up.”

      Silence.

      “No? What, he won’t take your calls?” I taunted him. “What are you, his little bitch? When he texts ‘Where you at?’ at 2AM, you gotta show up at his apartment and bend over?”

      I knew that Antimatter would take a certain amount of shit to get his Ephemera back, but he wouldn’t stand for being disrespected in front of his men. There was a line I could cross, and after that I was toast, Ephemera or not.

      Apparently I was getting reaaal close to that line.

      Antimatter stared me down. “You are treading dangerously close to death, Mr. McNeil.”

      “That’s cute. Makes you sound like a real tough guy.”

      “Now who is trying to sound like a tough guy?” Antimatter asked.

      “Here’s the difference, dumbass: you try to sound like one. I am one.”

      “Too bad your powers are weak.”

      I paused.

      Not because he’d surprised me, but to make him think he had.

      To lead him into a trap. To make him think he was right.

      Overconfidence is always a killer.

      “What makes you say that?” I asked.

      “You and I had never fought before last week, but I had heard stories about you as a smuggler. Using your forcefields to destroy five jet fighters at once. Withstanding missile explosions. And yet, when I crashed through that first forcefield, I thought, ‘What is wrong with him? I could have broken my neck – why did he let me through?’

      “Actually, my misgivings started even earlier, back on the roof. I wondered why you didn’t engage me there. At first I thought you were protecting your sparkjet. Then I realized the old Hunter McNeil would have not only protected it, but crushed me with his shields. At first I thought it was some strategic plan of yours, and I was wary of a trap… but I gradually came to realize something: you have lost your powers. Or at least they have degraded substantially, perhaps because of your time spent in Karkarin. Otherwise, why would you come here asking for a plane instead of killing me and taking what you want?”

      I sat there looking at him for a few seconds, trying to project just the right amount of empty bravado. I wanted him to believe I was bluffing.

      Finally I said, “I just want my plane, man.”

      “Well, you are not going to get it. Give me the Ephemera, and I will allow you to escape with your lives. Otherwise I will let Spike rape your women, flay all of you alive, and make you eat your own skin.”

      “Naaah… I don’t like that deal.”

      Antimatter held up his hand and sparked a tiny, burning ball of energy in his palm. “It is the only one you will receive.”

      “Hey, Mama-san,” I called out to the old lady, who was flattened up against the wall behind the Yakuza. “Remember what I said when I told you what would happen if anybody tried to kill me?”

      She looked at me in confusion. “You… you said you would throw them out a window.”

      “Yup,” I said.

      And then I threw everybody out the fuckin’ window.
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      Actually, what I did was use my shields to force everyone and everything across the room and out the plate-glass windows.

      Well… I forced out everybody and everything except me, Nova, and Yuki.

      All of our legs were touching beneath the table – Nova’s right ankle over my left, and Yuki’s left ankle over my right.

      As soon as I gave the sign of asking Mama-san, Yuki phased us – and I created a 20 x 60 foot forcefield that swept all the way from the back of the restaurant to the giant windows overlooking the Tokyo skyline.

      I had to create a little cutout in the forcefield that allowed me, Nova, and Yuki to pass through, but that part was easy. As soon as the shield passed by us, I sealed it up again.

      The invisible wall got everyone and everything else, though. Antimatter, Spike, chairs, tables, Yakuza, guns – they all went barreling across the restaurant floor and blasting out the glass windows 80 stories above downtown Tokyo.

      Well, actually, I did another cutout for Mama-san and let the forcefield pass harmlessly around her. Killing old women ain’t my style.

      Neither is killing civilians. I knew there were probably 200 people out on the street below us, and I wasn’t about to have them killed by a bombardment of broken glass, tables and chairs, and tattooed Japanese thugs.

      As soon as I’d sent everyone hurtling through the window, I disintegrated the forcefield that had thrown them out.

      Then I created a second vertical shield, hundreds of feet high, that acted as a backstop. I felt bits of glass and a few bodies thump against it, but then everything began to fall straight down to the street below.

      At which point I created one last forcefield, sight unseen, completely by feel.

      300 feet long, 80 feet wide – and 15 feet above the street.

      I steeled myself for impact, then felt THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP.

      Forty tables, a shit ton of glass, and a hundred Yakuza hit the forcefield at the same time.

      Actually, make that 40 tables smashed, a shit ton of glass shattered, and a hundred Yakuza splattered across the forcefield at the same time.

      Eighty stories up means they were going a good 120 miles an hour on impact.

      And hitting my shield was just like hitting good ol’ asphalt.

      SPLAT.

      It was a helluva strain to keep the forcefield intact as over 20,000 pounds of assorted crap hit it at terminal velocity. However, I’d trained enough over the last week to keep the shield stable and everyone beneath it safe.

      I imagined the scene down in the street: utter horror and pandemonium as pedestrians and drivers looked above them at a football-field-sized scene of floating bodies, shards of glass, and a river of blood and brains. Sort of like a much lower Sistine Chapel, except all death and destruction instead of naked baby angels ‘n shit.

      Hopefully the pedestrians were running their asses off instead of hanging out underneath and taking selfies.

      “You DID it!” Yuki cheered.

      “Not completely,” I muttered.

      I knew two people were going to survive the fall.

      One of them I could already feel stirring on the forcefield itself –

      And the other never hit in the first place.

      In fact, there he went – a fiery trail zipping into the night sky.

      Shit.

      I didn’t have time to fuck around.

      The forcefield out on the street, the one covered with dead Yakuza? I started lowering it. As soon as I felt the resistance of car tops, I prayed all the pedestrians were out of the way – and let go.

      I didn’t have to see it to imagine it: a hundred corpses and millions of pieces of bloodstained glass hitting the street at the same time. Smack!

      Any civilian caught underneath that bloody shower would have nightmares for years – but if you gotta be hit with broken glass and dead bodies, better from a height of eight feet than eight hundred.

      And seriously, if you don’t have enough sense to run out from underneath something like that in the eight seconds I gave them, then you kind of deserve it.

      Outside the window, Antimatter lowered himself level with the window, his body held aloft by flaming blasts of energy from his feet. His fancy business suit wasn’t a ball of fire, so apparently his civies had been crafted to survive his powers, too.

      “Yuki, phase us down below, NOW,” I snapped as I grabbed both Angelica’s and Yuki’s arms.

      As we began to sink through the floor, I heard Mama-san shriek from where she lay slumped by the wall. “Tonmonoshitsu, they’re getting away!”

      Fuckin’ bitch.

      Spare somebody’s life twice and do they appreciate it at all? Noooo…

      Balls of light sparked in Antimatter’s hands, and suddenly a blast of crackling, flaming energy roared towards us.

      I threw up a forcefield to cover our escape. It felt like a thousand blowtorches were slamming my shield at the same time –

      But we dropped through the ceiling down to the next level.

      “Keep going!” I yelled at Yuki.

      Once we were two stories beneath the restaurant, Yuki brought us out of phase. We were in a vast, open-air office space – probably some kind of Silicon Valley wannabe with a lot of money to spend on being trendy. Everything was dark, and we could only see the outlines of desks and computers all around us.

      The women stood there panting from the sheer terror of the last 30 seconds.

      Fire alarms blared far overhead, muted through two floors of concrete. Apparently Antimatter had set the restaurant on fire.

      “What do we do now?” Yuki asked.

      To be honest, I didn’t have an answer. I’d figured out how to get rid of the Yakuza henchmen, yeah, but after that I was planning on winging it. That was usually what I did.

      I’d just opened my mouth to speak when a fiery hole punched through the ceiling about 20 feet away.

      Down dropped a familiar, thorn-covered figure who landed in a crouch on the floor.

      Apparently Antimatter had gone back down to ground level and picked up his favorite, thorn-covered asshole.

      “You know a fall like that wasn’t gonna kill me, right?” Spike growled as he stood up. “Hell, that was more like a chiropractic adjustment.”

      “Stay back!” I yelled at Yuki and Nova as I stepped in front of them.

      Spike roared and leapt at me.

      Of course, I was significantly stronger since the last time we’d met.

      I threw up a shield between the two of us and felt Spike’s hand slash across it like a hundred razor blades dragging across steel.

      Uncomfortable, yes, but less than 0.1% of the strain of what it had taken to kill the hundred Yakuza.

      Spike bellowed and started pounding the invisible shield with his fists. Each punch would have been enough to break the neck of any normal man, not to mention shred his face – but none of those punches were getting through.

      “You know a punch like that’s not gonna bother me, right?” I asked him, turning his own earlier words back on him. “Whereas this one – ”

      I slammed a spherical forcefield into his face. His head snapped backwards, he staggered, and his white-pupiled eyes went the slightest bit unfocused.

      “That’s gotta hurt,” I grinned, and then unleashed holy hell on him.

      A flurry of forcefields hit him from every direction. It was like getting a simultaneous smackdown from Muhammed Ali, George Foreman, and Mike Tyson in their prime.

      All three boxers had died long before I was born, but so far the 21st century hadn’t produced a badass who could touch any of them.

      Not until superheroes were created – and supervillains like Spike.

      He weathered the storm pretty damn well. I mean, the bastard’s skin was essentially bulletproof, and he could survive an 80-story fall. My punches were fucking with him, but there was no danger of me killing him.

      Especially not after his boss showed up.

      Antimatter lowered down through the burning hole in the ceiling, hovering on spouts of flame shooting from the soles of his feet.

      Something new about him, though: he was carrying a human shield.

      He had Mama-san in front of him in a half-nelson, her head level with his chest.

      She was a 90-pound old woman, so he was basically just dangling her in front of him like a rag doll. His right hand was free to fire at me.

      Mama-san’s eyes rolled in terror as she looked at me, begging me silently to save her.

      Yeah, RIGHT.

      I had no idea why Anti thought Mama-san was an effective shield. The bitch had just turned on me yet again. If I had to go through her to get to him, I would do it without a second thought.

      Of course, I didn’t have time to go through her, since Antimatter came directly at me first.

      As soon as I saw his free hand spark with energy, I threw up a forcefield – which Anti hit with everything he had. A ray of pure energy blasted from one palm into my shield. It was like somebody had brought a chunk of the sun down to earth and slammed it against my forcefield.

      During training, Nova’s heat blasts had been excruciating.

      This?

      This was a whole different level.

      Spike rolled out of the way of our fight. On his side of the shield it must have been blisteringly hot, because his thorn-covered, rhinoceros-hide skin was starting to spontaneously combust in spots. The carpet beneath him incinerated, exposing concrete flooring that quickly charred black.

      After about three seconds, I could tell things weren’t going to go my way.

      You know that feeling when you’re doing the final rep of a bench press, and you’re fighting to get the bar back to the top when it slowly starts to dip? No matter how hard you scream, no matter how hard you fight back, the bar’s not going back up. It’s not even holding steady. It’s just going down, down, down, a millimeter per second, and you know it’s only going to get worse – and fast.

      That’s hopefully when you have a good spotter to save your ass.

      Superheroes don’t exactly have spotters during battle.

      Any second now my shield was going to buckle.

      Without looking behind me I screamed, “NOVA, YUKI – GET OUT OF HERE!”

      Then I dove behind a heavy metal desk.

      My shield collapsed.

      Antimatter immediately switched targets and hit the desk with a power blast.

      The desk pushed me across the floor as the carpet to my right and left blackened and charred. The air around me sounded like I was inside a wind tunnel made of fire.

      I was betting the desk would last maybe another three seconds before it disintegrated – so I threw up another shield, but this one was way weaker. I held it for maybe two seconds before I could tell it was going to fail, and soon –

      And then Yuki and Nova tried to end the fight once and for all.

      After I’d yelled at them to move, Yuki had apparently phased Nova down into the floor or through a wall, because suddenly they appeared behind Antimatter.

      I saw them emerge from a wall about 30 feet behind him.

      I saw the spark of flames on Nova’s hands –

      Unfortunately, Spike saw them, too.

      “BOSS!” he roared, and pointed from the ground where he lay.

      While still keeping his right hand blasting at me, Antimatter turned in the opposite direction to see what Spike was screaming about.

      That’s when Nova got off her shot.

      A fireball roared through the air straight for Antimatter’s head.

      His left arm was entangled around Mama-san’s shoulder and neck. There was no way for him to get his left hand free in time to blast the fireball. No time to use his right hand, either.

      Nova had him dead to rights – if he’d just stayed still.

      But instead, he rose up about 18 inches by increasing the force of the blast streams from his feet.

      And he twisted his body.

      Putting Mama-san right in the line of fire. Literally.

      The old woman screamed as the fireball caught her full in the chest and flared up into her face.

      Antimatter howled in pain. Mama-san had taken the full brunt of the blast, but the flames scorched the unprotected portion of his arm.

      He yanked his burned arm out from behind Mama-san and let her drop screaming to the floor.

      She landed with a crunch as her brittle legs splintered in directions they were never meant to go.

      I doubt the broken bones registered much – she was already in a world of pain. She started flailing on the floor and screeching as the fire consumed her alive.

      I looked over to see Nova staring in horror, her mouth open and her eyes brimming with tears.

      I felt terrible for her. It was a hard thing to take a shot and have it go bad. To accidentally kill someone – a little old lady, no less – even if the bitch deserved it.

      But Nova wasn’t paying attention because of that, and it was going to get her killed.

      Antimatter pointed his hand towards Nova and sighted down the length of his arm.

      “YUKI, GET HER OUT OF HERE!” I screamed.

      I would have thrown a shield up in front of them, but I could barely maintain the one keeping me alive.

      Yuki dragged Nova back into the wall a split second before Antimatter’s energy beam turned the drywall into smoking cinders.

      My heart stopped in my chest for a split second until I realized they were safe.

      With Antimatter’s attention divided, his attack on me had gone from agonizing to merely horrifically painful. My shield, which had been about to fail, now held steady under the reduced attack. Which was about to get a whole lot more reduced.

      “Handle McNeil!” Antimatter roared at Spike.

      “Gladly,” Spike grinned as he got up from the ground.

      Antimatter cut off his attack on me and began racing through the air towards Yuki and Nova’s last known position, his body levitated by the fire blasting out of his feet.

      On the ground, Mama-san’s burning corpse had finally gone still.

      Spike’s foot crunched her charred face as he headed full-steam for me.

      Dumbass. He hadn’t been able to handle me last time, so why the fuck did he think he could handle me this time?

      I threw up a shield and stopped him dead in his tracks. He cursed and started punching.

      I noticed that his hits on my forcefield hurt a lot more this go-round.

      There was only one explanation: Antimatter’s attack had significantly weakened me.

      But I didn’t have any time to waste dicking around with Spike. Yuki and Nova weren’t ready to handle Antimatter – not on their own.

      I didn’t know exactly how to kill Spike, so I settled for the next best thing: getting rid of him.

      Twenty feet to the right of us was a manager’s office with a window overlooking the city.

      Hey – if it had worked last time, it would work again.

      “Hey Spike!”

      “Yeah, asshole?” he asked as he kept whaling away at my shield.

      “See you outside.”

      With that, I clamped another forcefield around his body and slammed him out through the office window.

      “YOU DICK!” he roared as he shot through the air.

      I threw up a forcefield beneath the window to catch all the glass from his hasty exit.

      I also couldn’t afford to have him hit a pedestrian, so I used the forcefield clamped around him to propel him all the way across the street, where I crashed him through another window into the darkened skyscraper facing us.

      Let him take the elevator down and come find me again.

      See you in 10 minutes, dumbass.

      In one second flat, I folded up the forcefield holding the broken glass, brought it all back inside, and dumped it on the floor.

      Then I ran after Antimatter.

      It was an easy path to track: I just followed the burned-out holes in the walls and floors.

      Yuki must have been phasing them down from floor to floor, because there were plenty of flaming holes to go through.

      I hopped from floor to floor on levitating forcefields until I came to Antimatter. He’d corralled the girls into a corner of the building, and was apparently trying to force Yuki outside the building’s walls into the open air where he could let her have it once and for all.

      Yuki could survive a lot in her ghost form, but a sustained onslaught of 5000-degree ionized blasts was not one of them.

      Antimatter was standing on the floor above a smoking hole at his feet. I didn’t even have to see – I knew Yuki and Nova were right below him.

      He raised his hand to fire.

      That’s when I attacked.

      A more honorable man might’ve yelled at him first. Something like, Pick on somebody your own size!

      Fuck that.

      Nobody in Special Forces yells, “HEY!” at armed jihadis before they shoot them in the back.

      I just slammed him in the back of his head with a forcefield.

      I tried to hit him as hard as possible, but to tell the truth, his prior attack on me had seriously blunted my edge.

      My forcefield punches at Spike had been like Muhammed Ali and George Foreman.

      This one was more like Joe Bob the 140-pound bouncer at an Alabama titty bar.

      No joke to a normal person, but no Mike Tyson, either.

      Antimatter cried out and whipped around to face me.

      I took the extra second to use a shield to SLAM him against the nearest wall.

      I could have pinned him there, too – and crushed his head to boot – if it hadn’t been for his goddamn powers.

      He was sparking a tiny ball of antimatter-generated energy in his palms – a crackling, BB-sized sphere of negative light, basically the precursor to his normal plumes of fiery energy. He was keeping the antimatter psionically contained, but if he let it touch the air, well – BOOM.

      But instead of generating a blast of ionized fire, he just slapped the black ball against my shield.

      Ever try breaking a car window with a baseball bat? It’s goddamn nigh impossible. The bat is too blunt and ends up diffusing all the force across the surface of the window, which can hold up extraordinarily well to a lot of pressure spread out over a uniform area.

      But if you take a tiny shard of enamel – the kind you’d get off an old sparkplug from one of those dinosaur gasoline car engines – and throw it, you’ll break the window easily. Same with any tool that comes down to a super-thin point.

      It’s because all that force gets concentrated onto one tiny spot as big as a needle tip, and the glass isn’t strong enough on a microscopic level to handle that much pressure in that one spot. And it shatters.

      Antimatter’s ball of energy was his ‘window-breaker,’ as far as my shields were concerned. That much concentrated energy on one point?

      My forcefield immediately failed, and my skull felt like a grenade had gone off inside it.

      “AAAAAH!” I screamed as he fell from where I’d pinned him against the wall.

      He landed on all fours, lifted one hand, and fired at me again.

      I dove out of the way just in time.

      The bank of office windows behind me blasted into shards.

      However, I didn’t have any time to spare on stopping the glass from falling.

      Sorry, pedestrians. Hope you learned something from the last five minutes and got the fuck away from this building.

      I leaned out of hiding from behind my new metal desk.

      Anti was still on all fours, panting and grimacing. He was obviously hurting or he would be flying again – or at least up on his feet.

      But even if he wasn’t on his feet, he wasn’t down for the count.

      He saw me and fired again.

      I ducked back and threw up a shield, which disintegrated in less than a second.

      The desk – now my only protection – rattled and shoved me backwards a few inches.

      FUCK.

      I was done. Stick a fork in me. My shields were basically useless against his attacks, at least until I could rest back up – and God only knows how long that might take.

      It was right then that Nova, bless her heart, tried again.

      Yuki must have phased her back up through the floor, because there was Nova on my left, standing in front of the blasted-out windows.

      Thankfully she was as dishonorable as me in a fight, because she threw a fireball at Antimatter as soon as she appeared. No warning shout or anything.

      He saw it coming, though, and ripped her fireball apart with one shot of his energy blast. Got it at the very last second, right before it charbroiled his head.

      Then his hand kept moving another six inches to his right as he aimed at Nova.

      I saw the glint of energy building in his palm.

      WHERE’S YUKI?!

      Yuki wasn’t phasing Nova out of harm’s way.

      Maybe Nova’d had a plan. Maybe Yuki had left her there as bait and was about to do some daring ambush on Antimatter. Who knows.

      All I knew was that Nova was about to get charbroiled, and my shields couldn’t stop Anti’s attack. My forcefield would crumple as soon as his power blast hit it.

      So I did the only other thing I could think of.

      I pushed Nova out of the window with a forcefield.

      She went through backwards, screaming bloody murder as she fell.

      The plan was to get her out there and suspend her midair on another shield, then lower her gently to the ground.

      Didn’t quite happen that way.

      Anti fired.

      He didn’t hit her, but he did clip the edge of the forcefield pushing her out the window – which obliterated it.

      Gone.

      So now Nova was falling without my shield to stop her.

      And I couldn’t just cast a forcefield beneath her, sight unseen. The odds were one in a million I’d get it right.

      Either it would materialize above her and she would miss it and plummet to her death, or it would be too far below her and she’d hit it at 70 miles an hour and die.

      This wasn’t a hundred Yakuza I was intentionally trying to kill. I didn’t have any margin for error.

      The only option I had was to go out there and get her.

      Which I did.

      I put forcefields around my arms and made them pull me forward. I shot across the floor like I was literally flying.

      At least Anti was surprised, which was good. He even reared back in surprise after the blast, like, Wait, did I get her? Or did she just JUMP out the window?!

      Then he saw me and it was like, Wait – is that fucker FLYING?!

      I shot him the bird as I cleared the window, then used the forcefields to plummet down faster than the pull of gravity.

      Madame’s was at the top of an 80-story building. But we weren’t in Madame’s anymore.

      We were several stories below it, about 75 stories up – 800 feet or so, give or take.

      Which meant Nova had roughly seven seconds until she hit the ground.

      She’d been falling about two seconds by the time I cleared the window.

      So I had five seconds to save her.

      I saw her a hundred feet below me.

      She was screaming in terror.

      I sent my forcefields into overdrive and forced myself to fall even faster.

      I caught her hand maybe 400 feet above the ground, three seconds to impact.

      There was no way to slow our deceleration that fast – not without a 99% chance of fucking it up and turning us both into superhero puree.

      So I winged it.

      I created a forcefield that started vertically and then curved quickly, faster and faster, until it was horizontal with the ground. A thousand feet long in a curving ‘L’ shape – the world’s longest kiddie park slide.

      As soon as we hit it, we began to slide along the curve, our vertical velocity rapidly becoming horizontal velocity.

      Nova didn’t know that, however. She couldn’t see the forcefield.

      All she knew was that she was falling to her death.

      By the time we should have hit the ground, though, we were zooming over stalled traffic and freaked-out pedestrians. They’d already seen a hundred dead guys splatter earlier – now they saw two live people flying.

      Exciting night for the citizens of Tokyo.

      The slide petered out hundreds of feet away inside the small park across the street, where people were screaming and running away from us. Maybe because Nova was still shrieking hysterically.

      As we slid to a halt, I grabbed her and shouted into her face, “It’s okay! It’s okay, I got you!”

      She looked into my eyes, almost like she didn’t know who I was – and then she burst into tears and buried her face in my shoulder.

      “You’re safe, you’re safe,” I said into her ear as I held her tightly. “I got you, you’re safe.”

      “I thought – I thought – ” she sobbed hysterically.

      “I know, but we’re safe,” I whispered. “I got you.”

      A hundred feet away from us, multiple voices shouted in Japanese.

      “Freeze!”

      “Don’t move!”

      “Tokyo Police Department!”

      “You’re surrounded!”

      I lifted my head up to see a dozen cops in uniform pointing their guns at us.

      Shit.

      If my shields couldn’t stop Antimatter’s attacks anymore, it was dicey at best whether they could handle a barrage of 80 bullets.

      Not to mention Antimatter might be flying down here any second.

      I did not need any more of this shit tonight.

      “Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” I yelled in Japanese.

      I was trying to figure out if I should just sweep their legs out from under them when something worse happened.

      One of the cops in the back of the group screamed and went down.

      Standing in his place was Spike, covered in the cop’s blood.

      Oh SHIT.

      The building I’d blasted him into, the one across the street?

      Right beside the park.

      Guess the fucker had taken the elevator down.

      As soon as the cops saw what the human buzzsaw had done to their buddy, they ignored me and Nova and opened fire on Spike.

      BLAM! BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!

      Didn’t bother Spike none. He’d survived an 80-foot drop. Bullets were kisses on his ballsack at this point.

      He slashed and hacked his way through the cops, taking bullets at point-blank range. It was like firing BBs into clay.

      One of the cops saw that body shots weren’t doing jack shit, so he went for the head instead. Blasted a bullet into Spike’s left eye.

      In a normal human, the shot would have completely blown out the back of their head – or, if the bullet was a .22 fired at a low enough velocity, might have bounced around the inside of the skull and turned the brain to oatmeal.

      Spike wasn’t a normal human.

      Shooting out his eye and popping a bullet through his brain just made him mad.

      He went into full-on berserker mode. He roared in rage and gutted the cop right there, then punched up through his diaphragm and ripped out his heart through the bottom of his ribcage. It was still beating when he pulled it out with his thorny, blood-soaked hand.

      FUCK.

      Nova was just staring in wide-eyed horror.

      I was about to cast a shield to save the rest of the cops (well, try and save the rest of the cops) when I heard a familiar sound.

      THOMPF.

      I looked up and saw two trails of fire shooting down from the 70-somethingth floor of the building across the street – the one Nova and I had just fallen out of.

      Antimatter was coming.

      SHIT.

      This was turning out to be a bad, bad night.

      Suddenly I heard a chirpy, cheerful voice inches away from my head.

      “Should we get out of here?”

      I looked over to see Yuki’s head – just her head – above the ground, staring right at me.

      She’d apparently gone underground to avoid running into the bad guys, and had phased in right beneath us.

      “YES!” I yelled.

      Her ghostly arms reached up from the grass, her hands became solid just long enough to grab me and Nova, and then she pulled us down into the earth with her.

      The last image I had was of Antimatter firing down on us, strafing the park with his energy blasts.

      But by the time his blasts hit, we were gone.
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      Yuki got us into the dark maze beneath the city streets, full of pipes and electrical cables, where we paused to grab our breath. Then we raced underground until we reached the subway.

      I had to carry Nova the entire way. She was completely unresponsive.

      Normally a soot-streaked guy carrying a woman in half burned-off evening wear would elicit some weird looks. But the whole city was abuzz and terrified by news of the recent ‘supervillain fight.’ Any onlookers not glued to their phones probably just assumed we had escaped the blast area.

      We made our way back to Yuki’s hood, where she phased us underground to her bunker.

      By this point, Nova had gone completely catatonic.

      I placed her in a chair and checked her for shock, thinking she might have suffered some internal injury. But her heartbeat was strong, she wasn’t clammy or pale, and she was breathing normally. Her dress was hanging by a couple of threads and her hair was a rat’s nest, but other than that, she was untouched.

      She just gazed off into space with that thousand-yard stare.

      “Nova,” I said, crouching down so my face was right in front of hers. “You’re alright. You’re safe now. We’re fine.”

      No answer.

      “Angelica,” Yuki said softly.

      No reaction.

      I retraced our steps backwards through what had happened, trying to pinpoint the trauma that had silenced her.

      There was seeing Spike gut those cops, the 70-story fall, the battle in the skyscraper –

      That’s when I figured out what was going on.

      “Nova, look at me – look at me,” I said, taking her face in my hands and forcing her to look right into my eyes. “It wasn’t your fault. The old woman arranged a hit on me. She was working for Antimatter. She was a bad guy, okay? She chose the wrong side, and she got what she deserved.”

      Nova’s eyes finally focused on mine.

      “I burned her alive,” she whispered.

      Bingo.

      “It wasn’t your fault. You didn’t mean to. It was Antimatter’s fault, not yours. He was using her as a human shield. You didn’t mean to hit her, you were trying to hit him. Shit happens in combat.”

      Her eyes defocused, and she turned away from me again.

      Shit.

      I got up and motioned for Yuki to follow me into the next room.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Yuki asked fearfully.

      “I’m no psychiatrist, but it looks like a case of severe PTSD to me. That and guilt.”

      “Because she accidentally killed that old bitch?! The onibaba had it coming!” Yuki said, using the Japanese word for ‘hag.’

      “You know that and I know that, but Nova’s the one who pulled the trigger, and she’s never killed anyone before. Well, she did kill three Yakuza when we first went to Madame’s, but those were guys with guns, not little old ladies.”

      “What should we do?”

      “I don’t know, but we need to do something quick. Hundreds of people saw us on the subway. Antimatter runs the city – he can slap our pictures all over the media and tell people to call into a tip line. It’s not going to take too long for them to narrow down where we went. After that, it’s just a case of tearing the city apart piece by piece until he finds us.”

      We stood there in silence, pondering our options, until I finally spoke again.

      “Last time we brought the fight to them. Maybe this time we need to bring the fight to us.”

      Yuki frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve got a plan.”

      I laid it out for her in hushed whispers so that Nova couldn’t hear. It was mostly bare bones at the moment, but there was enough meat there to provoke a reaction.

      “I don’t like that plan,” Yuki snapped.

      “Come up with a better one, then.”

      She glared at me. “Maybe I should take the Ephemera – my Ephemera – and split.”

      I shook my head. “You were a small-time thief before. Now you’re Number Three on Antimatter’s Most Wanted List. You can walk out of this with a presidential pardon and ten million dollars, or you can spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. Which is it gonna be?”

      “I should have never joined the two of you,” she muttered to herself.

      “Yeah, well, little late to complain now.”

      “What’s the reason I’m supposed to give for doing what you say?” she challenged me. “Why would they buy it?”

      “I don’t know. Come up with something.”

      She crossed her arms accusingly. “What are you going to do while I do all the hard work?”

      I turned towards the other room. “Figure out how the fuck to get Nova back on track again.”
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      I went in to talk to Nova alone.

      She was still slumped in her chair, staring off into nothingness.

      “Nova,” I said as I stood in front of her.

      No reaction.

      “Angelica,” I said.

      No reaction.

      Then a burst of inspiration hit.

      “Lt. Smith,” I snapped.

      Her body flinched, and she looked up at me.

      Pure training, deeply ingrained.

      That was it.

      Now I had her number.

      “Get your things,” I snarled. “You’re shipping out of Japan tonight.”

      That got her attention. Her entire body tensed as she sat up. “What?”

      “You heard me. Yuki talked to one of my old business rivals. We’re smuggling you out on the next fishing boat. They’ll take you to Japan’s western coastline, and from there you can get a ferry to South Korea. Harding can pick you up there.”

      Nova stood up shakily. “What the fuck are you talking about? You can’t do that!”

      “Oh yes I can. Harding should have never sent you into the field. You’re not cut out for this shit. One old murderous bitch buys the farm, and you fall to pieces? You’re worthless. Less than worthless – you’re a liability. You’re going to get me killed.”

      If there was one thing Nova was going to react to at a cellular level, it was somebody she disliked (hint: me) telling her she couldn’t cut it.

      If she folded, I knew it was over. There was nothing I could do to bring her back.

      She didn’t fold.

      “Fuck you!” she spat angrily. “I’m staying.”

      I took a step forward and backed her up against the wall. “Your head’s not in the game. It never was. I’m surprised they let you into the SPCC. You should have washed out in training. Guess they didn’t catch it in time.”

      “Catch what?” she sneered.

      “Your weakness.”

      “FUCK YOU. I’m staying.”

      “You’re out. Harding would agree with me.”

      “I’M STAYING.”

      I got right up in her face. This was it – pass or fail time. I couldn’t have her falling apart on me again. I had to know she could handle anything that got thrown at her.

      “Look, princess, you don’t want this.”

      “I’m not a fucking princess, and yes I DO,” she snarled.

      I smirked. “You don’t know what you want.”

      “YES I DO.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      And then I kissed her. Hard.

      It was purely to provoke her into attacking me. Into fighting back.

      

      If she slapped me, I knew she stood a good chance of being okay.

      If she folded, then I knew she wouldn’t stand up for herself when push came to shove.

      She reacted with a second’s shock – and then she backed up and punched me, hard.

      My head spun to the side. Not the worst punch I’d ever taken, by far – but she packed some heat into that dainty little fist of hers.

      But best of all, she’d fought back.

      I looked back at her.

      She was glaring at me. Her nostrils flared as she breathed hard.

      I grinned at her as I rubbed my jaw. “Not bad, kid. Okay, you passed. That was all just a – ”

      Then she did something I wasn’t expecting.

      She looped her arms around my neck and kissed me back.

      Hard.

      I stumbled backwards in surprise, and then my natural, red-blooded, good ol’ American male tendencies took over.

      I kissed her back wildly and slammed her up against the wall.

      She moaned into my mouth and dug her nails into my back.

      Days of pent-up sexual tension between the two of us – lust disguised as hatred – suddenly erupted.

      I was rock-hard within seconds.

      I ripped her threadbare dress off her chest, exposing her gorgeous tits beneath her Army-engineered, fireproof bra.

      She returned the favor, ripping the neck of my shirt open and biting my exposed shoulder.

      I pushed her back just long enough to rip off my jacket and shirt and shuck off my boots.

      Meanwhile, I watched as she set a speed record for getting off her bra and panties.

      FUCK she was gorgeous. Full breasts swaying back and forth, topped with perfect pink nipples that were already hard. And a neatly trimmed bush of golden curls between her thighs.

      As soon as she was naked, she started fumbling with my belt. I helped her, and she yanked my pants and underwear down. They fell to the floor and I stepped out of them.

      As soon as she saw my cock jutting up at her, she caught her breath with a strangled little cry.

      Guess she liked what she saw.

      She looked up into my eyes with a desperation I’d never seen in her face before.

      “Fuck me,” she whispered.

      I didn’t have to be told twice.

      I grabbed her ass and heaved her into the air.

      She wrapped her arms and legs around me and kissed me even harder.

      I slammed her up against the wall, knocked over a lamp, then slowly let her slide down until the tip of my cock found her pussy.

      She was sopping wet.

      I positioned myself just right, then let gravity do the rest.

      My swollen head entered her. She was wet, hot, and tight.

      “Oh God!” she cried out, then bit my lip.

      I kept easing inside her. She was tight, but so wet that I slid in without too much resistance. Every so often I would ease back out an inch, then continue slowly penetrating her.

      She was crying out in ecstasy now, raking her fingernails down my back, cursing and pulling my hair.

      Fuuuuck.

      Lt. Angelica Smith was a hell of a lot more uninhibited than I would have thought.

      Once I was all the way inside her, I began to lift her perfect ass with my hands and rock back and forth with my pelvis, thrusting inside her as I pinned her against the wall.

      “Yes, yes, yes, oh fucking God YES,” she screamed as she sank her teeth into my shoulder.

      The pain felt good.

      I figured maybe she’d like some, too.

      I spun away from one wall and slammed her up against another, knocking a picture off the wall. She cried out and attacked my mouth like a wild animal, kissing me, biting me, licking me, sucking my tongue deep into her mouth. She thrust back at me with her hips, driving me as deep inside her as she could.

      Standing up ain’t exactly my favorite position, so I crashed down on the couch on top of her, using my weight to plunge deep inside her pussy.

      She just groaned with lust.

      Once she was lying on her back, I reared back and pulled her legs up over my chest. Then I really started to work her hard.

      She started screaming and whipping her head back and forth. She went from shredding me with her fingers to gouging holes in the couch. Her firm double D’s jiggled up and down as my cock thrust into her, smack smack smack smack.

      She looked up at me with an expression somewhere between agony and ecstasy. “Oh God, I’m going to come – oh GOD, Hunter, you’re going to make me cooooOOOOME – ”

      Her whole body spasmed, and she screamed louder than before.

      Thank God I’d been fucking Yuki like I was training for the Iron Man of Sex, or I would have nutted right then.

      Yuki –

      I’d totally forgotten about her.

      I looked over my shoulder, half-expecting to catch her watching us with a grin – maybe even peeling her clothes off to come join the fun.

      But she was nowhere to be seen.

      Huh.

      Well, if she wants to join in, she won’t be shy about it.

      I turned back to Nova. As her cries died down, I slowed my roll and asked her, “You still good to keep going?”

      She grinned at me. “Fuck YEAH.”

      I grinned back, and then I really went to town on her.
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      First I pulled out of her. Then I sat down on the couch and then pulled her on top of me, her back to my chest. Reverse cowgirl, but both of us sitting up.

      She followed my lead and lifted up her ass.

      I angled my cock up right between her lips.

      Then she sank down on my shaft all the way.

      “Oh my GOD,” she cried out.

      I reached around and grabbed her tits with my hands. Fuck they were nice. More than a handful, with her hard nipples poking roughly against my palms.

      She moaned and pressed her back against me. I started kissing her neck, and she leaned her head all the way back and moaned.

      At the same time, she started rocking her pelvis back and forth, caressing every inch of my shaft with her pussy. I groaned and helped her out by doing the same with my pelvis.

      She grunted with lust as my cock slid slightly out, then deep inside her, over and over.

      I let go of one of her breasts and let my hand glide down the front of her body. She had a taut stomach, flat and firm.

      My hand trailed down to her golden thatch, now wet and slick with her juices. I ran my fingers through her damp curls until I reached her lips and found her clit.

      It was small and stiff beneath my fingertip. I began to rub it gently as I rocked in and out of her.

      “Oh Hunter,” she moaned, and put one palm on my left hand still manhandling her breast. Her right hand grabbed her own right breast and pinched her nipple hard.

      I kept circling my finger around her clit until my fingertip was wet and slippery, then started rubbing faster, firmer.

      “OH HUNTER,” she groaned, and moved her right hand down onto mine, forcing my fingers even harder into her clit.

      I started rubbing hard and fast, my hand a blur.

      At the same time, I’m still rocking in and out of her, my cock massaging her pussy from the inside.

      “OH HUNTER, OH FUCK, OH HUNTER – ”

      That’s what I began to feel the contractions around my shaft.

      Light gripping at first, fluttering then releasing.

      Ten seconds later, her pussy gripped me again, harder.

      Grip, flutter, release.

      Eight seconds later the same thing, again and again, with the time between contractions getting shorter and shorter.

      “God DAMN, Hunter,” she gasped, and began riding me harder. “Oh God – I’m coming over and OVER – little ones – but I can’t tell where one stops – and the next begins – OH FUCK – ”

      Time for the next trick in my bag.

      I pushed against her ass and slid her forward a little so that the angle changed. I was no longer all the way inside her. Instead, because of the angle of my cock inside her body, I knew I was rubbing directly against her g-spot.

      I could still feel her pussy fluttering around my shaft, though. She was in the middle of her multiple orgasms.

      “OH HUNTER,” she gasped –

      And then I brought her down hard on my cock, as deep as I could plunge.

      “AAAH!” she screamed in pleasure, and I felt the contractions tighten harder around my base.

      I raised her up so that I was only halfway inside her, pressing against her g-spot – still rubbing her clit as fast as I could –

      And then I let her plunge down HARD on my cock.

      “OH FUCK!” she screamed.

      I kept that teasing up for about 45 seconds, at which point she was almost weeping with pleasure.

      Then I went for the piece de resistance.

      I stood up without coming out of her or moving my hand from her crotch, flipped her facedown on the couch, and began to fuck her mercilessly, my cock stroking up and down her g-spot without pause.

      “HUNTERRRRR!” she screamed into the sofa as my hand kept rubbing her clit in a blur. “HUNTERRRR – ”

      And then I felt her squirt.

      Hot liquid sprayed against my balls and thighs, pooling on the sofa beneath her.

      She screamed for five seconds straight. Her pussy gripped my cock so hard I thought she might break it off.

      Then her hand grabbed onto mine and halted it.

      “STOP,” she gasped, then moaned. “Stop… just… stop…”

      I stopped and lay there breathing heavily on top of her.

      Nova looked around at me through her tangled blonde hair, with eyes half-lidded and dilated with pleasure. She looked stoned.

      “Did you… did you come?” she whispered.

      I grinned. “You’ll know when I come, baby.”

      She pushed at me gently, and I pulled out of her and sat back on the sofa.

      She stood up, and I could see her legs were still trembling as she knelt down between my open thighs. She looked at my cock longingly, then she looked up at me. Her lips were full and pouty, flushed deep red with orgasm.

      She put one soft, feminine hand on my raging cock and began to stroke it up and down.

      “I want you to come,” she whispered.

      I watched her kneeling there in front of me, supplicating to me, submissive. Her breasts jiggled back and forth with the motion of her arm.

      “I want you to come,” she whispered again – and then she leaned over and licked me from balls to crown.

      I groaned in pleasure as she wrapped those pouty lips around my head and slowly began to suck.

      “Oh God,” I moaned as she went down on me as far as she could. What she couldn’t fit in her mouth, she stroked up and down with her hands.

      Every so often she would peek at me with those emerald green eyes. Even though her mouth was otherwise occupied, I could see the smile in her face as her eyes squinted merrily, pleased with the pleasure she was giving me.

      She slurped and sucked and stroked. I was getting close – very close – when she pulled away.

      Damn it…

      Even though she kept stroking my cock, it wasn’t half as good as her lips and tongue.

      She looked me in the eye and whispered, “Do you want to come in my mouth?”

      “Yes… but I’d rather come inside you,” I rasped, my mouth dry with desire.

      She broke into a huge grin, then her expression went back to pure lust.

      “Me, too,” she whispered as she stood up and straddled my body.

      I watched in awe as her perfect breasts swayed back and forth, those hard pink nipples getting closer to my face as she leaned over.

      She reached down, grabbed my cock, positioned it right at her pussy – and then plunged down on me with one perfect, gorgeous stroke.

      I swear to God, she was even wetter than before.

      “OH HUNTER,” she cried out, and her face contorted in bliss. She was coming. I knew; I’d seen that expression a lot over the last 30 minutes.

      She kept bobbing up and down on me, fast as she could, crying out every time – and suddenly I was up over the edge, too far to come back.

      “OH FUCK,” I cried out, and brought her mouth down to mine and kissed her savagely as I came.

      I gushed inside her. I could tell she loved it by the way her screams intensified in my mouth.

      As my contractions finally ebbed and she stopped grinding her body into mine, she collapsed. Her head lolled onto my shoulder, and she looped her arms around my neck.

      I didn’t slide out of her, though. I was still inside her, almost as hard as before I came.

      I just caressed her naked back, squeezed her perfect ass, and kissed her face through the tangle of her hair.

      “Yuki was right,” she mumbled.

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      She pulled her head back up, smiled at me with that dopey stoner’s grin, and said, “I have been missing out.”

      Then she leaned over and kissed me softly.

      I cupped her perfect breasts… she began to grind her pelvis into me… and we went at it all over again.
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      After another half hour of multiple orgasms, we lay on the couch with her head on my chest.

      “Is Yuki going to be pissed?” Nova asked nervously.

      I looked around at the lamps and pictures we’d knocked over. “What, that we broke some of her stuff?”

      “No – that I slept with you.”

      I laughed. “Yuki’ll be fine. The only thing she might be pissed about is we didn’t invite her to join in.”

      Nova giggled – something I’d never heard from her before. “There’s always next time.”

      Hmmmm…

      THAT sounded ripe with possibilities.

      “You know, we are on the Most Wanted List of a superpowered warlord,” Nova said. “Maybe we should, I don’t know, get dressed and come up with a plan?”

      “Or we could fuck some more,” I suggested.

      She giggled again. “I’m serious.”

      “So am I. Look, they’re licking their wounds right now. We’re licking… each other. It’s fine. We’re safe in a bunker 20 feet underground and they don’t know where we are. We’ll get up and charge back into battle in a little bit. For right now, just enjoy the calm before the storm.”

      Nova was quiet for a second. “You did all that to snap me out of it, didn’t you.”

      I knew exactly what she meant, but I played dumb for fun. “What, the great sex?”

      She laughed and propped herself up on her elbow so she could look me in the eye. “No. Telling me that I wasn’t cut out for this.”

      “Being nice to you didn’t work, so I figured being an asshole might do the trick.”

      “I guess you were right,” she said as she lay her head back down on my chest.

      “Some people just prefer drill sergeants over the soft touch.”

      “That would be me.”

      I grinned. “That would most definitely be you.”

      There was silence for a moment, and I could feel her building up the courage to say the next sentence.

      “I… I’ve never killed anybody before the last couple of days. The Yakuza that first night were one thing… but a defenseless old woman…”

      “She was the leader of a branch of a crime syndicate,” I said firmly. “She tried to have me killed. She picked the wrong people to do business with, and one of them used her as a human shield. She wasn’t exactly a ‘defenseless old woman.’ More like a treacherous old bitch who got what she deserved.”

      Nova let my words sink in, then asked, “Have you ever killed anybody you regretted?”

      “…yeah. A lot of ‘em.”

      “Who?”

      “Freedom fighters in other countries, mostly.”

      “Back when you were in the SPCC?”

      “Yeah.”

      She lifted her head to look at me. “Is that what made you go AWOL?”

      “No… it was the ones I didn’t kill, strangely enough, that did that.”

      Nova sat up all the way and looked at me intently. “What happened?”

      I lay there for a long moment, considering if I wanted to go back down that alleyway of bad memories.

      In the end, if it would help Nova to hear it, I decided it was worth it.

      “One of the reasons they recruited me into the SPCC was because I was a Ranger. They knew they could trust me on black bag operations… and once I got my powers, that’s basically what they sent me on. Lots and lots of black bag operations.”

      “If this is classified,” Nova said slowly, “then I probably shouldn’t hear it.”

      “The world as we knew it ended two weeks ago. All I’ve got is dead and ancient history. But if you don’t want to hear it, that’s fine.”

      Nova was silent for a while. Then she whispered, “Okay.”

      “I can’t tell you how many warlords and tribal leaders and banana republics I helped put down while I was in the SPCC, but I do know how many democratically elected governments we overthrew: three. Thailand, Kenya, and Chile. Because their interests weren’t ‘aligned’ with America’s and the rest of the S7.

      “Unfortunately, there were a lot of other people whose interests didn’t ‘align’ with the S7’s, either. Mostly rebel groups trying to fight back. People who were pissed that the S7 protected multinational corporations who stole all their national resources. People who were pissed that their own governments sold ‘em out so the plutocrats could live in palaces, and everybody else died in slums. People who were tired of living in shitholes that had been turned into shitholes by a bunch of rich bullies. All they wanted was their countries back. That, and a chance for their kids not to work as slaves for the rest of their lives. And maybe a little dignity in the bargain.

      “Smaller rebel groups started turning to the black market. They got raw Ephemera – the unprocessed stuff, like back in the early, early days – which meant half of the test subjects died right out of the gate. And the rest of them died over the next several years from cancer. But the people who volunteered were willing to risk it, because they were tired of being screwed, and shit on, and held down in the mud.

      “Of course, whenever you have a black market, quality control starts to become a problem. Adulterated Ephemera began to show up… a lot. Which meant that people were dying by the thousands… all because they wanted to live free.

      “Things came to a head in Thailand. I was on a joint S7 operation, one of two US guys in the group. There was a Russian, an Indian, a German… one from every nation. The head asshole in charge was an Englishman. Not a hoity-toity, pinky-finger in the air type. More like a soccer hooligan with a shaved head and a broken nose.

      “We were standing in a freedom-fighter’s camp in Thailand. It was a bunch of people who’d taken their families and gone off to live in the jungle because the S7’s puppets had taken over Bangkok and the smaller cities.

      “The freedom fighters had pooled all their money and paid every penny they had for black-market Ephemera – but it was contaminated. Worse than toxic. When they tried to use it, the radiation hadn’t just killed the people who volunteered, but every single person in the camp. Children, too.

      “I remember standing there looking at a field of dead bodies. Women. Little kids. Fuckin’ babies. Hundreds of them. Maybe over a thousand.

      “I was… Christ, I was fucked in the head looking at all of that. It fucked me up.

      “The soccer hooligan was standing right there next to me looking at it, too. So I asked him, ‘Do you ever wonder sometimes if we’re actually doing the right thing?’

      “I’ll always remember his answer.

      “He paused for a second, then spat on the nearest dead body. It was a woman, probably seven or eight months pregnant.

      “‘Fuck ‘em,’ he said. ‘If they hadn’t crossed us, they wouldn’t be fuckin’ dead.’ And then he laughed and walked away.

      “I think that was when I snapped.”

      Nova stared at me. I could see tears welling up in her eyes.

      “Did you kill him?” she asked.

      “No. I wish to God I had, but I didn’t. I was still a ‘good soldier’ back then. Instead, I went back to the states… wrote a letter… put it on Harding’s desk… and then I walked off base and never came back.”

      A single tear rolled down her face. “I didn’t sign up to be like that English asshole.”

      I stroked her hair. “I know you didn’t.”

      “I’ve never heard any stories like that before.”

      I smiled grimly. “That’s because they’re ‘classified.’”

      She shuddered, then turned and looked into the darkness. “So you actually had a really good reason for leaving.”

      “What is this?” I asked as I kissed her arm. “Is Lt. Angelica Smith, renowned hard-ass, suddenly saying I’m not a lowdown, dirty traitor?”

      She looked at me, rolled her eyes, then smiled. “I’m not saying it wasn’t a court-martiable offense, and I’m not saying it justified what you did after you walked away. But it was a good reason.”

      “Harding doesn’t see it that way.”

      She peered at me intently. “Why did you become a smuggler?”

      “To help all those people I’d been killing. Help ‘em fight back. Maybe balance the scales a little for everything I’ve done. That’s why I smuggled Ephemera free of charge to Thailand, Kenya, and Chile – to make up for all the damage I’d done.” I grimaced. “And I made damn sure I never dealt in anything less than pure Ephemera. Anybody I came across who did – anybody who sold the fake shit or smuggled it – I fucking killed them.”

      Nova stared at me.

      I wondered if maybe admitting to cold-blooded murder, no matter how justified, had been a bridge too far.

      “What?” I asked.

      She leaned over and kiss me passionately. After five or six seconds, she leaned back, her hand still on my face. “Maybe I have been wrong about you,” she said with a suppressed smile.

      “Can I get that in writing?”

      “No, but you can get something else,” she murmured, and leaned in.

      I cupped one of her breasts and was about to kiss her back when an alarm started blaring.
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      REE-OO! REE-OO!

      Nova looked around wildly as the alarm nearly burst our eardrums. “What the fuck is that?!”

      “That’s what I’d like to know. Yuki?!” I yelled out.

      No answer.

      I leapt up from the couch, naked, and ran into the office area with its bank of monitors. Nothing unusual – except for the knife embedded in the desk, and the piece of paper with a short phrase written in Japanese.

      Nova rushed in behind me and saw the note. “What does it say?!”

      “It says, ‘I came up with something.’”

      “What does that mean?”

      It was an obvious callback to our earlier conversation –

      What’s the reason I’m supposed to give for doing what you say? Why would they buy it?

      I don’t know. Come up with something.

      – but I had no idea what it meant.

      “I’m not sure,” I said.

      “Hunter!” Nova cried out as she pointed at the monitors.

      The screens were suddenly flooded with dozens of Yakuza streaming through the alleyways around our warehouse. The alarm sensors had apparently picked them up before the cameras had.

      The thugs were dressed in body armor and helmets and carried automatic rifles. The only way you could tell they were Yakuza and not cops was by the full sleeves of tattoos running up their bare forearms.

      Spike was with them, a huge grin on his evil face as he raced along with his foot soldiers.

      “They found us,” Nova said, her voice trembling.

      “Shit…” I muttered.

      There was a beeping on one of the touchscreen monitors, along with an ‘Accept Call?’ icon. I hit the button and found myself looking at Antimatter.

      He was dressed in his full battle suit but without the helmet. I could see some butterfly bandages on the side of his face, along with some blistering from one of Nova’s attacks.

      He appeared to be in the back of a limousine. “Hunter. Long time no see.”

      “Not nearly long enough. How’d you find us?”

      “Your associate decided to be reasonable when you would not.”

      “Yuki BETRAYED us?!” Nova cried out.

      “In a manner of speaking. Actually, I’ll let HER do the talking.”

      He pressed a button on a keypad near him, and his image was replaced with a video.

      It was Yuki, staring angrily into the camera. She started speaking rapidly in Japanese.

      “Antimatter-san, I want to make a deal. I’ll give you Hunter, the American bitch, and the Ephemera. All I want is everything to be even between you and me. I didn’t know I was stealing from you when all this started! Plus I want two million for my place, since I’m pretty sure it’s not going to survive whatever you do to it. Two million is nothing compared to what the Ephemera’s worth, but I don’t want to live my life looking over my shoulder.”

      “What’s she saying?” Nova asked me.

      “Nothing good.”

      “I’m sure you’re going to ask why,” Yuki seethed, “so I’ll show you: he fucked that gaijin whore. IN MY HOME.”

      Yuki’s image was replaced by video surveillance of me and Nova going at it. Full-on porno style, with Nova shrieking in ecstasy.

      Huh…

      Nova gasped, then looked at me in shocked outrage. “I thought you said she wouldn’t be PISSED!”

      I held up a hand to ward her off. “It’s – just hold on – ”

      The video cut back to Yuki, who was not only furious, but her eyes were brimming with tears. “I’ll trust you to make good on my offer after you have them, Antimatter-san. But I’ll only tell you where the Ephemera is once you agree to my terms. Just to prove I’m good for it, I’ll give Hunter and his whore to you for FREE.”

      She rattled off the warehouse address, and then the video was over.

      The image clicked back to Antimatter, who gave me a mild smile. “And here I am, at your backdoor.”

      “Do you always announce when you’re about to attack your enemies?”

      “I wanted to make sure you didn’t die right away in a surprise attack, not knowing I’d won… or that I was the one who killed you. See you soon, Hunter.”

      The video cut out.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      “What are we supposed to do?!” Nova cried out.

      “Get dressed. We’ve got a battle to fight.”
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      Nova quickly changed into her uniform. I put on my pants, boots, and jacket. Nova had done a fuckin’ number on my shirt when she ripped it open during sex, but I wore it anyway. If I was going to go out, might as well go out looking like a hot chick couldn’t keep her hands off me.

      When Yuki had fixed up the bunker, she’d blocked off the original exit so it was only reachable by phasing through 20 feet of steel and concrete. She’d claimed there was an old ventilation shaft that led to the surface, guarded by a bank-vault-style metal door with a keypad. She’d told me the eight-digit code the first day we’d arrived. I just hoped I remembered it right.

      I punched the code into the keypad. There was a beep, and thick metal rods slid back into their housings with a SHUNK.

      I opened the vault door to see a small, cramped passageway stretching into complete darkness. Dusty cobwebs hung down from the low ceiling.

      Just inside the passageway was another keypad on the cement wall, caked thick with dust.

      “A little light, please,” I said to Nova.

      She fired up her hand like a torch, and I could see that the passageway stretched for at least 200 feet.

      I stepped into the passageway. “You coming?”

      “We’re just going to waltz down there like she didn’t betray us?” Nova snapped.

      “Yup. You comin’ or not?”

      She grumbled but stepped into the passageway behind me.

      I closed the vault door behind us and punched in the eight digits again, wondering if it would work.

      It did. There was a beep and the SHUNK of the vault door’s metal rods sliding into place.

      I just hoped Yuki hadn’t told Antimatter about the back door, was all.

      “Let’s go,” I said as I set off into the darkness.

      “They could be waiting up there for us!” Nova complained as she cast light from her fiery hand.

      “I don’t think they will be.”

      “You’re willing to bet our lives on that?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, I’m not!”

      “Stay here, then,” I said as I reached the vertical shaft and began to climb the rungs.

      Nova seethed in silence for a second, then followed me up.

      At the top of the shaft was a metal grate. I looked through it in all directions and couldn’t see anybody around us, so I slowly lifted it up.

      We were alone in a back alley on the other side of a neighboring building, not even next to the warehouse at all.

      Good girl, Yuki.

      I stood up and brushed the cobwebs out of my hair.

      Nova did the same. “Okay, this is weird – why didn’t she tell them about the back door?”

      “Because she didn’t betray us.”

      Nova’s eyes bugged out. “WHAT?! What the fuck are you – ”

      “THE GAIJIN!” a male voice yelled in Japanese. “THEY’RE BACK HERE!”

      I looked behind us. A lone Yakuza, probably a perimeter guard, had spotted us from a hundred feet down the alleyway.

      Well, shit.

      He immediately opened fire, and I threw up a shield.

      I guess an hour of hot sex had reinvigorated me, because the bullets felt like pebbles thrown by a ten-year-old kid.

      I slammed another forcefield into his face and broke his neck. Down he went.

      Unfortunately, he was replaced by another 20 armed Yakuza.

      I was tired of fucking around, so I just flattened them. Dropped a forcefield on their heads at about 2,000 foot-pounds per square inch.

      They all started out 5’8” and upright.

      A second later, their heads and ball sacks were all next to their ankles.

      Lot of blood, too.

      And screaming – although that got cut pretty short.

      Just like them. Ha.

      “Jesus,” Nova whispered, her eyes wide.

      I laced my fingers together, cracked them, and grinned. “Ahhh… it’s good to be back.”

      Nova looked at me. “Wait – what was that about Yuki not betra– ”

      She was interrupted by the CLANG CLANG CLANG of footsteps above us on a corrugated tin roof.

      “LEAVE THEM TO ME!” Spike roared as he dove off the roof straight at us.

      Like I said – not the sharpest knife in the drawer.

      I slammed him midair with a forcefield and sent him toppling to the ground.

      “You wanna do the honors?” I said to Nova as Spike sprung to his feet.

      “With pleasure,” she snarled as she lit up like her namesake.

      Fire blasted off her from head to foot like a dam spillway during a flood.

      Even though I was five feet away, I had to throw up a forcefield, the heat was so intense.

      Her hair swirled in the blaze, her eyes shone white hot, and she directed all her anger and hatred at Spike with the intensity of the sun.

      And yet, somehow, he was taking it.

      He screamed in rage as he inched forward against the fiery onslaught. Every footstep was a battle, but he was determined to win it.

      He was paying a high price, though. His skin was literally burning off him and reforming right before our eyes. Beneath his charred hide, we could see raw flesh bubbling and searing.

      Spike didn’t give a shit. His arms stretched out towards Nova, his razor-thorned hands intent on grabbing her. The white pupils of his black eyes never left her face.

      “YOU STUPID BITCH!” he roared over the flames. “YOU THINK YOU GOT ME? FUCK YOU! I’M A GODDAMN SURVIVAL MACHINE! THERE’S NOTHING YOU CAN DO TO KILL ME!”

      “Let me try, then,” I said as I stretched out one hand.

      Everything that came next was a roll of the dice. I’d done it years before, yeah, but it required a bit of guesswork, a little luck, and a LOT of concentration – which is why I hadn’t used it on Spike or Antimatter in the last battle.

      Spike was moving slow enough at the moment, though, that I figured I could reach deep into my bag of tricks.

      I don’t have to see where to put my forcefields. I’d proved that before, like when I cast one over the street to catch the 100 falling Yakuza and all that broken glass. I’d created it blindly, because I had a good idea of where the street was in relation to my body up there on the 80th floor.

      If I couldn’t see, then I had to kind of guess where to place my shields – either by memory, using other forcefields as sensory input, or being able to infer where they should go.

      I was also limited by a couple of things. One of them was that I couldn’t have my forcefields appear inside of solid matter. I wasn’t Yuki; my shields couldn’t occupy the same space at the same time. They just wouldn’t form. My shields could easily displace air and water, but with solids, it was different.

      However, people’s lungs aren’t solid. They’re basically big empty sacks of air and lots of wet tissue.

      And no matter how tough Spike was, he still had lungs.

      I created a tiny sphere inside his ribcage, no bigger than a grain of sand. I knew where to put it because I could see the front of his chest, so I just aimed about three inches behind that.

      If even the slightest edge of the forcefield crossed lung tissue, it wouldn’t work.

      I must have gotten lucky, because I felt the tiny sphere form.

      Then I began to expand it.

      From a grain of sand to the size of a tennis ball in half a second flat.

      Now, the interior of the sphere was a vacuum. Nothing in it. So the bigger it got, the harder it was to maintain the vacuum.

      So I put a tiny hole in the side of the sphere so air could get sucked in.

      Air, lung tissue, whatever.

      Now I could make the sphere much bigger, much faster.

      Spike got a strange look on his face. Even with his skin being burned off like an onion by a blowtorch, he knew something bad was happening.

      His chest jutted out and there was a horrific CRACKING sound.

      And then his ribcage burst open from the inside.

      Just opened him right up like a butterflied shrimp.

      You couldn’t see my forcefield directly, but you could see its shape because it was covered in blood and lung tissue.

      And there was his heart, beating in the open air.

      Pretty goddamn disgusting, actually.

      Of course, now that his most vulnerable organs were exposed, Nova took full advantage of it.

      She blasted him even harder, and all that pink tissue scorched black in the heat.

      Spike let out a strangled cry, and then fell on his face.

      I thought he was dead. He had to be. NOBODY could survive what he’d just been through.

      Nova thought so, too, and quit blasting him with fire. We just stared at the charred human remains, the ribcage open like the gullwing doors of a DeLorean.

      And then he moved.

      He jerked his head up to look at us, and a cascade of charred flesh flaked off his face like ash from a burnt log. His eyes found ours, and he grinned.

      “YOU… STUPID… FUCKS,” he wheezed. His vocal cords were so badly damaged that he barely sounded human. “YOU THINK… YOU CAN KILL ME?!”

      He started to crawl along the ground towards us like something out of a horror movie.

      Not much rattles me anymore.

      I gotta admit, that fuckin’ rattled me.

      Nova stepped back, shaking her head in horrified disbelief.

      “I’M GONNA RAPE YOU…” Spike rasped as he crawled towards Nova. “GONNA RAPE YOU TO DEATH…”

      That’s when Yuki appeared.

      “Not today, fucker-san!” she yelled as she phased up out of the ground in front of Spike’s stunned face.

      Before he could react, she grabbed the back of his head, pulled his charred skull down into the concrete –

      And then let go.

      “Let’s see you get out of that one,” she snarled.

      Fuuuuuuuuck.

      Imagine that your hand is phasing through a wall, when unexpectedly your body returns to solid state.

      Imagine every nerve ending screaming in agony as your muscle, tendons, and bone suddenly take up the same space as brick and mortar.

      Imagine not being able to pull yourself out. You’re now part of the wall.

      Imagine blood vessels on your body’s side of the wall engorging as the blood has nowhere to go. It can’t go through brick, but your heart keeps pumping, and pumping, and pumping, swelling your arm up and turning it bright purple…

      Imagine your hand on the other side. Maybe you can’t feel it, technically, because the pathway of the nerves has been severed – but the part of your brain that normally ‘feels’ it is going off like a five-alarm fire.

      Now imagine it’s your brain that got stuck in that wall instead of your hand.

      Spike’s entire body wrenched in agony. His arms pushed uselessly against the ground, trying to pull his head out. His legs spasmed and thrummed against the ground like a shooting victim bleeding out –

      And then, after about 20 seconds, he lay still.

      Dead.

      Finally.

      “Holy shit,” Nova whispered in terror.

      “That’ll do it,” I muttered as I looked at the neat, even curve where Spike’s neck ended and the concrete began.

      Yuki winced like she was in pain, and her eyes filled with tears. “I hate doing that… I’ve only done it once before, and I hate it, I HATE it…”

      “He deserved it, and there was no other way to put him down,” I said as I pulled her in and hugged her to my chest. “You did good, kid. You saved our lives. Thank you.”

      I don’t know if she actually saved our lives, but… close enough. At least we didn’t have to deal with Spike anymore.

      But You saved our lives sounds a lot nicer than Thanks for killing the fucker.

      Yuki held on tight. I could feel her body tremble as she sobbed in my arms.

      I was about to say something else comforting when a banshee erupted behind me.

      “What… the actual… FUCK?!” Nova yelled.

      Yuki and I both turned to her.

      “What the hell did you do?!” Nova demanded.

      Yuki wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I phased him into the ground and – ”

      “I’M NOT TALKING ABOUT THAT! I’M TALKING ABOUT YOU BETRAYING US!”

      Yuki looked at Nova like she was insane. “Hunter-san said to bring them here!”

      Nova’s eyes bugged out as she turned to me. “WHAT?!”

      “I told her to figure out a way to draw Antimatter out,” I confirmed.

      “You told her to bring them here?!”

      “Yes!” Yuki said chirpily. “It was all part of the plan!”

      Nova glared at me. “You told her to videotape us FUCKING?!”

      I raised one finger. “NO, I most definitely did NOT tell her to do that.”

      “I had to make it believable why I’d betray you!” Yuki protested, then grinned and wiggled her eyebrows. “Pretty hot stuff, Nova-san.”

      “WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME?!” Nova raged.

      “Later,” I snapped. “We still have Antimatter to – ”

      Speak of the devil and he shall appear.
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      First came the characteristic THOMPF of dual streams of energy starting up, and then parallel lines of fire streaked overhead.

      I instinctively put a forcefield over our heads as the bastard strafed us from above.

      “AGHHH!” I roared. It felt like somebody had shoved red-hot pokers through the top of my skull.

      My forcefield flickered out after three seconds – luckily after he’d passed by on his initial sortie.

      Guess I wasn’t quite as recovered as I’d thought.

      I shoved Yuki towards Nova. “Get down to the bunker and do the rest of what we talked about!”

      Nova stared at me. “What?! What are you – ”

      “Come on, Nova-san!” Yuki yelled as she grabbed Nova’s hand and pulled her down into the ground.

      Once they were safe, I directed my attention back to the skies.

      Antimatter had looped around and was coming in for a second try.

      I considered throwing up a shield right in front of him and trying to break his neck – but the bastard had both arms stretched out in front of him and was sparking two tiny balls of antimatter-generated energy in his palms. Not his normal plumes of fire, but crackling, black spheres of negative light.

      His ‘window breaker.’

      If he touched it to my shields, even for a second…

      Been there, done that, had the t-shirt and the hat.

      So, I settled on Plan B.

      I ran.

      I darted around the corner of the building and sprinted back towards the warehouse over Yuki’s bunker.

      I heard Antimatter soaring above me, firing blast after blast.

      I used a shield over my head to block his attacks from above – then used another forcefield as a battering ram to crash through the nearest door into the warehouse above Yuki’s bunker.

      It took my eyes a couple of seconds to adjust to the dark, but they finally did. Giant metal shelves stretched 30 feet up to the ceiling, filled with pallets of shrink-wrapped boxes. No idea what the fuck was in them, just that there were mountains of them towering over me in the darkness.

      I heard the twin streams of fire putter out, then the eeeeee of the ruined door as it moved aside to let in a silhouette. Antimatter kept one hand out in front of him, still holding a tiny ball of crackling black energy in his palm.

      I would have loved to have used a forcefield to crush his body – but one touch of what was in his hand and it would be game over for my powers. And I needed them for what was coming next. Couldn’t play my hand prematurely.

      “Hunter,” he called out. “Let’s not make this any harder than it has to be.”

      “Cool – walk away, then,” I suggested from the shadows.

      As soon as he heard my voice, he swung his arm over and ignited the crackling sphere in his palm. A blast of energy roared through the warehouse, obliterating metal shelves and torching the pallets full of boxes collapsing on the floor.

      He’d missed me, but not by much. Five or six feet at most.

      I created a forcefield around my body and lifted myself two inches off the floor, then used it to propel me noiselessly through the darkness. As long as I didn’t crash into any shelves and make a noise, it would be harder for him to track me even when I spoke. Moving targets and all that.

      Plus, I had the protection of my shield.

      Which hopefully would hold.

      As I flew away from the burning boxes, I called out sarcastically, “Or, you know, we could talk it out.”

      Antimatter walked slowly into the warehouse, stalking me like a panther. “When we first met this evening, I thought to myself, ‘I should just kill him.’ But instead I let you talk. I made that mistake once. Never again.”

      “Okay,” I called out as I moved fast across the ground, “let’s just make it simple: tell me who set up all the assassinations two weeks ago.”

      “I could. But I’d rather kill you.”

      “See? Why you gotta be like that? All I wanted was information and a plane. You didn’t have to go full-on psycho.”

      “You haven’t seen a psychopath yet. You will when I let Spike work on you for a couple of hours.”

      “Awwww, you didn’t see what happened to your boy out in the alleyway, did you?” I taunted him.

      The silhouette stiffened. Apparently Anti really didn’t know.

      “Unless Spike can grow a new head out of his scrotum,” I called out, “I think you’re gonna have to find a new enforcer.”

      The silhouette began walking slowly towards the sound of my voice again. “There will be plenty more to replace him once I get my Ephemera.”

      “Out of curiosity, what was the plan? Take over Korea, then China, then – what? Bomb Pearl Harbor again?”

      Antimatter had entered a row of warehouse shelves – a small silhouette at the bottom of a mountain canyon.

      Come on, you bastard, just a few more steps –

      “Your humor is very American,” Antimatter called out.

      “Thank you.”

      “By that, I meant ‘very stupid.’”

      “Aw, now, see – back to being an asshole again. I thought we TALKED ABOUT THIS – ”

      My voice rose with the strain of using my forcefields to topple one of the shelves of pallets over on top of him.

      Antimatter was ready. He jerked back and fired directly above him, blasting the boxes into cinders and sending them toppling to either side of him.

      “You didn’t really think that was going to work, did you?” he chided me.

      “Nah, I was just stalling for time.”

      Suddenly Yuki’s voice yelled out over the warehouse’s loudspeaker system.

      “NOW, HUNTER-SAN!”

      Antimatter sounded almost amused. “Is this when you pull some devious trick on me?”

      “Something like that,” I answered.

      I made the shield around me as strong as I could and zipped 40 feet up into the air, right beneath the corrugated roof.

      At the same exact instant, I placed a forcefield like a harness two inches above Antimatter’s shoulders – not touching him, so he wouldn’t be alerted to it and touch his window-breaking palmful of antimatter to it.

      That’s when the floor beneath him exploded.

      And not like some C4 went off beneath him and cracked the concrete.

      No – like a fucking atomic bomb went off.

      Chunks of concrete hurtled up through the air on plumes of fire. A massive shockwave hammered my forcefield like a million-pound sledgehammer.

      The shockwave alone should have killed Anti – but his suit was designed to handle antimatter combustion, for fuck’s sake. That and 300 mph flight. The shockwave was going to fuck him up, but it wasn’t going to kill him all by itself.

      Well, not immediately, anyway.

      He was thrown up into the air, or would have been –

      But my forcefield harness kept him in place.

      Fire blasted up all around him.

      He reacted in shock, not knowing what the fuck was going on. He tried igniting the jet streams beneath his feet –

      But that just pressed him tighter into my forcefield.

      If he’d had any presence of mind, he might have put his hands to the shield around his shoulders and popped off a bit of antimatter to shatter it. But he didn’t know there was a shield around his shoulders. Plus, it’s pretty fucking hard to have presence of mind when you’re in the middle of an explosion.

      I heard him screaming as the fire engulfed him –

      And then I couldn’t hold out any longer. I punched my forcefield up through what remained of the corrugated roof – most of it had ripped apart like aluminum foil – and flew up into the night sky.

      I looked down from a hundred feet above. The entire warehouse had exploded, then collapsed into the sinkhole that used to be Yuki’s bunker.

      The whole area was one giant flaming pit plucked right out of the depths of hell.

      I lowered myself down to the smoldering ruins, where I used my forcefield to move me through the air a few feet above the rubble.

      I found Antimatter lying on a jagged bed of concrete shards, fire licking all around him.

      His costume was intact, but his helmet had been ripped off. His face was horribly burned, and blood poured out of his mouth.

      I moved around into his field of vision. He looked too weak to turn his head, much less attack me – though I still kept my guard up.

      “Well, you fell for it a second time,” I said grimly. “First in the plane, and now here.”

      Antimatter coughed out a mouthful of blood. “…the… Ephemera…?”

      “Nova torched it. Well, she started a fire in the underground bunker, anyway. Let it cook until it exploded. Seven cylinders.”

      Antimatter chuckled, then coughed up some more blood. “I never thought… anyone would be stupid enough… to sacrifice $70 million… just to kill me.”

      I shrugged. “I blew up a fuckin’ plane last time, so I sacrificed a whole lot more than $70 million.”

      Antimatter tensed. I could tell he was mustering all his strength – I mean, he basically telegraphed it from a mile away, he was so weak – and then he moved his hand to blast me.

      I dodged to the side, but it wouldn’t have mattered. The beam was nothing compared with his regular ones. It petered out after only a second, at which point he collapsed back onto the rubble.

      “Not as strong as you used to be, Hiroshi,” I said.

      “That’s… what happens… when you die,” he gargled through more blood.

      “Look, I don’t care about you. I’ll let you live. I’ll even get you the help you need to survive. Just tell me who recruited you.”

      Antimatter looked at me for a long second – then moved his arm slowly as though to blast me again.

      I flinched to the side –

      But he just held up his middle finger instead. And laughed.

      Bubbles of blood popped across his lips.

      I scowled. “Don’t be stupid.”

      He just kept laughing, then gently settled his head back on the concrete.

      “You know who did it, don’t you?” I asked.

      He weakly nodded his head ‘yes.’

      “Tell me and I’ll let you live.”

      “And what… turn me over… to the Americans? Have me face… a war crimes tribunal? …no…”

      “So you’re just going to die, is that it?”

      “In your culture… death is the worst thing… that can happen. But in mine… the worst thing… is dishonor.”

      “And what, telling me who arranged the assassination of the world’s superheroes would be a dishonor? You supervillains are fucked up.”

      “I prefer… to think of us… as ronin… samurai without masters…”

      “I thought the whole point was to be your own master. Rule the world and all that shit.”

      He coughed up more blood. “I would have settled… for Tokyo.”

      “You can live, you know. One call and I can get the US Air Force in here, patch you up – just a name. All I need is a name.”

      “Better… to end one’s own life… than to suffer dishonor… at the hands of the enemy.”

      “You talkin’ about seppuku? Hara-kiri? Hate to break it to you, bud, but you don’t have a sword.”

      “No… but I have this.”

      He raised his hand into the air – put it next to his ear –

      And blew his head off.

      I backed up in the air, shocked. Then I sighed. “Well, that’s one way of getting out of answering the question.”

      Suddenly all the flames died away. Literally flickered down to nothing.

      “What the fuck…?”

      Nova and Yuki were walking through the rubble towards me. Yuki was phasing her way through, like a ghost – and Nova was waving her hands around her like she was taming something unseen.

      “You the one dialing down the temperature?” I asked Nova.

      “I am.”

      “Handy. I’ll have to remember you can do that.”

      Both women walked over and looked down at the smoldering ruin that used to be Antimatter’s skull.

      “What happened?” Nova whispered.

      “He decided to take the Fifth,” I said wryly.

      Yuki looked at me, puzzled. “What does that mean?”

      “It means one supervillain down… and a couple hundred more to go.”
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      After Nova alerted Harding about Antimatter’s death, the US military came in hard and fast. They had a fleet camped out nearby, most likely – after all, they didn’t want another supervillain weaseling his way into the power vacuum.

      We met Harding at Tokyo International Airport, which was packed so tight with American bombers and fighter jets that you’d have thought they were going to rechristen the place Eisenhower AFB.

      We were waiting on the runway as the general deplaned from a transport.

      Nova saluted, and he saluted back. “Excellent job, Lt. Smith.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “At ease.” As Nova relaxed, Harding held out his arm and shook my hand. “Well, McNeil, I didn’t think you could pull it off, but you proved me wrong.”

      “That’s the whole reason I did it,” I said sarcastically.

      Harding turned to look at Yuki. “Who’s this?”

      “Somebody who gets a presidential pardon when this is all over,” I said.

      “And ten million dollars!” Yuki added cheekily.

      Harding smiled. “Fair enough.”

      “I don’t know if Nova texted you yet, but you have a mole in the SPCC,” I said.

      Harding grimaced. “How do you know?”

      “He knew who I was, sir,” Nova said glumly. “Rank and name. He had to know what I could do.”

      Harding sighed and nodded. “This is just more confirmation. We figured no one could have assassinated every soldier in the SPCC without inside help. We’ll flush them out sooner or later.”

      “Better get on that shit, then,” I said.

      Harding glared at me. “You just worry about your mission.”

      “Speaking of which, where’s my plane?”

      Harding grumbled, then turned and pointed at a sparkjet further out on the runway. It looked even bigger and newer than the last one. “There it is. Try not to blow this one up.”

      “Just out of curiosity, if I had to blow up a jet for every supervillain I take out, how many jets can I blow up?”

      “Every damn plane we have,” Harding said, then smiled grimly. “But I’m an Army man, so the Air Force might have something different to say about that. How’d he do, Lt. Smith?”

      “He performed admirably, sir.”

      I wanted SO badly to say In bed AND out.

      For Nova’s sake, though, I kept my mouth shut. There was at least a 95% chance the NSA had intercepted Yuki’s transmission to Antimatter, along with our homemade porn clip. If they had, I’m sure Harding had seen it, even if he wasn’t saying anything about it at the moment.

      I’m also sure Nova knew that and was secretly mortified. No need for me to add to her embarrassment.

      But I’d rib her about it later.

      “Good, good,” Harding said. “Any problems I should know about?”

      Nova hesitated –

      So I jumped in. “None whatsoever. You know, other than having to fight a guy who can make huge explosions shoot out of his hands.”

      Nova gave me a small but grateful smile.

      “Hrm,” Harding grunted, then addressed me. “Where are you going next? Beijing? Seoul? Pyongyang?”

      “I’m not telling you – what about your fuckin’ mole?”

      “This is between you, me, and your team. Until you need military support, that is,” Harding said. “Besides, the supervillain world is already buzzing about the fall of Antimatter. They’ll be on their guard no matter what.”

      Harding had a point.

      I thought for a second.

      Beijing, Seoul, and Pyongyang were all obvious choices. All in the immediate neighborhood, so to speak.

      But not what I wanted.

      “Who’s running San Francisco these days?” I asked.

      “San Francisco?” Harding asked, confused. “There’s over a dozen closer occupied cities.”

      “Yeah, but I know somebody in San Francisco. Besides, I thought you wanted me to take on some American cities.”

      “True,” Harding admitted dourly. “Nexus runs San Francisco.”

      “Shit,” I muttered. “I fuckin’ hate that guy. Okay, maybe I will stop off in Pyongyang first.”

      “The supervillain running Pyongyang is – ”

      “It’s just a supply run,” I interrupted him. “Then I’m going to San Francisco.”

      Harding drew himself up to his full height. “I could order you to go to the city I choose.”

      “Not if you want me to build my team. And if you want me to clean up the world for you, I’m going to need the best team I can get.” I put my arms around Yuki and Nova. “Damn good start so far.”

      “Hai!” Yuki chirped, and jumped up and kissed me on the cheek.

      Nova was a lot more reserved, but I noticed she let my arm linger around her even in front of the general.

      “Fine,” Harding relented. “San Francisco it is. But if you stop by Pyongyang first, you’ll probably need to refuel in Honolulu.”

      I stared at him. “Nobody took over Hawaii?!”

      “No.”

      “Fuckin’ idiots… what shithead would want to rule Pyongyang when you could be in Hawaii?” I shook my head, then asked Harding, “You’ll have the refuel ready for us?”

      “Of course.”

      “How about some R&R? A nice hotel suite on the beach for a day or two – actually, make it a penthouse.”

      Harding glowered. “There’s no time for R&R.”

      “Remind me again – didn’t I just take out a supervillain for you? And aren’t I about to take out another one for you, too?”

      Harding glowered some more. “…I’ll set something up.”

      “Maybe a little extra spending money, too.”

      “Don’t push it,” Harding growled.

      I grinned. “That’s alright, I’ll just pull it out of the general fund. The ‘General’s fund,’ I guess you could call it.”

      “You’re pushing it, McNeil.”

      “That’s what I do best, General. Push it as hard as I can.”

      “Haaiiii,” Yuki murmured naughtily.

      Harding looked at her in surprise, then turned grumpily back to me. “Anything else?”

      “Nope. Just get ready to invade San Francisco. Let’s go, ladies.”

      Me and Yuki strolled off towards the sparkjet. Nova had to stick around long enough to salute Harding and be dismissed, but then she rapidly caught up.

      “Did you have to antagonize him?” she asked frantically. “All that about Hawaii and extra money – ”

      “Chill, Lieutenant. I just asked for some nuts and cherries on top of the sundae, that’s all.”

      “But you pissed him off!” Nova fretted.

      I grinned. “You have no idea what happened over the last few hours, do you.”

      “We took out Antimatter and the US military liberated Japan.”

      “Yes. Which means…?”

      “We fulfilled our mission.”

      “AND just became the three most important people on the planet,” I said.

      “Oooh, I like the sound of that,” Yuki cheered and clapped.

      “How do you figure?” Nova asked me.

      “Who else has taken out a supervillain in charge of a major city?”

      “No one.”

      “And besides us, who else have they got who’s planning on taking out the next bad guy?”

      “…no one,” Nova said, suddenly realizing where I was coming from.

      “Which means we are now the three most important people in the world – to Harding, to the US government, and to every other country that wants their fuckin’ cities back,” I said. “I nearly got myself killed doing everybody else’s dirty work, so I want my vacation in Hawaii, I want my beach-side penthouse, and if Harding doesn’t like it, he can pucker up and kiss my fuckin’ ass.”

      We walked up into the hold of the sparkjet and looked around.

      Nice. Bigger, better equipped, more weapons.

      Harding had apparently decided I was a good investment for the future.

      “Strap yourself in, babe,” I said to Yuki, and gave her a short kiss. Then I headed for the cockpit.

      Nova was just settling into the captain’s chair.

      “Unh-unh,” I said, and pointed to the chair on the right. “Over there, babe.”

      She looked up in surprise. “I’m the pilot!”

      “Not anymore.”

      “But – ”

      “You were the pilot when you didn’t know me, didn’t trust me, and didn’t know if I would have your back. Now you do.” I gestured over to the co-pilot’s chair. “Move it.”

      She hesitated. “Harding’s not going to like that.”

      “Fuck Harding. He’s getting San Francisco back, he doesn’t need to have everything his way.”

      Nova paused… then smiled, got up, and handed over the headset. “Your ride, cowboy.”

      “Damn straight, cowgirl,” I grinned, slapped her ass playfully, and sat down in the pilot’s seat.

      I started the opening sequence of checks and glanced out at the open runway.

      Damn it was good to be back.
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      Pyongyang was a breeze. In and out in eight hours. North Korea was easy to smuggle into when it was a dictatorship, and it was even easier now. They had their heads so far up their Dear Leader’s ass that they’d fallen far behind the rest of the world – and since they really only knew how to terrorize their citizenry, they’d let all their internal security systems lag. Not to mention corruption and payoffs were as common as shaking hands. Smugglers and criminals ran rampant. Whatever supervillain had taken over hadn’t been able to fix that in the last two weeks.

      Why did we go to Pyongyang in the first place, you ask? Information. Harding’s intel had been pretty good so far, but I needed a different kind of intel – namely, where all my old contacts were since the shift in the New World Order. I would have asked in Tokyo, but I didn’t trust anybody in Tokyo. I trusted my guy in Pyongyang.

      Once I nailed down that the Bay Area was indeed where I wanted to go next, we set our sights for Hawaii and a little R&R.

      Nova texted Harding three hours before we landed at Pearl Harbor-Hickam. A private car was waiting to take us to our hotel on the beach. We arrived an hour before sunset.

      Harding really must have needed us as badly as I thought, because he came through on the penthouse. And a $2000 house account for food and alcohol.

      After we all had hot showers, we sat around a room service table in terrycloth robes, stuffed ourselves full of lobster and steak, and laughed over wine and scotch as we watched the sun go down. Yuki and I told Nova about our escapades in the criminal underworld. Nova and I swapped stories about our time in the SPCC – though I stuck to the good memories rather than the bad.

      By the end of evening, I was buzzed and happy. San Francisco and whatever dangers it held was still days away. All that mattered was right now.

      There was just one very important question still to be decided.

      “All right, ladies,” I smirked, “settle it amongst yourselves – who am I sleeping with first?”

      Yuki laughed. Nova didn’t.

      “You still don’t mind that I slept with him back in Tokyo?” Nova asked Yuki.

      “Noooo!” Yuki giggled. “Silly – I wanted to sleep with you!”

      I could see Nova’s cheeks flush, and she swallowed heavily. “Maybe… we should all do it together, then.”

      Yuki’s mouth dropped open in shock, and then she looked at me.

      I just grinned. “You up for that, Yuki-san?”

      “HAI!” she cried out with a giant smile.

      I’d had plenty of threesomes, and I knew Yuki had had a couple, but I wasn’t so sure about Nova – so I decided to lead the way.

      I stood up, rolled back the room service table, and put out my hand.

      Nova trembled as she took it.

      I lifted her up to her feet, tugged open her terrycloth robe, and circled her naked waist with my hands.

      I kissed her softly.

      She closed her eyes, moaned, and pressed her body against mine.

      After a while kissing her, I broke off and walked over to Yuki, who had been watching us greedily. I lifted her up out of her chair. Ever the free-spirited nudist, Yuki’s robe was already dangling wide open, and I slipped it completely off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor as I kissed her.

      She hungrily kissed me back, and fumbled with the belt around my robe, opening it up. I felt her hand go right to my cock, which was already half-erect. A few strokes from her soft, tiny hand, and I was at full mast.

      I broke off the kiss, shucked off my robe, then put my hand behind Yuki’s back and guided her gently over to Nova.

      The two women stood looking at each other – Yuki with a big old grin, Nova a bit more shyly. The contrast was delicious – the tall blonde with a slim build, golden locks, and firm double D’s; and the shorter Asian brunette with her purple-tinged hair and tits almost too big for her petite frame. Yuki only came up to Nova’s chin, and they stood there looking at each other. Both women’s nipples were hard as can be – Nova’s pink, and Yuki’s light brown.

      I gently pressed one hand into Yuki’s back, and the other into Nova’s, forcing them closer together.

      Yuki’s breasts brushed up against Nova’s firm stomach, and a little sigh escaped the blonde’s lips.

      That was all the encouragement Yuki needed. She stood up on her tiptoes, cradled Nova’s head in her hands, and brought Nova’s face down slowly to her lips.

      The two women kissed softly, sensually. I watched, hypnotized, as their lips glided over each other and their tongues peeked out and began to explore each other’s mouths.

      I gently pulled off Nova’s robe and dropped it to the floor. Then I began to stroke both of their backs gently, caressing them as I watched the show.

      Yuki broke off the kiss first, then took both of Nova’s breasts in her hands. She put her mouth on one pink nipple and began to lap at it with her tongue, then to suck with her lips.

      Nova moaned, and looked at me with half-lidded eyes.

      I stepped in to kiss her. I could taste Yuki’s mouth on Nova’s lips and tongue… two delicious flavors at once.

      I ran my left hand through Yuki’s hair as I caressed Nova’s ass with my right.

      Then Nova reached out and began to stroke my cock.

      Yuki looked down and saw what was happening below my waist, and stopped sucking on Nova’s tits.

      “Nova-san,” she said mischievously, and tugged at Nova’s hand as she sank down to her knees in front of me.

      Nova grinned and followed suit, and within seconds both women were kneeling in front of me, staring at me with their doe-like eyes.

      The nicest part of all? My rock-hard cock between their faces.

      They must have thought so, too, because they began to kiss and lick my shaft – Yuki on the left, Nova on the right. Then their lips brushed against each other in passing, and they began to make out – with my cock between them in their mouths.

      I groaned as I watched them kiss each other sensuously, passionately, their eyes closed, their lips and tongues wet and hot on my shaft.

      Yuki paused after a minute or two and noted the huge drop of pre-cum beading at the tip of my crown.

      “Mmmm,” she grinned. She touched her lips to it, massaging the juices all over my swollen head before she backed up. “Nova-san, now you.”

      Nova scooted over and hungrily went down on me, taking as much of me in her mouth as she could, bobbing up and down on my shaft, looking up at me with wide eyes through her tangle of blonde hair.

      The girl could be a pistol out in the big bad world, but in bed, she definitely liked to be submissive.

      Nova moved aside and Yuki took over, at which point it turned into a contest who could deepthroat me the deepest. Yuki would take as much of me as she could and bob back and forth wetly while Nova licked my sack. Then Nova would take back the ‘pole position’ and go down on me till she gagged, while Yuki took my balls in her mouth and gently sucked.

      Neither one of them got all of me in their mouths, though I’d say Yuki got the closest.

      “If you keep doing that, I’m going to explode in your mouth,” I told them.

      “Yaaaay,” Yuki grinned as she went back to licking me.

      “I don’t want to explode in your mouth,” I said, pulling both her and Nova up by their hands to standing. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “Yeah – you have some work to do before you get to explode anywhere,” Nova said naughtily as she grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the bed.

      I pushed her down on her back, then pulled Yuki over and laid her down right next to Nova, side by side.

      “Oh, Hunter-sannnn, what are you going to do?” Yuki giggled as I raised both of their legs up in the air – clasping Nova’s ankles in one hand, and Yuki’s ankles in the other.

      “I’m going to fuck you both,” I said.

      “Oh,” Nova whispered. Yuki just grinned.

      I looked down at their pussies. Jesus, it was a gorgeous sight. Nova’s pale white thighs with her puffy pink lips and a trace of golden curls… Yuki’s lips darker than the rest of her skin, shaved bare, with her full ass beneath.

      Both women were absolutely drenched. Wetness covered their lips completely.

      It took a bit of angling with both my hands occupied, but I lined my swollen head up between Nova’s lips… and slowly eased myself inside.

      Because of their tag-team blowjob, I was wet from tip to balls, and I slid in fairly easily, though I had to push to get my full girth inside her.

      “Oh GOD,” Nova cried out, her eyes rolling back in her head as I sank all the way in.

      “Ohhhh,” Yuki moaned, watching lustfully as I went balls-deep.

      I favored Nova with 20 or so vigorous strokes, enough to leave her thighs quivering – then I pulled out, drenched in her juices, and lined up my cock with Yuki’s pussy.

      My little Asian princess stared up at me, her mouth open wide, as I slowly slid inside her.

      “Oh HUNTER-SAN,” she moaned as I buried myself inside her up to the hilt.

      I moved inside her for a good half a minute, then switched back over to Nova. The contrast was delicious. Both women were tight – I was a bit bigger than they were probably used to handling – but Nova’s pussy gripped me snugly, and I could feel my head bottoming out inside her on most of my strokes. She seemed to like the little jolt of pain it gave her. She bit her lip, closed her eyes, and moaned when I smacked my balls hard into her ass.

      Yuki, on the other hand, was a bit looser, and it felt more like her pussy was caressing me. I could thrust deeper inside her, slam harder into her ass, without worrying about hurting her with my length.

      But after five or six minutes of fucking one woman, then the other, I wanted a bit of a show.

      “Yuki – kiss Nova,” I commanded as I thrust inside Nova.

      Yuki turned, cradled Nova’s face with one hand, and they began to make out.

      I fucked Nova even harder to make her moan into Yuki’s mouth.

      After a minute, I moved back to Yuki, who cried out as I slid deep inside her.

      “Nova, suck on Yuki’s tits,” I murmured.

      Nova didn’t need to be told twice. She bent over, grabbed both of Yuki’s breasts in her hands, and hungrily began suckling those hard, brown nipples.

      Yuki groaned with pleasure. “Oh NOVA-san… oh, HUNTER-san… fukaku hamekonde chodai…”

      Which, for those of you who don’t speak Japanese, means ‘fuck me hard.’

      So I did.

      “Nova – finger her clit.”

      Nova’s hand moved down to Yuki’s crotch, and I felt her fingertips touch my abdomen as I slammed deep into Yuki, over and over.

      Yuki thrashed back and forth on the bed. “Yabai – oh – ikisou, ikisou – iku, IKUUUU – ”

      Translation: It feels amazing – I’m going to come, I’m going to come, I’m COMING!

      I felt Yuki’s pussy spasm around me, gripping my shaft as she screamed. I gradually slowed down as she panted and moaned, her jaw slack like she was drunk.

      Nova looked like she’d just had a religious experience seeing another woman come in front of her.

      Time to give her another slightly more personal religious experience.

      I shifted back over to Nova and slipped inside her.

      “Ohhhhh,” she moaned.

      “Yuki, you good?” I asked.

      “Hai, Hunter-san…” she said with a sated grin.

      I let go of Yuki’s ankles so she was free, grabbed one of Nova’s ankles in each hand, and spread them wide in a ‘V.’ “Go down on Nova while I fuck her, then.”

      Yuki’s eyes flew open wide. “Hai, Hunter-san!”

      “Wait, what?” Nova asked nervously.

      I grinned. “Just enjoy it.”

      As Nova half-heartedly protested – “I don’t know about this…” – Yuki flipped over on her stomach, got into a 69 position, and began to lap at Nova’s clit.

      I eased up on going deep into Nova; didn’t want to slam my abs into Yuki’s face as she did her thing. Instead, I angled my shaft upwards so that my head was stroking Nova’s g-spot.

      “OH – OH – OH!” Nova cried out, her voice muffled between Yuki’s thighs.

      Yuki lapped hungrily at Nova’s clit. It was a little awkward with the positioning, but it was working.

      Suddenly Nova stopped crying out.

      Yuki’s eyes got big, she stopped licking, and she turned to look over her shoulder.

      “Nova-san, you don’t have to lick me if you don’t want toOOOO OH,” Yuki gasped, and her face contorted in ecstasy like she’d just had the best taste of ice cream in her life.

      “Guess she wants to,” I grinned. “Go on, get back to work.”

      Yuki giggled, moaned in pleasure, then went back to sucking and licking Nova’s clit.

      I just watched as Nova’s gorgeous tits bobbled with every one of my thrusts inside her, and Yuki gave off some gorgeous sideboob as her rack smashed against Nova’s rockin’ body.

      After a couple of minutes, Nova called out in a panic, “Guys – guys, stop – ”

      Both Yuki and I stopped and looked at each other in alarm. I couldn’t see Nova’s face – after all, she was right between Yuki’s thighs.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I think I’m going to squirt if you keep going,” she said, her voice embarrassed.

      “Is that all?” I said, and started thrusting again triple-time. “Go for it. Yuki likes it.”

      “Yes, Nova-san!” Yuki giggled. “You can do whatever you want!”

      Then she went back to lapping at Nova’s clit.

      Nova sounded frenzied now. “Guys – OH – really – OH MY GOD – I’m going to SQUIRT if you don’t STOP – ”

      “Come in my face, Nova-san!” Yuki cried out. “Come in my mouth!”

      And then Yuki began sucking Nova’s clit like an ice cream cone.

      Nova went ballistic.

      “AAAAAAAAAHHHH!” she screamed as a jet of hot liquid sprayed over my belly and trickled down my balls.

      “MMMMM,” Yuki moaned, her eyes closed in rapture as she licked and sucked. She was totally in the splash zone; by the time Nova was finished, the lower half of Yuki’s face was dripping.

      “Oh… oh… okay, stop…” Nova moaned.

      I slid out of her with a wet schlick! sound.

      Yuki grinned, wiped off her face, and turned around on the bed.

      Nova looked like she’d just been through the wringer. Her face was flushed and glistening, her eyes were nearly shut, the lower half of her face was wet with Yuki’s juices, her hair was a tangled mess… and she looked happier than I’d ever seen her in her life.

      Yuki snuggled up right next to her, smiled, and whispered, “You taste so good, Nova-san.”

      “You do, too,” Nova whispered back.

      The two of them kissed, their wet mouths and faces sliding sensually over each other, their soft hands cupping each other’s breasts.

      I just stood there grinning like a fool.

      Every single moment of agony fighting Antimatter and Spike? Every bit of pain to get my powers back up to snuff?

      Totally worth it, just for this moment.

      The two women French-kissed for a while, then looked up at me.

      Actually, more specifically, they looked down at my crotch.

      “Mmmm… I want your cock, Hunter-san,” Yuki announced hungrily.

      “Well, that’s good, because I want both of your pussies at the same time,” I announced. “Let’s try something.”

      I lay on the bed on my back and pulled Yuki over on top of me, straddling my waist. “Okay, do your thing, babe.”

      “Yaaaay!” she cried out happily, positioned my pole into place, and then slid down on top of me with a lustful grunt.

      “What about me?” Nova smiled as she lay next to me.

      “Just wait…”

      I French-kissed her for a moment as Yuki bobbed up and down on my shaft, then said, “Alright, sit up on your knees.”

      Nova complied and towered over me as I lay on the bed.

      God her tits looked amazing from below.

      “Now straddle my head, but face Yuki,” I ordered.

      She did, and suddenly her pussy was right over my mouth. I could smell the sweetness of her sex, and it made my mouth water.

      I crammed a pillow up under my neck, raising my head. Now my tongue was in exactly the right spot.

      “Kiss Yuki,” I called out, right before I began to lick her clit.

      Nova’s moans joined Yuki’s as I went down on one and the other used my cock as her own personal sex toy.

      I wished I could see them, lips grinding together, tongues caressing, but I was feeling pretty goddamn good at the moment.

      I would lift my hands up blindly to their breasts, feeling Nova’s firm chest, then switching to Yuki’s soft pillows, enjoying feeling both women grinding their tits against each other.

      Life was good.

      But all good things must come to an end.

      Nova was on her second orgasm from me licking her, and Yuki had just finished up her third from riding me, when things started to spiral out of control.

      “Fuck – fuck, I’m going to come,” I grunted.

      Suddenly Yuki lifted completely off me and everything came to a complete stop.

      “What the fuck?!” I cried out in frustration.

      Nova lifted off me, too, and I sat up to see both women scrambling down to the floor in a kneeling position.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      “We want to see it,” Yuki moaned, licking her lips lustfully.

      “We want you to come on our faces,” Nova added with a grin.

      Whoa.

      “Alright, I guess,” I said. “But how are you going to make me pop?”

      Nova gestured to me, grabbed my hand, and pulled me over so that I was sitting on the side of the bed.

      “Watch,” Yuki purred.

      She and Nova smashed their breasts against each other – with my cock between them, in the valley of their cleavage.

      Yuki let saliva dribble down onto Nova’s breasts, and Nova did the same to Yuki’s, and suddenly my cock was surrounded by four huge, gorgeous tits – wet, warm, and slippery.

      “Oh my fucking god,” I gasped as they moved up and down my shaft.

      They used their hands to press their tits together, both against their own breasts and against the other woman’s.

      Occasionally one of them would lean over and take my cock in her mouth, just for a second, before going back to letting her breasts do the work.

      Both of them grinned up at me, their eyes sparkling, their mouths wet and shining.

      I watched as my swollen pink head disappeared between their massive breasts, only to reappear, the feeling of ecstasy building from their wet skin sliding over me –

      “FUUUUUUUUCK!” I cried out, and suddenly I was coming.

      White jets of cum splashed up across their faces. They laughed and giggled as I covered them, my juices dribbling down their lips and chins to drip onto their heaving breasts.

      They sighed in contentment as my cock slowly stopped spasming.

      Then they began to lick my juices off each other’s faces, each other’s breasts, until they were both wet but clean.

      Yuki sucked the last little bit of cum from my swollen head, and she and Nova made out a little bit more with my cock between their lips.

      “You’re still hard,” Nova remarked lustfully.

      “I am.”

      It was pretty easy to stay stiff when you had two of the most gorgeous women in the world titty-fucking and sucking you off at the same time.

      “Want to do some more?” Yuki grinned.

      “Abso-fuckin’-lutely.”

      Yuki stood up excitedly. “Okay, but this time I want to be spanked.”

      “By me or Nova?”

      Yuki bit her lip and giggled. “Both.”

      I looked over at Nova. “You up for that?”

      “Definitely,” she grinned, then leaned over and whispered in my ear, “As long as you come inside me next time.”

      “It’s a deal.

      I fell back on the bed as both women collapsed on top of me, kissing me, caressing me, playfully struggling to be the first to take my cock inside her.
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      After another hour of fucking, we finally took a break. I lay back on the bed, one woman on either side, their luscious naked bodies smashed up against mine, their heads lolling on my chest.

      “Why are we going to San Francisco, Hunter-san?” Nova asked.

      “Because we need to add to our crew.”

      “Yes, but who are we going to get?”

      “A woman I know.”

      Nova raised one eyebrow and smirked. “How did I guess.”

      “But we’re having so much fun already, just the three of us,” Yuki said playfully.

      I laughed. “I agree, but you know what they say.”

      “What?”

      “The more the merrier.”

      Yuki put on a playful pout. “Well, if we have to share… I want more now.”

      “Me too,” Nova purred lustfully.

      I kissed her first, then Yuki. Then Nova joined us in a three-way kiss.

      We did that for a while, our lips sliding over each other – and then Yuki and Nova began to both move down my body, kissing my chest, licking my abs, until they reached my cock and began fondling and caressing it, and taking turns sucking it.

      I watched with a huge grin as I thought about everything I was planning to do to them the next couple of hours. Every nasty, hot, orgasmic thing I was going to do to their willing, lustful bodies.

      And I realized I’d been wrong about the superhero business.

      If this was part of the reward…

      Then saving the world wasn’t half bad.

      

      
        
        To be notified when EX-SUPERHEROES 2 is released, sign up here!

        ***

        And if you liked EX-SUPERHEROES (especially the sex), you might want to check out my SUCCUBUS series. It’s about a guy who meets the girl of his dreams in a videogame. She just happens to be a smokin’ hot demoness.

      

        

      
        SUCCUBUS #1’s shenanigans are a bit tamer compared with Hunter’s sexcapades, but things quickly get a LOT wilder in #2-5.

      

        

      
        Bit of a warning: the Succubus series is about a guy who goes from dork to badass over the course of an entire series. He’s not like Hunter, who starts off as a badass. So keep that in mind.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed EX-SUPERHEROES, would you please leave a review? It helps more than you know!
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      A friend of mine named M.H. Johnson writes LitRPG, and I highly recommend checking out his Endless Online series. It's all about a soldier who gets into virtual reality gaming to help deal with his injuries and PTSD - and then shit gets real.
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