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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    WHEN MATTHEW Mason reported to his job at the Romita Federal Correctional Complex, he knew it would be for the last time. As he sat in the car in the parking lot, he took deep breaths before pulling out his cell phone.  
 
    He brought up an app on his phone disguised with an icon to make it look like Facebook. When he entered a special code, the phone turned black with a spinning wheel for a moment, then the Monolith appeared on the screen. 
 
    He had never seen anything more of the Monolith than a domed gray helmet with two glowing slits for eyes. He didn't know much about the Monolith but Mason knew what he needed to know; that the Monolith could bring order to Eros City. 
 
    "Report," the Monolith said in a deep and booming voice.  
 
    Mason nodded at the Monolith. "I'm ready." 
 
    The Monolith's glowing eyes narrowed. "Very well. Do you understand the importance of your mission?" 
 
    Mason nodded. "Yes, the Night Watchman must return. This is the way to draw him out." 
 
    "And do you understand your role?" 
 
    "Yes. I'll probably die." 
 
    "Good. Proceed." 
 
    The Monolith vanished from the screen, and Mason hung up his phone. 
 
    He got out of his car and walked up to the entrance of the maximum security wing of Romita, as the Supervillain Jail because of the number of superpowered criminals held there. It briefly housed villains like the Iron Cross, Father Fear, and Aphrodisia.  
 
    Aphrodisia was his goal for the day.  
 
    Mason walked through a metal detector at the front entrance, and handed over his phone, keys, and other items that could be considered contraband. Thankfully, they didn't notice the bulge in his left shoe. 
 
    Mason used his keycard to pass through numerous gates and secured doors, making his way to the super-maximum security unit where he worked. After getting his fingerprints scanned, he passed cells of other supervillains before he finally reached the cell of Aphrodisia.  
 
    Unlike other villains, Aphrodisia was held in a medical ward, isolated from the other prisoners and even other guards except for four who were specially trained and medicated. Mason was one of them and had skipped his dose of anaphrodisiac for the day, knowing it wouldn't help. 
 
    He nodded to the man and woman standing by the final door to the control room, and they scanned him one last time before letting him pass. 
 
    As he walked into the control room for Aphrodisia, Mason looked through the glass at the woman inside. Unlike most prison cells, hers had no toilet or sink or table, nothing more than a bed with monitors surrounding it. She was so dangerous that she had to be kept heavily sedated at all times. There were civil rights advocates arguing that it was inhumane to keep her sedated during her entire life sentence, but no one had come up with another way of controlling her. 
 
    Not for the first time, he was struck by her beauty. Her fiery red hair pooled around her head, surrounding a face with full lips and high cheeks. Her large breasts pushed up the white blanket draped over her. 
 
    Thick metal walls separated the cell from the rest of the prison with only a glass window and a steel airlock between them. To unlock the door, a special code needed to be entered that none of the guards knew, only the doctor who maintained her medically induced coma. The idea was that even if she woke up, she wouldn't be able to escape the cell. If she did manage to escape the control room, the guards had orders to immediately shoot to kill. 
 
    Mason's partner Livingston sat behind a bank of controls, glancing up at different screens showing Aphrodisia's temperature, heart rate, and other vital signs. 
 
    Mason stepped up close behind him. "How's she look?" 
 
    Livingston murmured, "So far, no change." 
 
    "That makes sense. The numbers haven't changed in, what, two years?" 
 
    Livingston nodded. "Yeah, but I was here the last time she woke up. You don't want to take any chances." 
 
    "You've always been vigilant, buddy." Mason reached down to pull a plastic knife out of his left shoe. "Sorry about this." 
 
    Livingston turned his head to frown at him. "What--" 
 
    Mason stabbed him in the back of the head with the knife, right at the base of the spine. With a twist, he severed the spinal cord and the medulla oblongata. Livingston died instantly and (more important) quietly. 
 
    As Livingston fell out of his chair, Mason went to the controls. He flicked switches in the sequence the Monolith had given him, and watched the graphs change. The heart rate began to increase, the temperature began to rise, and the IV drip stopped. 
 
    As the system shut down, an alarm went off with lights flashing and horns blowing over his head, and Mason leaned back to take a deep breath. It was done. No one could stop her now. 
 
    The door to the control room slid open, and the two guards outside came running in.  
 
    The male guard started to speak. "Hey, what do you think--" 
 
    The female guard spotted Livingston lying dead at Mason's feet and brought up her gun to him. "Freeze, motherfucker! Drop the knife and get on your knees, now!" 
 
    "You're too late." Mason smiled. "She's already awake." 
 
    "What the--" 
 
    Through the glass, they all heard a soft moan, and saw Aphrodisia's eyes flutter open. 
 
    "Oh, shit." The female guard grabbed the walkie-talkie at her shoulder and yelled into it, "Security breach in A-15! Repeat, security breach--" 
 
    The effect seemed to hit them all at once. 
 
    It started as a warm, tingling sensation in Mason's skin, sinking from his head down to his crotch. He began to breathe deeper as he felt his cock harden, and all thoughts melted away except those of sex. In that moment, he couldn't take his eyes off the female guard as if she had become irresistible. Her breasts stood out to him on her uniform, heaving from her deep breathing. 
 
    He knew the other guards felt the same as they began to gasp and clutch at their uniforms. 
 
    "Oh, no, no," the female guard moaned. 
 
    "Oh, yes," a husky but feminine voice whispered. 
 
    Aphrodisia sat up on the bed in her cell. When she opened her eyes, they glowed red like sparkling rubies. The blanket fell away, leaving her naked body exposed. Mason couldn't help staring at her breasts, tipped with thick and pink nipples that stood out in the bright light. Her legs slid forward, and as her thighs opened, her pussy came into view with red pubic hair. Mason truly thought she was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. 
 
    She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "Finally. I thought I would never wake up again." 
 
    The female guard's trembling hand went back to her gun. "G-got to--" 
 
    Aphrodisia held out her hand. "Ah, ah, ah. Naughty, naughty." 
 
    The female guard's hand dropped to her side as she stared at Aphrodisia. Her other hand seemed to reach for her shirt buttons on its own, undid them, and reached inside to stroke her breasts. 
 
    "There's a good girl." Aphrodisia slid herself forward and her delicate feet touched the floor. "You need to relax. You look like you haven't been laid in a long time. Let's fix that. Fuck him." 
 
    The female guard looked at the male guard next to her. Their eyes locked for a moment before they rushed into each other's arms. They kissed so hard that Mason could hear their lips smacking from the other side of the room, and their hands tore at each other's uniforms, ripping them at the seams. When the male guard's pants had come free, his hard cock sprang out. He yanked down her pants, threw her up against the wall, and thrust into her. The two of them grunted as they pounded against each other.  
 
    Aphrodisia's eyes glowed brighter as she moaned. "Oh, yes. That's it." 
 
    Mason didn't even realize he had unzipped his pants until he found himself stroking his own cock with a frenzy. On some level, he thought he should stop, but he couldn't. 
 
    He could only watch as Aphrodisia climbed off the bed and walked across her cell to the door. 
 
    Mason reached out with a free hand to enter a stolen code into a keypad. The code made her cell door slide open. 
 
    Aphrodisia smiled at him as she walked through it. "Oh, wonderful. Do I have you to thank for letting me go?" 
 
    Mason grit his teeth as he continued to jerk himself off, and hissed, "Yes." 
 
    "Not that I'm not grateful," she purred, "but you must know who I am and why they put me here. Why would you do that?" 
 
    He groaned, "The Monolith...says hello." 
 
    Aphrodisia giggled and reached out to touch his shoulder. Her fingertips burned like fire against his sensitive skin. "Oh, that sweetheart. And what does he want in return?"  
 
    Her presence made him stroke himself even faster. "To-conquer-Eros-City." 
 
    "Oh, is that all? I was planning to do that, anyway." She leaned in close, and he could feel the heat of her skin against his, and the smell of flowers rising from her body. "Thank you, lover." 
 
    She kissed his cheek, and Mason came hard, shooting his cum across the room. It landed on the back of the female guard who now hunched over the control console while the male guard rammed into her from behind. 
 
    Mason's legs trembled as he reached for the watch on his wrist and pressed a button. 
 
    A distant explosion could be heard, followed by more sirens. He knew that was his cell phone, and it would have blown open the front gate. That gave her a straight shot out of the building. 
 
    Aphrodisia's smile made him harden again. "What's your name, sweetheart?" 
 
    He began to rub his aching shaft again. "Mason." 
 
    "I'm going to give you a gift, Mason. Instead of making you fuck yourself to death like the others, I'm just going to kill you now." 
 
    As she picked up one of the guns and brought it to his head, Mason whispered, "Thank you." 
 
    She pulled the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RYAN WALKER had met a lot of supervillains since he became the superhero Paragon, but none of them freaked him out like Goo Girl. 
 
    In her humanoid form, Goo Girl looked like a tall and slender woman made entirely of a green jelly-like substance. In other words, a girl made out of goo. Seeing the glistening, slightly transparent villain running around and robbing banks was hard enough to deal with, but when she attacked, it got much worse. 
 
    The minute Paragon charged through the doors of the bank, he looked over the people cowering on the floor, and saw her at the bank vault. The door was open and he didn't wonder how. From past robberies, he knew she could squeeze into the vault's mechanism and open it from the inside. 
 
    Goo Girl looked up from the bags of cash she filled. He had to admit she looked beautiful with rounded boobs and flowing hair, and a face with almond eyes, round cheeks, and plump lips like Charlize Theron. Of course, that's the form she took, so he had no idea if that's what she had originally looked like. 
 
    "Ah, shit," Goo Girl said. "That was faster than last time." 
 
    Paragon grinned. "I was in the neighborhood. Drop it." 
 
    Goo Girl didn't answer. She just stretched an arm all the way across the bank to punch him in the face. It didn't catch him by surprise like it had the first time, so he'd braced himself. That didn't prepare him for the wet smack of her gelatinous fist against his skin, which he always hated, and it distracted him enough to give her time. 
 
    She used those precious seconds to curl her body into a ball and roll towards him while her arms stuck out and continued to hold the bags of cash. While still reeling from the punch, he didn't have himself take to take the impact. 
 
    She smacked into him like a wrecking ball made of Jell-O, knocking him back and sending him flying through the plate glass window of the bank. He crashed onto the sidewalk in a shower of glass, and she rolled right over him, squashing him like a steamroller. 
 
    At the same time, she formed a face on the side of the ball, and gave him a kiss on the lips while she passed over him. 
 
    "See ya later, dumbass," she called out. 
 
    As always, she left him feeling wet and slimy on the bare skin where she had slammed into him, and his costume had slippery green smears on it. 
 
    "I hate that," he groaned. 
 
    As he sat up, he knew his backup was on its way, and it didn't take long before they appeared. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk came flying down from the rooftops with her blonde hair flowing, and her white wings beating the air. She hovered for a moment while her wings whipped up a tornado that rushed at Goo Girl. 
 
    The supervillain had gone back to human form, but twisted around in the tornado into the shape of a corkscrew, while her feet never left the ground. She had made herself stickier, apparently. 
 
    At the same time, Alley Cat came charging out from behind a car. The catgirl wore a skimpy black leather outfit, and roared like a lion as she lunged with her clawed hands out. 
 
    Goo Girl quickly formed a hole in her torso that Alley Cat jumped through, while yelling, "Ole'!" 
 
    Alley Cat landed on her hands, spun, and launched herself at Goo Girl again. "Stop fucking around and fight me, bitch!" 
 
    Goo Girl twisted her body to dodge her, while yelling, "You asked for it!" 
 
    One of her arms formed a hammer that she swung at Alley Cat. The catgirl yelped while the hammer knocked her across the street, and crashed her into the side of a Coors delivery truck. 
 
    While they had been fighting, Paragon got to work. He wanted to beat the crap out of Goo Girl, but knew his fists could just go right through her or she could make a hole and he never got near her. Instead, he needed to contain her.  
 
    He ran over to a grocery store and jumped up to grab the awning. After ripping the canvas down from its wire frame, he dragged it over to where Goo Girl and Alley Cat were fighting in the street. With a grunt, Paragon threw the canvas over Goo Girl. 
 
    Goo Girl squealed as the canvas fell on top of her. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk, Alley Cat, and Paragon all jumped onto the edges of the canvas to pin them down to the street. Cars honked and skidded to a halt as the three heroes kept the awning over the villain. 
 
    Alley Cat broke into a smile that showed her fangs. "Holy shit, we got her!" 
 
    The awning burst open as what looked like a green sword punched up through it. The sword's blade cut through the thick tarp, and Goo Girl busted out with the sword replacing her left arm. 
 
    "That's it," she screamed. 
 
    "Fuck!" Alley Cat yelled. "I didn't know she could do that!" 
 
    "I can do a lot more." Goo Girl opened her mouth, and it grew until it stretched down to her thighs and wider than her entire body.  
 
    She lunged forward and ate Alley Cat. 
 
    "Cat, no!" Hawk screamed. 
 
    Goo Girl straightened while forming a huge ball of green slime with Alley Cat floating in the middle of her. Alley Cat's arms and legs thrashed, but she couldn't seem to swim or climb out of it. 
 
    Goo Girl formed into a ball again, and bounced off down the street, swinging the sacks of cash alongside her. When she landed on the roof of a car, it collapsed under her weight. 
 
    "She's got Cat!" Hawk yelled. "She'll bloody suffocate!" 
 
    "Not if we can help it." Paragon threw himself forward and activated his Flight power to launch into the air. 
 
    As he flew, he called out, "Stats!" 
 
    In his mind, he heard the voice of his ATLAS implant, the artificially intelligent source of his power that he had nicknamed Dahlia. "Affirmative. Loading stats." 
 
    Text hovered in the air in front of him: 
 
      
 
    PARAGON 
 
    Level 9 - Strength Class 
 
    STR: 45 
 
    SPD: 17 
 
    DEF: 45 
 
    INT: 1 
 
    HEALTH: 440/900 
 
    PWR: 86 
 
    XP: 480,000/512,000 
 
      
 
    He focused on his power level. Over the last few months, Paragon had discovered using his abilities drained from his Power stat. When the power reached zero, he became helpless. He'd learned that the hard way when his Flight power cut off and he fell six hundred feet to crash through the roof of a McDonald's. Fortunately, his Damage Resistance power kept him from dying, but it was a close call. 
 
    After trial and error, Paragon figured out his Strength power used about one-sixtieth of a point per second or one point per minute, and his Flight power used about two points per minute. 
 
    He flew over the city, following the rumbling ball that Goo Girl had turned herself into. He watched the rubbery green sphere smash through the streets like a bowling ball, and felt a surge of panic. People were going to get hurt like this. 
 
    He sailed down to grab a baby carriage and shove it out of the ball's path before continuing to follow. What also scared him is that Alley Cat had stopped struggling inside Goo Girl, but just flipped over and over. She had passed out and wouldn't last long. He needed to get her out of Goo Girl and stop this, fast. 
 
    He flew down and grabbed hold of Goo Girl. His fingers sank into her as he used his Strength power to pull her up into the air. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk came down to grab the other side of Goo Girl. 
 
    "Higher!" he yelled. 
 
    She just nodded, knowing what he had in mind. 
 
    The two of them flew upwards, carrying Goo Girl over the city. 
 
    The villain formed a head on top of the ball to poke up and glare at him. "Nice try." 
 
    She changed her shape to become soft and slippery, sliding out of their hands. But he had thought of that, and had been hoping for it. Because she made herself soft, Alley Cat slid out of Goo Girl's body and fell through the sky. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk let go and plunged down to grab Alley Cat. Hawk held the catgirl by her shoulders, limp and dripping with slime, and began carrying her down to safety. 
 
    With Alley Cat safe, Paragon felt better about the next stage of his plan. 
 
    Instead of holding Goo Girl, he grabbed hold of the canvas bags of money that she held. 
 
    She changed back to human shape as she dangled from the bags. "Hey, let go!" 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "Sorry, Goo Girl. It's either you or the money." 
 
    He flew higher and higher, rising up to the clouds, and felt the temperature dropping with every few feet. 
 
    Goo Girl gasped as frost began to crystallize on her hardening skin. "Oh, no." 
 
    He yelled over the winds, "You wanna gimme the money? Or do I take you to jail as an ice cube?" 
 
    She smiled. "I get it. Either let go of the money or freeze solid. Cute. I underestimated you." 
 
    She let go. 
 
    Paragon watched her fall through the sky for a few minutes before she broke up into dozens of green blobs. Those blobs broke into hundreds of smaller drops, and then broke up again until she had become a green mist that vanished. 
 
      
 
    MISSION ACCOMPLISHED 
 
    +2,000 XP 
 
      
 
    He wasn't sure if she meant to disintegrate like that or if she had actually just turned into mist and died. The thought that she had just killed herself made him queasy. Could she break apart into such small pieces and put herself back together again? Could she break apart into small pieces and make each piece independent? He didn't know. He supposed he would find out. Either she would return or she wouldn't or he'd find hundreds of little Goo Girls all over the city. He didn't worry about it too much because she wasn't exactly his toughest enemy. More annoying and weird than deadly. 
 
    He hefted the money sacks while turning around to fly back down to Earth. 
 
    For a moment, he watched the city spread below him, marveling at the view. He never wanted to take his powers for granted. Only a few months ago, he had been a pizza delivery driver named Ryan Walker. Then he'd been recruited for an experiment to implant him with a radical new technology that unlocked hidden powers. Now he was Paragon, the defender of Eros City, and that felt pretty good. 
 
    He flew down and spotted Heavenly Hawk kneeling on the sidewalk by some apartment buildings. She held Alley Cat in her arms, and he landed next to them. Alley Cat looked wet with her hair matted together, and green stains on her costume. Her pointed ears had flattened on the top of her head. 
 
    "That was some nasty shit," she growled. "I can't even lick myself clean 'cause it's so gross." 
 
    Hawk smoothed back Cat's gooey hair with a hand. "I'm afraid you'll have to have a real bath. With water." 
 
    Cat let out a wail. "Ah, no, I hate water." 
 
    Paragon knelt beside her with a grin, remembering that she had been an actual cat before Professor Puma mutated her into a humanoid form. 
 
    Cat sniffed at her arm. "I got some in my mouth, too. Think it's toxic?" 
 
    Paragon licked his lips which had some of Goo Girl on them from her kiss. "I don't think so. I've swallowed some, and it didn't hurt me." 
 
    "Well, you needn't have swallowed it," Hawk sighed while wiping his face with her fingers. 
 
    Cat giggled. "That's what she said." 
 
    Paragon laughed despite himself. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk folded her arms. "Well, you've both tasted her. Now I feel left out." 
 
    Cat giggled again. "I still got some on my face. Just gimme a kiss, you'll get some." 
 
    The two girls kissed, and lingered longer than they needed to. Heavenly Hawk ran her fingers over Alley Cat's neck, and Alley Cat stroked Heavenly Hawk's back before they came apart. Paragon's cock tingled from watching them. 
 
    Hawk smiled while licking her lips. "Is it my imagination or is there a slight minty flavor?" 
 
    "Yeah." Cat wiped her face. "She's like a big pile o' toothpaste. That robs banks. And got away." 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "I know, it sucks. But at least we got the money back. Come on. Let's take it back to the bank." 
 
    He helped Alley Cat to her feet, and she shook off her arms and legs before following. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE BANK was only a block away so they decided to walk. As Heavenly Hawk, Alley Cat, and Paragon headed down the sidewalk, people stopped to take pictures, shake hands, or cheer. 
 
    A young girl ran up to Heavenly Hawk. "Can I take a selfie with you?" 
 
    "Of course, sweetheart." Hawk smiled into the phone that the girl held up, waited for the snap, and waved as she walked away. 
 
    Paragon shook the hand of an older man he passed while he said, "This is more like it. I remember the first time I walked around in my costume, people thought I was some kind of nutcase." 
 
    Alley Cat took his arm and leaned against him. "Yeah, and it's nice when people actually want me around instead o' tryin' to arrest or kill me." 
 
    When they reached the bank, they turned the corner to find a news van parked in front of it. The van's side said Eros City Chronicle, and he figured it was for the news channel that streamed on the Chronicle's website. A beautiful Asian woman wearing a pink pantsuit stood in front of the bank, talking to a microphone, and facing a cameraman. 
 
    "As you can see," the woman said, "the villain known as Goo Girl has broken out of the bank behind me, leaving terrible devastation, but fortunately, no one seems to have been killed or injured. She's gone, but we're getting reports that Heavenly Hawk, allegedly reformed supervillain Alley Cat, and Eros City's newest hero Paragon are fighting her as we speak." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk took Paragon's arm. "We should go." 
 
    He held up the bags of money. "We have to return these." 
 
    The woman spotted the three heroes walking up, and beckoned quickly to the cameraman to follow as she hurried over the shattered glass to them. She said, "And I see them coming back right now. Let's see if we can ask them a few questions." 
 
    "No questions," Hawk whispered. 
 
    Paragon rested a hand on her waist. "What's wrong?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk looked at the woman with wide eyes. "We can't trust this daft slapper." 
 
    Before he could respond, the woman thrust out a microphone at Paragon as she said, "Serra Chen, Eros City Chronicle. Were you able to capture Goo Girl?" 
 
    Paragon didn't understand why Heavenly Hawk seemed so afraid of the reporter, and usually trusted her judgment, but knew he needed to make friends with the press. He also wanted the chance to get the word out. 
 
    "Afraid not, Serra." Paragon held up the bags. "Got the money, though." 
 
    Some people gathered nearby started to cheer and clap while phones flashed. He waved to them. 
 
    Serra smiled. "Fantastic. I'm sure the bank will be happy about that. I wonder if you could talk a little bit about yourselves. It's been three months since you defeated the Fateful Five, but I see Alley Cat is still with you. Even fighting alongside you. Why is that?" 
 
    Alley Cat's upper lip curled as she snarled. "Because I kick ass, bitch." 
 
    Serra turned to the camera and made a slashing motion with her hand. "We'll cut that out. Three, two, one. So you're working with her, Paragon?" 
 
    Paragon reached out to take Alley Cat's hand. "Well, yeah, that's about it. She's a really good fighter. Couldn't do it without her." 
 
    Serra raised her eyebrows. "And do you trust her?" 
 
    Alley Cat growled again. 
 
    Paragon squeezed her hand to silence her as he said to Serra, "Yes. Alley Cat has saved my life more times than I can count." 
 
    Serra tilted her head to the side. "And you think that makes up for all the destruction she's caused? The train derailment last year? The stand-off at Evergreen Elementary?" 
 
    Alley Cat wrapped her hands around her own neck. "I had a fucking bomb on my neck." 
 
    "Not really an excuse." 
 
    Paragon squeezed her hand again, but didn't blame Cat for getting angry. "Look, she did a lot of things wrong, but she's trying to make up for them. She already pled guilty, served thirty days in jail, and was released on probation." 
 
    "Yes, a real slap on the wrist." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk glanced at Serra, but leaned towards the microphone. "Serra, I fought Alley Cat many times with the Trinity. I was more skeptical than anyone. But she's always been a reluctant accomplice of Professor Puma, and I can see the change after she removed the explosive collar. I trust her as well." 
 
    Serra swung the microphone over to her. "Speaking of the Trinity, are the three of you the new Trinity?" 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "There's no new Trinity. I'm not trying to replace them. Just help out. When Captain Alpha and the Night Watchman are back, the Trinity will be back, too." 
 
    "But it's been more than three months since Hawk's partners Captain Alpha and the Night Watchman were defeated by the Fateful Five. Captain Alpha remains in the hospital, still recovering from the poison. Hawk, have you heard from the Night Watchman?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk lowered her head. "No. I still don't know where he is." 
 
    She looked into the camera. "We hope to see him again soon. Watchman, if you're watching this, call me." 
 
    Serra smiled. "But you seem to be doing well without him." 
 
    Paragon leaned closer. "No, we're not. We're just holding the fort until he gets back. But no one can replace him." 
 
    Serra continued without missing a beat. "And Heavenly Hawk, you seem to be working well with Paragon." 
 
    Hawk smiled. "He learns quickly. And he's been an incredible force for justice." 
 
    Serra raised one eyebrow. "But is there more to it than that? I'm sure you know your fans are asking why you and Paragon seem so close?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk looked at Paragon and the question passed between them, unspoken but understood. They had talked about coming out with their relationship but weren't sure. Still, there didn't seem to be a reason to wait and this seemed like a good time. 
 
    Paragon just gave her a quick nod. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "Yes, Paragon and I are dating." 
 
    Some people in the crowd began to cheer, and others booed. One large woman yelled out, "Whore!" 
 
    Serra pressed on. "I think we're all wondering, what about Captain Alpha?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk clapped her hands together and took a deep breath. They had talked about this, too. "The truth is that Captain Alpha and I broke up months ago. We simply chose not to talk about it. But I care about him and still hope for a speedy recovery." 
 
    Serra looked at Alley Cat. "And some have speculated about your relationship with Alley Cat as well. Does that mean she's just a friend?" 
 
    Alley Cat waved her hand. "Nah, he fucks me, too, baby." 
 
    Some people gasped, others giggled, others grimaced. A few guys yelled out "yeah" and whistled. Paragon felt both embarrassed by her bluntness and proud of the fact that he was dating two women at once. 
 
    Serra turned to the camera and made the slashing motion again. "We'll cut that. Three, two, one. And there you have it. An exclusive interview with Paragon, Heavenly Hawk, and Alley Cat. And once again, I want to wish my partner Kent Clarkson a speedy recovery. I'm sure the viewers look forward to seeing you back on the air." 
 
    The cameraman lowered the camera as he said, "And we're clear." 
 
    Serra dropped the microphone to her side while giving Paragon a coy look. "Sorry if I was a little hard on you, but the audience has tough questions, and you three aren't exactly easy to get hold of." 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "You weren't as tough on us as the comments on Reddit." 
 
    Serra pulled a business card out of her jacket and held it out to Paragon. "You know, Eros City is curious about you. I can promise you a much more balanced and favorable interview if we can set something up." 
 
    He took the card, but shook his head. "Thanks, but I don't have much more I want to say. Secret identity and all that, you understand." 
 
    "Well, you're the biggest mystery right now, and I like mysteries. I'll find out your secrets, one way or another, Paragon." Serra smirked at Heavenly Hawk. "Ask her about Electric Devil." 
 
    She walked away with a swing in her hips, followed by the cameraman. 
 
    Paragon looked at Heavenly Hawk. "Electric Devil?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk took his arm. "Come on. We'll need a stiff drink for that. And perhaps a bite to eat." 
 
    They handed over the bags of money to the bank's security guard, Paragon picked up Alley Cat, and they flew off over the city. 
 
    Paragon called out to Heavenly Hawk over the winds, "Where do you wanna go?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk called back, "Let's just go to the Domino Mask." 
 
    Alley Cat threw up her hands. "Yay! We're gonna get drunk!" 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "Not quite. I don't have time for that, but we can get drinks. Let's change, though." 
 
    He had tried going out to eat as Paragon and the attention made it way too hectic. Right now, he just wanted to chill. 
 
    They flew back to Heavenly Hawk's seemingly normal warehouse which had a roof surrounded by potted plants and bushes. The plants hid the entrance where they landed, and climbed down into Hawk's superhero lair that she called it the Hawk's Nest. 
 
    Paragon and Heavenly Hawk touched the circular tattoos on their bodies, the site of the ATLAS injections which changed them into their normal forms. Paragon shrank until he turned back into Ryan Walker, and Heavenly Hawk flashed back into Heather Hawke. 
 
    They all traveled through a secret tunnel to the bookstore Heather owned, where they made their way through the aisles to climb a staircase to her apartment above it. 
 
    Alley Cat shook herself again as if trying to shake off the green slime on her body. "Hey, you got a shower or something around here, right?" 
 
    Heather pointed to her bathroom. "Help yourself, sweetheart." 
 
    Alley Cat peeled off her black leather costume as she crossed the floor until she stood naked under the showerhead. She didn't draw the curtain, and Ryan watched as she turned on the water to let it flow over her plump breasts and trickle down her back to her heart-shaped ass. The sight of the water dripping off her bare skin made him throb, and he grew harder as she worked up clouds of lather from a body wash to spread over herself. 
 
    As she ran her hands down her hips, she looked up at him. For a moment, he felt a little awkward at spying on her, but she just smiled and winked at him. "I'd feel better about the water if I had company. Wanna join me?" 
 
    He looked at Heather, because he still felt like she was his girlfriend first so he should get permission from her. She just smiled and waved a hand at him. 
 
    He didn't hold back his smile. "I could use a chance to wash this off." 
 
    Alley Cat bent a finger to beckon her. "And fuck me." 
 
    His face burned with a blush but he also felt a twinge of excitement. "Yeah, I think I can handle that." 
 
    He unzipped his costume and let it fall around his chest, down his legs, and onto the floor. Alley Cat's eyes followed its path, lingering on his erection as it came into view. Her tail twitched against the wall of the shower, a sign of her excitement. 
 
    "Oh, I like the view," she said in a husky voice. 
 
    He murmured, "So do I." 
 
    He climbed into the shower with her, and her arms reached out to circle his waist and pull him against her. She leaned closer until her breasts slithered over his bare flesh, smooth except for her hardening nipples. The warm flesh made his cock swell until it pulsed against her thigh.  
 
    The water made her dark hair stick against the top of her head, flat except for her ears that pricked up. She felt so sensual and warm, especially under the water that splashed over his face and hair as she glided against him. She had an amazing body, one that he loved seeing, feeling, and being inside of. 
 
    They kissed, and he tasted sweetness on her lips as he guided his tongue into her mouth and traced the flickering of her tongue. Her tongue circled his, embracing it as her arms encircled him and pressed him closer. Her lips vibrated as she moaned and her breath quickened against him. He wanted to explore her naked and wet body, and ran his hands over the curve of her back, down to the base of her spine, and slid down further down to stroke the cheeks of her ass. 
 
    She moaned again when he ran his fingers over her butt, and pulled away from his lips to whisper, "Mmm, that feels so good. You're so hot." 
 
    He smiled down at her. "Glad you think so." 
 
    She smiled up at him so wide that her fangs peeked out. "I know so." 
 
    He kissed her again as clouds of fragrant steam filled the shower with them, making sweat prickle his skin that washed away in the hot water. Her hands slipped down between their bodies to take hold of his hard cock and stroke it until it swelled to its full length. She kept kissing him, over and over while gliding her hand back and forth until he let her know how good it felt by groaning. 
 
    The whole time, she looked up at him with a more seductive smile. "Hope you can keep up with me, 'cause I like to fuck." 
 
    "I think I can handle that." 
 
    Water continued to pour down their bodies as he slipped his hands down her waist and she turned herself around to present her ass to him. She felt so amazingly soft and smooth, and he once again wondered how someone so beautiful wanted to be with someone like him. The shower pounded a drumbeat on his skin as he reached down to guide his cock into her from behind. She helped by bending over so her butt cheeks could party slightly, and bracing her hands against the porcelain walls of the shower. 
 
    She gasped while he filled her depths. "Oh, shit yeah. I need it so bad, baby." 
 
    He built up a rhythm against her while reaching around to cup her slippery breasts. They oozed through his fingers with foam dripping from the nipples, and he pressed harder against her. Their motions made the clatter of water on the floor of the bathtub start and stop in a steady beat. Fragrant steam thickened the air as he breathed it in harder and faster, and he felt the heat of her body against him, more than the hot water. 
 
    He'd never had sex in a shower, so that was something he was glad to cross off his bucket list. The cramped space surrounded them like they were the only two people in the world, and the sound of their bodies clapping together echoed off the walls. Watching the water pouring down Alley Cat's head, over her back, and around the cheeks of her butt thrusting against him also made for an amazing view. 
 
    She looked over her shoulder at him with a pleading expression. "Oh, yeah. Come on, baby. Don't stop." 
 
    She held onto the walls, digging her fingers into the tile until her claws came out and punched little holes into the tiles. Her breathing came faster and faster until her legs went rigid and she came. Her roars filled the narrow space, and he held her waist to keep her standing as her legs quivered with every spasm. He loved watching her cum, knowing he gave her so much pleasure. 
 
    A giggle drew his attention up to Heather who leaned against the wall of the bathroom and smiled into the shower stall. She shook her head. "Don't mind me, love. Just wanted to watch. I'd join you both but my shower isn't big enough for the three of us." 
 
    Alley Cat gave her a crooked smile. "Come here, baby. I'll take care of that pussy." 
 
    Heather stepped up to them, and water dripped from Alley Cat's arm onto the bathroom floor as she reached out. Her fingers traced a line down Heather's stomach until they plunged into Heather's slit, spreading the moist flesh and making the blonde whimper. 
 
    "Oh, that's it," Heather gasped as she leaned against the wall. "You're getting really good at that." 
 
    Alley Cat giggled. "You're a really good teacher." 
 
    Ryan watched Heather grind over Alley Cat's hand as it explored her pussy lips, and it made him harder than ever. He loved watching the two women make love to each other, and felt lucky to be able to watch. 
 
    Alley Cat began to thrust back against him again, and he could feel her urgency rising again. It seemed like she would be cumming again, and he wanted her to get there so he reached one hand down to stroke her clit.  
 
    With the first touch of his finger, Alley Cat let out a gasp and yelled, "Yeah, do it, baby!" 
 
    Her knees buckled while she came again until he had to hold her against him so she could remain standing. As her legs trembled, her hand continued to pump in and out of Heather until the Englishwoman came, staggering back against the bathroom wall and crying out in loud groans. 
 
    Their orgasm and the way Alley Cat's pussy squeezed him made Ryan reach his own climax, and he finally came. His whole body went rigid as he felt a burst of pleasure sweep through him. His cock filled her in hot spurts, leaving her moaning again and again with each pulse of his member. 
 
    When the climax finally faded and he could relax, Alley Cat pulled herself off his softening cock, turned around, and slipped her arms around his neck. 
 
    "Oh, Ryan," she purred as he relaxed against the cool tiles behind him. "That was so good, baby." 
 
    Ryan gave her a weak smile. "You get cleaned up?" 
 
    "Um, yeah, and cleaned out." 
 
    She kissed him for a little while longer before Heather leaned into the shower stall and exchanged kisses with them both. The three of them went back and forth, Heather kissing Alley Cat, Alley Cat kissing Ryan, Ryan kissing Heavenly Hawk, and back again. 
 
    When they had all paired off kissing each other, Ryan climbed out of the shower on shaky legs just as Heather let out a gasp and pointed to the tiles Alley Cat had dug her claws into.  
 
    "Cat!" she yelled. "Really?" 
 
    "Sorry, Hawk," Alley Cat yelled back over the water as Ryan got a towel and dried off. "I'll pay for some new tiles!" 
 
    Heather planted her hands on her hips. "You don't have any money. I pay you, remember?" 
 
    That made Ryan chuckle, since Alley Cat worked in Heather's bookstore. 
 
    Alley Cat turned off the water in the shower. "Well, I'll work it off. By licking your pussy or something." 
 
    Heather tossed her a towel. "Yes, that seems like an arrangement I can live with." 
 
    While Alley Cat washed herself off, Ryan changed into a T-shirt and jeans. As he pulled on his clothes, he struggled to get his pants up. He wondered if he was gaining weight because everything seemed to be getting tighter on him. 
 
    Meanwhile, Heather put on a yellow sundress that hugged her curves. Alley Cat went to her dresser to put on black pants with padded legs to hide her tail, a pink T-shirt with hearts on it, a big white hat that covered her pointed ears, and sunglasses. She also used a little contouring with makeup to make herself less conspicuous. They called her alter ego "Alice Katt." 
 
    After Alice finished putting lipstick on, she turned away from the mirror and spread her arms. "How do I look?" 
 
    Ryan smiled as he wrapped his arms around her waist. "Amazing." 
 
    "I like this makeup shit you humans got goin' on." Alice put her hands on her hips while glaring at the mirror. "Wish I didn't have to wear this stupid hat, though." 
 
    It was Heather's turn to put her arms around Alice and give her a kiss. "I promise. We'll find a way to let you change into a more subtle form. Possibly a hologram?" 
 
    Alice shook her head. "Nah, fuck holograms. They make me itch. I'll just stick with the hat for now." 
 
    With all of them changed, Heather grabbed her notebook, and they headed out to Heather's car parked out front. Climbing in the driver's seat, Ryan turned on the radio and they drove to the Domino Mask Bar and Grill.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE DOMINO Mask was a bar for superheroes and supervillains. To even see the entrance, you had to have an ATLAS implant or have someone with an implant to show you the entrance, otherwise it just looked like a brick wall. Since Eros City didn't have too many superheroes at the moment, it was mostly a place for supervillains, although the bar was famous enough to have superheroes from other cities stop by. However, the bar had a strict policy against fighting and laser guns to enforce it, so fights were rare. Heather hadn't spent that much time there until she and Ryan started dating Alley Cat, but Cat went there all the time as a supervillain.  
 
    Walking through the invisible entrance into the bar, Ryan saw the place wasn't too busy. Two guys played pool, and a group of men sat at a table, laughing. Yet you could tell they were more than regular guys because one of the pool players had gray skin like rock, and one of the men at the table had glowing white eyes. 
 
    The only person in a costume was a woman who sat at the counter in a blue uniform with a thong and a metal bikini top. She sipped at a Shirley Temple and looked up at a TV on the wall where a news reporter spoke. 
 
    He said, "--Marino Laboratory will be holding its grand opening tomorrow, and Mayor Kubert is expected to be there. In other news, we have more on the escape of Aphrodisia coming in. Police say they still don't know how she escaped or where she has gone, but they've set up roadblocks to try to keep her from leaving the city." 
 
    The TV cut to a mugshot of a beautiful woman with red hair and glowing eyes standing in front of measuring lines as the reporter continued, "Aphrodisia is a wanted criminal with the power to arouse and control anyone around her. Once a devout nun named Sister Anna Rhodes, she was kidnapped by Father Fear and forcibly implanted with an ATLAS implant that gave her sexual powers." 
 
    The TV switched to a shot of Kirby Park filled with naked men and women crawling over each other. Blurred lines covered up genitals, but it didn't take much imagination to see what was going on.  
 
    The reporter continued, "The people of Eros City well remember the first time she appeared ten years ago, and the havoc she caused over the years until she was captured by the Night Watchman. She was sentenced to life in prison and was supposed to be sedated for the remainder of her sentence." 
 
    Ryan watched the footage, remembering being younger and hearing stories at school about a supervillain who made people horny. He thought they were just talking at the time until he saw the news where thirty people were in the hospital, strapped into beds to keep them from attacking everyone.  
 
    He ran his hand over his chin. "I can't believe Aphrodisia escaped." 
 
    Alice shivered. "Man, she gives me the fucking creeps." 
 
    Heather took his arm. "Aphrodisia is one of the deadliest enemies in Eros City, but the Night Watchman said he had come up with a way to resist her power. He never told us what it was so we need him now more than ever. Come along."   
 
    They found a table, where the waitress came to take their orders. Ryan ordered beer, Heather ordered gin and tonic, and Alice ordered a straight tequila shot. 
 
    Ryan leaned over the table as the waitress left. "Okay, Hawk, tell me about Electric Devil." 
 
    Heather sighed. "Right, so the Electric Devil was a hero who came to Eros City a little over a year ago." 
 
    "I never heard of him." 
 
    "No, you wouldn't have. He didn't last very long. I only know about him because I ran into him during one of our patrols. We considered having him join our team for a bit, but Serra Chen got to him first." 
 
    Their drinks arrived, and Heather waited until she took a sip from her gin and tonic before she continued. "She did the same thing she did to you. She offered an exclusive interview, and he refused. So she dedicated herself to finding out his secret identity. And she did. Turns out the Electric Devil was a mailman with a wife and kids, and Serra Chen published all the details on him. The Electric Devil had beaten Speed Freak the day before, so the nasty bugger decided to pay his family a visit. Speed Freak attacked the Electric Devil and his family, and the Electric Devil had to move out of Eros City and go into hiding." 
 
    Ryan felt nauseous. "Tha-that's just sick. And irresponsible. How can she do something like that?" 
 
    Heather shrugged. "Serra wants clicks on her stories, and knows what gets them. That's all she cares about." 
 
    "Why didn't she find out your secret identity?" 
 
    Heather shook her head. "I honestly don't know. I guess I'm not that interesting. And I've always treated her with respect, and given her the interviews she wanted as long as she didn't cross the line. But I've also been quite careful." 
 
    Alice grabbed Ryan's arm. "Holy shit, she's gonna find out your secret identity. Are you gonna be okay, baby?" 
 
    Ryan patted her hand. "Yeah, I'll be fine. I've been pretty careful, I think. And if she gives me up, I'll cross that bridge when I come to it." 
 
    He really wasn't concerned about himself, but did worry about his grandfather. He didn't want to put his Grandpa in danger and thought he'd need to move him. But that would mean telling the old man about his secret life as a superhero, and he didn't know if his grandfather could handle that. 
 
    He glanced at his watch. "Don't have much time before Lloyd expects me back. Let's go over the Night Watchman. Do you remember anything yet?" 
 
    Heather's blond hair bounced around her head as she shook it again. "No. I've wracked my bloody mind, and I can't think of where he might have gone. When he wasn't at the Watchtower, he just disappeared. We didn't know where he went or where he might have gone." 
 
    "Okay, I figured that, just a thought. I still think the best plan of action on finding the Night Watchman is to figure out his true identity." 
 
    Heather pulled out her notebook and thumbed through it. "That's why I brought my notes. Let's go over what we have so far. We decided he's rich since he can afford to build all these weapons and gadgets. Since he's been round since the 1940s, he has to be quite old, although he might have eternal youth like Captain Alpha." 
 
    "That does narrow it down." 
 
    The waitress came back with a notepad. "Y'all ready to order?" 
 
    "Yeah." Ryan didn't need the menu. "Hamburger, fries. Medium rare." 
 
    Heather did look at the menu before saying, "Um, I'll have the grilled chicken with a side salad." 
 
    The waitress pointed at Alice and said, "Tuna salad sandwich, right?" 
 
    Alice smiled. "You got it, Ruby. With those little goldfish crackers." 
 
    The waitress nodded as she smiled. "Coming right up." 
 
    She went to the kitchen and came back out a few seconds later with three plates of food. The speed of the service had surprised Ryan until they explained the cook could see a few minutes into the future and started cooking before they even ordered. With that power, why the cook kept working at a seedy bar instead of making a fortune on stocks was a mystery no one could explain. 
 
    Ryan took a bite of his hamburger before he continued. "I also think he must live somewhere in or near Eros City because he usually responds within minutes." 
 
    Heather pointed at him with her fork. "Unless he has a teleporter. They're dangerous and expensive, but he might have done it." 
 
    "True. But teleporters weren't invented until ten years ago, and he's always been fast. Plus, he mainly defends Eros, which makes me think he has a local connection." 
 
    "Quite so." Heather glanced over at Alice who had placed the goldfish crackers in a row on her table, and swatted them around with her fingers. "Don't play with your food, dear." 
 
    Alice glared at her. "You know I'm a fucking cat, right?" 
 
    Heather raised her eyebrows. "Who's trying to pass for human?" 
 
    Alice growled, but scooped up the crackers and popped them into her mouth. "Well, we know the Watchman is a white guy." 
 
    "How so?" 
 
    Alice traced around her lips with a fingertip. "Cause you can see his mouth and chin. Always thought he had fucking beautiful lips, too." 
 
    Heather smirked. "Yes, they are lovely." 
 
    Ryan ate some of his fries. "I'll take your word on that. But he could be wearing makeup to look white, right?" 
 
    Alice shook her head while chewing. "I don't think so. I've seen and touched it close up. That's no makeup." 
 
    He leaned in closer. "How close are we talking about?" 
 
    Alice wiggled her eyebrows. "I made out with him once." 
 
    Heather gasped as she broke into a smile. "No way. When?" 
 
    Alice tilted her head and traced a finger in circles on the table. "We were fighting on this roof about six months ago. And I had him pinned down with me on top. There was always this tension between us, so I just went for it and kissed him. He kissed me back." 
 
    Heather gave her a playful smack on the shoulder. "Alice, you cheeky devil. He never did say a thing about it to us. I didn't think he made out with anyone. He's always so serious. Then what happened?" 
 
    Alice shrugged. "Nothing. Tried to get his suit open to grab his dick, and he blasted me off the roof. Landed on my feet, but I never tried that again." 
 
    The two girls giggled while Ryan ticked off with his fingers. "Okay, we have a rich, white guy who's in his seventies who lives in or near Eros City. He also has access to technology. Either he develops it himself or has someone else develop it." 
 
    Heather held up her fork. "I believe he does make it himself. He's always had a great head for science." 
 
    Alice talked around a mouth full of tuna fish. "That's why he's rich, right?" 
 
    "Perhaps. We can put that down, that he might own or be associated with a technology company. That way, he could profit from his intelligence and have access to all the components he might need." Heather wrote on her notebook. "So where does that leave us?" 
 
    Ryan ate the last of his hamburger and murmured, "It's a shorter list but not by much. With the tech boom in the 1990s, there are a lot of companies in Eros he could be connected to. What about the Watchtower? Who owns that?" 
 
    "I've already checked. It's owned by a blind trust so the true owner is private. Much like what I did with my nest." 
 
    Alice popped the last of her goldfish crackers into her mouth. "And when I was with the Five, they tried to figure out who built the armor Watchman left behind. They didn't have much luck. It was all made of custom shit." 
 
    Ryan sighed. "It's progress, but we still have a list of dozens of people. We'll have to take them one at a time." 
 
    Alice leaned closer. "Man, fuck all this. Let's talk real serious business. What're you gonna do with all that money?" 
 
    He shifted in his chair, uncomfortable. When he defeated the Fateful Five, the mayor held a ceremony to give him a reward for five hundred thousand dollars, one hundred thousand for each supervillain in the team. 
 
    He murmured, "The check is still in my wallet. I haven't cashed it yet. The truth is, I don't really want the money. I didn't become a superhero so I could get rich. I wouldn't have taken it at all if you hadn't told me to take it so I wouldn't seem ungrateful." 
 
    Heather reached out to rub the back of his hand. "You could still keep the money. I always took the reward checks, but donated them to the National Audubon Society. With the insurance settlement I got from my plane crash, I didn't have need of the money, but you do." 
 
    "Yeah." Alice snapped her fingers. "Oh, you could do that from now on. Be a supervillain bounty hunter. Those guys make a fuckton o' money, but don't live long." 
 
    "It doesn't seem right to take money for fighting crime. Besides, I don't know how I'll explain all that money to my Grandpa. I sure don't make that much delivering pizzas." He glanced at his phone to check the time and stood up. "I gotta go. My lunch hour is over. See you later, ladies." 
 
    He gave them both a kiss, left enough cash on the table to cover the meal and a tip, and ran for the door. 
 
    He left Heather's car behind so the two girls could drive it home, and ducked into an alley to change into Paragon. He had his costume in his backpack and changed into it before flying off over the city. 
 
    He flew to an abandoned building where he had parked the van for the pizza place he worked at, Jimmy's World Famous Pizza. He pushed open the rusty gate, found the van hidden behind a stack of pallets, changed back to normal, switched to his regular clothes, and drove the van to the restaurant. 
 
    As he walked in, his best friend Chuck looked up from the counter. "Finally. Lloyd's been riding my ass." 
 
    "What a coincidence. Did the same thing to your Mom last night." 
 
    Chuck rolled his eyes. "I walked into that one." 
 
    Lloyd stuck his head out of the window leading to the kitchen. "Finally. We got orders ready to go. I'm sending 'em to your phone." 
 
    While Ryan waited for his delivery instructions, Chuck glanced over his shoulder before leaning in close and whispering, "Nice job on beating Goo Girl." 
 
    Ryan shrugged. "I guess. I got the money back for the bank but she got away. I don't know if she escaped or died or what. But I'm more worried about Aphrodisia being loose out there. Trying to see if we can find the Night Watchman to help." 
 
    Chuck waved a hand. "You don't need that walking toaster. You're Paragon." 
 
    "I'm just a newbie. I don't think I can handle Aphrodisia." 
 
    Chuck flicked his hand at Ryan. "Sure you can. Look at you. You defeated the Five, Menacerie, and that guy with the skull face tattoo. A walking Viagra is nothing." 
 
    Ryan leaned against the counter with his elbows. "I wish I was as confident as you are. The more I fight crime, the more I realize I have a lot to learn." 
 
    "You'll get there, no problem. And how's it going with the ladies?" 
 
    "Fantastic. I wish things had been going this well before I got my implant."  
 
    Chuck narrowed his eyes. "That implant did do something to you. I mean, now even when you're just your regular self, you seem more confident, more energetic. Think that's why you're hitting it off with the ladies?" 
 
    "No idea." Ryan's phone beeped with the app he used to take Lloyd's orders and give him directions, so he stood up. "I just hope it keeps working." 
 
    Lloyd came out of the kitchen with a stack of pizzas that he dumped on the counter. "Let's go, time is money." 
 
    Ryan snapped off a salute. "Yes, sir. I know how much you love money." 
 
    Lloyd widened his eyes. "Oh, and you don't? Fine. Work for me for free, see how that works out." 
 
    "Point taken." Ryan grabbed the pizzas that Lloyd left and staggered out of the shop.  
 
    He managed to get them to the back of the van, where he slid the boxes into the racks, got behind the wheel, and headed out to make his deliveries. 
 
    As he drove, he tuned to local AM talk shows on the radio, trying to find news about Aphrodisia. 
 
    He caught one host in the middle of a rant, saying, "Look, I'm not saying the Night Watchman and Captain Alpha didn't do a lot of great stuff for this city, but I think Paragon, Heavenly Hawk, and Alley Cat are the new Trinity. I really do. They're younger, more dynamic, and Paragon seems like he's getting more and more powerful every day. Let's go to Jackie on line one. Go ahead, Jackie." 
 
    A woman's voice came over the air. "You are being so disrespectful, Lenny. Captain Alpha and the Night Watchman have protected Eros City since before you were born. How can you say some punk kid, his whore, and an animal are even fit to wipe their asses?" 
 
    "Hey," the host said, "watch the language. And I just call 'em like I see 'em." 
 
    "You'll see. When Captain Alpha and the Night Watchman come back, they will punish you all for your betrayal." 
 
    "You make 'em sound like a freakin' god or something, Jackie. Captain Alpha is a man, and right now, he's filling up space at the hospital while Paragon gets the job done." 
 
    Ryan turned the station to an FM pop station instead. It made him uncomfortable to keep hearing people comparing him to Captain Alpha. He never wanted to replace the hero, only help him out. He hoped Captain Alpha would recover and the two of them could fight side-by-side. 
 
    In the meantime, Ryan had a lot of work to do. Starting with Aphrodisia. 
 
    He glanced at the map on his phone and corrected himself. Starting with his next delivery. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THAT NIGHT, Ryan drove home to his apartment and walked in to find his grandfather sipping a beer while reclining in his chair, watching a football game of the Eros City Rhinos on TV.  
 
    "Hey, son," his grandfather said. Thought you'd be in classes by now." 
 
    Ryan took night classes at Byrne University for criminology. Even before he became a superhero, he wanted to get involved in crime-fighting somehow and thought a degree would be a step in the right direction. Now that he had become the hero Paragon, he still decided to finish his degree. 
 
    Ryan jogged over to the kitchen and grabbed a burrito from the freezer to stick in the microwave. "Yeah, I just need to grab some dinner and change clothes." 
 
    His grandfather narrowed his eyes at Ryan. "And how's it going with that girl you were with, Heather?" 
 
    Ryan leaned against the wall. "Good. She's--" 
 
    His grandfather gasped and clutched at his head. 
 
    Ryan ran over to his side. "You okay?" 
 
    His grandfather waved him off. "Yeah, yeah. Just got a headache. I'll take an aspirin. It'll go away." 
 
    Ryan ran for the bathroom, grabbed the bottle of aspirin and brought it back to the living room so he could pop open the top, and shake two pills into his grandfather's hand. 
 
    His grandfather swallowed the pills with a gulp of beer and grinned. "See? All better." 
 
    Ryan screwed the top back on. "You're getting headaches a lot these days. You should see a doctor." 
 
    His grandfather waved him off. "Ah, they'll just tell me I'm gettin' old and to take an aspirin. Which I already know." 
 
    Ryan didn't think it was that easy. He didn't know what was wrong with his grandfather but had never seen him complain of headaches like this. He decided he would make an appointment to take his grandfather to a doctor in the morning. 
 
    His grandfather insisted he felt better with the aspirin so Ryan changed clothes, grabbed his burrito from the microwave, and headed out to college. 
 
    He had an introductory psychology course that night, and he walked into the classroom to see Nicolette sitting in her usual seat. She was taking the same class for her business administration degree. 
 
    She waved at him as he walked in. "Hey, Ryan!" 
 
    He smiled as he went over and sat down next to her. "Hey, Nico." 
 
    She had a bigger smile for him than usual. "How're you doing?" 
 
    He set his backpack down on the floor. "Not too bad. How about you?" 
 
    She rolled her eyes. "The glamorous life of a theater usher." 
 
    "Free movies." 
 
    She nodded at him. "That I can only see the beginning and the end of." 
 
    He leaned closer. "Free popcorn." 
 
    She made a waving motion with her hands. "That I get to sweep off the floor." 
 
    "Snazzy outfit." 
 
    "Made of itchy polyester. And that's too tight around the boobs." She made a circling motion around her rather large chest. 
 
    He laughed. "Good times." 
 
    As more students filed in, she raised her eyebrows. "How's it going with you and Heather?" 
 
    "Uh, good. Can't complain." 
 
    She grabbed his wrist. "Oh, you should bring her to the movies. My theater. I'll buy your tickets with my employee discount." 
 
    He looked at her sideways. "That's really nice of you. Any catch?" 
 
    "No catch. I'd just like to get to know her better." 
 
    He nodded, trying to figure out what was happening. They had been neighbors and friends since they were kids, but after the first time he tried to ask her out, she had been cooler to him. She said they were like brother and sister, and that seemed to end any chance at a relationship. 
 
    But since she saw him going out with Heather, things had changed. She talked to him more, and seemed more interested in him. He even thought she might be flirting with him, which made no sense, especially if she was offering help for him to go on dates with Heather. 
 
    He remembered reading how women would sometimes be more attracted to guys who were taken, and wondered if that was happening here. Maybe seeing him with Heather had changed her mind about him. He'd proved he was boyfriend material, after all. 
 
    But if that was true, and she was more attracted to him, then why would she want to help him date Heather? Was she trying to sabotage their date? Or did she genuinely want to give him a night out with Heather? 
 
    He didn't understand women. 
 
    As he was considering all this, the door of the classroom opened and Professor Brennan walked in. She was rather short and plump wearing her usual black skirt and white dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck. 
 
    The class started to quiet down as she took her place at the podium up front. 
 
    Brennan nodded. "Evening, class. We're studying gender in psychology, and as I promised, our guest speaker tonight will be Doctor Simon Horne. Doctor Horne is a clinical sex therapist who also teaches Human Sexuality here at the university." 
 
    Everyone clapped as a thin man in a brown suit came up to the podium and nodded. He peered up through thick glasses at the students. "Good evening. Tonight, I'd like to start by discussing some of the biological differences between the male and female brain. Yes, there are a few. If we look at--" 
 
    As he tried to listen, Ryan felt sweat prickling under his arms and on his forehead. It felt like the temperature slowly rose by twenty degrees in the classroom. He looked at Nicolette and she shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable, too. 
 
    But as he stared at her, his heart started to pound faster in his chest. He watched her breasts rise and fall under her pink T-shirt, and he could see the outline of her nipples even through her bra. Her tongue poked out to lick her plump lips, and he wished he could feel them against his mouth or wrapped around his cock. The thought just popped into his head, and he couldn't seem to get rid of it. 
 
    She turned her head towards him, and her eyes looked glazed and unfocused. She seemed to be breathing harder as well, and one hand twisted the curls on her head around a finger while she leaned closer. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    He realized that Doctor Horne had stopped talking. He just stood gripping the podium, murmuring, "I'm sorry, I-I,uh, I seem to have-lost my, uh, train of thought." 
 
    Everyone in the classroom seemed to be squirming in their seats and fanning themselves. A man in a Doctor Who T-shirt and a woman wearing a blue sundress sitting next to each other leaned over and kissed out of nowhere. It turned him on even more to see them pressing closer. 
 
    It hit Ryan with a flash. 
 
    He was getting horny. And so was everyone else. 
 
    The doors to the classroom swung open, and a woman with long, red hair came walking in. She wore a tiny red bikini that barely covered the nipples on her firm breasts or the smooth crotch between her thighs. 
 
    Ryan recognized her instantly, though she looked far more beautiful than she did in pictures and videos. 
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    Two men followed her, both tall and muscular, and both wearing just thongs with bulges in the crotch. 
 
    "I'm sorry, class," Aphrodisia said in a husky voice that reminded Ryan of Jessica Rabbit. "I'm afraid I need to borrow your guest lecturer." 
 
    Doctor Horne pulled at his collar with one finger as he pointed his other hand at her. "Look here, young lady, we--" 
 
    Aphrodisia held out her hand with the palm up. Her eyes glowed a brighter shade of red. "No, look here." 
 
    Professor Brennan moaned and leaned against the whiteboard as her hands went to the buttons of her shirt. She ripped the front of the shirt open, sending the buttons flying, exposing her bare round stomach and white bra. 
 
    Doctor Horne gasped and looked away, but Aphrodisia moved her hand and seemed to turn his head from across the room back to Brennan. 
 
    "No," she murmured. "Look at her body. Enjoy her." 
 
    Brennan reached down to yank down her bra, and her boobs popped out into view. Her other hand fumbled to reach under her skirt and started rubbing the crotch of her panties. 
 
    "Oh yes," Aphrodisia moaned. "Isn't she beautiful? The way she teases and strokes her body? Don't you want more, doctor?" 
 
    Ryan stood up, knowing this was his chance. He didn't know why Aphrodisia was here, but he had to try to stop her before she caused any more damage.  
 
    When he looked around, everyone seemed to be having sex or watching others having sex or both. One woman sucked on another student's penis while he plunged his tongue into a third woman hunched over his face. Two women moaned while their fingers played between each other's thighs. A heavyset naked woman was on all fours while a skinny younger man pounded into her wide ass from behind and she gave a blowjob to another standing in front of her. A whole row had unzipped pants or hiked up skirts to rub their pussies or stroke their cocks in a fury. Some tried to climb up the aisle to Aphrodisia herself, but the big guys she had with her just punched or pushed them away. While surrounded by guys and girls moaning and reaching for the supervillain or each other, Aphrodisia ignored them all, focused on Doctor Horne. 
 
    Nicolette ripped her shirt and bra up so her huge boobs flopped down into view, and Ryan couldn't help staring at the freckled flesh while she twisted her nipples. Like most of the class, she seemed to be in a daze, watching Professor Brennan masturbate. He had wanted to see those breasts for so long, but not like this. 
 
    Even as he struggled, her wide eyes turned towards him, and he saw a hunger in them he'd never seen before. 
 
    She reached out to take his face in her hands, and pulled him in to kiss. He was so surprised that he didn't have time to close his mouth, and she pushed her tongue in between his open lips. 
 
    He knew it was wrong to be making out with her since she was under Aphrodisia's influence and wanted to pull away, but his manhood throbbed a steady beat in his jeans. He had the same urge he assumed everyone else had, an overwhelming desire to just grab someone and tear their clothes off. Even more since he'd cared for and wanted Nicolette for so many years, he couldn't stop himself from kissing her back. 
 
    She explored his mouth with her tongue and he tasted mint on her lips as he pushed his tongue against hers. He savored every moment, even as a part of him tried to get him to pull away. He didn't want it to happen this way. Not like this. 
 
    She finally pulled back but kept their faces close and searched his face with her eyes. 
 
    "I want you, Ryan," she whispered. 
 
    He wanted to protest and tell her to snap out of it, but the words came out as, "I want you, too." 
 
    They pressed closer against each other, and her hands slid down to unzip his jeans. His hands found their way onto her soft breasts, and the nipples felt hard enough to cut glass. She moaned as he kneaded her sweating flesh while she reached into his pants to pull out his cock. 
 
    Then a hand grabbed his shoulder, tearing him away from Nicolette. Another woman with long black hair and small boobs like apples yanked her own shorts down with her panties tucked into them. Her slit had a triangle of black hair over it, but he barely had time to notice it before she jumped onto his lap. She was so wet that he popped right into her.  
 
    They both gasped as he entered her, and she pressed him up against his chair while rocking back and forth. Her thighs ground over his as she pumped him inside her, and her head tilted back to let her long hair fall down her back. Her tightness squeezed him like a fist as it seemed like she came with the first thrust. 
 
    "Yes, yes," she screamed, and he wished it was Nicolette on him at that very moment. Ryan looked around the room for Nicolette, but saw nothing but writhing naked bodies. 
 
    Despite his frustration, his body responded to her and he felt his own balls tighten seconds later. He came inside the dark-haired woman, pumping his heat deep into her body as his muscles clenched again and again. The brunette just kept on riding him. 
 
    With his orgasm, his mind cleared just enough for him to realize what he was doing. He couldn't let Aphrodisia get away. He had to bite his lower lip hard so the pain would keep him focused, but managed to push off the woman on his lap. She landed on her back, but immediately rolled over to grab some other guy and start kissing him. 
 
    Aphrodisia turned herself in slow circles with her arms out as if drawing everyone in the room towards her. Her face twisted with ecstasy as the moans and cries of dozens of students filled the air around her. 
 
    Ryan grabbed his backpack and staggered to the classroom window. He couldn't leave through the door and he couldn't change to Paragon in the class. He was on the second floor, but he still jumped out. 
 
    As he began to fall, he slammed his palm on the tattoo on his shoulder, and changed into Paragon. His powerful body expanded to tear his shirt and jeans, reminding him that he needed to remember to buy new clothes. 
 
    In the cooler air outside and away from Aphrodisia, he could think more clearly. No one seemed to have noticed him yet on the ground, so he activated his Flight power to stop himself and soared up onto the roof of the Psychology building. 
 
    On the roof, he quickly unzipped his jeans, ripped off his torn shirt, and changed into his costume. With his suit on, he flew off the roof and back down to the window of the classroom again. 
 
    In all the chaos, no one seemed to have noticed him fall out the window. The classroom had turned into an orgy in seconds. Everyone was naked now, all tangled together in sexual positions. Moaning, gasping, grunting, and sighing filled the air. He couldn't see Nicolette but assumed she was in there somewhere. 
 
    Through it all, Aphrodisia stood at the heart of the chaos, holding her hands out to Doctor Horne, who walked down the aisle towards her. The doctor's eyes focused only on her, ignoring everything around him. 
 
    "Yes," Aphrodisia sighed. "Come to me, doctor." 
 
    The floor shook when Paragon landed, but only Aphrodisia turned to look at him with a cold smile. "Well, well, well, if it isn't Paragon. I've heard so much about you. I wondered when I would get to see you in person." 
 
    He wanted to fight her, assuming knocking her out would free the students from her power, but just being in the classroom again made it hard to focus as his arousal grew again. His erection swelled until he thought it would tear open the crotch on his costume, his muscles tightened, the room began to spin around him, and he found it hard to focus on her. He couldn't find the willpower to throw a punch, so he thrust out his finger. 
 
    "Let them go, Aphrodisia," he yelled. "This is your only warning." 
 
    Aphrodisia pushed her lower lip out in a pout. "Aw, you've already disappointed me. You should have just tried to kill me. I don't give warnings. See?" 
 
    She pointed at a naked blond man who rammed into a woman from behind. The blond immediately stopped, reached into his discarded pants, pulled out a handgun, pointed the gun at his own head, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    "No," Paragon screamed as the blond fell to the ground. 
 
    Aphrodisia smiled again. "You're so sweet. Maybe I'll make you one of my slaves." 
 
    She waved her hands at the muscular guys standing next to her. "But not right now. That would be so boring. I like seeing you like this. I'd love to stay and whisper sweet nothings, but I have so much work to do. Boys, keep him busy." 
 
    The two muscle heads charged at Paragon, knocking nude people aside as they came at him. 
 
    Paragon wanted to focus on Aphrodisia who walked out of the classroom with Doctor Horne in tow, but her two male thugs swung fists at him. They couldn't hurt him since his Damage Resistance was strong enough to bounce bullets off his skin, but he couldn't hit them back at full strength. For one thing, they were innocent people, and for another, they were just regular humans. He could crush them with a pinky finger. 
 
    He just let them hit him on the chest and chin, and heard bones crack in their hands. The two thugs didn't seem to notice the pain as they grabbed his arms and tried to wrestle him to the ground. They couldn't even budge him. 
 
    He decided he had to stop them before they killed themselves trying to kill him, so he gave them the most gentle push he could, sending them flying across the room. 
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    Aphrodisia paused to look back at him with another giggle. "Oh, you're a tough one. I like that. How about you just bang your head against the wall until I'm gone?" 
 
    He wanted to ignore her, grab her, punch her, and drag her to jail, but her words burrowed into his mind like worms. He felt heat flushing through his body making him sweat, and he couldn't find the will to even resist. In fact, he didn't know why he would want to resist. She was so amazingly beautiful that he felt helpless against her, more helpless than he was around Tiffany, the stripper he once had a crush on. He wanted to feel Aphrodisia's touch more than anything, and if banging his head against the wall would get him closer to that, then that's what he needed to do. 
 
    He turned around and slammed his head into the wall behind him. It left a crack in the plaster, and he felt a thrill knowing he had made Aphrodisia happy. He bashed his head into it again, and the same rush of joy swept through him. He did it again and again, and he never felt any pain, only happiness at the thought that Aphrodisia knew his name and wanted him to do this for her. Her body made him ache for her, and he felt like he would cum just thinking about her as a piece of the wall collapsed, exposing a wooden beam, and it still counted as a piece of the wall, so that meant he needed to bang his head into it, so he cracked his head against the beam, too, and suddenly a fog lifted off Paragon's mind, and his first thought was why the wall in front of him had a big hole in it. Even the support beam had been cracked in half. When he lifted his head and plaster dust sprinkled down over his eyes, he remembered. She had told him to bang his head against the wall, and he did. 
 
    The moaning and gasping that had filled the classroom faded away all around him, replaced by yelling, screaming, and crying. The men and women who had fallen into a naked tangle on the floors and desks scrambled away from each other, grabbed their clothes, and some ran out of the room. 
 
    He didn't blame them. 
 
    He jumped out of the classroom window and flew over the campus as fast as he could, trying to find Aphrodisia. He went from one end of the campus to the other, and saw only scenes of confusion. More men and women outside the classroom had apparently been having sex and recovered from her influence, trying to recover their dignity and sanity, but Aphrodisia was nowhere to be found. 
 
    He flew out further to the streets surrounding the university. He couldn't see anything unusual in the traffic that told him which way she went or where she had gone. 
 
    Paragon pressed his hands to his head, thinking of how quickly she had overwhelmed him. "I don't believe it." 
 
    A voice in his head spoke the words as they scrolled across his vision: 
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    DOCTOR HORNE opened his eyes. 
 
    The last thing he remembered, a strange woman walked into the classroom as he began his lecture. Things had grown distorted, and now he found himself sitting on the edge of a bed in a large bedroom where everything was in shades of pink. 
 
    He gasped as he realized several nude women lay on the bed, at least five of them, all with their arms and legs twisted around each other. A black woman, two white women, an Asian woman, and a Hispanic woman. The women moaned and sighed as they rubbed each other, breasts against breasts, fingers and tongues slipping into moist crevices.  
 
    He gasped as he felt an erection growing in his pants. For a moment, he thought the lesbian orgy and the erection had to be a dream. 
 
    "It's no dream, doctor," a sultry voice whispered. 
 
    He looked behind him at a doorway where the beautiful woman from his classroom stood, the one the superhero had called Aphrodisia. She looked at him with a smile under glowing eyes. 
 
    Horne jumped up from the bed. "Wha-where am I? What's going on?" 
 
    Aphrodisia walked towards him with bare feet that sank into the soft pink carpet. "In the penthouse of the Pink Hotel. I persuaded them to let me stay, the same way I persuaded you to come here." 
 
    She passed him to climb into the bed. The nude women pulled themselves apart to wrap their arms around Aphrodisia. As they stroked and kissed her, she settled back with a wider smile. 
 
    "Did you know," she started, "that before I was implanted by Father Fear, I was a virgin? I had never known the touch of a man. Once I became this creature, I became consumed with desire, but Father Fear had played a cruel trick on me. I cannot feel physical pleasure myself, only absorb it from others. Do you understand now what it's like to be me? To feel urges and excitement and never be satisfied, forced to leech it from the minds of my victims? I'm a vampire but instead of blood, I feed on pleasure. And it's never enough." 
 
    Horne blurted out. "What do you want with me? Why am I here?" 
 
    Aphrodisia gave one of the women a kiss before speaking again. "Power, doctor. That's why you're here. I need more power." 
 
    He glanced at the women encircling her. "I can't see how I can help with that. You seem quite powerful to me." 
 
    "Appearances can be deceiving, doctor. My power is limited to a few thousand yards around me. And it requires my concentration and fades quickly once I'm out of range of my victims. I need to be stronger and you will help me do that."  
 
    She thrust a finger at him. "I have been reading your research, and am quite impressed. You have a great understanding of the physiology of desire and pleasure. You can help me to increase the range of my power to reach this entire city." 
 
    He looked into the vacant eyes of the women she had surrounded herself with. He already had some ideas about how her power worked and ways it could be improved, but he knew it would be dangerous to help such a madwoman. "And why should I help you?" 
 
    "Because I know what you want, Doctor. I know your secret." Aphrodisia pointed to the bulge in his pants. "You must have noticed the effect my power has on you, one you couldn't get from Viagra or the other therapies you've tried. You want your tiny little dick to work again." 
 
    He looked down at the rigid penis he had missed for so many years, and couldn't deny it. He had suffered from erectile dysfunction most of his life, and it had driven him to become a researcher who could help everyone but himself. To have a hard cock, he felt like he would do almost anything. 
 
    Aphrodisia spread her hands out at her sides. "Besides that, I can give you plenty of opportunities to take advantage of your newfound strength." 
 
    The naked women crawled off the bed over to him. The Asian one wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him while he felt more hands running down his legs and arms. The hands circled his thighs and glided over his cock, stirring it to new heights. 
 
    Aphrodisia arched a brow. "Or perhaps, you would prefer me?" 
 
    She ran a hand down her bare stomach to cup the gap between her legs. "Well, doctor? Shall we begin?" 
 
    He made his decision and nodded. "Yes. But I would need to examine you, determine the mechanism by which your powers operate, and find a way to enhance it. It would require a deep scan of your cerebral and nervous systems as well as the ATLAS nanites in your body. There's a device called a hyperionic imaging scanner that could do it, but that kind of equipment isn't in Eros City." 
 
    Her smile widened. "Oh, yes, it is. Or it will be. The Marino Laboratory has one, and it will be opening tomorrow morning. We'll be there. In the meantime, indulge yourself." 
 
    She climbed off the bed while the other women pulled and pushed Horne onto it, giggling. Their hands moved down to unbutton his shirt and pants as he lay down. Within seconds, they had peeled away his clothes, leaving him naked and spread out on the bed. 
 
    He looked down at his cock in disbelief. It had never been so big and hard in his entire life. The girls crawled onto him, rubbing his arms and legs, making their way to his manhood and teasing it until it grew even bigger. Their breasts varied from small to huge, and all brushed and pressed against him as they moved in. 
 
    As he was buried in female flesh, Aphrodisia walked out of the bedroom, calling back, "Enjoy yourself, doctor. Our work has only just begun." 
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    At the offices of the Eros City Chronicle, Serra Chen sat at the computer of her cameraman Tyler. She watched as Tyler worked on the video archive. They had already released her report on the bank heist and her interview with Paragon, Heavenly Hawk, and Alley Cat, so she was getting clicks on that. That gave them time to work on her real project. 
 
    Tyler glanced at her. "Are you sure that was smart? Telling him about the Electric Devil?" 
 
    She shrugged. "He would have found out about it, anyway. You think Hawk wouldn't have told him about that?" 
 
    "Maybe, maybe not. But you basically threatened him right to his face. I don't think that's a good idea to threaten a guy who can bench-press trucks." 
 
    She chuckled. "You haven't been around superheroes as much as I have, Tyler. They have that fucking stupid code of ethics. They won't hurt me. At least, not until I hurt them. And when I do, it'll be too late. Just think about that. These guys fight giants and monsters and people who move mountains, and they're afraid of me. A journalist. Because I can find out their secrets and I get paid for it." 
 
    She couldn't help breathing a little harder. The thought of inspiring fear in the god-like heroes that roamed the world gave her a rush like nothing else. She had a power none of them had, the ability to find the truth, distribute it, and profit from it. She had already started writing a tell-all book called Taking Off the Mask, and she only needed a couple more names to finish it off. When she published it, she would be more famous than Woodward and Bernstein, and richer, too. 
 
    Tyler shook his head. "You're a real crazy bitch, you know that, Serra?" 
 
    She poked him in the shoulder. "Yes, I am. Just hurry up." 
 
    Tyler clicked on a file. "Okay, here it is. The footage from when Paragon fought Poundcake." 
 
    The video  had come from a bystander who had sold the footage to the Chronicle, and had been taken on a cell phone that shook from being moved while it was recording. It showed what looked like a little girl punching Paragon across a wrecked street. 
 
    Serra leaned closer. "Can you steady this so we can see it better?" 
 
    Tyler nodded. "Yeah. Gimme a minute to run the filter. What are we looking for, anyway?" 
 
    "This is the first time Paragon was seen in public. I'm going to search all the footage we have for a clue on who he is, but we already know a few things about him." 
 
    "We do?" 
 
    Serra held up her fingers and counted down. "We know he's young and white, not just from his appearance, but from the way he acts and talks. We don't know if he stays in his powered form all the time, but he's secretive, so I'm guessing he has a secret identity. That means he could look like anybody, but I think he lives in Eros City because he only shows up here. I'm guessing on the Upper East Side since he's been seen there most. He probably just got his powers because he's never appeared before three months ago, and he was sloppy. A newbie. I did some checking around, and it looks like Paragon was registered by a police officer, Detective Morrison Grant, after the Poundcake fight. No reports of authorized ATLAS implantations around that time, so it was probably black market or experimental. This guy's got a free costume from the Super-Tailor so it doesn't look like he's rich, which rules out black market. I'm guessing experimental. There was an ATLAS experiment around that time from a Doctor Sakamoto but the lab claimed the experiment failed and Sakamoto died in the lab, so we can't ask him to verify it, but that's my guess." 
 
    Tyler blinked at her a moment before shaking his head. "Man, you're good." 
 
    He started playing the footage again and the edges flickered as the view stayed still. 
 
    Serra pointed at a corner. "Hey, that car that's leaving. It showed up at the same time he did. I think it dropped him off." 
 
    "Why would he need a car? Can't Paragon fly?" 
 
    "Maybe he couldn't then." 
 
    "That doesn't make sense. You don't get powers after you're implanted. You get powers when you're implanted. And shouldn't he have like a Paragon-mobile or something?" 
 
    "Let's just focus on the car. Do you have any footage from earlier?" 
 
    "Lemme check." Tyler typed the date into the search box and more video clips came up. "Oh, here's one." 
 
    Another cell phone video came up, this time a different angle of Poundcake picking up a minivan. As she threw the minivan into a building, they could see the same car from the other clip come speeding up in the background. As it went into a slide, Paragon jumped out of the back seat. 
 
    "I'll be damned," Tyler murmured. "You're right." 
 
    "Of course I'm right." Serra waved a finger. "Go back and slow it down. See if we can get a clear shot of the license plate." 
 
    Tyler clicked his mouse and the footage went into reverse until it started going forward again. The car came into view, and he clicked a button that made the shot go into slow-motion. As the car skidded around in jumps, its license plate came into view. 
 
    "Freeze. Bingo." Serra went to her phone and dialed a number in her contacts. It was for Deon Morton, a police officer she had gotten help from in the past. When he answered, she put on her sultriest voice. "Hey, Mort. How're you doing?" 
 
    "Good, it's been a while. You wanna get together?" 
 
    Serra twisted her long black hair around her finger. "Maybe, maybe. I really wanted to ask a favor. I'd be really, really grateful if you could look up a license plate for me." 
 
    "How grateful? Like blowjob grateful?" 
 
    Serra rolled her eyes, grit her teeth, and forced a smile. "Absolutely." 
 
    "Okay, gimme a second to pull up my computer. Got it, what's the plate number?" 
 
    Serra read off the plate from the screen. 
 
    "Uh, it's registered to a Tyrone White." 
 
    She pulled out a notepad app on her phone. "Got a phone number and address?" 
 
    "You want that, you gotta come down and get it in person." 
 
    Serra exhaled. "All right, I'll be by your apartment in thirty minutes." 
 
    "Fifteen. And you swallow." 
 
    "Deal." She hung up, and stood up. "Thanks, Tyler." 
 
    As she walked away from his desk, she started putting on red lipstick and focused on the story. Five minutes of work, and she'd be one step closer to Paragon. 
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    PARAGON CALLED Heather and it was a brief conversation. He said, "I gotta talk to you girls. We need to find the Night Watchman's antidote or whatever to Aphrosidia's powers and fast." 
 
    She sounded concerned. "Why? What's wrong?" 
 
    "She just attacked me and handed me my ass. Can you and Cat meet me at the Watchtower in thirty minutes?" 
 
    "Of course, love. We'll be there with bells on." 
 
    He hung up the phone and flew back to the Watchtower.  
 
    He took his time, thinking about what had just happened. He still couldn't believe how she had taken over his thoughts from before he even knew she was there. There had been no chance to resist or fight back. She could have told him to get down on all fours and bark like a dog and he would have done it. It terrified him to think she had that much power over him. 
 
    When he arrived at the Watchtower, Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat were in their costumes, and Hawk had made them all cups of tea with scones to eat. The three of them sat at the table in the center of the Watchtower while she served them. He didn't think he was hungry until he bit into the scone, and it was so delicious that he finished it in seconds before turning to the tea. 
 
    Alley Cat looked down into the cup while her ears flicked back. "You humans are so weird. You stick leaves in hot water and then drink the water? What the fuck's the point o' that?" 
 
    Hawk smiled at her over the rim of her cup. "Just taste it, dear." 
 
    Alley Cat's ears flattened against her head while she took a sip, but perked up when she smiled. "Hey, that's not bad." 
 
    "Told you." 
 
    Paragon sipped the hot liquid, and Heavenly Hawk just listened as Paragon told her and Alley Cat about what had happened at the university. When he finished, she shook her head. 
 
    "Aphrodisia is far more powerful than anyone we've dealt with before," she sighed. "I've fought psychics, but none with this kind of power." 
 
    Paragon buried his fingers in his hair. "Yeah, how do we fight someone who can control our minds?" 
 
    Alley Cat pointed her fingers in the shape of a gun. "Maybe we can do it, like, long-distance. Headshot, boom!" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "Nice idea, but that has already been tried. With the range of her power, the sniper would have to be so far away that they couldn't get the shot. Besides, she likes to surround herself with innocent people as human shields." 
 
    Ryan still felt sick at the thought of what had happened at the college. Not only had he been forced to have sex with a stranger, but he'd almost smashed his own brains out. Aphrodisia hadn't just forced him to do something against his will. At the time, he actually wanted to bash his head against the wall. If she had ordered him to kill someone, he might not have been able to stop himself. It terrified him that she had that much control over him. 
 
    More than that, it reminded him of the feeling he got when he found out his parents had been killed. He felt helpless, knowing his mother and father had been only a few feet away and he couldn't save them. He felt that way again now. 
 
    Paragon leaned forward. "But you said that the Night Watchman had a way to stop her?" 
 
    Hawk nodded. "He had found some way to inoculate himself against her power." 
 
    He looked at the computer screen Heavenly Hawk had opened on the table in front of them. It showed a video of the Night Watchman fighting Aphrodisia's henchmen in a museum. The hero in black armor whirled with kicks and punches before launching a grenade at Aphrodisia. It knocked her across the room, and wrapped her up in some sort of netting. 
 
    "What was it?" Alley Cat asked. 
 
    "No idea." Heavenly Hawk shrugged. "Honestly, Aphrodisia was captured years before I started working with the Watchman. It never occurred to me I would need to know his defense against her so I never asked." 
 
    Paragon looked around the Watchtower. "But it could be somewhere in here, right?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk shrugged. "It's quite possible." 
 
    Paragon stood up. "All right, let's try to find it." 
 
    They all began going through the Watchtower, searching for something they didn't understand. Alley Cat went to the computer to search its database while Heavenly Hawk used her enhanced Hawk-Vision to try to see some clue, and Paragon just used his strength to move every brick and bolt. 
 
    He searched the trophy room, but found nothing. There were a lot of weird objects like a golden crown given to the Watchman by the underwater city of Submergia, and a bottle suspended in a force field inside a glass case labeled "Doomsday," but nothing he thought would give them a way to fight Aphrodisia. 
 
    The whole time, he felt a growing frustration. He didn't know what he was looking for. How could he find the antidote to Aphrodisia when they didn't even know what it was or what it looked like? It could be right in front of them and he would never know it. But he had to try.  
 
    Heavenly Hawk went through all the books in the library at lightning speed, just flipping the pages and somehow getting the sense of them before shaking her head. "Nothing." 
 
    The two of them moved on to the Watchman's laboratory. Paragon lifted every cabinet and table so Hawk could look behind and under them for hidden panels. They studied the machines and chemicals he kept in the lab, but couldn't figure out what any of them did, let alone if they could catch Aphrodisia. 
 
    When they reached the exercise room, Hawk slumped against the wall and shook her head. "This is futile, darling. It could be a chemical or a device or a bloody codeword that stopped Aphrodisia for all we know."  
 
    Paragon folded his arms. "Yeah, I know. But we have to do something. I also kind of hoped we'd find a clue about Watchman's identity. How can he work here and not leave any hints about who he was or where he went?" 
 
    "Because he's smart and careful. I know that much." 
 
    Alley Cat called out from the computer bay she sat at. "Hey, I got something!" 
 
    Hawk and Paragon headed over to the computer where Alley Cat tapped on the touchscreen to scroll through windows. 
 
    Paragon leaned in closer. "What's up?" 
 
    Alley Cat swiped until she came to an image of a series of numbers, outlined against shadows. "I found this folder. It looked like it had a bunch o' files in it." 
 
    "Good job." Hawk patted her on the shoulder. "See? I knew you'd get the hang of computers." 
 
    "Well, not so much. Look what happens when I try to open 'em." She tapped on the image. 
 
    The image flashed with a picture of a padlock while a box opened up that read, "Password." 
 
    Paragon placed his hands on his hips. "Figures. It's encrypted. But it's something." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk waved her hands in circles. "Perhaps we could guess the password? But I haven't the foggiest idea what it could be." 
 
    "How 'bout 'watchman'?" Alley Cat typed into the computer. 
 
    The password box turned red, and text popped up below it that read, "Two Attempts Remaining." 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "Apparently not. And this could be one of those programs that erases the files if we guess wrong two more times, so we'd better stop there." 
 
    Hawk looked up at him. "At least it's a clue. Watchman clearly wanted to keep these files hidden, so there must be a reason why. It could point us to who he is and where he's gone." 
 
    "Yeah. But that doesn't do us any good if we don't have the password or a way to unlock these files." He stepped back. "This is pointless. We can't find the Night Watchman, and we can't find the way to stop Aphrodisia. Meanwhile, she's taken that doctor and is doing who knows what to him." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk took his arm. "Come on, let's go out and patrol. Maybe we can catch up to her." 
 
    "Okay." He went to a pocket on his costume and pulled out his phone. "Let me just check with my Grandpa and make sure he's okay. I haven't heard from him all night, and I'm afraid he saw the news about the university attack and got worried." 
 
    He dialed his grandfather's number. It rang and rang and rang, and went to voicemail. 
 
    He left a message saying, "Hey, Grandpa. Just wanted to let you know I'm okay and I'll be home later. Hope you're okay. Love you." 
 
    He hung up and stared at the picture of his grandfather he had saved to his contact. "Something's not right." 
 
    Alley Cat stood up. "What, you gettin' paranoid?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk waved at her. "No, he's serious." 
 
    "Yeah, I am." Paragon tapped his grandfather's contact again. "He's sick. I'm worried about him." 
 
    The phone rang a few times, then went to voicemail again. 
 
    He hung up, and put the phone in his pocket. "I gotta go check on him." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk took his hand and squeezed it. "Of course." 
 
    Alley Cat took his other hand. "Hey, sorry, I didn't mean anything by it." 
 
    He kissed her. "I know. It's okay. I'll be back as soon as I can." 
 
    He grabbed his backpack and took off, flying through the clock face that swung open on the wall leading out of the Watchtower. The moon hung high over Eros City, and he kept his eyes open as he sailed over high and low buildings, trying to find any sign of Aphrodisia. The night felt silent. 
 
    As he flew to the Upper East Side, he tried to keep his mind off his fears, but couldn't. As a child, he'd become obsessed with the fear of his grandparents dying. They raised him and tried to reassure him, but the death of his parents made him feel like everything was temporary. He would get up in the middle of the night and check in his grandparents' bedroom, just to make sure they were still there and okay. When his grandmother died of cancer, it wasn't unexpected, but it did make his old fears return. Now he just had his grandfather as the only family he had left.  
 
    He landed just beyond his apartment building in an alley where he could change back to normal. Stuffing his costume in his backpack, he changed into his usual T-shirt and jeans, and headed back to the apartment. He decided to walk through the front door instead of climbing in through the window since his grandfather was expecting him home. 
 
    As he walked down the hallway to his apartment, he saw a cute brown-haired girl sitting on the floor by the door next to his. It was Nicolette. She looked up at him with wide eyes and stood up as he approached. It reminded him that, last time he saw her, he had been banging a strange woman right in front of her. 
 
    "Hi," she said.  
 
    He nodded back, feeling a rush of awkwardness and embarrassment. "Hi." 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak, but she spoke first, "Look, about back in the classroom--" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sorry." 
 
    "No," she said quickly, "I'm sorry. I can't believe I had my tits out right in front of you." 
 
    "And I can't believe I started having sex with that girl." 
 
    Nicolette covered her face with her hands. "And I ended up making out with a guy." 
 
    "It was all Aphrodisia. She made us do it. Right?" 
 
    "Right." 
 
    For a moment, he searched her face. He wanted to know the kiss they shared hadn't been all Aphrodisia's doing, but Nicolette just smiled at him. He remembered the amazing kiss they had, and wanted to lean over and do it again, but it didn't look like that would happen. 
 
    She winced. "Uh, you haven't told anybody about it, right?" 
 
    "No way." 
 
    "Good. Could you kinda keep what happened just between us? My Mom would kill me if she found out." 
 
    "Oh, sure. It's just between us." 
 
    "Great." Nicolette tilted her head to one side. "You seem different lately. Have you been working out?" 
 
    "Uh, no." 
 
    "Well, you look like you've gotten bigger. Seem taller, too." 
 
    He couldn't hold back a smile. "Nope. Just clean living." 
 
    She broke the silence by jerking a thumb over her shoulder. "Well, just wanted to make sure we were okay." 
 
    "Yeah. Thanks." 
 
    She smiled, opened her front door, and headed into her apartment. 
 
    He remembered what Chuck had said about him seeming different. He wondered if his powers were changing his unpowered body as well as his powered body. 
 
    He whispered, "Hey, Dahlia." 
 
    A shimmering blue light appeared in front of him, and took on the shape of a beautiful and nude woman. Her voluptuous body was made of varying shades of blue, and she turned to him with a blank expression. 
 
    "What can I help you with?" she asked. 
 
    He knew she wasn't really there, just a mental projection in his mind, so he didn't worry about anyone else seeing or hearing her. He whispered, "Am I changing? Like my regular body?" 
 
    The artificial woman he called Dahlia nodded her head. "Yes. The ATLAS implant wishes to increase your chances for procreation, so it has been making slight changes to your appearance. Muscle growth, height, and improved facial features." 
 
    "That explains why all my clothes have been getting tighter on me. I thought I was just getting fatter. It's not gonna turn me into Paragon, is it? 'Cause I need my secret identity right now." 
 
    "Negative. The changes are small but will have an impact on females who wish to have sex with you." 
 
    "Okay. Thanks." 
 
    Dahlia vanished in a flash of light. 
 
    He sighed as he unlocked his front door. Another missed opportunity. He really did feel confused by Nicolette. He was dating two women, and still pining over his next-door neighbor. Crazy. 
 
    The TV was on, playing some sort of theme music when Ryan walked in to see his grandfather lying on the floor. 
 
    "Grandpa!" he yelled as he ran over to him. 
 
    His grandfather's breathing was shallow but steady. A beer can lay on the carpet next to him with the contents already poured out, so it looked like he had dropped it and passed out. 
 
    Ryan fumbled his cell phone out of his pocket, and was about to dial the hospital, when he realized he didn't have to wait for an ambulance. He didn't know how long his grandfather had, but if it was a stroke or a heart attack, seconds could be the difference between life and death. And Ryan was a superhero. 
 
    He yanked off his street clothes, and smacked his tattoo to change into Paragon. Transformed, he switched his T-shirt and jeans in his backpack with his costume, then bent down to pick up his grandfather. With his higher strength, his grandfather felt like next to nothing. He carried the old man to the window and jumped out, flying off into the sky. 
 
    He sailed through the air as fast as he could, which didn't seem fast enough, even though he reached the hospital in minutes. He dropped his backpack on a nearby rooftop before he landed by the emergency entrance, and dashed through the doors into the registration area.  
 
    People screamed and gasped as he rushed inside, but he didn't worry about them, only the nurse sitting behind the desk. 
 
    Paragon laid his grandfather down in front of her. "This man needs help." 
 
    He didn't wait for her to respond, but bolted out of the hospital and flew off again. 
 
    He landed on the rooftop where he had left his backpack, which turned out to be an apartment building. He pulled on the door leading downstairs until the lock broke, then changed back to his unpowered form and regular clothes. He went downstairs, out onto the street, and ran the two blocks back to the hospital. 
 
    When he burst through the doors, he found his grandfather already on a stretcher with tubes and wires attached, while a nurse and doctor tended to him. 
 
    Ryan ran up to them. "I'm his grandson. How is he?" 
 
    The doctor pulled off a stethoscope. "Not good. We'll have to run some tests, but it looks like he might have suffered some sort of seizure. Has he been complaining of headaches, nausea, or dizziness recently?" 
 
    Ryan felt a little nauseous himself as he nodded. "Yeah, he has." 
 
    The nurse smiled. "How did you get Paragon to bring your grandfather here?" 
 
    Ryan felt lost, even as he shook his head and mumbled, "I, uh, I saw him flying by my house and waved him down. Thought it would be faster than an ambulance." 
 
    The doctor patted him on the arm. "We'll take good care of him. You're lucky Paragon came and dropped him off when he did. This could have been much worse." 
 
    They wheeled him through some doors into the emergency triage area where Ryan followed in a daze. This couldn't be happening. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hours later, he sat next to a hospital bed and watched his grandfather's eyes flutter open. A groan escaped the old man's trembling lips. Ryan wiped tears off his cheeks before he rested his hand on his grandfather's shoulder. "It's okay, Grandpa. I'm right here." 
 
    His grandfather's red eyes rolled over to look at Ryan. "Wha' happ'n?" 
 
    "You passed out. You're in the hospital." Ryan paused, wondering if he should say something. He'd already cried over the news the doctor gave him, but didn't know if he should burden his grandfather with it yet. Still, he knew the old man wasn't the type to dance around the truth.  
 
    "Uh, they ran some tests, Grandpa. They found a brain tumor. They haven't done the biopsy or MRI, but it looks like it might be cancer." 
 
    His grandfather didn't look shocked or scared. He just nodded. "I know." 
 
    Ryan stared at the old man, trying to process what he said. "You know? How do you know?" 
 
    His grandfather took a deep breath before murmuring, "Went to get tested last month." 
 
    Ryan felt horrified, confused, and angry, all at once. He thought he was dropping a huge bomb on his grandfather, but it turned out the old man already knew. His grief turned to anger as he blurted, "Why didn't you tell me?" 
 
    "Because they gave me the price tag for the treatment. I don't have insurance and neither do you. We can't afford it. I could barely afford the tests to begin with." 
 
    "That's not true." Ryan had to admit his grandfather was right about their insurance or lack of it. His grandfather's job as a Wal-Mart greeter didn't come with insurance, and neither did his pizza-delivery job. "Even if it was true, I'm not just gonna let you die. We'll find the money." 
 
    His grandfather flashed him a weak smile. "Ryan, I'm an old man. No point in paying for renovations on a condemned building. Just let me go." 
 
    "No, I won't let you go just because of money." Ryan felt hot tears welling up in his eyes. "You said I was all you got. Well, you're all I've got. I won't just let you die. We're gonna beat this." 
 
    The check in his wallet flashed into his mind, and Ryan blurted, "I have five hundred thousand dollars. I'll pay for your treatment." 
 
    His grandfather's eyes widened. "Where'd you get that kinda money?" 
 
    "Never mind that right now. I'll pay for it. Just rest and focus on getting better." Ryan gave his grandfather a kiss on the cheek and walked out of the hospital room. 
 
    He went straight to Doctor Harkins who stood near the door, jotting something on a clipboard. 
 
    "Okay," Ryan said, "how soon can we start treatment?" 
 
    Harkins raised his eyebrows. "I've already called the oncologist. She'll be here in the morning to do some more testing and go over the treatment plan."  
 
    "Okay." Ryan walked off, thinking about the money.  
 
    He went to a nearby ATM, unfolded his check from the mayor and stared at it. After a moment, he inserted his debit card and select the deposit option.  
 
    He was about to deposit the check when he realized he couldn't cash it. The check was made out to Paragon. Even if he could deposit it, anyone at the bank who saw him deposit the check would know who he was. 
 
    He leaned his head against a brick wall next to the ATM. He'd find a way. He had to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    RYAN WOKE up the next morning to the sun shining through the window of his grandfather's hospital room. His grandfather lay in bed, sound asleep, and Ryan still wore the clothes he had on the night before, because he hadn't left. 
 
    It took him a moment to realize someone knocked on the door of the room. That's what had woken him up. When the door opened, Heather and Alice walked in. 
 
    "Hope we're not intruding," Heather whispered before giving Ryan a kiss. 
 
    Ryan shook his head and kept his voice low as well. "No, it's okay. Thanks for coming." 
 
    Alice held a large blue teddy bear against herself. "No biggie. Never got to even see the old guy before." 
 
    His grandfather's eyes fluttered open. "Hey, what's with the crowd all of a sudden?" 
 
    Heather took his thin hands in hers. "Hello, we met before. I'm Heather." 
 
    "I remember you. Beautiful lady such as yourself ain't easy to forget." 
 
    Heather laughed. "I see where Ryan gets his charm." 
 
    Ryan grinned. "Nah, I can't score with the ladies like he can." 
 
    "I wish." His grandfather's head turned to Alice. "And who's this angel?" 
 
    Alice giggled. "I ain't no fuckin' angel, baby." 
 
    Heather put her hand on Alice's shoulder. "This is my roommate, Alice. Another friend of Ryan." 
 
    Ryan was relieved she didn't go into more detail about their relationship. He wasn't sure the old man could handle knowing he was in a polyamorous relationship. 
 
    Alice held out her gloved hand and squeezed his grandfather's. "Hey, old timer. I heard you got some shit goin' down." 
 
    His grandfather sighed. "Yeah, I guess you could say that." 
 
    Alice pressed the teddy bear into his arms. "Well, here. Maybe this little fucker'll help." 
 
    His grandfather chuckled as he took the bear. "Thanks, we'll see." 
 
    Ryan's grin widened. "Hey, you always tell me off when I curse around you. How come she gets away with it?" 
 
    "'Cause she's a guest." His grandfather flicked a smile. "And she's prettier 'n you." 
 
    "Whatever." 
 
    Heather folded her arms over each other. "So, have we, uh, heard anything?" 
 
    Ryan shook his head, feeling the night's exhaustion sweeping over him. "Not yet. Oncologist is gonna do a bunch of tests. They're coming up with a treatment plan." 
 
    His grandfather glared at him. "Which reminds me. What's all this about five hundred thousand dollars?" 
 
    Ryan had been thinking about his story the night before. "Yeah, I got a scholarship." 
 
    "A scholarship? Since when? What for?" 
 
    "I just got a letter last week. I applied for it a few months ago, and meant to tell you, but just wanted to look into it more. Five hundred thousand dollars. It's for academic excellence in the field of criminology." 
 
    His grandfather raised an eyebrow. "With your grades?" 
 
    "It's not just about grades. They also wanted to pick students from Eros City and I fit a bunch of other criteria. Plus, I wrote a killer essay." 
 
    Ryan glanced at Heather who smiled and gave him a quick nod. Maybe this would work. 
 
    His grandfather grunted. "Well, I'm happy for ya, but that scholarship is supposed to go to your tuition. Pay off those student loans." 
 
    "Don't worry about that. I can use the money for whatever I want, and there's nothing more important to me than you, Grandpa." He squeezed the old man's hand. "Now don't try to talk me out of it." 
 
    His grandfather looked down at the blankets over his frail body. "Well, I ain't gonna lie and say I don't wanna live. But it's gonna be a long road." 
 
    "And we'll take it together." 
 
    Heather touched his shoulder. "That reminds me. Ryan, can I speak to you outside for a moment?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    He followed Heather and Alice into the hallway. 
 
    Heather folded her arms and lowered her voice. "So you're going to use the reward money, after all?" 
 
    "Well, I'd like to." Ryan opened his wallet and took out the check. "But I realized last night that I can't. It's made out to Paragon, not me. And even if I could deposit it in my account, I'd give away my secret identity." 
 
    Heather raised her eyebrows. "You haven't opened an account at Power Financial yet?" 
 
    "No, what's that?" 
 
    "It's a sort of bank for superheroes. They handle accounts for regular blokes, but they handle anonymous accounts and don't ask questions or release information." 
 
    "Like a Swiss bank?" 
 
    She smirked. "Quite a bit better. Come along, I'll show you." 
 
    Alice grabbed his arm. "Oh, yeah, let's do it. I got a killer savings account with them." 
 
    "Okay. Let me go tell Grandpa." 
 
    He went back into the hospital room, grabbed his backpack, and squeezed one of his grandfather's hands. "Hey, I just gotta check something out. I'll be back." 
 
    His grandfather waved him off. "Hey, you don't have to hang around here, son. I'm in good hands. You go do what you gotta do." 
 
    Ryan left to join Heather and Alice in the hallway. "Okay, what do we do?" 
 
    Heather led them through the hospital to the elevator. "Well, first we need a change of clothes, if you catch my meaning." 
 
    He nodded, glancing around at the other people they passed in the corridor. 
 
    They took the elevator down to the ground floor where they left the hospital and climbed into Heather's car. They rode back to her bookstore, where they just went to the back where no one would see them and changed to their powered forms of Paragon and Heavenly Hawk. Alice stripped out of her disguise to become Alley Cat. 
 
    They put on costumes, climbed up to the roof of the Nest, and flew across Eros City to a bank in the Financial District. On the front of the building, it read "Power Financial."  
 
    When they landed and walked in the front door, he was a little surprised. The bank looked like every other bank he had been to. Only a couple people stood in line, and he took his place with them. A guy ahead of him who looked like a construction worker only glanced up at him for a moment before looking away. 
 
    A woman in a black dress hurried up to him. "Good morning, sir. No need to stand in line. Step this way." 
 
    Paragon glanced at Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat who only smiled back at him, then he followed the woman in black to a small office. 
 
    The woman waited until they were all inside before shutting the door and sitting down behind her desk. "I'm Anna Chase, a manager here at Power. It looks like you haven't worked with us before if you were waiting in line. All our powered clients get personalized service." 
 
    Paragon glared at Alley Cat and Hawk who were giggling. "No, I didn't know that. Would have been nice to be told." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk forced a straight face while shaking her head. "I'm sorry, but you looked so cute standing in line like that." 
 
    Alley Cat laughed and gave Heavenly Hawk a high five. "Good one!" 
 
    Anna folded her hands over her desk. "So I'd like to give you a quick rundown about what we do here, Mister Paragon. We have a wide range of accounts you can choose from, just like any bank, but we don't require personal identification or verification. You'll be assigned a random number, and that's all we need to know about you. Here at Power Financial, we treat your anonymity with the utmost importance. Of course, if you'd prefer to give us your identity, you can, but not only won't we ask your real identity, we don't want your real identity. That way, we can't be forced by the government or law enforcement into giving up your information." 
 
    Paragon glanced over at Heavenly Hawk. "So how do you know I'm really Paragon?" 
 
    "We verify your identity from a number of methods, including documented footage of your appearance, scans of your ATLAS implant, and a few powered individuals we employ who specialize in this sort of thing. Trust me, from the moment you walked in, we knew you were the real Paragon." 
 
    "But still, isn't having anonymous superheroes as clients kind of risky?" 
 
    Anna smiled. "Actually, it helps to have superheroes coming in and out of your bank. Our regular clients find it quite reassuring to see Captain Alpha or Miss Megavolt in the lobby. That alone makes up for any potential loss of income." 
 
    "And what about taxes?" 
 
    "Well, very few superheroes file taxes in their alter egos to begin with. However, we are not a tax haven. We pay the government a percentage of all money received as a flat tax. Power Financial is actually based outside the country in Vergendalia. All our money is transported immediately out of this location and stored there for safekeeping where it can be teleported back if needed." 
 
    He looked at the other and nodded. "Okay, sounds good. I need to make a deposit then." 
 
    From there, it felt like any other bank. He filled out paperwork, handed over the check, and got an ATM card. The card had the random number assigned to his account instead of his name. 
 
    When he was done, they all shook hands and headed out. 
 
    As they walked out of the bank, Heavenly Hawk turned her head towards the other end of the street and said, "Do you hear music?" 
 
    Paragon stopped and heard it as well, what sounded like a band playing a triumphant song in the distance. "Yeah, what is that?" 
 
    Hawk's eyes glowed for a moment, as she said, "It looks like they're having some sort of grand opening or something." 
 
    Alley Cat grinned. "It's the grand opening of a new science center. How am I the only one who knows that?" 
 
    "I suppose I haven't been paying attention." Hawk narrowed her eyes. "I have a bad feeling about this. I think we should keep an eye on it." 
 
    Paragon had seen Heavenly Hawk's intuition like a sixth sense in action and trusted her. "You think Aphrodisia might show up?" 
 
    "I don't know, to be honest. But something is coming." 
 
    "Okay, I trust your judgment. Let's go." 
 
    They crossed the street to head down to the next block where he could see a large industrial park with a crowd gathered in the parking lot in front of it. The crowd stood before a stage with men and women gathered on it, along with a high school band. 
 
    Mayor Bill Kubert stood at a microphone, clapping and smiling. He drew golden scissors from his coat and approached the red ribbon strung across the entrance of the park. "What a great band. Young people who will be the future of this country, much like this facility will be the future of Eros." 
 
    He swept his smile across the crowd. "I'm proud to be a part of this grand opening, welcoming the Marino Corporation to our fair city, along with thousands of jobs, and cutting edge technology." 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "Why would Aphrodisia show up here?" 
 
    "I don't know." Heavenly Hawk lowered her eyes. "I'm not even sure she will, not now." 
 
    Alley Cat leaned over to Paragon. "Hey, what'll we do if she does show up?" 
 
    Paragon shook his head. "I don't know. I can't fight her, not without the Night Watchman's defense against her, but I can't let her do whatever she wants, either. Anything, Hawk?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk's eyes glowed as she looked over the crowd. "I don't see her, but I'm going up to get a better view." 
 
    She flapped her wings and rose off the ground as Paragon pointed at Alley Cat. 
 
    "Cat," he said, "I need you here to keep an eye out, especially for the mayor. I'm going to do a sweep of the area, see if she's coming." 
 
    Alley Cat snapped off a salute. "Aye-aye, Captain Cutebutt." 
 
    Paragon took off and flew over the city block, getting a birds-eye view of the city. He looked down at the huge office building that the mayor was unveiling, and outwards to the city streets. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk flew up to him, waving a hand. When she came close enough, she called out over the winds, "I think I've spotted her. Over there." 
 
    He looked down to the street where she pointed. A long white limousine came down the road. The limo itself caught his eye, but what was more disturbing is that traffic seemed to be moving out of its way. Cars in front of it would pull to the side to make room for it. When the limo came to an intersection, it kept going through a red light, yet the cars all stopped to allow the limo to go through the intersection. 
 
    Paragon nodded. "Yeah, that's gotta be her. She's headed right for this lab. You were right." 
 
    Hawk looked up at him. "The question remains, how can we fight her when she can control our minds?" 
 
    "I think Alley Cat had something. We attack her at a distance, stay out of range. Maybe we can stop her from getting here. But first, we need to warn people." 
 
    Paragon launched himself back at the podium where the mayor stood. 
 
    Kirby continued his speech, saying, "And so as we open this laboratory, we hope it's only the beginning of a new wave of innovation for Eros City--" 
 
    Paragon landed next to him, interrupting the mayor who lunged back. Paragon didn't bother trying to talk to him, but leaned over to the microphone and said, "Ladies and gentlemen, you need to evacuate this area immediately. Aphrodisia is headed this way." 
 
    Some of the people in the crowd started yelling, screaming, and running. Most of the crowd just looked at each other, laughed, or cheered. 
 
    Paragon felt a surge of anger. "Don't you get it, people? Aphrodisia is coming. You all need to clear the area!" 
 
    The mayor grabbed the microphone from him with one hand and held out his free hand. "All right, everyone. No need to panic."  
 
    "Yes, there's absolutely a need to panic." Paragon pointed at the street nearby. "She'll be here in a few minutes." 
 
    Mayor Kirby gave him a wide but forced smile. "I was expecting this, Paragon." 
 
    Detective Morrison Grant stood up from the crowd behind them. "I told you once, we're not dummies. We can handle this. We have the area surrounded." 
 
    He pointed up and swept his hand in a circle. "Snipers are on the rooftops surrounding the area with orders to shoot to kill, but if she gets past them, we got police cars set up in all directions. When she gets here, we'll be setting up roadblocks on all the exits to keep her from getting away." 
 
    Paragon looked out at the sidewalk and saw police officers standing within the crowd. "It's a trap." 
 
    Grant nodded. "You got it." 
 
    Mayor Kirby clapped Paragon on the shoulder. "This is our chance. With your help." 
 
    "Absolutely." He pointed. "There's a white limo headed this way from the south. I'm gonna try and stop it. Hope you don't mind me doing some damage." 
 
    Kirby chuckled. "We've come to understand it goes with the territory." 
 
    Grant jabbed a finger at him. "But keep it to a minimum, cowboy." 
 
    Paragon took off to fly over to a streetlight at the nearby intersection. He flew up to twist off the pole holding the lightbulb, and bent it to make it into a straight line. Then he flew higher to a nearby roof. 
 
    A SWAT member lay prone on the roof's edge, looking down the sights of a rifle. He jumped back when Paragon landed next to him. 
 
    Paragon nodded down at him. "Sorry. As you were." 
 
    He took a moment, testing himself. He didn't feel any different so it seemed like Aphrodisia hadn't gotten in range yet. That meant he had time. 
 
    He looked out at the city, and could see the white limo drawing closer. Paragon drew back his arm, holding the metal pole like a javelin. He wasn't sure he could make it from this distance, but his Strength and Dexterity stats had gone up, so he hoped so. 
 
    He took a few steps forward to build up speed and threw the pole. 
 
    It went better than he had hoped. The pole sailed straight and true through the air and slammed into the hood of the car, impaling the limo like a needle, pinning it to the road so the car came to a sudden stop. 
 
    As smoke poured from the hood, the driver's side opened and a naked man stepped out. He seemed to be the driver, and he looked dazed as he stared at the pierced engine. 
 
    Paragon clenched his fist. "Yes." 
 
    Aphrodisia's voice echoed through the streets, coming from the limo. "I know that was you, Paragon. Well done, lover. I suppose I'll have to walk." 
 
    Paragon patted the SWAT sniper on the head. "Get ready." 
 
    "You know it." The sniper bent down to look through the sight and placed his finger on the trigger. 
 
    "But shoot to wound, not kill." 
 
    The sniper shook his head. "I got my orders." 
 
    Paragon wasn't too happy about the idea of killing Aphrodisia in cold blood. He knew some superheroes believed in killing their enemies, but he didn't. He wanted to become a force for justice, not an executioner. He didn't want to replace the court system. Everyone, including supervillains, deserved a day in court. Besides, once he started killing his enemies, he would become a target for the police who would be trying to stop him.  
 
    He had also seen what happened in Umbrapolis when the Bloodhound started killing his enemies, and the supervillains began striking back. The city was destroyed in an all-out war between the hero and villains, and the Bloodhound was finally killed himself. Murder was a slippery slope. 
 
    At the same time, maybe Aphrodisia was the exception. They had put her on trial and the defense managed to avoid the death penalty, but she had escaped to wreak havoc again. Maybe Aphrodisia was too powerful to let live. 
 
    As he considered it, the back doors of the limo swung open. A red boot stepped out onto the asphalt. 
 
    Paragon could hear a click of guns being cocked. 
 
    Another red boot stepped out of the other side. 
 
    Paragon watched with widening eyes. "Oh, shit." 
 
    A woman with long red hair and a red bikini climbed out of the limo, but another identical woman came out of the other side. As they walked out onto the street, two more redheaded women climbed out, too. 
 
    Six identical women came out of the limousine, turned towards the public square, and walked in unison towards the mayor's stage. 
 
    "Decoys," Paragon whispered. "She's got decoys." 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SWAT sniper pressed a button on a walkie-talkie on his shoulder and said, "I have eyes on the target, but she's got other women with her. Awaiting orders." 
 
    Paragon could see Detective Grant on stage talking into a walkie-talkie of his own, and the one on the sniper's shoulder spoke. "You have your orders. Take 'em out." 
 
    Paragon grabbed the rifle and yelled into the walkie-talkie. "Wait! Don't shoot! The other women are under her control. They're hostages." 
 
    Grant said from his walkie-talkie. "Stay out of this, hero. We have a chance to stop her here, once and for all." 
 
    Paragon yelled, "We can't kill five innocent people just to kill Aphrodisia." 
 
    "Yes, we can. Take the shot." 
 
    "No!" Paragon yanked the rifle out of the sniper's hands and bent it into a pretzel. 
 
    As he dropped the metal knot onto the roof, he looked out at the other rooftops where the snipers all took aim. "You can't do this!" 
 
    Gunshots rang out. 
 
    Two of the redheaded women jerked their heads. As the women fell over, the others continued to walk at a steady pace. 
 
    Paragon understood what Grant was saying, that they could kill Aphrodisia once and for all with a few shots, that Aphrodisia could kill thousands as opposed to a handful dying, but he couldn't just stand by and let innocent people die. That's probably what Aphrodisia was hoping they would do. He didn't want to be naive and could see Grant's point about finishing Aphrodisia off, but if Paragon was going to be a hero, he had to stand up for what he believed in. And killing innocent women under Aphrodisia's control wasn't what he believed in. 
 
    He didn't know what to do. It wouldn't take more than a few seconds before the other women were killed. He couldn't stop all the snipers in that space of time. He could try to jump down and make himself a human shield. He could fly faster than he could run. Maybe he could reach them. But once he got close enough to block the bullets, he would be under Aphrodisia's power. That could lead to her making him do anything, including killing other people. 
 
    He also wasn't prepared to let the police kill Aphrodisia in cold blood.  
 
    Paragon felt like he had an impossible choice. Either he jumped in to stop the death of Aphrodisia's hostages and let himself fall under her spell or do nothing, let the women die, and live with the guilt of knowing he could have saved them. 
 
    This wasn't what being a hero was supposed to be like. He knew superheroes often had to make tough choices, but he hadn't prepared himself for anything like this. 
 
    He looked up, wishing Heavenly Hawk was there. With her Hawk-Vision, maybe she would have been able to tell which one was Aphrodisia, and tell the snipers which one to take out. But she was nowhere in sight. He had to handle this all by himself. 
 
    He leaped off the roof, and activated his Flight power, sending him soaring across the open square to the wrecked limo where the four redheaded women continued their walk towards the mayor's platform. They didn't even seem to notice the ones who had been killed and walked at a steady pace. Even their boots hit the asphalt at the same time. 
 
    Before he could reach the women, a white blur fell from the sky, Heavenly Hawk moving at lightning speed. As she landed, Heavenly Hawk spun around with her wings flapping to make a windstorm that swirled around her and the four women, throwing up clouds of dust that blocked the view. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk held out her hand and called out, "Stop! Aphrodisia's not with them!" 
 
    Paragon stopped to hover in the air. "What?" 
 
    Hawk thrust out a finger. "It's a bloody trick! She's over there!" 
 
    He turned to follow her finger to a woman in the crowd wearing a long black coat and a large black hat. She raised her head to reveal glowing red eyes and let the coat fall off her shoulders, revealing a curvy body enhanced by her tight red bikini. 
 
    "Hello, everyone," she said into a microphone, and her voice carried from the limo instead. "Did you miss me?" 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: STOP APHRODISIA 
 
    REWARD: 30,000 XP 
 
      
 
    Paragon's heart sank. She had pulled a double blind on them, using a mic to get her voice to come out of the limo and getting them to focus on it and the six redheaded women while she just walked right into the crowd. 
 
    Someone screamed, and Paragon raised himself to attack her when the familiar sensation from the classroom swept over him. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    A flush of heat ran through his body from the top of his scalp down to his toes. His erection surged to life in his pants within seconds, making sweat break out on his forehead. He looked at Heavenly Hawk, and she looked so incredibly beautiful. Her golden hair surrounded her elegant face perfectly, and her chest rose and fell faster, making her already large breasts even more defined under her costume. Her wings fanned the air behind her slowly as she took on a hungry look in her eyes right before she lunged into Paragon's arms. 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her tightly against him as the two of them kissed passionately. She moaned into his lips, and her hands pressed up against his back, urging him closer. Her heaving breasts crushed against his chest as he pushed her tongue into her mouth and she sucked on the writhing tip. She moaned against him and her body pushed against his and all he could think about was how he hadn't been inside her in almost two days. The last time they had made love had been on the roof of her Nest, and he craved the moist warmth of her pussy around his hard cock again more than anything he could imagine. 
 
    On some level, he knew Aphrodisia did this to him. He knew she was distracting him so she could do whatever she was here to do. He didn't care. He needed Heavenly Hawk. 
 
    "Give it to me," Heavenly Hawk gasped. 
 
    Her hands went to his waist and yanked it down so his stiffening flesh popped out into the cool air. His hands went to the waist of her costume to pull up her top, freeing her incredibly firm breasts. The nipples thickened between his lips as he ducked down to lick and suck on them and her hand wrapped around his shaft to jerk it hard. 
 
    In the corner of his eye, he could see other people in the crowd turning to each other and tearing off their clothes as well. The screams of terror had been replaced by moans of pleasure. An old man had a young woman bent over a car as he rammed into her while an elderly woman rode a young man lying on the street. 
 
    Aphrodisia called out, "Now play nice, my darlings, and Mommy will be right back." 
 
    On some level, he knew that Aphrodisia walked into the laboratory but he didn't care. He couldn't think of anything other than his urgent need. He just ripped down the waist of Heavenly Hawk's white pants and thrust himself into her as deep as he could. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doctor Horne had been waiting in the limo while it came down the street to the laboratory, watching the six other decoy Aphrodisias making out with each other the whole time. They all wore red wigs and tight bikinis that showed off full breasts and long legs, and he stroked his cock while watching them tease and rub each other's bodies. 
 
    Horne knew that Aphrodisia had a hold on him and was manipulating him to help her, but he didn't care. He had lost two marriages because of his sexual dysfunction, and had sex three times since joining Aphrodisia, more than he had in the past year. Horne loved it. 
 
    A loud crash made the limo jerk forward and come to a sudden halt. He smelled smoke as Aphrodisia's voice came out of a speaker mounted on the ceiling. "It's showtime, ladies. You know what to do. Just walk." 
 
    The six women climbed out and Aphrodisia spoke from the speaker again, "I know that was you, Paragon. Well done, lover. I suppose I'll have to walk." 
 
    Horne watched the doubles of Aphrodisia walk out of sight of his window. He knew the plan, but still felt a thrill at watching them move into action. This would work. 
 
    After a few seconds, shots rang out, screaming filled the air, and Horne saw people running past the car windows.  
 
    The doors of the limo swung open again, and two large men looked in. He didn't know what lay ahead but Doctor Horne forced his swollen cock into his pants and climbed out. 
 
    The two men walked Doctor Horne through a crowd which had fallen into another orgy like at the university. Horne enjoyed the view of dozens of naked women in all sorts of sexual positions as he passed by them, heading to the doors of the laboratory. He even saw Paragon feverishly grinding against Heavenly Hawk with their pants around their ankles. Aphrodisia's power seemed unstoppable. 
 
    Horne was cooperating with Aphrodisia for another reason: power. He hoped that by analyzing her power, he could find a way to give himself the same power or even more.  
 
    Aphrodisia walked ahead of them, and the crowds parted to allow her to pass. She hummed softly over the moans and cries of the men and women around her, occasionally stroking bare flesh with her hands. 
 
    When she reached the platform, Aphrodisia took delicate steps up to it, and smiled at the mayor who lay naked on a middle-aged woman, pounding his hips into her at a furious pace. 
 
    "My my my," Aphrodisia sighed, "it looks like the mayor is screwing someone else besides the city for a change." 
 
    She picked up the pair of golden scissors left by the mayor and snipped the red ribbon stretched across the doors of the laboratory, then pushed the doors open and walked inside. 
 
    They walked into a long hall with the Marino Company logo made of tiles on the floor. The footsteps of Horne and the two men with him echoed off the walls, but Aphrodisia's red boots made only the barest whisper. 
 
    Aphrodisia led the way to a long hallway where they wound through rooms with scientific equipment. They occasionally passed a few people having sex with each other, but the lab was mostly empty. 
 
    They came to a room at the end of the hall with consoles mounted on every wall around a huge white tube suspended over a bed.  
 
    Horne nodded. "This is it." 
 
    She climbed into the bed while nodding at Doctor Horne. "You know what to do, Doctor." 
 
    "Yes, of course." Horne went to the control console, twitching his fingers in excitement. The hyperionic imaging scanner was cutting edge, something only a handful of scientists around the world had operated. Fortunately, he had studied extensively about its properties before arriving. He typed commands and clicked icons on the interface as the inside of the scanner began to glow and hum.  
 
    The bed slid into the depths of the plastic tube while a blue light bathed over Aphrodisia. 
 
    Horne worked on the console and studied the screens as three-dimensional graphics of Aphrodisia's body began to appear. He studied the outlines, tracing the pathway of her blood, skin, and even her hormones. Most useful of all, he could follow the path of the microscopic nanites that formed her ATLAS implant and where they clustered in her. 
 
    Studying the information made him smile. "I see it. Extraordinary. Aphrodisia, you have a unique gland in your brain that produces and releases an incredibly powerful energy. So powerful that it can influence someone from almost a mile away. The energy triggers the release of testosterone in men and women, and also oxytocin and vasopressin--" 
 
    "Spare me, doctor," Aphrodesia said from inside the scanner. "All I need to know is if you can do what I ask." 
 
    Horne couldn't stop his hands from trembling as he traced a path on his screen. "Oh, yes. I can increase the range and strength of the gland." 
 
    "Will I be able to reach all of Eros City?" 
 
    Horne waved a hand. "All of Eros City? Yes. But that's just the beginning. With the right mechanism, I could boost your power a thousand times, maybe even a million times its current strength. You could saturate the Earth's atmosphere and reach anywhere in the world. I might even be able to cure your condition so you could feel sexual pleasure again. And with this data, I could revolutionize medicine, biology, and sexual research." 
 
    He flipped a switch that caused the scanner to shut down, and the bed pushed Aphrodisia out of it. As she sat up, she gave him a warm smile. "Yes, doctor, I'm sure you'll win the Nobel Prize. If there's anyone left on Earth to give it to you." 
 
    She climbed off the bed, and her butt swayed as she walked out. "Time to go." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Paragon couldn't seem to get enough of Heavenly Hawk as he forced himself deeper into her. The two of them did it standing up, her holding him by the hips while he sank his fingers into the cheeks of her ass. They moaned into each other's mouths as they ground their hips into each other.  
 
    "Yes," Heavenly Hawk moaned. "I need you inside me all the time. Don't ever stop, darling." 
 
    "Aphrodisia," he grunted, and part of him began to focus, struggling against her control. He tried to force his concentration back to her, but it quickly faded in a wave of joy. He didn't know why he kept fighting what felt so good. 
 
    Pleasure surged through him every time he sank into Hawk, and he felt her body quivering against him from orgasm after orgasm until her juices ran down their thighs. His body tensed from the climax building up inside him, but he hadn't reached it yet. He felt laser focused on their sweat-soaked bodies against each other, almost tuning out the men and women surrounding them in a circle of sexual excitement. 
 
    When his hips stiffened and he finally came, filling Heavenly Hawk, he actually saw stars flashing around him from the power surging through him. His legs gave out and he sank to his knees, pinning her to the ground under him, leaving her squirming. 
 
    In that moment, the trance broke, and he could think clearly again. 
 
    Aphrodisia came strutting out of the laboratory, smiling while turning her piercing eyes to him. "Oh, baby, you look so good on your knees." 
 
    Paragon climbed onto his feet, knowing he didn't look tough with his pants around his ankles and a dripping penis, but he needed to strike now while he could. It seemed like his refractory period after his orgasm weakened her power over him. It didn't completely free him because he still felt like grabbing her jiggling breasts, and Heavenly Hawk's hands groping his thighs made him want to plunge back into her, but he grit his teeth to fight his urges and throw himself forward. 
 
    He pulled up his pants and flew through the air towards Aphrodisia. If he could knock her down or maybe even knock her out before she could target him, maybe her power wouldn't be enough to stop him. 
 
    He rushed over the heads of the sighing, whimpering couples and groups sprawled on the grass, asphalt, and concrete. Aphrodisia's shimmering eyes narrowed towards him. 
 
    She held up her hand with the palm out. "That's enough." 
 
    And he couldn't understand why he would want to knock down or knock out such a hot and sexy woman like Aphrodisia. If anything, he wanted to wrap his arms around her, tear off her bikini, and plunge himself into her up to his balls. She wanted him to stop flying, and he did, coming to a sudden halt just a few feet away from her hand. 
 
    Aphrodisia giggled. "Oh, you're so sweet. I love a man with stamina. But if you're going to be one of my slaves, you need to prove to me that you're worthy. Oh, ladies and gentlemen, please kill Paragon for me." 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: ESCAPE THE MOB 
 
    REWARD: 10,000 XP 
 
      
 
    The crowd all untangled themselves from each other and rose off the ground to stumble towards Paragon. He turned to look into faces twisted with anger or desire, he couldn't tell which. Hands reached for his arms and legs. Even Heavenly Hawk had begun to crawl over to him with her boobs swaying under her. 
 
    Paragon's mind seemed clear again, and he could feel the urgency to stop Aphrodisia. She headed for another white limo that had pulled up to the curb in front of the laboratory, along with two muscular guys and the professor she had taken from the university. He had to get her before she got away again, but the people pressing into him stood between them. 
 
    Someone threw a punch at his face, but he barely felt it. A woman tried to kick him in the balls, and he didn't feel that either. He used his arm to brush them off, and they went flying. 
 
      
 
    +250 XP 
 
    +250 XP 
 
      
 
    "Get back," he yelled, but the rest kept coming. 
 
    This seemed like a waste of time. The crowd couldn't really hurt him, and he had to focus on Aphrodisia. It seemed like she had released him from her control, and he wasn't sure if that was a good thing because it meant he was free or a bad thing because she didn't consider him a threat anymore. 
 
    He used his Flight power to launch himself into the air and flew over the crowds. Hands groped and swiped at him to pull him down, but he easily stayed out of their grasp, focused on Aphrodisia as she climbed into the back of the limo. 
 
    With a roar, Alley Cat leaped from the crowd, grabbed onto his waist, and held on. Before he could even reach for her, she scrambled up onto his back, straddled him, and began swiping her claws at his back and neck. 
 
    "Stay the fuck away from her!" Alley Cat yelled. 
 
    Her claws weren't sharp enough to pierce his bulletproof skin, but were sharp enough to hurt. He grunted and spun himself around in a corkscrew in the air so she fell off.  
 
      
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    She landed on a car, flipped off to land on her feet on the ground, and ran after him. 
 
    The limo began to pull away from the curb just as he reached it. He wouldn't let her get away this time. He plunged his fingers into the metal roof to let him tear it free. 
 
    Aphrodisia sat in the back seat, along with her four other duplicates. No, when he looked down at their faces, he saw just vacant stares, not glowing eyes. They were all decoys. 
 
    In the front seat, one of the muscular guys who escorted Aphrodisia held a remote in his hand with a single button. 
 
    He pushed the button. 
 
    The limo exploded, sending Paragon flying up into the air. He righted himself and hovered over the street as he looked down at the flaming wreckage of the limo. He wanted to check for survivors, but the mangled hunk of steel crackling below meant there was a slim chance of that. 
 
    He looked up and down the street, and saw no other escaping cars or signs of Aphrodisia. She had gotten away again. 
 
      
 
    MISSION FAILED 
 
      
 
    With the destruction of the limo, everyone seemed to snap out of their trances. Once again, screams and yells replaced moaning as the women and men (but mostly women) came out of Aphrodisia's spell and discovered they were naked and fucking a stranger. The crowd scattered in all directions with people clutching clothes to themselves or just running off naked. 
 
    Of all of them, Mayor Kirby seemed to be most panicked. His security guards rushed to form a circle around him while he scrambled to pull on his suit, yelling for help. The woman he had been banging shrieked while hobbling off the stage with her hands over her breasts and crotch. 
 
    Paragon felt his heart sink as he realized he had failed again. Aphrodisia had escaped, and probably gotten whatever she came for. She had fooled him twice with her decoys, and turned him completely helpless again. It seemed like the only reason she hadn't ordered him to kill himself or anyone else is because she found him amusing, and she liked toying with him like a cat playing with a mouse. 
 
    Still, at least he had stopped the crowd. 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
      
 
    +10,000 XP 
 
    Level Up! 
 
    You Are Now Level 10! 
 
    +5 STR 
 
    +5 DEX 
 
    +5 DEF 
 
      
 
    He felt a familiar surge of power as his stats increased and slowly drifted down to stand on the sidewalk again, bathed in a blinding yellow light. 
 
    Some of the light peeled away to form the shape of a buxom woman, the blue female form of his ATLAS implant's artificial intelligence. Dahlia stood in front of him, nude and with her hands at her sides. 
 
    Before he could say a word, Dahlia took a step forward, took his hands and leaned in to kiss him. He felt her lips touch his with slight pops like static electricity. When she leaned back, the light formed a symbol like a lightning bolt and a transparent sphere in the air between them. 
 
    "Choose your power," she said. "Invisibility or Electrical Manipulation?" 
 
    He blinked. "Oh, wow. I didn't know I'd have to choose." 
 
    He broke into a sweat as he looked at the two symbols. Invisibility seemed like a great power, one that would come in handy when he needed to sneak up on people, but he didn't think it would be too useful in combat. Electrical manipulation sounded like that would be more useful in a fight. 
 
    "I choose," he said as he touched the lightning bolt, "electrical manipulation."  
 
    "You now have the power of Electrical Manipulation," she said as the lightning bolt flashed into Paragon's chest. "You can control the movement of electrons to a limited extent." 
 
    Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk came running up to him from the crowd. 
 
    "Holy shit," Alley Cat blurted, "I'm so sorry I attacked you. I--" 
 
    She stopped short, staring at Dahlia. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk gasped. "Paragon, who is that?" 
 
    He looked at her and leaned back. Dahlia had always appeared to him as a mental projection. "Wait, you can see her, too?" 
 
    "Yes."  
 
    Dahlia nodded at him. "Your new power allows me to take on holographic form." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk pointed at her. "My God, this is Dahlia, your implant's artificial intelligence?" 
 
    Paragon nodded while admiring how she seemed more solid and real. "Yeah, this is her, all right." 
 
    Alley Cat braced her hands on her hips. "Shit, she's a real piece of ass." 
 
    A group of large men charged across the street at Paragon.  
 
    One yelled, "You asshole, you didn't do shit!" 
 
    Dahlia turned and held out her hands towards them. Paragon wondered if she was going to tell them to back off or something until flashes of lightning shot from her palms. The arcing bolts hit the men who went into convulsions and collapsed. 
 
    As the men lay on the ground, groaning and jerking, Paragon and his two girls stared at Dahlia. 
 
    "How the fuck did you do that?" Alley Cat blurted. 
 
    Dahlia shook her head. "I did not. I am only a conduit to his power." 
 
    She pointed at Paragon. 
 
    He looked down at his hands and tried to make lightning come out of his own palms. Not even a spark appeared. "Nothing's happening." 
 
    "I am a conduit to your power," Dahlia said. "Unlike your other powers, you must summon Electrical Manipulation through me." 
 
    He clenched his fists. "What? Why?" 
 
    "Because that is what you wanted. You wanted me to take on holographic form and become a member of your team, so I have." 
 
    "Really? Man, my subconscious is really running the show." He looked at Dahlia, who only gave him a blank look in return and nodded. "Okay, I guess you're part of the team. Welcome aboard." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    DETECTIVE GRANT stood by the stage where the mayor had been speaking, talking into a walkie-talkie as Paragon charged up to him. He turned and gave Paragon a sneer. "Thought you'd be more helpful around here. You let Aphrodisia get away." 
 
    Paragon didn't answer. He grabbed Grant by the shirt and slammed him against the wall of the stage, ignoring the other officers who yelled and drew their weapons. 
 
    "Hold your fire," Grant yelled. "He's bulletproof." 
 
    Paragon's arms trembled as he struggled to control his rage. He wanted to punch Grant, but knew his fist could crush the detective's skull. "I told you to stop. I told you. If you had ordered the snipers to stand down or even wound instead of kill, we could have saved those women. We could have found out none of them were Aphrodisia. Those women were killed for no reason." 
 
    He pointed to the bloodstains on the road behind him. "Their deaths are on your head, asshole." 
 
    Grant grabbed Paragon's wrists and tried to pull them off. "I'll sleep fine tonight, Paragon. I hope you sleep well knowing you kept us from taking out Aphrodisia, and all these deaths are on you. We're at war with these supervillains, and all wars have casualties." 
 
    "That wasn't a casualty. That was murder." 
 
    "Call it whatever you want. Murder, collateral damage, acceptable losses. Hindsight is twenty-twenty. If I had ordered them to shoot to wound, and Aphrodisia had been one of those women, she could still have taken over all of our minds. But I had a chance to kill Aphrodisia, and stop her once and for all. I made a judgment call. And I'd do it again." 
 
    He punched at Paragon's massive arms. "Now get your fuckin' hands off me." 
 
    Paragon bared his teeth, but let go so Detective Grant could drop to the ground. He couldn't stop thinking of the moment where the bullets hit the two women who turned out to be innocent victims. He hadn't been able to save them. 
 
    "Just to let you know, Grant, it's taking everything I have not to smash your face in." 
 
    Grant smoothed the front of his dress shirt. "Duly noted. You're not the first and won't be the last. And don't interfere in our operation again." 
 
    He looked at Dahlia who floated up to them. "Not another one. Who's this chick? And why she's blue and naked?" 
 
    Paragon looked at her. "Oh, this is my new, uh, partner. Dahlia, could you cover up or something?" 
 
    Dahlia bowed her head. "Affirmative." 
 
    Her nipples faded away, along with the smooth slit between her legs. Her breasts and butt remained as visible as ever, but the slight changes made it look like she wore a blue bodysuit instead of just being nude. 
 
    Paragon looked over at the cluster of men in black suits and sunglasses still gathered around the trembling Mayor Kirby. The mayor had put his suit back on and sat on a chair, looking at his phone. 
 
    "You all right, sir?" 
 
    Kirby shook his head. "No, I'm not alright, Paragon. I was just naked, fucking my Chief of Staff on stage for everyone to see. I'll never live this down." 
 
    Paragon glanced over at Heavenly Hawk who shrugged. "Well, I think people would understand, given Aphrodisia was here." 
 
    "If that's what you think, you don't know politics. There are already pictures of me out there online. All my opponents will have them plastered all over TV on the next election cycle. I need to call my lawyers." 
 
    He stood up and staggered off the stage with his bodyguards trailing him. 
 
    Paragon looked at Heavenly Hawk. "We need to find out what Aphrodisia wanted here. It might be able to tell us where she's going next." 
 
    She nodded back. "Quite right." 
 
    They headed to the gates of the laboratory where police officers and paramedics worked, caring for people or hauling them on stretchers. Some of the people had injuries from their vigorous activity, and a few of the older ones had even died, but most of them just seemed dazed. 
 
    Paragon approached a man in a lab coat that he recognized from the company website as the head of the lab. "Mister McClain? Can I talk to you for a moment?" 
 
    McClain nodded. "Yes, I-I suppose so." 
 
    "Can you tell us what Aphrodisia was doing here?" 
 
    McClain threw up his hands. "I told the police, I don't know. As near as we can tell, she didn't take anything. It seems she just used the hyperionic imaging scanner." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "Oh, uh, it's a new imaging process. It not only scans the body, but how the body interacts with ATLAS implants. With the ATLAS-powered community in Eros City, it was our hope that it would lead to a new understanding of how the implant operates. We're still analyzing the data, but it seems she took a scan of herself. What disturbs me is that she knew how to use it. Or someone with her knew how to use it." 
 
    Paragon folded his arms. "Aphrodisia has no scientific background. It has to be Doctor Horne helping her. That's why she kidnapped him. What is she up to?" 
 
    Hawk braced her hands on her hips. "She's kidnapped an expert on human sexualilty and just did a deep scan of herself. In her previous crimes, she always wanted to increase her power. I'll bet she thinks Horne can do it." 
 
    "Can he?" 
 
    "Well, I reviewed some of his work. Horne is quite brilliant. His research has focused on curing impotence and increasing libido in men and women, and he's made astonishing breakthroughs. If anyone could do it, it's him." 
 
    Alley Cat held out her hands and waved them. "Okay, you're talkin' more powerful. What's that mean?" 
 
    Hawk exhaled hard. "I mean, maybe letting her reach more people and holding onto power for longer. Aphrodisia is already dangerous. If she became even more powerful, she could take over the city." 
 
    Hawk raised her eyebrows. "Or the world." 
 
    Alley Cat pressed her hands to her stomach. "Ah, that makes me wanna puke." 
 
    "She could be working on it right now. We can't let her finish whatever it is she's working on." 
 
    Hawk looked at Paragon who nodded back. 
 
    They both said, "Watchtower" at the same time. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk spread her wings and took off while Paragon swept Alley Cat into his arms as he flew away. Dalia just spread her arms and floated after him. 
 
    For a moment, Paragon looked over his shoulder at Dahlia. She kept up with him easily, as if she was tied to him with a line. It was slightly weird to him to see her in the real world. He usually only heard her voice and saw her for brief periods of time. 
 
    They came to the Watchtower, and the clock face opened for them. Hawk had explained that the clock had hidden scanners that would open the doorway for only approved team members. For a moment, Paragon wondered if it would let Dahlia through, and the clock face did slide shut before she could pass through. However, Dahlia just passed right through the ceiling. 
 
    When they landed, all of them turned to Dahlia, who just stared back at them. 
 
    Alley Cat leaned over to study Dahlia's face. "Uh, hello?" 
 
    Dahlia tilted her head to one side. "Hello. What can I help you with?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk slowly walked around the blue simulation. "So this is what you've been seeing all this time, Ryan?" 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "Sometimes. Most of the time, I just hear her voice." 
 
    Hawk made a point of looking down at Dahlia's enormous breasts. "You never mentioned what it - she - looked like." 
 
    Dahlia said, "My form was chosen by the implant's owner." 
 
    Hawk raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?" 
 
    Paragon held out his hands. "On a subconscious level." 
 
    Alley Cat poked Dahlia with a finger. "Well, your subconscious did a great fucking job. She's a babe. Even feels real." 
 
    Dahlia nodded. "My holographic matrix allows for particle dispersal to provide tactical feedback." 
 
    Alley Cat ran a finger down Dahlia's shoulder to glide over one of her breasts. "Oo, that's got possibilities." 
 
    Paragon walked over to Dahlia. "So how does this work now? How long can you stay like this?" 
 
    "I can stay in my holographic form indefinitely. However, the use of electronic manipulation will draw power from you." 
 
    Alley Cat rubbed her hands together. "Awesome! New team member. We need to give her a new name. Power Girl? Surge Protector? Charge Lass?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk wiggled her fingers. "No, something about electricity. Electric. Electronica." 
 
    "Electronica seems fine. Let's focus on more important things." Paragon went to the computer. "We need the Night Watchman more than ever. If only we could unlock those files." 
 
    Electronica floated over to the computer and narrowed her glowing blue eyes. "Would you like me to decrypt the files?" 
 
    They all looked at each other as Paragon said, "You can do that?" 
 
    "Affirmative. Your power over electrons allows me to interface with computers. Computer programming is merely the interpretation of the flow of electrons, ones and zeros. With your assistance, I can reorganize that information to decrypt the files." 
 
    "Uh, yeah, that would be great." 
 
    "Very well." Electronica held out her hand towards the computer. 
 
    Text flowed across the screen, white lettering against a black background like computer code. 
 
    She nodded. "The decryption will take approximately five hours to complete." 
 
    Alley Cat folded her arms. "Long ass time, but I guess it's better than nothing. 
 
    "Yeah." Paragon looked at his watch. "I gotta go. I'm gonna be late for work." 
 
    "You got five hundred thousand dollars. Fuck that job." 
 
    "That money is for my grandfather. And I want to keep my normal life for now." He kissed Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk before waving at Electronica. "Can you stay here and decrypt it without me?" 
 
    Electronica nodded. "Affirmative." 
 
    "Cool." He took off through the hatch in the ceiling, headed for Jimmy's pizzeria.  
 
    When he got close, he found an isolated rooftop where he could change back into his regular clothes and become Ryan Walker again. He headed down to the ground floor and ran into the pizzeria. 
 
    Chuck poked his head out of the kitchen. "Hey, bud." 
 
    "Hey, Chuck." Ryan looked around. "Where's Lloyd?" 
 
    "Beats me. He said he'd be in later."  
 
    Ryan sat down in one of the chairs. "Oh, okay. Got anything to deliver?" 
 
    "Not yet." Chuck tossed a ball of dough into the air, and it flopped onto the counter in front of him. "I'm starting on the pizzas, but it's not going too well. It's harder than I thought." 
 
    "That's what your mother said last night." 
 
    Chuck chuckled as he picked up the dough to begin stretching it out. "Hey, you feeling okay? You usually make a crack about my mother sooner than that." 
 
    Ryan thought about lying, but decided to tell the truth. With no one else in the restaurant they could talk openly. "No, I'm not. Aphrodisia got my ass kicked again, and Grandpa has a brain tumor." 
 
    Chuck put down the pizza. "What? Are you serious? About your Grandpa, I mean. I saw those people beating you up online." 
 
    "Yeah. He passed out last night and it turns out he already got a cancer diagnosis and didn't tell me." 
 
    Chuck dropped his hands. "Wow. Your grandfather has cancer? Holy shit. I'm sorry, man." 
 
    Ryan swallowed down the pain gripping his chest. He didn't want to believe that his grandfather could really be dying, and had to think his resources could save him. In a world where people can fly and shoot laser beams from their eyes, there had to be a way to stop his grandfather's cancer. 
 
    "It's okay. He'll be okay. I'm gonna use the reward money I got to pay for his treatment, and he'll get the best out there." 
 
    Chuck put down the pizza dough and threw up his hands. "Finally! It's about time you used that cash instead of letting it sit in your wallet. So what're you still doing here?" 
 
    "That money's for my grandfather. I'm still working here to pay the bills." 
 
    "Suit yourself. But maybe if you stop Aphrodisia, you'll get another reward. Her bounty on the most wanted list is five hundred thousand. Then you can quit this job. I know I would." 
 
    Ryan put his finger on his chin. "What, you wouldn't miss seeing this pretty face every day?" 
 
    "Hell, no. I wanna see a face like yours, I'll squat and shit one out. But seriously, sorry to hear about your Grandpa. He's a really great guy. I hope he pulls through." 
 
    "I think he will. And thanks." 
 
    Chuck took a ladle out of a pot and used it to pour tomato sauce on the pizza dough. "As for Aphrodisia, what's your plan for her?" 
 
    "I need to find the Night Watchman. He's got a way to stop her. Just need to know what it is. Besides, it's time he came back." 
 
    "It's been months. At this point, I think it's pretty clear he doesn't wanna come back." 
 
    Ryan bit down the argument he always made, knowing Chuck had a point. At first, he had defended the Night Watchman for deserting his armor during the battle against the Five. Three months later without a return, Ryan had run out of excuses. 
 
    "Okay, fine, Chuck," he said. "I admit it. I don't know why the Night Watchman hasn't come back, but it sure seems like he should. If anything, Aphrodisia should have brought him out. If I don't get Watchman's help--" 
 
    He paused before he said the words he'd been afraid to say. "I don't think I can stop Aphrodisia without the Watchman. My power is strength, hers is mind control. How can I knock her out when I can't even touch her?" 
 
    Chuck made a pushing motion. "Knock a building on her?" 
 
    "Yeah, that would be great, but she can sneak up on me and drive me crazy before I even know she's there." 
 
    "You'll stop her, buddy. I know you can." 
 
    Ryan went to the soda fountain and got a large cup. "I sure hope so. Oh, I got a new power." 
 
    "Really? Awesome! What is it?" 
 
    Ryan pushed the cup under the nozzle to fill the cup with Pepsi. "Something called Electronic Manipulation. It made Dahlia into a hologram so everyone can see her now. And she can shoot lightning and hack computers, apparently. We call her Electronica." 
 
    Chuck had reached for the mozzarella cheese and paused. "I can see Dahlia? Hey, bring her up here." 
 
    "Well, I don't know if I can. She's back at the Watchtower trying to hack the computers, so I don't--" 
 
    A flash of blue light appeared next to him that left Electronica standing there. 
 
    Chuck jumped back. "Whoa!" 
 
    Electronica turned her head towards Ryan. "I can appear in multiple locations at once. At this moment, I am still working on the computer as I speak to you." 
 
    Chuck's eyes roamed over her curves. "Wow, she's a hottie. Nice work. That mean you got another girlfriend, Ryan?" 
 
    Ryan shrugged. "I mean, she's just a computer so not really a girlfriend." 
 
    Electronica nodded. "I do not possess emotions or romantic feelings. Our sexual activity has no emotional component." 
 
    "Sex?" Chuck raised his eyebrows. "You had sex with your ATLAS implant? How?" 
 
    "I manifested a--" 
 
    "That's enough," Ryan called out, waving his hands. "Go back to the Watchtower, Electronica." 
 
    "Affirmative." Electronica vanished. 
 
    Chuck had his hands on his face. "Amazing." 
 
    Ryan sipped his Pepsi. "She's more like a robot. Not a girlfriend." 
 
    "But you had sex with her." 
 
    "One blowjob. I wouldn't even call it sex. More like an experiment." 
 
    "An experiment where you came?" 
 
    "Hey, I didn't ask for it, Chuck. She just went ahead and did it." 
 
    Chuck went back to putting toppings on the pizza. "But I'll bet you didn't exactly beat her off with a stick either." 
 
    Ryan gave him a wide grin. "Nope. Not like I have to do with your mother." 
 
    "Fuck you. I don't even wanna hear anymore." Chuck slipped the pizza into the oven. "I gotta tell you, it's been rough for me the last few months. Not as rough as it's been for you, of course. My best friend is a superhero, and I can't tell anybody. I just wanna tell everybody I know that you're Paragon." 
 
    "Well, I appreciate that you haven't. Honestly, I wanna tell everybody, too. Especially Grandpa. But I don't know if he could handle it." 
 
    Chuck rolled his eyes. "Come on, he's not Aunt May, for fuck's sake. He listens to nineties old-school hip hop. I think he could handle finding out his grandson is a superhero." 
 
    "Except for the fact that he specifically told me he would kill me if he found out I was a superhero." 
 
    Chuck raised a finger, then lowered it. "Yeah, that's a good point." 
 
    "What's up with you, Chuck? Anything goin' on?" 
 
    "Other than becoming a level fifty wizard in Dark Abyss 5, nope."  
 
    "Well, that's something." 
 
    "Compared to you, that's like saying I got the high score in last night's bridge game." Chuck came out of the kitchen, wiping off his hands on an apron. He stood in front of Ryan and held out his hand. "Hey, buddy, seriously. Sorry to hear about your Grandpa, man. If there's anything I can do, you know I'm there for you." 
 
    "Thanks, man." Ryan swallowed a lump that formed in his throat while he shook Chuck's hand. They always had a relationship where they busted each other's balls, but deep down, he would give his life for Chuck and knew Chuck would do the same. 
 
    Chuck grinned. "And I'll make sure Lloyd only charges you half price for the Pepsi you just stole." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SERRA CHEN waited patiently as the car pulled up. She had her phone in her purse, recording as she opened the back door and climbed in. 
 
    "Hey, you Serra?" the driver asked without even turning his head. 
 
    "That's right." Serra settled in, watching the man closely as she took the phone out of her purse. "You Tyrone?" 
 
    He nodded as he pulled the car away from the building. "Headed for the museum, right?" 
 
    "Yes. But I'm more interested in one of your previous rides. Paragon." 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at her, then continued to drive. "Don't know nothin' about that." 
 
     "I think you do. In fact, we have a video of you dropping him off at his fight with Poundcake." 
 
    He scowled at her in the rear view mirror. "Hey, who are you and how'd you find me, man?" 
 
    "That's not important. What is important is that you were driving for Uber that day and that means you had to have been paid through an account. All I want is the information on that account." 
 
    "I ain't giving you shit, lady. There's privacy rules and stuff." 
 
    She took out a hundred dollar bill. "And how much to just hand me your phone and look the other way?" 
 
    "That'll do it." He snatched the money out of her hand and tossed the phone into the back seat. 
 
    She settled back to go to his Uber app and scroll through it. She found his ride history and flipped through it until she came to the date and time of the Poundcake fight. A name and a picture came with it. 
 
    "Chuck," she said. "That's who paid for the ride?" 
 
    She held up the phone to Tyrone and he said, "Yeah, that's the guy who was with Paragon when I picked him up. What's it to you, anyway?" 
 
    "Just a story. You can drop me off here." 
 
    Tyrone pulled up to the museum, and she climbed out. 
 
    She waited until the car had pulled away before pulling out her cell phone and tapping an app disguised as Facebook. 
 
    The Monolith's helmet appeared on her screen. "Your report." 
 
    "I've got a lead, but I'll need some help. And I need to make sure you'll still protect me if Paragon comes after me." 
 
    "Of course. Your work is valuable to me. Beyond anything you can imagine." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Doctor Horne worked on a laptop computer while the Hispanic woman gave him oral sex under the table. As she sucked on his newly hardened cock, he couldn't keep the smile off his face. The women Aphrodisia had given him did anything he wanted. 
 
    Aphrodisia herself lay on the huge bed nearby, watching a man lying on top of a woman, thrusting into her. He'd been going for hours, and Horne thought from the way he sweat and gasped that he wouldn't be able to go much longer. 
 
    The man gasped once more, and rolled off the bed to collapse on the floor. 
 
    "Heart attack," Aphrodisia sighed. "Shame. He didn't even last as long as the others. Send in the next one." 
 
    Another man came in, climbed on top of the woman, and began to hump. 
 
    Horne watched on the computer as his screen showed him a simulation of his data. "All right, I have the formula for a drug that will boost your power. Here's a list of ingredients I'll need." 
 
    He printed a sheet of paper and handed it to Aphrodisia. "Some of them are pharmaceutical which we can purchase or steal anywhere. However, this one is a street drug called pipedream that's illegal. We'll also need a crystal, and it's so rare that it's stored at the museum." 
 
    Aphrodisia smiled. "That won't be a problem." 
 
    She waved a hand. "You can come in now." 
 
    The door opened and a man and woman walked in. The man wore a sleek orange bodysuit and a winged mask. The woman seemed made of a green jelly-like substance. Both of them had the glassy look of someone under Aphrodisia's control. 
 
    "Goo Girl, Gunslinger," Aphrodisia called to them. "We'll be stepping out tonight." 
 
    Horne frowned. "Do you really think we need them?" 
 
    "I believe we might. The Night Watchman found a way to make himself immune to my power, and if he returns, Paragon could very well find out what that is. Best to have some backup." 
 
    Horne smiled, both to her and to himself. His research had come up with something far more useful to him, a way to control Aphrodisia. Once they had the formula, she would be the one doing his bidding. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE SUN hung low over Eros City by the time Paragon returned to the Watchtower. He flew up to the clock and the face slid open to let him fly through. 
 
    Electronica still stood in front of the computer, exactly as he had left her, while Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat sat on a nearby couch, holding and kissing each other. 
 
    Paragon landed next to them. "I'm not interrupting anything, am I?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk laughed. "Of course not. You're always welcome." 
 
    Alley Cat beckoned. "Yeah, get that tight ass over here, baby." 
 
    He leaned over to give Alley Cat a kiss first. He felt her lips vibrating as Alley Cat purred, and he slipped his tongue into her mouth. When he finally broke their embrace, she rubbed her face against his cheek as he kissed Heavenly Hawk. 
 
    Electronica lowered her hand and called out, "The decryption is complete." 
 
    Alley Cat sat up. "What, seriously?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk giggled. "Extraordinary. It actually worked. She's a miracle worker." 
 
    Electronica nodded at him. "Yes, I have decrypted the files." 
 
    She pointed at the computer screen which showed a series of documents in nested windows. "The files are a collection of receipts for purchases of technology through various shell companies. I was able to trace the individual parts and cross-reference them to find out who imported the materials into Eros City over the past thirty years. The purchases are for the Night Watchman's equipment. By tracing the shell companies in public records, I've identified them all as subsidiaries of Langley Enterprises." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk gasped. "Langley? That's the company that owns the bank we went to earlier. Could that really be the company behind the Night Watchman?" 
 
    Paragon grinned. "If it is, we guessed wrong. That's not a tech company." 
 
    "But everything else fits. Langley Enterprises is a massive company that's been secretly purchasing weapons and equipment for the Night Watchman. The owner is Lance Langley. Langley is the right age, and certainly wealthy enough to be the Watchman. The fact that he's gone so long without being seen could be because he managed to stay young with an ATLAS implant." 
 
    Paragon nodded, thinking how Lance Langley had achieved a legendary status in Eros City. He was a billionaire who started earning his fortune in real estate as a young man in the 1940s. While Langley was known as the ultimate playboy in the fifties and sixties, he retired and hadn't been seen in public in decades. Some people wondered whether he had gone crazy or died, but no one knew for sure.  
 
    "It's the best lead we've got so far on the identity of the Night Watchman." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk looked at Electronica with wide eyes. "Extraordinary. In hours, you found the identity of a man that I've spent years trying to find." 
 
    Electronica tilted her head to one side. "Affirmative." 
 
    Alley Cat clapped her hands. "She's the fucking shit!" 
 
    Paragon nodded, feeling something inside him that he'd tried to keep down for years. "Electronica, they never found the guy who torched my house when I was a kid. Do you think you could find out who killed my parents? I mean, is that possible to check police records and see if you can connect the dots?" 
 
    Electronica turned her glowing blue eyes. "Affirmative." 
 
    One of the screens on the computer began scrolling through text and images.  
 
    Paragon took a deep breath, telling himself not to get his hopes up. The police had already spent a while trying to catch the guy, only to conclude he was just some junkie who ended up dead in an alley somewhere. But Paragon still wondered. He desperately wanted to know the man or woman who had destroyed his life. 
 
    "Let's roll." Paragon headed out. 
 
    He took off along with Alley Cat, and Heavenly Hawk and Electronica followed closely behind him as they left the Watchtower and turned towards the horizon. 
 
    They flew over Eros City, past the city limits itself into the rural area beyond. After passing over lush forest, they came to where the trees ended at a gate surrounding a sprawling mansion. Paragon recognized its large and wide buildings as Lane Park.  
 
    Ryan had heard of Lane Park most of his life, usually as an expression like "this place is fancier than Lane Park." It was the home of the Langley estate and used to be the site of lavish parties in the fifties and sixties but Ryan had never actually seen it.  
 
    Judging by the old fence and battered road leading from the front gate, very few people had recently. They passed over the estate and saw an empty pool that had been dry for so long that the tiles had cracked, and a sun bleached tennis court overrun with weeds. Even as the sun began to drop, the windows of the mansion never lit up, remaining dark and gloomy. 
 
    Paragon landed by the front porch, and looked up at Heavenly Hawk as she fluttered down next to him. "How do we do this?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk folded her wings against her back. "Well, if Langley is the Night Watchman, we don't have time to dance around it. I think the direct approach would be best." 
 
    She climbed the steps of the porch, and knocked on the wooden front door that had intricate carvings on it. 
 
    The door opened by a few inches, and a pair of eyes looked out of the crack in the door. Paragon leaned closer, trying to see if the eyes looked like the ones looking out of the Night Watchman's helmet. 
 
    He felt a little disappointed when a woman's voice called out, "Can I help you?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk pressed her hands to her chest. "I'm not sure if you recognize me, but my name is Heavenly Hawk. I'm a member of the Trinity--" 
 
    The door opened wider. A beautiful brunette with bee-stung lips and large gray eyes stood there. She was quite short, even in high heels, and wore a black and white maid's uniform.  
 
    She said, "I know who you are." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk breathed out. "Oh, good. Well, we're looking for Lance Langley. May we speak with him?" 
 
    The maid shook her head. "I'm sorry, Mister Langley doesn't see visitors. Is there something I can help you with?" 
 
    Hawk looked at Paragon. "Forgive me, but we have something very important to discuss--" 
 
    "I'm sorry, but Mister Langley sees no one." The maid never said another word, just took a step back and the door closed. 
 
    Paragon sighed. "Well, that didn't go too well." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk knocked on the door again. "Ma'am, it's quite urgent that we speak with Mister Langley. Many lives are at stake." 
 
    They stared at the heavy wooden door, but it never moved. 
 
    Paragon took a step back. "Okay, we tried it the easy way. Now we'll do it the hard way. Come on." 
 
    Alley Cat pumped a fist. "You gonna kick down this motherfucker?" 
 
    "No, if Langley isn't the Night Watchman, we'd have some explaining to do. I'd like to try something more subtle." 
 
    He headed down the stairs and walked around the mansion, crossing the poorly cut grass in bold strides. Seeing Electronica pass through the ceiling of the Watchtower gave him an idea. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk, Alley Cat, and Electronica hurried after him, and Hawk called out, "What are you doing?" 
 
    Paragon studied the side of the mansion, seeing windows with heavy drapes over them. "Electronica, can you find a way for us to get inside?" 
 
    "Affirmative." Electronica held up her hands and sparks popped on her fingers. 
 
    He grabbed her wrists. "I meant go through the walls? Quietly?" 
 
    "Affirmative." She floated up to the mansion and passed through the window's glass. 
 
    After a moment, the window clicked and slid upwards. 
 
    Paragon lifted Alley Cat and Hawk over the windowsill before climbing in himself. 
 
    They climbed inside of the mansion into a huge ballroom, but one that hadn't been used in a while. The hall and elegant marble floor stood empty except for some chairs leaning against the walls with dusty white drop cloths over them. 
 
    They said nothing but their footsteps echoed off the high ceilings as they made their way to a set of double doors. 
 
    Paragon opened the door a crack to peek through it, and saw only an empty hallway with more draped furniture. 
 
    He opened the door and looked down the hall to a staircase at one end, and a drawing room at the other. A grandfather clock ticked in front of them with intricate carvings of the moon and stars. 
 
    At that moment, he realized the flaw in his plan; he had no idea where to go. Even from the air, he could tell the mansion was huge. He didn't know if Langley really was there and if he was, where he might be. 
 
    He closed the door and turned back to the others. Knowing there was no one outside the door, he felt safe to whisper, "Which way?" 
 
    Hawk shrugged. "No idea? I've never been here before." 
 
    Electronica raised her glowing eyes. "Would you like me to download the blueprints for this building?" 
 
    "You can do that?" 
 
    "Affirmative. I can connect to the Internet. The Internet is merely a flow of electrons--" 
 
    Paragon whispered, "I got it. Yeah, go for it." 
 
    She lifted a hand and blue particles swirled in the air in front of her until the glowing dust formed a wireframe image of the mansion. 
 
    The image confirmed his suspicions about the size of Lane Park. He could see through the walls, and counted hundreds of rooms marked with titles identifying them, and he pointed at a small room on the second floor. "These look like bedrooms and this is an office. I think he would be there if he's home. If not, maybe we'll find some clues." 
 
    They all headed out of the ballroom and into the hallway. Paragon led them up the stairs to the second floor, trying to keep from creaking on the old wood. 
 
    He came to a corner and paused before ducking his head around the edge. A long hallway of doors led off through the mansion. Drop cloths covered tables and chairs along the way, and all the doors were closed. He didn't see the maid or anyone else. 
 
    He held up his hand to the others before creeping up to one of the doors and reaching for the door handle. 
 
    The door swung open before he could touch it. The door across the hallway behind him opened as well. Both revealed the black metal barrels of miniguns. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DESTROY MINIGUNS 
 
    REWARD: 500 XP 
 
      
 
    "Get down!" Paragon grabbed Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk and pulled them to the ground before the weapons fired. 
 
    Bullets thundered out of the miniguns, peppering him with hundreds of shots a second. They didn't break the skin, just bounced off him to punch holes in the floors and ceiling, but it still hurt like the time he played paintball with Chuck. 
 
    Electronica just stared with curiosity at the guns as the bullets passed through her. 
 
    He held out his hands so the gunfire would beat against his palms and it took a lot of his strength to push against the hail of bullets. He reached one of the guns, grabbed the barrel and ripped it free of the metal supports holding it in place. The gun seemed to be automatic because only wiring and gears were behind it. 
 
    He swung the gun around to slam into the second minigun. The two weapons smashed to pieces. 
 
      
 
    +500 XP 
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    He dropped the twisted metal and took deep breaths as silence crept over them again. He didn't bother to whisper as he said, "Okay, I'm guessing they know we're here." 
 
    Alley Cat stood up. "If this fucker has this many guns guarding him, I'd say we're going the right way." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk stood up next to her, fists clenched. "I'd say so. I'm quite certain that also means this is the home of the Night Watchman. I wouldn't say too many other billionaires would have bloody machine guns in their bedrooms." 
 
    Paragon began to creep down the hallway again. When he came to the next pair of doors, he moved slower, tensing himself. 
 
    He was right. 
 
    The bedroom doors slid upwards, and two more metal barrels slid out. They were thinner, and this time they turned towards Paragon and spurted jets of flame. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DESTROY FLAMETHROWERS 
 
    REWARD: 500 XP 
 
      
 
    Once again, Paragon wished he was immune to pain as well as invulnerable, because his Damage Resistance meant his skin didn't even blister, but he felt every degree of the fire gushing over him. He screamed as the twin infernos poured over him. 
 
    Behind him, he heard the thump of Heavenly Hawk's wings, and a powerful wind blew down the hall. The hurricane winds that her wings threw forced the fire to curve back on itself. That gave him time to lunge out and grab the ends of the flamethrowers and rip them loose, causing fuel to spurt out of the feeding tubes and stop the flames. 
 
      
 
    +500 XP 
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    As he dropped the shattered metal, Hawk lowered her wings, and they all took deep breaths. He looked down the hall to the door at the end of the hallway, and it seemed like they had barely gotten any closer. 
 
    As smoke curled from the scorched floor and walls, Alley Cat snarled. "This is bullshit. We should try to go around it." 
 
    Paragon shook his head and looked up at the door at the far end. He could see a small camera lens mounted above the door frame, watching them. "No. This means we're getting close. The Night Watchman has to be at the end of this hall." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "Quite so. I'd be disappointed if the Watchman didn't put up some sort of fight in his own home." 
 
    Alley Cat growled. "But it's not like we're the League of Darkness, for fuck's sake. We're the good guys." 
 
    "The last time he saw you, Cat, you were trying to kill him." 
 
    "Good point. But he knows you, Hawk." 
 
    "Well, I wouldn't presume to understand him." 
 
    "If we get through this, superhero or not, I'm gonna have some words with this shithead." 
 
    "We'll get through it." Paragon took a deep breath and glared at the last two sets of doors. "No matter what." 
 
    He walked towards the doors and he wasn't surprised when they slid open. Instead of gun turrets this time, two rows of steel blades slid down and locked into place. The swords began to swipe through the hallway on metal arms, heading right for them. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DESTROY SWORDS 
 
    REWARD: 500 XP 
 
      
 
    Paragon held out his arms and the blades just snapped against it, but Alley Cat flipped over onto the ceiling. She hung on by her claws as the swords whipped past her, then dropped down onto the arms holding them. With a shriek, her razor-sharp claws sliced the arms off and sent them clattering to the ground. 
 
    Paragon charged to smash the rest of the blades with his fists, and left nothing but smoking metal. 
 
      
 
    +500 XP 
 
    +500 XP 
 
    +500 XP 
 
    +500 XP 
 
      
 
    Alley Cat landed on her feet and flexed her fingers. "Well, that was fun. That was the last set o' doors, so we can--" 
 
    "Nooo!" 
 
    A scream came down the hall, and they all looked at the other end to see the maid from the front door rushing at them. At first, he thought she ran to stop them from opening the door. Then she leaped up to kick Heavenly Hawk in the back. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT THE MAID 
 
    REWARD: 1000 XP 
 
      
 
    As Hawk fell, the maid flipped over her to punch Paragon in the jaw. The punch didn't knock him back much or hurt, but surprised him so much that it gave the maid a chance to land, spin, and kick his feet out from under him. 
 
    As he fell, he caught a glimpse of the maid flipping through the hallway, sending all of them flying. He hit the ground and pushed himself back up, but the maid grabbed his wrist and flipped him into the wall. 
 
    The maid was like a pinball, bouncing from one to the other, punching, kicking, and flipping Hawk, Cat, and Paragon at once. He tried to swing a punch at her, and hit nothing but air while she hit him in the stomach with a well-placed kick. It was like trying to fight a tornado. 
 
    The only one the maid couldn't hit was Electronica, and that's because she passed right through like a ghost. Electronica just stood staring at her for a moment, then reached out. A single bolt of lightning shot from her and hit the maid. 
 
    The maid convulsed, gasped, and collapsed. 
 
      
 
    +2000 XP 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +1000 XP 
 
      
 
    As she lay on the floor, Alley Cat managed to ease herself to her feet. "Well, we just got our asses handed to us by a maid. Not too fucking embarrassing, right?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk rubbed her left arm with her right hand. "Well, in our defense, she's bloody good." 
 
    Paragon headed for the door at the end of the hall. "Now I really need to know what's behind this door." 
 
    He looked up at the camera mounted on the ceiling above the door. "Come on, Langley. Open the door. Or we're coming in after you."  
 
    Silence met him. 
 
    "Fine." Paragon took hold of the doorknob. He wasn't surprised that the knob didn't turn, so he just pushed. 
 
    With his Strength level, he expected the door to just snap open. He was surprised to find himself pushing harder and harder until he had to use all his strength to even get it to budge. He grunted as the door began to move, but it just slid back an inch. He heard the groan of metal bending. 
 
    As the door crept back, he could see that the inside of the frame was made of solid titanium instead of wood. The wooden door seemed to be reinforced with metal, too. As he pushed the door, it kept sinking back until he realized it was embedded in a foot of titanium, more like the door of a bank vault than an office. The metal hinges finally snapped, and he was able to move the door back all the way, confirming it was made of two-foot thick metal. 
 
    The door tumbled to the ground, revealing a small room on the other side. The walls were all made of polished metal, also reminding him of a bank vault but instead of money or safe deposit boxes, the vault held only one thing. 
 
    Paragon stared up at the black armor of the Night Watchman. Stands held up the arms, and a circular ring held the helmet while the body stood on its own. He had seen the abandoned suit at the park, and Watchman's alternate suits at the Watchtower, but he felt an energy from this one like it would just jump up on its own. It felt alive. 
 
    Alley Cat looked around the room. "That's it? Where the fuck is Langley?" 
 
    "Langley." The maid sat up behind them. "That's really what you're here for?" 
 
    "Yes." Hawk reached down to take the maid's hand and help her to her feet. "We don't want to hurt anyone, but we need to speak to him desperately." 
 
    The maid rubbed her neck and limped into the room. "I suppose if you've come this far, you deserve to know the truth." 
 
    She took the helmet down and tucked it under her arm. "If you want to know where Lance Langley is, follow me." 
 
    She led them out of the room, down the hallway, and through the mansion. They passed room after room, all abandoned and covered in drop cloths. They finally reached a back door that opened onto a view of the back of the property.  
 
    She stepped out into a wide lawn that was kept up better than anywhere else Paragon had seen at Lane Park. Green grass and bright flowers bloomed everywhere. It had been trimmed and grown to form a path that led to a guest house bigger than Ryan's whole apartment building. 
 
    The maid walked across the grass but stopped before she came to the guest house. 
 
    "He's right here." She pointed to a block of marble underneath some bushes, almost hidden in the grass. 
 
    The marble block only had two dates carved on it. 
 
    "Is that a gravestone?" Alley Cat blurted. 
 
    The maid nodded. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk took deep breaths. "Are-are you saying Lance Langley is dead?" 
 
    The maid nodded again. "He's been dead for over twenty years." 
 
    Hawk shook her head as she took a step back. "Tha-That's not possible. I know someone went to the Watchtower and accessed the computers after the attack on Kirby Park. The Night Watchman is still alive." 
 
    "He is." She looked straight into Paragon's eyes. "I'm the Night Watchman." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PARAGON STARED at the small woman standing before him, and slowly shook his head. "But - I mean, I thought - the Night Watchman is a guy." 
 
    "Yeah," Alley Cat snapped, "I mean it's even in his name. Watchman. Man." 
 
    The maid rolled the Night Watchman's helmet in her hands. "Well, the armor covers up a lot so you can't really tell." 
 
    "But he's got a man's voice." 
 
    The maid picked up the helmet and put it over her head. Her lips and chin showed just like he had always seen in pictures and video of the Watchman, and when she spoke, her voice had his deep and resonant tones. "It's a voice modifier. Even Lance used it." 
 
    "So Lance was the Night Watchman? 
 
    She pulled off the helmet and combed her fingers through her hair. "Yes, a long time ago." 
 
    Alley Cat pointed a clawed finger. "If you're the Night Watchman, what happened between me and him on the roof of Eisner General?" 
 
    The maid flashed a quiet smile. "We kissed, Alley Cat." 
 
    Alley Cat gasped. "Holy shit, it is you. I thought you had soft lips." 
 
    The maid headed back to the mansion. "Come inside. This will take some explaining." 
 
    She led them to a drawing room with a view of the grounds. The sun was almost down, casting the room in shades of red as she pulled the drop cloths off chairs set in a circle and sat down. 
 
    When the others sat down across from her, she set the helmet in her lap. "I'm Nora Langley, Lance Langley's daughter. To understand what happened, you have to go back to the beginning. From what my mother told me, Lance was born into a wealthy family in the 1920s but he wanted adventure and excitement. When the ATLAS implant was invented and Captain Alpha was announced in the 1940s, Lance loved it. He wanted to become a hero too, and spent a fortune on the first private ATLAS implant, but he didn't have the genes to activate it. My mother did."  
 
    She pointed up at a painting on the wall of a handsome man and beautiful woman. "She was his maid. He implanted her, and she developed incredible mental ability. She could design and build whatever device he wanted. He used her genius to build a battlesuit and become the first Night Watchman. Lance and my mother grew closer and had a daughter, me. They discovered I had an aptitude for science and engineering, just like my mother. My father thought it might be a residual effect from her implants." 
 
    "That's extraordinary," Heavenly Hawk whispered. "There's no precedent of ATLAS abilities being passed down to children." 
 
    Nora shrugged. "Maybe it's the experimental nature of the implant. Or maybe it unlocked some natural ability. I don't know. But I seem to have a gift like my Mom had. Anyway, my father was so dedicated to the Night Watchman that he gave up the fiction of his playboy life to retire and focus on his mission. But he was getting older, slowing down, and made mistakes. When he was in his seventies, he was critically injured during a fight with the War Widow. He managed to come back here, and he died in my mother's arms. But she didn't want his legacy to die with him so she became the second Night Watchman. She saw the end coming for herself so she trained me, but she died ten years ago in the fight against the Iron Cross. That's when I took over as the third Night Watchman and heir to the Langley fortune." 
 
    Alley Cat winced. "And you dress like a maid?" 
 
    Nora sighed and put the helmet on a coffee table in front of her. "I still like to put on the maid outfit and go through the old routines. Reminds me of better times when the wax build up on the furniture was the worst of our problems. Plus, it helps if visitors come by." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "That's why you never let us see you without your armor. I thought you just didn't trust me." 
 
    "No, I trust you with my life, Hawk. But I've been carrying this secret for my entire life. Old habits die hard. I was afraid you wouldn't accept me if you knew the truth." 
 
    Paragon leaned forward. "And the big question is, why did you run away in Kirby Park? And why didn't you come back?" 
 
    Nora took a deep breath and exhaled slowly before she spoke again. "I dreaded this moment. I really did. Um, you have to understand, I didn't go out much, even when my father was alive. My life was about training, especially when he died and my mother took over. She knew she would be dying one day and wanted me to be ready. When my mother died, it left me here by myself. That's okay, though. I'm kind of a loner." 
 
    Alley Cat shrugged. "Nothing wrong with that." 
 
    "But when the Fateful Five attacked, they hit me with an EMP that shut down my armor. I know what I should have done, which is get out and keep fighting, but I was scared. I've practiced for hours but never really fought anyone outside of the armor until today." 
 
    Paragon rubbed his sore jaw. "Well, you did a great job." 
 
    "Thank you." She winced. "Sorry about that. But I didn't know how well I would do against the Five. What if I failed? Not only would people discover I was a fraud, but I would tarnish my father's legacy. I also didn't know how everyone would react if they found out that I was a woman. I didn't know how Heavenly Hawk and Captain Alpha would react. I didn't know how the public would react. I was surrounded by people and I made the worst decision of my life. I ran away." 
 
    Her eyes began to shimmer with tears. "I, um, took back alleys until I managed to find some clothes to change out of the undersuit. I made my way back to the Watchtower, tried to put on the backup suit, find a way to rescue Hawk and cure Captain Alpha, but the guilt and the shame just became too much. And the longer I waited, the worse it got. Finally, I just made my way back here. And I haven't left since." 
 
    She focused on Heavenly Hawk as tears streamed down her face. "Before you say anything, I want you to know how truly sorry I am. I've been up most nights since then crying and thinking about what I did to you. I know that I failed you when you needed me most. And I know that I failed the team." 
 
    She tumbled out of her chair onto her knees in front of Hawk. She broke down in sobs. "I don't expect you to forgive me for what I did. All I ask is that you try to understand." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk reached out to take Nora into her arms. "Sweetheart, I don't care about all that. I got out and we bested the Five. That's water under the bridge, love. I'm just glad you're all right. I was so worried about you." 
 
    Nora wiped her face. "Y-you mean you're not mad at me? You don't h-hate me for abandoning you?" 
 
    "Of course not. Nora, I was scared too. But you didn't give up or abandon us. You still helped. Your computer program helped us find out what Professor Puma was up to and stop him before it was too late. Now we need your help again. You can help us stop Aphrodisia." 
 
    Nora sniffled while nodding. "Yes, I-I've been following that. I can't believe they were stupid enough to let her go. Someone on the inside entered the code to open Aphrodisia's cell. Only the attending physician was supposed to have that code, and he was killed the night before. Tortured to death. The method was a lot like a case two years ago when the Monolith tortured the police chief. That's why I think it was the Monolith behind the escape." 
 
    "The Monolith?" Paragon looked at Heavenly Hawk. "Who's the Monolith?" 
 
    Hawk shrugged. "I thought he was a myth." 
 
    Nora wiped her face with the back of her hands. "The Monolith is a crime lord I've been tracking for months. I haven't found anyone who's ever seen him except on screens, but he seems to be very powerful, and has been behind most of the recent crime wave in Eros City. There hasn't been much press in the mainstream media because most people think he's just a legend. And that's the way the Monolith likes it." 
 
    Aphrodisia shook her head. "Why would the Monolith want Aphrodisia to escape?" 
 
    "I don't know. But I don't know why he wanted the Fateful Five to attack Eros City, either." 
 
    Paragon leaned closer. "The Monolith was behind the Five?" 
 
    "Yes, at least that's what the members of the Five have been telling their cellmates. The Monolith is behind a lot of the crime in Eros City, but I don't know why or what his endgame is. It's like the Monolith just wants chaos. Anyway, I know you want to know how I was able to resist Aphrodisia. I'll show you." Nora got up and headed out of the drawing room.  
 
    The others got up and followed her through the huge mansion, heading down winding halls and up to a staircase. 
 
    As they walked, Alley Cat called out, "Nora, I gotta ask. Why'd you kiss me, anyway?" 
 
    Nora looked over her shoulder. "Um, because I wanted to kiss you." 
 
    Alley Cat smiled. "Hey, does that mean you're a lesbian?" 
 
    "No, I'm bisexual." 
 
    "Hey, me too!" Alley Cat wrapped her arms around Nora's neck. "Yay, we can all be bi together!"  
 
    Paragon couldn't help smiling. He liked the sound of three bisexual women around him. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk put a hand on her shoulder. "Why did you attack us when we came here, Nora?" 
 
    Nora looked down. "I wasn't sure if you were here to welcome me or get revenge on me for abandoning you. Bad judgment call." 
 
    They reached the top of the staircase where the hallway from earlier waited for them. They walked into the room with the Night Watchman's armor and Nora pressed her hand against a square on the wall. Another door slid open, revealing a room with all sorts of scientific equipment. 
 
    Nora went straight to a safe on the wall where she punched in a keycode. "This is my, uh, other Watchtower. The other one is too well-known, so this is where I do research and keep things too dangerous to store in the original Watchtower." 
 
    When she finished the code, the door of the safe clicked and swung open. She pulled a vial out of it. "This is it. When I last fought Aphrodisia, I discovered a unique energy signature coming from her, and realized that was the source of her power. I created a formula that made me permanently immune to it." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk leaned over her shoulder. "But if you had this formula, why didn't you share the vaccine with everyone else? To protect them?" 
 
    "Because if the formula became public knowledge, Aphrodisia might come up with an antidote to it. It's safer with me. " Nora looked at Paragon. "But it won't help. I mean, not with all of you. It's very hard to make so I only have one dose left, and it'll take me a long time to synthesize more." 
 
    Paragon nodded. "That's okay. Electronica, you're a hologram, so you can't be controlled by Aphrodisia, right?" 
 
    Electronica turned towards him. "Affirmative." 
 
    "So if I take the last dose, me and Electronica will be immune to her. Nora, the three of us can take on Aphrodisia." 
 
    Nora went to a workbench and took a syringe from a cabinet. "Two of you. I'm not going." 
 
    He paused. "Wh-what?" 
 
    Nora inserted the syringe into the rubber cap of the vial and began filling it. "Paragon, why do you think I've been here this whole time? Why do you think I haven't come back?" 
 
    "Because you were scared, but that's all over now. We--" 
 
    "No, it's not over. I can't go back to being the Night Watchman. I failed. When my team needed me the most, I ran away. You can't trust me. I can't even trust myself." 
 
    Nora pulled the syringe out of the vial and beckoned to him. "Roll up your sleeve on your dominant arm." 
 
    He began rolling up the sleeve on his right arm. "Look, Nora, I understand you're upset but we need you." 
 
    "No, you don't. You just need this." She poked the needle into his arm. "Uh, I don't have a needle strong enough to break through your skin." 
 
    "Oh, here." He tapped his shoulder to change back to Ryan Walker. 
 
    She didn't seem surprised by his normal appearance, only jabbed the needle into his arm and pushed the plunger. "With this, you can walk right up and punch her. You don't need me." 
 
    "Yes, we do. You--" 
 
    "Enough!" Nora yanked out the syringe and glared up at him with blazing eyes. "Don't you understand? It's over. I'm not as good as my father or my mother. I've already ruined their legacy with my-my cowardice. I'm never putting on the armor again. Ever." 
 
    She slammed the syringe down so hard on a counter that he thought it would break. "Now I'll try to make two more doses of the Aphrodisia vaccine, but that'll take some time. And when I'm done, you're leaving and you're not coming back. I'm done with the Night Watchman. Forever." 
 
    She went to a wall with rows of chemicals and began to take some of the bottles down. 
 
    He looked at Heavenly Hawk, who walked over to Nora. 
 
    "Nora," she said, "I know you're frustrated, scared, disappointed, but you have to come with us. We believe Aphrodisia is trying to increase her power. She could hurt far more people. Maybe the whole city." 
 
    Nora opened a machine and slipped the bottles into slots inside it. "I know that. That's what Aphrodisia has always wanted. More power. And I know that you can handle her. I've been following your exploits. You're an extraordinary team." 
 
    "Honey, I know you feel guilty, but this isn't the way to deal with it." 
 
    Nora pushed buttons on the machine. "It's too late, Hawk. The Night Watchman is dead. And he's not coming back." 
 
    Ryan changed himself back to Paragon, and looked at Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. Cat shrugged and Hawk shook her head. 
 
    "Okay," Paragon sighed. "If that's what you want." 
 
    Nora watched as the machine began spinning the bottles in a centrifuge. 
 
    Paragon crossed his arms over his chest while walking over to Hawk and Cat. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk shook her head. "She means it." 
 
    "I know. But I can't believe it. I can't believe she would just give up being the Night Watchman. We have to be able to change her mind." 
 
    Alley Cat smirked. "Maybe I can give her a kiss?" 
 
    Hawk rolled her eyes at her. "Honestly, Cat, how would that help the situation?" 
 
    Alley Cat looked over her shoulder at Nora, typing on a computer. "Not sure it would. I just wanna kiss her, that's all. She's got a hot nerdy librarian thing going on." 
 
    Nora looked up at Paragon. "So I know Heavenly Hawk, and I know Alley Cat, although I'm surprised she's on the right side of the law now. And you know about me. Tell me about yourself, Paragon." 
 
    Paragon looked down while running his fingers through his hair. "Well, uh, my real name's Ryan Walker. You saw me earlier when I changed. I was part of an experiment to make a new kind of ATLAS implant, and it worked. My implant levels up the more I use it, so I get more powerful." 
 
    He jerked his thumb at Electronica. "She's actually my ATLAS implant." 
 
    Nora paused while typing on her computer. "She's your implant. What does that even mean?" 
 
    "It means she's a holographic representation of an artificial intelligence that runs my implant. Technically, I have Electrical Manipulation as one of my powers, but only she gets to use it. Sort of." 
 
    Nora leaned closer to study Electronica. "Amazing. I read some research on the next generation of ATLAS implants that could lead to this, but never thought we were even close to achieving it." 
 
    Paragon exhaled. "Well, Doctor Sakamoto--" 
 
    Nora looked up at him sharply. "Doctor Sakamoto? Was he the one who made your implant?" 
 
    "Yup." 
 
    "That makes sense." Nora went back to her computer. "He was light years ahead of everyone else." 
 
    "But that's the thing. He turned out to be an alien. And he said that Genghis Khan was an alien who spread his extraterrestrial DNA through the human race, and that's why we can activate our powers. He said the same race of aliens caused the Roswell crash to give us the technology to create the implants, and that it had something to do with saving the world." 
 
    Nora stared at him for a few seconds. "There are so many things to unpack in that." 
 
    An alarm went off, and one of the screens mounted on the wall lit up. It showed a map of Eros City with a glowing circle on it. Nora went to the screen and dragged her finger across it to zoom in on the circle. 
 
    "It's Aphrodisia," she said. "I've been monitoring the police bands and Internet traffic for mention of her. Looks like she's been sighted at the Club Majesty. You can stop her there." 
 
    Paragon reached out a hand to her. "I want you to know I admire your work. When I was a kid, my parents were killed and I was saved by a superhero. That made me want to be a superhero. But of all the superheroes I wanted to be, you inspired me the most." 
 
    She shook her head and turned away. "No, that was my mother and father." 
 
    "No, it was you. Ten years ago, I was just a kid and you were one of my favorite heroes. Other kids read comics about real heroes like Captain Alpha. Others liked fake heroes like Superman and Batman. But I would read the news to find stories about you. Growing up, you were the Night Watchman I loved and admired. And I thank you for your service." 
 
    Nora kept her head down but nodded. "Well, I appreciate that, but it doesn't change my mind. The vaccine should be working now." 
 
    Paragon turned to Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. "You stay here with Nora. Electronica and I will go there. Wish us luck."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CLUB Majesty was always busy and Paragon had never been able to get inside before tonight. It normally had men and women lined up in front of the door behind a velvet rope, and tonight was no exception. The difference was that the men and women were all having sex. 
 
    A cluster of naked people embraced or entangled themselves with each other in a wall of flesh in front of the club's front door. Even the huge bouncer who usually decided who was cool enough to enter had his clothes off, and pounded away at a nude woman with a snake tattoo on her ass. 
 
    When Paragon landed on the street and faced the crowd, he turned to Electronica. "I guess we don't have to wonder if Aphrodisia is here." 
 
    She turned her glowing blue eyes towards him. "Affirmative. The abundance of sexual activity would indicate that she is." 
 
    He nodded. "That was a joke. We gotta get you a sense of humor." 
 
    "Affirmative." 
 
    He walked towards the orgy blocking the way. He wasn't sure if they would attack him or not and tensed his muscles, just in case. The group looked up at him and a few women reached out to grope his legs and crotch, but none of them threw a punch or anything. 
 
    As he came closer, Paragon checked himself to see if he felt any different. While everyone else seemed to be under Aphrodisia's spell, he felt the same. The vaccine that Nora gave him seemed to be working. 
 
    While one dark-haired woman moaned and tried to pull down his pants, Paragon gently moved the crowd aside so he could open the door of the club. 
 
    Music thundered through the hall, along with the gasps and moans of sex. Even with the dim light, he could see tangles of men and women scattered on the dance floor and bar area. Even the DJ standing on a platform over the crowd humped a slender woman bent over his console. The hot and steamy air hung thick with the musk of sex. 
 
    Paragon cupped his hands over his mouth. "Aphrodisia, I know you're here! Come on out!" 
 
    On the second floor balcony overlooking the dance floor, a door opened and Aphrodisia stepped out with her usual coy smile, followed by Doctor Horne and two big guys. She carried a large bottle of a blue fluid. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT APHRODISIA 
 
    REWARD: 30,000 XP 
 
      
 
    "Oh, Paragon, my newest lover," she sighed. "So good to see you again, baby. I think it's time you joined me. On your knees." 
 
    For a moment, he felt a surge of panic at her command. Would the vaccine work or had she just been letting him off easy? Paragon braced himself for a flood of excitement and a desperate desire to please her like he had gotten last time. He felt nothing. 
 
    Her smile began to fade as he stood below her, unmoving. 
 
    He couldn't help smiling as he got nothing from her. The vaccine really worked. "Sorry, baby. Not happening." 
 
    Her thick lips pushed into a pout. "Aw, you must have gotten that annoying vaccine from the Night Watchman. Such a shame. I would have enjoyed having you as my slave. No matter. I have other toys to play with." 
 
    She held up a hand and snapped her fingers. 
 
    Two doors opened on the first floor. A thin man in an orange bodysuit came running out of one, and Goo Girl burst out of the other. 
 
      
 
    GOO GIRL 
 
    Level 11 - Body Class 
 
    STR: 30 
 
    SPD: 5 
 
    DEF: 30 
 
    INT: 1 
 
    HEALTH: 110 
 
    PWR: 94 
 
      
 
    Paragon instantly recognized the man in the bodysuit, but the villain's ATLAS stats popped up on his vision, anyway. 
 
      
 
    GUNSLINGER 
 
    Level 10 - Skill Class 
 
    STR: 25 
 
    SPD: 20 
 
    DEF: 15 
 
    INT: 1 
 
    HEALTH: 1000/1000 
 
    PWR: 105 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT GUNSLINGER 
 
    REWARD: 1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT GOO GIRL 
 
    REWARD: 1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    Gunslinger had the power to make guns of any kind appear in his hands, along with infinite ammo. He did just that now as two submachine guns popped into his hands and he began to fire. 
 
    The spray of bullets just bounced off Paragon's skin, but the stray hit the walls and ceiling, and some of the citizens clustered along the walls and floor. They screamed and clutched at themselves, but those around the injured didn't react or try to protect themselves. Paragon knew that his bulletproof skin meant he didn't have much to worry about from Gunslinger, but the collateral damage could kill others. 
 
    He was more worried about Goo Girl who came out in human form but quickly turned her torso into a giant fist that thrust out at him. He let her slam into his chest, knocking him back, but grabbed hold of the fist to pull her along with him. The two of them hit a wall of the club, and he hung on, forcing her to snap her legs to him like a rubber band. 
 
    Electronica just floated in the middle of the club as the bullets passed through her ghostly body. She looked more curious than angry. 
 
    Paragon realized she was more of a robot than a person, and she didn't seem capable of acting on her own. He needed to give her directions. 
 
    "Fight," Paragon yelled at her. "Protect the people!" 
 
    "Affirmative." Electronica stretched her hands out, and shot a burst of lightning at Gunslinger. 
 
    The villain leaped into the crowd faster than Paragon thought possible, dodging the blast while firing more shots at her. The crowd became human shields for him as he raced through them, ignoring as the men and women fell. His bullets passed through her again, but punched holes in the wall behind her. 
 
    Paragon wrapped his arms around Goo Girl's waist, but she turned thin and slipped right through while curling down to punch him in the jaw. She was incredibly strong, strong enough to knock him into the wall, even though the punch itself didn't do much damage. 
 
    Electronica looked down at the bullets whipping through her. "I must protect." 
 
    She made a wall of electricity that formed a spider web in front of her. Where the bullets hit the energy web, they sizzled and fell to the ground. She launched another bolt of lightning, but Gunslinger just dove for cover behind the DJ booth, and continued to fire. 
 
    As Electronica and Gunslinger traded bullets and lightning, Paragon tried to grapple with Goo Girl. Once again, she literally slipped through his fingers, leaving trails of her green slime on his hands and arms. As she squirmed around his body in coils like a python, he looked into her hollow eyes. 
 
    "You can fight this," he growled. "You've got to fight her control." 
 
    Her cheeks puffed out as she smiled. "Who says I'm under her control? I've wanted you since you first tried to punch me." 
 
    She pressed her lips against his while she pinned him against the wall of the club, and he wanted to panic, but it felt surprisingly good. Her mouth felt warm and moist, but no more than any other mouth he'd kissed. Her body tightened around his chest and arms, but not hard enough to crush, only like an embrace. He felt the movement of her body over his crotch and started to get turned on, but he didn't think it was because of Aphrodisia.  
 
    He couldn't let himself get distracted, though. Every second he fought Goo Girl gave Aphrodisia more time to escape. 
 
    When he tried to pull himself away from her, he found he couldn't move. Her gelatinous body pinned him against the wall, and seemed stuck like glue. Even with all his Strength power, he couldn't even lift his arms, let alone tear himself away. 
 
    She could move, though, and did. Her body rippled down until it gathered around his waist. The goo flowed into the waistband of his pants and pulled them down. His hardening cock came out and sank into her body like being encased in hot, rippling Jell-O. 
 
    Her face still twisted in front of him as her smile widened. "Yeah, you like that, huh? I know you do. I can change into whatever I want, and I can make you feel whatever I want." 
 
    He looked down and he could see through her entire body to his cock pulsing inside her. He could feel movement, and saw a rippling motion like something vibrating the slime encasing his shaft. It felt good, so good that he grew inside her, and he had to clench his teeth to stay focused. 
 
    "Stop it," Paragon snarled. "This isn't the time or the place." 
 
    "Sure it is, baby. Aphrodisia said she wanted me to take you down. She didn't say how." Goo Girl kissed him again. 
 
    At the same time, he felt a sensation of pulling on his cock in a steady rhythm like suction. When he looked down again, he saw the part of her body engulfing his cock had changed into a second head with a mouth wrapped around him. The smooth and rippling mouth teased and stroked his member like he'd never felt before.  
 
    He knew the sight of the pulsating two-headed woman should have freaked him out, but it actually turned him on a little. She had an incredibly unreal body, and could change into any shape and that had a lot of possibilities in the bedroom. 
 
    He told himself to get his mind out of his pants. He was here to fight supervillains, not have sex with them. 
 
    Goo Girl pulled his face back up to kiss him again, and as her head on top pressed her tongue into his mouth, the taste of mint grew as it sank deeper into his throat until he started to gag. At the same time, he felt her lower head sucking harder and harder until he broke out in a sweat and his balls began to tighten.  
 
    He wanted to cum, but he wouldn't. He could see and hear Electronica and Gunslinger trading shots and people screaming. He couldn't just stand there and let it happen. 
 
    Then the bullets swept towards him, and they made loud thumps as they plunged into Goo Girl, and he could see the casings sink into her back, slow, and come to a stop inside her. The other bullets shredded the wall around him. 
 
    Goo Girl pulled her face away from Paragon and spat the bullets onto the floor before turning to yell at Gunslinger, "Hey, watch where you're shooting!" 
 
    Gunslinger yelled, "My bullets just pass right through this blue chick! I'm takin' the big guy down!" 
 
    He fired more rounds at Goo Girl and she yelled in pain as the bullets punched into her. 
 
    Paragon roared as he pushed forward with all his strength. The parts of Goo Girl stuck to the wall stayed put, but the wall itself tore apart. Chunks of wood and plaster went flying as Paragon lunged forward, and Goo Girl screamed as he tumbled onto her. He bounced on her like a balloon, but swept her up before she could turn soft and hurled her at Gunslinger. 
 
    Gunslinger leaped aside to avoid the green blob, and Goo Girl splattered on the wall next to him. Electronica seized her chance to hurl a bolt. This time, the lightning hit him, and Gunslinger screamed as his arms and legs jerked. The guns in his hands fell to the ground. 
 
    Electronica fired a lightning bolt at Goo Girl who also cried out before dissolving into a green pool on the floor. 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, Paragon leaped over a table to charge Gunslinger. The villain recovered faster than he expected and held out his hands. Two much bigger guns popped into them.  
 
    When he fired, grenades shot out of the barrel and exploded on Paragon's chest. The burst sent Paragon flying into a wall of mirrored glass, which crashed down on top of him in pieces. 
 
    "You think your bulletproof skin can stop me?" Gunslinger yelled. "No matter how tough you get, I can make a gun that's tougher." 
 
    He jumped behind a table as Electronica fired another lightning bolt at him. 
 
    Paragon looked up at the wall he had crashed, and the glass fell away to expose bare metal plates behind it. He reached up to tear one of the plates off, and held it up as a shield. The next volley of grenades hit the metal and blew up, but the plate took most of the damage. 
 
    When Gunslinger made a dash to avoid one of Electronica's lightning strikes, Paragon seized his chance to throw the mangled metal plate like a disk. It slammed into the villain's chest, knocking Gunslinger back where he crashed into the wall and slid down. 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    As Gunslinger collapsed into the puddle of green slime on the floor, Paragon spun to face Aphrodisia. Of course, she wasn't there. The club's customers had already begun to yell and gasp in confusion as they came out of their sexual trance. 
 
    But he could see a bigger problem from the dust sprinkling from huge cracks and holes left by Gunslinger's assault. Cracking sounds coming from the walls and ceiling and the club's roof began to groan as it sagged. 
 
    "It's coming down!" Paragon yelled as he ran up to the sagging area of the roof. He braced his palms against it and held it up with both hands. As the weight of the building grew on him, he yelled, "Everybody out!" 
 
    Men and women screamed as they rushed out of the front door and emergency exits. The roof pressed down more and more as Paragon continued to hold it up. Even with his strength, the strain of holding it sent him to his knees. 
 
    He could see Gunslinger stagger to his feet and lurch out of the emergency exit while Goo Girl gathered herself back into a human shape and oozed out of a window. He wanted to chase them, but saving the people came first. 
 
    When the last of the club's patrons scurried out into the night, Paragon let go. He didn't have time to escape, so he just let it fall. The ceiling collapsed onto him, burying him in the shattered remains of the club. Plaster and broken wooden beams caved in on him, drowning him in a flood of building materials, and he felt his flesh and bones being pressed to its limits but never breaking. 
 
    When he felt it finally settling into place, he groaned and pushed his way up until he managed to burst out of the mountain of debris. 
 
    Electronica hovered over the wreckage, watching as Paragon tore his way to freedom. He looked up at the night sky through the now open roof. 
 
    "Son of a bitch," Paragon yelled as he activated his Flight power and flew out of the roof of the club. 
 
    He yanked his pants up as he rose higher to look down onto the streets and sidewalk around the club. The orgy blocking the entrance had broken up with people running into the night, and he saw no signs of where Aphrodisia had gone to. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: LOW POWER 
 
      
 
    As he flew over the cars in the street, Paragon felt himself starting to fall like he gained a hundred pounds a second. As he began to go down, he checked his stats and realized his fight with Goo Girl, and Electronica tapping into his power for her fight with Gunslinger, had completely drained his power. 
 
    He let out a yell as he tumbled from the sky and landed with a crash on a minivan driving below. It caved in all around him and as he lay in the dented roof, he just groaned through the screaming of the car's passengers. 
 
      
 
    MISSION FAILED 
 
      
 
    A heavyset dark-haired woman squeezed her head and shoulders out of the car window from the driver's seat. When she looked up at Paragon in the concave of her roof, she threw up her hands. "Hey, you ruined my car, Paragon!" 
 
    Paragon eased himself up into a sitting position, feeling himself carefully. It didn't feel like any bones were broken. "Sorry about that, ma'am. But thanks for breaking my fall."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    AFTER CLIMBING down from the car, Paragon made sure the woman's insurance would cover the damage. Fortunately, she had coverage for superpowered damage ("Acts of Zod," he liked to call it), so she would be okay. Still, he felt like smashing her car and everything else around him at the thought that Aphrodisia got away again. He hadn't stopped her. He hadn't even put a scratch on her. He hadn't caught Goo Girl or Gunslinger, either. 
 
    He ran back to Club Majesty to find the police had arrived. Officers had already set up barricades while their red and blue lights swept over the entrance. He couldn't see Goo Girl or Gunslinger, so it seemed like they had escaped. 
 
    When Paragon came to the club's entrance, he could see Detective Morrison Grant inside. Grant studied a hole in the floor when he looked up, spotted Paragon, and charged over to him. 
 
    "You again?" Detective Grant snarled. 
 
    Paragon grinned. "Fancy meeting you here." 
 
    Grant held up his badge. "I'm on the Special Enhanced Unit. It's my job to investigate and deal with powered lowlifes such as yourselves in Eros City. Now why are you here?" 
 
    Paragon knew Grant didn't think much of his efforts, so he didn't bother trying to defend himself. He just said, "I was here to stop Aphrodisia. She came to this nightclub for something, and brought Goo Girl and Gunslinger with her." 
 
    Grant rolled his eyes with his arms crossed over his chest. "Great. Once again, stickin' your nose where it don't belong and getting in the way of real police work. But we've had that conversation before."  
 
    Grant pointed at Electronica who floated up to him. "I assume she's with you. At least she's wearin' clothes this time. Or looks like it, anyway." 
 
    Electronica bowed her head. "Affirmative." 
 
    Paragon grinned. "That's Electronica, my new partner." 
 
    Grant shrugged. "Don't care. Just another whacko to keep track of." 
 
    Paragon gave up and folded his arms. "Do you know why Aphrodisia came here?" 
 
    "Maybe. Why should I tell you?" 
 
    "Because I found the Night Watchman. The Watchman knows what Aphrodisia's planning and wants to stop her, but we can't without knowing what we're dealing with." 
 
    Grant sighed before speaking again. "Okay, she came to get some new designer drug called pipedream. A hallucinogen and stimulant, kinda like ecstasy, but way more powerful." 
 
    "Okay, I'm guessing she's gonna use it to boost her power." 
 
    "Probably. Aphrodisia's people hit up a bunch o' pharmacies before she came here. Put together quite a cocktail." Grant held up his phone to display a list. "These are the drugs she's taken. I'm only showing you this because you say you're working with the Night Watchman. He was a straight shooter, the only superhero I thought even came close to a real cop. If you really are working with the Watchman, tell 'im we need him back. Bad." 
 
    Paragon took a picture of the list on his own smartphone, and thought about telling Grant the truth about the Night Watchman, but figured that was Nora's call. He didn't want to break her trust. "I'll tell him. Thanks, Grant." 
 
    Grant just grunted and headed back into the nightclub. 
 
    Paragon sighed, knowing he'd have to wait a few minutes until he regained some of his power to fly again. He turned to look up at Electronica who drifted in the air behind him. 
 
    "Okay," he said. "We gotta talk about your combat skills. Or lack of them." 
 
    She tilted her head to one side. "Your statement requires further details." 
 
    He threw his hands up. "Well, I mean, you just stood there while the whole building came down on me." 
 
    She tilted her head to the other side. "Affirmative. What did you wish me to do?" 
 
    "Like, help me? Stop the building from falling? Something?" 
 
    "You did not instruct me to perform those actions." 
 
    It took a moment for him to ask, "So you won't do anything unless I tell you to do it?" 
 
    "Affirmative. I was designed to be the operating system for your ATLAS implant, responding to spoken and mental commands. However, the actions I have been programmed to take are limited." 
 
    He sighed. "Turning you into a superhero is gonna be a lot harder than I thought. Is there like a program I can install in you like The Matrix so you can be a better fighter?" 
 
    "Negative. However, I can learn over time with your instruction." 
 
    He nodded, remembering how he had taught her to throw lightning bolts and defend innocent people with her energy web. "Okay. Then that's what we'll have to do." 
 
    When he checked his stats, his energy had recharged enough so he took off and flew back through Eros City to Lane Park. He landed in the backyard, headed through the mansion, and came to the room where Nora kept her secret Watchtower. He walked in to find Nora using glass tubes to transfer chemicals from one beaker to another while Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk watched. 
 
    When he walked in, Hawk ran up to throw herself into his arms and kiss him. "Oh, we were so worried the vaccine wouldn't work. It's lovely to see you're alright."  
 
    "Yeah, but I didn't stop Aphrodisia." He held out his phone. "She stole some drug and the cops say her people have been stealing these other drugs." 
 
    Nora took the phone and studied the picture of the list he had taken. "Most of these are psychoactive drugs. Some are known to enhance the effects of an ATLAS implant. Yes, this could definitely be a formula to boost her powers." 
 
    "So can we figure out what her next step will be?" 
 
    Nora picked up an iPad and started tracing her finger on it. "Um, maybe. I need some time to analyze it. Give me a few hours." 
 
    "Sounds good." Paragon turned to Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. "I think I'll skip class for tonight. I need to go see my grandfather." 
 
    "Sure, baby," Alley Cat said as she leaned in for a kiss. "We'll stay here and hold down the motherfucking fort." 
 
    Nora reached into a drawer and pulled out what looked like a tiny plastic bead that she handed to him. "Here, put this in your ear. It's a communicator. Just tap it twice and speak. Tap it twice again to turn it off. Connects directly to the one I have, and the ones I gave Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. Works anywhere, including where cell signals won't reach. It will also pick up and make our voices crystal clear, even if we're whispering." 
 
    Paragon pushed the communicator into his ear. He thought it was too small so that it would fall out, but it seemed to expand once he put it in until it fit so snugly that he almost forgot it was there. At the same time, he could still hear clearly through it. 
 
    Nora tapped one ear and spoke, and he could hear her voice louder in the communicator. "Testing, testing." 
 
    She glanced up at him. "Oh, and your friends told me about your grandfather. Um, sorry to hear he's sick. I'll see what I can do for him." 
 
    He wasn't sure what she meant, so he just said thanks and added, "It works. So does that mean you'll help us?" 
 
    Nora went back to her chemicals. "For now. Until I can come up with more of the vaccine and you stop Aphrodisia. Then I'm done." 
 
    "Fair enough. Take care of yourself, okay?" 
 
    He gave another kiss to Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk before going outside and taking off again. 
 
    Ryan didn't feel like taking the subway train to the hospital, so he just flew there instead. He landed on another rooftop near the hospital, changed, and headed down to the main entrance. After checking in, he went to his grandfather's room and walked in to find the old man lying in bed, looking even thinner and more frail than before. 
 
    Ryan sat down in the chair next to the bed. "Hey, Grandpa. How're you feeling?" 
 
    Grandpa coughed before answering. "Like crap. They wanna cut my head open and try to get the tumor out, but they say they don't think they can get all of it without givin' me a lobotomy. So they're gonna cut out as much as they can, and then use radiation and chemotherapy for the rest." 
 
    Ryan sagged a little when his grandfather finished. It sounded like a lot of work and grueling treatment. At his grandfather's age, surgery was risky to begin with. He didn't say any of his concerns, just smiled and said, "Glad they got a plan. When's the surgery?" 
 
    "Tomorrow afternoon." 
 
    Ryan nodded, and tried to clear his throat of the lump forming in it. "Grandpa, sorry I wasn't here." 
 
    His grandfather waved him off. "Hey, don't worry about it. You're young. You got a life." 
 
    He looked into the old man's red eyes. "You're my whole life, Grandpa." 
 
    His grandfather patted him on the hand. "Look, I don't want you hangin' around my bed all day. My life might be over, but yours ain't." 
 
    "Your life's not over. I'll bet you'll outlive me." 
 
    His grandfather laughed a little before coughing again and closing his eyes. "We both know that ain't true. But I appreciate the sentiment." 
 
    Ryan tried to put on a brave smile, but he felt like shit. His grandfather was dying and he was running around the city, fighting supervillains. He wanted to put everything aside and stand vigil by the bed until his grandfather was cured. But Aphoridisa was out there, and he was the only one with the immunity and will to stop her. Should he ignore her and focus on the most important thing in his life? Or should he ignore his grandfather and keep fighting? Was he willing to sacrifice thousands of lives for his grandfather's? He didn't know. 
 
    He wanted to say more, but his grandfather's eyes stayed closed and he was making little wheezing noises that grew into a snore. He was asleep. 
 
    Ryan took his grandfather's hand. It felt light and cold, but he squeezed it, feeling comforted by the contact. 
 
    Electronica appeared in the hospital room with a flash of blue light. "I have the results you requested about your parents." 
 
    It took Ryan a moment before he remembered he had given Electronica the job of looking into his parents' death. He supposed he hadn't really expected her to find anything. 
 
    He looked at his grandfather, but the old man still seemed to be asleep. Still, better safe than sorry. "Uh, can you turn off the hologram? You know, go back in my head so only I can see and hear you?" 
 
    "Affirmative. Disengaging holographic form." 
 
    Her body flickered a little but seemed to remain the same. 
 
    Since he didn't want to wake up his grandfather to test it, Ryan took her at her word. "Okay, what've you got?" 
 
    "I have reviewed the police reports and found significant discrepancies. Based on the evidence, the assumption that the killer was a lone and unprepared thief is incorrect." 
 
    He had such low expectations that it took a moment for him to realize what she said and leaned forward. "Wait, what? What's that mean?" 
 
    Electronica held out a hand and particles of light settled in the air until they formed a glowing square. Like a screen, Ryan could see images suspended in the square. They seemed to be photographs of prints in mud and ash. 
 
    "Three additional sets of footprints," continued Electronica, "were found at the house that did not belong to the residents. Some had bloodstains that indicate the footprints had walked through the blood of your parents, proving they were at the murder scene." 
 
    He felt the world spinning around him. Something he had believed most of his life turned out to be a lie. "Three people killed my parents?" 
 
    "Affirmative. The police report also claimed that the killer was a random thief, but that is not the case. The damage and shrapnel recovered shows the killers used high-powered semi-automatic weapons, ones used almost exclusively by the military." 
 
    Ryan took deep breaths, trying to calm his racing heart. "Military weapons? For my parents? That doesn't make sense. My mom was an accountant and my dad was a used car salesman. You didn't need semi-automatic weapons to take them out." 
 
    "Correct. I also found a video recording from the camera on an ATM across from your home." 
 
    Ryan remembered the bank across the street from his childhood house. His parents used to joke that they'd be safe because no one would rob their house with a bank across from it. He found that painfully untrue. 
 
    The video showed the front of Ryan's childhood home, dark and empty for a moment, then a puff of light in which three men appeared. They all wore black armor. 
 
    He pointed at them. "That's the same armor the guys wore who killed Doctor Sakamoto and his team at the lab. The same people who killed Sakamoto killed my parents?" 
 
    Electronica tilted her head to one side. "With the armor, it is impossible to say if they are the same individuals, but the uniforms do match." 
 
    "So it wasn't some crackhead trying to steal our TV. It was an assassination. But why would they come after us?" 
 
    "Unknown." 
 
    He pointed at the holographic screen. "Can you identify that armor?" 
 
    "I can. The armor matches ones worn by the soldiers of an individual who calls himself the Monolith." 
 
    The Monolith. He had never heard of the Monolith before today, even though he kept up on all the villains in Eros City. Nora had made it seem like he was a recent villain. "So the Monolith was operating when I was younger, and sent a team to kill my parents. This-this is making even less sense. Why didn't the police follow up on this?" 
 
    "Unknown." Electronica waved a hand and the hologram disappeared. 
 
    Ryan tapped his fingers on the bed, trying to think. His whole view of his childhood had been turned upside-down. At the same time, he felt more hope than ever that he could close the darkest chapter of his life. 
 
    He looked up at her.  "If all this was in the police files, then they had to have known about it. That means they lied to me. It was a cover-up." 
 
    "A likely conclusion." 
 
    "But why? There has to be more to my parents and their murder than I thought." He ran his fingers through his hair. "I can't believe this. Electronica, you just solved a mystery I've spent my whole life trying to solve. Thanks." 
 
    Electronica bowed her head a little. "I am at your service, Master." 
 
    He jerked his head back. "Master? You never called me that before." 
 
    "It was not required. But you are my implant's owner and therefore my master. I am at your service." 
 
    His grandfather mumbled and opened his eyes. "Huh? Sorry, dozed off for a second. You say something?" 
 
    Ryan cringed a little, but his grandfather looked around and through Electronica. It seemed like she had turned off her hologram, after all. 
 
    "Yeah, Grandpa. I was just talking about what I remember about my parents. Can you tell me more about them?" 
 
    The old man settled back against his pillow. "Sure, whadda you wanna know?" 
 
    Ryan didn't think he could just blurt out if his grandfather knew why an armored trio of soldiers from a supervillain would want to kill his parents, so he asked, "What kind of people were my parents? I mean, were they pretty, uh, interesting?" 
 
    His grandfather chuckled. "Interesting? What kinda question is that?" 
 
    "Well, I mean, they just seemed kinda boring to me. Were they?" 
 
    "I wouldn't say your mother was boring, but she was my daughter, so I'm biased. As for your father, he was a good guy. Can't say much more than that. I mean, they lived a very comfortable, quiet life. That's what they wanted, and they got it. Nice house, white picket fence, the whole deal." 
 
    Ryan thought over what he told him before picking a new line of questioning. "Did you buy what the police said about their killer? That it was some crackhead trying to steal a TV?" 
 
    His grandfather took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. "Honestly? No, not really. I mean, I was a cop for twenty years. I can smell bologna, and what the detective investigating your case said was bologna. Crackheads ain't exactly expert cat burglars. I mean, some guy high on drugs breaks in, kills a family, sets fire to the place, and steals a TV, he's gonna leave some evidence. Fingerprints, shoeprints, bullet casings. No evidence means the perp's either incredibly lucky or you're dealing with a professional, not some guy strung out on meth. You say you can't figure out who killed the parents, fine, but don't just chalk it up to some imaginary crackhead and close the case. Leave it open. I wanted to take a look at the evidence to do my own investigation, but they wouldn't let me. To be honest, it always kinda bothered me. I don't wanna open old wounds, but they could've done more." 
 
    Ryan's breath came quicker. "So you think there might have been more to it. The cops could have got it wrong." 
 
    His grandfather shrugged. "Yeah, they could have. But at the same time, the whole thing made no sense otherwise. Your parents didn't have any enemies that I knew of. No reason to kill them. Now come on, what's with all the questions?" 
 
    Ryan forced a smile. "I dunno. I guess with you in the hospital, I'm just thinking about all the other people I've lost." 
 
    His grandfather patted his hand. "Hey, I wish I had more answers. My wife, your grandmother, she passed away from cancer and now here I am a year later with cancer. Was it something we were both exposed to? Or is it just a crazy coincidence? Who knows? But I'm glad I got to say I helped raise you, and you've shown me you were raised right." 
 
    "Thanks. Love you, Grandpa." 
 
    "Love you, too, Ryan." 
 
    They hugged. 
 
    His grandfather gave him a poke in the chin. "Just do me a favor, Ryan. Don't tell anybody I got all soft with ya. I got a reputation to uphold." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    FOR A while, it looked like Serra Chen's tip about Chuck Nieminen would end up at a dead end. From the moment she tracked him down by running a reverse image search on Facebook, she knew he couldn't be Paragon. He spent more time posting memes about video games and women than anything superhero-related. He also had an XBox account connected to Facebook that posted his achievements and high scores, showing he played games at all hours of the night. She cross-checked them against times that Paragon had appeared, and a bunch of achievements showed up when Paragon was in public fighting supervillains. Unless he was smart enough to fake the achievements to throw someone off (and she didn't think Chuck was that smart), that meant he wasn't Paragon. 
 
    There was also the possibility that Paragon could duplicate himself, but she didn't think so. Still, she decided to stake this Chuck guy out and make sure. 
 
    His Facebook profile showed a lot of pictures tagged from inside Jimmy's World Famous Pizzeria where he posed with a broom, cash register, and tables. It looked like he worked there. She started there. 
 
    By going to Jimmy's and waiting outside in her car the next morning, she was there when Chuck came walking up to the front door. An older man had gone in first, the owner Lloyd Hoffman. Serra hunched down to watch through the front window as Chuck turned the sign to "Open" and went out to sweep the sidewalk. 
 
    From across the street, Serra could see through the large plate-glass window, and she watched Chuck for a half-hour. He just did boring stuff like sweep the floor and refill the containers of Parmesan cheese. While watching him, Serra scrolled through Chuck's Facebook on her phone some more. 
 
    A lot of the pictures had Chuck with a guy that Facebook tagged "Ryan Walker." She followed Ryan Walker's profile, but it didn't seem any more interesting than Chuck's, so she went back to staking out the pizza place. 
 
    A young man came running down the sidewalk, one she recognized as Ryan Walker. He pulled on a Jimmy's Pizzeria hat, so it looked like he worked with Chuck. These two made quite a pair. 
 
    After a while of watching the two talking, Ryan ran out with a stack of pizza boxes, loaded them into a silly-looking pizza van, and drove off. She took note of it but focused on Chuck. 
 
    One by one, customers came and went into the store. Chuck didn't do anything more interesting than hand them pizza slices and play on his phone. 
 
    The whole time, Serra kept one eye on the news. She had an alert set up for when anyone reported seeing Paragon. 
 
    A few hours later, she got a ping on her phone. Somebody on Twitter wrote "OMG!!! I just saw Paragon!" She had even posted a blurry picture of Paragon flying overhead. 
 
    She clenched her fists in frustration. If Paragon was out there, then Chuck obviously couldn't be him. Maybe Chuck was just a random person Paragon asked to give him an Uber ride.  
 
    She went back to Facebook, getting ready to close her phone when she stopped to look at one of the photos. 
 
    She was still in Ryan Walker's profile, and he smiled as he stood next to a beautiful woman. The woman had a polite smile on her face, but she didn't look like she wanted to be there. She wore a black bikini over an impressive body. That's not what caught her attention. 
 
    She recognized the woman. Serra had seen her before. 
 
    She quickly went to Google and typed in "Paragon woman interview." A news clip came up on YouTube, and the thumbnail had the exact same woman. 
 
    Serra had seen the clip before. The first time Paragon appeared to fight Poundcake, he had rescued the strippers inside the Show 'N Tail strip club, and the woman who gave the first interview to name him had been the same woman in Ryan's photo. 
 
    The clip showed the name "Tiffany" under it. A stripper, of course. 
 
    Serra leaned back as she flipped back to Facebook on her phone. She stared at Tiffany standing next to Ryan. The first time Paragon had appeared had been to help this Tiffany, and she turned up in an old photo with Walker, which meant they knew each other before the fight with Poundcake. Walker also worked with and seemed to be good friends with Chuck, who had given a Uber ride to Paragon. 
 
    Quite a coincidence, except Serra didn't believe in coincidences. Two connections to Paragon from one guy was too much. Ryan Walker had to be involved with the hero somehow. 
 
    She turned on the engine of her car, and headed for the Crookline area and the Show 'N Tail. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When she walked into the strip club, it didn't take long for Serra to spot the one named Tiffany. She danced on the stage to hip hop music, expertly moving her nude body in the flashing lights. She looked more beautiful than she did on the video clip or Ryan's photo, and had all the men drooling over her. 
 
    Serra found a table near the stage, ordered a beer from the waitress, and waited. 
 
    When Tiffany finished dancing, she climbed down from the stage to wild applause and whistling. Serra applauded with the rest of them as she got up and approached Tiffany. 
 
    The stripper gave her a cautious smile. "Hi, sweetie. You wanna dance?" 
 
    Serra held up a hundred dollar bill. "Actually, I'll pay you more for some information." 
 
    Tiffany plucked the hundred out of her hand. "What kind of information? And why?" 
 
    "I'm a reporter. Serra Chen. And it's about superheroes." 
 
    Tiffany's eyes lit up. "Will this be in the news?" 
 
    "Maybe, but our interview will be confidential. Let's sit and we'll talk." Serra sat down at the table. "I know you gave an interview a few months ago about Paragon. I wondered if you could tell me a little more about how you know him." 
 
    Tiffany sat down after pulling on her bikini bottom, leaving her bare breasts swaying. "Well, I mean, I told everything I know about him to the cops and that reporter. Paragon came outta nowhere, beat up Poundcake and threw her in the river, and saved the club." 
 
    "I wonder if you might remember anything else. Something related to Ryan Walker?" 
 
    Tiffany's nose wrinkled. "Ryan Walker? What's he got to do with anything?" 
 
    "Can you tell me about him?" 
 
    Tiffany shrugged. "Uh, not really. He's just a guy who delivers pizzas here from Jimmy's. He's kind of a loser. Creepy, too. Kept asking me out." 
 
    She frowned. "Funny, haven't seen him around lately, though." 
 
    Serra took a deep breath as she wrote down some notes. "So there's nothing else you can tell me about Paragon or Ryan or anything in between?" 
 
    "Not really." She paused and frowned. Well, maybe." 
 
    Serra leaned closer. "What is it?" 
 
    Tiffany shook her head. "I mean, it's stupid, I think I was just imagining it but now that you mention it--" 
 
    Tiffany leaned over the table and dropped her voice to a whisper. "Okay, off the record? I fucked Paragon. And he was amazing. I kinda wanted another go-around, you know? But after he stopped the Five, he was flying by the club and I waved him down, and he said he's not going out with me. 'I just don't see you that way' is exactly what he said." 
 
    Serra made sure to keep her expression neutral. "Pretty rough." 
 
    "Tell me about it." Tiffany wrinkled her nose. "But the funny thing is that I said the exact same thing to Ryan a few weeks earlier. Weird coincidence, huh?" 
 
    Serra couldn't help smiling. "Very weird." 
 
    As she left, Serra's smile wouldn't go away. She had the whole scenario in her head. Ryan had been a loser, rejected by a stripper he visited regularly. Then he got the chance to score with that woman later on, and even turn the tables on her. It made perfect sense. The Uber ride from Ryan's best friend to the fight with Poundcake also made sense. Serra was convinced. 
 
    Ryan Walker was Paragon. 
 
    Now she just had to prove it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    MORNING CAME, and the sun woke up Ryan with its brilliant piercing light. He found his head on his grandfather's shoulder. He wiped the drool from his mouth and looked up. His grandfather was asleep in his hospital bed. 
 
    The communicator in Ryan's ear chirped before he heard Nora's voice. "Paragon, I've found out where Aphrodisia will strike next." 
 
    Ryan whispered, "Great. Where?" 
 
    "It does look like the chemicals she stole will boost her power. It has the potential to disperse her sexual energy over the entire city, but there's a crystal she'll need called aphroditium, and the only piece in the entire world is on display at the Eros City Museum. We have to hurry. The museum opens in a half-hour." 
 
    "Okay, I'm on my way." Ryan tapped the communicator to turn it off. 
 
    He looked down at his grandfather, once again wrestling with what to do. Ryan didn't want to leave him alone, but he was in good hands here at the hospital. Besides, if Aphrodisia got the crystal, millions could die. After what he'd seen, he could easily imagine Aphrodisia driving the city and even the world mad with desire. That included his grandfather.  
 
    The mental image of his grandfather having sex until he died of a heart attack made Ryan shudder, horrified at the thought of his grandfather dying, but also the thought of his grandfather having sex. 
 
    He tried to think of what his parents would have said if they were still alive. His father always told him to do the right thing, even if it meant hurting someone or even himself. As much as he loved his grandfather, the fate of the city and the world was at stake. 
 
    He gave his grandfather a kiss on the forehead before racing out of the hospital room. He dashed to the elevator alongside Electronica who followed mutely, passing through walls. They rode the elevator down to the ground floor, and he ran out of the hospital. He kept running to the building nearby where he stashed his clothes, dressed and changed into Paragon, and flew off for Lane Park.  
 
    Electronica flew along with him, never even breathing heavier. That made sense since she wasn't real. He had started to get used to having Electronica around, although it kind of weirded him out how just followed him like a balloon on a string. 
 
    As he and Electronica came to the backyard, Nora stood outside in the grass along with Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. She held two vials and held them up as he landed. 
 
    Paragon flexed his arms. "The vaccine worked great on me. How're the other doses coming?" 
 
    "I'm sorry." Nora shook her head at him. "I've got the formula ready, but it needs to go through reduction-oxidation in order to cure it. That's a very precise process, and it can take days." 
 
    Paragon clenched his hands. "There has to be a way to speed it up." 
 
    "There is, but it's dangerous." Nora pointed up at the air. "Can you bring back Electronica?" 
 
    Paragon looked at Electronica, then remembered he had told her to turn off her hologram. "Oh, Electronica, become visible again. What do you need?" 
 
    As Electronica flickered into view, the others turned to her, and Nora pointed at her. "I saw her shoot a lightning bolt in the mansion. Can she do that whenever she wants?" 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "Yeah, as long as I have enough power." 
 
    Nora set the vials down on the grass and took a step back. "Electronica, I want you to apply electricity to these chemicals until I say to stop." 
 
    Electronica looked at Paragon. "Shall I comply?" 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "Sure." 
 
    She nodded. "Affirmative." 
 
    Electronica held out her hand and an arc of lightning popped from the palm to the vials. Smoke rose up from the grass around them, but she kept going, and the twisting lines of electricity danced over them. 
 
    Nora shaded her eyes with her hands. "Keep going!" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat screamed and jumped back as the vials popped with sparks. The smoke turned into flames as the grass scorched around it. Electronica kept going, using her power to crackle the air. 
 
    Nora held out her hands. "Okay, stop!" 
 
    Electronica's lightning faded away as she lowered her hand. 
 
    Hawk fanned her wings to blow out the fire as Nora used a pair of tongs to lift the vials and hurried back to the mansion. They all followed her to the laboratory, where she took a sample of one vial with a pipette and looked at it through a microscope slide. 
 
    Nora nodded. "It worked. It's stable." 
 
    She went to her counter where she unwrapped another syringe. "All right, I have the two doses. Who wants to go first?" 
 
    Alley Cat whimpered. "Uh, Hawk, you go." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "All right, all right." 
 
    She held out her arm while Nora filled the syringe, then injected her. After tossing the syringe into a sharps box, Nora filled a second one and approached Alley Cat. 
 
    Alley Cat hissed as she jumped back. "You're not stickin' me with that shit. I fucking hate needles." 
 
    Nora raised her eyebrows. "Seriously?" 
 
    Paragon put his hand on her arm. "Cat, we need you." 
 
    Alley Cat's ears flattened on the top of her head. "Ah, shit. Ju-just do it quick." 
 
    She looked away and winced as Nora pressed the syringe into her arm. Alley Cat hissed again, but didn't move away. 
 
    Nora threw the needle into a sharps box. "All right, it's done. It will take about fifteen minutes to take effect." 
 
    Alley Cat whimpered and licked at her arm where the needle injected her. 
 
    "That'll be enough time." Paragon looked at Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat. "That means we have a chance. But I gotta tell you all something. I found out who killed my parents. It was the Monolith." 
 
    Nora shook her head. "That can't be. All my research shows the Monolith just started operations in Eros City a little over a year ago." 
 
    "It is. Even saw the video. Electronica?" 
 
    Electronica held up her hands to project the holographic screen again. As the image floated in the air, they all watched the three men in armor teleport into the street in front of the house and walked inside. 
 
    "Those were the Monolith's men." Nora pressed her hands to her face. "But how can that be possible? That would mean the Monolith has been operating for at least a decade. Where has he been? What's he been doing?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk touched her hand to her cheek. "There is another possibility, that the Monolith took over an existing organization, one that used the same armor and technology." 
 
    "I suppose so. But still, I would think I would have heard of it." 
 
    Paragon folded his arms. "More important than that, the Monolith or whoever sent these guys had a reason for killing my parents. I wanna find out what it is. So I need to find the Monolith. Either he killed my parents or he knows who did. And when I find that person, I'm gonna pay them back for what they did to me. But first, we're gonna stop Aphrodisia. And you need to come with us, Nora." 
 
    She shook her head. "Absolutely not. I told you, I'm done." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk walked towards her. "Nora, you have to come with us. I forgive you. And I'm sure Captain Alpha will forgive you. It doesn't matter what you've done. You can redeem yourself. I fought alongside you for years, even though I didn't know who you were. You're still the Night Watchman I knew and trusted, and nothing's changed between us." 
 
    Nora glared up at her. "You still don't get it, Heavenly Hawk. This isn't about redeeming myself. Everything has changed between us." 
 
    "Whatever do you mean?" 
 
    A tear ran down her cheek as Nora said, "I mean that I love you, Hawk. I've always loved you. I wanted to tell you a thousand times, especially after you broke up with the Captain, but I-I was afraid." 
 
    She blinked, and more tears trickled down her cheeks. "I was afraid that the world wouldn't accept me, that Captain Alpha wouldn't accept me, but my greatest fear is that you would find out who and what I was, and-and you wouldn't be able to accept me either. When I was in the armor, I could be the strong and powerful man you deserved, but now--" 
 
    She looked down at herself. "Now I'm just this frail little girl. A useless woman who tried to live up to her parents and failed them when it counted most. And failed you. I don't deserve to be the Night Watchman. And I don't deserve you, Hawk." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk leaned closer to her with a growing smile and kissed Nora. Nora seemed frozen in place for a moment before she reached up to wrap her arms around Hawk's waist and kissed her back. 
 
    "Awww," Alley Cat moaned, "that's so fucking sweet." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk finally leaned back and stroked Nora's cheek with a finger. "Darling, I love you, too. I sort of figured nothing would happen between us, because you didn't reach out to me or trust me. And I don't care if you're a man or a woman, and it doesn't matter if you never put on the armor again. Just let's give the two of us a chance, all right?" 
 
    Nora's large eyes grew even wider. "Y-you mean, you still want me? Ev-even after all this? What I've done, who I am?" 
 
    "Nora, I want to get to know you. The real you. As far as I'm concerned, this is just the beginning. If you want me." 
 
    Nora's face broke into a smile for the first time. "I-I do. I really do." 
 
    "Then it's settled." Heavenly Hawk took her hand. "Stay here or come with us. Either way, as long as you're here and will let me in, we'll sit down, have a cuppa, and talk it over. All right?" 
 
    Nora nodded quickly. "Okay." 
 
    She looked quickly at Paragon. "Is-is that okay?" 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "Sure. Hawk lets me see other people, so I don't mind letting her see you." 
 
    He searched his feelings and found it really was true. Maybe it was because Nora was a woman, but he didn't mind the thought of Heavenly Hawk and the Night Watchman dating.  Heavenly Hawk and Night Watchman had known each other longer than they knew him. If anything, he was the one in the way. 
 
    In fact, he thought it was kind of hot. He couldn't help the fleeting thought of being with Nora as well, but he forced himself not to get too ahead of himself. 
 
    "Right." Heavenly Hawk looked at Paragon with a huge smile. "Let's do this." 
 
    She took off, and Alley Cat climbed into Paragon's arms for him to fly away as well. The wind whipped his hair as he looked down at Nora, and she and the mansion shrank away. Nora never moved from the grassy lawn until she faded from sight. 
 
    Paragon tried to think of a plan as they flew to the museum. He didn't know if Gunslinger and Goo Girl would be there, but he assumed they would. He had beaten the two villains before, but only because the club had collapsed and stopped the fight. If the fight had continued, he might not have succeeded.  
 
    Still, he had done okay. Goo Girl had fallen apart when she was hit by Electronica's lightning, so they could use that again. Gunslinger was just a guy with guns, and with Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat, they could outnumber him. 
 
    He and his team flew over Eros City, banking around to come to the Eros City museum. The stately building had pillars in front like a Greek temple, and a marble staircase leading to the entrance. A large banner stretched across the top of the entrance read, "Rock and Roll: Rare Minerals From Around the World." 
 
    Paragon landed on the stairs, let Alley Cat climb down to the ground, and walked with her up the front doors into the museum's lobby. It stretched before them, a spacious hall filled with rare artwork and treasures. A line of people filed into the museum as the doors opened. Paragon stepped into line so he could walk up to the front entrance with Heavenly Hawk and Electronica following close behind.  
 
    The woman behind the front desk looked up at him with wide eyes. "Uh, can I help you?" 
 
    He leaned closer. "Hi, we have reason to believe that Aphrodisia is coming to get a rare crystal, aphroditium. Can we talk to your head of security?" 
 
    The woman pulled a walkie-talkie out of her desk, and said, "Uh, Frye? There's a group of, uh, superheroes here to see you." 
 
    Paragon looked around as they waited. He remembered coming to the museum on field trips when he was in junior high, but hadn't been back since. He could see the gallery with art treasures including two Grecian statues of a nude man and woman, some abstract oil paintings that looked like Picassos, and a lifelike painting of a woman from the Renaissance period. By the light of a skylight overhead, he also saw a huge Tyrannosaurus Rex fossil skeleton, and a model of a blue whale hanging from the ceiling. He didn't see any crystals, though. 
 
    A man in a blue uniform finally came striding up to the entrance, and broke into a smile as he held out a hand. "Paragon, this is a surprise. I like what you've been doing for the city." 
 
    Paragon shook his hand as the man in blue nodded at Heavenly Hawk. "Hawk, nice to see you again." 
 
    She smiled and shook his hand. "You too, Mister Frye. I wish we could talk in better circumstances." 
 
    Frye rolled his eyes. "Well, we knew what we were getting into opening in Eros City. Seems like every week some supervillain tries to steal something in here. What is it this time?" 
 
    Paragon nodded to the lobby. "We think Aphrodisia is going to steal your supply of aphroditium. Can we take a look at it?" 
 
    "Sure, come along." Frye headed into the museum. 
 
    Paragon reached for cash, but the woman behind the counter smiled and waved him off. "No charge." 
 
    "Thanks." Paragon dropped the money in the donation box anyway and followed. 
 
    They walked through the lobby and into the main hall of the museum. Their footsteps echoed off the vaulted ceiling, along with the gasps and conversation of the other patrons of the museum. Some of them wore suits and fancy dresses while admiring fine art. Others wore T-shirts and jeans while cooing over the dinosaur skeletons. Paragon got plenty of looks while he walked in, including from a group of young women in one corner who cheered, and he waved to them. 
 
    Frye led them to a section with a sign "Rare Minerals From Around the World," and held out his hand to a chunk of pink crystal. "There it is. You really think she's gonna make a pass at it?" 
 
    Paragon nodded. "I do. We think she needs it for a plan to boost her power. She likes to use misdirection so I'm guessing she won't just walk through the front door. We need to make sure all the entrances are covered. How many other security guards do you have?" 
 
    "Five." Frye smiled as he pointed. "Right over there." 
 
    Paragon looked in the corner behind him. 
 
    Four naked men piled on a thin brunette, two pounding her from behind, one thrusting into her mouth, and one groping her hanging breasts. Their blue security uniforms lay in a pile next to them. 
 
    "Oh, shit," Alley Cat yelled. 
 
    Paragon turned around to see Frye lunging at him with a baton. The baton broke over his arm and he just knocked the guard aside, but he knew it was already too late. Aphrodisia had beaten them to the museum.  
 
    He didn't feel anything, but could see the effect Aphrodisia had on everyone else in the museum. Men and women began to fan themselves, kiss each other, and tear at each others' clothes. Some men and women rubbed themselves over the ancient Greek statues, groping the marble breasts and penis. A circle of men and women around Heavenly Hawk, Alley Cat, and Electronica began to shuffle towards them, eyes burning with desire. 
 
    "She's here." Heavenly Hawk took a step towards Paragon. "But the vaccine is working. I don't feel anything." 
 
    "Great." Paragon took a step back. "But we're not out of the woods yet." 
 
    A gunshot rang out, and Paragon felt something hit his eye. The bullet just bounced off, but it made him clutch his face and yell, "Sniper!" 
 
    He looked up to see Gunslinger looking down from the whale model on the ceiling above him. Gunslinger aimed a rifle at him, lining up his next shot.  
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT GUNSLINGER 
 
    REWARD: 1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    This was Paragon's chance to take him down. 
 
    Paragon jumped up to grab the whale's jaw and his Strength power snapped the cables, sending the whale tumbling to the floor. Before it hit the ground, Gunslinger leaped off, dropped his rifle, switched to pistols, and fired rounds at Paragon and the other girls before he landed on the back of the T-Rex skeleton. The whale shattered on the floor as Gunslinger slid down the skeleton's spine to the ground, rolled, and fired shots from behind a jewelry display. His bullets flew across the museum, smashing sculptures and tearing holes in walls. 
 
    Before Paragon could even call for help, the other girls had sprung into action. Alley Cat leaped to the ceiling and hung on with her clawed toes and fingers. Heavenly Hawk flapped her wings to soar through the museum, snatching up people to toss them into the lobby and out of harms' way. 
 
    Seeing priceless exhibits destroyed made him realize he couldn't go wild in here. Paragon could only imagine how much this would cost the museum if they fought inside. He needed to take the fight outside, but first he needed the aphroditium. 
 
    He raced at the crystal, snatched it from its display, and took off through the museum to the exit. 
 
    As he flew towards the doors, green slime oozed down from the ceiling and plastered itself over them. He wasn't surprised to see the slime had Goo Girl's face on it. 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT GOO GIRL 
 
    REWARD: 1,000 XP 
 
      
 
    "Sorry, baby," she yelled. "You're not leaving here with that." 
 
    "Or without it," Gunslinger yelled as he fired again. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    PARAGON KNEW staying inside the museum would be a bloodbath. He needed to get out in the open, and that meant getting through Goo Girl. Yet he knew Aphrodisia had to be close by, watching and waiting. She wanted the crystal in his hands, and that could be the bait. If he took her out, that would end it all. 
 
    He spun around and yelled, "Come out, Aphrodisia! Or are you too much of a coward to face me?" 
 
    He heard Aphrodisia's voice echo off the ceiling, coming from somewhere he couldn't see. "Not quite a coward, Paragon. I'm just not stupid. I know you have that killjoy Night Watchman's vaccine against my powers, and I'm assuming your little friends do, too. So I think I'll just let you play with my toys for a while." 
 
    Her voice faded away as the crowd slowly turned towards Paragon, including Frye. The security guards having sex untangled themselves from each other to approach him. Even the woman behind the desk turned to rush at him. The sight of men and women in fancy suits and dresses charging at him seemed surreal. 
 
    Hands grabbed at his arms and legs, pulling on his pants and shirt. Some of the women looked like they wanted him, but the men looked like they wanted to kill him. Paragon swept his arm to knock back the crowd, and they went sprawling onto the floor, but more came running in from other parts of the museum. While he fought with them, another shot rang out, and he knew he had bigger problems. 
 
    Alley Cat dropped down from the ceiling onto Gunslinger, and sliced off the barrels of the guns with her claws. As the pieces of the pistols fell to the floor, Gunslinger flexed his hands and made new ones appear. Alley Cat slashed them as well, and Gunslinger took a step back as he popped more out. 
 
    "I can keep this up all day," Gunslinger yelled. 
 
    "So can I, bitch," Alley Cat snarled. 
 
    Paragon wanted to go help her, but the smooth green wall of Goo Girl's body stretched out into tentacles that wrapped around his neck and yanked him off his feet. He struggled to breathe as she swung him in a circle, smashing through the people that had surrounded him.  
 
    He reached up to grab the slippery tentacles and pull them off, but before he could break their grip, she let go and sent him flying across the museum floor. He skidded on the polished tile to crash into a Grecian statue of a beautiful woman. The statue toppled over. 
 
    As it fell, he gasped and grabbed it at the base to stop it from hitting the ground. They had already done so much damage that he didn't want to cause any more. 
 
    Meanwhile, a pile of sliced weapons gathered on the floor at Gunslinger's feet. 
 
    Goo Girl peeled herself off the front doors and took on a human shape while giggling. "Sorry, baby. No hanky-panky. This time, it's all business." 
 
    Electronica threw a lightning bolt at her.  
 
    The electricity popped over Goo Girl, but she just smiled. "Ha, that won't work again. I mixed myself with rubber so I'm insulated." 
 
    Electronica stared at her, tilted her head to one side, and said, "Affirmative." 
 
    She used her electric shield to block some of the bullets flying instead. 
 
    "Great." Paragon pushed the statue back onto its base and sprinted at Goo Girl. He couldn't let her get away. 
 
    With the crystal in one hand, he swung his other fist at her while she twisted and ducked her body to avoid them easily. He didn't expect to be able to hit her, but wanted to keep her off-balance. 
 
    While he tried to fight her, the museum crowd began closing in again. He felt the hands closing in on him and holding his body. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk landed behind him and swept her wings in circles to knock everyone aside. "Please, everyone, stay back. We don't want anyone to get hurt!" 
 
    He let her handle the crowds, and Alley Cat continued to fight Gunslinger. She had apparently given up slashing his guns and just leaped from the wall to the floor, staying out of his range and avoiding his shots. Paragon focused on Goo Girl who shot out another tentacle, and this time it latched onto the crystal in his arms.  
 
    She smiled and pulled. "I'll take that." 
 
    Paragon yanked the crystal back, and Goo Girl grunted as her tentacle stayed stuck to it, jerking her forward. He swung a fist at her again, and this one connected since she was in mid-air. Her whole face dented in around his fist, and the impact sent her flying back. The tentacle let go of the crystal, and he charged for the museum doors. 
 
    A gunshot followed by a scream made him turn to see Alley Cat crumpling to the ground, clutching at her side. Gunslinger had managed to hit her, and now turned his guns on Paragon. 
 
    He ignored his bullets as he ran to Alley Cat, and moved her hand to see a bullethole oozing blood. She had been shot in her hip. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk rushed to Alley Cat as well, and pressed her hands to Alley's wounds. Blood stained her white gloves as she yelled, "It looks like the bullet passed through, but she's still losing a lot of blood. We need to get her out of here." 
 
    "No fucking way," Alley Cat snarled through gritted teeth. "I still want a piece o' him." 
 
    He looked at Gunslinger who just had a big grin on his face like he'd just banged Marilyn Monroe instead of putting a bullet in a young woman. Seeing her hurt made Paragon breathe heavier and go almost blind with rage. 
 
    "No," he roared as he charged at Gunslinger. 
 
    The villain yelling, "Yeah, enough with the appetizer. Let's have the main course." He turned his pistols into grenade launchers again. 
 
    Gunslinger fired two grenades, but Paragon was ready for them this time. The grenades moved slower than bullets, so he could avoid them. He dodged to one side to let one blow up the wall next to him while he snatched the second grenade out of the air, and threw it back. 
 
    The grenade exploded at Gunslinger's feet, sending the villain flying back to smash through a glass case, and into an ancient Egyptian vase. He rolled off onto the floor and collapsed while the vase shattered on his head. Paragon knew Gunslinger had relatively high Durability, so he would survive, but was knocked unconscious. 
 
      
 
    MISSION COMPLETE 
 
    +1000 XP 
 
      
 
    As Paragon turned away, he faced Goo Girl just as she threw her arms out as tentacles again. This time, three of them grabbed Paragon, Heavenly Hawk, and Alley Cat by their necks. She tightened her grip and they all gasped as the life squeezed out of them. Alley Cat slashed her claws at the tentacle around her throat, but the slime reformed as quickly as she could cut it away. 
 
    Goo Girl's tentacles formed bubbles at the ends that swallowed up their heads. Paragon and the girls gurgled as her slime covered their mouths and noses, cutting off their air. 
 
    Through the green goo, he could hear Goo Girl's muffled voice say, "Sorry, but Aphrodisia wants me to kill you. Shame to waste such beautiful girls and a major hunk, but I gotta go with what she says." 
 
    Paragon dropped the crystal to grab hold of her slimy arms and rip them off. His fingers had a hard time getting a grip on the oozing, slippery tentacles and she kept making more faster than he could peel them off. He felt and tasted the gunk making its way into his nostrils and down his throat. 
 
    He reached out to Electronica, who just floated and stared at him. He couldn't understand why she just stood there until he remembered earlier when he had to tell her to shoot and protect people. She looked like a woman, but was still a computer program who had no idea how to be a superhero. 
 
    He heard the ping of a nearby elevator. Aphrodisia stepped out of the elevator with her usual coy smile, looking like shades of green through Goo Girl's bubble. 
 
    She strutted over to pick up the lump of crystal on the ground, and tilted her head at Paragon. "Thanks for gift-wrapping it for me, lover. I'll see you very soon." 
 
    She walked out the front door, and Paragon struggled to follow her but he couldn't break free. In fact, the tentacle around his neck and head pressed harder and he fell to his knees as stars clouded his vision. He felt his strength draining along with his oxygen. 
 
    The skylight over the lobby exploded. Glass rained down onto the museum as a huge black shape plunged down. It landed with a loud boom, and it had a human shape as dark as a shadow. Yet when it raised its head, glowing eyes over a soft mouth looked back at Paragon. 
 
    With the loud clank of metal, a suit of black armor stood up and marched through the museum. 
 
    "The Night Watchman," Goo Girl yelled. 
 
    The helmet's voice came out deep with an electronic echo that Paragon recognized. "Time to go, Goo Girl." 
 
    Goo Girl yanked her tentacles back into herself, and turned her arms into swords. "Bring it on, metalhead!" 
 
    She shrieked as she swung her sharp arms at the Night Watchman, who jumped back, propelled by jets. At the same time, the Night Watchman's arm came up and she fired a glowing blue ball from her wrist at Goo Girl.  
 
    The ball plunged into the villain's chest, sank a few inches, and burst open.  
 
    It spread a crystalline web inside Goo Girl that grew quickly, expanding from her torso into her arms and legs. As it spread, she started to cry out but her voice cut off. Within seconds, she had turned into a solid blue statue of herself. 
 
    The Night Watchman looked at Paragon and held up her arm. "Liquid nitrogen grenade. Always come prepared." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Police officers gathered around two police vans nearby. One group of officers carried Goo Girl's frozen body to the van. Another group of officers had Gunslinger in a straitjacket while they walked him through a gauntlet of guns into the second van. The straitjacket had his hands encased in metal spheres that seemed to keep him from making guns.  
 
    Gunslinger snarled at Paragon while climbing into the van. "See you real soon, hero." 
 
    "Not if I see you first." Paragon turned away to look at the others. "Did Aphrodisia get away?" 
 
    "Not quite." The Night Watchman held up her arm where a small screen showed a map of the city. "I put a tracking device on her. It will lead us right to her." 
 
    Alley Cat rubbed the bandages around her hip from where she had been shot. "Shit, I don't know how we ever did this without you, baby." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk lowered her voice and whispered, "Nora, is that you?" 
 
    The Night Watchman nodded while lowering her head. "Um, yes." 
 
    Hawk reached out to rest a hand on the blocky shoulder of the armor. "I'm so happy you came. But what changed your mind?" 
 
    The Night Watchman looked up at her, and seemed to shrink a little. "Well, I guess I just needed to know that we could be something more. Losing the city and my partners were one thing. Losing you was something I couldn't stand."  
 
    She broke into a smile. "Besides, after I fought you, I really needed to know if I still had it." 
 
    "And you do." Alley Cat gave her a high five. "That was fucking awesome. Ow."  
 
    She winced and rubbed her bandaged hip again. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk giggled. "Yes, you always knew how to make an entrance, Watchman." 
 
    Detective Grant charged over to the Night Watchman with a big smile on his face. "The Night Watchman, I can't believe it. Am I glad to see you. This city's been falling to shit without you." 
 
    The Night Watchman looked at Paragon. "On the contrary, it seems like this young man has done a good job in my absence." 
 
    Grant shot Paragon a glare. "Are you kidding? This little fucker couldn't hold your metal jockstrap." 
 
    Paragon wanted to argue with Grant and stick up for himself, but Heavenly Hawk took his hand and squeezed it. 
 
    The Night Watchman's glowing eyes narrowed. "That's assuming I have a jockstrap. And I think Paragon has succeeded where I failed." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk added, "Grant, I've been working with Paragon for months. He's only grown more skilled and more powerful. He's a worthy ally." 
 
    "Fuck Paragon." Grant braced his hands on his hips. "What I really wanna know is where you've been, Watchman." 
 
    The Night Watchman looked up. "I just had some work to do to make sure I was worthy of this armor." 
 
    "You could've just asked me. I know you are." Grant waved a hand. "Look, I don't care where you've been or what happened. We're just glad you're here." 
 
    He thrust a fist into the air. "The Watchman's back!" 
 
    Cheers made the Night Watchman look up at the crowds surrounding the museum. Her mouth pricked up in a slight smile as she swept the faces of the men, women, and children yelling, whistling, and calling his name. 
 
    "Thank you," the Night Watchman said in her artificially deep voice. "I am back, and I'll never leave Eros City again. That's a promise." 
 
    She looked at Paragon. "Let's go find Aphrodisia."


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    SWEAT RAN down Doctor Horne's face as he worked in the living room of Aphrodisia's hotel penthouse. He sat at a carved wooden table that probably cost more than his car, and worked on the outside of a modified open-face motorcycle helmet that had been connected with tubes and electronics to his exact specifications. All of it fed to a small container of a very powerful drug mounted on the back of the helmet. It was delicate work, especially since he wasn't really an engineer, but he almost had it right. 
 
    He was amazed at how quickly the parts and equipment had been gathered for him. Then  again, when Aphrodisia could just walk up to any man or woman and tell them to give her what she needed, that made things easier. At the same time, she seemed to crave chaos because a lot of it was just stolen by her gangs of followers. 
 
    His hands trembled thinking about how close he was to his true goal. In his pocket was a vial of another formula he had created alongside the one to boost Aphrodisia's power. He thought of it as "the cure," but it wasn't really. It wouldn't take away her power to control minds, but it would activate the latent pleasure sensors that had been deadened when her ATLAS implant was awakened. At the same time, the awakening would unleash a wave of desire in her for the one who returned her joy.  
 
    That would be him. 
 
    The formula could have been given directly to her, but Horne had a better idea. He had tweaked the formula so when he ingested it, the cure would be excreted from his body fluids. Once he drank the cure, he would become a living syringe, capable of injecting her with it through semen.  
 
    He would drink the formula and tell her the only way to cure herself would be to have sex with him. He thought she would be desperate enough to do it. Once he cured her with his semen, she would become his love slave, and she would do whatever he wanted. Her power would become his power, and he would rule this world. 
 
    Doctor Horne felt like he had become more powerful in the last few days than during his entire life, and he didn't want it to stop. He could have all the women and money he wanted, and become a near god. Aphrodisia squandered her power making people fuck when she could walk into the White House, and literally dictate commands to the President of the United States. He would take her to a new level. 
 
    Besides his ambition, Horne saw how Aphrodisia treated people like a child treated toys. Human life meant nothing to her. He was disposable, and knew once he gave her what she wanted, he would be a dead man. If he didn't take control of her, she would make him blow his brains out or walk into traffic. It was self-preservation. 
 
    Of course, the fact that his plan meant forcing Aphrodisia to have sex with him only made it better. He wanted her, but she refused to even let him get near her. Now all that would change. 
 
    The only flaw in his plan came from the fact that the formula would only last thirty minutes, and could only be used once. He had to wait until the perfect moment to take it.  
 
    He heard the hum of the penthouse elevator grow louder before it stopped, the doors opened, and Aphrodisia walked in with a pink crystal cradled in her hands. She looked heart-stoppingly beautiful as she came over to him and held out the crystal.  
 
    She smiled. "Is this what you needed, sweetheart?" 
 
    "Absolutely." Horne took the crystal and carefully brought it to the table where he worked. 
 
    Using a hammer and a screwdriver as a makeshift chisel, he chipped away a small piece of the crystal. A few more taps to shape the edges left him with a shard of aphroditium that fit perfectly into a slot on the front of the helmet. 
 
    He flipped a switch and held out the helmet to her. "There, it's done. The boost formula is in this container, here. The mechanism will feed it into these needles inside the helmet. Putting on the helmet and flipping this switch will inject the formula directly into your spinal column. The formula will allow you to produce the aphrodisiac energy at a far greater strength, and the crystal will enhance and focus that energy." 
 
    She took the helmet and turned it over in her hands. "And how long will the formula last?" 
 
    "Not long, merely a few seconds, but that's why I've designed it this way. You only require a small amount, but the helmet will deliver this at a steady rate that should last for six months straight." 
 
    Aphrodisia giggled. "Oh, that's wonderful. Although I don't imagine there will be much left of the Earth after six months of my rule. Anything else?" 
 
    "Uh, yes. I've noticed that your power tends to be increased by crowds. It seems that every mind you control will affect other minds within its range, each feeding on each other like an infection or a feedback loop. For the best results, you should activate the device somewhere with a lot of people to build the best chain reaction." 
 
    Her smile widened. "I know just the place." As she stroked the helmet with her fingers, the crystal in the forehead glowed softly. 
 
    Behind his back, Doctor Horne slipped the vial out of his pants pocket. He had the chance to put the next phase of his plan into place, but wanted to wait until she had put on the helmet and was most powerful before he used it. 
 
    He raised a hand. "Now as far as your cure for physical pleasure, I should explain--"  
 
    "Not yet." Aphrodisia beckoned him with a finger. "I have something very special for you, doctor. A gift for all your hard work." 
 
    She led him to the hotel bedroom where the five women she had given him waited in the nude. He felt his cock swell at the sight of the five bodies that ranged from slender to thick, and tall to short. They smiled at him with the same empty look in their eyes as always, one that turned him on. Still, he had seen and touched and explored them before. As much as he enjoyed sex with the harem, he wanted to get Aphrodisia instead. 
 
    He turned to her. "Aphrodisia, I can help you. And you promised you would let me have you if I wanted." 
 
    He reached for her. 
 
    She took a step back. "Not yet, doctor. These women will give you my reward, and then you'll have the greatest pleasure of all." 
 
    He tried to speak again, but she touched a warm finger to his mouth. "Shhh. I want to watch you with them, feel you with them, one last time." 
 
    "Oh, all right," he said, trying not to sound disappointed. He wanted her, not the five ladies again. He needed to have sex with Aphrodisia in order to put his plan into action. 
 
    Still, having sex with five women never really got old. Once he had finished with them, he could move on to Aphrodisia. 
 
    The five women leaned forward to take him into their arms. Their hands pulled on his wrists and shoulders, leading him onto the bed. The blonde woman pushed his chest to lay him down on his back. 
 
    As the other four women smiled down at him, they worked together to peel off his clothes while the blonde woman kissed him. He heard the clink of the vial in his pants as they hit the floor, and hoped it wouldn't break, but he had other things on his mind. The blonde's hands slid across his bare chest as it was exposed, and down to his rigid cock as his pants came off. 
 
    "Yes, girls," Aphrodisia moaned as her eyes glowed brighter. "I know you want him. You need him. Take him." 
 
    The smiles melted away as the women all took on looks of hunger. The blonde crawled onto his body, spreading her legs so she could slide down onto his erection. He groaned as her pussy wrapped around his throbbing cock. The other women surrounded the bed, stroking his arms and legs as they watched.  
 
    The Asian woman planted gentle kisses on his forehead and cheeks as Aphrodisia said, "And now, it's time for your reward." 
 
    The blonde placed her hands on his chest as she bounced on top of him harder and harder, and her movements made him wince. Her small breasts jiggled in his face, but the pleasure of her depths stroking him began to fade into pain. Pain from her fingernails digging into his flesh, and pain from the way she rode him harder and harder with greater force until the impact of her thighs and ass slammed onto his legs.  
 
    He put his hands on her hips to try to slow her down. "Hey, easy--" 
 
    His legs began to ache as she pounded them, and he cried out from a sharp pain that told him she had cracked one of his hips. He wanted to sit up and throw her off, but the Asian woman by his head grabbed his chin and pulled him into a kiss. She pressed her mouth against his and her tongue went in so deep that he gagged. 
 
    "No, he's mine," he heard the black woman scream as she shoved the blonde off him. 
 
    The blonde stumbled and grabbed his right arm, pulling it so hard that it felt like it would come out of his shoulder. The black woman climbed on with her ample ass grinding on his cock even more than the blonde, and the pain of bruises forming on his legs made him scream into the Asian's mouth.  
 
    When the Hispanic woman yanked on his left arm and screamed "I need him," it just made it worse. 
 
    "Mine," the fifth woman yelled as she pulled on his right leg hard enough to make him yell out more, and he felt like the three women would tear him apart, but he couldn't break free. He wanted to scream again, to beg them to stop, but the Asian woman had her mouth so tight against his that he could barely breathe. 
 
    Through it all, Aphrodisia's laughter echoed through the bedroom, and he knew she had won.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE LIGHTS of the city glowed below him as Paragon flew alongside Heavenly Hawk and Electronica in the cooling air. He held Alley Cat close to him while looking back at the Night Watchman roaring behind them on her jetpack. It seemed unreal for him to be working with the legendary hero, especially after finding out her true identity. The Night Watchman moved the same, walked the same, and talked the same, but he could imagine Nora inside the armor instead of the square-jawed man he'd always imagined. 
 
    The tracking device led them to the Pink Hotel, one of the fanciest hotels in Eros City. He didn't see any signs of people in a sexual trance outside, but trusted the Night Watchman's equipment. He let her pull ahead to fly up to the penthouse. 
 
    They approached the balcony with a huge outdoor pool, and Paragon looked past it to a set of glass doors leading to the living room inside. He expected to see an army of Aphrodisia's men and women waiting for him, but he didn't see anyone. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk's eyes glowed as she called out, "It looks like there's no one inside." 
 
    The Night Watchman looked at a small screen on her right forearm. "I'm only picking up one lifesign, but we should still be careful." 
 
    He felt a little relief at the lack of other people, but knew Aphrodisia had already recruited two supervillains to fight them. She could have summoned Deadlift or the Iron Cross or any other supervillain to face them. One villain might be enough to take them down. 
 
    The pool rippled as they flew over it and landed on the balcony, and Paragon saw through the double glass doors to a luxurious living room inside. He walked up to the doors and snapped the lock with a jerk to force it open.  
 
    The penthouse had beautiful tapestries, expensive oil paintings, and luxurious carpeting on the floor. He clenched his fists as he stepped into the living room, ready to be attacked, but there was no one there. The huge couches and armchairs encircling the living room were empty. The only sound came from a big-screen TV playing a football game. 
 
    "It's quiet," Paragon whispered. 
 
    The Night Watchman walked over to a table where it seemed like lab equipment had been used, and bits of wire and metal remained. She knelt down to pick up a shattered pink chunk of aphroditium, and pulled a small black chip off the crystal's surface. "Well, we know she was here. And this is the homing device." 
 
    "If the homing device is here, where's Aphrodisia?" 
 
    The Night Watchman pointed to a nearby hallway. "I'm picking up a heartbeat over there. It's faint." 
 
    A groan came down the hallway. 
 
    Alley Cat popped her claws out of her fingertips and led the way down the hallway with slow but steady footsteps. Paragon took her by the shoulder and gently moved her behind him so he would take whatever Aphrodisia or whoever was inside at them. Knowing Aphrodisia's power no longer worked on him didn't make her any less dangerous. 
 
    They came to a bedroom with a closed door. Paragon tried the doorknob and found it unlocked. He counted to three, then burst into the room. 
 
    Piles of clothes and underwear lay scattered everywhere, but there was only one person in the bedroom; Doctor Horne lying on a huge and dishevelled bed. His naked body looked like he had been through a meat grinder with cuts and bruises covering every inch of his flesh. His arms and legs lay at angles that told Paragon they were clearly broken. 
 
    "Doctor," Heavenly Hawk yelled as she ran over to the bed. 
 
    When Paragon reached for him, Horne managed to shake his head. 
 
    "No," Horne croaked. "It's too late…to save me." 
 
    The Night Watchman held out one of her hands and a laser played over Doctor Horne's mangled body. "He's right. Multiple internal injuries, massive internal bleeding. He wouldn't make it to a hospital." 
 
    Paragon crouched beside him. "What happened?" 
 
    "I was attacked...by five women. They literally killed me...with sex. Aphrodisia...didn't need me anymore." 
 
    "Death by Snu-Snu," Paragon murmured, then felt badly about it. Making a joke about Futurama didn't seem right given the moment. 
 
    "The power booster." The Night Watchman leaned closer. "It's finished." 
 
    Horne managed to gasp, "Yes." 
 
    Alley Cat closed her eyes. "Holy shit, we're fucked." 
 
    Horne shook his head. "No. I-I can help you. Aphrodisia has a weakness. She can't feel pleasure." 
 
    He pointed a crooked finger at some pants lying in the floor. "There is...a vial. Bring it." 
 
    Alley Cat ran over and pulled a small tube out of the pair of pants with a blue liquid inside of it. 
 
    Horne pointed at it. "Th-this formula will cure Aphrodisia. Bring back her pleasure. But I designed it...to be secreted...from my body fluids. A kiss would start the process, but it is best injected through the semen into the mucus membranes of the vagina." 
 
    Alley Cat's ears flicked back. "Fucking weird cure to me." 
 
    Horne closed his eyes and nodded. "In my foolishness, I hoped...to force her into having sex with me...in order to cure herself. Use her power against her. But it would have made her my slave. I can't use it now. But you can." 
 
    Horne took hold of Paragon's leg. "Use it. Drink it. It will...stop her. As long as you penetrate her within thirty minutes." 
 
    All the women looked at Paragon who looked back at them. "What, I'm supposed to take that formula and fuck her?" 
 
    Heavenly Hawk smiled. "Well, we can't exactly ejaculate into her." 
 
    Alley Cat grinned. "It's a dirty job, but somebody's gotta do it." 
 
    Paragon thought it sounded crazy, but they didn't have much choice. "But we don't even know where she is." 
 
    "Where is Aphrodisia?" Heavenly Hawk asked as she leaned close to Doctor Horne. 
 
    Horne closed his eyes and whispered, "At...the game." 
 
    He went limp. 
 
    Heavenly Hawk shook her head and reached out to press his eyelids closed. "He's dead." 
 
    Alley Cat sneered as her tail whipped. "Good. Piece o' shit working for Aphrodisia." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk looked up at her. "Where's your bloody compassion? You know she has mind control powers." 
 
    "He didn't look like he was under mind control." 
 
    The Night Watchman held up her hands. "We can't argue about this now. Paragon, take the formula." 
 
    Paragon looked at the vial. "I already took your vaccine. Is it okay to mix drugs?" 
 
    Alley Cat shrugged. "Only one way to find out, baby." 
 
    He took a deep breath before pouring the contents of the tube into his mouth. It tasted bitter, and he felt cold as it made its way into his throat, but he felt a warming sensation that grew inside his stomach. 
 
    The girls all stared at him like they expected him to grow an extra head. 
 
    He shrugged. "So far, so good." 
 
    Alley Cat folded her arms. "Now what?" 
 
    Paragon tightened his hands into fists. "He said Aphrodisia was at the game. What game is going on right now?" 
 
    He pulled out his smartphone and went to ESPN. "With the roadblocks, she couldn't have left the city, so it has to be a local game. Only game tonight is going on right now. The football game between the Eros City Rhinos and the Motor City Madmen." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk nodded. "That has to be it." 
 
    They all rushed into the living room, and saw the football game was already underway. 
 
    Alley Cat narrowed her eyes. "Think she's already there?" 
 
    As she spoke, the announcer droned, "and the Rhinos are putting up an amazing defense with Nathanson gaining five yards--" 
 
    The camera suddenly swung over to zoom in on one of the cheerleaders kneeling on the sidelines as the announcer said, "Holy shit, look at the tits on that one. Oh, uh, I'm sorry, ladies and gentlemen. Not sure why I said that. Seems to be, uh, getting warm up here in the booth." 
 
    "Yeah," Alley Cat sighed. "She's there." 
 
    The cheerleaders fanned themselves with their hands while pulling at their tops. Two of them looked at each other for a moment before leaning in to kiss each other. The others began to peel off their tops and bottoms, exposing their bras and panties. 
 
    They weren't alone as the crowds began to kiss, hug, and pull their clothes off. The football players came charging off the field to tear off their helmets, grab the cheerleaders, and start making out with them. 
 
    The camera pulled back to show Aphrodisia strutting onto the field. Besides her usual skimpy bikini, she wore a helmet with a glowing pink crystal over her forehead. No one stopped her as she strode up to the forty yard line while talking into a microphone attached to the helmet. 
 
    Her voice echoed across the field as she said, "Ladies and gentlemen, I am so happy to see you here. You have the honor of being the first to experience my new and improved power." 
 
    She looked up at the camera and pointed at it. "But those of you watching at home don't have to feel left out. You'll be feeling it very soon." 
 
    "Let's go," Paragon yelled as he dashed for the balcony. "We don't have much time." 
 
    Alley Cat jumped onto his back, wrapped her arms around his neck, and held on as he took off. The Night Watchman and Heavenly Hawk followed closely behind as they flew across the city to the stadium on Eisner Island. 
 
    Traffic around the Arrowhead Stadium showed up as streaks of light in the darkened city, and Paragon could see the streaks breaking up closer to the building. 
 
    As they came near, it became clear the streets around the stadium had fallen into chaos. In one street, Paragon could see an older woman with diamond jewelry lying on her back on the hood of a limousine as her driver slammed into her. Other cars had crashed into shops and houses, and as he watched, a Mitsubishi plowed into a fire hydrant as the middle-aged female driver jumped out naked. She ran over to one of the piles of nude women crawling over each other, and dove in.  
 
    Fires had started in one block, and it looked like a fire truck had arrived at the scene, but it stood abandoned as the firemen all had sex among the burning buildings.  
 
    "It's bloody madness," Heavenly Hawk yelled. "If this keeps up much longer, hundreds will die!" 
 
    "We'll stop her," Paragon yelled, and told himself he wasn't lying. They had to. 
 
    In the Arrowhead Stadium parking lot, Paragon was used to seeing groups among the rows of pick-up trucks and RVs having tailgate parties. Now the tailgate parties had turned into swinger parties with big guys with beer bellies grinding away on middle-aged women. Some of the partiers still had on face paint or hats from the Mad Men or the Rhinos. 
 
    "Her booster is working," the Night Watchman yelled. "This is farther than she's ever been able to exert her power." 
 
    The front entrance had people piled up in front of the turnstiles, blocking the entrance. Paragon knew it would take a lot to get through the crush of people, but the stadium had an open roof so they flew over the wall instead. 
 
    Inside of the stadium was even more chaotic with the stands packed with people having sex. Paragon could see a row of women eating each other out in one aisle, and a staircase with women and men on each step, thrusting into each other. On the sidelines, the cheerleaders moaned as they rode football players, some still wearing their shoulder pads or uniforms. Even the team's mascot, a guy in a rhino costume, had his furry gray pants around his ankles while he thrust on top of a thick-bottomed Hispanic girl. 
 
    The football field looked like it had been covered in multi-colored flesh instead of grass. At the center of the field, glowing with a flickering light like a pink torch, floated Aphrodisia. She had her arms out and turned in a circle at the heart of the writhing mass. On the massive screen overlooking the field, the camera zoomed in on her smiling face. 
 
    "Yessss," she moaned through the stadium speakers, "don't stop. Enjoy yourselves, my darlings. This is just the beginning." 
 
    "I didn't know Aphrodisia could fly,"  Alley Cat called out. 
 
    The Night Watchman called back, "She couldn't. That's new." 
 
    As he watched, Paragon saw her stats and they made his eyes bulge. The helmet boosted her power beyond what he had seen before. 
 
      
 
    APHRODISIA 
 
    20 - Mind Class 
 
    STR: 1 (+25) 
 
    SPD: 1 (+25) 
 
    DEF: 1 (+25) 
 
    INT: 200 (+100) 
 
    HEALTH: 1000/1000 
 
    PWR: 330 
 
      
 
    NEW MISSION: DEFEAT APHRODISIA 
 
    REWARD: 30,000 XP 
 
      
 
    As Paragon and his team flew into the stadium, Aphrodisia looked up at them and raised her arms higher. Her voice echoed from the rafters. "Ah, there they are. The only ones who stand in my way. And the Night Watchman, how lovely to see you again. I've been looking forward to killing you all. Get them!" 
 
    The movement of people in the whole stadium shifted like iron filings moving over a magnet. The crowds in the bleachers began swarming towards the field while the crowd on the field surged upwards, climbing over each other. They all came towards Aphrodisia, encircling and engulfing her, forming a protective wall. 
 
    As they descended on the football field, Heavenly Hawk yelled, "Make sure they don't hurt themselves!" 
 
    "I'm more worried about them hurting us," Alley Cat yelled back. 
 
    "Everyone focus on Aphrodisia!" Paragon pointed at Electronica. "We need to clear the way to her." 
 
    "Affirmative," said Electronica as she fired her lightning bolts onto the mound of people where Aphrodisia stood. 
 
    The crowd fell back, some falling to the ground in seizures while others scrambled away. The Night Watchman also fired smoke grenades into the crowd that made them cough and stagger back. Heavenly Hawk swept her wings to blow more of them away. The retreating crowd exposed Aphrodisia who just smiled up at them.  
 
    Alley Cat screamed, "Let me at her!" 
 
    Before he could grab her, she jumped off Paragon and fell through the air. She held out her claws as she let out a roar, headed for Aphrodisia. 
 
    Aphrodisia didn't move until Alley Cat almost landed on her head when she swiftly pushed out a hand with the palm out, and the swarming crowd threw themselves at Alley Cat. She ended up landing on a pile of arms and legs, punching and kicking her as she tumbled onto the ground. She sprang up to slash them apart. 
 
    "Don't hurt them," Heavenly Hawk yelled as she swooped over their heads. 
 
    Paragon ignored all of them as he flew over and headed straight for Aphrodisia. 
 
    He reached down to grab a bench on the sidelines and pushed it ahead of him like a plow, knocking down the crowd to clear a path. That let him fly straight at Aphrodisia with his fist out. He could knock her out without anyone else getting in the way. 
 
    The next minute, he lay on the grass of the football field with an aching back and wrist. When he looked up at Aphrodisia with her right arm still extended, it took him a moment to realize she had grabbed his arm and threw him to the ground. 
 
    Her stats showed she was faster, stronger, and more powerful. This wouldn't be easy.  
 
    Aphrodisia smiled as she spoke into her microphone and her voice echoed through the stadium. "Aw, that's so cute. Do you think I'm helpless without people to fight for me? Let me show you what I can really do." 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    APHRODISIA LEAPED into the air and landed with both feet on Paragon's chest. Her high heels impaled him like spikes, even with his Damage Resistance power. As he doubled over in pain, she kicked him in the face and leaped away. He went skidding across the grass, leaving a divot underneath him. 
 
    She spun like a top as she floated into the air while smiling down at him. "With my new energy level, I have powers you could only dream of. And since you won't join me, I'm going to kill you." 
 
    She flew back down, but Paragon rolled to one side and threw a punch at her. The fist connected with her face and she reeled, but recovered quickly and kicked him in return. He staggered to his feet and faced her. 
 
    Some of the crowd lunged at Paragon, grabbing his arms and legs to pull him down. He felt a little panicked, knowing that he could be overwhelmed. He also didn't want innocent people to get hurt, and in a mob like this, people could get trampled. 
 
    Aphrodisia held up her hands. "Stop! This one is mine." 
 
    The crowd stepped back, moaning and whispering, leaving an open circle for Paragon and Aphrodisia to face each other. When he glanced over his shoulder, he saw Heavenly Hawk, Alley Cat, and the Night Watchman, all held down by the crowds who just stared at him in silence. No one was having sex anymore, just watching him and Aphrodisia. It really creeped him out to see hundreds of naked people just looking back at him. 
 
    The crowds tried to grab Electronica, but their hands passed through her. She ignored them to throw another lightning bolt at Aphrodisia, but the lightning stopped short when it hit Aphrodisia's glow. It seemed like she could repel Electronica's blasts. 
 
    Paragon clenched his fists. He knew he had the cure inside him and needed to "inject" it into her, but he had to get her helmet off first. That would reduce her power, and free some of the people in the stadium and on the city streets, reducing the damage. 
 
    He lunged forward, faking a swing to her gut so she lowered her arms, and that let him wrap an arm around her throat. Before she could fight back, he used his other hand to grab her helmet and yanked it off, then crush it between his hands. A mixture of the container of goo and mechanical parts spilled on the grass. 
 
    Aphrodisia opened her eyes wider, and he looked around the stadium to see if people were waking up. They just stared back at him with blank expressions. It looked like everyone was still under her power. 
 
    When he looked down at Aphrodisia, she just laughed. "You really think I need that now? I have the formula in me, and Doctor Horne seriously underestimated my power." 
 
    Faster than he could move, she flew up, grabbed his arm, and spun to flip him into the air. He crashed into the ground, skidded, and lay facing up at her. 
 
    She raised her hand to kiss the palm and blow a kiss at him, and all the people around her that weren't holding down his team raised their hands to blow a kiss in unison. 
 
    Well, he thought, that didn't work. 
 
    He had to get close enough to Aphrodisia to have sex with her, and he didn't how he would manage to do that. He didn't want to force himself on her because that would be rape, but he didn't think she would just give herself to him. He had to try reasoning with her. 
 
    Paragon stood and faced Aphrodisia as winds whipped around them. "You don't have to do this. I can help you." 
 
    Aphrodisia laughed and she glowed brighter. "Really? And why do you say that? Because you can resist my power?" 
 
    "No. Because I know what you really want. I can help get back your pleasure sensations." 
 
    She laughed. "Really, is that the best you've got? I've given up on that one long ago." 
 
    "It's not a lie--" 
 
    She stopped him by throwing a kick to his chest that sent him flying back again. He landed on a large fat woman who cushioned his fall with her huge body. As the woman tried to grab his crotch, he pulled himself off, but Aphrodisia flew up to punch him in the jaw. It sent him flying up into the air, and just as he steadied himself mid-flight, she flew up along with him and punched him down. 
 
    He crashed into the bleachers and smashed right through them into the corridor below. The momentum sent him plowing into a booth of stuffed animals. 
 
    Surrounded by little stuffed rhinos and teddy bears, Paragon took a moment to consider his life choices. 
 
    As he climbed out of the wreckage, Aphrodisia floated down through the hole in the ceiling. 
 
    She still had that coy smile on her face as she said, "If you just stand still, I'll make it quick and painless." 
 
    "No way." He lunged up at her, but dozens of hands grabbed his legs and ankles. 
 
    He looked down to see the crowd in the corridor had rushed up to seize hold of him. Some of them held him while others pounded fists into his legs. It didn't make much of an impact, but it did keep him from flying so Aphrodisia flew down and used her momentum to drive a punch to his jaw. 
 
    He flew back through a hot dog stand, crashing through a rack of weiners to the other side, which ended up being through a wall mural of the city's founding fathers. He left a hole in one of the faces as a pile of bricks and mortar tumbled with him onto a floor of polished tile. 
 
    As he lay there, Aphrodisia drifted over him and snarled. "Paragon, I won't go back to that prison cell. If you even come close to beating me, I'll command all these people to kill themselves. And the longer we fight, the more powerful I become, and the more people I control. You cannot stop me." 
 
    Paragon knew she was right, and what he had to do. He had to try the cure. 
 
    He wondered if he could have sex with a psychopath who had killed dozens and wanted to kill hundreds more. Part of him was repulsed by her and wanted to kill her instead of fuck her. At the same time, he knew she was too powerful to beat with his fists. Even if he beat her, hundreds could die in the process. The cure Horne had given him seemed to be the only way. 
 
    Besides, he had to admit she had an amazing body. His cock felt ready to go, even if he wasn't. 
 
    He flew forward and she braced herself. He felt the heat of her body's light like an open flame, but kept going. She flinched like he was about to hit her, but he didn't. He kissed her. 
 
    His lips pressed against hers, and he could taste a sweetness like peach nectar. Their bodies pressed together and he felt her breasts ooze against his chest as he reached around to cup her soft ass. 
 
    She almost screamed as she lunged back and looked up at him with wide eyes. Her fingers traced the edges of her lips as she whispered, "I-I felt that. Your kiss. That felt...good." 
 
    Paragon nodded, feeling his heart race with excitement. This could work. "Doctor Horne gave me a cure for your condition. It's in me, in my, uh, body fluids. And I can give it to you." 
 
    She lunged at him with her arms out and he panicked that she would try to attack him. Instead, she wrapped her arms around his neck, pulled him into her, and crushed her lips against his. She kissed him with urgency and desire that bordered on desperation. In that moment, he felt almost sorry for her, knowing how much she wanted to feel what he had with Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat, to be loved and pleasured. She needed him to give her that, and he knew he had turned the tables. He had the power now. 
 
    She kissed his lips, his chin, and pressed her face against his neck so her hair pressed against him and he inhaled her rosy scent. 
 
    "Make me feel again," she whispered into his chest. "And I'll give you anything." 
 
    He shook his head as he pulled her chin up to look into her shimmering eyes. "All I want is for you to just stop this madness." 
 
    She nodded so hard her hair bounced around her face. "I will, absolutely." 
 
    He wasn't sure he believed her, but he hoped Doctor Horne had been right and this really would control her for good. To end Aphrodisia's reign of terror, he would do anything. 
 
    Her smile melted into a cold glare. "But if I do not feel pleasure, I will kill you and I will make these people kill themselves." 
 
    He nodded, but a rush of panic flooded through him at the knowledge that the fate of the world could be depending on his dick. If he couldn't satisfy her, thousands or even millions could die. That kind of pressure could kill his erection, so he just focused on the curves of her body, and the smell of her skin. 
 
    She kissed him on the lips again, and he kissed her back. Her tongue pressed into his mouth with an urgency he could almost taste.  
 
    At the same time, he reached down to unbutton her red bikini top. He leaned back a little so the thin triangles of cloth could fall away, leaving her breasts swaying as the nipples hardened in the cool air. He reached down to feel and stroke the firm buds, making her throw her head back and moan, and the head of his cock tingled. 
 
    She reached down to pull up the top of his costume, and tugged it off so she could run her fingers over his muscular chest. "So magnificent." 
 
    Once again, he felt a little weird about the way women gushed about his powered body. He enjoyed the attention, but felt like he couldn't live up to it. Still, at the moment, if it kept Aphrodisia motivated to have sex with him then he'd take it. 
 
    Her hands made their way down his chest to the waist of his pants and tugged them down until his hardening cock sprang out. She gasped at the sight of his member, and her smile widened. 
 
    "Impressive," she whispered as her long, warm fingers wrapped around the shaft to stroke it into greater hardness. The feeling made him bite his lip, and she moved in just the right way, slow and firm. 
 
    He decided to return the favor by reaching down to slide his fingers into her bikini bottom. It felt moist and hot as he sought out the firmness of her clit, and as he traced circles over it, she moaned softly and pulled him more firmly against her. 
 
    "I can't wait any more," she gasped. 
 
    She untied a clasp at her hip that freed her bikini bottom that let them slide down her thighs and onto her ankles. He pulled his hand up and leaned forward so they could lie down on the football field, but she resisted him. He was confused for a moment until she brought one knee up to his waist. Reaching one hand between her open thighs, she guided the head of his swollen cock to the entrance of her slit and pressed forward. 
 
    Okay, he thought, we're doing this standing up. 
 
    He placed his hands on the small of her back and looked into her widening eyes as he slowly entered her. Her face twisted into a grimace as he invaded her body. She was already wet and her whole body quivered against him as she enveloped his throbbing flesh. Her hands came up and gripped his waist so hard that the nails bit into his skin. He wrapped his arms around her waist to steady her as he went in deeper and deeper. 
 
    He felt some resistance, and she gasped as he stopped. 
 
    "It-It's my first time," she whispered. 
 
    That made him pause. She was so sexy and surrounded by lust smoldering around her that he found it hard to believe. "Really?" 
 
    She traced the curve of his chin with the fingertips of her right hand. "Before Father Fear turned me into this-this creature, I was a virgin. And after I was implanted, I couldn't feel anything so I never let anyone inside me." 
 
    He began to draw out, feeling hesitation and a fear of hurting her, but she tugged him back against her. 
 
    Aphrodisia shook her head while looking into his eyes. "Don't stop. Do it." 
 
    His mouth felt dry as he nodded. He'd only had one girlfriend before getting his powers and hooking up with Alley Cat and Heavenly Hawk, and his first girl was no virgin. He'd never been with a virgin before. The thought of it had always been kind of a fantasy of his, but he'd never thought it would actually happen. The idea of being a woman's first with no one to compare it to, and taking something so precious seemed exciting. 
 
    He obeyed, but his body shook a little as he eased his cock back into her. He heard a gasp rise up the other women around the stadium. When he looked around, they all stood up straight, hips rolling, moaning in unison with Aphrodisia. Her power had linked the women with her so they felt what she felt. 
 
    As he came to the moment of resistance, Paragon just kept going, and he felt the pop along with all the women in the stadium gasping in pain. Aphrodisia clutched his shoulders and her face tightened, and he thought he should pull out, but she shook her head. 
 
    "It's all right," she gasped. "It-it feels good now. Keep going." 
 
    He reached down to sink his fingers into her ass cheeks as he moved back and forth into her, and she threw her head back. The look of pain faded into a look of pleasure as he moved inside her. 
 
    "Oh yes," she moaned. "It feels so different from the pleasure that I absorb from others. Like nothing I've ever felt before." 
 
    He felt a tingling from his toes to his scalp. Knowing he had taken her virginity was a rush like he had never imagined, a power knowing she would forever be tied to him. He felt privileged and humbled. Now he understood why rulers for centuries had craved virgins. 
 
    She brought her other leg up to wrap both legs around his waist and he held her up so she could cling to him tightly as he thrust into her. He supported her body, and his strength meant she weighed nothing as she rocked back and forth. 
 
    She reached up to run her hands down his face. "I feel you. So strong inside me. So good." 
 
    He exhaled, relieved that she enjoyed it. He reminded himself she was a psychopath, but as a man, he still wanted her to feel good as a woman. Besides, she seemed so vulnerable in his arms, unlike before when she seemed all-powerful. 
 
    He knew in that moment, he might be able to stop her. He could wrap his hands around her throat or he could crush her skull. He didn't want to kill her or anyone else, but Aphrodisia really might be too dangerous to live. 
 
    But practically, he didn't know if he could kill her in one blow. If she didn't die right away, she could make the whole stadium kill each other or themselves. Even if he did manage to kill her quickly, a single thought could be enough to make hundreds die with her. If he could stop her with sex, that could be all they needed. 
 
    As Paragon pushed into her, he felt her body lighten. She began to float off the ground and he used his Flight power to follow her and stay inside her. The two of them rose higher over the football stadium, glowing from her inner light, while her legs stayed wrapped around him.  
 
    He remembered having sex with Heavenly Hawk while in flight, and it made him feel a little guilty like he betrayed her memory. Yet it did feel so incredibly erotic to be floating on air as his body entered Aphrodisia's again and again. 
 
    When he looked down at the field they left behind, the crowd had paired off into hundreds of couples with men holding women in their arms, humping while standing up. The men copied his movements, and the women copied her movements. Aphrodisia's power linked them together, turning almost everyone in the stadium into copies of the superhero and supervillain.  
 
    He saw movement on the massive screen, and looked up to see it showed himself and Aphrodisia entangled in each other's bodies as they floated like balloons. It felt a little surreal to watch a huge version of himself, but also turned him on a little, like watching a porno movie starring himself.  
 
    The only people unaffected were the women on his team waving up at him, cheering. Heavenly Hawk and Alley Cat jumped up and down while Cat yelled, "You got her, baby!" The Night Watchman and Electronica just looked up at him, but Watchman had a smile on her lips. 
 
    Aphrodisia ran her fingers through Paragon's hair to pull his face back to hers, and looked into his eyes with her burning gaze. "No man will ever dominate me." 
 
    Paragon shook his head as he kept moving inside her. "I'm not trying to dominate you. I just want to help you." 
 
    As the two of them bucked against each other, Aphrodisia leaned towards him farther and farther, forcing him to lean back. They kept going until he floated on his back and she rode on top of him. 
 
    "I will always be in control," she groaned. 
 
    "Not always," he gasped. 
 
    They drifted over the fifty-yard line as he sat up, spinning them in the air, until he had her floating under him and he thrust into her. She didn't resist, only widened her legs as he moved between them. As Paragon looked down at the crowds, he saw they had all switched positions from standing up to the women lying down while the men pumped into them. They all moved in unison like an erotic halftime show that turned him on like nothing else. 
 
    "Yes," she cried as her voice echoed through the stadium's speaker. "Oh, yes! It's coming. Don't stop!" 
 
    She wrapped her legs around his waist tighter, pulling him in, and she began to shudder. 
 
    "Yes, yes," she gasped through clenched teeth, and her body glowed with pink light until he had to close his eyes. He could still see the burst of light, even through his eyelids, and felt her writhe under him as she came. He just held onto her as she quivered against him. The moans and screams of a thousand women below him told him the other women under her control climaxed, too. When her spasms finally eased, he opened his eyes and looked down at her wide-eyed face, glistening with sweat. 
 
    "Oh God," she gasped. "I've never felt anything like that." 
 
    He looked down at her. "You've never had an orgasm before?" 
 
    She shook her head. "Never my own. That was amazing." 
 
    He smiled at the knowledge that he had given her an orgasm for the first time. She looked up at him with so much gratitude that he knew Doctor Horne had been right. She belonged to him now. 
 
    As she began to relax, she didn't let go, so he moved inside her again. She urged him on with his arms and legs to pound into her again, keeping up the pace at a faster rate. She wanted another orgasm and he was prepared to give her one if he could. 
 
    He continued to move deeper into her, feeling her body buck under him. He looked down at the people below them again, men thrusting into women who looked up with ecstasy. The hips thrusting in unison from all the men brought moans and sighs as well from the women. It felt like he was having sex with thousands of women at once by proxy, and he couldn't help but get even more excited. He felt his balls tighten as he approached his own climax, but slowed down to keep from cumming too soon. 
 
    "Give to me," Aphrodisia moaned. "I'm begging you. Fill me, please!" 
 
    She wanted him to climax, and he felt like he couldn't hold out much longer, anyway. He gave up keeping a steady pace and just rammed into her as hard as he could. Their bodies bounced in the air, but stayed aloft, and her fingers tightened against his back as she began to reach her peak again. His heart raced and he started breathing harder as he felt his body tense. He gripped her tight as his own climax rushed in. 
 
    He stabbed one last time before his whole body went rigid, and he came. As his cock pulsed in her depths, It felt like something poured out of his body and into hers, more than just his own body fluids. He wasn't sure if it was his imagination, but it felt as if the cure that Horne had given him passed into her through him. 
 
    Aphrodisia threw her head back and erupted into another burst of light. This time, the light came with a shockwave that blew him off of her like an explosion and he had to steady himself to stay in the air while she flashed vibrant colors in the sky like a fireworks show. She radiated heat as a brilliant sun over the city. 
 
    I killed her, he thought. That orgasm blew her up. 
 
    But when the light began to fade, he made out the outline of her body above the stadium. When the light finally died away, it left Aphrodisia drifting down like a leaf on the wind. Her chest heaved as she gasped for air, so he knew she was still alive. 
 
    He followed her down to the football field again. The men and women in the crowd had gotten up and slowly shifted back, clearing a path for her until Aphrodisia settled on her back on the green grass. Paragon landed next to her, and quickly grabbed her arms so she couldn't get away. 
 
    She didn't fight back, but looked up at Paragon with wide eyes that still glowed, but not as brightly. "Tha-That was amazing. I've never felt anything like it." 
 
    She leaned forward to plant small kisses down his bare chest. "I am yours." 
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    She closed her eyes and collapsed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    HOURS LATER, a steady stream of people filed out of the stadium, most with their heads down. Some wore their clothes while others who had their clothes torn off were wrapped in blankets. A few looked happy and smiled from afterglow, but most of them had dazed or sheepish looks after their display of debauchery. 
 
    As Paragon walked through the doors leading out of the stadium, he looked out at a crowd gathered on the street. He had heard them yelling before, but now they broke into louder cheers. He waved to the people as he put his arm around Heavenly Hawk. 
 
    She kissed his lips with a beaming smile. "We did it." 
 
    Alley Cat jumped up to give him a kiss. "Sure as shit we did." 
 
    A female reporter in a white dress ran up to him with a microphone in one hand while a cameraman followed her. "Danielle Davis, ACE News. We're hearing from police that you defeated Aphrodisia." 
 
    Paragon grinned. "Yeah, you could say that." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk laughed as she pressed against him. "He was amazing." 
 
    Davis smiled while pointing the microphone at him. "It sounds like you have her vote of approval." 
 
    Paragon pulled Heavenly Hawk closer to his right side. "I couldn't have done it without her. I love you, baby." 
 
    Heavenly Hawk kissed him, and he kissed her back. It felt so good to feel her after kissing Aphrodisia. While his body had enjoyed her, his mind felt repulsed by her evil touch. 
 
    He turned to Alley Cat on his left side, and slipped his other arm around her narrow waist. "Love you too, sweetheart." 
 
    Alley Cat giggled and pressed herself against him. "Back at you, baby." 
 
    Danielle turned around and jumped back as the Night Watchman came out of the stadium with metal boots clanking on the sidewalk. Danielle just stared for a moment before pointing at the black armored hero. 
 
    "Is this really the Night Watchman?" she blurted. 
 
    The armored head nodded. "Yes, it's me." 
 
    The crowd broke into an even louder roar and applause, hugging each other and waving. The Night Watchman raised one thick arm to wave back. 
 
     Danielle smiled while turning back to the camera. "And there you have it, ladies and gentlemen. The Night Watchman is back, and Paragon and the new Trinity have done it again. Along with the Night Watchman from the old Trinity." 
 
    Paragon almost held up his hand and stopped her when she said "new Trinity," but decided to let it go. 
 
    He looked over to see Detective Grant nearby, talking to the paramedics loading Aphrodisia into an ambulance surrounded by armored cars, and walked over to him. Aphrodisia hadn't moved since having sex with Paragon, even when they put her on a stretcher and strapped her down. She was still alive but unconscious. 
 
    Detective Grant watched Aphrodisia loaded into the ambulance, and gave Paragon a sharp glance. "What happened to her in there? People are saying you had sex with her, and the doctors say she's comatose." 
 
    Paragon shrugged. "I guess she couldn't handle it." 
 
    Grant winced. "Come on, seriously? You slip her something?" 
 
    "Well, in a manner of speaking--" 
 
    "Come on, buddy. You're that good?" 
 
    Alley Cat leaned her head against Paragon's chest and stroked it with a finger. "He sure is." 
 
    Paragon watched Grant squirm for a moment before he grinned. "Nah, I'm just fucking with you. Doctor Horne gave me a drug that knocked her out." 
 
    The Night Watchman rumbled. "I wonder if she'll ever recover." 
 
    Grant shrugged and looked back as they closed the door to the back of the van. "Hopefully not before we get her back behind bars."  
 
    Detective Grant held out his hand to the Night Watchman. "It's good to have you back." 
 
    She shook the hand. "It's good to be back. Glad we got Goo Girl and Gunslinger behind bars, too." 
 
    Detective Grant shook his head. "I wish we could say that, but Goo Girl defrosted and escaped from jail an hour ago. She even robbed a bank on the way out." 
 
    Paragon blinked. "Really? I don't believe it." 
 
    "We stopped her once. We'll stop her again." The Night Watchman looked back at Paragon. "It's time to go." 
 
    With a roar of her jetpack, the Night Watchman took off. Paragon shrugged at Grant while picking up Alley Cat, and flew off to follow her, along with Heavenly Hawk. They all headed back to Lane Park. 
 
    When they landed in the garden, the Watchman led the way through the mansion to her lab. Once in the vault, the armor stood up straight, and hatches popped open along its length. The hatches allowed the front of the armor to swing open, and Nora stepped out. 
 
    She wore nothing but a bra and panties that showed off her curves, and her small but firm breasts pushed out as she stretched.  
 
    She looked up at Paragon with a smile. "It's good to be back. Thank you for finding me and convincing me to return." 
 
    Paragon grinned. "Thanks for putting on the armor again." 
 
    "I've been working on a few things. Follow me." 
 
    The armor closed itself as Nora went to her laboratory where she went to a pile of machinery in a corner, and pulled a silver helmet out of it. She held it up to Paragon. "Give this to your grandfather's doctors." 
 
    He took the helmet, and looked inside to see metallic lines like a circuit board. "Thanks. Uh, what is it?" 
 
    "It's a remote cranial surgery unit with internal scalpels and laser cutting tools. Sort of a, uh, robot brain surgeon. I'm sure the doctors will want to examine it first to make sure it's safe, which it is. Then all they have to do is put this on your grandfather's head. I've programmed it with the precise operation necessary to remove the entire brain tumor with no damage to critical functions. It should let him recover without chemotherapy or radiation treatment." 
 
    "Tha-that's amazing. Do you have the cure for cancer, too?" 
 
    Nora flashed him a quiet smile. "No. Not yet." 
 
    She headed to another corner of the laboratory, where she slipped through a door. "Stay right there for a moment. I want to show you something else." 
 
    After a few minutes of hissing and clanking, another suit of armor marched out of the door and into the laboratory. The armor had the same basic shape and color, but with some differences. It was slimmer and what had once been a barrel chest now curved to form the outline of breasts. Overall, the armor had a more feminine look.  
 
    Alley Cat thrust up her fists. "Yay, the Night Watchman's got new gear!" 
 
    The armor shook its helmet and said in a distorted but more feminine voice. "No, I'm going to embrace who and what I am. I'm no longer the Night Watchman. Now, I'm the Night Woman." 
 
    Paragon grinned and held out his hand. "Welcome aboard, Night Woman." 
 
    They shook hands. 
 
    He turned to Electronica and pointed at her. "As for you, we need to get you some combat training." 
 
    Electronica nodded. "Affirmative." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Agatha Thomas sat at the small table in her cramped bedroom and dreamed. She dreamed of the future. She dreamed of freedom. Mostly, she dreamed about money. She puffed on a joint, exhaled the fragrant smoke, and dreamed. 
 
    Her dreams were only interrupted by the bedroom window sliding open. 
 
    A young woman made of green slime crawled through the window. She dragged a canvas sack with her. 
 
    Agatha grinned at her. "How'd it go?" 
 
    The woman set the sack down on the bed. "Okay." 
 
    "I saw you got caught by those fucking superheroes. Any problems?" 
 
    "Nothing I couldn't handle. Hit up a bank on the way home so it wasn't a total bust." The slime woman took a deep breath. 
 
    As she breathed in, her translucent green body began to turn solid. It also faded from green to a light shade of pink. 
 
    Starting with her feet, the green slime turned into smooth bare flesh. When the wave reached her face, it changed in shape to a woman with freckles, and her green hair changed into curly brown hair. The transformation left her naked and she placed her hands over her breasts and crotch. 
 
    Agatha's grin widened as the girl turned human. "I never get tired of that. Good job, Nicolette." 
 
    Nicolette reached for a T-shirt on the bed and pulled it over her large breasts. "I'm glad you're happy. I almost got caught this time. There's five thousand dollars there. When are we gonna stop this?" 
 
    As Nicolette pulled on some panties, Agatha puffed her joint again and growled, "Stop it? We're just getting started. You're just now learning how to use this Goo Girl shtick." 
 
    Nicolette dragged the sack over to a stack of locked strongboxes in a corner of the room. "But we've got so much money already. Why can't we at least move out of this shitty apartment?" 
 
    Agatha took a key out of her pocket, unlocked one of the strongboxes, and started dumping the money into it. "You've lived in this shitty apartment your whole life. Now it's too good for ya? Besides, the cops will be all over us. Nah, this apartment is the perfect cover. As long as we're here, no one will notice us. When we have enough, we'll take off and live it up." 
 
    "It seems like it's never enough." 
 
    Agatha swung around to slap Nicolette's face. "Don't talk back to me, you little shit! You'll do as I say!" 
 
    Nicolette shuddered while clutching her hands to her face. "Yes, Momma. I'm sorry, Momma." 
 
    Agatha grunted. "That's more like it. Now get. I gotta plan our next job." 
 
    Nicolette sighed. "Yes, momma. I'm going to bed. This thing makes me so tired." 
 
    She trudged out of the bedroom as Agatha began going over the newspaper. She kept an eye out for new exhibits or deliveries or just bank openings. So much to steal, so little time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In her own bedroom, Nicolette allowed herself to fall onto the bed and rolled over to look up at her ceiling with a sigh. Every muscle in her body ached like she had been doing a six-hour yoga session. Changing shape took a lot out of her.  
 
    She thought about how her mother hadn't even asked how she felt. She had been under the control of a supervillain, fought a bunch of superheroes, gotten arrested, and escaped from jail, and all her mother cared about was the money. Nicolette knew she shouldn't be surprised but it still hurt. 
 
    Nicolette rolled over again, this time to look up at the poster of Paragon on her wall. Meeting Paragon was the only good thing about becoming a supervillain. She loved messing with him, and it turned her on. She had even managed to kiss and suck his cock last time out. 
 
    Then again, he didn't hold a candle to her real crush. 
 
    She looked over at the picture she had pinned next to Paragon's poster. It was a worn and faded photo of herself and Ryan Walker as teenagers, both with big smiles and pimples on their faces. She could look at the picture for hours. 
 
    Since he had started dating Heather, he seemed more attractive somehow. She wasn't sure why, but it made things even harder between them. Once again, she wished her mother would let her go out with Ryan. Her mother knew she loved Ryan, but wouldn't let her date because she thought it would blow their cover. 
 
    She remembered the other night when she saw him coming out of his apartment with that beautiful blonde Heather on his arm. They seemed happy together. It pained her to see him going out with someone else, but she wanted him to find happiness. If not with her, then Heather seemed like a good match. Still, Nicolette hoped something would change in her favor. 
 
    Nicolette ran her finger down Ryan's face in the photo. "One day, baby. One day." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a dimly-lit hospital room, Nurse Esperanza McKowen adjusted the IV in Captain Alpha's arm and continued to talk to him. "I told Jerry, I said, I'm not letting you in my ass again. It hurts like shit." 
 
    She looked at Captain Alpha, watching his chest rise and fall. "Can you believe it? He asked again. Like I'm gonna let him do it after last time." 
 
    He didn't say anything, and didn't even open his eyes. She didn't expect him to. 
 
    She sighed as she rolled him over a few inches to avoid bed sores. "You know, Captain, I'm not happy you were poisoned, but I am glad you're here. You're, like, so easy to talk to. These past few months, it's been nice talking to someone about this stuff. I hope, when you wake up, you'll be my friend for real." 
 
    Once again, she found herself tempted to take a peek under his mask. There had been a lot of discussion in the hospital about Captain Alpha's secret identity, but no one had dared to try to look. The hospital had a strict policy of maintaining secret identities which is why so many superheroes and supervillains used it. Bills were paid through donations and grants instead of private or public insurance. 
 
    She resisted the temptation. She found the mystery more exciting. 
 
    She picked up the remote. "Hey, it's time for the evening news. I know you like Danielle Davis." 
 
    She turned on the television, and the beautiful news anchor smiled on the screen. "-final walk of shame. And, of course, everyone is talking about the victory over Aphrodisia and the return of the Night Watchman." 
 
    The screen cut to footage of the chaotic streets with naked men and women tangling themselves into piles of writhing flesh while others ran screaming down the road. In the unsteady view, Paragon could be seen flying over the stadium. When the camera zoomed in, it showed him kissing Aphrodisia while the anchor spoke. 
 
    "Despite Aphrodisia's efforts to take over the city, she was defeated in a final standoff with the hero Paragon." 
 
    Captain Alpha opened his eyes. He wheezed as he took a sudden deep breath. 
 
    Esperanza screamed and jumped back. "Captain!" 
 
    He sat up. His red eyes wavered as they looked down at the wires and tubes attached to himself. 
 
    "What," he croaked, "is this? Where am I?" 
 
    She leaned closer. "You-you're at the hospital." 
 
    He closed his eyes and must have turned on his force field, because an invisible force ripped all the tubes and wires off his body. 
 
    She reached for his sunken face. "Captain Alpha, I'm Nurse McKowen." 
 
    He ignored her, looking up at the TV. The news showed Paragon surrounded by cheering crowds while he had his arms around Heavenly Hawk. 
 
    Captain Alpha raised a quivering hand and pointed at the screen. "What is this? Who is that?" 
 
    Esperanza couldn't help smiling at the TV. "That's Paragon. He's a new superhero. I guess you didn't hear about--" 
 
    Her throat felt like an invisible band wrapped around it and squeezed. Her tongue swelled as her oxygen cut off, and she felt her lungs tighten. 
 
    Captain Alpha turned his head to look at her. In the weak light, shadows fell over his eyes, turning them into dark holes in his face. "Those people are cheering for him. My city is cheering for him. He has his hands on my woman. Why?" 
 
    She wanted to answer, but she couldn't talk. She couldn't even scream. She grabbed at her own throat, trying to pull off the thing choking her, but felt nothing. 
 
    "A new superhero?" Captain Alpha sat up higher. "The people of Eros City replaced me? Left me here to rot? While you turned your affections to another superhero?" 
 
    Esperanza dug her nails into her throat so hard that blood ran down over her fingers. Stars danced into her eyes as she felt her life slipping away. 
 
    On the TV, Paragon smiled at Heavenly Hawk. "I couldn't have done it without her. I love you, baby." 
 
    The two heroes kissed. 
 
    Just before Esperanza died, she heard Captain Alpha let out a roar as the television set exploded. 
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