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      This book fits into the Supers Universe, along with the Ex Heroes and Ex Gods series. If you haven’t read those yet, I hope you’ll give them a try!
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      Once a succubus, always a succubus, or so the saying goes.

      When I first met my ex-succubus, as she insisted I call her in spite of that little saying, it was on a rainy day. I saw a flash of light in the sky, blinked to get a better look.

      Bright lights from my side. A horn honking. A woman screaming.

      That’s all I could process as I was yanked sideways with terrific force, tossed up and flipped through the air, then landing heavily on the ground with a thud. Everything went dark, silent, and then flooded back in with ringing and someone shouting, cursing. A car had crashed into a tree nearby, horn blaring. The door swung open and a man, blood running down his half-caved in head, twitched as if trying to get out… then went limp. Dead.

      Oddly, his half-hard dick was hanging out.

      I noticed this, figuring I must be hallucinating, and even more so when a face appeared in front of me. A face topped with long, blue glowing horns… eyes of gold, wide and worried. Definitely female, she was completely nude, with wide, deep green wings spread out behind her.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” she said, glancing around. “FUCK!”

      “I’m… I’m okay,” I said.

      She caressed my cheek, looked at me like I was a lost puppy, and said, “No, you’re not. And neither am I.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She glanced down to where my leg was bent backwards, and suddenly the numb, tingling feeling running up and down my right side made sense. I almost screamed, but she bit her lip, shook her head, and kissed me.

      The strangest thing happened with that kiss. First, it was fucking amazing. Lips that sent tingling flames of bliss rushing through my body, a tongue that gently caressed mine. More than that though was the glow seemingly flowing from her to me through our mouths. At first I only realized it was there at all by the sudden increase in heat, followed by cold, like she was rubbing tiger balm on my nuts—if my nuts had been in my mouth. I tried to pull away, to shout out and fight it, but she put her hands to my cheeks and I was powerless to move.

      Another moment, and she pulled away, shouted, “FUCK!” again, and then started to help me stand.

      “Wait, my leg,” I protested, only… it was healed.

      “You’re welcome, asshole,” she said, and only then did I realize one of her wings was hanging at a weird angle. No, it was bent. Broken?

      “I don’t understand,” I said, but put my weight on my leg, able to stand.

      “Not yet.” She motioned me to follow her, and rolled her eyes when mine roamed across her nude body. As crazy as all this was, a horned, winged woman looking as stunning as she was, and completely naked, to boot, showing up, of course you fucking look.

      My shock at this weird stuff made me look doubly hard. She was like a young Michelle Pfeiffer, or maybe that chick from the Smallville show, this demon-lady thing had the body of an angel. In fact, aside from the horns, I would’ve thought she was an angel. The horns, and a strange tattoo pattern of flowers that ran up her side, just to the curve of her perky breasts. Not large, but damn sexy.

      “What… are you?” I asked. .

      She eyed me, then started walking. The rear view was as good as the front, made even more interesting by the opportunity to see her wings better, and her long tail, coming to a point at the end like the poisonous tip of a stingray, swishing from side to side.

      “Dead is what I am, if we don’t get out of here fast.”

      “But I mean—”

      She stopped, hands on her hips, and nodded with her head. I jogged to catch up.

      “I know what you mean,” she said, ducking under branches, careful with her wings. Interestingly, her horns had stopped glowing. “And to answer your question—an ex-succubus.”

      “Ex…?”

      “Keep up, I’ll tell you on the way.”

      “You said succubus. Why not just kill me? Take my life force or whatever…?”

      “I would’ve thought what I did back there should’ve healed your hearing as well as your leg. I said ‘Ex.’”

      “Ex. Ex succubus. Got it. Why’re you telling me? And… helping me?”

      “I’m telling you because I’m fucked right now, with nowhere to go. Normally I’d fly out of here, but,” she gestured to the bent wing, “this whole deal. And so I’m stuck with you, hoping you have a place I can patch myself up in somewhere nearby.” When I didn’t answer, she glared back at me, and stopped. “You were wandering around at night, walking on the fucking road… I assume on your way back from work or something?”

      “I…” There was no use denying it, and honestly, I didn’t want to leave this woman’s side, ex-succubus or not. “Yes. Just a few minutes that way. I was on my way back from my shift at the diner I manage, and—”

      “Dammit, man, I didn’t ask for your life story.”

      She started up again, walking the way I’d indicated.

      “Wait,” I protested, trying to think things through. “The car back there, there was a woman screaming… you?”

      She shook her head. “That was the guy.”

      “No, I heard a woman scream. I’m sure.”

      “A guy’ scream sounds just like a woman when his dick’s out and he’s about to either kill someone by accident, or maybe die.” Seeing my confusion, she added. “A man, just a man in the car. Nobody else. A man who’d been trying to get me to go down on him while he drove.”

      I blinked, confused. “What?”

      “I said no, but he whipped it out anyway, and that’s when he almost hit you.”

      “Let me get this straight….” I shook my head. “No, that’s probably impossible.”

      “For once tonight, you prove smart.”

      There was no reason to address that. She was stressed, I was confused, and we’d just passed the tree line that led to the field behind my house. The night was chilly, though I noted and then looked away with a rush of guilt, she didn’t look like she felt nippy in the least. If she was actually a demon or succubus—sorry, ex-succubus—I was guessing she had a higher resting body temperature. Her breasts bounced slightly with each step, cute little nipples with a hint of purple to them that went well with the slightly grayish purple of her horns when they weren’t glowing.

      “I don’t mind you staring, but…” She pointed down, just as I tripped, slamming my face into the ground.

      “Fuck.” I pushed myself up as quickly as I could, brushing myself off and grinning like an idiot. “Sorry?”

      “Like I said, no feathers off my wings. As an ex-succubus, I’ve had plenty of people ogling me. And I’m fucking hot, I know it. If you’re a doctor, you help people. A Marine, you kill things. Likewise, I look good naked, so fuck it, people can look. That’s how it works where I come from, anyway”

      “That’s… sound logic.” Not at all, but I wasn’t about to argue the point. Arguing with a demon at all sounded bad, let alone the fact that this beautiful one was walking around naked. Then again, if the neighbors saw… We were walking across the lawn now, the rear lights shooting on with our approach. “Maybe we should get you inside?”

      “Nice house,” she said, nodding and moving at a jog now, though clearly the pain from her bent wing was causing her some considerable discomfort.

      It was a nice house, or nice enough, anyway. My parents had left me a dump across town when they moved to Turkey—for the hell of it—and I’d been renting that one to tourists at double the mortgage, so that I could afford this pad. It wasn’t like my diner manager’s pay would cover it. The simple type that had taken over in the latter half of the twenty first century, a bit run down by now but with up-to-date touch doors and holo-screens in most rooms. I’d hung pictures of my time exploring the wilderness with some buddies around the living room, to remind me of the days before taking over the diner when my parents took off. Now my friends were all away with families and too busy to hang out with me. The ones that didn’t have families were on the other side of the world, or up on space stations working as miners or mechanics. One was even in the process of trying to make it up to Planet Kill, I heard, but I’d lost touch with her a while ago now and had no idea where she was in the process of training for it.

      We made our way inside. With the lights on, this ex-succubus standing in my living room with her arms folded in a way that pushed up her breasts, not hiding them in the least, was even more stunning.

      “Can I… get you some tea?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

      She looked at me, seemingly confused, and nodded.

      As I went to the kitchen, an offshoot from the living room only separated by a counter, she moved around my living room. She took in the pictures I had of me and my older brother, others of me with college friends, and then my wall of Celtic pride—basically a Scottish lion carving, some cool posters with Celtic knots in the style of dragons and lions, and my old bagpipes.

      “What… is this?” she asked, pointing toward the pipes.

      “Music,” I replied as I set the water to boil, then walked around the counter to lean against it. “An instrument, I mean…” Fuck, she was gorgeous. The way the light accentuated her curves, shadows where my hands and lips wanted to be. I quickly thought better of where I was standing and moved back to the other side of the counter where I could lean without my enthusiasm being quite so exposed.

      Her left eyebrow arched, but she turned back to the pipes. “We have something that may be similar back home. An instrument used during times of war that shoots flames while being played. Does this one do that?”

      I frowned, thinking I remembered seeing something like that online once, maybe. “Not when I play them, no.”

      “Hmm, too bad.” She turned, a childish smile on her face. “Play me something.”

      “What? No.” I hesitated. “No way.”

      She pouted, as she took a step toward me, running her hands up her body, then pulling her hair back and starting to dance, breasts swaying. “Come on, you play a song, I’ll dance. Deal?”

      The tea started its whistle, making me startle, and I turned quickly to pour it, dipping the teabags in and trying not to let my mind wander off in all the horribly inappropriate places it was going at the moment.

      “One tune,” she begged, and I turned to see she was at the counter, leaning over with her arms folded to press up her cleavage, tight little nipples right there… so close.

      I handed her the tea. “I doubt that thing works anymore, anyway.”

      “Come on, I’m sure we can get it going.”

      “The…” I shook my head again, breathed, and walked over to the chair to have a seat. Truthfully, the pipes hadn’t been oiled in years, and you had to treat the leather or it could get moldy inside. While I was possibly willing to risk the mold getting into my lungs for something with her, a dance wasn’t quite enough.

      She went to the chair by the far wall and sat like a lady, at least, crossing one leg over the other in a way that meant I didn’t have to—get to?—stare at her pussy as we sat across from each other. No matter what I did I couldn’t take my eyes off her exposed breasts, , and I started to wonder if having a boner longer than four hours without Viagra was also something to call the doctor about. Based on how hard this thing was at the moment, I was pretty sure it would never go away.

      “Who are you?” she asked, tilting her head.

      “Me?” I laughed.

      “Aside from a musician, of course.”

      “Oh, of course.” I took a sip of my tea, savoring the winter spices, and found myself relaxing. Finally. “My friends call me Drake, or sometimes D-bag, but that’s only when I’m being a jerk.”

      “D-Bag?” She shrugged. “I don’t get it.”

      “Oh…” Yeah, explaining what a douche bag was didn’t seem like the right move here. “Something stupid, you know. I never much cared for it anyway. Drake is good.”

      “Sure, Drake.” She sipped her tea, eyeing me over the rim of the cup. When she lowered it, she licked some of it off of her lips, and my unease ratcheted up again. “And this place? This world?”

      “This world?” I frowned, lowering my cup. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you like living here? You haven’t gone off planet, and all.”

      “Ahh.” Considering the question, I turned to a star map I’d taped to the top of my television. “Yeah, well… it’s not easy to go off planet, you know. There’s the crazy ascension paths that lead to more cases of death than actual ascension, and there’s the being rich route. Death doesn’t sound like fun, and while I’m not destitute, money to leave Earth? Not in my lifetime, I’d wager.”

      She smiled. “Stick with me, we’ll find a way.”

      That gave me reason to be curious. “And you? Who is this stunning succ—sorry, ex-succubus in my living room?”

      “Ria, short for Ehrianthus.”

      “Why not Ehri, then?” I asked, as if that was what I should be focusing on.

      With a shrug, she ignored the question and glanced around, then took a sip of her tea, staring at me. “Are you… going to have a problem with this?”

      “This?”

      She gestured to her nude body. “This.”

      “That’s a complicated question.”

      “Let me guess,” she set the tea down, arms on the armrests in way that made the view impossible to look away from. “On the one hand, unless you get to fuck me, yes, it’ll be a problem. On the other, you really don’t want me to cover up, because you’ll never be able to forgive yourself for being the cause of that.”

      Sure I was blushing, I nodded. “That about covers it.”

      With a sigh, she stood, uncrossing her legs in a very Basic Instinct, full view, sort of way. Holy fuck, my mind spun, the bulge in my pants threatening to explode.

      “Let’s find me some sheets to use, I can form some sort of outfit.” Glancing at my bulge, she smiled. “As much as that’s flattering, we can’t have you passing out from blood loss to the head, not if you’re going to help me.”

      “How, er, how can I help, exactly?”

      “First, find me the sheet, then I’ll explain.”

      I stood, guiding her to the stairs. “I… better go first,” I said, knowing that if I was watching her ass as she walked up, I’d be in trouble.

      Her arched eyebrow showed she got it, and she waved for me to lead the way. We made it to my room and I showed her my clothes to see if anything would fit, but she pointed out that, with her wings, not so much. Reluctantly giving up a sheet, but then realizing I was going to maybe be able to sleep in the sheet later, that same sheet she started to wrap around herself, I licked my lips and had to take a heavy breath.

      “Just… go, deal with it.” She started wrapping the sheet around herself, tearing it much to my chagrin, until soon she wore it like a toga.

      “Sorry?”

      “You know, pleasure yourself, whatever you have to do to be able to—” A thump sounded, loud, and she froze. “Never mind, no time.”

      “I should see what that was,” I said, re-tucking my boner into my belt and starting for the door.

      She was at my side in a flash, hand on my chest, eyes narrowed. “No.”

      “No?”

      “This is… what I was hoping you’d help me with. Getting us out of here before they found me. Too late, though, so we’ll have to make do.”

      Her eyes met mine for a moment, she furrowed her brow, and then muttered what sounded like a curse that I couldn’t understand. Then, leaning forward and sliding a hand down my pants, warm fingers caressing my cock as she pressed her lips to mine.

      Holy shit had I been wanting this! Moaning, my hands took her, moving up her sides, feeling her hot, smooth skin, at the curve of her breast, when a strange sensation came over me. It was like I’d been an empty cup one minute, filled with water the next. Not pleasant or unpleasant, but… powerful?

      The sensation was only ruined by the realization that her lips were moving away from mine, her hand gone from my cock, and she was stepping back, hands folded in front of her.
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      “Wh…?” I tried, unable to get the words out.

      “It had to be done.”

      I shook my head clear. “Giving me the worst case of blue balls in the history of man had to be done?” To be fair, I was still in the ‘keep going, please’ phase, not quite at blue balls, but I had no doubt the moment was coming.

      She cringed. “If that happens, I’m sorry. I’ll… I’ll make it up to you. If it’s any consolation, you’re packing much more than I expected, I mean—”

      “Can you just tell me what happened?” I interrupted, glad for compliments and all, but incredibly confused.

      “Yeah.” As she led the way back down the stairs, she pointed up to where I could hear a scurrying sound, like large raccoons running overhead. “We’re about to have to fight for our lives, and I thought you’d prefer to go into that fight with a bit of something extra to fight with.”

      “Meaning?”

      We had reached the bottom of the stairs and were in the hallway. Her mouth opened to respond, when the wall to my right exploded inward and a tall man with blue skin and black robes floated through the opening, going straight for Ria with his fist raised. Strange words flowed from his mouth as blue flames erupted from his hand and shot toward her.

      As confusing as the moment was, I knew one thing for damn sure—my mother had taught me you don’t sit back and watch a man hit a woman. Did that apply to an alien with blue flames about to hit an ex-succubus? As far as I was concerned, she was more of a woman than most, so fuck yes.

      I lunged, every instinct in me saying this was suicide. And yet, I found myself moving faster than made sense, and to my surprise I made contact! Kind of. As my hands went to shove him back, they stuck to him instead, so that as he turned to me and I thrust again to break free, it was like part of him melted off, pulling into me. Then we were separated and the strange melding was done, me standing there with a dumb expression as I stared down what I could only think of as an alien warlock.

      His eyes—blue orbs with a tiny dot of white in the middle—took me in, more alien words coming from his mouth, before he turned his fist on me. The blue flame connected as he hit and for a moment fire consumed me. Only, it fluttered out. Pain rocked my body, my skin seeming to tear away from my flesh… but appearing unharmed while my vision went blurry with flashing light.

      He looked at his fist, staring at it in a bewildered way, giving me an opportunity to take my shot. A good haymaker to the jaw! Only, when I made contact, blue flame shot out, adding a burst of strength to my punch that sent him stumbling backward, his face on fire.

      As his growls filled the room, part of me knew we were fucked, but also I was overwhelmed with what had just happened, and what that might mean. Suddenly blue flame burst from his hands again and the ones burning his face were gone, though his blue skin was now scarred and mostly black. He took a step toward me, but just at that moment Ria came at him. She leaped onto his back, with claws digging into his eyes, shouting for me to find a weapon, to stop staring and standing there like an idiot, and go.

      One of his hands caught her and she shrieked as the blue flame caught her wing. The sound kicked me into action, and I spun, desperately looking around for a weapon. Then I remembered my knife holder in the kitchen, and sprinted for it. Halfway there, he threw Ria so that she slammed into the wall nearby, slumping over as I jumped over her and got the largest of the knives in one hand, a frying pan in the other.

      I turned quickly only to see him nearly on me, so I threw the frying pan then lunged with the knife. He swatted the frying pan aside, grunting at the impact on his wrist, but still easily dodging my strike with the knife.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, now speaking my language. Either he was a quick learner, or his kind had previous experience of dealing with humans. “No matter, you’ll be dead soon enough.”

      Reaching out for me, he was distracted long enough for Ria to come back into the fight. Her tail, whipped him in the groin while her claws sunk into his legs, climbing her way up to bite into his neck with sharp fangs.

      I took my chance and stabbed again. This time, the blade sunk into flesh like cutting through a thick steak. It didn’t go easy, but as I thrust and twisted, pushing harder, he groaned and the blade went in deeper.

      I noted that Ria had managed to extinguish the flames on her own body, as she shoved me back, grabbing the handle of the knife. Twisting it, she shoved Blue-guy back against the wall, then pulled it out, to repeatedly stab him. Sucking sounds, black blood, and then he was sliding down the wall, collapsing into a sitting position before she finished it by plunging the blade into the soft tissue under the jaw, up into his head.

      She stepped back, shoving him over so that he was lying down and bleeding out all over my hardwood floor.

      “Fuck,” I managed, stumbling back to the counter to catch myself.

      Ria checked her wing, the same one that had been broken, now partially burnt at the base, though it didn’t look horrible. She eyed me, then the body, and finally walked over to the sink and stuck her head under running water. It appeared to be a mix of washing away the feeling of yuck over having killed someone, though maybe I was projecting there, and needing something to drink.

      When she was done she stood, letting the water drip down her chest, and turned to face me. For a long moment, we stared at each other, me wondering what the hell I’d gotten myself into.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      She nodded.

      “FUCK!” This time I leaned onto the counter, eyes shut for a moment, before taking three big breaths and finding my cool. Turning from her to the body, I asked, “So… Ria, where exactly are you from?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      I frowned, then motioned to the body. “No offense, but… I really do.”

      “Well, I’m not an actual demon, if that’s what you wondered. I’m from a planet where there are all sorts of people. Some like me, the Succubus type, you could say. That’s what they call us, anyway, or Succubi, because of the nature of our powers and appearance.”

      “But you’re not actually, I don’t know, life-force sucking creatures of hell?”

      She laughed, then thought about it. “I don’t know. That almost fits, except for the last part. I’m from a planet in another dimension, you could say. Or maybe really far away, but so far that the only way to travel here might as well be inter-dimensional travel.” She sighed, cocking her head and staring at the wall as she tried to figure it out. “But no, I don’t think it’s your idea of Hell, exactly.”

      “And… why are you here?”

      “To take over your galaxy. Yours, and many others.”

      I blinked, trying to understand if she was joking.

      After a minute, she laughed. “Well, not me, exactly, but the invading army I was part of before I realized I didn’t want to be part of it.”

      “So you’re not trying to take us over?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. But my team wasn’t happy with my decision to jump ship—literally, and so… yeah, they’re coming for me. At first I wasn’t sure they would think it worth the hassle, as that means not being there for the full invasion, or at least risking not being there. But…” She turned back to the body. “There you go, proof. Right there.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course not, you don’t.” She assessed me for a moment, then sighed. “Here it is—okay? My people are part of a large force, a force that has allied itself with superpowered individuals who came to us and convinced us an invasion of your world would be prudent. A preemptive strike, to take you all out, or captive, before you attempted to do the same to us. Only, I’d been interacting with these individuals, using my powers to see it all, to learn the truth. And… there was more to it.”

      I waited, in a way glad she was covered so that I could actually focus on what she was saying. If not for the fact that I’d seen with my own eyes what she was capable of, and fought off this now-dead supervillain in my house myself, it would have all sounded like bullshit. But here we were.

      Finally, she continued. “When I tried to tell the others, they didn’t care. They weren’t in it for protection, but… to conquer. To kill. Not everyone from my side, mind you… but the majority have, how do you people put it…drunk the beer?”

      “Koolaid,” I corrected her, thinking how a beer sounded damn good at the moment.

      “Ah, yes.”

      “But… you’re saying you questioned them—who is them?”

      “No.” She looked impatient. “Not questioned, used my powers.”

      “And what are your powers?”

      “We don’t have time to get into th—”

      “Ria, we have more incoming, possibly. A whole invasion, according to you. If we’re going to survive this—together, don’t you think I’d benefit by knowing what we have in our arsenal?”

      She eyed me, then sighed. “It’s complicated.”

      “Try me.”

      “It was a sort of mind reading, but not quite,” she explained. “More like mind seeing—images, situations, like watching a movie. Something my people don’t have back home, but the idea intrigued me. And I got that from… well…” At my look of curiosity, she grunted and said, “I got that from fucking a guy, and in a sense stealing his life-force. More like his power-force, because I took his powers.”

      “You can take a guy’s powers by… fucking him?”

      “Anyone’s, really. Not just guys, and not just fucking. Has to do with intimacy, opening up. And… not anymore.”

      “Because…?”

      “I always hated it. I felt too powerful, too manipulative. A woman I met promised a gift, she said, a gift that would end it. And that’s what happened. On that day, I stopped being a succubus, as it is often defined where I’m from. I was left with whatever powers I had, no longer able to take them… but able to give them away—the powers—and, she said, someday the gift, if I so chose.”

      “And that’s it? She just gave you the gift and left?”

      Ria smiled wistfully, looked away. “That was it, for her. Her last breath, giving me the gift. Then she withered up on the spot, crumbled to dust, and blew away.”

      “Fuck.”

      She nodded. “Fuck… indeed.”

      “And what you did back there… The blue balls thing?”

      Her eyes darted to my crotch, pouting as she saw the bulge was, finally, gone. “Powers… passed on.”

      “By grabbing my dick?”

      “Wouldn’t have worked if there wasn’t something there between us,” she explained. “It’s based on passion and intimacy, so…”

      She let me mentally fill in the rest. “Gotcha.”

      I held up a hand, looking it over, wondering what I was capable of. “And me? Did you turn me into Rogue?”

      “Rogue?”

      Right, I kept forgetting she wasn’t as familiar with Earth lore. “Sorry, a piece of history. This super hero from a long ass time ago—in stories, only. It’s complicated, but basically she touched people and took their powers.”

      “Ah. In a sense, yes, but also… no.”

      “Meaning?”

      Her eyes seemed to be weighing me, debating with herself how much I was able to take in. Finally, she nodded. “Simply put, and because you’re not very powerful yet, I gave you a power that’s on a similar level. When you attack like you did, you can pull a bit from them—but it doesn’t take contact. That helps, but as you master it, you’ll see. And not all powers. In his case, he was capable of so much more, but you took what made sense for your skill level. Not all powers, and mostly on an instinctive level.”

      “Meaning, if I were to touch someone with laser sight I wouldn’t have to worry about my eyes suddenly burning down my surroundings?”

      She blinked, confused. “That’s correct. At most, I imagine you’d be able to somehow make laser beams with your hands or something like that, but it’s hard to determine how the powers will come through. Suffice it to say, often, it won’t be in exactly the same way as the person you took them from.”

      “But he did lose the ability momentarily,” I pointed out as I remembered that surprised look he’d had when his flame thing wouldn’t work for him. “So there’s that, too.”

      She nodded. “I wouldn’t say you took away the ability, just drained his ability to call on his powers, slightly. He still could’ve produced the flame, but would’ve had to dig deeper. Since he wasn’t expecting it…”

      “Ah, gotcha.” I looked at my hands in wonder, and laughed. “This is… insane. And to be clear, your powers are…?”

      She sighed, looking disgusted at the question.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I said. “I mean, I know what I said, but—”

      “No, you’re right. Essentially, right now I’m good for little more than healing and serving as an alarm system. I can fight, but only as far … Oh, and I can’t even heal myself! What good is healing if I can’t use it to fix a damn wing?”

      She stood there, glaring at the wall for a moment, then suddenly punched it, hand going right through.

      “What the hell?” I protested.

      “Sorry, just… It’s frustrating.” She held up her hand, shook it out. “Oh, and I’m pretty damn strong, but it’s less of a power, more of a part of what I am. I’m not saying breaking a bone would be impossible, but I’ve never met a succubus who’s broken one. We tend to heal fast on our own, at least, so the wing might not be an issue for too long. That doesn’t matter much though, because it’s tonight and the next few days I’m worried about right now.”

      “So we need a plan.”

      “Sure.” She considered it, then said, “No, what we really need is more.”

      “More?” I asked.

      “More fighters, if we hope to stand a chance.”

      “You mean, more grabbing dicks…”

      She laughed, shaking her head. “Oh, wow. Drake… No, I’ve been with my share of men to know that doesn’t often come welcome. Sometimes, but I’m guessing it would make you uncomfortable, make you less intrigued if I were with multiple men… No?”

      “Not my thing,” I admitted.

      “Good. I mean, okay. Then we find women.”

      “Women to…?”

      “We need to pass on more powers, because the ‘gift’ means that although I have these powers I can’t use them myself. We can pass on powers, a bit at a time. See, you’re what I’d call an Initiate where I’m from. You can maybe handle one or two powers, and lower skill ones at that, for now. But when you’re more used to it, you’ll be able to grow in power and conquer your inner system, you’ll be able to handle more. Eventually, you might even be able to reach Legendary, which means you’d be quite the badass.”

      “So, it’s like leveling up.”

      “Sure…? I’m not sure what that is.”

      “A game thing, don’t worry about it.” I chuckled to myself, wondering how this was going to work exactly. “And you are?”

      “A few degrees higher than Legendary.” She said it as if it didn’t matter. Of course, it didn’t really, I realized, since the ‘gift’ essentially handicapped her. No matter how badass she was, with that in effect she wasn’t able to do much other than basic fighting and the healing I’d seen from her. Well that, plus pass on powers she’d accumulated over the years.

      “So you’re saying we gather a team, one we can power up, and then all of us fight, level up—”

      “If you insist on calling it that, though I don’t think it really is.”

      “Right.” I waved her off. “Level up, and fight some more, and level up some more… to what end?”

      “To get more of my powers, to help save the Earth.”

      “And if we lose Earth regardless?”

      “Then we all get the hell off of this planet.” She stared, dead serious.
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      Ria stared at me, and I at her as I processed the fact that she’d just told me we might have to leave Earth.

      “To be clear,” she said, apparently getting where my head was at, “our goal here is to not have to leave. I’d much rather help you, and Earth, fight off my people.”

      “I don’t—I don’t get it. Why?”

      She sighed, exasperated. “We don’t have time. We need to get out there, start forming our team.”

      “Right now?”

      “You want the rest of my former team-mates coming to your house and tearing it apart?”

      I had to admit she had a good point. “No.”

      “Then we need to get out there and find our own team, get them their powers, and be ready.”

      “And to be clear,” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around it, “you can’t give me more powers because… I couldn’t handle it?”

      She nodded. “Not yet, but soon.”

      “Fine. But… we can’t exactly go walking around like that.” I indicated her horns, the wings… the tail. “Not that I have any problem with it all, but some people might be confused. Scared?”

      “I get that.” She glanced around, then sighed. “Here’s the best I can do.”

      Suddenly, her horns and wings faded. Tail too.

      “How…?” I started.

      “An illusion, but it takes a lot of concentration, and I have to be able to know who I’m targeting with it.”

      “Meaning we stay out of the spotlight as much as possible,” I noted.

      “Yes, and… maybe we should get me clothes that help me fit in better? It’s much easier if I don’t have to illusion my clothes as well.”

      “Great, after ruining my sheets.”

      “It was you who couldn’t control yourself with me being nude. Personally, I have no problem staying that way.”

      I gulped, wanting to say I had no problem with it either, but that was a double-edged sword. No problem? She was fucking stunning, but… yeah, I was likely to fall off a cliff while watching her ass.

      “My neighbor, Meher,” I said.

      “Great, she’s my size?”

      I analyzed her and tried to visualize the cute Indian lady who lived next door. “Maybe a bit chubbier, but not much.”

      “How do we take them?” She went to the window checking. “The thing is, this guy was a scout, so the others won’t be here right away, I think, but it won’t take too long. Let’s hurry and steal the clothes, then—”

      “Whoa, I’m not going to steal from Meher.”

      “Oh. Wait.” Ria turned to me, grinning wide. “Oh, shit. You have a crush on this girl?”

      “She’s a lady, first of all. Not a girl.”

      “Difference?”

      I scoffed. “One’s appropriate for my age, the other not.”

      “Oh, adult goes with lady.” She rubbed her chin, squinting. “Got it. Where I’m from, that just means female, I guess.”

      “Right. Point is, we’re not stealing from her.”

      “You want to go knock on her door and ask if she has some clothes I can borrow?” Ria stifled a laugh. “Good luck with that crush.”

      I frowned, realizing she was right. It wasn’t that I had a crush on Meher exactly, but she was attractive in that cute and slightly-overweight librarian way, and was always nice to me. And yeah, I’d considered asking her if she wanted to hang out sometime, maybe come over for tea, but after this, chances were slim.

      “Maybe…” I frowned, then sighed.

      “You were going to say stay here?” She walked out the door, starting to open it. “Two problems with that. One, she’s still going to wonder why you’re asking for clothes for another woman. The second and bigger issue there being that if my old colleagues show up while you’re over there by yourself, you’re fucked. I’m fucked. We’re all fucked.”

      She stepped out into the night, and I had no choice, apparently, other than to follow her. We kept out of the light as best we could, following the fence around and making for the front door.

      “Listen, let me do the talking,” I said as we reached the steps. “And aren’t you going to… you know, do the glamour thing?”

      “Glamour?” She frowned, then her eyes showed recognition. “Oh, my illusion ability? Don’t worry, already in effect for her. No reason to hide from you, right?”

      “True.”

      I reached the door, smoothed out my clothes, and then laughed at myself. Considering what was happening, my appearance should’ve been far from the top of my list of worries. First I rang the bell, then knocked.

      Ria watched, waiting. She folded her arms, leaned over to check through a window, and tapped her foot.

      “I would say we should check back later, but…”

      “Not going to cut it,” she finished. “Yeah, we’re going in.”

      “But—”

      Ria was already at the door, taking the doorknob and turning it so that it broke right off. With a playful smile, she gave the door a slight shove and it swung open with a creak.

      “Anyone home?” I asked.

      “Relax, you already did the knocking thing.” Ria walked in, not even bothering for the lights.

      “I still want to make sure,” I said, following behind her, glancing around with the realization I’d never been in there before. “She could’ve not heard. Maybe she’s sleeping, taking a shower…”

      “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Ria reached the stairs, starting up.

      “Excuse me?”

      She turned to face me. “If we walked up there right now and found her in the shower, would you look?”

      “I—”

      “Of course you would. When I showed up walking around naked, you didn’t even pretend not to look.”

      “I did too!”

      “Ah, but you only pretended.” She chuckled, then continued up the stairs, me close behind. As she walked, her tail moved out of the sheet, creating an opening and a view of her ass, even the curve where her ass went in, to where her pussy was, though it was too dark to see much.

      She paused, glanced back, and licked her lips. “You’d look.”

      She continued up the stairs, reaching the top and turning left as I stood there, mouth open. She’d tested me, and I’d failed. Damn.

      “It’s different,” I protested, going up the stairs two at a time. “You’re purposefully showing off, toying with me. She wouldn’t do that.”

      “Oh, she’s better than that, is she?” Ria laughed, checking a door but turning and shaking her head, then indicating the next. “Trust me, women are into it as much as men, sometimes more so. At least, where I come from, but I doubt it’s any different here.”

      I found the bedroom, hating myself for going in there without permission, and went to the closet to see what we could do about dress options. “You might be surprised.”

      “Not in this situation,” she said, then cleared her throat.

      I had just found a sexy, yellow nighty—almost like a summer dress, but way too inappropriate for that—and was checking it out when she cleared her throat again, causing me to look. When I did, the sight made me freeze. Ria was there at Meher’s sock drawer, holding up a sexy nightie in one hand, a badass looking dildo in the other. Florescent green with little poky things sticking out of the bottom that made no sense to me.

      “Seems your friend isn’t the prude you would like to think she is,” Ria said, giving the dildo a nice assessment. “From the little exposure I’ve had of you, though, I’d say you’re a good fit for her.”

      “Oh my God,” I said, storming over and taking the dildo to put it away.

      My words were echoed, “Oh my God,” but from another direction. Behind me, in the doorway.

      Meher.

      She stood with her mouth open, with a mace spray in her trembling hand. Her hair was tied back and she wore her red glasses with a tan turtleneck sweater. Beautiful in that seemingly innocent way.

      It took me a second to realize how horrible this looked, me standing there with her nighty in one hand, dildo in the other. A glance over made it worse, when I saw the nightie on the floor, no sign of Ria.

      Fuck. FUCK!

      “Get out…” Meher said, taking a step back, clearing the doorway. “I’m going to give you to the count of five, two more than anyone should get because you’ve always been kind. But this… just get the fuck out.”

      “Meher, this isn’t… what… it…” Dammit, I had nothing. No way of talking my way out of there. So I made for the door, cautiously.

      “You can leave the… toy.”

      I hadn’t even processed that the dildo was still in my hand, but I dropped it fast, like a hot potato. To my horror, standing in the doorway there, it bounced down the hall, rolled under the railing, and then fell down. A crack sounded, and I was pretty sure I’d just broken her dick. Dildo. Whatever. A fact that was confirmed when I reached the stairs and started running, and saw it in two halves below.

      “And the dress,” she called after me, suddenly falling back against the wall in a confused manner.

      “Sorry, I—fuck. Sorry, I need it!” I reached the front door, hanging open, and was about to try to close it behind me, when Ria appeared running toward me motioning for me to go, a gleeful smile on her face.

      “That was fun,” she hissed as she joined me to run down the steps and back toward my side of the fence.

      “Fun?!” I was trying to catch my breath, get my head to stop spinning. “You and I have different definitions of the word. Where’d you go?”

      She stopped there, taking the nighty—apparently she was calling it a dress—and holding it out at arm’s length, giving it an approving nod. “Had to illusion myself so she wouldn’t see me. Made it less awkward.”

      “There’s no way that situation could’ve been any more awkward.”

      “Didn’t have the dildo in your ass,” she winked, shimmying out of the sheet to pull on the dress. “And I figured you’d catch on if I made myself invisible to you, too. Right? You should be thanking me.”

      Her standing there naked in the night, while I was sure Meher was just on the other side of the fence calling the cops, it was too much.

      “Listen,” I shouted, “this is all your fault. Because of you I have a dead alien in my house, nearly got myself killed, and now, now…”

      I looked up to see Meher in one of her second-floor windows, staring at me with the phone to her ear.

      “Shit, she thinks I’m by myself here, doesn’t she?”

      Ria smiled, nodded her head, and pulled the dress up to cover herself. With the open back, it worked perfectly for her wings, but was still low cut enough to do an amazing job of showing off her cleavage. A few minutes before and I would’ve been surprised to learn that Meher even owned a dress like this, but after finding that dildo? Not so much.

      “Let’s just… get out of here before the cops arrive,” I said.

      “Lead the way.” She grinned, shaking her hips so the dress fell better around her body. Damn, it was a good look on her. Not on the same level as nude, but still nice.

      I motioned to the tree line, figuring our best bet was to get out of the line of sight as quickly as possible, and we ran.
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      The first thought I had when we reached the trees was that I had no idea where we were going. Ria had said we needed to form a team, but I didn’t have the slightest clue where to start. To make it worse, our options were limited, since my car was in the shop due to the hover function acting up. Sometimes I wondered about the old days, back when wheels were still in, and if they ever had such problems.

      At the moment, though, I at least needed a direction.

      “Where to?” I asked.

      “Tell me where we can find strong women, women with power. Who could stand against an alien invasion and not be scared.”

      A frown. “The diner?”

      “What?”

      “A diner I manage. Place with food.” I rubbed my hands together, in part because it was cold but also because it helped me think. “You don’t know tough until you’ve served the kind of assholes who eat at diners. Betty especially, this old woman who’d kick in anyone’s teeth if they tried to tell her to bring something back to the kitchen. Man…”

      “Would you fuck her?” Ria asked.

      “Fuck Betty?” I spat out. “I mean, not on purpose.”

      “I’m not sure what that means.”

      “Me neither,” I admitted. “I’m nervous. No, I wouldn’t fuck her if given the choice.”

      “Who would you fuck?”

      “I…” Glancing at her, the answer ‘you’ was a very hard one to push down. Also Meher, but now that was definitely out of the question. As for women at the diner, I wasn’t sure, though. There were several badasses for sure, but they were under me in the hierarchy. In general, I tried to be professional and not think of them that way.

      “No one?” Ria asked.

      “Barbie,” I blurted out, realizing she was the one that stuck out. Not because it had been a desire, but the woman had this sexy way of wearing short shorts and a tight shirt, small breasts pushed up to show her cleavage, and a tattoo on her chest that gave you no choice but to look. If there was anyone there I could imagine giving it to, it was her.

      “There we go. Let’s go find out if she’s there, and hope the rest of my old team takes their time getting here.”

      “You don’t know?” I asked, changing our trajectory toward the diner.

      She shook her head. “I’d estimate, but it depends on several factors, such as if they’ll actually divert from the plan to come for me first, or wait until the final invasion.”

      “Oh, shit… I keep forgetting. This final invasion being when?”

      The worry in her eyes showed the answer wasn’t going to be a welcome one. “Again, various factors, but—”

      “Ria…”

      “Tomorrow night, I think. If my calculations are correct.”

      My next step almost didn’t support me as my legs turned to Jell-O, but she was there to wrap an arm under my shoulder, to keep me moving.

      I pulled myself together and thanked her, but still I was walking in a daze. How could an invasion by evil supervillains and aliens be coming the next day? If not for Ria and her powers, as weird and confusing as they were, I imagined that would’ve meant my death was right around the corner. With her there, though, granting me some sort of powers of my own, maybe I’d stand a chance.

      Turning to her, looking at the dress as it clung to her skin, blowing out behind with the wind and perking at her nipples, I had a sudden new appreciation for her. This lady was possibly going to save my life, and if not, my last minutes of life would be spent with her.

      “Don’t,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You’re thinking you might die, so you’re filled with a new longing for me. Well, not going to happen.”

      “No, that wasn’t—”

      “It was what you were thinking, even if you don’t realize it. We’re not gonna fuck, because I’m done with that. And you don’t need to because you’re going to live. Don’t need you getting all worried and try to accomplish your bucket list.”

      “For the record, fucking an ex-succubus was never on my bucket list,” I countered.

      She scoffed. “Sure, until you met me.”

      Maybe she was being cocky, but she had a point. The worst part was, now there wasn’t much more than wanting to fuck her that I could think about. We walked in silence for a bit before she asked, “So this… Barbie?”

      “It’s her night,” I replied.

      “Great. But I was going to ask who she is. Does she have warrior training?”

      “Warri—no… No warrior training.” I laughed, but then remembered the black eye she’d come in with a couple of weeks back. Damn, now I was hoping that actually was from the kung-fu class as she’d claimed. “Maybe, of a sort.”

      “That’s something we can work with. And you?”

      “Me,” I said, walking, thinking about it. “Do you count Tae-Kwon Do when I was twelve? Or boxing in my best bud’s backyard for the hell of it?”

      “Should I?”

      “No.” I thought some more, then shrugged. “Most I can offer is some experience from street brawling. Grew up in Richmond, California. Back in the day it was known for being pretty fierce, but that’s nothing to where it stands now. I’ve had my share of brawls.”

      “Wonderful.” She shook her head, clearly not thinking much of that. Another thought seemed to hit her though, as she cocked her head and looked my way. “Tell me, why’s this Earth of yours so messed up?”

      “Is it?” I asked.

      She scoffed. “I’ve done my research. I know of the shit that went down in a place called Chicago… I know all about the last attempted invasion, about the role the Shadow Corps and others played—and yet, as soon as it was over your governments went about making sure it was forgotten. Now you have this system where Earth’s a shithole, but the worst of your kind live on Paradise Planets and get their every whim catered to.”

      “And you didn’t even say anything about Planet Kill or Abaddon,” I said. At her scowl, I knew she was familiar with both, and clearly didn’t approve of any system that pitted a bunch of people against each other for sex and death. “But what about you? Your worlds can’t be so much better.”

      A moment of silence followed, interrupted by her mumbling, “Fuck you.”

      “Another time, perhaps.”

      She glanced over, nostrils flaring. “You want to know about my world? Hear about the bullshit I’ve been through to reach this point, the shit I’ve done?”

      Hands up before she kept on the offensive, I protested, “I was making a joke. As in ‘another time’ for fucking you.’ Sorry it wasn’t well received.”

      “Another time…” she said the words, processing them. Then she chuckled, anger fading. “I see how that could apply to both situations.”

      We picked our way around the underbrush, working back toward the main road, but as we drew close I noticed the dim glow of the red and blue lights reflecting on the tree trunks and leaves overhead. Realizing where we were, I changed course, pulling Ria with me.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “The spot of the crash, earlier.” I pointed to where, when we crouched slightly, we could make out the car where the guy had died, the guy with his dick out. Near to it were hovering a couple of cop pods. “Either they took a long time to get here, or still haven’t finished up.”

      Her face scrunched up, but she nodded, catching on. “Not the type we want to get involved with?”

      “Not at all,” I replied.

      Moving back through the trees, I cursed. “This is bad.”

      “The guy was an ass. Yeah, he died and he didn’t deserve that.”

      “I mean, that’s a big deal and all, sure. But the police might be after me in connection to that, and for what happened at Meher’s place.”

      “Ah, well, if it comes to it,” she gestured at me, and my body vanished. “I can do it to you, too.” Her next step didn’t land well, though, and she stumbled so that I had to catch her.

      “Ria, I’m going to go out on a limb here and guess that using powers drains your energy.”

      She nodded. “Energy, yeah. And more. So does gifting, another reason for doing it small amounts at a time and not too powerful at first.”

      “Damn. Thanks.”

      Her laugh warmed me. “No need for that. If I’m going to survive to help you, I’ll need you at my side.”

      “That’s… confusing logic.”

      With a tilt to her head, she said, “I imagine much of my logic will be confusing to you, me being from another world and all.”

      “And yet, you speak my language without any problems.”

      “Only because you’re not the only people who speak your language, anymore.”

      Nodding at that, I indicated a turn and paused to help her over a stream.

      “Thank you,” she said, accepting my hand and jumping across. She clearly didn’t need the help, her energy now restored, but the look of affection she gave me showed she appreciated the effort. I didn’t care if she was a demon or alien or whatever, in my mind she was a lady first.

      “How much longer would you guess we have?” I asked.

      “Really, it’s hard to say.”

      “I know, but… best guess.”

      “Well,” she turned to the sky, “if my team’s coming before tomorrow night, you mean? Maybe a three or four of your hours?”

      Meaning we really didn’t have much time, because that was the deadline in my mind. While yes, we needed to be ready for the actual invasion, if we didn’t survive until then, we would be no help to anyone.

      “And if I’d simply refused to help you back there?” I asked. “I mean, if I’d ran away or whatever after the crash?”

      “I’d have found someone else to give powers to, to start a team.” The answer was so matter of fact, it kind of hurt. She noticed my pained expression, her golden eyes creasing with worry. “Oh, don’t take it personally. I’m glad it’s you, and some people where I come from would say it’s fate’s way of working out.”

      “What, fortune-telling supers?”

      “No,” she laughed, “just normal warriors who believe in that sort of thing.”

      I nodded. “I’d love to hear more about where you come from.”

      As before when I asked, her expression darkened. “Maybe you’ll see it someday.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t be so eager,” she hit me, playfully, “or I might think you don’t want to come over. My parents won’t be home.” She winked, clearly knowing the joke there.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah, I mean…” Darkness again. “It’s kind of because they were eaten… by one of my old bosses. But yeah.”

      “Fuck…”

      “I tore his belly open while he was still alive, gave them a proper burial… and then let him choke on his own still beating heart. But yeah, fuck.” With a wave of her hand as if getting rid of a bad smell, her smile returned and she said, “But all that’s in the past. Now I have you, my new dear friend, and we’re going to do right by this world.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      She held her hand out, and I took it. Maybe she needed comfort, or maybe it was meant to be a sign of unity, a hand for me to slap in a sort of high five or something, I don’t know, but I took it and walked with her like that, hand in hand. She didn’t pull her it away, and by our second step like that it would’ve been more awkward to ask or let her hand go, so I kept on like that. After a minute of walking, she pulled me close and held my bicep with her other hand, then leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      We both stopped.

      “What was that for?” I asked.

      “For being sweet.” She pulled back, though her one hand was still in mine. “And for… agreeing to help save me, to help me fight.”

      “I mean… you were kinda naked, and hot.”

      She laughed and released my hand to hit me, but then crossed her arms, biting her upper lip with the corner of her mouth as she eyed me.

      I held out my hand for hers. She hesitated, then took it and said, “Almost there?”

      “Yes, actually just…” I turned, indicating the dim glow of yellow we could make out past a few more paces of trees and bushes. “There.”

      The diner wasn’t anything special, but sort of held that nostalgic feel of the days when movies had still been popular, when people read books and talked about them, and when CDs were a thing. We had images of all of these things up on the walls, my favorite being a large poster of Valerie from the Reclaiming Honor series—from the fourth movie, I think when she really started getting into the vampire lady with her. Hot, and we figured sex sold, so, while keeping it family friendly, we also weren’t afraid to play that angle up.

      I was straining my eyes for any sign of Barbie, but clearly she wasn’t there. Maybe we’d missed her shift?

      “She’s not there, huh?” Ria asked.

      “Doesn’t look that way, but…” Looking at the two guys on shift, two jerks I only kept around because our lady customers loved them, I shook my head. “We can try downtown? Sometimes I see her hanging around. It’s possible we’ll run into her.”

      “We’re going off of that?”

      I laughed. “It’s not much, but worst case scenario, I think she has an apartment over there.”

      “Do you have this word here, too? Stalker?” She winked.

      “Shut it,” I said, leading the way. “For your information, I had to bring her some soup when she was home, sick, once. Her request, and I remember the directions well-ish. Nothing more.”

      “Uh-huh.” She winked, but when I took her arm in mine again, she gave it a rest.
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      “Shit, it’s her,” I said, pulling Ria aside, the two of us up against a pillar. Only when we’d stopped did I realize she was pressed against me, her soft breasts against my upper arm. With a gulp, I glanced down, getting the full view of her cleavage—even a bit of nipple from this angle, and then my eyes met hers.

      She was grinning, but said, “The waitress? Are we hiding, or do you have an ulterior motive here?”

      “What? No. It’s Meher, walking right this way.”

      “Oh, the dildo girl?” Ria grinned.

      “She’s not…” No time to correct her, I glanced around and saw the pillar we were against was adjacent to the local movie theater. It was the small sort that served beer and food, with the ticket window and the concession stand acting as one. Perfect for getting off of the street long enough to go unseen.

      We ducked into the doorway, moving to the concession stand where the guy was selling tickets. A glance back showed Meher pausing on the sidewalk, looking at her phone. If she glanced this way, she’d see me. I had no idea if that would result in her calling the cops or what, but after the incident earlier, I wasn’t ready for whatever sort of confrontation that might result in.

      “Two please,” I said.

      The guy pushed up his glasses and eyed us. “You know it’s twenty minutes in? And I mean after previews.”

      “Yeah, no problem. I’ve seen it already three times.”

      “Have you…” He didn’t care, and it wasn’t a question. After ringing us up and asking if we wanted popcorn—which I would’ve actually loved but was busy pulling Ria out of view and into the theater, the guy shrugged.

      It was only then that I saw the movie poster and realized we were walking right into some romantic comedy about a man and woman who got body swapped while she was pregnant. I had seen the trailers and wasn’t interested, and groaned at the idea that this guy at the counter now thought I had seen it three times. Not that his opinion mattered, but still.

      We found two seats near the back, of the almost-empty theater, and as soon as we sat, Ria leaned over, mouth next to my ear. “What is this place?”

      I guffawed, indicating the screen as I whispered, “Movie. Theater. Movie theater. What’s confusing?”

      Her eyes took on a bit of a glow, and I held up my hands in surrender. “Right, sorry. No movies where you’re from?”

      She shook her head.

      “Ah, well… These are super retro. Actually died off a while back, but made a resurgence after most of the rich people abandoned Earth.”

      “For the Paradise Planets,” she said, nodding.

      “Right. So yeah, for a few credits, you get to sit here and watch actors perform on the screen. Act out a story.”

      “Ah, and,” she nodded to my left, where I turned to see a guy a couple of rows back and in the next isle over. At first I thought he was alone, then noticed a head bobbing up and down on his crotch. “And that?”

      “Damn,” I said, quickly looking away. “No, I mean, you’re not supposed to do that.”

      “Ever?”

      I chuckled. “In the movie theater.”

      She nodded, turning to the movie and taking my hand. We’d held hands on the way here in the woods, thanks to me being presumptuous, but for her to again take my hand so nonchalantly right after seeing someone getting head filled my mind with thoughts.

      “What’s happening now?” she asked, eyes glued to the screen while it looked like the guy’s best friend was giving the main actor some advice.

      I grunted, watching to see.

      “And if you were to take her on a date, any date,” the guy on the movie said, “where would you go?”

      “I’m not taking her on a date, dick,” was the response, but my attention was suddenly not on the movie at all.

      Instead, I was focused on the fact that Ria’s other hand had just found my leg. I looked down first at it, then to her. Her gold eyes were staring at me, full of curiosity.

      “Is this a… date?” she asked.

      Another glance at her hand, my fingers starting to caress hers, my breaths starting to become heavier. “Do you want it to be?” I said at first, but then added, “No, scratch that. It is.”

      Her lip turned up, her hand squeezing me. She leaned in and whispered, “I’ve never been on a date. Not a real one, anyway.”

      “Oh?”

      “What happens next?”

      I chuckled, lowering my voice as a guy a few rows up turned to glare at us. “Ice cream?”

      “And then the…” She nodded back toward the guy getting head.

      There was a good chance I blushed, but she wouldn’t have been able to tell in that dark theater. “Not always, but it can happen.”

      “Would you… like it?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “If I did that right now, in here?” Her hand moved along my leg, going to my inner thigh. “Would that make our date more fun?”

      “Are you,” I shifted as the edge of her pinky moved along the curve of my package, “messing with me?”

      Her smile widened, glow in her eyes intensified, and then the strangest thought came over me—at this angle, with her going down on me in the theater, was there a possible way to do it without being stabbed by her horns?

      She had, apparently not noticed though, because she was looking at my crotch she ran her hand along the length of what was now a clear boner. Her fingers moved to the zipper, starting to undo it.

      “Maybe I’m messing with you, maybe not?” She pulled down the zipper. “But you still haven’t answered me—would you like it?”

      “I…” A deep breath.

      My answer never came, because a flashlight was suddenly on her hand at my zipper, a man glaring at us.

      “All right, you two. Out.” He moved the flashlight toward the aisle. “Got a report of a woman going down on a guy in here. Caught you nearly red handed.”

      “We weren’t—” she started, but he held up a hand as others around tried to shush us.

      I turned to give away the real culprit, only to see him now with his arm around a much older woman, both staring straight ahead. He must’ve heard the guy or realized what was going on, and at this point would appear even more innocent than us. Son of a bitch.

      “Let’s go,” I said, taking Ria by the hand and leading her out. As I walked, I realized my zipper was down so used my other hand to fix it, right as we walked out to find the theater manager there, staring at me zipping up my fly. She shook her head in disgust.

      “Oh, come on,” I started, but realized it wasn’t going to do any good.

      “Don’t come back,” she said, and gestured to the doors. “Ever.”

      Ria looked very amused by the whole situation, and I started to very much doubt that she ever had plans on doing it at all. Now we were suffering the consequences, without any of the rewards. If I ever caught the guy really doing it, I thought at first, I’d punch him right in the nose. But no, he’d gotten away with it. Good for him. I would probably give him a high five instead.

      We exited, and saw that Meher was down the street buying a hot dog from a street vendor. I glanced around, looking for options, then pushed into the shadows as she turned.

      “Is all this necessary?” Ria asked.

      “Just… shhh.”

      Meher took a couple of steps toward us as she went to town on that hot dog, then leaned against a yellow car that wasn’t hovering at the moment. There she pulled out her phone—a small screen floating just off her wrist—and seemed to be reading as she finished the dog.

      “I can just illusion us,” Ria said. “Or…” She pulled me into the clothing store behind us, guiding me toward the back room. “We can continue where we left off.”

      “More teasing, you mean?”

      With a shake of her head, she led me toward the dressing room.

      “I thought,” I lowered my voice, “I thought you said you’re an ex-succubus.”

      She stopped, pinched my arm, and said, “Watch it, or I might change my mind. This has nothing to do with what I am or was. You helped fight that fucker back there, and I like you. At least, what I know of you. I want this… don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Very much.”

      “Then shut your mouth and let me use mine.” She pulled me along again, only a staff attendant in her teens emerged from the changing rooms, lingering to fold clothes. So instead of there, we quickly changed direction and went into the back room.

      “We can’t be here,” I hissed.

      She put a finger to my mouth, looked around to make sure we were alone, and said, “You just… I don’t know. This talk of a date, taking me for ice cream,” her hand was on my crotch, stroking, lips going to my neck. “It’s been fun, and you’re sweet. I want to give you something in return.”

      Maybe where she came from this made sense. I wanted to tell her it was too fast, that here people often went on a few dates first, got to know each other more. Stuff like that. But when her hand undid my belt and then made its way down, gripping me by the base of my stiffening cock, I found the words distant, like they didn’t belong. Then she pulled it out and was stroking me, lowering herself to her knees, and I watched as her horns gave off a slightly blue glow that highlighted my cock as she watched her hand moving up and down on it.

      “Such a pretty thing,” she said, pausing her stroke to flick the tip with her tongue.

      “Pretty…” I said between shivers of pleasure as she licked it again, this time slower, more sensual. “Not a word often associated with them.”

      “A strange world, then,” she said, and then took it fully in her mouth, golden eyes staring up at me playfully, horns glowing slightly more.

      I pulled back, pushing her off of me. “You’re going to suck my life force, going to—”

      “One, shut the fuck up.” She still knelt there, still looking humored. “If by life force, you mean cum, yes. But we’ve been over this—ex-succubus here. So no, nothing to worry about. Two…”

      Her eyes darted over to the holo-screen in the corner of a store window. It floated there with a sort of gladiator games show, at the moment highlighting the famed Gloria Gerkrin, a monster of a woman who’d been competing for over a year and telling everyone she’d soon be going to Planet Kill to compete for ascension to one of the Paradise Planets. She had her heart set on Paradise Planet 4, because of the images of beautiful beaches the likes of which had long ago become too polluted on Earth to enjoy.

      “Her,” Ria said.

      “What?” I asked.

      “We need her. On the team.”

      I watched as Gloria plowed into two men as large as her, knocking them over to reach a wall that she scaled like it was nothing. The drone cams followed her over to a battering ram that she had to leverage to tear down a large door, and I laughed.

      “You know there’s no way we’ll be able to get to her, right?”

      Ria frowned. “What, you don’t think you could… get it up?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You know, Mr. Happy. Don’t think he’d want to come out to play with her? Intimidated, or—”

      “What are you even talking about?” I asked, only then realizing—as she motioned to it—that my cock was still out. The moment was over anyway, so I tucked it away and zipped up. “I mean, I get that we’re talking about me and having a boner, but how does that relate?”

      “Oh, did I not make that part clear?” She frowned, then laughed. “See, we’re going to need intimacy to pass on the powers, right?”

      “Okay, got that.”

      “So you help get them there. But it’s more than that, too. Once we have a team, the best way to grow, to advance and find your inner self, is to reach a certain state of mental release, and… at least where I come from, many find that—”

      “With sex,” I said, catching on. “Holy, shit… this is for real?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want me to fan the flames, in order to help you gift them powers so that we can fight an alien invasion of alien and supervillains… and then to be sexually active as part of our leveling up?”

      “Again, not really leveling up but—”

      “Yeah, I got that.”

      “Good. Otherwise, you seem to have a handle on it all.”

      “Sure, yeah.” I laughed, louder now. “And you think these women will be into the idea?”

      She shrugged. “If not, we seduce them. Trust me.”

      “Right…”

      A thud sounded at the door, then jostling of keys.

      “Shit, was it my laugh?” I hissed.

      Her eyes lit up. “Meher!”

      “What?”

      “She had a car—she can get us to this woman.”

      “I…”

      Honestly, I had no idea where to go with this, but Ria was up, pulling me to the rear door. It opened into an alley and we were out of there before the guard or employee managed to get the other door open. Sure enough, Meher’s car was still there on the street, and as we ran back to the sidewalk, I saw her open her car door to get in.

      “Wait,” Ria called out, the two of us charging over.

      Several exclamations of surprise and fright sounded around us, and Ria turned with wide, confused eyes. My guess was that Ria hadn’t bothered to illusion herself, or the horns or wings that were sure to give some of the older bystanders heart-attacks.

      Ria reached the other side of the car, pulled the door open, and said, “We need your help.”

      I was right behind her, but came to an awkward pause under Meher’s gaze.
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      “What the fuck is going on?” Meher asked, eyeing me angrily, almost looking like she was doing her best not to let her eyes go to Ria. “Cosplay? You drugged me?”

      I turned to Ria, trying to think of what might sound the most realistic explanation, but shook my head. “Yes, cosplay. All of this, it’s very strange, I know. But we’re in trouble, okay?”

      “You’re in trouble…”

      “Can I explain in the car? Please? Neighbor-to-neighbor?”

      She put a hand on the car, glaring at me. “Had you asked yesterday, I can’t imagine there was much I would’ve said no to from you. But after what you pulled back there? You’re lucky I didn’t call the cops. And then,” she nodded at Ria finally, “this?”

      “Right. Wait, you didn’t call the cops?” I gave Ria a hopeful glance. Maybe this wasn’t as much of a lost cause as I’d expected it to be.

      “People are staring,” Ria hissed, climbing in the car awkwardly with her wings and horns so that she had to kind of sit at an angle, pressed forward in the back seat. “Come on.”

      Meher gave me an exasperated stare, but after a while said, “Shit,” and got in, waving through the window for me to join.

      I hopped into the passenger seat and was relieved when we started off. Meher drove long enough to turn off of the main street, heading toward our neighborhood before breaking the silence.

      “Now, explain.”

      “Truth.” I glanced back, and Ria nodded, horn slightly tearing the ceiling of the car. My groan was a result of that and the idea of trying to explain this to my neighbor. But I decided to give it a go. “Earlier today, I found her in an accident, injured.”

      “Okay…” Meher glanced at Ria via the rearview mirror, brow furrowing.

      “Turns out, she’s from another planet out there and was part of an invading force that was going to take over Earth—”

      “And the rest of the Milky Way,” Ria interjected, “along with the Oram system and—”

      “Right, a lot of bad stuff,” I cut her off, not wanting to overwhelm Meher. “Point is, she wants to help us instead. But the team she previously belonged to is coming, and she needs our help fighting them off.”

      “Our…?” Meher said, shaking her head.

      “I know it sounds crazy, but—SHIT!”

      The car was swerving into oncoming traffic so I reached over to grab the wheel, steering us back on course. But from where I was sitting that wasn’t easy, and I overcompensated. Instead of getting us back into our lane, we slammed into the next car over and the hover effect took us into a wild spin right off of the road to slam up against a small tree. It, at least, stopped us, although it cracked and fell at an angle, half standing, half not.

      Meher was staring out at the tree with wide eyes.

      “Dammit,” I said, turning to grab her shoulder, to check on her. “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t understand,” she said, as if none of the crash had actually happened. Her eyes moved to my hand on her, which I quickly withdrew. “So… not cosplay?”

      “Not cosplay,” Ria replied with a laugh.

      Meher took another moment, then turned to stare at her. “And you’re… like E.T.?”

      “A bit different,” I interjected. “She was a succubus, or—”

      A laugh escaped Meher’s lips, one she tried to stifle, then another. Finally, she laughed out loud, not holding it back. “Fuck. Fuck! Dammit, Drake. First with the dildo and now this. I mean, is it all some elaborate scheme to finally try to get into my pants? Because, I’ll be honest here, simply asking me out for ice cream would’ve done the job much easier.”

      “I’m not making this up!” I protested.

      “A succubus?” Meher adjusted her position so that her body faced me, oblivious to the small crowd gathering outside and staring at the car and half-broken tree. “As in, beings from hell who have sex with men to steal their life-force, or something like that?”

      “The something like that part is more of the reality,” Ria answered. “And I’m an ex-succubus.”

      “Oh, well in that case.” Meher turned back to her dashboard, starting to try and fidget with it to get going again. “Out.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t need this, not after today.” She turned, staring pointedly at Ria. “And you—leave the dress.”

      Ria shrugged, starting to work the dress off, breasts exposed much to Meher’s surprise.

      “Wait,” I said, not protesting at the exposure of those perfect breasts, but at the idea that we might leave here without Meher on our side. “Show her.”

      “Show me more than that?” Meher said with a scoff, turning away from the half-nude form of Ria.

      “Watch, she’ll prove it. Ria?” I gave Ria a nod to go ahead.

      “Well, you see…” Ria pulled the dress back up. “There’s not a lot I can really show, not without, you know.”

      “No, I don’t,” I admitted.

      “My powers right now are very limited, because of the gift.” She eyed Meher, considering. “Unless I gave her a taste.”

      “A… taste?” Meher asked.

      “This isn’t the place,” I said, realizing what she was talking about. The crowd was still gathered around, pointing, and a cop was now approaching. “Meher, trust me. Before today, have I ever given you any reason not to?”

      “Not before today.”

      “Right, so… please, just get us back to the house, and we can prove it. Prove everything I’m saying.”

      Meher still looked doubtful, but finally nodded, got the car going, and pulled back away from the crowd. In spite of the cop’s protestations, she didn’t stop.

      “You two… you’re testing my patience.”

      “And if what I’m saying is true?” I turned to her, hand on her shoulder. “Listen—”

      She swerved, batting my hand aside, nearly getting us killed again as she avoided an oncoming car.

      “Sorry, sorry!” I put my hands up. “I was just going to say, before today, I never would’ve believed this either. But you gotta admit, its… interesting.”

      “Interesting?” Meher glanced back at Ria. Shook her head. “It’s a stupid prank, and I don’t get it.”

      “You know,” Ria said, ducking her head to lean in toward me. “Judging by her reaction to your touch, I think she wants you.”

      “What?” Meher and I both said at once.

      “Don’t deny it,” Ria said to her, then turned back to me. “Think about it. If you were just some stranger, she would’ve brushed the hand away or something similar, but not the way I just saw. It was in her eyes—confusion. Had you made your move any time before this… she’d be sucking your cock by now.”

      “Excuse me?” Meher said, and she slid the car into autodrive mode to turn and look Ria in the eye. “You don’t know me.”

      “No, but I know sex. You wouldn’t have gone down on him yesterday if he’d shown up at your door, dick out and ready?”

      Meher guffawed, turned back to the steering wheel, and guffawed again.

      “Notice her hard time denying it,” Ria said, moving back again.

      “It’s…” Meher glanced my way, eyes actually going to my crotch for a second. That was interesting. “Honestly, Drake, I think you’re cute. I’ve noticed you checking me out. And yeah, you seem nice. But all this, I can’t even begin to understand it.”

      “Well, start with the assumption that it’s true, and see what happens,” I tried. “Worst case scenario, you find out it’s not, and then we’re back at this point.”

      “Yeah…”

      “And on the other end of that spectrum, he has his face buried in your pussy,” Ria said, “slurping up your woman juice.”

      “Ria,” I scolded, and was about to apologize, but noticed the smile on Meher’s face.

      “Don’t pretend she’s a prude,” Ria said with a laugh. “Not after breaking her dildo.”

      “About that…” Meher said, but didn’t seem to know what to say next.

      “You want a replacement, he’s got you covered.” Ria chuckled.

      This time, I was too busy blushing and looking away to see Meher’s reaction. Since she didn’t say anything, though, I wondered if she was considering it. How odd, that the closest I’d gotten to her was because of an ex-succubus alien lady.

      “We’re here,” Meher said, not addressing the topic further. That was probably for the best, as I was starting to imagine things that didn’t make the most sense in our predicament. Indeed, we were pulling up along our street. She parked at the corner and we got out, moving for her house.

      “Wait a second,” I said, hand out to stop Ria, accidentally brushing against her breast. She eyed my hand, then arched an eyebrow my way.

      “This isn’t the best time or place for that.”

      “Sorry, no.” I glanced around, rolling my eyes at myself for letting my mind wander and start to imagine what it would be like to get down with her right there. “Maybe we shouldn’t go to the house. I mean… they found you there before.”

      She frowned, but nodded.

      “And ‘they’ would be…?” Meher asked.

      “Another alien super,” I said, but then turned back to Ria, realizing I hadn’t asked this yet. “How?”

      “What?” Ria asked.

      “They found you, and I want to know how.”

      “Just… they have a way of tracking me.”

      Looking over her, that dress not concealing much, I thought back to how I’d found her, completely nude. She certainly wasn’t carrying anything on her. Maybe something we could cut out, if it came to that?

      “Fine,” I said. “But… how do we know they won’t find us again?”

      “We don’t. What we do know is it is as likely here as in there.”

      “If someone’s coming after you,” Meher said, “I don’t want us leading them to my house.”

      “Shit.” I looked at Ria, searching for a solution.

      “They won’t come, not yet,” Ria said. “Give us an hour, in and out—it’s all we’ll need.”

      “For what, exactly?” Meher asked. “To show me a magic trick? Do it here.”

      “I…” Ria considered this, then shrugged. “Actually, that might not be a bad idea. The others, the ones who’ll be coming after me, they’ll be able to track me, but not so accurately. They’ll get a general idea of where I’m in, probably check out the buildings first… But don’t worry, we have time anyway, just thinking out loud that your idea might be safer. Okay, come on—into the woods.”

      We followed her, and when we were out of sight from the street, Ria cleared her breath and said, “This is far enough, and honestly… a bit creepy. Hurry now, before I change my mind and call out for help or something.”

      Meher chuckled. “I’m going to give you a power, now. Understand?”

      “No, I fucking don’t. That’s why we’re here.”

      Ria sighed. “Okay, let’s try another tactic. If everything we’ve told you is true, and if there’s an alien invasion incoming but I could give you a power that will let you help us fight against this invasion… would you be on our side? Would you join that fight?”

      Meher glared, but the doubt wasn’t complete. Her eyes shifted and met mine and there was a vulnerability in them. She nodded. “Yes.”

      “There we go, then.” Ria gestured to me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Do your part.”

      I blinked, realizing what she was telling me to do, but not sure how to go about it. “I can’t just…”

      “Yes, you can. And you have no choice.”

      “Do what?” Meher asked.

      I groaned, put my face in my hand, and then held out both hands as I held her gaze. “Meher, honesty time here—okay? I have been interested in you for a while. Every time we’ve chatted at the grocery store, or when I’m coming home from work and see you on your way to your job, it’s like… I can’t help wondering how life would be if we got to know each other. You know?” When she nodded, I figured that was enough to keep going on. “And sometimes I’d watch a movie, glance over and think it would be great to have you at my side, my arm around you as we shared popcorn.”

      “Getting a bit creepy,” Ria interrupted.

      “I think it’s sweet,” Meher countered, stepping closer to me. “And… a bit creepy.”

      I laughed. “What I’m trying to say is, I never thought this would be how it went down, but it is what it is. And…” I glanced at Ria with a heavy breath before continuing. “I never thought our first kiss would be to prove a point, but regardless, I’d like to kiss you now. Is that okay?”

      Meher laughed, realized I was serious, and looked over at Ria. “How does this connect?”

      “Intimacy helps fuel the power transfer,” Ria said matter-of-factly. “He primes you up, then I step in.”

      “What the fuck…” Meher shook her head, clearly about to refuse, but her eyes met mine again. She laughed. “You know what? When they throw you in prison or the mental institute, or whatever, I’ll never get my chance, I guess. So… fuck it. I’ve wanted this as badly as you have, so…”

      Without another word, she stepped forwards and took me by the lapels, pulling me in to kiss her.
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      Our lips met and it was everything I’d imagined. Well, you know, minus the alien ex-succubus watching. That bit was new, but not unwelcome. Meher had a faint smell of sweet mixed with spices, like a Chai tea latte—yes, with the latte part. Her lips pressed firmly to mine with a passion that left me wondering if she’d been the one wanting this most all along. Her hands moved down my chest, around to my back under my arms so that my own arms were wrapped around her neck, and her body pressed against mine. Firm breasts, the bulge in my pants no longer a secret, and her hands found my ass.

      “Perfect,” Ria said, and I wanted to shout at her for ruining the moment.

      Only, she wasn’t exactly ruining it, I saw, as she stepped up beside Meher and started kissing her neck, one hand moving up under her shirt and sweater, stopping to caress her breast as she turned her in for a kiss, too.

      The light that formed, working its way out of Ria’s mouth and into Meher’s nearly sent me stumbling back, but Meher was gripping me tight—still by the ass. Her eyes went wide and she turned to me in confusion, the light fading now as it moved down her neck and into her chest, right where Ria’s hand had stopped.

      “Continue,” Ria said, now her other hand moving to help with the first, pulling Meher’s sweater and shirt up over her head in one smooth motion.

      Meher covered her bra by pulling her hands away, crossed over her chest, and I fell back. Ria chuckled, then gave Meher a shove. The woman of my crush fell onto me with a leg between my thighs, crushing my boner in an uncomfortable but not horrible way, and luckily not hurting the balls.

      For a moment she stared into my eyes in shock over what was happening, then went with it. You bet your ass I went with it, too. She was kissing me one minute, hand moving down to my abs and moving my shirt aside the next.

      “Did I hurt it?” she asked, glancing down, then started nibbling on my ear as she whispered, “let me check on him.”

      Her hand slipped into my pants, grabbing my cock and caressing it. All of this while Ria watched with folded arms and a playful grin.

      When I noticed this, Meher paused, following my line of sight, and froze—hand still on my dick.

      “Don’t stop on my account,” Ria said. “In fact,” she reached up, pulling down the shoulders of the dress, and then let it fall so that she was left standing there completely nude, “the more you get into it, I believe, the more the power will stick. Maybe even be amplified.”

      Meher shook her head as if breaking from a spell. “Power?”

      I noted the way her eyes roamed over Ria’s body, lingering. The moonlight cast scattered silver light where the leaves above didn’t block it out, so that the light and shadows were a playful tease on the ex-succubus. I couldn’t blame Meher, though, as there hadn’t been a female body I’d ever looked upon with more perfection than this one. Then again, I’d yet to see Meher nude.

      A thought that brought me back to the moment. Leaning up to kiss Meher’s neck, my hand found its way to her inner thigh, and her hand reacted, starting to stroke my cock as she continued looking to Ria for an answer.

      “I’m thinking of just the one for you,” Ria said, and knelt at our side, running a hand along her breasts, leaning back and letting the hand go to her clit. She was just far enough to make it clear we were to stick to each other for now, but close enough to show she wanted to be watched. Her finger found her tight little pussy, tracing the lips and then going in as her other clenched her breast and she bit her lip.

      “I don’t understand,” Meher said, hand moving to my balls, caressing them, then returning to trace my shaft from base to tip. She was clearly enjoying herself, but distracted. I, meanwhile, let my hand move the rest of the way up to her mound, feeling it, caressing her and enjoying the way her body shivered.

      “Give it a try,” Ria said. “Yours is much more simply accessed than his. Simply take a deep breath in, then focus on pushing energy out and see what happens.”

      She did as instructed, though at first nothing happened. Again, she breathed deep, hand gripping my cock as if it would give her focus, and then she breathed out—suddenly a blue light glowed around the forearm down my pants, a chill taking over my cock that felt both amazing and slightly painful. I convulsed, certain I was about to orgasm, when Ria moved forward and swatted Meher’s hand away.

      I was left feeling very confused and very cold. It wasn’t until I glanced down at the frost around the waist of my pants that my breaths got heavy and I scooted back, quickly undoing my pants to get a better look.

      To my relief, while there was a light layer of frost on my dick, it wasn’t frozen into an icicle.

      “Fuck, that could’ve gone bad,” Ria said, nonchalantly.

      “Ice?” Meher said, staring at her hand—still blue, but fading back to normal.

      “I thought it appropriate, considering how cold you were to this whole thing at first.” Ria grinned, but then scooted close to her.

      “Nobody could’ve warned me?” I protested, dick still out, my mind reeling with the horrible possibilities of what could’ve happened.

      “I’m sure she’ll make it up to you,” Ria said with a wink.

      “Make it up…” I started to ask, but then turned to Meher, curious.

      “Remember,” Ria undid the woman’s bra, then started caressing her breasts right next to my face, “keep it going, help the power stick. Make it up to him.”

      I didn’t need to be told twice, and seeing that Meher didn’t pull back, I shifted down to run my tongue along one of her dark, full nipples. Meher’s hand found my cock again, though I flinched at her touch.

      “Maybe try something warmer,” Ria said, and we both looked to see her lick her lips. “Would you like me to show you?”

      The blood surged to my groin, already helping it feel warmer. When Meher smiled, Ria took that as her cue and lowered herself to bend over me, eyes on mine as she took my cock from the other woman, ran her tongue around the tip once, and then took me in her mouth. Oh, God! With her added warmth, all thought of having been cold were gone. All I could do was focus on the moment, on the bliss, and on the fact that Meher was loving it, taking my hand back to her pussy and even sliding it down her pants for me.

      She slid her pants down to give me access, and I inched my fingers along her warm skin until I found her silky landing strip, and was pleased to feel how wet she was. Her lips parted easily and my finger found its way in, exploring while Ria’s head bobbed up and down on my cock. Soon, I moved my fingers to Meher’s clit, eagerly watching as she tried to contain herself at the pleasure of my touch.

      Right there on the forest floor I was caressing my neighbor’s clit while getting head from an ex-succubus. Life had a fun way of becoming interesting real fast.

      “Now your turn,” Ria said, pulling her head back and holding my cock so that it pointed at Meher.

      She let out a soft moan at my touch, then bent over to grab my cock and thrust it into her mouth. Her hand started stroking me furiously, tongue working my tip as her mouth moved up and down and I kept massaging her clit.

      A sudden chill took me and her eyes were gleaming, watching me with excitement—blue magic from her hand while her mouth worked to warm me. It was too much, too fast… and as a heavy breath stuck in my throat and my body seized up, I released into her mouth.

      She sat back, licking it up, and nodded. “I like my new powers.”

      “Ah, just when it was getting good,” Ria said, and laughed.

      “Come… here…” I said, but she wagged a finger in my face.

      “No, I think that’s enough.”

      “What?”

      “We’re moving too fast.” She smiled, and pulled my hand away as she started to zip her pants.

      I was baffled. She’d just gone down on me, let me cum in her mouth… and thought me doing the same to her was moving too fast?

      But she was up, turning to Ria, and covering her breasts as well. “So, how do I use these powers?”

      Ria smiled, wide, not bothering to dress yet. “To be clear, you didn’t have to go down on him to make the powers work.”

      “I kinda figured that,” Meher replied with a laugh. “That part was because I wanted to.”

      That made me glad, but now that I was realizing I’d been butt naked on the forest floor, pine needles and twigs on my ass with me too caught up in the moment to realize it? A bit less so. When I tried to stand, it was with a crick in my neck, and as sexually relieved as I felt, a bit of me was let down to have my first sexual encounter with Meher end without me having the chance to give her an orgasm.

      Right there, I determined that would be my goal. Next time we got physical, I’d be bringing it like she had never experienced.

      “It’s as simple as what you did, but now,” Ria was explaining to Meher, taking up a stance and pushing out her hands as if there was a wall there. “Like that.”

      Let me be quite clear that there’s not much hotter than a nude lady with wings and horns showing a lady who just went down on you how to throw ice magic. Or superpowers, or whatever. Point is—fucking hot.

      As Meher took the stance, her eyes on Ria’s ass a moment longer than necessary, she asked, “So how does the power stuff work, exactly? I mean, aside from the blowjob thing.”

      Ria laughed, demonstrating again. “It’s about body heat, from what I can tell. Something is activated when the blood is moving like that, allowing for the transfer to more easily be completed. And if you keep it going until the transfer takes hold, even better.”

      “Ah, so the blowjob did help.”

      “Most likely.”

      I finally finished brushing off my ass and dressing, so stood next to Meher to watch as she performed the move, breathing in and then pushing out. Her arms glowed as she blew again, frost forming on her fingertips, but no projectiles yet.

      “Maybe I need to do it again?” Meher said with a grin in my direction.

      No protestations from me, though I was certain there was no way I’d have been able to handle it. Or probably even get it up again right now, after how intense the first time had been.

      “As I said, that’s not—” Ria started, interrupted by Meher waving her off.

      “I know, I know.”

      Again, Meher took in a deep breath and pushed, while finally Ria found her dress, shook it out, and put it on. Too bad.

      “Oh!” a squeal came from Meher and I turned, ready for a fight. What I found was a branch of a tree in front of her, frozen. She beamed, then did it again. This time I watched as the blue glow molded into energy at her fingertips and shot out, forming a circle of ice on the ground not far off.

      “Now do you believe us?” I asked.

      Ria chuckled. “I’d think she believed us before the whole make out session. That, or she was a little horny.”

      “Let’s say both,” Meher said, turning and making ready to shoot ice again.

      Only, this time as she breathed out, she stumbled, Ria at her side to catch her. “Easy there, girl. You’re just getting used to it. Conserve your energy.”

      It only took a couple of breaths for Meher to be standing tall again, all smiles. “This is… amazing!” she said, turning to me like a giddy child. “What about your powers? What do you do?”

      “A sort of… punch.”

      “What?”

      I looked to Ria for help, but she was looking at me expectantly.

      “I mean, it’s cool,” I said, trying to not sound ungrateful. “But it’s basically like this—I take damage, but that same damage can be channeled into a charged up super punch.”

      “Like those old boxing games?” Meher asked.

      “You… know about them?”

      She grinned, wide. “Of course. The cultural resurgence, right? I’m on the front lines.”

      I laughed, and nodded. “So yeah, basically that.”

      Meher was smiling, but shook her head as she addressed Ria. “To be clear, you turned me into some ice goddess snow queen super, but gave him… a fancy punch?”

      “Hey, it’s powerful,” I protested, now going on the defensive.

      “I’m sure it is,” Meher replied. “But… not as cool as mine.”

      “It’s not a pissing contest,” Ria explained. “It’s super powers, and I gave you each what I felt you could handle, based on how much I knew about each of you. And, as I’ve explained to Drake, the stronger he gets, the more he can upgrade his current power and get more powers.”

      “Right.” I stood a little taller.

      “And he didn’t mention the part about defensive,” Ria continued.

      “There’s a defensive part?” I asked.

      “When you absorb those hits,” Ria explained, “yes, you get hurt, but not nearly as much as you would’ve otherwise. What you’re feeling is basically what’s left over after the energy you’ve absorbed. So the stronger you get, the more you’ll be able to absorb and the less it’ll hurt.”

      “Shit. Let’s get me leveled up then.”

      “Leveling up… like a game?” Meher asked.

      “Long story,” I said. “I’ll fill you in on the way. Speaking of…?”

      “We need to build the team,” Ria said. “The gladiator—she’s next, unless we still want the waitress.”

      “The petite little thing down at your diner?” Meher asked.

      “I mean, maybe—” I started, but was interrupted as she stepped forward, finger to my mouth.

      “Yes,” Meher threw out. “A big, fat, yes.”

      I looked at Ria, who smiled and motioned to the car. It looked like we had our next mission.
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      “I’m beginning to wonder if you’re part lesbian,” I said to Meher as we drove toward downtown. “Politically incorrect, but also into women.”

      Meher considered this a moment, then shrugged. “I’m not not into women.”

      “Well, that’s not a very clear statement,” Ria said from the back.

      “I just mean, guys do it for me. If it was just a woman, maybe not? But the idea of a guy and a woman together? Sure.”

      Ria thought about this, then shrugged. “Either way for me. Penis, vagina, asshole, they’re all good for having fun with.”

      I laughed. “Wow.”

      “Don’t judge me. Where I’m from, you don’t even have to have those.”

      “How’s that work?” I asked.

      “There are other types of beings, those who are without the characteristics we’re used to. If you fall for one of them, you make do.”

      Meher and I both shared a very confused look, but kept on.

      “So how much time do we have, exactly?” Meher asked, seemingly glad to change the subject. “I want to get an idea of how much time I’ll have to practice with this magic.”

      “Not magic, powers,” Ria corrected her.

      “It’s different,” I explained. “Something to do with how you get the powers or magic, what it takes to call on them. That sort of stuff.”

      Meher looked even more confused, but nodded for Ria to go on.

      “The rest of my people aren’t likely to show up until tomorrow night, we figure. Though they could get here at any moment, based on the scout and—”

      “Wait, there was already one here?”

      “Back at my house,” I said. “We, um… killed it.”

      When Meher looked at me, it was with a newfound respect. “You… killed an alien superbeing?”

      “With her help,” I admitted.

      “And more are coming. A whole invasion of them—also, possibly tomorrow night, though maybe longer. It’s hard to say.”

      “Not much time to practice, then” Meher said.

      “And not enough time to get you strong enough to handle multiple powers either, which is why we’ll need to find those other teammates.” Ria went on to explain her story to Meher, about how she’d been given the gift and couldn’t access the majority of her powers anymore, but could give them away.

      “Well that’s fucking… weird,” Meher said. “Everyone can give away powers?”

      “No. They’re not usually transferrable.”

      Ria was still trying to process all this, when Meher pulled the vehicle back into the city, carefully checking the streets. “If the cops saw us earlier, they’ll be on the lookout.”

      “Which way should we go looking?” Ria asked.

      I was about to choose a way, though Meher knew it well enough, when I spotted her. “Doesn’t matter, there she is.”

      “So… Barbie.” Meher clicked her tongue. “We’re definitely sticking to that?”

      “You know anyone tougher in town, I’m all ears,” I shot back. “First, we know Barbie isn’t her real name, and the fact that she’s kept that charade going this long without letting anyone in on her real name has to mean something. Right?”

      “I’m not following,” Ria said. “Is this someone we want on the team or not?”

      I turned to Meher. “Your call. My stance is just that I’ve seen her at work, and she doesn’t take shit. Once, a customer tried to grab her ass and she brought him to the floor with a fork to his neck. Almost got us in trouble there, but you know how it is here. And when the cops tried to get in her face, she put Officer Dellier in his place, too.”

      “Sounds like a winner to me,” Ria admitted.

      “You have a thing for her, too?” Meher asked me, pointedly.

      I opened my mouth to say no, but thought about it. Honestly, the thought hadn’t really crossed my mind, but Barbie wasn’t bad to look at. And strong women had always turned me on almost as much as the sexy librarian look Meher sported. Instead of saying all that though, I shook my head.

      “Not really, but would it matter? We’re building up a team to fight aliens and supervillains.”

      “And fooling around might be part of it,” Meher countered. “So, let me ask this plainly, do you want to fuck her?”

      Ria cleared her throat. “Excuse me, but—”

      “Do you want to fuck her?” Meher repeated, ignoring Ria. A smile showed for a second, then was gone.

      “What was that?” I said, pointing at her face.

      “Do you—” Meher started, but then couldn’t keep it under control anymore, bursting into laughter. As she guffawed, she said, “Do you want to? Because I think that would be hot as fuck. I could totally see you now, balls flapping as you slap together, and then I get in there and—”

      “Oh, wow,” Ria interrupted. “This… yeah, that took a different turn than I expected. But,” she pointed, and we saw that Barbie had just turned a corner, walking away, “we’re going to lose her if we sit around playing this game.”

      I was still too stunned by Meher’s reversal to respond, but luckily she was the one driving.

      “On it,” she said, and pulled out, going in the direction Barbie had walked off.

      As we turned, she quickly pulled over and into an alley.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, finally back to the moment. Well, mostly, since it would likely take hours, if not days, to get the image of me, Barbie, and Meher having a threesome out of my head.

      “Cops, up ahead,” she said. “They saw the car before, but probably didn’t see us. What can we do about…?” She indicated Ria.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Ria said, showing her illusion power. “Best not to have to use it for too long, but it’s night, so we should be good.”

      We emerged from the car, going to the corner, where I spotted Barbie walking up the street. I motioned and we darted out, Ria applying her illusion.

      “You two act like old friends,” Ria said as we walked.

      “Do we?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Friends or lovers. This is seriously the first time you two got together? Tonight?”

      I nodded.

      Meher glanced over, smiled, and took my hand. “We’ve talked once or twice, but always normal pleasantries. Small talk stuff… I have a feeling he was always imagining the day when it would become more.”

      “Hoping, more like it,” I said.

      Ria nodded, smiling at us. It was interesting being part of a sex-situation with a being who didn’t seem to be the least bit jealous.

      “She’s turning,” Meher noted, and then frowned. “Wait, down that street…”

      I glanced up to see Cummings Ave., and knew it well enough. My buddies and I had joked many a long night about how the one strip club in town happened to be on that street. Other than that, it boasted a couple of fast food joints and some homeless tent areas at the end of an underpass, but not much else.

      “A short cut home?” I suggested.

      “We’re about to find out.”

      Sure enough, we turned just in time to see no sign of Barbie, but the door to the strip club closing. The street wasn’t one I frequented often, and seeing it that night reminded me why. Earth had come a long ways, what with hover cars and holo-screens, people going off to live on Paradise Planets and living off of who the hell knows what sort of tech up there. Some people, it was rumored actually had androids, and other robots to do housework. Hell, there’d probably be an android or two in the strip club giving lap dances at that moment, for people into that sort of thing.

      And yet, Earth had become a shit stain on the underwear of the universe. This street? A prime example. Garbage littered through old tarps and bundles of blankets, homeless people with their rifles and blades at the ready in case anyone tried to tell them to move. The cops had given up on them long ago, and really, much of Earth cops at that point were lost to corruption or worse. The best of them were granted ascension to the Paradise Planets once they proved themselves, leaving us with leftovers and fresh meat, easily corruptible or killed off.

      What the fuck was Barbie doing coming this way?

      I led the way, Meher and Ria close behind, and of course we got the cat calls we all knew were coming. That didn’t bother us though, not until one was accompanied by a large guy with a nose that was so crooked I doubted he’d ever gotten it fixed the many times he’d broken it. He stood in our way, eyed Meher up and down, and said, “I’ll take the double whammy.”

      “Fuck you,” I said, knowing full well he was making a reference to one of our signature dishes at the diner. He knew me, and was still being a dick.

      “Step aside,” he said, showing his pistol, and then grabbing his crotch. “Someone here’s getting my gun tonight, so who’s it gonna be?”

      “Can I just ice this guy’s nuts?” Meher hissed.

      Ria shook her head. “Better avoided.”

      The guy shoved me back, but I held up a hand to the ladies.

      “Just… if I may?” I said, and threw a fist at the dude. He caught it, tossed it aside, and hit me with a fist to the side of the head that sent me staggering. Again, I came back in.

      This time, he took the punch, stared at me with rage building up in his eyes. He was about to hit me again, when a fist came into his gut and Ria was there, lowering him to the ground. As he whimpered, she turned to me and shrugged.

      “Sorry, I just… figured we were in a hurry.” She gestured to the strip club. “Shall we?”

      A couple of other men emerged from the shadows, along with one crazy looking lady wearing bright pink plastic instead of clothes. None of them moved closer though, after seeing the guy on the ground.

      Not sure if I should feel like my masculinity was in question because I’d had a woman take over my fight or if I gave a shit, I followed her up. Seeing her ass in that dress and the humored but still playful and evocative look from Meher, I decided I definitely didn’t care. As Ria had said, we were in a hurry.

      Plus, gender norms be damned. It was kind of hot having a badass demon as a body guard.

      What we entered into was in no way your usual strip club. I wasn’t opposed to going to strip clubs per se, but with all the access to live-cam action and whatnot via my holo-display, along with some very interactive VR I’d been able to get my hands on… the idea of a strip club didn’t seem necessary. It had been a while since I’d had my dick rubbed, before meeting Ria, but a place like this was so sketchy, it hadn’t held much of an appeal.

      Now that I was here, though, I kind of got it. This place had that dirty, smells-like-fried-chicken and ribs vibe, but the lights were strobing as a heavy metal band covered songs from long ago. Several stages surrounded what I saw was a dance floor where anyone could strip, including guys—which I didn’t have an interest in looking at, while on the three stages surrounding the dance floor professionals worked the poles and showered it up, putting on the shows.

      It was more like an orgy fest in the middle of a rock concert than a strip club. I’d been missing out! While medical advancements had done away with STDs and made pregnancy prevention easily manageable, neither was necessarily true in a place like this.

      “Remind me again why we’re here,” Meher said, looking very much out of place in the club.

      “There,” I said, indicating Barbie as she moved behind a curtain. We tried to follow, but a large bouncer stepped in our way.

      “Men only,” he said, arms crossed.

      I gave Ria and Meher an ‘I’ll be right back’ nod, then stepped though the curtains into a dark room, looking for any sign of Barbie.

      “Have a seat,” her voice said, and I noticed a side room with a couch. Figuring why not, I made my way over, checked it for nastiness, and sat.

      Barbie stepped out from behind another curtain, wearing a Red hood and cloak, but otherwise only in her panties. She was an attractive woman with stark blonde hair, nipples so light they were almost the same color as her perky little breasts, and from what I could tell by her skimpy panties, was either well-trimmed or cleanly shaven downstairs.

      “Welcome to your fantasy’s—” She froze, green eyes landing on me. “Fuck.”

      “I’m not here as your boss,” I said, hands out to show I wasn’t trying to grope her, either. “Just to talk.”

      “What…?” She glanced around, back toward the way we came in. “Fucking Joel. Did he say something? He told you, didn’t he? That piece of shit. That fucking maggot-licking wall fucker.”

      “Barbie—”

      She rushed forward, hand on my mouth, bare breast grazing my forearm. “Shh. Here I’m Bubblegum.”

      “Bubble…” I couldn’t say it. “Listen, Joel didn’t say anything. Actually, I wanted to talk with you, saw you coming in here and didn’t know a thing. Honestly.”

      “You’re saying… you followed me?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      She pulled back, arms folded over her chest, and then shrugged. “So what, you want a lap dance? More?”

      “Fuck. Come on.”

      “It’s kinda weird, being your subordinate at the diner and all, but…” She moved toward me, starting to sway with the music, arms up and cloak back so I could take her in. Damn, she was gorgeous, the way the shadows danced across her curves accentuating this fact. I shook my lust clear as best I could.

      “I meant, come on like ‘No, of course not.’” I sucked in a deep breath. “Sorry.”

      She stopped, glared, arms still up. “What?”

      “Talk. Ba—Bubblegum… I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Dammit, Drake. Can’t it wait?”

      “Everything okay in there?” a voice said, curtain starting to move.

      “Go along with it,” she hissed, and quickly turned, sticking her nearly-bare ass on my crotch, moving it up and down. The red robe fell over her so I couldn’t completely see what was happening, adding a bit of sensuality to the whole affair. When the large man from earlier popped his head in, she shot him a glare and said, “Working, Al.”

      He nodded, backing out of there.

      “Just… talk then,” she said, moving the robe aside pushing up against me more. Shit, I was pretty sure I could feel her butt cheeks on each side of my cock, which was quickly hardening. She leaned back. “Keep your voice down, and just ignore this. I don’t wanna get in trouble.”

      “Ignore it.” I nodded, as if that were possible.

      She glanced back, bit her lip, and said, “Mr. Bossman, you’re having fun?”

      Was that part of the act? I couldn’t be sure. But I went with it. “Oh, yeah,” I said, then leaned into her ear, lowering my voice. Not too much, of course, or there’d be no way to be heard over the music from the main room. “We’re forming a team, and I think you’d fit in…” Warm tingles of pleasure ran through me as she slid her ass around my cock.

      “Fit in?” She chuckled. “Oh, you’re naughty. Shouldn’t it be the other way around… you, fitting into me?”

      I frowned. “No, I mean, you’d be a good fit for the group. Are you interested?”

      She turned then, throwing off the hood and robe, dancing for a moment in all her splendor, before kneeling down, burying her face in my crotch as if she were nuzzling my cock. When she looked up, she shrugged. “What, like a heist or something? Going to rob somewhere?”

      Her eyes went wide and she backed away, suddenly defensive. “Shit, not this place? You’ll fucking get us killed.”

      “Relax,” I said, stepping up and holding my hand out to her. “It’s nothing like that.”

      “What then?” she hissed, stepping back over to me. “Fifty credits and… I’ll take care of that. Hundred, and it’ll be with my mouth.”

      “Holy…” To be honest, the thought actually crossed my mind. But after what I’d just had in the woods by my house, paying for it like that didn’t make a lot of sense. “Sorry, but… can you hear me out?”

      She groaned, rolled her eyes, and said, “This is serious?”

      I nodded.

      “And you don’t want the…” She stuck her tongue in her cheek, making a dick sucking motion.

      I cocked my head, hoping she’d let me go without actually answering that.

      She sighed. “Here’s the deal. I just started my shift, so can’t exactly take a break yet. Maybe two hours?”

      I shook my head. “No time.”

      “What the fuck is this?” She shook her head. “I’m not sure, boss. I mean—”

      “Don’t call me that. Not anymore?”

      Her eyes took on a horrified, pissed look. “Are you fucking firing me for this?”

      “No, no, no,” I waved my hands. “Dammit, you’ll understand if I… Well, I need to show you.”

      Her eyes darted to my crotch.

      “Not that,” I elaborated. “I need to show you what’s going on. Find a reason—any reason. There are two women I came here with, and one of them will need to talk to you.”

      “Women?” She considered me. “Fuck it. Bathroom.”

      “Bathroom?”

      She nodded, stepping away, kneeling to get the robe. “Yup. Women’s bathroom—not the main one, though. There’s a special one back behind the buffet not many know about. Bring them there, and we can see what’s what.”

      I nodded, somehow not surprised at all that this place had a buffet. “Thanks. You—you won’t regret this.”

      She gave me a nod, then shooed me out.

      We were making progress, and that was enough to put a smile on my face. When I passed Al the security man, he nodded knowingly, clearly assuming that smile was for something else. A fact that wiped my smile away as soon as I’d passed him.

      Maybe this was a bad idea, I don’t know, but at least we were making progress. I’d let the other two ladies decide if Barbie—or Bubblegum—was a good fit.
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      To my surprise, I found Ria already at the buffet, more than happy to be stuffing her face with jalapeno poppers.

      “Have you tried these?” she said, trying to stuff one in my mouth. “There’re amazing!”

      I laughed, took it, and considered. Jalapeno peppers from a strip club? An orgy strip club, no less. But then again, it hit me that I was damn hungry. I took a bite and the cheesy, greasy goodness was like heaven.

      “Right?” she said, grinning and licking her fingers.

      “Where’s Meher?” I asked, and Ria grinned, pointing up at one of the stages, where Meher was clearly uncomfortable as she held the shower head for a lady who was cleansing herself.

      “They pulled her up, and I kind of helped push her along.” Ria laughed. “It’s too much fun, this world of yours.”

      “I wouldn’t call all of this the most fun part,” I said, glancing around. Then again, who was I kidding? It all depended on your tastes, and for many humans, this was clearly doing it.

      “Show us your tits!” some sports-jacket-wearing asshat called out next to me, shouting at Meher.

      She took a step back, not sure what to do with the shower thing, and I was about to step up to the dude. Suddenly, someone hopped up on stage and took the shower head, giving Meher a gracious out. I was surprised to see it was Barbie, fully clothed.

      She turned and said, “You want tits?”

      “More tits! More tits!” the guy started chanting, a guy next to him joining in. It struck me as ridiculous, considering the fact that there was another stripper right there showering, others on the dance floor without shirts and, in some cases, without pants.

      “Get your money’s worth!” Barbie shouted, and pulled up her shirt to let her little breasts shake, and at the same time sprayed the guy with the shower.

      He sputtered, stepped back, and then cheered, both fists in the air.

      I laughed, watching Barbie give me a nod to the side as she motioned another woman up to take over.

      “That’s her,” I said to Ria.

      Ria glanced up from a plate of cheese sticks, some red sauce on her chin. “What?”

      “Just, bring the food,” I replied, guiding her around the corner of the stage, to where Meher waited and Barbie was joining us.

      Barbie eyed the three of us, frowned, and laughed. “You inviting me to the back room for an orgy, boss? Because that would be wildly inappropriate.”

      “But does that mean you’d turn it down?” Ria asked, licking red sauce from the side of her mouth.

      A glance her way lasted an extra beat, and then Barbie shrugged. “I haven’t made up my mind on that, yet.”

      “Not what’s going on here,” I said, but with a glance from Meher, realized it kind of was. “Well, not exactly.”

      “Not exactly?” Barbie chuckled, glancing around. “Make it quick, before I get into trouble.”

      “Have you got somewhere I can show you something?” Ria asked, finally setting her plate down on the edge of the stage. “If you want to make it quick, this’ll be the best way.”

      “Shit,” I said, glancing over toward the hallway behind us.

      Barbie nodded, leading us to the bathroom she had said for us to meet her at. Other parties passed, laughing. Then a couple went by where the woman’s hands were down the guy’s pants. A drunk guy shouted, “Mitch!” at us, but seeing that I wasn’t his buddy, kept going.

      We pushed into the bathroom and Barbie slid the bolt shut behind her. A cautious glance my way, and then she adjusted her skirt, realizing it wasn’t straight. “Prices are more when multiple people are involved.”

      “I was serious before,” I explained. “That’s not what this is.”

      “Sure, boss. I get it—you find out your employee is a stripper at one of the sleaziest places in town, figure you can act out some fantasies because she won’t want it getting around. So normally I don’t do this, but… we can make it happen. Question is, what’s the right price?”

      “No,” Ria said, and suddenly her illusion was gone so that her horns and wings were in full view. “Question is, will you help us? And even if you’re on board, do we want you?”

      Barbie had been looking down at her outfit, eyes slowly raising to take in Ria in all her splendor. For a long moment she stared, then grinned wide. “Hot. Okay, I can go back and find my Red Riding Hood getup, if you all—”

      “It’s real,” I said.

      Ria nodded, a glow forming from her horns as she moved her hand through the air, making a small light trail her fingers.

      “What the…?” Barbie started.

      Next, Ria nodded for Meher, who had stepped between Barbie and the door. Meher looked excited as she took her stance and thrust her arms forward, a wave of blue shooting out and hitting the far wall to ice it over.

      Now Barbie was starting to look worried, her smile gone, eyes moving to me. After a moment she said, “Well, where’s your trick?”

      “I don’t plan on using any, just… the truth.” Stepping toward her, but not so close as to seem imposing, I said, “You’re badass. And that’s what we need.”

      “Huh?” She took a step back, turning on Meher with fists at the ready.

      “We’re forming a team. A team of…” I hesitated, looked at Meher, and then said, “A team of superheroes.”

      “Ugh,” Ria said, shaking her head. “Can we not use that term?”

      “Whatever we call ourselves,” I said, pulling back from that, “the point is we’re getting a team together to fight evil fucks who are coming to take over our world, or kill us all—right?”

      Ria nodded. “Close enough.”

      “And I’ve seen you in action at the diner for, what? Five years now?”

      “Six,” Barbie replied, fists relaxing.

      “Six years! Plus this place,” I gestured around at the building, “lead me to believe there isn’t much you can’t handle. Am I wrong?”

      She eyed me skeptically. “What’re you really selling?”

      “A chance to be part of something big. And… to do that.” I gestured to the ice.

      “Not that exactly,” Ria corrected me. “I have certain powers I can give, but only one of each.”

      “Powers?” Barbie eyed her, then scoffed. “You’re giving out powers. Fine. Prove it.”

      Ria arched an eyebrow. “What sort of power do you think best suits you?”

      “Something sexy,” Barbie said.

      “Did I hear right that your stripper name was Bubblegum?”

      Barbie nodded.

      “Pop, bitches.” Ria definitely had something in mind, but first we had to get Barbie primed, and so I stepped forward, hesitantly.

      “There’s just… one thing we have to do to get you ready,” I explained. “To open you up, in a sense, to the power.”

      Barbie scoffed, then got the drift. “You’re serious?”

      “Ria?”

      Ria sighed. “We really have to find a way of not having to explain this every time,” she said and then gave Barbie the quick version.

      “I see,” Barbie said, then laughed, pushed herself up onto the counter, and spread her legs. “Well, nothing in what you all just said implied I had to do anything other than simply sit back and let it happen, so… go ahead, boss. Give me a good tongue lashing.”

      “I…” Damn, no panties, her pristine pussy was there, ready for the taking. Then again, this was a strip club. The idea of going down on her when I had no idea where she’d been rubbing it that night was a bit unsettling.

      “Relax,” Meher said, clearly not doing a great job of hiding how humorous she found the situation. “She just started her shift, remember?”

      “And…” Ria waved a hand in front of Barbie, then nodded. “Yup, clean. Eat up—it’s your turn at the buffet.”

      I chuckled nervously, as if they were all playing around. But Barbie reclined further, giving me easy access. Honestly, there might have been a few times during late shifts at the diner when I had imagined throwing her onto the counter and diving in for some pussy pie, so without further ado, I brought myself back to those moments and went for it.

      First I lifted her leg and kissed her inner thigh, moving my lips along her leg until I reached her pussy. As my tongue worked around her lips, teasing her, I learned where she got her stripper name—she smelled, at least downstairs—distinctively of bubblegum.

      It made eating her out that much more pleasurable, and soon I was lapping it up, finger teasing her asshole. Ria came up behind me, grinding her crotch against my head and pushing me in as she leaned in to pull Barbie into a kiss that passed on a power, and just when I thought I’d suffocate in pussy, Barbie clenched her thighs around my head and grabbed my hair, pulling.

      Every instinct said to pull away, to shout in pain, or punch something, but instead I pulled deep and went with it, rolling my tongue around her clit and not letting up. She moaned, pulled me away, and then sat there, staring at me with a look of excitement, breathing heavily.

      Finally, she shifted back while Ria helped me to stand.

      “Did it… work?” I asked. “The power transfer, I mean.”

      “Let’s find out,” Ria replied, waiting for Barbie to go into the stall for some toilet paper to wipe herself clean.

      When Barbie was done, she flushed and emerged to stare us all down. “Now, is this serious? Because if we ended it here and I got some good head but nothing more, I wouldn’t be let down. You all can leave now and no hard feelings.”

      Ria laughed. “I bet. Just… focus, okay? Focus on the air around you and… concentrate it on the garbage can.”

      Barbie gave her a skeptical look, then did as she was told. After a moment, she said, “I don’t know what exactly I’m supposed to b…”

      Her words trailed off as a bubble of light formed. Several of them, actually, and one surrounded the garbage can.

      POP!

      The bubble had just exploded, the garbage can crushed, the size of a diaphragm.

      “Holy hell,” Barbie said, eyes wide. “What if that had been someone’s head?”

      “We’d have a mess to deal with,” Ria replied, clapping her hands together once as if we were done now.

      “Hold on.” Barbie held up a finger. “I don’t understand. You somehow gave me this weird power, but—what now? I drop everything and come with you all? Forget my life, just pick up and go?”

      “Yes.”

      When I saw that Ria’s curt reply wasn’t cutting it with Barbie, I reached out for her hand. She quickly pulled it away.

      “You went down on me, boss. That doesn’t make you my boyfriend.”

      I did my best to ignore the stifled laugh from Meher. “All I’m doing is trying to explain the dire situation we’re in.”

      She shook her head. “Nope. No mansplaining. Um,” she turned to Meher. “You do it.”

      Maybe I’d been wrong about this lady? But as Meher filled her in on the rest of the plan, Barbie nodding along and finally said she was on board, I pushed my doubt aside. Maybe she was a feminist stripper, I don’t know, but she had cajones (not literally, as I was now very certain of), and would be useful in the fight.

      “Let’s get out of here, then, and figure out where we can work on our powers a bit more,” Ria said when that was done. “Crushing garbage cans is hardly the limit of your power, Bubblegum, and… Ice Queen, let’s get you doing more than just squirting ice.”

      “We’re using nicknames now?” I asked.

      “Sure are, One Shot.” She winked. “From now on, only our super names, got it?”

      I shook my head. “Mine’s not going to work.”

      “And I’ll stick to Meher,” Meher said.

      “You don’t like my name for you?” Ria ignored her, folding her arms and staring me down. Test time. These ladies were all badass, but I wasn’t about to be trodden over.

      “Nope. I don’t.” I stared back, then said, “T-Bone. Wait, no… Star Punch. Dammit, that’s stupid, too.”

      “Those all suck,” Bubblegum said. “What’s your power exactly?”

      “I absorb damage to a degree, use it for one powerful counterstrike.”

      “Ah, then there you go.” She beamed, but seeing I wasn’t catching on, added, “Counterstrike.”

      “Huh.” I rubbed my chin, realized it was still a bit wet from her juices, and wiped it. “I like that, but… I think there was a character with that name somewhere. An old movie or book?”

      “Switch it up,” Meher suggested. “Contrastrike.”

      “Fuck yeah,” I said, immediately loving it.

      “Contra for short,” Bubblegum said, and nodded. “I like it.”

      “So what’s the move?” Meher asked.

      “They’re not going to want me leaving, and honestly, they can be a hassle.” Bubblegum went to the door, leaning against it in thought. “So we’ll have to sneak me out.”

      “Can you illusion her out of sight?” I asked Ria.

      “Of course,” she replied. “But it’ll take energy, so… stay at my sides in case I start having trouble.”

      “I’ll be invisible?” Bubblegum grinned, and it was a playful smile the likes of which I didn’t get to see on her often. It fit well. She went for the door, but I cleared my throat.

      “Er, if we’re going to be on the move, I need to…” I nodded to the stall.

      “What?” she asked.

      “You know.”

      They all stared, stone faced, until Ria was the first to crack. “Oh, go ahead.”

      “Piss already,” Bubblegum said.

      I turned to go about it, closing the stall and pulling out my dick, but then… nothing came out. “Dammit. Can you all… I don’t know, cover your ears?”

      “Seriously?” Bubblegum groaned. “You just ate my pussy, and you’re having performance anxiety about pissing?”

      “It’s not something I can control!”

      And the fact that she was talking about it along with the taste of her sweet pussy was making me hard, which meant even more trouble pissing. I tried angling it down, but that hurt, so, considering what to do, instead turned and kind of squatted over the seat with my boner pointed down.

      At that moment, Bubblegum peered under the stall. “Are you shitting?”

      “What? No.”

      The pee started flowing.

      “You sit down to pee.” It wasn’t a question.

      “No, it’s the only way I could,” I started to stand in protest, but I don’t know what I was thinking. Show her my boner so she’d get why I was angled like that? Either way, it wasn’t good as I nearly got piss all over my pants, and quickly sat back down.

      Shaking my head, I listened as she pulled back and told the others I was sitting down to pee.

      “Maybe he has a medical condition?” Ria offered.

      “His dick works fine,” Meher said. “I should know.”

      “Oh?” Bubblegum laughed. “You’ll have to fill me in on that. Come to think of it, though, I once dated a guy with a piercing in you, you know—down there—and he had to sit so the piss wouldn’t come out of the holes.”

      “God, why would you do that to yourself?” Meher replied.

      I had, thankfully, finished by now. And after flushing and going out to wash my hands, I glared, explained that I’d had an erection and had to sit to avoid getting piss everywhere. After a couple of examples of Bubblegum showing me how she thought angling the hips while standing would’ve worked equally as good, we were out of there.

      Meher and I took the lead with Ria kind of between us and slightly behind, with Bubblegum in the rear. We figured that would make for the easiest illusion without too much interference in the form of people possibly walking into either of them.

      “You,” a man said, and I turned to see the bouncer from earlier. “Seen Bubblegum?”

      I frowned, glanced around, and pointed to one of the stages. “Not since she was holding the shower head for that other lady there.”

      “Damn. You see her, tell her the boss ain’t happy.”

      In my mind, anyone other than me being ‘the boss’ when it came to her sounded wrong, but then again, after that night I doubted the boss dynamic would work anyway, so I tried to push the thought aside.

      With a quick nod and a promise that I’d keep an eye out, we made it for the exit and were soon moving down the street back toward the car.

      “If you hadn’t made me cum, I’d be pissed right now,” Bubblegum said when we were almost at the corner.

      “Why’s that?” I asked, more worried about keeping an eye on the nearby bums than whatever she was saying.

      “That job paid damn good. Better than the diner and a few over.”

      “Why’d you keep the diner job, then?” Meher asked.

      Bubblegum scrunched her nose, glanced at me, then away. The others noticed it and so did I, but none of us said anything. Based on her reaction, it seemed she had kept her job at the diner because of me.

      Suddenly, the fact that I’d gone down on her become more special. And for some reason, that combined with the sight of a taco cart nearby gave me an intense craving for tacos. When we approached to see the guy closing up, I was pissed. I was about to go off on him, when Meher pulled me back, reminding me we could find tacos later, if it was that important. I sighed and let it go.

      At the corner, Ria was starting to talk about finding somewhere to train and then finding the gladiator, when a flash of light went off and several of the homeless people let out shouts of confusion.

      We turned toward the light and saw what looked like a portal fading, leaving someone in its wake. The figure was clearly a she judging by the curves of her hips and breasts, but she wore black metal armor that jutted out in spikes at points. Where her head was supposed to be, there was a glowing face plate of gold.

      Only, that wasn’t right, as she approached, I could see that it was actually the skull under the glass that was glowing gold.

      Ria spread her wings, horns glowing, and the rest of us followed suit, ready for first real fight as a team.
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      To my surprise, Meher was the first to step forward, attempting her ice attack. The enemy side stepped as if it were nothing, not even turning her skull to look as the blue energy passed by. Next, Bubblegum said, “Give me a crack at this bitch,” and thrust out her hands, but as bubbles formed in the air around the spot where the enemy had been, our opponent rolled, then darted for us.

      I prepared to take her attack, my heart thudding and limbs feeling stiff and heavy.

      Only, she was there at my side, holding my arms in place, and as the skull moved, a voice said, “I’m on your side.”

      “Not today,” Ria said as she had her, flipping her over with claws tearing—but they scraped on metal and left the woman in a crouched, defensive position.

      Again the voice came, saying, “I’m not your enemy.”

      Over her shoulder, Bubblegum was about to try another attack, but I held up a hand to her and shook my head. “Wait.”

      “Wait?” Ria said, exasperated. “We’re going to stop them, Contra, not ‘wait.’ What the fuck?”

      “I don’t think she’s here to attack us,” I said, standing my ground.

      Judging by the way the gold-skull woman was relaxing her stance, looking less defensive now, this didn’t have to end in a fight. We needed to listen to her. Regardless, we didn’t seem to be holding our own so well, anyway.

      “I’ve been sent to help you, not hurt you,” the woman said.

      “Bullshit,” Ria said, glaring.

      “Who are you?” Meher asked.

      “Call me Death Girl.”

      “Seriously?” Bubblegum said.

      “Bubblegum, shut it,” Ria chided her, earning an mused look from the skull, if that was possible. Ria turned back to this new arrival. “I’ve… heard of you.”

      “Then you might know I’m with the supers of the Citadel, that I serve Xin himself. Or… did. You’re going to need my help.”

      Bubblegum looked pissed, like she still wanted to fight, but Ria held out a hand, nodding. “Convince us.”

      “You have a car?” Death Girl said. “We need to get out of here, before they track you. I’ll tell you on the way.”

      “The way to where?” Ria asked.

      “Your next teammate. The gladiator woman—she’s actually not super far off, at the shore for a special event.”

      “How…?” I asked.

      “Just, trust me.”

      We all shared a confused look, but agreed. No matter what happened next, we needed to be on the move. This lady looked so badass, having her on our side could be a huge plus. As long as she didn’t slit our throats in our sleep. We piled into the car, a bit of a snug fit now with so many of us in there, and as soon as we pulled out onto the road, she began.

      “It started like this,” she said, and then the story went on. She later wrote it down for me, because I found it so strange, so… here you go.
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      I was dying a slow death. A horrible, stupid fucking death, thanks to cancer. There’s no point going over the horror I felt at that news, the coming to grips with the fact that I’d likely die, or how that ultimately separated me from my friends, from everyone I loved. Not through any fault of theirs I might add, but because I pushed them away in my grief.

      Often I would beg to simply see an end to it, and the doctors—as hard as they tried to help me—seemed confident that the end wouldn’t be far off.

      Then, one day, I remember opening my eyes to see the silhouette of someone standing over my hospital bed, looking at me, and there was a strange light behind them.

      “I’d like to offer you an alternative to this path,” the person said in a voice coming through as dark, but comforting. “Instead of involving you lying here on your death bed, suffering, this route will take you beyond the stars. Give your spirit a second chance, in a sense, and allow you to be part of something great.”

      “What do you mean?” I meant to ask, but it came out as more of a groan. The person got it, though, and gestured to the light.

      “Don’t worry, I’m no angel. My name is Xin, and I’m about to leave my life behind… though not for good. I’ll be taking up a new body, and was led to you and several others like you to take up this challenge. You, from Earth, others from elsewhere in the universe. And before you ask ‘why me,’ I’ll save you the trouble. It’s because of who you are, who you’ve… been friendly with.”

      I wanted to frown, totally lost. Instead, I lay there like the vegetable I was certain to become, already feeling hopeless. This being, this Xin, knew much about me already. He apparently knew something about the doctors telling me my chances weren’t great, that as I was, I likely wouldn’t even survive a couple of months.

      So whatever this guy was selling, I was already interested.

      “What I’m offering you,” he said, leaning in, “is a chance to use what’s in you, a power that you don’t understand you have… to become a warrior for the salvation of our universe. A hero. You could even say, a superhero.”

      He let that sink in a moment, while I considered how insane this sounded. He was a whack job, I was certain. Then again, I was dying. The thought of my mother’s tears when she’d learned about my cancer ate at me. I’d never be able to push aside the image of my dad’s lip trembling, the way they held me close like they’d never let me go.

      If there was a way to beat this son of a bitch, the big C word in every sense of the word, you bet your ass I wanted to try.

      So when he told me that all I had to do was think ‘yes’ and he’d take care of the rest, my mind was flooded with yesses.

      “Good,” Xin said, and then with a wave of his hand, the light expanded to take over the room.

      In that instant, all my pain was gone, everything became so bright that I had to close my eyes. When it faded and I opened them again, I seemed to be floating in a room of metal wires and walls, that same man standing in front of me—translucent. Now I could see his gray hair combed back, his black and gold robes. He held his hands behind his back, staring at me in curiosity.

      “Listen up,” he said, his voice clearer now, as if I was one less level of separation closer to him now. “This is going to be the hard part. The part where you truly commit, or don’t. But we have to know now. And before I raise the question, let me explain.”

      He faded out, so that my eyes focused on the wall behind where he’d been. I could see a body reflected in the shiny metal. But not exactly, and definitely not mine. Not even full, that body, it was a black husk of metal, only a torso with arms and a head. The head, for that matter, wasn’t complete either, but just past the neck the metal gave way to glass, revealing a glowing, golden skull beneath.

      “What…” I started, but saw the mouth still synchronizing with my words and froze.

      “At first, you won’t be in your body,” Xin’s voice echoed from all around me. “This is a very special metal, the likes of which you’ll learn to harness, the likes of which you’ll become one with.”

      “You’d have me throw away my old life to… what… live life as a robot?”

      “No,” Xin replied. “Life as something great. Shall I explain?”

      Staring at the monster of what I was to become, I almost said no. I almost told him to put me back into that failing hunk of flesh back in the hospital bed. But I couldn’t. The will to fight, a desire to prove to the universe that it couldn’t end for me so easily took hold, and I nodded. Rather, the head with the golden skull nodded.

      Creepy.

      In that instant, metal surged up around me, shifting, moving about and sparkling as it caught the light. A moment later, I was whole, the cables that had been holding me in place, gone. It was just me, standing there in a black, metal body with ridged edges and spikes on my forearms.

      “This is a body of an ancient being, in a sense,” Xin explained. “Or rather, it is the form the ancient being has assigned to you based on your mental state and acceptance. There’s no life form combined with you, or not exactly, and you lose no free will. That said, there’s a sort of essence to it, like the being’s soul, and the armor—or body—will grow, adapt. Now, take a step.”

      I did, expecting to stumble or feel weak. Nothing could’ve been further from the truth. With that first step I had more energy and power than I’d felt in the previous few months, and I was sold. Another step, then raising my arms, looking at my hands, and I nodded.

      “What next?” I asked. “What’s the price?”

      “It’s as simple as this. Back home you might have died—”

      “Let’s be honest—I would.”

      “High chances,” he conceded, appearing now in the reflection, walking around me, considering my armor. “And here, you might as well. But there is a chance that, instead, you can fight to be who you once were, only you can never really be.”

      “Then what’s the point?”

      “You won’t be, because you’ll always be something greater after this.”

      I frowned, taking another step, testing the body by throwing a punch. “Go on.”

      “We’ll have you fight an alien force that means to threaten our side of the universe. As you do, you’ll learn to harness the energy gained, to turn it in on yourself and… when you have a certain amount, you should be able to morph into your human form—temporarily, however. And maybe you’ll prefer your new form.”

      I scoffed, turning to assess my new body in the mirror. It was true that, if this was simply a body under a layer of armor, I’d be looking hot. Thin waist, a perfect ass, firm breasts. Except that it was all fake, all made from this strange metal.

      “How do I know you’re telling the truth about all of this?” I asked.

      “A sample,” he replied, and waved his hand. Light surged up from the floor and into my body, so that a moment later the metal morphed into me—but a better-looking, fitter version of me. Nude, so that I was glad to see Xin had turned away, even if technically he could maybe see the entire room without even needing to be there. “This is what I refer to. You can use the energy you gather to upgrade your metallic form, or spend it on taking on this form, when you prefer.

      He went on to explain that there was this Citadel in space, in another galaxy where beings with super powers were fighting for us, and that they needed new champions because they’d suffered a great defeat. That I could be one of these champions… and that indeed this was not a dream.

      I still had no reason to believe him, but also wanted what he was saying to be true. I was angry at the world, at the fact that if I’d been born on a paradise planet, I would’ve had the medical treatment available to easily beat the big C, but since I was an Earther, this was my fate. So fuck ‘em. More than just kind of believing Xin, I yearned for it to be true, for a second chance and for a chance to destroy whatever stood in my path.

      “I’m in,” I said.

      From there, it was like a form of insanity. I became this living weapon, this tool of destruction. He took on one of these forms as well, training me in these rooms where metal could come alive and attack from any direction. His moves were fluid, as if he were one with the rooms—and maybe he was. He’d come at me with a strike, producing metal swords from his hands one minute, long tentacles sparking with electricity shooting out at me the next.

      I learned to dodge, to strike, and to take pain.

      Lots of pain.

      That was fine though, because pain reminded me I was alive. Every time I fell, I lay there in agony, wondering if I’d get up again, and my mind returned to my childhood home. Brought back to memories of my parents. My dad lying with me on the couch, hand on my shoulder when I was sick. My mom laughing with me as I tried making chocolate milk without any help. She played along, even though I always adding whipped cream and gold fish for some reason. There were memories of those little moments, of a camping trip in West Virginia with all-you-can-eat pancakes, and more. Slices of life that reminded me of that precious reason to fight—life. Life for myself, if you could call it that, but more importantly, life for those who deserved it but couldn’t fight for themselves.

      One day, after I’d finished all this training with Xin, the time came for me to be unleashed upon our enemy. When I was out there, I never used my powers to become my old self. In part this was because I wasn’t sure I wanted to remember who I used to be. Focus was the name of the game. But also, I needed all the power I could to upgrade. After fighting off waves of enemies, I would sit for hours pulling their energy into myself, focusing it, developing my inner strength. New weapons became available, unheard of strength and speed.

      Soon I was ready for the enemy stronghold, but when I arrived, it was too late. They were making their move on the Citadel—the ruling seats of the superhero leaders in the Oram system. I made my advance, following them, attacking all I could along the way, but it wasn’t enough. The Elders of the Citadel made their sacrifice, even Xin.

      And ever since, I’ve been on the move, seeking out new enemies, doing what I could for the Citadel. I would kill them, absorb their life force to gain more energy that I could use. More power. Magic? I don’t know.

      At first, part of Xin remained to guide me, but he’s gone now. Maybe he’s out there, somewhere, having been able to transfer himself to one of these metal bodies as I did, but maybe we’ll never know.

      What I do know is that the fight isn’t over. That, and my desire to return to Earth has never died.

      Yesterday was my first time back. I used my power to see my parents in my true form. We laughed, we cried. I joined them for dinner and listened to my dad talk about his day at a data center. Do you know how many kids in the world would roll their eyes at the kind of stories he was telling me? Would pull out a fucking holo-screen and do something else, pretending to listen at best?

      Not me. Not yesterday. I absorbed every second of it, loving the fact that he was with me, that the two of them hadn’t died or something while I was gone. They didn’t understand what had happened, and that was fine. They didn’t need to. After me telling them it was better not to ask, they didn’t, focusing instead on the fact that I was back.

      But ‘back’ is a subjective term, and I knew I had to leave eventually.

      As soon as I’d walked outside, I was drawn to you all. Nobody told me what you were doing or why, but I sensed your presence, sensed that you were on my side.

      Was I wrong?

      The barrage of images that hit me as soon as I was close enough told me the answer to that is no, I wasn’t. I saw your quest, this next team member… even some other stuff you all do as a team. Not sure how I feel about that. But the point is, I’m here to help.

      I’m here to fight the enemy, at your side.
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      This ‘lady’ in her death body and glowing gold skull stared at us, waiting for an answer. ‘Death Girl’ she had called herself, and I thought it almost as ridiculous as referring to Barbie as her stripper name for her superhero epithet.

      I finally broke the silence. “You weren’t wrong. We’re preparing to fight off a massive alien invasion.”

      “Great. Where’re the rest of the supers?”

      I scrunched my nose, turning to Ria for that one.

      She shook her head. “There might be some coming, there might not be. We don’t know.”

      “You’re saying… an invasion’s about to happen, and all we have on our side is this demon-looking lady, Mr. Flanders over here, Bollywood, and…?”

      “And you,” Meher replied with a snarky grin.

      “Right…”

      “We’re fucked, aren’t we?” I asked.

      “Let’s hope the gladiator is amazing.”

      Meher glanced back in the car, eyes moving to the scratched interior from Ria’s horns, and now it was worse as Death Girl’s armor tore the leather seats.

      “I hope this whole fighting an invasion thing comes with insurance,” Meher said with a groan, and then sent the car flying again.

      “I’m not even sure how this next lady will fit in the car,” I pointed out.

      “First we worry about getting her on our side,” Ria replied, “then we figure out the transport situation. Worst case, we get rid of this hunk of shit and—”

      “Hey!” Meher protested. “This didn’t come cheap.”

      We rode on in silence for a while, reaching the edge of the city, then Death Girl directed Meher to the Oregon Coast, where a special episode of the next Godly Games was being filmed, the show in which Gloria was a prime contestant.

      So we made for the shore, Bubblegum drifting off to sleep. The idea was that, somewhere around there we’d be able to find our training ground.

      “I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, glancing back at Death Girl in the rearview mirror. “But…”

      “Go ahead. Don’t be shy.”

      I scrunched my nose, feeling really bad I’d even thought of the question. “It’s just… is that your real skull?”

      She laughed, a weird sight. “Skull and brain, soul as well, I imagine. The rest is a strange metallic substance given extra enhancements by supers who apparently knew what they were doing.”

      “Shit…”

      “Wait,” Ria said, doing her best to shift around in her seat to look at her. “That’s your real skull?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “I can see your fucking skull.”

      Death Girl stared, golden glow not as bright as it had been when we first met her. “And I can see your horns, practically see your tits, and smell your bullshit across a parking lot.”

      Ria stared, then started laughing. Loud enough to wake Bubblegum.

      “I like this one,” Ria said, and then leaned back to try and close her eyes. “One thing I gotta know, though. That day you first started as… this… did your parents come to visit you in the hospital that day, and you were without a skull and brain? The doctors just sort of shrugged and then they had a funeral? Or how the fuck did that go down?”

      Death Girl turned to stare straight ahead, her empty eye sockets eerily devoid of emotion or life, other than that gold.

      After a almost a minute, she said, “Fuck, I never thought of it.”

      “What?” I asked, realizing the other two had drifted off to sleep.

      “My parents,” Death Girl said. “They told me they thought I had died, that they’d had a funeral, but… Yeah, what the hell did they think? Now I’m curious.”

      “Well, then, we’ll have to go ahead and survive this war, so you can go back and ask them.”

      Death Girl nodded, then adjusted so that, even without eyes, she seemed to be looking at me. Then, for one brief second, there was a woman’s face there staring back with affection. She was not what I’d expected at all, with red, curly hair, skin smooth and speckled with freckles under the eyes, and pouty lips that any man would’ve loved to suck on. And just like that, the face was gone, replaced by the skull again.

      I blinked, turned to her, and she nodded, but held a finger up to her lips. As I reclined and Meher smiled my way, I smiled too, completely confused by this whole adventure. It had only been earlier that night that I’d been walking back from my shift at the diner, certain I’d pass out while watching the latest episode of the fantasy epic, Falls of Redemption. The way they kept the magic until later in the show had really hooked me, and damn, while I never thought I’d give a shit about the romantic side of it all, that’s really what kept me coming back for more.

      We must’ve been driving for a good hour or two before Meher pulled over and said she needed to switch out, so I got behind the wheel and started driving. After a few minutes, I glanced back and noticed it seemed Death Girl was staring at me. Hard to tell without eyes, but the skull was angled my way.

      “You don’t sleep, do you?” I asked.

      “No need, in this form.”

      I nodded, wondering what that could possibly be like. My mind raced with questions about her time with that super she’d called Xin and what the Citadel was, but figured I’d either learn in time, or it didn’t matter. Other questions pressed their way up more than once, such as whether she could really be considered alive at this point or not, but I stuffed those thoughts aside.

      What I did ask, though, was how much of her energy she had stored up.

      “The type I can use to transform to my old self?” she asked, voice a melodic hum to avoid waking the others. “A lot. I save it, as I’ve killed so many of the enemy, I’ve basically reached as far as I can go.”

      “So… you could walk around as the true you whenever you want?”

      She seemed to consider this, then said, “What is the true me? Who I once was? When I transform, yes, I become flesh again, become who I was… but this is as much the true me as that form ever was.”

      “But you could’ve approached us like that, instead of making us think you were trying to kill us. You could—”

      Her glow increased, and suddenly the red haired young lady was there again, only this time all of the black was gone. She sat there in the flesh, completely nude. My eyes darted away, then back, and I had to course correct as I started to veer off the road.

      When I looked back again, she was in her Death Girl mode, skull turned to stare out the window.

      “In truth,” she said, “I’d rather be judged according to this form. It reminds me of all the lives I’ve taken.”

      “Bad lives… right?” I asked.

      She ignored the question, instead saying, “When I showed you my form in the flesh, your mind was filled with other thoughts. You no longer saw me as a warrior, but as the body you’d like to press your own against. As, to put it crudely, a pussy you’d like to fuck. No?”

      I swallowed, trying to think of how best to answer that.

      “Don’t overthink the answer,” she said. “Tell me, from the heart.”

      “If you’re asking me whether my thoughts turn to sex, when I see a beautiful, naked woman,?” I shrugged. “Wouldn’t there be something wrong with me if I didn’t?”

      “Hmmm.”

      “But that doesn’t mean it makes me think of you as any less, or that I suddenly put you in some category of ‘pussy I’d like to fuck,’ or whatever you said.” My voice actually started rising, and I had to pull it back a notch. For some reason, I found myself offended at this line of thought. “Matter of fact, every man I’ve ever known who thinks strictly that way was badly burned by a woman who thought equally bad or worse to begin with. It cuts both ways, but that shouldn’t ever negatively affect a man or woman’s sexual appetite. Sexual health, really. And what me and these ladies have, or might have—soon have…? I don’t know. But whatever it is, please don’t cheapen it by making assumptions.”

      The glow returned, only enough to allow me to see both her and the skull at the same time. “So what you’re saying—Contra, was it? —is that you’d like to fuck me.”

      She turned back to the window, laughed to herself, and then returned to skull form.

      This lady was a bit off her rocker, I decided.

      “And another thing,” I started, only to hear her snoring.

      I drove in silence, then shook my head and glanced back. The skull was staring at me, seeming to smile. The laugh burst out of me, and I shook my head again at my stupidity.

      “No sleep,” I said.

      “Nope,” she replied, and we kept on.

      “Wait, if you don’t need to sleep, why aren’t you driving?”

      “First, nobody ever showed me how. Second, you didn’t ask?”

      “If you don’t know how to drive, I’m not going to ask you,” I said. “Though, if we survive this invasion, I might have to teach you how.”

      Her face formed as she smiled, then gave me a nod. “I’d like that,” she said, before the face faded again. All of this back and forth was jarring, and I started to understand what she meant about mostly keeping to the skull. It was badass, in its own way, and I started to find it very interesting that I could be attracted to her in that form.

      “Tell me a story,” I said, my head nodding as I nearly drifted off.

      “Huh?”

      “A story. If you can’t drive, at least you can keep me awake while I drive.”

      She considered this, then adjusted, leaning forward slightly, preparing another tale.
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      The story Death Girl told went like this:

      

      
        
        DEATH GIRL II

      

      

      

      Once upon a time, in a faraway land, there was a princess. Only, this princess had dreams of destroying all that was good and holy in this world. She put together teams of superpowered beings, partnering them with alien hordes, and rose up to proclaim herself ruler over all. No longer a princess, but queen of all she surveyed.

      One day, a knight arrived with a golden crown. This knight, who had been sent by a distant kingdom vowed to stop the queen at any cost. She challenged the queen to a fight.

      “Send out your greatest champion,” the knight said, in her soft, melodic voice. “If I defeat your champion, you know my power. You will back down.”

      The queen, scoffed, but with a wave of her hand sent forth a being that had the upper half of a man, the lower half of what appeared to be a six-legged horse with two tails that acted like whips. She called him Gorstran, and he was one of her many lovers.

      “Kill her fast, but make it gruesome,” the queen commanded her lover, watching with lust for blood and more, as this half-man half-beast hefted up his mighty battle axe, blue flames leaping up the blade.

      “You will have her head on a platter,” Gorstran replied, and then rode out to prove his love for the queen.

      The two fighters circled each other for a moment, the knight pulling her spiked batons from the air and then charging. Gorstran charged, too, axe held high. As he started to bring that axe down, however, the knight slid, shadows pulling her forward, so that she went right between his legs, stabbing through the first two and using that leverage to pull herself up and kick at Gorstran’s mid-section, sending him flying up and over, so that he landed face first and broke his back in the fall.

      Tails whipped out at the knight as Gorstran screamed and attempted to stand again, but it was useless. Cries of horror came from the queen at the fact that her greatest warrior and lover lay there, crippled, about to die.

      But the knight, dismissing her spiked batons and snatching away the fiery axe, first cut off only the legs she’d injured. Fire cauterized the wounds, and she held the fiery blade of the axe to the creature’s throat, just close enough to let him feel the heat.

      “Pull back now and he lives,” the knight said.

      The queen, instead, stood and called down her forces on the knight and champion alike, unable to take defeat in any form. And while the knight fought off the queen’s forces, destroying thousands of them that day, the queen retreated. Maybe she thought of it as leaving the knight to her death, but no, this knight had already died, in a way.

      When the knight left that place in search of the queen, she now truly understood in her heart, and knew that this evil woman must die. So she tracked down the queen, found her on one of her many planets, sitting on one of her many thrones with one of her many lovers’ heads buried in her nether regions, and she ended her rule then and there.

      At least she went out smiling, and the knight could finally move on to track down the rest of the evil in the universe.
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      Death Girl sat in silence, and finally I said, “Was that about you again? You were the knight?”

      “You think?” She laughed. “Of course.”

      “One story’s knight is another story’s evil hell demon, I guess.”

      She nodded. “That’s the point I’m trying to make. Look at your horned friend there, sleeping so peacefully now, trying to make amends for all the wrong she’s done. But as far as she knew at the time, it wasn’t wrong.”

      “Right.”

      “Maybe.”

      I glanced back then noticed the sign for hotels, and checked the car’s dash to see we weren’t far off. “We’ll get a hotel for the night. It’s late. Find her in the morning.”

      Ria had apparently woken during that last part. She yawned, unsuccessfully trying to stretch, and said, “Good idea.”

      “I’ll stay with the car, keep watch,” Death Girl said.

      “You don’t have to do that,” I countered. “Come on in, I mean, after our day, I don’t think we’re going to be, you know...”

      “Fucking?” Ria suggested.

      “Right. Not doing that.”

      She sighed. “Well, it does help fuel your body, keep the powers strong.”

      “At…” I glanced at the dash. “Fuck. Four in the morning.”

      “Prefer to wait for daylight?” she asked.

      “Yes, I prefer to wait, so I can have a chance to get some sleep, shower, and maybe have a bite to eat.” I laughed, glancing back at Death Girl for some support.

      She shrugged. “That’s all you guys.”

      I cleared my throat, feeling awkward suddenly, and drove toward the hotel. Soon we were pulling up in front of a place that reminded me of a cross between a log cabin and a German pub, and I felt right at home. We soon had a room, woke up Meher, and stumbled up to plop down on the beds.

      Death Girl, as she had promised, stuck to the car. I supposed it was in part to stay out of sight, but also because she clearly wasn’t okay with the sexual aspect of this situation. I wondered what Ria had in mind for the morning, but at the moment could only focus on sleep.

      Unfortunately, sleep wasn’t a complete rest. Imagine one day learning that you were going to have super powers and that the world was about to be invaded a day or two later. Now throw on top of that the anticipation of sexual exploits with a team of beautiful women. In between bouts of staring at the ceiling, rolling in my bed, and trying to ignore the fact that Meher was sleeping at my side, the dreams I was able to have involved me running around with Death Girl killing bad guys and absorbing their souls, my dick out and swinging like a three-foot sausage the whole time.

      Yeah, weird.

      “You awake,” Meher whispered at one point when I was drifting off. I turned to see her propped up on her side, watching me.

      “Somewhat,” I groaned, processing the sound of the shower.

      “Bubblegum says the crew will likely be setting up soon,

      “What time is it?”

      Meher indicated the clock on the nightstand. “Almost six.”

      “Meaning we got, like, two hours of sleep,” I moaned, turning to close my eyes again.

      “And meaning it’s invasion day,” she said, scooting toward me and wrapping an arm around me. “Also… if we want a chance at Gloria, we have to intercept her on the way to the set. My guess, there’s only one hotel she’d be at, if they put her up.”

      “Tell me there’s coffee,” I mumbled, turning back to face her.

      “I’ve got you one better,” she replied, and slipped her hand down my pants, where indeed my morning wood was waiting and ready.

      As she stroked it, I leaned back, closed my eyes, and said, “That’s… yes. But still, there will be coffee, right?”

      I opened my eyes as she squeezed it a little too hard, but then her head lowered down below the sheets.

      “This is for me,” she replied, and then, as I felt a tongue on my cock, she added, “We’ll get you coffee after I’ve had my fill.”

      Of all the days I’d noticed Meher as my neighbor, I’d never once imagined this side of her. My mind had taken me to many fun places with her, but this woman who wanted to wake up to a dick in her mouth? It was a pleasant surprise.

      “Good, you’re up,” Ria said, stepping out of the bathroom, completely nude. “Have you seen Meher ar…” Her eyes went to the bobbing sheet.

      “No,” I said, grinning wide. “Haven’t seen her.”

      Ria chuckled, nodded, and said, “You don’t want to clean up first? Bubblegum’s in there.”

      “No need,” I said.

      But then Meher pulled back the sheets, dick still in her mouth. She pulled it out. “Actually, if she wants to help wake you up…”

      I cocked my head, wondering if this was a trick. Judging from the night before with Ria and her, it wasn’t.

      “Go for it,” Ria said, going to the window and drawing the curtains in spite of still being completely naked. “I think I’ll check on our new friend in the car.”

      “Don’t forget to dress first,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Laws.” I frowned. “I don’t know, but… probably good to do. In case there’re kids around or something.”

      “Ah.” She nodded, reaching for her dress and starting to climb into it as Meher sat up, pulling her shirt over her head and then continuing to strip. I joined in, and we headed for the shower.

      “Bubblegum,” Meher said, timidly, leading the way.

      The woman was visible through the fogged glass, apparently in the middle of lathering up. She turned to us with a smile. “Ria told me all about how this works.” She slid open the shower door, eyes moving over me.

      It only hit me then, in my groggy state of still waking up, that she’d never seen me naked before. In fact, neither had Meher—not in the full light, and the same was true of both of them, in a sense. While I’d seen plenty of Bubblegum in the strip club, but the lighting and mood was entirely different from a hotel shower.

      “What’re you waiting for?” Bubblegum said. “Get in here.”

      “Oh, yeah.” I gestured for Meher to go first, my cock throbbing at the sight of her large ass as she walked past and stepped over the bathtub. She wasn’t scrawny by any means, and in fact had a bit of chunk to her. I fucking loved it. Bubblegum was sort of the opposite, almost all skin and bones but, in a way, it worked on her. Skinny had never been my thing, but as she slapped Meher’s ass and then giggled when Meher did the same to her tit, I found myself more than eager to be in there with them.

      It was a tight fit, but I climbed in, sliding the door shut behind me. They pulled me in, situating us so that we were in a bit of a train. Meher was kneeling and licking Bubblegum’s ass, while Bubblegum had one foot up on the bath ledge, pressed up against me and whacking me off from behind so that, when I finally came, it shot out onto the floor of the bath and down the drain.

      I turned and Bubblegum repositioned to send a few aftershock spasms through my body with her mouth around my cock. Meher pressed her large, wet breasts against me and licked my neck as I fingered her.

      “Finish her off,” Bubblegum said, pulling back and moving to the door. “I want to see her orgasm face.”

      “Excuse me?” Meher asked, pulling up from my neck, my fingers inside her, moving in and out.

      “With his mouth, I want to watch.”

      I was happy to oblige, though my knees weren’t super happy with the bathtub as Meher leaned back against the tub and I buried my face in her pussy. It wasn’t much longer before she was running her hands up and down her body, caressing her breasts, and moaning. Then she shot out, a nice squirt that wet my chin, and was clenching herself hard enough to turn her brown skin white under her nails.

      One more good lick and she was pushing me back, while Bubblegum laughed.

      “Something funny?” Meher asked.

      “No, I laugh when I’m happy,” Bubblegum said. “And right now, I’m ecstatic. That was hot.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Very,” I chimed in, pulling back and using the shower to rinse my chin and around my mouth, then helping Meher stand. She pulled me in for a kiss. Yeah, my mind went to the fact that her mouth had been pressed up against the other lady’s asshole not long before. But whatever, it was a shower. We were clean enough.

      And God, I loved kissing her.

      “Enough, you two,” Bubblegum said with a chuckle, and when we turned to her, she had a sly look on her face. “You… you two are more than just casual here, aren’t you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, and Meher simply clung to me, hand moving along my abs, playing with my half-erect cock.

      “I see it—in your eyes. Both of you.” Bubblegum laughed again, going for a towel. “Here I am thinking this is just casual fun with the purpose of amping up our passion meters or whatever the fuck Ria said, but you two are actually romantic in all this.”

      “We can all be romantic,” Meher said.

      “What?”

      I also turned to her, wondering just what she meant.

      Meher moved her hand to my balls, caressing the right one, tenderly. “You know, there’s no reason for this to be so casual. I’ve heard of relationships where there are multiple partners. And you two have a bit of a history—”

      “Working together,” I pointed out quickly, glancing in Bubblegum’s direction to see what she was thinking about all this.

      Bubblegum nodded. “He’s right. Jacking off my boss? Fun. Making this something more…? I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

      “But you’re not ruling it out, are you?” Meher asked.

      Bubblegum pursed her lips, met my gaze, and neither of us looked away. After a few thudding heartbeats of that, she shook her head. “No, I’m not ruling it out.”

      She walked off, toweling herself dry, and I was left with Meher. I turned to her, hands on her hips.

      “You really… I mean, you want that?”

      “A relationship? Why wouldn’t I?” She grabbed my ass with both hands and growled.

      I chuckled, but shook my head. “I mean, with more than just me. Them, too.”

      “Bubblegum, Ria…” She nodded. “Maybe? It just hit me, you know? We’re going to share each other anyway, at least for the near future, and we’ll be going through a trying time with this invasion. If we live long enough to make it a thing, we might find ourselves in a position where it’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “Don’t try to pretend you’re not interested in the idea,” she said, stepping out and finding two towels. She handed one to me. “You’re hungry, you find yourself with the option to have one fried egg, or the whole omelet. You go for the omelet.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Let me rephrase. They’re hot, you’re a dude with, from what I can tell, a healthy sexual appetite. Why are you even questioning this?”

      I laughed. “That’s a good fucking question. Maybe… because I’m worried about ruining things with you?”

      She finished drying, and wrapped the towel around her chest. “Trust me, this is the last way to ruin anything with me. I want it.”

      Considering that, I grinned. “Then so do I.”

      “Pervert,” she said with a wink, then exited.

      After all that, I needed to sit. It so happened that mother nature was calling anyway, so I took care of two birds with one stone, then thought how oddly relevant that saying was in more ways than one now. Only, stick and multiple birds.

      Finally done, I headed into the main room to find my clothes. Ria and Death Girl were there now too, both eyeing me as I entered with the towel around my waist.

      “Ready, then?” Ria asked.

      I nodded, feeling suddenly self-conscious under Death Girl’s skull gaze. It was like the way she’d shared how she really looked with me the night before had been something special, something sensual, and now I’d been sensual with Meher and Bubblegum. Without a doubt I’d done nothing wrong, but I felt guilty, like I was cheating on one side, but wasn’t sure which.

      “Well, we’re clear,” Ria said, eyes moving to my clothes draped over the chair next to my bed. “Let’s get moving.”

      Bubblegum was already half dressed, Meher moving to her clothes and dropping her towel to dress. I walked over to the chair, glanced back, and debated how best to do this.

      “Isn’t that cute,” Bubblegum said, now with her pants on and fastening her bra. “Boss man is shy.”

      “It’s not…” I started, but when all eyes moved to me, my cheeks grew warm and I was undoubtedly blushing. “Shut up.”

      “It’s true, he’s shy,” Death Girl noted. “Nothing wrong with that.”

      To show her she was wrong, but as much to get it over with, I dropped my towel, hanging out for the room to see. “There, okay? Not shy.”

      “Contra,” Ria said, hand in mock shock to her chin. “That’s wildly inappropriate.”

      Death Girl’s glowing skull angled down, clearly staring. The shyness came over me again, even more so when she said, “Huh, look at that. His balls are moving. Like they’re going for cover, sinking back up toward his body. Is that normal?”

      I turned around, snatched my underwear, and started dressing. “That’s what they do, sometimes. But more because it’s cold.”

      “Maybe,” Meher said, sounding skeptical. “Or it’s part of your new superpowers.”

      “No, I’ve seen them move around on their own like that,” Bubblegum assured the others, then paused and laughed. “Oh, you’re just fucking with him.”

      Meher threw a pillow at her and laughed. “Of course. We’re grown women, we know how balls work.”

      I had my pants on, then my shirt, and turned, ready. “Can we focus on what’s really important here? Coffee.”

      “I’m right there with you, boss,” Bubblegum said.

      “And can you stop calling me that?”

      She pouted.

      “I think it turns her on,” Meher whispered as we headed for the door. “Maybe just let it be?”

      Judging by Bubblegum’s sour expression, maybe Meher was right. Death Girl headed back to the car, not wanting the attention if others were in the lobby, but also because she felt keeping a lookout ready was practical.

      As we reached the shitty excuse for breakfast in the lobby—the old couple there staring at us like we were aliens, because Ria hadn’t bothered with illusions—I turned to Bubblegum and said, “Get me a coffee with two creams, and a muffin if they have one.”

      She looked affronted at first, then a smile crept onto her face. “Get it yourself, boss.”

      I nodded, smiling back, and went to get the coffees. “Seriously, what do you want in yours?”

      “Black.”

      “Anyone else?” I asked as I poured ours, then got the creamers for mine.

      “We’ll need to be alert today,” Meher said, glancing around. “No tea?”

      I couldn’t find any, so she took a coffee as well, and then we were off. Ria insisted her kind didn’t need stimulants, and Death Girl was Death Girl, so… yeah. Not necessary.
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      Apparently, we arrived at the beach too early, as the crew was just starting to set up the obstacle courses. When Ria used her illusion to look like one of them and ask about the competitors, she found out it would be another hour.

      So we moved away from the main area, found some sand dunes that weren’t populated, and prepared to train. Death Girl watched while Ria stood in front of the rest of us, asking how our powers felt.

      “Is it supposed to have a feeling?” I asked, suddenly worried.

      “Doesn’t have to,” she replied. “But… does it?”

      “Actually,” Bubblegum said, “there’s this tingling sensation around my nipples, is that—”

      “No.” Ria glared. “As much as I appreciate the witty remarks and childish humor alike, right now, let’s focus.”

      “My… cheeks felt cold?” Meher said. “Last night, when I was trying to sleep.”

      “And that’s irregular?” Ria asked.

      Meher nodded. “For me, it is.”

      “Good. Your powers might be starting to expand. To grow.”

      “They can do that?” I asked.

      “Yours… aren’t likely to, in the same way,” she explained. “But yes. When you’re ready for more power, maybe your next one will be an evolving power.”

      “How do you know when we’re ready?” I asked.

      She just gave me a wink and said, “When you’ve proven yourself competent. Would you do us the honors?” Ria asked, moving aside for Death Girl to step up and face me.

      Judging from the last time we’d squared off, I was in for an ass whupping. She’d been impossible to hit.

      “What am I supposed to do here, exactly?” I asked, eyes never leaving the black metal of Death Girl’s body or the spikes that were certain to tear my flesh.

      “Don’t die,” Ria replied. “Anything less than that, I should be able to heal you from.”

      “Don’t d…” I couldn’t even say the word, and Death Girl didn’t give me much of a choice. She was already plowing through the sand, using it to her advantage as it rose around her in a cloud that left me pulling back, covering my eyes. Then the first strike hit, and I was thrown through the air to land against a dune, wind knocked out of me.

      “Fuck…” Meher said.

      Death Girl paused, hovering over me, then turned back to Ria. “He’s not ready.”

      “Not like that, no.” Ria stepped up next to her, flapping her one good wing to dispel the sand in the air. “Contra, you have to do better than that.”

      My breath was coming back. I pushed myself up, coughing and rubbing my chest. “I’m not… sure what… to do.”

      “This time, instead of fighting the attack, go with it.”

      “Use her strength against her?” I asked. “Aikido style?”

      “Not at all. Embrace the attack, know that it’s going to hurt like hell… and love it.”

      “BDSM style,” Bubblegum called out with a laugh.

      Meher giggled, but at my glance pretended to look very sad and worried. She shrugged. “What? You’re going to be fine, come on.”

      “Okay, let’s do it again,” I said.

      This time, Death Girl went easy on me, and everyone knew it. She came forward with a jab and then a kick to the leg that I blocked kickboxing-style—though blocking a kick from her was like receiving a metal baseball bat to the leg. Limping back, I tried focusing on what Ria had said about embracing the attack and the pain, but all I could do was try not to get hit. The second time she knocked me back, a burning sensation hit my left side, and I remembered the fire of the guy who’d attacked Ria and me at my house. At the time, I’d let instinct take over. I’d known I was going to get hit, but had been more worried about protecting her than myself.

      Putting the training in that context, I began to understand what Ria was trying to get across. This wasn’t about countering the attacks or misdirecting Death Girl’s force, it was simply about—as Ria had said so clearly—taking the hit and the pain.

      I rolled over, charged Death Girl, and stopped two paces from her to shout, “Hit me!”

      She balked, and then did so.

      The strike was enough to send me flying backwards, I could tell from experience, but when it connected, I was merely sent stumbling a couple of steps. Warmth surged through me, sun spots showing in my vision, but only on the outer periphery. It hurt like hell, but I went back for more. Again, and again. So much pain I wanted to cry, but fuck that.

      “Come on!” Meher shouted, pointing my way. “She’s using him as a punching bag.”

      “Wait for it,” Ria replied, and I held up a hand to show I was good.

      A double punch came my way, one for the abs, the next for the jaw. I braced for it, gritting my teeth, and visibly felt something break on that second hit. But I didn’t care, because the sun spots were no longer sun spots at all, but flashing flames in my vision, bright light flaring, all of it directing my vision toward my target—toward Death Girl.

      She moved as if to strike again, but I blocked and then counter punched. My fist moved faster than I could even process it, all of the combined energy of her shots that I’d taken poured out of me and into that one strike, and as the energy of it exploded around us, she went flying back to pound into a dune. She hit hard enough that sand went flying out all around her, covering us in a cloud and then settling to reveal her still there, not moving.

      “Fuck…” I took a step forward, wondering if I’d killed her. The other ladies were staring at me with open mouths, only Ria smiling.

      I ran over to Death Girl, about to help her out, when in a flash she had managed to dislodge herself and was crawling across the sand like a lizard from hell, golden glow pulsating, growing stronger.

      This time the fuck that left my mouth was because I was certain I was about to die.

      “Enough,” Ria shouted.

      Death Girl froze, pushed herself up to standing, and nodded at me before turning off to join the others in line.

      I stood there, confused about whether I should be scared or relieved. Joyous, maybe?

      “You did it,” Ria said. “This, Contra, is how your power works.”

      “That’s a fucked-up power,” Bubblegum said with a laugh. “And if ever I wanted to fuck this guy, it’s now.”

      Meher chuckled, the worry heavy in her eyes—and real this time, but also… lust? They both wanted me, though for the former it seemed to be because of watching me take the beating, the latter because of the beating I’d doled out. Interesting.

      “You two now,” Ria said, pointing to Bubblegum and Meher. “Attack the sand dune, give it everything you’ve got while I see to healing the other two, if they need it.”

      She approached and looked me over, while the other two started attacking the sand. “That was something.”

      “It was,” Death Girl said, approaching from the other side. I kind of startled, and she let out a chuckle. “Don’t worry, I’m not mad.”

      “Even if you were,” Ria winked, “after what I just saw, I’m not sure he’d need to worry.”

      “She was holding way back,” I admitted.

      “True, but… imagine the power that would’ve hit her if she hadn’t been. That’s what I’m trying to get across. Your power comes with a price, but the harder they hit you, the harder you hit them back—and with the combined power of all the hits stored up.”

      “That could be… scary,” Death Girl admitted.

      “If you ignore the pain I have to go through to get to that point,” I argued.

      Ria nodded. “On that note, where’s it hurt? I think I heard a crack…” She stepped closer, her hand tracing my jaw line. Her brow furrowed and she put a hand on my heart, then smiled. “You have no injuries.”

      Now that she mentioned it, the pain was lingering in that numb, adrenaline way, but I couldn’t really feel any problems. Even in my jaw, where I was sure something had broken.

      “The strike…?”

      She nodded. “The power never worked this way for me, but everyone brings their own scent to a perfume, right?”

      “What?”

      “You know, natural body oils change how a scent smells on an individual.”

      I shook my head. “There is no reason I’d know that.”

      She laughed. “I’m not even from this galaxy, but that’s how it works where I’m from.”

      “Here too,” Death Girl said. At my look, she added, “There was a time, before all this, that I used perfume, don’t forget.”

      “Point being, this might be a change specific to you. A way the power adapted to your makeup. When you pushed the energy back to her, the damage left you, too.”

      “Meaning I take the pain, but the minute I send it away, I’m in the clear.” I rotated my neck, feeling fresh as I would on a morning after a good night’s sleep. “As long as I don’t pass out or die, that is.”

      “And you?” Ria asked Death Girl.

      “Me?” Death Girl chuckled. “I felt a break or two, but this body doesn’t stay broken. I’m good.”

      “You know,” Ria said, watching the other ladies practice with their ice and crazy explosion bubbles. “We might actually have a chance here.”

      “Ready for more?” Death Girl asked me.

      With a groan, I nodded and joined her for more sparring.
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      The time came for us to head back over to the set, if we wanted to be a bit early to ensure we didn’t miss Gloria. What had been a mostly empty beach earlier that morning was now full of stands, metal rigs to hold various aspects of an obstacle course, and more. Robotic building droids were moving fast, with drones in the sky ready to film it all.

      “Damn,” I said, having never been on set before.

      “You with the crew?” a man said, walking up behind us, face buried in his holo-tablet.

      “Yes,” I blurted out.

      “Good, just head over that way,” he indicated, and kept walking, barely missing a step.

      We shared a look of surprise, and did as he said. Not wanting to get stuck moving ropes around or whatever they’d had in mind, we turned right at the trailers, staying out of sight as we looked for the one with Gloria’s name on it.

      “The big one over there,” Meher said pointing, and we saw that it did indeed have the fearsome gladiator’s name on the door. Meher went up and checked, but there was no sign of Gloria yet. We decided to fan out from there and keep watch, to intercept her on the way.

      “Oh my god, that’s Rich Stevens,” Bubblegum said to Meher as they went to their spots, and sure enough the actor who’d played the lead in the Modern Necromancy movie was walking by, face buried in a script. Maybe the announcer? I hadn’t seen much of this show, so wasn’t familiar with the role he played.

      I’d almost reached the bathroom trailers when two ladies with stark blonde hair approached me.

      “Oh my God,” one said, eyes staring at me with excitement. “it’s totally him.”

      “I assure you, it’s n—” I started, but the other reached up and hugged me, large breasts pressed against my chest.

      “Sorry,” she said, pulling back, her finger going to her mouth playfully. “I’ve always wanted to hug you. Maybe… maybe you could bring us back to your trailer?”

      I was pretty sure I was blushing at that point, but shook my head. “Sorry to let you down, but really I’m just trying to go to the bathroom.”

      “Ah,” the second said, but the first lady lit up.

      “Oooh, nothing wrong with that, if you’re into it.”

      “I… sorry, no.” I quickly made my way around them. Any other day, that would have been very hard to pass up, but I had an obligation to Ria and was pretty sure neither of those two would’ve made good super heroes worth having on the team.

      Nobody else interrupted my stroll to the bathroom, and soon I was glad to be relieving myself in one of the fancy trailers. I was just starting to shake when a whistle sounded outside. I finished, tucked myself away and zipped, then went to wash my hands and glanced out to see what was up. Two guys were approaching Bubblegum. Another coming up behind her. Maybe it was nothing, maybe something similar to my little situation with the two blondes. I don’t know, but no matter which way it went, I didn’t like it.

      With a flick of my hands and then drying them on my pants, I made my way out and over to her.

      “Come on,” I said to Bubblegum, and she waved over Meher, “let’s see what they have to eat around here.”

      “Good thinking,” Meher replied. “Someone like Gloria will need her energy. We might find her at Craft Services.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s why.”

      The guys glared at me, but didn’t give us any trouble. We had made it around the trailers and just spotted the food setup, when I thought I saw Gloria so pulled the others out of the way to check. The woman looked a lot like her, but was Asian, while Gloria’s images from posters and the television looked either quite tan or maybe half black—it was hard to tell.

      “Drake?” a voice said, and I spun, ready for trouble. Instead, I saw this guy named Charlie I’d known in High School, but hadn’t seen since. “Holy shit, that’s you, man!”

      He walked over, still the tall, pompous ass he’d been back then. I was starting to feel a bit overwhelmed on the set. It was all too happening and chaotic for me. A funny thought, I realized, considering I was about to be involved in a very chaotic war. But that was different.

      “Hey, Charlie,” I said, glancing at my ladies and wondering how best to get out of this situation.

      “I’m sorry, did I interrupt something?” he asked, eyes roaming over them.

      I was about to answer, when a lady looking worn out and on her last rope emerged, took him by the arm, and said, “Who’s this, Chuck?”

      “Oh, hey, you remember Drake. From school?” Charlie held out his hand, which I shook. “Damn, it’s good to see you, man. You must be extras, too? Seat-fillers, huh?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I replied, figuring why not.

      “Wait, Drake?” The lady looked at me, then whistled. “No shit. Drake as in, Drake I went out with for a month?”

      “Linda?” I asked, suddenly placing her. “No way.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I mean, no way was it a month. Three, at least.” Good save, I thought, because I most certainly had meant no way could that be here. The Linda I remembered was the one who got away, the cute little thing I’d always wondered about—until very recently. Judging by the way she carried herself, life wasn’t so great for her now. Looks hadn’t stuck around, and since her personality had turned out to be a bit shitty, considering that she dumped me and ended up with Charlie of all people, I’d have to say I did pretty well for myself.

      “I can’t believe you dumped Drake,” Meher said, wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “What a dumb move,” Bubblegum added, playing along and taking my arm on the other side.

      “Er, yes,” Linda said, and then gave me an awkward nod before pulling a gaping Charlie away from there as she mumbled something about having somewhere to be.

      “Tell me we just had the opportunity to make you look awesome in front of your ex,” Meher said with a grin. “Because that would be pretty cool.”

      “Is that what happened?” Bubblegum said in mock surprise. “Ah, damn. I would’ve knelt down and sucked you off right here if I’d known.”

      I laughed. “There’s still time.”

      She hit me in the arm, but laughed.

      “Pull it together,” Ria hissed, and elbowed me to look where she was.

      Walking past a makeshift fence, a large woman was approaching. She was possibly the woman from the televised ninja show, but with the sweats on, it was hard to tell. She was even wearing a beanie and sunglasses, but otherwise had the tan skin and tufts of short, wavy hair sticking out.

      As she drew close though, it became clear that this was definitely her.

      “What’s the plan?” Meher asked.

      “Shit.” I ran a hand through my hair, only just then realizing we didn’t have much of a plan. “Go… tell her?”

      Bubblegum chuckled. “It worked on the rest of us, somehow. Only took you going down on me, in our case. But her? I don’t know if you could handle her.”

      “He could,” Meher countered with a glare.

      I wasn’t so sure though. As the woman approached, I realized she was even bigger than I’d thought. She was starting to remove her sweatshirt, and in the process her undershirt lifted to show off abs five hundred times more sculpted than my own. She could break me.

      Although I’d never fantasized about a woman with muscle like that, seeing her there and knowing what we had in mind, I started to get into the idea a bit. While certain sexual positions relied on my strength, what more could we do if she was the one lifting me and spinning me around, or who knows what?

      “Go,” Bubblegum said, giving me a light shove so that I stumbled forward, catching Gloria’s attention.

      “Hey,” she said, seeing me stumble toward her. “I don’t really have time, but—”

      “Oh, no, I’m with wardrobe,” I cut in, trying to think about how we’d get the most time with her. “Had a change at the wardrobe.”

      “And where’s Steven?”

      “Oh, he sent me,” I replied, then indicated the ladies. “Me and my team.”

      Gloria frowned, but nodded, walking on with me. I gave a worried look to Bubblegum and Meher, then nodded them over. Death Girl was definitely staying out of sight, and it looked like the same was true of Ria, for now.

      “While I have your attention,” I said to Gloria and checked to see if nobody else but the four of us was around, “I need to show you something.”

      I nodded to the ladies, and Bubblegum thrust her hand at a bottle someone had discarded along the side of the road. A bubble rose up and then—pop! The bottle was squished like it’d been recycled.

      Gloria frowned at it, turned back to me, and shrugged. “Neat trick…?” She kept walking. “How’s that supposed to be used in the episode?”

      “No, not…” I gestured to Meher, who jogged forward and stood in Gloria’s way before thrusting out her hand at the ground, creating a patch of ice.

      Again, Gloria frowned. “Cool special effects.”

      I groaned. “They aren’t special effects, and we aren’t with wardrobe or any other part of the crew.”

      “No shit.” She was glancing around, clearly about to call for someone to get rid of us.

      “If you’ll just listen,” I said, stepping forward. But that was a mistake. She took it for a sign of action and stepped into me, flipping me over her back.

      “Mother fucker,” Meyer said, and actually took a swing at this woman who was twice her size.

      Gloria took the punch in the shoulder, then slammed that same shoulder into Meher, sending her onto her ass. That did it. Now Bubblegum was pissed, and while I was telling them to calm down, to back off, and trying to convince Gloria to stop so we could talk, Bubblegum was actually going toe-to-toe with this lady.

      Well, she at least landed a punch for every one of Gloria’s, but after three hits, Bubblegum was staggering backward. That’s when Ria and Death Girl appeared at her side, catching her as they emerged from Ria’s illusion.

      This caused Gloria to stand, blinking, but we were too late. Security drones stopped overhead flashing a warning message, and three guards were running up at us.

      “Time to go,” I said, and we all turned, fleeing the set.

      “Over here,” Ria shouted, pulling us through the tree line so we could loop back around the set while not being in their area, though that didn’t stop the drones from following.

      We were making for the car when a form stepped out of the shadows. I squinted to see better, hoping it was someone else from High School, or maybe some other random celebrity trying to stay out of sight.

      No such luck, though. The figure came another step forward, reminding me very much of the one we’d killed in my house. The main difference was that this one appeared to be female, based on her shape and long, white hair, with green instead of blue flames. As Ria took a defensive stance, the rest of us followed suit. Apparently, we were in for another fight.
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      The woman with her green flames stepped closer, then stopped. Drones zigzagged overhead as, somewhere, their operators were likely bugging at what they were seeing. We weren’t exactly incognito anymore.

      “Where is he?” the newcomer asked, eyes scanning our little group, settling on Death Girl. “If you’re here, I think I have my answer.”

      “You probably think right,” Ria answered, “but not because of her.” Gesturing to me, she added, “Contra killed him.”

      “Thanks,” I hissed, feeling the weight of this lady’s eyes on me. “Another scout?”

      “Worse, but… basically.”

      “Fuck you,” the lady said. “He was one of us, as were you. And now what? You’ve left us… for them?”

      Ria nodded. “That’s right, Skinner, and so can you.”

      Skinner, as apparently this lady was called, spat. “You can go to hell. In fact, I think I’ll drag you down with me.”

      “What the fuck are you?” a voice said, and we turned to see Gloria there, emerging from the tree line with two guards.

      “It’s okay,” I said, holding up a hand to keep her back. “We can handle this.”

      “Handle what?” Gloria asked, mockingly, until a flash of green shot out, narrowly missing Ria as she dived aside so that it took one of the guards square in the chest. He fell back, a hole forming, dead before he hit the ground. The gladiator woman’s eyes went wide as she said, “Fuck,” and then turned to charge Skinner.

      Apparently, it was on and Gloria was leading the fight.

      While she didn’t have super powers, she was nimble as hell and knew her way around projectiles. Dodging, rolling, coming up with leg sweeps and punches, she was giving this Skinner lady a run for her money. When Skinner thrust out with a green metal blade that appeared in a flash of magic, Death Girl took over from the other side, her own blades emerging like sharp batons. She was a flurry of black metal and glowing gold, and then we started to get a sense of how badass Skinner was. The fight grew in intensity, with Skinner apparently feeding off of the energy so that soon she was moving even faster, so fast, in fact, that Gloria even fell back, looking like she’d just realized the mistake in her attack.

      I was guessing at this point she had come to the understanding that Skinner wasn’t from around here.

      With an opening, Meher tried for an ice blast but nearly caught Death Girl. Bubblegum stepped up too, but Ria pulled her hands down, shaking her head. “Not when you don’t have a clear shot.”

      I stepped in to try my thing, but after two good hits from Skinner I thought I’d die. A slice of her blade hit but didn’t penetrate, pain racking my body but also filling my counter strike to nearly full.

      Meher sent out another blast and I was worried I’d get hit, but the strike missed us all. No, I saw, her aim hadn’t been for us, but the ground behind Skinner. Brilliant. Death Girl landed two good strikes, and then I shouted in a roar that showed all the pain I was feeling, enough to get Skinner's attention and cause her to land two more strikes on me. Perfect.

      I was feeling so much pain that I thought I was either going to vomit or pass out, but my gauge was full at last so I came at her. Death Girl saw it coming and went in with a strike first, fast and pulling to the side at the last minute as a fake, so that mine could land! I nearly laughed at the excitement I felt at teamwork coming into play, but was focused on that punch landing.

      My fist hit with an explosive energy that caused Skinner’s face to go pale, her chest where I’d made impact going concave, and then she was teetering. Gloria backed away, eyeing me with confusion, while Bubblegum hit Skinner with a blast and then Ria tackled her, delivering several well-placed attacks with her claws before pushing herself up, one foot on her throat.

      “Where are the others?” Ria asked.

      “Tracking him down,” she coughed. “And when they’ve found you’ve killed him, they’ll come for you.”

      “I don’t doubt it.” Ria lifted her foot. “Now I’m going to give you one last chance. Join us. I’ve seen more than you can understand. This invasion needs to stop, and you can help.”

      “Never.”

      Skinner thrust up a hand with green metal flashing, but before it could hit, Ria’s foot had landed again, crunching down on the wind pipe with more force than seemed possible from a petite little thing like her. Gasping for breath, Skinner’s green metal pulled back into her.

      As Ria turned to go, the woman on the ground found a second energy and, as she choked to death, turned to strike. Gloria was there, though, snapping the arm, stomping on Skinner’s head, and only pulling back when it was clearly done.

      I stared at her, then at the dead alien supervillain, and let out a long breath.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “What the hell was that thing?” Gloria asked, eyeing our surroundings, motioning for us to follow.

      “What we were trying to tell you about. Supervillains from another dimension. Aliens too, or something like that. And there’re more, many more. It’s an invasion. Coming tonight, we think.”

      “Hell…” Gloria led us around the trailers to the edge of the set, then indicated the crafts services table. “And somehow you want me to help?”

      “Help, yes,” Ria said. “But more than that. We want you to be part of the team. We want to give you powers so you can help fight them off.”

      Gloria gave the dead form of Skinner another long stare, then nodded. “You’ll need your energy then, so eat up.”

      She started walking toward the set.

      “After what you’ve just seen, you’re going back?” I asked.

      Gloria turned to me with a knowing smile. “They’d get suspicious if I didn’t. Plus, it’s fun. The show must go on, but when I’m done, we’ll go together and I’ll listen to what you all have to say.”

      “You’re joining us after?” Ria asked.

      Gloria nodded, said, “Clean up the bodies,” then was off.

      “Well, great,” Meher said, then shrugged. “That turned out well.”

      “Sure,” I said, chuckling. “Aside from me thinking I was going to die, no biggie.”

      “Tacos!” Bubblegum said, giving me a wink and then skipping over to the table of food. “What? We might as well make the most of it.”

      She had a good point, so after moving the bodies out of the way and behind one of the trailers, I joined her to eat up. We brought our food over to the side of the set, and then spent the next couple of hours relaxing, having a great time while we watched Gloria and the other gladiators compete to see who was the most badass.

      The events ranged from leaping across hovering drones and swinging from mech gun turrets, to mud races and a contest of punches and kicks. The last involved each contestant charging through a field of what appeared to be mobile punching bags, having to take each out of commission before reaching the other side and slamming a wall into position that would result in a massive explosion before their opponents were able to do it first.

      As much as I enjoyed a good afternoon napping what with doing night shifts, so drowsiness was threatening to rear its ugly head, this was damn fun. I almost wanted to be down there with the contestants, but was plenty happy to be in the stands, watching. My eyes were focused one-hundred percent on Gloria every time she was in play, and I couldn’t help but watch the way her ninja spandex clung to her ass, showing off her muscular but very feminine frame. Too bad Death Girl and Ria had to miss out, not wanting to deal with the illusion for such an extended period of time. With Death Girl’s speed and Ria’s strength, I imagined both would do quite well in the obstacles.

      I was hesitant to accept that she was fully on the team, in terms of the bedroom action and everything that being on the team meant, considering she hadn’t been briefed. My cock was hopeful, as evidenced by the shifting in my pants, the warm tingling up my spine.

      As Gloria leaped across to grab a robe and swing onto a rotating ledge, Meher leaped to her feet and cheered. The bouncing drew my eyes, the smile kept my attention. She was so gorgeous, with the slight dimples and the way her full lips curled up slightly more than most the sides. Her dark eyes met mine and seemed to flash an invitation to break loose, and then she had me by the hand, pulling me up and close.

      She leaned in, shouting over the crowd. “We want her on the team. Don’t fuck it up.”

      Not what I’d been expecting to hear, but I laughed. “Hey, it’s a team effort, right?”

      Her response was to wrap her arms around me, head on my shoulder as we watched Gloria jump to a ledge above where simulated swords were slicing her way. I hoped they were simulated, anyway.

      “What if it all ends and that’s it?” Meher said.

      “As in, we lose?”

      “We die, yeah.” She pulled back to look up at me, then to Bubblegum who was leaning forward, watching Gloria with anticipation. Maybe more?

      “If this is it,” I started, not sure where to go with it, “well, I’ll be happy to have fought at your side.”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      “What?”

      “That’s so corny.” Meher beeped my nose. “If this is it, I’ll be happy to have finally had my shot at you, finally had the chance to make you moan, feeling my wet pussy around your throbbing cock.”

      “Ahem,” the old man next to us said, then actually cleared his throat. When we looked over, I thought he was going to be annoyed, but instead he gave me a thumbs up.

      I chuckled, nodding to him, and then kissed Meher on the top of the head. “Spoken like a true romantic.”

      “Did I ever claim to be that?” She grinned, licked her lips, and then whispered in my ear, now that the crowd was hushed, “Honestly, all that and the fight at your side stuff. But really, just being at your side, finally starting to understand who you are and what makes you tick. For so long I wanted that, but…”

      “You didn’t know how to say it?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah, I suppose. Maybe it’s my culture, my upbringing? I’ve always been the type that prefers when a guy asks.”

      “Right.” I wanted to kick myself a thousand times over for not asking her out all those days and nights I had thought about it. Instead, I took her hand, running my fingers along hers, and said, “We’re making up for lost time, now. Let’s make the best of it.”

      She kissed me as the crowd erupted, Gloria having just knocked another contestant off of the sky-bridge portion of the obstacle. When they settled down, we sat again too to see how she did with the rest of it.

      “Fucking hot, right?” Bubblegum said, winking my way.

      I chuckled, and nodded. “Not bad at all.”

       “I ran a marathon once,” Meher said, as if that was anything close to what we were watching. 

      “How’d you do?” I asked, trying not to sound condescending.

      She thought about it for a moment, then laughed. “Oh, damn. I was supposed to run it, but it just hit me I never actually did.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, me and my girl, Aisha got super drunk the night before and went out to the course, staggering along acting like idiots, and slept in the next morning. It never really hit me until just now that I hadn’t actually completed or even really started the run.”

      Bubblegum laughed, shaking her head. “Me, I’m more of a judo girl.”

      “You do judo?” I asked.

      She grinned. “Come at me and find out.”

      “I will,” I replied. “When this is over and there’s not a huge crowd to watch me being humiliated.”

      “Nothing humiliating about getting thrown on your back. Especially if what follows is what I have in mind.”

      I chuckled nervously, and had to take a deep breath to not get carried away with that thought.

      The final bit was in progress below, Gloria climbing up scaffolding and onto a crane that hung out over water, her competitors and her all trying to reach the flag hanging in the center. Some fell, landing with a splash below, but at the end it was her and a man slightly bigger than her in size. They commenced with what was basically a chicken-fight, hanging and using their legs to try and get the other to fall.

      Gloria released one of her hands and I thought it was over for her, but she swung around and threw herself at the guy, clinging onto him and using him to push off. She swung out, grabbing the hold above, and caught the flag with her feet before pulling herself up while the guy fell.

      Victory!

      The crowd erupted in cheers, us along with them. Gloria went and cleaned up, and met us near her trailer in her sweats, a new ninja suit underneath, it looked like. Apparently, that was all she wore. Eccentric, but I could dig it.

      “That was intense!” Bubblegum said, offering up a high five.

      Gloria eyed her. “I still don’t really know you yet, girl. But… I like your vibe, so okay.” She returned the high five, then pulled her in for a hug. “Can you believe that shit? I kicked all their asses!”

      “You were amazing,” I said, then felt my cheeks flush when all eyes turned on me.

      “Thanks…?”

      “Drake,” I said.

      “Cool. Drake.” She smiled, glanced around, and then motioned for us to follow her. “I’m clear until tomorrow’s filming, so let’s get on with the alien killing or whatever it is exactly we have in mind.”

      “You’re wearing that?” Bubblegum asked, nodding to Gloria’s ninja outfit.

      Gloria laughed. “Of course? What, you expect me to fight weird alien creatures in a skirt?”

      We all glanced over at Ria’s short, floral dress, and moved on from the topic.

      “Don’t suppose you have a ride that would fit us all?” Ria asked.

      Gloria grunted, indicating a huge, yellow Hummer behind her trailer. “Think that’ll do?”

      “Fuck yes.”
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      With Bubblegum on one side of me and Meher on my other, we were soon zooming around corners as Gloria drove the vehicle fast, totally ignoring all the stop signs. Ria—sat in the middle of the three rows on her own to allow room for her wings—shouted out the directions to our hotel.

      “You’re not worried about getting pulled over?” Meher asked.

      Gloria scoffed. “Not to sound like an arrogant bitch, but… the cops around here know me. We have an understanding.”

      “Do whatever you want?” Bubblegum asked.

      “Almost. As long as I don’t kill anyone.” Gloria thought for a moment. “Oh, and maiming is frowned upon.”

      I laughed, but stopped when nobody else joined in. Maybe she wasn’t joking.

      “Of course, we’re about to kill a lot of ‘people,’” I pointed out.

      “The cops don’t really have jurisdiction over aliens, though,” Bubblegum pointed out, leaning on my shoulder for a nap as we drove, even though it couldn’t have been more than five minutes away.

      “Wait, why would we go to the hotel?” Gloria suddenly asked, eyes on the hills to our left.

      “Mostly to have a spot to wait, to be on the lookout,” Ria replied. “Why?”

      “I have a better place in mind.”

      She took the next left, heading to the hills and leaving with the mystery of where we were going hanging in the air. As we drove and Ria filled Gloria in on the situation, I couldn’t help but stare out at the surrounding hills and city in the distance, thinking how strange that, probably tonight or, at least, within twenty-four hours, all of this would see a massive invasion. I started wondering what this could mean, thinking that maybe it would all be some big joke, like the enemy would arrive and just be one ship that our military would blast from the sky, ending it in minutes or less. Wouldn’t that be great. Or better yet, the rest of the enemy would be tiny, so small that we could step on them, squish them like bugs. Maybe Ria and the others who’d arrived were flukes… I nodded off, realizing I was starting to dream, lost in that space between reality and dreamland, when I noticed Gloria eyeing me with a humored expression in the rearview mirror.

      “What’d I miss?” I asked.

      “Ria just finished explaining the power transfer and upkeep portion of the skills,” Bubblegum said, all giddy about it.

      “So we can all imagine what’s going through her head right now,” Meher whispered next to me, hand on my leg in a suggestive way.

      “What about Death Girl?” Gloria asked. “She’s up on his D, too?”

      “No,” Death Girl said, flatly.

      “Huh, too bad. I’d have liked to watch how that worked.”

      Death Girl turned to stare at her, interrupted only by Ria clearing her throat.

      “What I don’t get, is why having him involved is necessary,” Gloria stated. “In theory, couldn’t you all just dyke out?”

      “Dyke out?” Ria asked, frowning in confusion.

      “She means carpet munching,” Bubblegum explained. “You know, girl on girl.”

      “Ah.” Ria thought about it, but then said, “Why?”

      Gloria laughed. “I’m not judging one way or the other. Hey, put a healthy cock in front of me, I’ll gobble it up. Just asking questions.”

      “I’m actually a vagi-tarian myself,” Bubblegum said, “but I just assumed this was part of it, so…”

      “Wait, as in you’re lesbian?” Meher asked, suddenly sitting up to lean forward and see her. “Seriously?”

      Bubblegum shrugged. “More like… with so much cock thrown my way working as a stripper, it became less appealing. But I still know how to work it, and have. And will, because… there’s something sexy about the bossman bringing it home.”

      “So you’re not a lesbian at all,” Death Girl said.

      Bubblegum pursed her lips in thought. “I mean—”

      “You’re not,” Gloria said, her tone ending it, almost sounding like she was offended at the idea that Bubblegum would think of herself as such.

      “Fine. What’s it called when you only go for one dick then?” Bubblegum said, reaching over to stroke my inner thigh.

      “Technically, you haven’t—” I started, only to find her cupping my package.

      Meher glanced down, eyes wide, and smiled.

      “All this talk,” Bubblegum said. “Why wait? Let’s get Gloria initiated now. In with the fun of the party.”

      “Suddenly someone’s all give instead of take,” Meher said with a chuckle. “Go on, then.”

      “Do I get a say in all this?” I asked, eyes flitting over to Death Girl, who was now pointedly looking out the window. Or maybe… the side mirror, at me?

      “You probably need a recharge,” Ria said, glancing back.

      “Wait, so… sex actually recharges the powers?” Gloria asked.

      “Intimacy,” I explained, pretty sure I had a handle on it now. “It’s like…” I paused, breathing out as suddenly Bubblegum had unzipped my pants and stuck her fingers in, fishing for my cock. Her fingers were a bit on the chilly side, especially compared to Ria’s and even Meher’s. Well, not to be compared to when Meher had used her ice, but still.

      “Like?” Gloria asked, glancing back and not seeing what was happening, I assumed.

      “Like,” another deep breath, “the blood flowing, endorphins moving and all that, work up the energy and,” my cock was out, mostly erect, Meher staring at it as Bubblegum caressed it, started stroking it, “oh…”

      “She’s doing it right now, isn’t she?” Gloria asked, and then laughed. “Just… focus. I get the picture.”

      My eyes moved to Death Girl, who I was certain was looking at me in the mirror. A hand on my cheek pulled me, and suddenly I was kissing Meher, a second later Bubblegum managing to undo her seat belt and bend over, cock in her mouth. Thankfully it was a Humvee, or there wouldn’t have been room for that.

      “You all are nuts,” Gloria said with a laugh.

      “Nuts,” Bubblegum said, pulling down my pants so she could lick my nuts. “Mmm, salty.”

      “Oh, come on,” Death Girl said, hand on her glass face plate.

      I leaned back from Meher’s kiss, watching as her hand found me too, taking my balls as Bubblegum moved back to working my cock.

      “Maybe…” I started, looking around, very aware of the glances back from all others. “Maybe we should wait?”

      “What, can’t last?” Bubblegum said as she pulled her mouth off my cock, half muffled in the action. She kept stroking it, all wet from her saliva.

      “He’ll do fine,” Meher said, and took off her belt now, bending over to go down on me. I leaned back, closing my eyes, trying to focus on not cumming.

      “Damn, these girls got it bad,” Gloria said, then groaned. “Oh, shit—it’s not them, is it?”

      I opened my eyes, curious now. “What?”

      Ria shifted uncomfortably. “That might have something to do with who I am. Ex-succubus and all. But, really… once a succubus, always a succubus. I can’t escape it.”

      “Yeah, I figured,” Gloria said with a grunt.

      “Figured what?” I asked.

      “Well, since you’re back there getting head and hand jobs or whatever from two ladies, I’ll be blunt. My pussy is wet. I’m talking water park slide ready to go action.”

      “Damn,” Bubblegum said, moving to the floor so she could lick my balls, then her and Meher were kissing between licking me, and that was even hotter.

      “Yeah, but here’s the kicker,” Gloria continued. “I haven’t really been horny in about two years. So something’s off—or on,” she laughed, “and that’s when I pieced it together.”

      “Her presence,” Death Girl said, turning to Ria. “It makes you all horny.”

      Ria sighed. “Unfortunately, and I can’t turn it off.”

      “Not you?” Gloria asked.

      “I’m not flesh,” Death Girl said. “At least, not right now. If I were to use my energy to become flesh, I imagine it would affect me like the rest of you.”

      “At least we understand now,” Meher said, moving up to lick my neck as she let Bubblegum take back over. “Not that I care—I’m having fun.”

      “A blast,” Bubblegum added, once again muffled by my cock in her mouth. “Or about to.”

      Meher giggled at that, taking my hand and thrusting it up her shirt. I happily obliged, finding her breast and bringing it out to lick.

      “Well, do you want to bring the orgy inside or keep it in the car,” Gloria asked. “Because we’re here… and I’m ready to get my powers.”

      My eyes went to her. I couldn’t imagine how fucking a woman her size would be, but my cocked throbbed at the idea.

      “I think he wants you,” Bubblegum said, pulling back and running her finger around my tip. “Fuck, this cock… I feel like I’ve been missing out.”

      “Is it so nice?” Gloria asked.

      “Let’s get inside and let you find out for yourself.” Bubblegum grinned up at me, pulling my underwear back up to cover it, and said, “You can wait, right?”

      “We should hurry,” I replied, to a laugh from Meher, who was licking my ear, her breasts in my face.

      She whispered, “And I want you inside me, this time.”

      I nodded excitedly, and we all covered ourselves to be appropriate in case anyone saw. That’s when I looked at our location and was hit by confusion.

      “An observatory?”

      Gloria nodded. “Perk of being kind of famous. It’s where I’m staying while in town.”

      “At the observatory.”

      She nodded, beaming. “It’s more fun than a hotel, and you don’t get mobbed by fans. Now get your little ass in there so we can find out what you’re made of.”

      I gulped, nodded, and made my way to the observatory doors with the others. My pants started to fall and I realized I hadn’t fully zipped them or put on my belt, thinking we’d be in quicker.

      Once in, though, I had to hold my pants up as we walked among jaw-dropping star charts, images of the various planets and star systems humanity had explored, and some very evocative Paradise Planet promotional materials. Looking at all the happy elites in their pristine clothing and robes—in some cases—with houses that looked like temples, I could almost understand the appeal. But no, fuck that. I was Earther through and through, and never planned on changing that. We made our way up the stairs, to where Gloria turned to us, grinning like a giddy woman at a chocolate shop.

      “Here’s my spot,” she said, motioning to a large mattress in the middle of the observatory floor. She pressed a button on the wall and the domed ceiling started pulling back to give us a view of the sky.

      Ria held her arms out as if waiting for an embrace from the heavens, then turned her face up and closed her eyes. Her horns glowed blue, and she sighed. When she opened her eyes again, she looked at peace.

      “I never thought I’d be here like this,” she said, turning to face us. “Among such lower quality of life forms as yourselves.”

      “The fuck?” Bubblegum said, but didn’t lose her smile.

      “I mean, as I thought of you before. Of course, I now know that’s not the case.” She turned to each of us in turn as she added, “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for a single one of you here. Understand that?”

      “Yeah,” I said, the others nodding, though Gloria cocked her head, likely still trying to get the dynamic of the team figured out.

      “So now we’re equal life forms?” Meher asked with a chuckle.

      “Well, close enough.” Ria walked over to one of the star charts, finger tracing a line. “I still can’t believe there was a time when your people believed they were the only ones in the universe. All the evidence said otherwise, and they’d wave it off to crazy people telling stories, or old myths that were simply stories. How long does it take for the same patterns to arise before someone accepts it?” She spun, running a hand through her hair, then pulling it over to her left side, twirling it in one finger. “I don’t know if I’m making the right move here, to be honest.”

      “What, siding with us?” Gloria asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “You are,” I said, leaving no room for argument.

      Ria smiled at me, nodded. “I don’t mean the correct move, I guess. I should say I’m not sure it’s the winning move. But I don’t care—because you’re right, it’s the right move. No doubts about that.”

      “You’re saying with might lose,” Death Girl said, “but you’re okay with that?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Good. But for the record,” Death Girl stepped toward her, voice solid. “We won’t.”

      We took a moment to let that sit, none of us knowing if she was joking, but then Death Girl turned to us, adding, “I won’t fucking let it.”

      “Me neither,” I said.

      “Same,” Meher added, and Bubblegum and Gloria were nodding.

      “The power of your kind,” Ria said with a wide grin. “Blind optimism. Gotta love it.”

      “Hey, we’re a team.” Gloria turned to me, and winked. “And on that note, sorry about punching you before.”

      I laughed. “Don’t do it in the heat of everything, or I might get a little too wild for you.”

      “You, too wild for me?” She shook her head. “Oh, boy… you’re in for it now.”

      She stepped up to me, standing a good two inches taller, and started pulling at my clothes. Meher and Bubblegum joined in, stripping me first, then taking turns kissing and caressing me as they stripped each other. Ria let her dress drop and turned to Death Girl, who shook her head and started off, saying, “I’ll keep watch. Somewhere else.”

      “She’ll want in, eventually,” Ria said, coming over to join us. She pulled Bubblegum aside, the two kissing and running their hands along each other’s bodies, while Meher—so small in comparison to Gloria—kissed me and then the gladiator.

      “You take him first,” Gloria said, and I felt like I was about to be handed around like a piece of meat. No complaints here.

      Meher bit her lip as if unsure, but I held her hand and lowered us down, so that she was able to straddle me. She slowly slid onto my cock, mouth forming an “O” as she did, and her warmth engulfed me, taking me to moments of bliss. I closed my eyes to focus on the pleasure, our bodies swaying like waves, our minds lost in the beauty of the moment. Lips met my chest and my neck, and I opened my eyes to see Bubblegum joining in, Ria and Gloria kneeling nearby watching, the former with her mouth on the latter’s breast.

      If not for the succubus power that caused this, I had to wonder if I’d be able to keep going like this. For years of little to none in the sexual department, was my libido working on overdrive to compensate, or was this the external influence? Did it fucking matter? Not at all.

      Soon Meher was sliding up and down, our bodies making a slapping noise, and then I had her up on all fours, going at her from behind while Bubblegum held my balls with one hand.

      “Oh, fuck me!” Meher shouted, and then collapsed in moans of ecstasy.

      Another few thrusts, and then I was out, Ria there flipping me over so that she could go down on me while I ran my tongue along Bubblegum’s pussy, warming her up. When I was about to cum, I had to pull back from Ria, saying, “Not yet,” and then lifted Bubblegum to pin her against the wall. Quick glances told me that Meher had turned her attention to Gloria, while Ria stayed with me, hips pressed against mine from behind as I fucked my former waitress. I wasn’t sure what to think when Ria’s hand crept along my ass, moving toward the center, and then one of her extremely warm fingers was playing with the hole.

      My attention was mostly on Bubblegum and her little yelps, but soon I realized the added pleasure was from Ria’s finger in my ass, and then I was full into it, just starting to orgasm as Bubblegum reached hers.

      “Not so fast,” Gloria said, stepping in and pulling me out. “You’re going to have to learn to last longer than that.”

      My cock was throbbing, heat pulsating, my animal instincts taking over. No time for jokes or playing around, I was on Gloria in a flash. Her eyes went wide as I started kissing her, hands on her ample breasts, her firm abs, squeezing her hard ass. It was different, exciting, and as my cock slid between her thighs, she let out a grunt of appreciation.

      Apparently, she liked a man who knew what he wanted. And in that moment, I definitely knew what I wanted.

      Tossing her onto the bed, I took a step to do my business, when Ria moved in between us, a finger up for me to give her a second.

      “What power do you want?” Ria asked, straddling the large woman’s leg, running her pussy up and down it while we watched.

      Gloria licked her lips, cocked her head, and said, “More power. Like a fucking tank.”

      “I got you,” Ria said, and then leaned in, kissing the woman, the light flowing over as it had with the others. She pulled away then pushed the woman back, straddling her face and motioning for me to get over there.

      I wasn’t a fucking dog. Then again, her commanding me to have sex with a beautiful woman? Not the type of command I’m about to argue with. Soon I was right in there, pushing Gloria’s legs apart. My hands traced her thighs, moving to her tight pussy. It was interesting, to note, how some pussies hung more, some with more meat to them, with hers matching the rest of her—lean, ready to grab hold of me and never let go until she was ready.

      For some, that might have been intimidating, but me? I’d always enjoyed the idea of a woman who could hold her own, and didn’t see how that could possibly threaten my manhood or anything of the sort. I was on her with my lips, my tongue, letting the moment last, building up her anticipation. Her moans let me know it was time, so I slid my cock along the edge of her pussy, then found her moist opening and slid my way in. I caressed her legs, her abs, and then went full in, leaning in to kiss Ria’s back while fucking Gloria.

      As I started to reach climax, Ria moved off to watch, to let the two of us enjoy the moment. The pause had been long enough to let me give Gloria a good ride before I had to pull back, throwing my face down to her pussy to finish her off.

      “Why didn’t you…” Gloria started between gasps, holding my hand to her pussy. “…finish inside?”

      “Really?” I asked, glancing at the others. “Isn’t that… risky?”

      “Considering what we’re up against?” Ria laughed. “Eh. But if you want to finish inside someone, you’re safe with me. Come.”

      She beckoned me over to where she sat on the other side of the bed, and then reclined, legs spread for the landing. The others had all climaxed at least once each, some more, and were now turning over or sitting at the edge of the bed to watch. In a way it was pressure that made me nervous, but it was also exciting.

      Regardless, I was so amped up by then and craving release, nothing could’ve gotten in my mind. Even the invasion itself could’ve arrived right then and I would’ve gone full steam ahead in plowing this ex-succubus.

      When my cock entered her she gripped the sheets, growled, and started rotating her hips, loving the feeling of me inside her. It felt like I’d started all over again, new energy waves taking over, our bodies moving like we were in some trance, and then she sat up, pulling me close as my body clenched, throbbing, releasing.

      Ria fell back, pulling me with her and bringing me closer to hold the moment.

      “Hot,” Bubblegum said, and I looked up to see her face inches from mine.

      Turning to the others, I realized they were all right there, staring, enthralled. Damn, that was awkward. I hoped my “O” face hadn’t been too over the top, or my grunting too off-putting. Then again, judging by their turned on expressions, something had gone right.

      “I want you to cum in me next time,” Meher said.

      “One step at a time, ladies,” Ria said, leaning up to kiss me. “First, I’d say we get cleaned up. There a shower in here?”

      “Back that way,” Gloria said, indicating a hallway past the bed.

      Meher took me by the hand, leading me after her, and I walked in a daze. All of this still felt so distant. No way it could be really happening. Her plump ass moved back and forth in front of me, a glance back showed Bubblegum’s thin frame in my blurry vision, and Gloria and Ria following. I hoped Death Girl was doing fine, but had to give her the space she wanted.

      We entered the showers, cold water at first but we didn’t care, and were rinsing each other, a whole other level of sensualness taking over, to the point that my cock started to rise again. Gloria looked down at it with amusement, but I held up a hand, really feeling the need for a break.

      “As much as I love it… next time.”

      She laughed, nodded, and finished rinsing.

      Soon we were drying off, starting to dress, and then made our way back to the main room.

      “That was fun,” Gloria said and stood, eager. “Now show me how my powers work.”

      I was exhausted, and imagined the others felt much the same. But we all stood around, eager to see how Gloria’s power would work.

      “The ones I gave you came from a super we knew as Thriedite, which basically means War Machine in the old language.” Ria glanced around, then said, “Okay, first I want someone to attack you. Death Girl?”

      We all looked around, suddenly becoming aware that she hadn’t yet rejoined us.

      “Probably keeping watch,” I said, the guilt of her being separated like this now swamping me. I was fully aware that we weren’t some schoolyard club excluding her, but still it felt wrong.

      “Fine, then… Drake?” Ria motioned. “Give her a shot.”

      “You mean Contra,” Meher reminded her, and Ria gave her a humored nod.

      “What?” I asked, looking between Ria and Gloria. “A shot of… whiskey?”

      Ria glared. “You know what I mean.”

      “We just finished fucking,” I protested. “I’m not going to hit her.”

      “Shut up and hit me already,” Gloria said with a laugh. “Don’t be a pussy about it.”

      I frowned, shook my head, and turned to the rest. “Really?”

      “Contra,” Bubblegum said, standing with arms crossed. “We’re training to be a fucking superhero team, we’re not here for a chivalry class. Man up and hit the bitch.”

      “Whoa, too far,” Gloria said. “Bitch? Really?”

      “Sorry.” Bubblegum held her hands up in surrender. “Hit the fine lady.”

      Gloria stood tall, nodded, and gestured for me to come at her.

      Fuck. They were right, of course. This was for our training purposes, and me going soft on Gloria wasn’t going to do her any good. With a deep breath and pushing aside all issues I had with it, I came at her with everything I had…

      …and was promptly deflected and thrown on my ass.

      “What’ya know, it worked.” Gloria grinned, helping me up.

      “Actually, you were supposed to take the hit,” Ria said, and shook her head. “Again.”

      I didn’t hesitate, this time turning right away for a punch across Gloria’s jaw. My fist made contact, and promptly snapped.

      “FUCK!” I screamed, stepping back, holding my arm, pulsating pain nearly crippling me.

      “Embrace it,” Ria said. “Level up, if you can. Use this moment, both of you.”

      “I don’t understand,” Gloria said, and I looked up through moist eyes, gritting my teeth, to see she hadn’t even been fazed by the strike. “Nothing. I mean, it was like a wind, maybe a slight breeze, but that’s it.”

      “Exactly,” Ria said, beaming. “You’ll be able to take a lot of damage, from strikes like that and projectiles, and the best part…” She paused, turning to me. “Can you stop with that?”

      “What?” I grumbled.

      “You’re groaning in pain. Control it, embrace it like when someone’s striking you. When we were fucking I helped you open your powers a bit, like there was a blockage I moved aside, but you still have to be the one to find the way. So… fucking find it.”

      Breathing through my nostrils, I closed my eyes, trying to do as she said. She was explaining to Gloria what sort of strikes she could take, for now, and how best to advance as soon as possible to be even more indestructible, but all I could think was that my fucking wrist was broken, maybe other bones in my hand, too.

      I flashed back to the moment when I’d first embraced the pain of an attack, what that felt like emotionally, and pushed that emotion to the front of my mind. Taking it, I thought to myself, this is my pain, I will use it as I want. Nobody controls me but me. And some other bullshit.

      But it worked!

      Suddenly I was standing there with my hand pulsating with a red light in a way that reminded me of my cock when it wanted release. My hand needed to fucking cum, and that meant in the form of hitting something.

      Ria glanced over, saw this, and nodded.

      Taking the cue, I charged Gloria and roared as I did. She saw it coming, but stood her ground. My punch hit, energy releasing and knocking us both back. For me it was like a mini orgasm, my body feeling the aftereffect of release, the pain gone and leaving me in a euphoric state.

      Gloria, on the other hand, was staring at me with wide eyes, rubbing the spot on her chest where I’d made contact.

      “Fuck, that kinda hurt,” she said. “You’re lucky you didn’t hit my tit or you’d be getting a real ass whupping right now.”

      “You could try,” I said with a grin.

      She laughed, eyes moving to Ria for an explanation.

      “Contra’s powers are like that,” Ria said. “He can embrace pain, turn it against someone else in a way that expels it from his body. You took it well because of your new tank powers, but any one of these other ladies would likely have a broken sternum right now, maybe bones tearing into their heart, ending them.”

      “Hell,” Bubblegum said, eyeing me. “I’m all for getting rough, bossman, but let’s avoid the violent foreplay business.”

      “No arguments from me,” I said, massaging my wrist. “It doesn’t hurt now, but damn, that wasn’t pleasant.”

      “Hitting me, or the pain before?” Gloria asked.

      “Neither, I admitted.”

      She chuckled. “Good, I was going to be worried if you started getting a taste for it. That said, when we’re getting a little wild in the bed in the future, feel free to slap my ass a bit rougher than usual.”

      “Oh.” I looked from her to Ria, then the others. “Is that… going to be a normal thing? Us, I mean, in the bed?”

      “I assumed,” Gloria replied, and also looked to Ria.

      “My plan was to get you together to fight off the invasion,” Ria explained. “My hope is that, during and after, we can remain a team, but that’ll be up to each of you individually. Is that what we want? I mean, do you want to stay a team? Keep doing this?”

      I laughed. “I think you all know my answer is a definite affirmative.”

      “Yes,” Meher said.

      “Goodness yes,” Bubblegum added.

      Gloria grinned, and Ria clapped her hands together. “That only leaves me with the task of showing you, Gloria, how you can throw items now and make them explode. Where’s a good spot to practice that?”

      “Actually,” I interrupted. “Speaking of Death Girl, maybe I should check on her?”

      “Good idea,” Meher said.

      “I’m so ready to kick some alien ass.” Gloria laughed like a maniac, pounding her fists together and going with Ria to where she had some old cannisters from food and whatnot, which I imagined they were going to throw through the open viewing area, or maybe the window beyond.

      Our team was coming together. I almost felt sorry for whoever got in our way.
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      I made my way down the stairs and found Death Girl at a balcony on the floor below, staring out at the sky.

      “Everything good?” I asked.

      She turned to me, shook her skull, and said, “It’s all fun and games for you, but this… it’s like a holy mission for me. Like I keep thinking maybe I’ll get my old life back, but that’s not me anymore anyway. So then what? What am I fighting for if not the grand, big picture? Some spiritual sense of destroying all that is evil.”

      “You’re like a badass monk,” I blurted out, instantly wanting to kick myself.

      But she laughed. “Actually, sort of. If you’d seen the way I collected their souls and advanced in power, or their life force… whatever you want to call the strange light I took after killing them, you’d be a believer too. I feel like Death herself, or the Grimm Reaper, I don’t know.”

      “Wow.” I tried to imagine what she had gone through, but it was so far beyond my mental grasp, all I could do was nod and try to be there for her.

      “Pity?” she asked with a scoff. “I see it in your eyes. Don’t.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that… I can’t imagine. Here I am, some guy whose normal life is interrupted, to say life is going to be exciting, I get superpowers, and suddenly a team of very attractive super ladies is all over me.” I ran a hand through my hair and laughed. “Honestly, it feels like I won the lottery.”

      “The sex and super power lottery,” she replied, then laughed. And then laughed some more, her true face showing instinctively as she did.

      There she froze, staring at her hands, then down at her nude body, and watched as it faded back to the metal armor.

      “What… just happened?” she asked.

      “I…” Honestly, my heart was still thudding too hard at the realization that she’d been standing there nude to be able to fully put together an answer, let alone realize that I had no answer.

      “I didn’t do that,” she said. “I mean, not with my powers like I normally would. The laughter came, and then… it was just happening.” She frowned, turning up to look at something I couldn’t see, and then nodded. “Strange, the powers weren’t used to do it, either.”

      “Classic,” I said, starting to understand.

      “How so?”

      “You know—the power of laughter. Though I doubt it is only laughter in this case. Maybe an elevated sense of euphoria. Maybe there’s another way…”

      She turned to me, her skull visible but if this had still been her own face then I was sure she would have been frowning. “Don’t try to trick me into… experimenting. Not until I’m ready.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that,” I said. “Maybe… a little. But not like an invitation.”

      “So you’re not inviting me?”

      I frowned. “Would I turn you down? No. Would I pressure you in any way—also no. As you can tell, I’m not exactly suffering from a lack of fun in the sheets.”

      A moment of staring, then she nodded. “And what does that say of you?”

      “What?”

      “I’m saying, what sort of man is okay with that?”

      “Shit.” I rubbed my chin. “What would it say of me if I turned it all down?”

      “So if the roles were reversed?”

      “If I was with a woman, and a team of guys was with me, and we all cared for her and she wanted all of us?” My left eye twitched, giving me away. “That’s not my thing. But I wouldn’t judge the woman. Happens all the time on Planet Kill.”

      She eyed me, then nodded. “I’m familiar.”

      “Right. Letha, the recent Ascendant. Her generals were badass, and I didn’t look down on a single one of them for sharing her, or… her for sharing them. Maybe if I were in their situation, I wouldn’t have minded, either. I don’t know. So… you’re judging me?”

      “I’m withholding judgement.” Death Girl turned to face me, arms crossed. “Simply asking questions.”

      “I see.”

      “That said…” She tilted her head. “I like you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      She laughed, the laughter again giving a flash of her true form. Covering herself, she added, “I’ll have to learn to control my laughter.”

      “Or wear something over this form as well,” I noted, indicating her armor.

      “That would be impractical, I think.”

      “How often do you actually fight, though?” I couldn’t imagine it was so often.

      With a sigh, she looked down, a shudder running through her. “More often than you could possibly imagine. It’s insane out there.”

      “As your stories have led me to believe.”

      “Right.”

      “So…” I leaned against the wall, trying to look cool. “That part about liking me?”

      “It’s less so when you’re acting cocky.”

      That golden skull turned to me, and I had to laugh at myself. Leaning there, basically hitting on a metal casing with a visible skull? Maybe I’d lost it.

      Seeming to sense my thoughts, she was starting to make a move to return to the others when she froze, then faced the sky again.

      “Incoming.”

      I looked up in time to see it—three shapes hurtling through the sky. At first, I thought they might be missiles, but as they drew closer, streams of black and green like smoke trailing them, it became clear these were more attackers. Even more so, when the first came crashing through the side of the observatory.

      The first to came through had the body of a goat—below the waist, anyway, with horns on his head. Straight away, he was leaping and striking, thrusting out with strikes that were like being hit with a mountain, but I was there to absorb a few while Death Girl did her thing. Ria was cursing as she and the others came charging down to help. She and Gloria arrived in time to meet the attack of the next one. With a serpent’s lower half and nude woman’s upper body, like something straight out of the old myths. If the fighting hadn’t gotten my heart beating fast, the sight of these two strange creatures certainly would’ve done it, but then again, I guess that after learning there was a whole race of succubus type aliens out there, there wasn’t much that should’ve been surprising.

      A third flew in moments later, wings spread wide, every bit the beautiful succubus Ria was, or so I thought at first glance. When I turned to throw a charged attack back at the goat man, though, I realized this third one was more of an incubus. It was a he, with all the trademarks of their kind, along with an extremely oversized dick flailing about as he fought. Scary and intimidating all at once.

      The incubus was putting up the best fight, though a good ice blast from Meher managed to catch its wings and send it crashing to the ground, where Gloria took him by his long, silver locks and slammed his face into the floor repeatedly. On the fourth or fifth slam, he managed to break out of it, a tuft of his hair in her hands, and sent a blast of golden light at her. The blast sent her staggering.

      “Try that on me,” I said, trying to catch him with a punch but failing miserably. He was too damn fast, but my plan worked. Kind of. The blast hit me and I absorbed it, but the pain was more than I’d been prepared for. It sent me to my hands and knees, which was enough distraction for the goat man to get in his hits. Two good punches and a knee to the face, and I was on my back, focusing on the pain.

      I knew I could make it through the moment, if I didn’t die first. Push through the pain, I told myself, blurry eyes registering Death Girl bringing the goat man to the ground with her spiked batons, then quickly decapitating him. One down, at least. Snake girl had me then, shocks going through her tail that were bound to finish me off, if not for the fact that I’d finally managed to grasp some of the pain from the golden blast. As Ria, Meher, and Bubblegum took on the incubus, Death Girl had turned to try and help me, but the snake lady was thrashing about, sending me careening into the nearest wall, slamming me into the floor. My arms were wrapped in her tail, but my legs were free, so the next chance I got I focused the pain through a kick, using my other leg to push against the wall and then stomp on the bit of the tail I could reach.

      My strike didn’t have as much of an impact as I’d hoped for, but it was enough to send the lamia trembling away from me. She clearly hadn’t expected that, and when I stood and pretended like I had another strike like that in me, it was enough to give Death Girl the opportunity she needed. The two clashed, metal spikes and batons digging into snake flesh, and in a disgusting display of gore, woman and snake were soon separated, both flailing around, screaming. The torso reached for Death Girl, spitting venom at her, but with no effect. Against anyone else, maybe, but not her.

      I charged in then with a kick to the back of the snake girl’s head, then moved aside for Death Girl to finish it with a baton through the eye. She released and the baton faded—apparently weapons she pulled from air—and turned to face the incubus.

      “For the record, I need batons like that,” I said.

      Death Girl grunted, and charged.

      I went for it, too, but the incubus seemed to be having a hard enough time, what with the ice from Meher and the way Bubblegum kept making air implode when she aimed for him. The latter hadn’t hit him yet, but kept him on the defensive. Gloria took another shot, this time enough to make her stagger back, but then she heaved up an old maintenance tool and threw it, so that the thing glowed bright red and exploded on impact, knocking the incubus to the ground. Ria was on him then, and judging by the way her wings carried her there fast, they were mostly healed! Death Girl joined her to kick the incubus back at Ria, but the incubus connected with arms out, dick swinging, energy flashing out in a way that sent us all back, momentarily stunned.

      It was like he had gripped the air, causing it to act as a cage to trap us all. His eyes roaming over his dead companions and then us, and he snarled.

      “I see you have new friends,” the incubus growled, his gold glare trained on Ria. “How’s it feel to betray your kind, traitor?”

      “In this case,” she said, standing tall. “Pretty damn good.”

      “You will fail, and I’ll laugh as I tear your corpse to pieces and feast on the flesh of your friends. Until then, enjoy these remaining hours of life. They will be your last.”

      He gave us all one final glance, then turned and in a flash was back in the sky, He’d left something behind though. At first, I thought he’d split in two, but then I realized it was like a husk of the man, similar to the way a snake sheds its skin.

      The husk knelt, hands out, and light formed in front of it, swirling at first, and then becoming a projection. In the light in front of the husk a man appeared dressed in gold, with green wrapped around him in spiraling patterns. If I were to see him on a movie poster, my first impression of him would be as a hero, or even the ultimate hero. Maybe a god of nature and healing.

      Except for the eyes. His eyes were cold, blue but deep, cobalt blue and staring in a way that spoke of hatred and death.

      “These miscreants?” the man said, looking us over. “You’d leave us for them, Ehrianthus?”

      Ria stood tall, glaring. “You could never understand.”

      “And when you and all of them are dead or slaves to our kind, there will be no need to.”

      With a shout of rage, Ria stepped forward and slammed her fist into the husk, ending the transmission and sending the remnants of the incubus to dust.

      Everyone stared at it for a moment, then outside where the figure had vanished back into the sky.

      “Who exactly was that?” Meher asked, voice shaky.

      “The incubus was our team lead,” Ria explained. “Goes by the name Ranthem. The other is Trinnar, a man above our little team. If Ranthem is gone and Trinnar felt the need to communicate, I can assume he wants to now deal with me, personally. If that were to happen, it would not be pleasant.”

      “But on the plus side,” Meher said, eyeing her, “we won’t have to deal with any of it until the main invasion arrives?”

      Ria nodded. “Trinnar travels with the pack, no doubt about it.”

      She went over to Bubblegum, checking a bloody cut on the woman’s forehead, and ran her hand over it, causing a rapid healing to begin. Meher had to take a seat, and held her stomach, where she said she’d been hit. Ria did her healing on her, too, but the rest of us were good.

      “How are they tracking you, exactly?” Gloria asked, after confirming Meher and Bubblegum were feeling better.

      “I gotta say,” Bubblegum chimed in, “the way the other one back there, and now this?”

      Ria glanced around, then turned to me and sighed. “I took something. They want it back.”

      “Oh, shit,” I said. “What? Where is it?” Looking over her body and that tight, flowing dress, I couldn’t imagine she’d stored it on her person.

      She hesitated, then moved her hands as if to form a circle out of air. Light flowed, gold sparkling light, and then she was moving faster until an object appeared in the light. Her hands stopped moving, now reaching out underneath waiting. Then the circle of light faded and the object dropped into her waiting hands. It was a simple, gold pyramid.

      “They call it a Per-Neter,” Ria said. “It’s used to help travel. As I have it, it’ll mean only a portion of their forces can make it through. Still a pretty large portion, though, unfortunately.”

      “I had a suspicion you had something up your sleeve,” Meher said, eyeing the Per-Neter with awe. “How could our little team stand against a whole invasion, but… okay.”

      “How many are we talking?” Gloria asked. “I mean, based on you taking that thing, with the force that’s left behind, what do we face?”

      Ria shook her head. “A lot. Billions.”

      “Fuck me in the face,” Bubblegum said. “Sorry, not an invitation. Just… holy fuck. Damn.”

      “Yes.” Ria turned to the sky. “Maybe a billion less because of me, but, no, we can’t take the rest alone. We’ll have to hope Earth can pull something out of its ass. Otherwise, we do what we can, then use this to get out of here when the moment comes.”

      “I’m not leaving,” I said.

      “Even if we’re all clearly doomed? Even if there’s no doubt about the enemy’s victory?”

      I nodded. “This is my home.”

      “I’ve never backed down from a fight, and don’t plan on starting now,” Gloria added.

      “Same.” Bubblegum stood tall, the petite little waitress stripper looking so much not the fighter, but the look in her eyes telling me otherwise.

      Meher stood there, looking at Death Girl, and nodded. “Nothing could take me away from the rest of you at this point. I’m having too much fun, and if it means following you to hell? So be it.”

      “And I came here for a reason,” Death Girl said. “Hell? I don’t even know if I can die, but if it’s possible and I end up there, something’s wrong with all of this. Point being, I’m in, but fuck hell—I’m not going there.”

      “I think you’re missing the point,” Gloria said with a chuckle.

      Death Girl nodded her skull. “I make my own points.”

      “Okay…”

      “Great, we’re all in to the end,” Ria said, eyes still on the sky. “The others won’t be far behind, now. Anything you all want to do one last time before it’s on? Bucket list, they call it, right?”

      “Bowling?” Meher said, and when we looked at her in confusion, she smiled shyly. “I’ve always heard about it, but never tried.”

      “Oh, in that case…” Bubblegum looked around, smiling wide. “I want to shoot a cannon at a building—you know, one of those all glass buildings.”

      “I think they’re just a bunch of windows,” I said, frowning. “Like, the window would break, but the whole building wouldn’t come down.”

      She turned to me, frowned, and flipped me off. “I don’t try to destroy your dreams. Don’t yank away mine. What is yours, anyway?”

      Grinning around at them all, I laughed. “I’m pretty sure I’m living it.”

      “Fucking pervert.”

      “Some of those things we could actually do,” Gloria said, glancing at the door. “And I’d really rather get the hell out of here, let someone else clean up the bodies. I can make some calls later.”

      “You have a body clean up person?” I asked.

      Gloria laughed. “No, of course not. But I have body guards—they must know those kind of people, right?”

      “I… don’t know.”

      “Either way, since it won’t matter where we are when the attack comes, let’s have some fun.” Ria held the Per-Neter in place, moved one hand around it until the gold light reappeared again, then released so that it floated, then she waved both hands in circles until it vanished, the light disappearing with it. “Personally, I’ve seen images of something called a Frappuccino in the minds of some people I ran into, and I’d love to try one of those.”

      I laughed. “You’re in for a sugar high, if nothing else.”

      She beamed, clearly not having a clue what I meant, but ready for it.

      “All right,” I said, waving them to follow back to the Humvee. “Let’s go get our bowling on, a Frappuccino, and… anything else?”

      Death Girl hesitated, looked around, then said meekly. “Dancing.”

      “What?” I asked.

      She sighed. “I’ve always wanted to… go dancing.”

      I had no idea where that could happen around here, or if we’d even have time, but said, “We’ll do our best,” and opened the door to let them through first.
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      If you’ve never gone bowling with a famous ninja gladiator, an ex-succubus alien, a stripper employee, and a hot neighbor named Meher, you’re missing out. We even got Death Girl in there, after Gloria bankrolled us, renting out the whole place and telling the teenager behind the counter to take a hike.

      As Gloria explained after everyone else was gone, this was perfect. Not just for having fun, but part of the city was built above a section of an old military base. Through the basement of the town hall—a couple of blocks over—we’d have access to the tunnels, and be able to hunker down in there, if it got to that.

      But for now, it was fun time. Maybe we were looking for a release after the intensity of fighting our first batch of supervillains. A way to have fun and remind ourselves we were human, after all. Well, most of us, anyway. Whatever it was, bowling did the trick.

      And it was all made better each time Ria bent over to roll her ball, a reminder that she had on no panties beneath that dress.

      “Like what you see?” she asked, sitting next to me after a good show.

      “Always,” I said, and was surprised when she kissed me on the cheek. “What was that for?”

      “For fun.”

      A simple answer. I liked it. The downside of renting out the place was we’d had the chef leave too, but that was fine because it left the kitchen open for me to have a go at.

      “You’re spoiling him,” Bubblegum said, eyeing me pointedly and then going for her ball. “Give him pussy whenever he wants it, the bossman will get bored of it.”

      “Then what, go looking for something else?” Meher asked. “I can help if it’s a little ass, but if it’s dick you turn to…”

      “First of all, no, not my style,” I said. “No offense, I’m sure I get why you all like the D, but it isn’t for me. And as for your ass being little, yeah…”

      She laughed and shook her ass at me as she prepared to bowl, then stepped forward and released. Gutter ball. She pouted, but didn’t really seem to care. In the grand scheme of things, what did it matter if she got zero pins or a strike?

      Still, when she hit five on her next roll, she jumped up and down, ecstatic.

      “Seriously though, maybe you all are a tad oversexed,” Death Girl noted, standing tall, always the sentinel. “Even with Ria’s pheromone power, I can’t imagine your bodies can keep that pace up for long.”

      Ria turned to her, a smile at the edge of her lips. “Try taking on your flesh form and finding out, first hand.”

      Death Girl stared back, giving her head a slow shake.

      Letting it go as simply as that, Ria glanced up at the scoreboard. “Contra, you’re up. Let’s see what you’re working with.”

      I hit two pins, then three, and shrugged it off.

      “Eh, better in the sack,” Gloria said with a chuckle. “Let me show you how a pro does it.”

      None of us were surprised when she hit a strike, but I started to realize all the fighting and fucking was making me damn hungry. I offered to find us some food, and headed off to the kitchen. It wasn’t the cleanest spot in the world, and nothing fancy. I thought it would’ve been nice to have been able to offer these ladies a nice meal from the diner, but made do with what we had.

      “You get lost?” Bubblegum asked, stopping at the doorway to lean against it, watching me as I looked around, confused.

      “Not exactly the diner, is it?”

      She chuckled. “Hey, I stayed out of that kitchen as much as I possibly could. Best not to show up for a lap dance later that night smelling like French-fry grease and French dips.”

      “What do you have against the French?”

      “Nothing.” She walked over to me, pressing her lips to mine and swirling her tongue around in my mouth. Pulling back, she added, “See? French kissing. Love it.”

      “Me too,” I said, cocking my head, hand going to her waist.

      She eyed it, then smiled at me. “This is how we are now, huh? Like, a real couple or something?”

      “Couple?” I raised and eyebrow.

      “Ah, right. What do you call a couple when it’s a few? Are we real few now? Doesn’t quite roll off the tongue.”

      I laughed, shrugged, and then pulled her back for another kiss. Damn, she tasted great. “So, what do you say we figure out some sort of feast for this amazing few of ours?”

      “Right.” Her hand went to my crotch, found my cock, and gave it a playful squeeze. “This ought to fill them up.”

      I grinned, shook my head. “You know what I mean.”

      “Sure, boss. Anything you say.” She turned, eyeing the area by the sodas, and skipped over.

      “What’ya got?” I asked.

      “Only the best food this side of the diner.” She moved aside, gesturing like a television show host to a pump with nacho cheese. Not the most high class, but damn I loved me some of those ghetto nachos.

      “You know,” she said, taking some of the cheese form the pump, licking it off her finger suggestively. “I really did fantasize from you sometimes. At the diner, or on my way to the club. Sometimes, when I was giving a guy a lapdance, I’d imagine it was you.”

      “I think that’s sweet…?”

      She nodded. “It is. But, there’s more. It wasn’t just sexual. Honestly, I’d be dancing there, wondering what it would be like to lounge around your house with you, the two of us in our underwear and nothing else. Maybe watching a movie, maybe doing nothing but simply talking.”

      “This is the stuff you thought about while dancing naked for starngers?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she seemed to be deciding whether that was an insult or not, but then was over it. “I shouldn’t be telling you this. Going to make your head even bigger than it is. And trust me, that’s a damn big head you’ve got there. Both of ‘em.”

      “I… thought about you too.”

      “Yeah?”

      “For sure.” I stood there, staring at her, trying to comprehend all we’d been through, not just since this chaos started, but at the diner, too. “Remember that time the power went out, and I stepped back, tripping over the mop bucket so nasty mop water was everywhere, me covered in it?”

      “You stank.”

      “I did.” Hesitating, I took a breath. “Not sure why I’d done it, but when those lights went out, I was actually taking a step back to where I thought you were…”

      “Why?”

      “I—it’s stupid.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I probably would’ve gotten in trouble, I don’t know. But it was my first instinct, as soon as the power went out, I wanted to hold your hand.”

      “Wow.” She considered me, then laughed. “That time? I barely knew you back then.”

      “I know. It just… felt right.”

      My stomach rumbled, and Bubblegum laughed.

      “You’re sweet, boss. Now let’s get those ladies some food.”

      “Agreed.”

      We went about making the food, and as I was pumping cheese on a second box of chips, Bubblegum gave me a kiss on the cheek, followed by a slap on the ass.

      “More cheese,” she said, going to fill some drink cups.

      Soon we had a tray full of nachos, and then found the chili cheese fries and nuked those up. Nothing that a few Dr. Peppers couldn’t wash down, and for Ria—a lame version of a Frappuccino, but it would have to do.

      They were actually excited about the food, all feeling famished and saying that, while they usually tried to watch what they eat, they deserved it in light of our circumstance. I couldn’t agree more, and after my second soda had to take a piss. I waited for one more shot of Ria, breathing heavy as she bent over and the bottoms of her ass cheeks showed, then I licked my lips and walked off to find the bathroom.

      It was locked, so I had to use the women’s, which surprised me with its cleanliness in a place like this. Finishing, I stood in front of the mirror, looking at the man I’d become. A man who was on his way to becoming a superhero. A man who’d just fucked four women, who was getting more action than he’d ever imagined.

      That moment was the first time I could recall where I truly felt at peace. Even knowing I was about to go up against the universe’s darkest, scariest beings—as far as I knew—none of that mattered. I had purpose, I had… love? Not quite love yet, of course, but damn this was better than any sort of relationship I’d been in. Romeo thought he had it bad after meeting his little young love? Ha. Had he been thrown into this situation, I’m sure he would’ve found some way to ensure everyone stayed alive, and that was my intention here. There was no way in hell I was going to let a single one of these ladies get harmed in the battle to come.

      On the way back from the bathroom, I found the DJ booth and realized this was it. Death Girl’s bucket list item.

      “Meher, can you get the lights?” I asked.

      She ran over and did so, while I familiarized myself with the buttons and old-school screen. A moment later, I had the place dark but with red and blue lights going around in circles, a nice slow dance song playing over the sound system.

      I jogged back over to the team where I found Death Girl, staring at me. “May I have this dance?”

      She looked down at my outstretched hand, then turned away. I thought I’d done something wrong, until I realized she had said something, and Ria was handing her the dress. Death Girl went behind one of the partitions, knelt, and while only her head was visible, she transformed into her frizzy-haired self. A moment later, she was there, wearing the dress and walking toward me.

      I met her halfway. “You look stunning.”

      Her eyes met mine, and only then did I realize they were glistening. “You… you’re sweet. She twirled, displaying the dress. “Couldn’t have you dancing with me in my armored form, or even like this, nude.”

      “Take your time,” Ria said, standing there bare naked. Oddly, she didn’t seem to be joking or sarcastic.

      I held out my hand again. “Shall we?”

      Death Girl took it and the other ladies cheered while we walked over to the center of the room. She put her hands around my shoulders, I put mine around her waist, and our eyes locked.

      “You can’t just stay like this always?” I asked.

      She considered this, then said, “Well, Ria would get cold without the dress.”

      “I doubt it,” I replied with a chuckle.

      “Truth is, I have energy to last a while, but…” She looked down, missing a step.

      “What?”

      “I thought I might save it. For moments like this.” Her eyes met mine again. “It’s corny. We barely know each other, but this… it’s getting to me. Impacting me, you know?”

      “It’s just a dance.”

      She hit me, playfully. “You know it’s so much more than that.”

      Did I? I hadn’t really been sure, but the more I thought about it, the more that made sense. This woman who had been on her death bed, given a second chance but only to go around fighting, looking like… she normally did. It had to be tough. To go from that to a simple, down-to-Earth moment like this? It could be emotional.

      It didn’t come as a surprise when she leaned up and kissed me—a soft, gentle touch of the lips, nothing more.

      I held her gaze a moment, then glanced back at Ria. “Hey…”

      “It wasn’t her,” Death Girl said.

      “Oh, I just assumed…” Looking back at her, I realized that name didn’t really fit in moments like this. “Tell me your real name.”

      Her brow furrowed and she shook her head. “No.”

      “No?”

      “I’m not ready for that. Sorry.”

      I nodded, accepting her need for privacy, and we kept dancing, the others starting to dance, too. But not Gloria. She shook her head and pursed her lips when Meher asked, so instead Meher and Bubblegum danced together while Ria did a sexy, nude dance on top of one of the tables.

      “Any pointers for me?” she asked Bubblegum.

      “Uh-oh, the gauntlet has been laid down,” Meher said, slyly.

      “Gauntlet?” Gloria perked up. “Hell no. If there’s a contest, I’m winning. What is it? I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Strip show,” Bubblegum said, laughing, and took the table opposite Ria. “And it’s not a contest.”

      “It pretty much is,” Meher said.

      “Then get your ass on a table and do your thing,” Bubblegum countered, starting to strip, eyes on me.

      I gulped as both she and Gloria did so.

      Death Girl saw me looking and shook her head. “What if the invasion comes while you’re doing that?”

      “Then we fight them off like this,” Meher said, throwing her now exposed breasts around. “See how they defend against the mighty breasts of Meher!”

      It wasn’t until then, when she and Bubblegum started cracking up, that I noticed the bottle of tequila they were hiding.

      “Come on,” I said, about to chide them.

      “Only a swig each,” Meher insisted, handing me the bottle. “To calm the nerves.”

      I held up the bottle, then took a swig myself. They had a point. It would help.

      “Get up there,” Death Girl said, and stepped back, smiling. “Go on, before they start to get the impression that strip dances are only for females.”

      “Aren’t they?” I asked.

      She started to lower her dress, pretending to strip, but transforming to her metallic form as the dress fell. Her face faded to the skull.

      “Okay, okay,” I protested, “but only if you let me see that pretty smile.”

      Her face returned somewhat, more and more as the I took a step onto the table, completely as I started to undo my shirt. The other ladies cheered.

      “Like this,” Bubblegum said, totally naked now all but for her panties, teasing the string as she swayed her hips.

      “Go on, like that,” Death Girl said, grinning up at me. The rest were all cheering and mimicking Bubblegum, as into each other as me, it seemed, but Death Girl had her eyes focused on me, and nowhere else.

      “It’s not really fair if you don’t join in,” I said.

      She frowned, shook her head, and motioned for my pants to come down. Maybe it was the one swig of tequila, or maybe I wanted to show her I could be fun. Either way, the pants came off, my bulge very visible as I swayed with my hips.

      With a laugh, she did a little dance, pretending to throw money my way.

      “Now you work down like this,” Bubblegum said, lowering her hips as she pulled at the panties, “to take them off while still looking sexy. And raise that ass…”

      The other ladies did, and there I was, dancing in my undies with four nude women and me in my undies, pitching a major tent, while Death Girl clapped to the music, grinning wide.

      “You missed a step,” Bubblegum said, shooting her panties over at me. They landed at my feet, and all of them—even Death Girl—started chanting, “Strip, strip, strip!”

      “Come on,” I protested, waving them off, about to step down.

      “You show me yours, I’ll show you mine,” Death Girl said, and she stepped over to the table, up onto a chair, eyebrow arched.

      I nodded, helping her up to the table. She did it for me, grabbing my boxers and pulling, so that I was out for the room to see.

      They cheered, and when I spun around to look at Death Girl, I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or apologize when my dick slid across her leg.

      Her leg. I glanced down in realization that it hadn’t been the black metal of her suit, and then followed that leg up to see that she was indeed her human self again, fully nude, dancing sensually less than a foot away from me. Behind her, Ria was smiling wide, watching as she retrieved the dress.

      “Whoa,” I said to Death Girl.

      She nodded. “Whoa feels about right.”

      The other ladies were laughing and doing their dance thing but all I could think about was this beauty in front of me. Her hair downstairs was ginger like above, wavy, not trimmed in the slightest but wild in a sexy, she didn’t give a fuck sort of way.

      And her breasts. Nothing big, but not small either. Perky little nipples that I would’ve loved to suck on. My eyes rose to her face and I stared at her lip for a moment, wanting to nibble on it, but then met her eyes and felt ashamed. All this time I’d been taking in her body while we danced, she’d been staring at my eyes. I had no way of knowing, except that she was staring so intently, it felt true.

      “This is…” she started.

      “Amazing?” I offered.

      She nodded, and accepted my embrace as I pulled her close, my cock pressed between us, firmly against her hip. Her breasts met my chest, and then she looked up at me. “I was going to say too much.”

      “Oh.” I let go, taking a step back to apologize, but apparently that was a step too far. Air moved around me and it took about as long as the fall did to realize I was going over, slamming into the floor, and lying there groaning.

      She was the first at my side, the others right behind, so that when I opened my eyes, still groaning, there were five nude women leaning over me.

      “I could get used to this,” I said, and laughed.

      “What the fuck?” Bubblegum said. “Did you seriously just fall off of that table? Tell me you jumped.”

      “He fell,” Death Girl said

      “Poor baby,” Meher added, and as they were all huddled over me, a hand groped, finding me, and I realized I was still hard.

      Meher and Bubblegum shared a mischievous look, and then Gloria glanced back and I realized what was happening.

      “I see,” Ria added when she caught on, and started running her hands over my chest.

      “How’s our patient, nurse? All better?” Meher asked.

      Bubblegum laughed. “I’ll tell you after I get a sample, doctor.

      Death Girl, however stood up, returning to her metal shape, and started walking off.

      “Are you okay?” Ria asked before I got the chance.

      Death Girl paused, looked back at us, and said, “In case the invasion comes. I’ll be on the lookout.”

      I started to get up, but Meher pushed me down again, pressing her body to mine and smothering me with kisses.

      The sound of closing doors pulled me to my senses, and I held up a hand. “Ladies… I hate that I’m saying this but, maybe this can wait?”

      “What?” Bubblegum sounded genuinely confused, hands running up and down my legs.

      “She’s part of the team,” I said, gesturing to the door. “Don’t you think—I mean, shouldn’t I check on her?”

      The others looked at me as if they couldn’t believe I was saying to stop. Hell, I was hating myself for it already, but not as much as I’d hate myself if I let any one of these ladies walk away without making sure they were doing okay.

      “If it were any of you…?” I said, and that did it.

      “Hurry back, or there won’t be any left for you,” Meher said, then turned to Ria. “Didn’t we do just do this? How often, or how strong, is that pheromone power of yours?”

      Ria laughed as Bubblegum buried her face in her crotch. “As far as I’m concerned, the perfect amount.”

      I couldn’t argue with that, as I jogged over to the door.
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      It was only when I’d reached the bowling alley door that I realized I had left my clothes back by the orgy of women. Still, I pushed it open, glancing out.

      “Boo,” a voice said and I startled before turning to see Death Girl, standing inside the doorway.

      “Dammit,” I said, putting a hand to my chest to calm my heart. “You scared me.”

      “I have that effect on people.”

      She was in her metal and skull form, adding extra meaning to my statement, a meaning which I hadn’t intended.

      “About that,” I said, gesturing over to the little orgy still going on.

      She shook her head. “I get it. Trust me, I do. It’s a lot to process, and… I’m more of a monogamy type, to be honest.” She went to the doorway again, staring out. “You do realize your cock’s still sticking up while you talk to me, right?”

      “I—damn, sorry. It’s just that you ran off, and I thought we were having a moment.”

      “So you came over to see if I wanted a good fuck before the fight, is that it?” She turned back on me, still the skull, the glow intensifying. “Is that right, Drake? You want to fuck me now? Like this?”

      I took a step back, having clearly offended her without realizing what I’d done wrong. Instead of walking away or trying to back pedal, though, I went for the honest approach.

      “What would any guy do in my shoes?” I asked. “I mean, of course there’s that primal instinct in me, that physical side that finds you intriguing… and yes, even, odd as it may seem, when I can see your skull. Clearly this is a different world we’re living in than before, but… did I come over to fuck you?” I glanced down, realizing how much my body spoke to that assumption, but shook my head. “No, I didn’t. I came to ensure you were okay. To check on you, nothing more.”

      She considered what I’d said, then looked back at the sky. “I want to tell you more about who I am. Would that be okay?”

      “Of course,” I replied, stepping up next to her. “That’s why I’m here, to know you.”

      She laughed, nodded, and then began to tell me more of her story.

      

      
        
        DEATH GIRL III

      

      

      

      Before the big C came along, I was like anyone else, you know? Happy in general, pissed that my job took up so much of my time, but glad to be able to pay the bills. I would drive around coordinating events, sometimes concerts, which was the most fun. Had a boyfriend for a bit, but you don’t want to hear about him. Real asshole, who was there for the fun, enjoyed one too many drinks way too often, and basically bailed when we found out I was sick.

      There was a time, before that, when I really started to think he might be the one. A time when I sort of stopped hanging out with my friends, didn’t even make much time for family. I was swept away by life, right? Only to find out soon that none of what I thought mattered, and that I’d pushed aside the really important parts of my life.

      Maybe I would’ve felt differently if I’d ended up marrying that dick, had kids and grown old. Who knows? Maybe I should’ve stopped blaming my job and made time for my family—no, not maybe. I definitely should have. If he’d been worth keeping around, he would’ve been there to make sure I did.

      That right there should’ve been the first sign.

      Anyway, he’s gone, right? I’m in a hospital bed and it’s like two weeks after I first found out I was dying, fast… A life lesson that you should always get yourself checked, because if we’d found it sooner, my chances would’ve been much better. So yeah, dying fast.

      In comes my dad, this old Irishman, you know the type—droopy cheeks that were entirely too red for his pale face, always smiling. Or maybe always smiling when he saw me? Not for a second did he cry, or even let on that he was losing a daughter. He came in, sat next to me, and started telling me about everything going on in his life lately, asking me about how my job had been, and then told me a story about the cutest dog he’d found and was watching until they could locate the owner.

      “Where’s mom?” I asked.

      He put a hand on mine, and said, “She’ll be here soon, honey.”

      Not once did he show sorrow, and that was exactly what I’d needed that day. A reminder of the joy we brought each other. Not pity, not the bullshit I’d expected, like him feeling sorry for himself for losing a daughter. Of course, I knew he was going through that, and of course it was a fucked up situation. But at the moment, I needed to feel alive, even if I soon wouldn’t be.

      So it was such a contrast when my mom showed up a good five minutes after he left, arriving with some man that she left out in the hallway. She’d left my dad, apparently, and he hadn’t even hinted at the fact, other than that brief hand touch as he had explained that she would be along soon. That’s all. He so wanted me to feel what it was like to be there with him, to be living life—and maybe needed that for himself, too—that he put his personal issues aside.

      And I don’t know, maybe that’s how I want to be in life, right? I was about to die, but I laid back, trying to pretend to listen to everything my mom was going on about as she made excuses about why she’d left my dad. All I could think about was how I could change the world if given another chance. How I could make a difference.

      How funny that my chance came in the form of a metal body and glowing skull.

      Still, it was a chance, and when the supers from the Citadel in the Oram system showed up, I accepted. Every time I fight, I try not to think about the bullshit, about the killing, or about all the sorrow caused by the fact that I couldn’t be everywhere at once, that I couldn’t stop all the bad things from happening. Only some.

      It’s those some that matter, and those people who we can affect who will forever remember it.

      Funny thing is, I never once thought back about the asshole who left me, not until now. And only now to think how he failed in so many ways compared to you, and that… that means a lot to me.
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        * * *

      

      “So…” Death Girl said, returning back to her naked, flesh self again. “You really didn’t come here to fuck me?”

      I gulped, but held her gaze. “That’s right.”

      “Then put that meat popsicle away,” she said, and actually laughed. “It’s damn distracting.”

      I chuckled, nodded, and then ran off to find my clothes. Halfway there, Death Girl cursed, then shouted out, “Hey, everyone, we have company.”

      Bringing my jog to a pause, I stood there, hesitating, and then realized she was staring up at the sky. Shit. I grabbed my clothes, sprinting back to her as I started to throw my shirt on first, then my boxers. At her side, I looked out at the sky as I did up my pants, and at first only saw clouds, dark gray like it might rain.

      Then I saw the first of the ships come by, darting across the sky, followed by a second. Large, black, and followed by many more.

      “It’s starting,” I said, turning to see the other ladies, coming up behind me in various states of undress and unease. None of that mattered though, because sex was, as insane as it was to consider, the last thing on our minds.

      The invasion was here, which meant we were going into attack mode.
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      As the others dressed, Ria had me turn on the bowling alley’s televisions and tune into the news, so that we could see what was happening. When the first explosions started in Europe, then some in the states, she turned to us, worried, and said, “He’ll be here soon.”

      Gloria, I couldn’t help but notice, was staring with wide eyes, hand trembling slightly. I stepped close to her, hesitant. “You… okay?”

      She grunted in response.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘Yes, but sure could use some of that tequila right now.’ No?”

      This time, a slight smile showed. “I’m not much of a drinker, honestly. Especially when I’m about to be put to the test.”

      “Hey, this?” He flipped off the screen. “A bunch of aliens and whatever? Fuck ‘em. It’s just another show, just another set of contestants you need to defeat if you want the title.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yes. We go out there, we compete, we win.” I grinned, actually feeling the confidence of my own bullshit. “Simple as pie.”

      “Key lime, or lemon meringue?” She laughed. “Damn, it’s been a long time since I had pie…” Gesturing at her body, she added, “You don’t look like this by eating pie. Or… nachos or chilly cheese fries either, for that matter.”

      “Lemon meringue,” I said. “But same here—not to be in shape, or not as much as you, anyway. More that I wouldn’t know where to start. I sure as hell aren’t going to eat what we serve at the diner, because there’s no way it could compare with Aunt Evelynn’s.”

      “Thanksgiving with the family?” She waited for my nod, then said, “Same here. Only mine was Aunt Trudy.”

      We watched the screen for a moment, more ships arriving, the other ladies giving us our moment or maybe too wrapped up in watching to care about our pie talk.

      “Listen, Gloria?”

      She glanced over, waiting, all reservations about me now gone from her gaze.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re on the team.”

      “Because you’ve always wanted to fuck someone who can beat you at arm wrestling?” She held up her hands to stop me form answering. “Kidding, kidding. Me too. And… thanks.”

      I held her gaze a moment longer, but when part of Cairo exploded and the ladies gasped, our attention returned to the invasion.

      “Where do we begin?” I asked, looking up as even larger ships kept appearing in the sky. “We can’t exactly fly up there and just start taking them on.”

      “No,” Ria admitted. “But we know they’ll come for the Per-Neter, and that they’ll be bringing a substantial force this time.”

      “A ship?” I asked.

      She nodded. “That’s my thought. From there, we do what we can.”

      We watched as more ships flew by, then turned back to the news to see the military retaliating and a news anchor talk about how Space Fleet Marines were inbound from the outer realms, promising to do their part. Would it be soon enough, though? Maybe if we did our job right, and the Earth military could at least try to hold off the enemy.

      Even as that thought hit me, though, the first wave of Earth ships was blown away by what looked like solar blasts, too bright for the screen to show. It was only seconds between the blast and the arrival of the first ship outside of the bowling alley.

      “They won’t want to simply obliterate me,” Ria explained, waving everyone into position. “Because that would mean they’d lose their precious Per-Neter. So stick close, fight at my side, and the most they can do is to send their troops against us.”

      “Our best bet is the old base,” Gloria said.

      Ria nodded, turning to me.

      For some reason, I led the way. It wasn’t that I was the strongest there. Definitely not. Did the equipment between my legs give me license to lead? Of course not. But maybe the side of me that had managed a diner somehow equated that with managing a team of rising super heroes against an invasion. The idea was laughable, I now know, but at the time I was waving them all out, telling them to move it, fast, and I charged toward the town hall.

      And something about taking leadership causes others to listen… until you realize you have no idea where you’re going, as was my case.

      “Gloria, which way?” I shouted, head swiveling as I looked for signs of the town hall.

      “Third building to our right, and back one street,” she hissed at my side. “Keep it up, you’re doing great.”

      I grinned, thankful for the save, and motioned everyone on.

      Two ships landed back by the bowling alley as we turned a corner. That told me their tracking system had a delayed effect, or they hadn’t been able to course correct as we ran. If we stayed on the move down here, they wouldn’t be able to know exactly where we were. More ships appeared overhead, though, and the ones that had landed while we were still at the bowling alley had finally let out, their cargo of supers charging into the streets as two spotted us.

      “Keep moving,” I shouted, and turned toward the building I now saw clearly to be the town hall. There were tourist signs around it, indicating the history of the base from the Great Wars. People had gathered in the streets to stare at the ships overhead, some screaming and running or hiding. A car careened past, nearly hitting me. Another plowed into Gloria, but crumpled and stopped, while she was only knocked sideways a bit. I had to admit slight jealousy—why hadn’t Ria given me that power? I’d have to have a talk with her about it at some point.

      Shots hit from the pursuing supers and the nearby cops turned on them, not even noticing us, even with our unillusioned ex-succubus and Death Girl. Good thing, too, because I wasn’t about to put up with their shit. We charged inside, made a right to go past a little museum with a miniature of the city, and found the roped off entrance to the old base.

      “Hey, you can’t go in there,” a guard with a crazy afro said, glancing up from a holo-screen tv that was floating in front of him.

      He started to stand, but Gloria stepped forward. The arch in his eyebrow showed instant recognition.

      “Listen, Mr….?” she started.

      “Mitchell,” he said, then indicated his nametag with the straw of the large slurpy I now noticed him holding. “Er, Elliot.”

      “Listen, Mitchell,” she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We’re going down there.”

      “You are?” He was enthralled, and it was kind of cool to see Gloria using her celebrity status and friendly nature instead of her sexuality to achieve this result.

      Then she added, “Because there’s a fucking alien invasion going on outside, so… maybe you should stop watching that ninja shit and walk outside. Better yet, run, hide… get out of Dodge until this is over. Got it?”

      He blinked, clearly confused, and swiped his screen to show the news. The slurpy dropped from his hands, splashing over Gloria’s pants, as he said, “Oh shit.”

      She nearly clocked him for getting slurpy on her, but Ria pulled her back, as she hissed, “We need to move,” and then we were all charging past the rope, going down old, rusted stairs, explosions behind us as we descended into darkness.

      “On it,” Ria said, her horns glowing bright and a ball of blue light forming around her hand, then commencing with the rotating around her outstretched wrist thing.

      “Wait,” I said, turning back to the rope, now dangling on the floor. “Do we have anything more than a rope to keep them out?”

      “He’s right,” Gloria said. “If they didn’t see us come in here, they’ll figure it out before too long.”

      Ria shook her head, frowning. “Not… not that I’ve given anyone here, nor have access to myself.”

      “But you do have the power in there,” I said. “You just… didn’t give it to any of us.”

      Death Girl moved back to the entrance, scanning the situation. “There are two starting toward this building. We better move, quick.”

      “Shit.” Ria motioned us to follow, but paused when I put a hand on her shoulder. “We don’t have time for this, Contra. We have to get down there, lure them in, then pick them off a few at a time. At least, until we’re ready to make a move on one of the ships.”

      “Give it to me,” I replied.

      “What?”

      “The power. I’ve been with mine the longest here, and have started to get the hang on how to handle what I’ve got. I can take another.”

      She scoffed. “It has the potential to kill you, or maybe drive you insane even if you live. To try so soon—”

      “It’s necessary.”

      “Actually,” Meher started down the stairs, calling over her shoulder, “it’s not. You’re thinking we have to protect the Per-Neter. But as Ria just said, our goal is to kill them off, to do real damage. This is bigger than us hiding.”

      Damn, she was right. I nodded, man enough to admit when I was wrong.

      “Fine, but… this better work. I’m not letting another billion or whatever number it is of enemies through to help the overwhelming force already trying to take out my planet.”

      Ria nodded, accepting that as enough, and we all charged down the stairs. We emptied out into the first room, one where several passages led out, and here Meher paused, turning back up the stairs when we were all down.

      “Why stop having fun at the bowling alley?” she said with a grin. “Let’s go Home Alone on these mother-fuckers.”

      I couldn’t believe she knew that reference, and was even more pleased to see her icing the stairs. Bubblegum chuckled, the rest of us moving off to a passage on the left. Meher joined us and Death Girl lingered at the doorway, gesturing us through. Two seconds later there was a yelp, two supers slipping down the stairs and landing with thuds on the ground, followed by a quick, suction sound as Death Girl impaled each of them.

      Two down.

      “Did that happen in this Home Alone thing?” Death Girl asked, following us through the passage.

      I chuckled, nervously considering the danger we were in. “Not exactly.”

      “Was that a quivering in your voice?” Meher asked, and we entered another open area, this one with a side room leading off of it, that looked like it had been used for planning, or maybe storing gear. We paused here, and Meher came up to me, kissed me on the cheek, and said, “Remember, fun. Make it fun.”

      “You want me to try to enjoy hiding out in a dark, confined space, while supers or aliens or whatever are trying to hunt us down and kill us?”

      She considered this, then shook her head. “I want you to have fun running around in the dark with a bunch of hot ladies, saving the world one life at a time. Life taken, that is.”

      I pursed my lips, then laughed. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Let’s set up here,” Ria said. “Until the next batch comes, then we can close that door,” she indicated the door on the far side of the room, leading to another passage, “with us on the other side, Move, find a new place to ambush them, and keep going like that.”

      It sounded like as good a plan as any, so we went to it.
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      Waiting to ambush our soon-to-be-attackers, I stood my ground. “We need more powers.”

      “I explained this,” Ria replied, then turned to Death Girl. “You have a sensor?”

      “Scanning system, yes,” Death Girl replied. “A group of four, moving in pairs and incoming.”

      Ria nodded. “Good. We can handle four.”

      “Help us,” I said. “Power us up, guide us in the inner core stuff you spoke of. How to get stronger at our powers, so that we might get more.”

      “Using them effectively is part of it,” she replied. “But there’s more than that. There’s letting yourself loose, finding that natural point where your body reaches out for the power instinctively instead of you forcing it.”

      “Haven’t we been doing that?” Hasn’t the lovemaking and all that amped up our passion levels to where we’re more open or susceptible to this stuff?”

      “You don’t understand,” Ria growled. “You don’t know where these powers come from. What it means to take a new one.”

      “Help me, then.”

      She glanced back at the door, then flexed her wings even though they wouldn’t be much use down there. “Where I come from, nobody sees themselves as the bad guys. Empire builders, maybe. Conquering for the point of unification, you get the picture.”

      “Sure.”

      “And yet, lines are crossed every day. Lines many of us don’t think about, lines that, when I looked into the mind of a super from the Oram system, I understood made all the difference. How could my kind, for example, go around sucking others dry of their powers, leaving them as useless—no offense to the state I found you all in—simple ones. That’s the word we have for beings without power. The simple, some say. How many times would a man take his own life upon learning his powers were gone? And how often would we use that power, maybe give it away, without so much as an afterthought to that life that was at a minimum, destroyed?” She shook her head, long and hard.

      “Not often, I’m guessing,” Death Girl said. “For the others.”

      “The others…” Ria glanced up, nodding. “But sometimes we, too, would go mad. Sometimes we’d take on more powers than we were ready for. We’d go from sane and powerful but not knowingly evil, to extreme levels of insanity and pure evil. Once the powers took an incubus I knew, and that man was no more. He tore through a village doing the unspeakable, and then came against us, even had me in the air at one point, held by invisible shackles, swords forged of flame rendering flesh, and he stepped into the pain of it all, absorbing it… loving it. If not for my own powers at that time, my ability to appear dead right before the moment of striking, he likely would have ended me. Instead, I ended him.”

      “It was his power you gave me,” I said, voice low with the realization.

      She nodded. “After seeing what he became, the gift I received soon after felt like a blessing. To be done with all that horror. But then it became clear I needed something more than to just be done with it all. I needed to fight it.”

      “Bringing us to this moment,” Meher said, standing tall and heroic.

      “Right.” Ria gave her a humored glance, then turned to me. “I’m not ready to have one of you turn as he did, and at my hands no less.”

      I nodded, trying to understand. “Fine. But… how will you know when we’re ready?”

      She scrunched her nose. “Only you can tell.”

      “Well then,” I held my hands out. “I’m ready.”

      “Fuck, Contra,” Gloria said with a chuckle. “Did you listen to a damn thing she said?”

      “Yes. But I also have to wonder… how insane was he? He turned against a village, then went up against his team.” Eyeing Ria pointedly, I raised an eyebrow.

      “Fuck me,” Ria said.

      “You think he might not have been insane, after all?” Bubblegum asked. “Well, damn. That kind of throws a wrench into it all.”

      “He might have been,” I admitted. “But it’s also possible he became more clear-headed. Gained enough power to reach a level of enlightenment, maybe, where he was finally able to see that line. That line that has caused you,” my eyes stayed on Ria, “to now turn against your kind as he did.”

      “Don’t say that,” Ria said. “Dammit, don’t…”

      The sorrow in her eyes finally registered for me, realization hitting. As much as she had turned against her people, it wasn’t simply because she’d realized what they were. She hated herself for what she’d had to do to that incubus, because she had feelings for him. When he died, instead of blaming herself, she blamed her people. Add that to the images she’d taken from supers in the Oram system and whatever else she was going through, I started to understand where she was coming from.

      “You already know all of this,” I said, letting the words hang out there.

      She nodded. “Maybe. Maybe not exactly know, but… wonder?”

      “I’m sorry,” Bubblegum said, coming over to put a hand on Ria’s shoulder.

      Ria nodded, and when she looked at me at that moment it felt different, like she was seeing me and the ghost of this incubus she’d maybe once loved as one and the same person.

      “Give it a try,” Death Girl suggested. “Worst case scenario… I put him out of his misery.”

      Everyone turned to her, startled.

      “What?” she looked at me, skull unwavering. “A joke.”

      “But not really,” Gloria pointed out. “Because if he did go insane and try to kill us… we would have to kill him.”

      “Ah, right.” Death Girl turned back to the door. “I’m not the best at jokes. Either way, we might want to hurry, they’ve found the other bodies.”

      Ria took a step toward me, pulling me in close the rest of the way. A hand went to my cheek, eyes staring into mine with an intensity that wouldn’t have made sense if I hadn’t known what I did then. “What sort of power would you have?”

      “A complimentary one,” I said. “One that gives me a weapon while I’m waiting for my charge?”

      She nodded, forehead against mine. So close that I could smell her sweet, citrusy breath. “Look inside, find all of the pain you’ve ever felt, and embrace it. Not only physical, but emotional.”

      I blinked. “For the upgrade?”

      “Do it. Quick.” She tilted her head, bringing her lips to brush against mine, barely. “And when you do, focus on those moments of passion, combining pain and pleasure. See them as one.”

      “Kinky,” Bubblegum whispered, but nobody else commented. All tense, waiting for the enemy to come our way.

      I did as she said, hands going to rest on top of hers, very aware of her presence, but going back in my mind to pull on my memories. What pain? For a moment nothing came, but then my chest twitched and I was wrenched back to a memory, one where I caught someone I’d thought was a good friend of mine going at it with a girl I’d been dating. Nothing huge, but the memory was there, along with the memory of that confrontation that ended with me punching him. Odd, that my emotions with the memory came through as more guilt over hitting him, than losing him as a friend. Then there was the cousin who they’d found dead in the woods, never an explanation. Frustration over that, over the fact that we couldn’t get answers. A feeling of hopelessness and unresolved sorrow. The empty spot in my heart that my cousin had once occupied. Digging deeper, in a matter of seconds I was pulling up everything I could possibly recall, embracing the pain of those moments, and trying to piece that together with the physical pain and pleasure I’d recently experienced.

      And then I waited.

      Voices sounded. They were coming.

      “It’s not enough,” Ria said, forehead still pressed to mine. “Focus, stay with it—harness it.”

      “I’m trying,” I replied through gritted teeth.

      She pushed back, pulling her hands away, and shook her head. “Sorry… you’re not there, yet.”

      In that moment, the enemy attacked. They pushed through led by two more of those goat men, and I was beginning to get that they were some race from this other system out there in space. In addition to them, there was a winged creature, not at all like Ria. This one was bent over, moving on all fours, but rising to attack with a tongue-like projectile, sharp and spinning that emerged from the smooth, curved membrane of a face. Last to enter was a cyborg-looking mother-fucker, a fucking mountain of a man with cannons on his shoulders and blasters on each arm. What he didn’t seem to have, at least, was any sort of close-combat attack other than his fists. An oversight on their part, especially in close quarters like this.

      Gloria and Death Girl had been the first to meet the attackers, while Bubblegum finally landed a good shot with her power that caused one of the goat men’s heads to implode. A disgusting sight, but I was a bit preoccupied with the way Meher’s ice didn’t do a damn thing against the cyborg, and the winged creature was holding its own against Death Girl. Gloria took a few quick strikes from the remaining goat man, but then managed to snatch it up by one of the legs and use it like a club to knock the winged creature aside. The spinning tongue cut into his ally and Ria was there to finish off the one with wings by ripping off his head.

      She tossed it aside, and at my look said, “Rendens are known for their weak necks.”

      “Of course.”

      The cyborg had aimed in at me just then and I braced for it. Only, Gloria leaped in, catching its firing arm and slamming her head into its nose. Both stumbled back, as apparently this thing was tougher than she’d planned on, and that’s when I took my chance. I charged in, got in two good punches to a soft spot on its side, then braced for its return strike.

      It came, and I took it like a champ. My body hit the wall behind me, then two more strikes from the remaining goat man. My legs gave out, but I could take this, I could—a scream interrupted, and I looked up to see that a shot had just hit Bubblegum, taking off one of her arms! The arm lay there on the ground, limp, while she stared in horror at the wound. At least it had shot her with something that cauterized the wound as it made impact, because blood wasn’t gushing out.

      Thrashing out and knocking the goat man on his ass, I stood in a rage, emotion boiling through me, about to explode. Except I didn’t let it. A realization took hold of me that this was how I could grab hold of my pain, by taking it to the boiling point and then devouring it, making it my bitch.

      With that thought, pulling it all forth, the emotions from before and so much more, a burst of energy hit me and I realized my skin was glowing a faint yellow. Not quite gold.

      “Welcome to the next stage,” Ria said, and she had the goat man’s throat in one hand, squeezing as she lifted him off the ground. Her other hand took me though, pulled me in for a kiss, and the light of power rose up from her chest and carried over to me.

      She pulled back as she ripped the enemy’s throat out, blue blood dripping and covering her hand, then turned to me and wiped the blood on my cheeks.

      “What the fuck?” I asked, too horrified to respond.

      “Power over blood,” she said, “can be both terrifying and amazing.”

      As she said the words, that blood on my cheeks started to sting. My instincts worked this time, though, as I embraced the pain. When she pointed at the last of the enemy and told me to give it a try, I did.

      “Pull on the power of the blood,” Ria said, “turn it into what you want it to be.”

      As little sense as this made, I thrust out and focused on the blood of the fallen goat man so that it barraged the cyborg in the form of a horde of small creatures. Basically, the blood became a group of little elf-like beings, all red and kind of looking like large, red gummy bears. The little blood elves swarmed over him, charging up his legs, entering his armor and going into his orifices and crevices, and immediately he started screaming, the writhing of his body setting off his guns which were shooting all over the place.

      Gloria leaped forward and took hold of his arm, aiming it away from us, back the way we’d previously come from, so that the shots were tearing up the wall in the other room, anywhere but at us. Meher got him with ice, finally, so that his legs froze in place. Then I tried something I’d read about in a book once, causing the blood to boil. Only, either the book hadn’t been specific enough, or I hadn’t recalled, changing the heat levels of blood took it right out of me. As his blood started to boil from the inside and the attack from the blood creatures continued from the outside, I suddenly became incredibly cold.

      “Shit,” Ria said, putting a hand on my neck and sending warm, healing pulses through me. “Don’t pull that when I’m not around.”

      The cyborg collapsed, but as I let up, not being used to my new power, or else being unable to hold it long, it gave him the chance to catch his breath momentarily. However, I wasn’t done yet. I looked up at him, made eye contact, and then pulled on the elf-blood army that I’d sent to attack him. Since, by now it had mixed with his own blood, the result was nasty. It was spurting out from his eyes, nose, ears—basically anywhere it could. Cracks formed in his cheeks, and then exploded, but I thrust out a hand and stopped it before it splattered all over us so that there was a wall of blood there. He made a gurgling sound and I threw the blood back on him, so that as he collapsed, covered in a blanket of red. Not quite blood, anymore, I realized, but almost a gelatinous substance.

      I couldn’t believe it had been me to take down the cyborg, but there he was, dead by my hand. I was seriously impressed with my new powers, too. They were insane. I couldn’t begin to imagine the potential. For a moment I stood there, proud, until Bubblegum’s whimpers registered and I remembered her arm.

      Ria dashed over to her, about to heal the wound as best she could, but Death Girl held out a hand as she knelt beside the cyborg.

      “Wait,” Death Girl said, and then cut into the cyborg, detaching its fully metallic arm from the body.

      “Oh, hell no,” Meher said, eyeing this. “That’s… AWESOME!”

      “What is?” Gloria asked, more grossed out than anything.

      “No reason to waste the arm,” Death Girl said. “And… I can make it work.”

      Ria looked up at her in awe. “Are you sure?”

      Death Girl nodded, and kneeling next to Bubblegum, she asked gently, “Do I have your permission?”

      Bubblegum clenched her teeth, eyes wild with pain, and nodded.

      Next thing I knew, Death Girl nodded to Ria. What followed was difficult to watch, knowing the shock and pain that our companion was suffering. In a swift movement, Death Girl removed what remained of Bubblegum’s arm, as Ria used just enough of her healing power to allow Death Girl to do what she needed to do. As she lifted the cyborg’s severed arm to the spot where it would fit on Bubblegum, something that looked like liquid metal oozed from Death Girl’s right hand and attached the new limb to her body. I stared in shock, unable to believe this was happening. As Bubblegum’s eyes rolled back in her head, Ria took her by the cheeks and kissed her, sending yet more healing light into our fallen comrade. She was giving her another power!

      I had to reach out to Meher to steady myself, and she wrapped her arms around me, smiling as if we were witnessing a meteor shower or some other beautiful natural phenomenon. Honestly, she was starting to worry me.

      “You’ll be okay,” Ria said, stepping back

      Bubblegum’s eyes flashed green, then returned to normal as she looked down at the arm, flesh suddenly closing around the metal where it hadn’t yet healed. Her eyes darted over to me, then the others, before returning to stare at Death Girl.

      “It’s done,” Death Girl said.

      “This…?” Bubblegum looked at the arm, as she slowly worked the new fingers. “What have you made me?”

      I had to admit, it looked kind of insane on her. This metallic arm with built in guns, the cannon on the shoulder. This petite, badass waitress I’d known so long now wasn’t the type I’d ever imagined as being a weapon of destruction, especially of the cyborg variety.

      “Don’t worry, it’s hot,” Meher said.

      Bubblegum’s head snapped around, finger pointed at Meher. “That’s hardly the p…” She stared, but then realized she was pointing with the new cyborg finger, arm moving as she willed it.

      “We can always remove it,” Ria said, with a nod from Death Girl. “Find you something more fitting someday. But for the fight at our doorstep, this will prove extremely valuable, I imagine.”

      “And the power you gave her?” I asked.

      “It took,” Ria replied. “The pain, the way she was handling it told me she was ready.”

      “Guessing by what it did, a healing power?” Gloria asked.

      Ria nodded. “In a sense. It’s more like a regenerative power, meaning self-healing only, but it doesn’t apply to only flesh. Lose part of your heart, regenerate it. Clothing, metal attached to you? Same. In fact, judging from what I remember of who had that last, the arm might adjust per your liking, given time. No need for a replacement.”

      Bubblegum stared, processing this, and suddenly a smile spread across her face. “I’m probably the most badass person in this room right now.”

      Ria laughed, glanced around and nodded. “The blood power I just gave Contra is pretty intense, but… seeing as I made you almost immortal, yeah.”

      “But I mean, you decapitate her, she dies, right?” Meher asked.

      “Yes. But—”

      “I fucking dare you,” Bubblegum said, pointing her arm and making a plasma blaster appear at its side. She laughed, put the thing away, and said, “Well, what’s everyone standing around for, don’t we got places to be?”

      Death Girl scanned. “Nothing, except… Wait. One. Maybe.”

      “One maybe?” I asked, moving over to the wall, and chancing a glance out the door. “You’re not sure?”

      “It’s faint, like not really there, but at the same time, definitely there.”

      “A ghost,” Ria said.

      “A ghost?” I shook my head, trying to comprehend this.

      “Not a real ghost, of course,” she explained. “They’re basically beings that can exist on another plane of existence, in a sense, and often do before an attack. They can sense our location, and cross over at the moment of attack while staying out of harm’s way until that instant.”

      “And we’re about to get haunted,” I said, gesturing everyone to move. “That way, then. Let’s see if we can avoid it.”

      “Good idea,” Ria said. “Or… we could go into its plane, or dimension, and take it on. Shouldn’t be a problem once we do.”

      Death Girl groaned.

      “Been there before?” Ria asked.

      “Half the souls I have are probably from the ghosts. They’re… prevalent, in the right places.”

      Ria’s eyes went wide. “Don’t tell me… you? You’re the ghost hunter I heard so much about?”

      “Some called me that.”

      Ria grinned, hands on her hips. “Well damn, ladies and gentlemen, we have a celebrity in our midst. If Trinnar knew he had a chance at you, he’d be down here now with everything in his arsenal.”

      “Still wouldn’t be enough,” Death Girl said, her skull seeming to smile.

      “I believe it.” Ria frowned then, running a hand through her hair, she gestured back the way we came. “Fuck it, I mean—you all are advancing faster than I thought, and we have the legendary ghost hunter in our group. Why should we be the hunted?”

      “You’re saying we turn this around?” I asked.

      “Go on the hunt?” Meher added, squeezing my arm in anticipation.

      “Death Girl?” I asked. “And Bubblegum? We’re up for this?”

      Bubblegum stood and flexed her new arm, then laughed. “Fuck yeah. I want payback.” Her eyes purposefully avoided the spot on the floor where her old arm lay.

      All eyes turned to Death Girl, who was staring at the ground. At the arm.

      “What do you say?” Gloria asked.

      “It’s not fun there, where the ghosts reside, but…” She turned to Ria. “It will help them, won’t it? If I can collect the souls, and distribute them out instead of to myself. I’ve never done it, but in theory…”

      “Yes,” Ria said, thoughtfully. “It might act to speed things up. Kind of like filling them with additional spiritual energy to accelerate the process. In fact, that’s exactly what it is.”

      Death Girl nodded. “Then I’m in.”

      We were going on the hunt, apparently transferring over to the ghost plane, whatever that meant.
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      All we needed to do, it turned out, was activate the Per-Neter to enter this ghost plane, another level to our world that made everything switch. The downside, Ria explained, was that it would also act as a homing beacon to the other ghosts. Or more like a mating call, without the mating part.

      “Sounds like a bonus to me,” Meher said. “If that means more souls for Death Girl, and more advancement for us.” She glanced over at Death Girl. “About that name—”

      “Don’t bother,” I said, holding up a hand to cut her off. “Already tried.

      Death Girl simply grunted, nodding for Ria to get on with it.

      “Here goes, then,” Ria said. She called forth the strange pyramid-shaped device, explaining that, instead of unfolding it to make it work in a traveling sense, this was much simpler. She held it out, and then flipped it.

      The effect was like being on a rollercoaster that had just gone upside down. A second later all felt normal again, but it certainly didn’t look it. Although we were still in the underground bunkers of the former base, our surroundings were now filled with a red haze, like mists traveling through walls, and everything seemed to have its own glow.

      Strangest of all, was that when I looked at any of our team, I could actually see through them, somewhat. Turning to Meher, there seemed to be some sort of X-ray effect at work here, so that was as if she weren’t wearing any clothes at all, but clearer and all red. Under that, I could almost make out her organs and bones. Creepy, to say the least.

      Her eyes roamed down and she grinned. “As fucked up as all this is, at least I can see how it’s hanging. So… don’t have to ask.”

      “Eyes on the prize, huh?” Bubblegum asked, joining her.

      “Grow up,” I said, as if I hadn’t been looking their way a moment ago, and I turned to face the exit. “Where’s this gho…?”

      The question faded, because there was no reason to ask it. Past the wall, there was the very clear vision of a being, large, shaking as it moved, coming our way.

      “Now that we’re on the same plane we’ll use the same attacks as always,” Ria said. “Stick to that, and work our way back out to the main room. The name of the game has changed—lure them to us, kill en masse. Got it?”

      “Fucking A,” Bubblegum said, guns emerging from her arm as she checked the ammo she had available for her various weapons. Some didn’t even need it, relying on energy and recharges from the air and motion to build up shots. Badass.

      Once we were on their plane, these ghosts weren’t so terrifying. Anticipation often seemed worse than the real thing. The so-called ghosts were scary to look at, sure, with their flowing black robes and eyes of purple or red. Reminding myself that they were part of the alien invasion, not otherworld spirits, helped. They pulled at magic of blue, while others were more like balls of muscle that attacked in chaotic spasms. Nothing we couldn’t handle, though.

      Meher really got to practice her ice skills, throwing walls and freezing them where they stood, causing them to shatter when shot or hit hard enough. Bubblegum was going between learning how to use her new guns to causing little explosions—which worked especially well against them when they’d been frozen by Meher. Ria held back at first, mostly working the edges to ensure we weren’t surrounded, but when she saw how quickly we were dealing with the bastards, she joined in the fun.

      To be honest, it was Death Girl and Gloria, though, doing the majority of the damage. Gloria was using broken rubble and metal that had been the result of the cyborg shooting up the place before we’d dealt with him, and she leveraged it to cause explosions at the back that took out large groups of ghosts at once, while Death Girl moved like the shadows, darting about and avoiding attacks from both sides as she tore through them with her batons, gleaming gold light flowing into her skull with each kill.

      The way she fought was a beauty to behold, when she wasn’t moving too fast for the eyes to process. My blood magic, I found, could be used by processing the fallen ones’ blood into spears that would rise up and penetrate those nearby, not always killing them but doing some good damage.

      Ghost bodies were piling up, filling the entryway to the point that I shouted, “How’re we going to get out of here?”

      “Not so fast,” Gloria said, checking the room as she picked up one of the large rifles the ghosts had dropped. It worked in the same way as one of the guns on Bubblegum’s cyborg arm—energy based, and it worked really well on the ghosts.

      I was about to be jealous, when Bubblegum said, “Contra, heads up.” Turning to see a rifle flying in the air at me, I almost braced for pain absorption, then realized she’d tossed it to me. “No reason to not have a way of starting the blood flow yourself.”

      “Fucking A,” I replied, grinning like a madman. “Thanks.”

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      “What, so soon?” Ria asked, but then held out the Per-Neter again. “Simple.”

      She turned it over and that dizzy feeling hit again, followed by the world returning to normal. It was a relief to see normality again, and to know that the ladies couldn’t glance over whenever they felt like it to see how it was hanging. Maybe they were giving me a hard time, or maybe they really enjoyed looking. Either way, I’d prefer to keep that for the bedroom. Or intimate moments, anyway.

      What struck me was that the entryway now appeared to be completely empty of ghost carcasses. In fact, two supers were there, instantly falling as first Death Girl struck, and then Gloria a moment later. The evil supers hadn’t been able to see us while we were in the ghost dimension, and all the ghost carcasses were also on that plane, so no longer existed here.

      “Remember, if most ghosts appear here, they can get the jump on us,” Ria stated as we made for the exit. “But Death Girl can spot them with her sensors, and we can always go back and forth with the Per-Neter, so we should be good.”

      Heading out, we found the guard, Mitchell, lying in a pool of his own blood. That screen was still running though, hovering in front of his dead eyes, showing the news that would never be of interest to him again.

      “We going to power up?” Meher asked. “I mean, I feel amped. I’m ready.”

      “First, we need to steal a ship, then we’ll be on our way to make it happen,” Ria replied. “We’ll have a few minutes of down time, when we won’t have to worry about being attacked at any moment, at least until they realize their ship is being piloted by us.”

      I paused beside the guard, knelt, and took the wrist device that controlled the screen so that it now appeared to float in front of me.

      “Ladies,” I said, “you might want to see this.”

      They joined me and we watched news coverage showing what was happening in Red Square. It appeared that a team of supers were fighting another group of supers. There was a man with lightning shooting out from him going up against some super with a massive hammer, others around them including a lady who seemed to have fox ears and at least two or three fox tails—it was hard to see just what she was doing as she was moving so fast. Explosions lit up the square as mechs joined in the fight, and a whole barrage of other beings of some kind appeared on the scene, but were being swatted away like flies by the fox lady’s group.

      “Now I’m really confused,” I admitted.

      “It would appear,” Ria said, looking around at each of us, “that there’s a group of superheroes trying to fight off the invasion, just like us. These ones here,” Ria indicated what I’d guessed to be the bad side, including a woman who sat in the background, kind of overseeing it all, “they’re with the enemy. The ones with the fox lady, I’m guessing, are from Oram. Superheroes, you could say.”

      “Not… aliens?” I asked.

      “It’s complicated, but no. Are you familiar with Earth’s colonization of the Oram system?” She took a moment, then chuckled. “Judging by the look of confusion on your face, I’d say no. We were briefed on this, on how Earth’s population was led to believe it never happened, even that existence of other life in the universe was a myth. Well, the quick version is that long ago humanity sent out groups to colonize other systems, including the one named Oram. From there, the colonists began to evolve and develop superpowers, some say because of effects from the local sun, though there are other theories. The main point is that out there is this whole system populated with super heroes, and they’re the main opposition to the people where I come from.”

      “Another system of supers?”

      She titled her head back and forth. “Another tough one, as many of us were once from the supers’ side, but now more like super villains, I guess you could say. But that’s not all—the main force is one generally referred to as the Nihilists. No relation to the Earth definition of the term, as far as I know. But there are many more types involved, like the Dexetilaitite, the Xanath, the… but you get the picture.”

      “Right. Aliens, supers, a big stew of insanity, and now Earth is the pot where it’ll be served.”

      “So those ones,” Gloria indicated the small group of heroes, “are Earth’s only hope?”

      “That, and us,” Ria admitted. “As far as I know.”

      “So few…” I scanned the channels, but everywhere it was showing the same footage. That, and the fact that most of Earth’s military was falling. “I’m relieved to see others, but… this is it?”

      “They need help,” Meher said.

      “They’re on the other side of the world,” I pointed out.

      Gloria nodded. “How would we be of help to them, anyway? Look at how they’re moving.”

      “Don’t sell yourselves short,” Ria said. “You’re going to help them, and here’s how—we take down Trinnar’s ship, probably find and fight Ranthem in the process, and show those superheroes they aren’t alone. When the world shows another enemy ship falling, when they see us, they’ll know there’s hope. More hope than just for one, small team.”

      “I love it,” Bubblegum said. “Only wrench in this one, happens to maybe be an added bonus. No need to fight Ranthem up there.”

      “What?” Ria turned at the same time I did, and saw Bubblegum fire up into the sky. Following the trajectory of her rocket, we spotted a large group of supers descending from the sky. Three medium sized fighter ships were among the flying supers, all landing in a semi-circle in front of us, ready for battle.

      We would’ve liked to have powered up more before taking him and this lot on, but… so be it.
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      After taking on the ghosts, I felt damn near invincible. But these guys looked like a force to be reckoned with on a whole new level. Emerging from the ships were at least a dozen of those goat men, snake ladies, a fucking minotaur-looking dude in full alien-style armor, more of the winged Renden and whatnot as we’d seen earlier, but also a dozen humanoid supers in fancy supervillain outfits. You know, the spandex and fancy SciFi looking ones, some in black with red stripes, others with black-ops Space Fleet style armor like I’d seen on the recruiting posters, and some with metallic appendages emerging from their backs and shoulders.

      If the saying shaking in your boots had any merit to it, I imagine that’s what I would have been doing if I’d been put up against this group the day before. But just at that moment? No fucking way. I was riding the high of all the killing we’d just done, feeling like I could take on hell itself if the devil came up swinging blades and casting down brimstone.

      The idea of taking on Ranthem thrilled me, so when he stepped out from the group, hands out like he thought he was God on high, I took my new rifle and unleashed.

      Apparently, it wouldn’t be that easy though, as a shield of blue energy formed in front of him, absorbing the shots. He couldn’t fail to notice that the majority of those shots were aimed at his massive, dangling dick though, because I was sick of seeing that shit.

      His eyes moved to look directly at me, as he hissed, “My, aren’t we cocky?”

      I glared, preparing for the counterattack.

      “It doesn’t have to end like this,” Ria said at my side. “All of you can still abandon this attack, join in the defense.”

      “And why, my dear traitor, would we want to do that?” Ranthem stepped forward, releasing the shield and walking right through it, so close to us that he seemed very vulnerable. But I suspected that he knew exactly what he was doing. “Play time is over. You’ve banded together to form your little team of toys, but it’s time to grow up, cast them aside. Come home.”

      “Earth is my home now,” she replied.

      He held her gaze one moment longer before snarling and lifting his hand for an attack. In that moment, all hell broke loose. Gloria stepped forward to block the attack while I attempted to shoot at those around Ranthem and at the same time hit him with blood power (it didn’t work). Meher started freezing people’s feet or hands in place, while Bubblegum went to town on the goat and snake people.

      Snakes slithered and the winged creatures took to the sky, as other supers joined them in launching a barrage in our direction. Death Girl managed to pull me aside as the first attack that came almost took my nuts out with a chance shot, accompanied by a sly wink from Ranthem. Fucker.

      “Stay low, I’ll divert their attention,” Death Girl said, and she was charging out, metal shifting to make even more spikes on her as she ran.

      How she expected me to stay low was beyond my comprehension and interest, as I needed to be part of this fight. My blood was already calling for it. It hit me that maybe my blood was literally calling out for a fight, that it had something to do with my powers, and so I embraced it, letting my blood boil up so that it actually put me on edge, giving me a sort of sensory skill. When a goat man nearly kicked my head in or acid came from a snake, I was already moving out of the way fast, shooting and then taking the pain from an attack from a super with speed so fast I couldn’t avoid it.

      My vision took on the glow that told me I was charging, and I grinned.

      “Hit me again, I fucking dare you!” I shouted as I blasted toward him, shooting two other supers in the process. He did so, three times in rapid succession, so that I was fully charged. Trying something else, then, I reached out to all the blood around me, cooling it, slowing him down just enough to hit him with my super-fast, badass punch.

      It worked, and the fucker went sprawling in the grass, head caved in and blood seeping out. Good, more blood, I thought as I pulled on it to thrust out in spears at those nearby, hardening as ice would, so that it broke but was enough at first to pierce several of the snake ladies and one winged creature, dropping them dead and giving me more blood to work with. I was just about to create more of those elf-blood creatures when Meher called out.

      “Not more of those fucking gremlins,” she said as she ran up behind me, seeing what I was doing. “Those were creepy.”

      “They were elves,” I said, and then sighed. “Fine.” Instead, I pooled the blood to form a sort of gargoyle-like creature, that I then sent against Ranthem himself. The incubus was up against Ria and totally kicking her ass, but my blood gargoyle leaped and got ahold of him, blood seeping around him and striking, piercing.

      I didn’t have time to see what happened next, because one of the supers had thrust herself at Meher and me, a wave of air like water but full of spikes coming at us. Meher shouted and made a wall of ice, while I redirected the blood to form a second wall. Half the spikes fell at the ice, many more at the wall of hardened blood, but several made it through and tore through my arms, one landing in Meher’s thigh.

      She grunted, then hit the super with a blast of ice in the face. It actually formed in his mouth and eyes, exploding out through his body so that he fell, head expanding to twice its normal size.

      “Gross,” I said.

      “Coming from the guy whose new favorite plaything is blood?” she rolled her eyes, then cringed as she drew the spike from her leg. Blood spurted, and that gave me an idea.

      Focusing on the blood there, I made it crust over and although the wound had not yet healed, it was not bleeding anymore.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, and turned back to see that, while my blood gargoyle was gone, Gloria was taking on three goat men and a snake woman and yet still managing to attack Ranthem with Ria. Death Girl was being pushed back by a super whose power seemed to be an ability to manifest light into creatures that would attack and then vanish to reappear moments later in another location. He was himself seeming to float in a pool of light, moving around her in a circle, avoiding attacks in blinding maneuvers, causing me to have to look away. A super who looked no older than fifteen tried to hit me with what looked like a frying pan, and at first I thought he was just a boy who’d gotten lost. The frying pan warped into a long sword at the last second, and would have taken off my head if I hadn’t used my blood cooling trick to slow him down, while at the same time speeding up myself long enough to dodge.

      I stumbled back, dizzy, and tried to get him with a blood spear, but he blocked it and then thrust out a hand that sent daggers my way. Gloria took them in the shoulder, but they clattered off her skin, and then she was up grabbing one and throwing it back. The kid smiled, reaching out to grab it out of the air which he was apparently very good at, but the moment he caught it, the dagger exploded and took off his hand and arm.

      He screamed while Gloria grabbed him, tossing him up at the light super who was giving Death Girl such a hard time. The light super frowned and moved aside, but the exploding boy still caught him off guard and knocked him to the ground with half his body torn to shreds. All the light was gone from him, it faded as his life left him.

      “I had it covered,” Death Girl shouted, but then growled a thank you and moved on to more of those winged creatures. She leaped and snatched one out of the sky, slamming it to the ground and ending it, while I shot at the one behind it. Another caught hold of her and lifted her into the air, easily carrying her weight, until she thrust up, pushing two metal points through its head, and then she was falling. She hit the ground with a roll and was up immediately to kill more.

      We were quickly chipping away at their forces, but Ranthem was still proving to be quite the challenge. Still, Ria was able to keep him at bay with the occasional help from us as we took down the rest of them, until finally—with yet another decapitation on the part of Death Girl, we were in the clear, all surrounding Ranthem.

      He cursed in a foreign tongue, then turned on me. “So what, you’re her new pet?”

      “I don’t think of it that way.”

      The corner of his lips turned up, and he lunged. Grabbing hold of me with more speed and power than I’d expected. “Well then, she’s taken away so much from me, if I’m going down, I’ll take you with me.”

      “The fuck you will,” Ria shouted, and she was on him before he could even make a move to snap my neck or whatever he’d had in mind. And when I say ‘on him,’ I mean I had yet to see her attack with such fervor, such malice. Claws were flying, ripping flesh, teeth in him, horns glowing as her blue light rippled over her body.

      At first I thought she stood a chance, but then noticed the look she gave me. The look that said she needed help, and I caught on. Blood was flying from him, and I helped it along. Pulling at the blood, letting out through those openings, now that he was weak. Now that I was able, I kept at it.

      He growled and tried throwing her off, put up a shield that stopped me, but then Death Girl was on him, hitting him over and over with her spikes, her batons cracking bones. Meher and Bubblegum, Gloria too, we all took turns at him, so that every timed he put up a shield or prepared a counter attack, another attack from one of us would hit him.

      Until finally, Ria was there again with her blue light, tearing through his throat. He clutched it, starting to heal, but it was my turn. I hardened the blood, forced it out in spikes so that his own blood was keeping the wound open and tearing through him.

      He fell to one knee, then his other and one hand, still clutching his throat, trying to heal it.

      “You went crazy on us,” Ranthem said, voice rasp, barely there. He was on hands and knees now crawling toward Ria. “Like the others.”

      “Not crazy,” she replied. “I saw the fucking light.”

      As she said the words, her horns glowed and she had her hand out, summoning the blue light that formed and swirled around it, so that when she finally knelt before her former team leader and reached toward him, her hand went through his chest. Energy flowed out of him in the form of multi-colored lights. Gold, green, blue, silver, they all flowed up into Ria, spiraling along her arm and then settled into her chest.

      When it was over, the glow of her horns faded and Ranthem collapsed, dead. His body lay there for a moment before crumbling and blowing away as dust.

      “His powers are mine, now,” Ria said, then stood and turned to me.

      “I thought you couldn’t do that anymore,” I admitted. “That you weren’t able to take powers.”

      “Given what he was, the rules don’t apply. I have his powers… to doll out to you, to new members of the team, or however we see fit.”

      “New members?” I looked around at our little team, all the destruction we had caused. “I see how we need more on our side, but our team… this team—we’re badass as we are.”

      She nodded. “Still, you never know. We’ll want more, I assure you.”

      My head swam with the idea of more ladies joining, more of them climbing into my bed. That thought was overwhelming, but I couldn’t deny a bit of excitement there.

      “Right now, though,” Death Girl said, indicating the fighter ships they’d come down in—some of them at least, “it’s time we flew.”

      “Indeed.” Ria indicated one specific ship still circling above, and said, “I’ll bet that’s Trinnar’s ship, but lucky for us, all we have to do is make the ships return to where they last departed

      We walked over to the largest ship, one we could all fit in, while I pulled up the footage of the other Supers’ group at the Red Square. There was smoke, destruction everywhere, and new shots, shots of one of them flying up from the ground to the ships above, and then of fresh fighting between some of the enemy ships. What that was about, I’d love to have known. Not yet, however. At the moment we needed to move, and get our upgrades along the way.
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      Hurtling toward the enemy ship, I was filled with excitement. Not only because of the battle we were about to throw ourselves into, but also because Death Girl was walking among each of us, giving us her blessing. That basically meant she was giving us collected souls, which would manifest into the form of more spiritual energy.

      There was this daunting image of the ship as we approached, growing larger each second, but when Death Girl placed a hand on my brow—soft, tender, and not at all I what I expected, I was taken to a place of peace, filled with self-awareness and a drive to further dive into my spiritual awakening, a place I could spend an eternity contemplating life and its meaning.

      Her hand pulled back and I looked up to her skull, which nodded before she moved on to Gloria to impart souls onto her.

      “We’ll be there soon,” Ria shouted. “On the way, as discussed before, you need to get that internal core working, focus on taking your new spiritual energy and visualize the way you’ve used the powers. Focus on taking what you have now to the next level, or levels, depending on your capability.”

      “Kinda feels like we didn’t earn it,” Meher said, jokingly.

      Ria glanced back. “You did, because you’ll only be able to advance as far as your mental and emotional capacity allows, regardless of your spirit level. Try to think of it like this—you’ve been trying to build roads, but only had enough equipment to keep you going along at a certain pace. But now you have more resources available—so how fast can you build now? You can still only go as fast as your physical abilities will let you, but the new equipment will probably help to move you along faster than before.”

      “I think that’s a horrible analogy, or simile,” Bubblegum said.

      “Metaphor?” I offered, not really sure.

      “Regardless, who the fuck here knows how to build roads? Why not reference kitchens and cooking or—”

      “The point is, right now you need to shut up and focus,” Ria interrupted. “Got it.”

      “Sure, but—”

      “Got it?!”

      Bubblegum put a hand to her mouth, nodded, and closed her eyes. I chuckled and did the same, trying to figure out how I’d build more roads or throw more bacon on the frying pan… or whatever it was I was doing. In the last two days I’d learned more about spiritual energy and super powers than I could have ever dreamed existed in the universe, and now I was here with numerous souls trying to basically harvest them toward advancing my powers.

      At first when I tried focusing, it was like a river, coursing, ever changing… but with more concentration, I was able to gain control of the waters, turn it so that it flowed straight, carrying me on to my destination.

      In my mind’s eye it was like I could suddenly envision myself performing my skills, absorbing the pain, and using past pain to charge a strike. Changing my focus, I saw myself in a void, pulling at faceless bodies and watching as blood erupted from their flesh, flowing around me and doing my bidding.

      It was grotesque, it was overwhelming. It was beautiful.

      When I opened my eyes, the glow on my skin changed to green, telling me I’d advanced.

      Just in time, too, because we were pulling up next to one of the large ships. So far, they apparently hadn’t gotten word of the defeat on the ground or the fact that we’d hijacked a vessel, but when the screen flashed up an image of that gold and green bastard Trinnar, I knew we were in trouble.

      “What have you done?” he said, eyes narrowed with suspicion.

      “Only what needed to be done,” Ria replied, and cut off comms.

      We all shared a look, the euphoria of all that we’d been through carrying us through the moment, but I imagined they were all starting to realize just how ridiculously dangerous what we were doing was.

      “Are we about to die?” Meher asked, and glanced my way. “If we are, I just have to say—I fucking loved sucking your cock.” I laughed, then Bubblegum joined in. Soon we were all laughing, and Meher was saying, “What? What? I’m serious!”

      “I bet you are,” Gloria snorted.

      “Okay, more than that,” Meher said, shushing us all. “It’s the whole package…” More laughter, and she waved her hand to shush us again. “I didn’t mean that. I’m saying you all, this… friendship?”

      “Lovership,” Gloria said with a shrug.

      “Fighter ship,” Death Girl chimed in, staring straight ahead.

      Small chuckles to that.

      “Point is, I’m glad you all found me. Or I found you… or whatever.”

      “Ria found us all,” I said, and the ex-succubus glanced back, a gentle smile adding beauty to her already stunning face.

      “It’s a good note to die on, though,” Death Girl said, “Seriously. Damn, now I wish I’d sucked his dick, too.”

      The laughter returned, even a small chuckle from Death Girl, though I couldn’t be sure if she was joking or not.

      “Everyone feeling good?” Ria asked. “Keep it up, because we’re about to throw ourselves into the shit.”

      “Less good now that you said it like that,” Meher said, but then she laughed. “I’m game, though.”

      “Please don’t let that be a disgusting, kinky joke,” Gloria said. “Because that’s where I draw the line.”

      “Ah, yes,” I agreed.

      Death Girl groaned. “Do you all turn to sexual jokes as a way of breaking tension? Dealing with being terrified? Please, explain.”

      “Some people just like the smell of sex in the morning,” Bubblegum replied with a snort that caused the rest of us to laugh.

      “Coming in hot,” Ria said, swerving as enemy ships flew out to engage with us.

      Usually our powers could help us, but in this case, we all had to rely on Ria’s ability to fly the ship. Luckily, she was a badass, swerving in and out of shots, barreling down on Trinnar’s ship, our target. More fighters were coming out to meet us, but as it became clear we weren’t going to be touched, the doors of the mother ship started to slide shut.

      “Hold tight,” Ria said, and she gunned it, reaching the fast closing doors with just seconds to spare, as she shot through the diminishing gap, the two fighters in pursuit exploding, sending flames shooting out after us. The doors shut with a bang.

      We were inside the ship, the ramp lowering to let us out, and Gloria was leading the charge, taking shots and not giving a fuck. I came in right behind her, Bubblegum at my side shooting with her cyborg arm, making heads explode with her power. A few blasts of energy and ice hit me, but I absorbed the pain while using the blood power to attack. My blood powers felt like part of me now, and I reached out, playing the marionette, controlling the weakest of the enemy to attack the stronger. Now we had cannon fodder and distractions, so that the team took out the enemy in that room in no time.

      “Clear,” Gloria said.

      With Gloria leading the way again, and following Ria’s direction, we charged through the door and into the next passage.

      “Ghosts,” Death Girl said, and gestured to our left.

      Ria started to make a motion for the Per-Neter, but Death Girl put out a hand. “No need, right? Contra has one of their ghost guns, remember. I point, he shoots. Game over.”

      “Actually, that might work,” Ria admitted, and we charged in, setting up to do so. As soon as Ria pointed and I took out the first one—judging by the shimmer in the air and thump—a door behind us slid open and more supers entered. My team turned to take them on while Death Girl got up on my shoulder, indicating where to shoot.

      I took out another.

      “Couldn’t I just hand you the rifle?” I asked.

      “Where’d be the fun in that?” she replied, and adjusted my body, hands on my waist, chuckling. “See? Fire!”

      Again I shot, again one dropped.

      “One left,” she said, as the sounds of fighting went on behind us. Her hands went to my chest, adjusting my position, then slid down my sides, to my hips, and she leaned in. “Fire.”

      I shot, but the shudder through my body left dead air, no dead ghost.

      “Maybe flirting isn’t the best idea right now,” Death Girl mumbled, more to herself, and then said, “Shit, duck and shoot up!”

      I did, and felt something plow into me a moment later. Struggling to break free, trying to lash out and attack, it only registered a moment later that the thing wasn’t moving.

      “Got it,” Death Girl said, pulling me up so that I was staring into her skull. In the reflection of her glass, I could see the others, all standing ready over dead enemy bodies.

      “Move it, love birds,” Ria called as she started for the door they’d come through.

      Death Girl took a step, but I held her arm. It was cold, hard. “You were flirting with me?”

      She shrugged, broke free, and kept going. I grinned, following. The fighting kept on like that, us charging through corridors and lighting up those motherfuckers, until finally we went for the bridge only to find walls closing around us as more walls opened, more enemy closing in. We had no choice but to fight our way through them, to get our backs up against a wall, and that led us to a secondary flight deck, a room where maybe fighter ships had once been, but now stood empty, hatch-door open.

      “Fuck it, we can blow this place from here,” Ria said, glancing around.

      “What do you mean?” Meher asked. “Without us dying?”

      Ria shrugged.

      “As far as she’s concerned, her enemy is dead, or will be with Trinnar’s death,” Gloria said, nodding. “I get it, but I don’t accept it.”

      “You have a better option?” Ria asked.

      “I do,” I said. “We blow it, but then fly to safety.”

      “I’m not sure you noticed,” Ria said. “But I’m the only one with wings here.”

      “Wrong.” I pointed to the approaching Renden, grinning.

      “Now you’re thinking,” Gloria said, and then looking out at the rest of the enemy, she laughed. “I can make things explode, right?”

      “That’s right,” Ria replied.

      “Then I make them explode. All of them. Push them back so they’re touching—”

      “Better yet, I connect them via blood,” I interrupted.”

      “What?”

      “We kill a couple. I can get the blood on them to use it like a conduit. You take one and throw it, as you explode… I make the connection.”

      “Fucking do it!” Ria said with a laugh, clearly loving the idea.

      The first step was to get some of the Renden separate from the others. We did this and it all went according to plan. Then Gloria went tank on them, heaving up one of the snake women and swinging her around before tossing her into the mix.

      “Run!” I shouted, and we corralled our Renden toward the open doors, my focus first on connecting the blood behind, then on the Renden.

      “There aren’t enough,” I said, realizing there was one less of those Renden creatures than we needed, even with Ria flying.

      “Hey, immortal, right?” Bubblegum said.

      “No,” Ria corrected her. “Near immortal. If you’re splattered all over the ground, I don’t think your powers will be enough. But… even with that arm, I might be able to carry you.”

      “It’s all we’ve got,” I said as I strapped my rifle to my back.

      The explosion started, rippling through the crowd of enemy forces.

      We took our blood-controlled Renden while Bubblegum held onto Ria, and we prepared to jump. All of us running, Renden carrying us, shaking as their minds tried to fight it, we leapt—but something caught hold of me! I turned and kicked, instinctively pushing against blood that might be there, trying to scare off an enemy. But it was not a simple Renden or even a ghost, it was Trinnar himself! Glowing gold, green magic coursing over him, latching himself to me.

      The explosion reached us and we were knocked from the ship, with him still latched onto me. Falling through the air, flailing, the two of us fighting as each of his touches sent horrible pain through me and yet charging me fully at the same time. My strikes would land on him, knocking him back, and then his on me, charging me again. I felt like we were like those old Irish boxers, only the superpowered kind.

      The ship was starting to fall behind us, explosions going off and other supers jumping for it, some flying, others not. Using that as a distraction, I waited, letting him hit me twice more, grinning as I felt the pain spreading farther than it had before, watching as the green charge turned to blue. Leveled up super charge, bitch.

      My strike hit, sending the three colors with it so that yellow sent him back, green caused some sort of tremor through his skin, and blue shot through him. And he was loose tumbling through the air, eyes hollow.

      By now my Renden was almost on the ground, so I jumped, rolling, and came up ready for a fight. With a thud, Trinnar landed at my side and went splat, I stared, the others landing too. I was about to turn away, to join them, when to my horror he started pulling himself back together again, like liquid metal reforming.

      “It’s not going to be that easy for you,” I said, and was glad I still had the rifle with me. I stepped up, placed it against his head, and pulled the trigger. The bullets tore through him, leaving him in a pulpy mess of golden blood.

      “To be safe,” I mumbled, and then used my blood powers to scatter the blood and tissue, sinking some into the ground, and some spread off in multiple directions around us, so that the wind picked it up and it was gone.

      “That’s a good example of literal overkill,” Ria said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “The bullets pulverizing his head would’ve done it.”

      “Eh,” I replied, and hefted my rifle up onto my shoulder, watching as the spaceship we’d destroyed fell past us and the sand dunes, hitting the water as it exploded. “One ship down, how many more to go?”

      She looked to the sky, the others starting to gather around. As we watched, more ships suddenly started careening into each other, some exploding, others taking off from Earth in retreat.

      “What’s…?” I started, but then saw a bright light above, hitting one of the ships. “They’re being attacked.”

      “Maybe the others saw what we did, came to help?” Meher suggested.

      “Possibly,” Death Girl said. “Or maybe it’s good timing.”

      “So… we go up there and join in?” Bubblegum asked, a wary look in her eyes.

      “No,” I said, gesturing to the ships headed for Earth in the distance. “There will be enemy on those ships, assholes who will attack, who will need to be killed.”

      “Hunting party?” Bubblegum let one of her guns whirr to life. “I like it.”

      Ria considered, then nodded. “Me too. We find the enemy who’ve been attacking or hiding out, we eradicate them, or turn them to our side.”

      “You think they’ll turn?” I asked.

      She nodded. “And in the process, we expand the team, grow into a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Ooh, get a cool name, even?” Meher said.

      “We’ll see about that last part,” Ria said, laughing. “For now…” She looked over all of us. A bloody, beaten bunch. “If the Humvee is still in one piece, I’d say we get the hell out of here, find a place to recharge and heal, then get to it.”

      I couldn’t agree more. If we were going to go on the hunt, we’d need some rest.
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      Earth was far from saved, but as we arrived at a bed and breakfast outside of town and enough away from the chaos that we could regroup and figure out the plan of attack, the news channels were all saying it looked like something was happening out there, that enemy ships were firing on each other, and that there were dissenters among the traitors who had joined them. It was also reported that the other superhero group with the fox-lady was tearing the enemy apart.

      Good, we’d be able to focus on the ground while they did their thing up there.

      But first, we were in need of refreshments, and damn I had to take a piss. You never think of it when charging out to battle, or running for your life, but your body still needs to let out the excess.

      We grabbed some water, bananas, and muffins from the lobby while Gloria got keys for a room and left credits at the automated desk, we headed up. Ria had been working her healing powers in the car, taking care of some of the wounds. Bubblegum was now self-healing and Death Girl a fucking badass of metal. Most of my pain was expelled with my charged attacks, though I still had some scrapes and burns that she dealt with. Gloria, too, had deflected a lot of the attacks with her new tank power, but needed some healing for surface damage.

      I made straight for the bathroom, only pausing momentarily to appreciate the room, noting that it had a separate dining area and patio. Doing my business and then washing my hands, I took a deep breath and shook my head, playing back over the day’s events. All of that chaos, and then we end up in this quaint little place. It was a cute bed and breakfast, complete with shell soaps and paintings of lighthouses. The walls were a soft yellow, towels baby blue.

      “Someone save me a banana,” I started to call out, then turned to see Meher entering, starting to strip.

      “I could use a shower. You?”

      “Of course,” I replied, starting to get used to how this team operated. “Do we… have time?”

      Ria popped her head in. “Remember, passion, intimacy—helps refocus your powers. So… not only do we have time, but we should make time.” She tossed me a banana. “There you go.”

      I devoured it, watching as Meher undid her bra, breasts falling out and looking so gorgeous, so beautiful, so in need of my tongue and hands caressing them.

      “Need some popcorn, too?” Meher asked. “Or you getting in here?”

      Damn, popcorn actually sounded good. Not as good as joining her, though. She stepped over, took my arm, and put the last bite of banana in her mouth, very suggestively.

      “I was eating that,” I said, jokingly, and she hit me, then started undoing my pants.

      “Maybe I can make it up to you.”

      I nodded, but pointed to the shower. “I’ll join you.”

      She arched an eyebrow, but turned, glancing over her shoulder, and entered the shower. Damn, watching that ass as she stepped in had me hard in a heartbeat. As much as I’d have been turned on by her undressing me, we’d been through a hell of a lot and I had to imagine I wasn’t smelling my best. With that in mind, I quickly finished undressing, poked my head into the shower to watch her lathering up, and then stepped in as well.

      Her hands already soapy, she apparently got the idea because she went straight to cleaning me. Only, instead of using her hands, she pressed her soaped up body to mine, moving it up and down, and then guiding me to the water.

      Our lips met and our hands explored each other, caressing, appreciating. Her eyes lit up as she nibbled my lower lip, pulling back and letting go to move her head down. She pushed me against the wall, giving her room to kneel and wrap her lips around my cock. I leaned my head back against the tiled wall, eyes closed, and let the tingling bliss take over.

      A giggle sounded, and I opened my eyes to see the Gloria and Bubblegum watching. When Meher looked up, I thought she’d stop, but instead she smiled, pulled my dick out of her mouth, and slid it across her face, putting on a show.

      “Hot damn,” Gloria said, and then she was pulling her clothes off, too.

      “I’m not sure you’ll fit in there,” Bubblegum said with a laugh.

      “Not going to try,” Gloria replied. “I’m getting ready so that when they get out, I can rinse as fast as possible and join them in the other room.”

      Meher looked up at me and shrugged, and I gave a slight nod. I pulled her up for a kiss, going to her breasts next to enjoy them while they were wet, and then we stepped out and gave Gloria her chance to rinse.

      “You two go ahead,” Bubblegum said. “I’ll join, but need to figure out how to rinse with this metal arm thing.”

      “We’ll be waiting,” Meher said with a wink to her and a seductive glance in Gloria’s direction.

      “Oh, come on,” Death Girl said as we emerged naked, though she clearly didn’t even pretend to look away.

      “You can join, if you want,” Meher suggested.

      Death Girl stared a moment longer, then turned and walked out into the dining area, where she sat and faced away from us. Meher gave me a ‘that was strange,’ look, but it only lasted a second before she was pulling me back to the bed. Ria was sitting on the edge of the bed, already nude, waiting.

      “Oh,” Meher said, pleasantly surprised. “You… don’t need a shower?”

      “Girl, I was a succubus,” Ria replied, gesturing at her perfect form. “We’re built for this.”

      “Meaning, you don’t need to bathe?”

      Ria nodded, and then held out her arms. “See for yourself, clean as a whistle, and I smell delightful.”

      Meher leaned in and sniffed, then licked her lips. “Delicious, I’d say.”

      I chuckled, and Ria arched an eyebrow. “Don’t believe me?” She motioned me over, and then spread her legs, pulling me down and then shoving my face into her pussy. “Have a taste.”

      Sure enough, there was no salty or sour taste to her, more of a flavor that reminded me of a very lightly spiced pumpkin pie. If you knew anything about me and pumpkin pie, you’d know that I was all in. As she and Meher began kissing above, I was having my fill.

      As Ria started to move her hips, really getting into it, she scooted back, pulling me up so she could kiss me, her tongue moving passionately with mine. I wanted to be inside of her, so pushed her back—only her wings were in the way. She grinned, then positioned herself so that she was half back, propped up on her arms, and her eyes darted down in a welcoming way.

      Meher seemed to anticipate the moment, kissing my neck, my shoulder, my arm, and reached down to guide me smoothly into the other woman.

      “Make her cum fast,” she whispered into my ear, “and then I want you to fuck the hell out of me.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I replied, and grabbed Ria’s hips to slide into her, feeling her warm, tight pussy take me. She moved with the motion for a moment, but less than a minute later she was already arching her back and breathing heavy, Meher at her side, mouth on her breast. Climax took hold, and before it was even fully over, Meher pushed me aside, climbed on, and began riding me.

      I was good with that, glad for the chance to lay back and watch her large breasts sway with the movement, to observe as the shadows moved across her curves. My eyes met hers and we held that gaze until she came too, leaving me wondering what was up with these women cumming so fast.

      “Guess we… were ready,” Meher said, slowly sliding up and down on my cock, body shaking.

      “It’s my fault,” Ria admitted. “Me being here, and the powers. How it all works—kind of makes you more prone to orgasm.”

      “Damn,” I said. “And here I was thinking it was just me being amazing.”

      “That too,” Ria said, leaning over to kiss me, hand moving along my hip bone then to Meher’s clit to bring her one extra quick spasm of pleasure.

      “Perfect timing,” Gloria said. She was drying herself off, and tossed the towel aside at the sight of Meher climbing off of me.

      I started to sit, not sure how she’d want this, but she took me, pulled me to the edge of the bed, and then knelt.

      “I want to lick their juices off of you,” she said, gripping my cock in her large hand and then jamming it in her mouth. She was rough, intense… and it was fun. Nothing like I was used to. Yet, when she decided she’d had enough and knelt on the bed, legs up under her so I could take her from behind, there was something gentle and vulnerable about her.

      My cock tickled her freshly cleaned asshole, and she trembled, putting a hand back. “No, not there. Not… yet.”

      It hadn’t been my plan anyway, but I put a reassuring hand on hers, continuing down with my cock until it slid gently into her pussy. She reached back with her other hand, too, so that I took both and was holding her like that as I pressed my hips against her ass and started rocking inside her, gently at first, and then showing her how I could bring it, treating her like the woman she was, giving her the best fuck I could, the fuck all of these women deserved.

      She loved it, and when I turned her over and was fucking her there at the side of the bed, Ria and Meher caressing each other and watching, Gloria started yelping, squirting, and shaking the whole bed so that it was slamming against the wall.

      “For fuck’s sake!” Death Girl shouted, and then stormed out of there, slamming the door.

      Honestly, it was good timing, because I was definitely going to cum if that hadn’t happened, and Bubblegum had just emerged, ready for me.

      “What’s up with her?” Bubblegum asked.

      “Wants the dick all to herself, I’d guess,” Meher said. Then, at a scowl from Ria, added, “What?”

      “Maybe,” Ria admitted. “Not all women are okay with other women being involved, especially at the same time.”

      “Maybe… we should talk to her? Let her know she can have some alone time with Contra here, if she’d like?”

      I was standing there with my cock about to erupt, my head not really clear, but clear enough to know someone should definitely talk to Death Girl. With a grunt, I nodded, and then turned to Bubblegum.

      She cocked her head, then laughed. “Look at you, thinking you’re some ride at a carnival. We all just get in line, huh?”

      “I mean…” I glanced down, then back to her. “If you don’t want to…?”

      “Of course I fucking want to,” she replied with a chuckle. “Just find it funny how you’ve become Mr. Cocky.”

      “Your new super hero name,” Meher said, starting to slip into Ria’s dress and head for the door.

      When she left, Ria frowned. “I guess, since it was her dress that I stole, I shouldn’t be too annoyed.”

      Gloria chuckled, then motioned to Bubblegum. “Well, your turn on the ride. Hop on.”

      “Hold up,” I said, and stood, waving them off. “No. I’m not a piece of meat.”

      She laughed, but then saw I was serious.

      I turned to Bubblegum, walking over to her with purpose. As I drew close, she adjusted so that her metal arm was away from me, and I noticed it was more slender now, more like her other arm, but slightly more shapely.

      Stopping in front of her, I ran my hand through her hair, stopping at the back of her head, and pulled her in for a kiss. When I let go, she was staring at me with wonder.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said. “All of you is, and all of you are. This… this has to be special, not just a fling, not just a ride. Got it?”

      She scrunched her nose, then nodded.

      “Good, then shut up and kiss me.” I pulled her in again, then lifted her and put her on the table, so that she was at the perfect height for me to start kissing her neck, then collar bone, down to her chest. My hands showed her my affection, caressing her thighs, one finding her pussy and exploring, teasing, until she was grabbing my cock and whispering in my ear to put it in, that she needed to feel me inside of her.

      So I did. Fuck it. We knew we couldn’t take too long, but damn if I didn’t enjoy every second of that, feeling like we were locked together in passion, loving the sweat of our bodies rubbing together, the sound of flesh on flesh… the sweet scent of sex in the evening. Was it evening, even? I had no idea, and frankly didn’t care. All that mattered at the moment was me, her, and the rest of the team.

      She lay back, slamming her head on the table, but didn’t care—and then thrust her pelvis up, mouth open in silent orgasm. I pulled out, releasing all over her, and stood there, chest heaving.

      Maybe we were going to die with all the fighting, I don’t know. But honestly, we’d been through a lot and were still alive, so I was optimistic. And if we were going to live long lives, the last thing I needed in the near future was a baby. We had bad guys to kill, dammit.

      She grinned, said she was going to wash off first, and I turned to my team.

      “Meher and Death Girl?”

      “Still out there,” Gloria said. “Also, picked this up for you in the lobby.”

      She handed me a belt buckle, one that had a cow skull with horns. The Texas Longhorns, I thought, but wasn’t sure.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Texas Longhorns,” she replied. “I was born out there, always wanted to go back. It’d look sexy as fuck on you.”

      “Yeah?” I found my pants, taking my belt and putting it on. Indeed, it looked badass. “Maybe we can head out that way, someday.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Thanks for the gift.” I kissed her, then set my pants and new belt buckle aside, for now. “I’ll rinse up after Bubblegum’s done, then go have a word with Death Girl. See if she’s okay.”

      “She will be,” Ria said, offering a reassuring smile. “Just give her time.”

      I nodded, had another banana and some water, part of a bran muffin top, and then headed to rinse off.

      And that was it. Sort of. Soon we’d be back on our way, out into the world to hunt down the enemy, grow the team, kicking and tapping ass along the way.

      Fuck running that diner. This new life was the life for me.
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        DEATH GIRL IV

      

      

      

      Death Girl here. I’d asked Drake not to share this last part, but… fuck it. I’ll write it down, keep a journal of it in case this Death Girl persona ever starts to eat up who I really am, in case my memory fails me, or simply for a rainy day when I feel the need to be aroused, to remember these moments.

      Here’s what happened when the rest were done:
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      I found Drake cleaning himself in the bathroom. A humorous sight, him on his tippy toes with his junk hanging over the sink to run it under the water. Why he didn’t just take a shower was beyond me, but I actually found the vision arousing, somehow.

      I was there for a good thirty seconds, watching him clean himself before he reached for a towel and noticed me there.

      “Oh…”

      “Nothing I haven’t seen,” I said, and smiled, actually allowing my eyes to drift down and enjoy the view. Not as impressive as when it was hard, but now that he realized I was looking, it was starting to stiffen quite rapidly. “The ladies and I had a talk.”

      “About?” he asked.

      “I think… I think we can make this work. Me, part of the team.”

      His eyebrows went up, his cock too. “In what… capacity?”

      “Killer for hire.” I laughed, and the laugh again turned me into my true form, nude and all. The idea of being embarrassed like that when he was standing before me with his cock at half-mast was ridiculous, so I pulled at my energy and let my true form stay.

      His eyes went wide, his tongue wetting his lips, eyes trying to stay focused on mine. A true gentleman.

      “I’m joking,” I said, stepping toward him, tucking my hair behind my ears. “As… one of the team. Like the others.”

      “I’d… like that.”

      While not looking at it, I couldn’t exactly not notice his cock going full-on erection mode. It brought a warmth to my chest, and to other places.

      “But hold on.” I stopped about two paces from him, both of us standing there naked, both of us fully aware of it, my heart in my chest thudding. Having a heartbeat again always felt odd, but also like I’d come home. “Not exactly like the others.”

      “How’s that?”

      I inclined my head, finally allowing my eyes to roam over his body, and let him see me do it. Stepping closer, I took one of his hands, placed it on my hip, his other at my lips. I kissed his finger, then licked it playfully, eyes meeting his.

      “You’re a nice guy,” I said. “A great guy. And… I like you.” I took his finger in my mouth, then took it out again. “I like you a lot.”

      He swallowed, breaths coming heavily. “Yeah…?”

      “But I’m not ready for all of them. Just you, and me.” I stepped even closer now, a warm tingling running up my body as I felt his hard cock press against my skin. “When you’re with them, fine. But when you’re with me, it’s just me.”

      He nodded, leaning in, and pressed his lips to mine. I hadn’t realized how badly I wanted him until our lips met. We weren’t going to play around. Fuck that. There’d be time for foreplay and exploring our bodies later.

      I pulled him out of there, to the room that the ladies had given us, and over to the little couch. There I pushed him back, climbed onto him, and let him kiss my breasts as I teased his cock with a gentle pressure against my pussy. Shit, it was teasing me more than him, I realized as the smooth head of his cock caressed my clit.

      The years since I’d felt this sensation had been empty in this regard. Like I’d never even known I was hungry, but the moment a fine steak was laid before me, I dug in.

      And now it was time to feast, so I leaned in, lips against his neck and then bit down slightly as I took him inside, felt his thick cock sliding up, filling me. Making me complete so that we were one.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned, relieved when he pulled my head back to kiss me, overwhelmed with pleasure as he started thrusting his hips, grabbing my ass, and burying his face in my chest. I was Death Girl, the “Golden Knight,” as some called me. And yet, in that moment I was the lady I’d been before, back when I had a normal life. Maybe one day I’d go back, see my parents again to check in.

      Maybe. And maybe someday I’d tell this man my real name… but not today.

      At that moment, all that mattered was the overwhelming urge to shout with joy, to pound my fists against his chest and tell him to never stop fucking me.

      Instead, I found myself leaning back, face turned up and eyes closed as an orgasm took hold, threatening to send me spiraling into pure bliss, not another care in the world. Then I was collapsing onto him, kissing furiously, hands caressing his chest, his face. I pulled off, his cock slick when I took it in my hands and stroked furiously.

      His cum shot out on my breasts, dripping down, and still more came. How he could do this so soon after his session with the other ladies was beyond me, but I had to imagine it had to do with Ria. As odd as it was to share a man with them, it was, in a strange way… exciting. A turn on, even though one I’d never considered before.

      As my hands moved along his cock, milking it for all it had, I leaned in and licked the tip, tasting him. A shudder ran through me, and I lay my head against it, feeling its warmth, the softness of his balls, and his loving fingers combing through my hair.

      “You’re amazing,” he said.

      “So are you,” I mumbled, wondering if I’d fall asleep like that.

      “Come, we have somewhere to be.” He helped me up.

      When we stood, he kissed me from behind, caressing my breasts with one hand, my stomach with the other. For the fun of it, I gave his cock a playful squeeze, then turned to face him and knelt down to kiss it.

      “Ah, I hope we get more chances to play together, little fella,” I said, then kissed it again before standing up, grinning at his laugh.

      “Judging by events so far, I can’t see that being a problem.”

      I nodded, getting a bottle of water and going to stand by the window, looking out at the green maples. A squirrel ran by, hopped from one branch to the next, then paused to look at me before scurrying off. How odd it was to see the normal world still going on, while above and in other parts of the world, all hell was breaking loose.

      “I suppose we should get the rest of the team,” I said, and turned to take in one more glimpse of the sexy eye-candy that was Drake. Something for the road, to inspire me as I tore enemy heads from their bodies. “We have aliens to kill.”

      He chuckled, charged over and lifted me up, kissing my belly. Then he lowered me, gave me one more passionate kiss, and nodded. “Let’s go kill them, together.”

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        But want more?

        I’ve decided to give you a fun scene, if enough people are interested. To catch a bit of what happens next, including fun with our ex-succubus and going a bit further with Death Girl (aren’t you curious what she might be into when she really breaks free?):

      

        

      
        — signup HERE

      

      

      
        
        www.subscribepage.com/AuthorJamieHawke

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Get the short in the Ex Succubus world]
          
        

      

      
        
        (This was an earlier draft by another artist. I figured it would be fun to use as the freebie)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie Hawke

      

      After working on Marvel properties and traveling the world, Jamie Hawke decided to settle down and write fun, quirky, and sexy pulp science fiction and superhero books. Are they all harem? Oh yeah. Oh yeahhhh. 

      

      It all started when Jamie was eleven, creating nude superhero comics with his best friend. What perverts! But hey, they were fun and provided good fodder for jokes up into their adult years. Now the stories have evolved, but they capture that same level of fun. Hopefully you will enjoy them as much as the author loved writing them! 

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Read Next

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Ex Succubus! Please consider leaving a review on Amazon and Goodreads. And don’t miss out on the newsletter:

      

        

      
        SIGN UP HERE

      

        

      
        And my FB group!
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        Grab the first book in the Supers universe, Ex Heroes 1:
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        Super Heroes. Super Harem. Super Awesome.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You can now get Ex Gods and Psychobitches (both in the Supers universe). Enjoy!
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        A Marine in space, three hot super ladies, and an army of supervillains out to get them. What could go wrong?
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        * * *
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        I am the law! Well, kinda. More like a bounty hunter, but I still put a foot up the @$$ of injustice and bring criminals down.

      

        

      
        ***

      

        

      
        Did you see the references to Planet Kill in the book and wonder what that was? It’s not a real planet that I know of, but it is a real book! You can grab book one and two on Amazon!

      

        

      
        Grab PLANET KILL now!
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      Form your harem. Kill or be killed. Level up and loot. Welcome to Planet Kill. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        MY OTHER WORKS: JUSTIN SLOAN

      

      

      
        
        You also might want to read the stuff I write that isn’t harem/ spicy sauce stuff. If so, you’ll want to head over to the Justin Sloan books. Here they are!

         

        Books by Justin Sloan

      

        

      
        SCIENCE FICTION

      

        

      
        ASCENSION GATE (Space Opera with Dragon Shifters and Vampires)

        Star Forged

        (More coming soon!)

      

        

      
        BIOTECH WARS (Space Station Genetic Engineering)

        Project Destiny ($0.99)

        Project Exodus

        Project Ascent

      

        

      
        VALERIE'S ELITES (Vampires in Space - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 4 Book Series)

        Valerie's Elites

        Death Defied

        Prime Enforcer

        Justice Earned

      

        

      
        RECLAIMING HONOR (Vampires and Werewolves - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 8 Book Series, Complete)

        Justice is Calling

        Claimed by Honor

        Judgment has Fallen

        Angel of Reckoning

        Born into Flames

        Defending the Lost

        Return of Victory

      

        

      
        Shadow Corps (Space Opera Fantasy/ Light LitRPG - Seppukarian Universe 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Shadow Corps

        Shadow Worlds

        Shadow Fleet

      

        

      
        War Wolves (Space Opera Fantasy - Seppukarian Universe 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Bring the Thunder

        Click Click Boom

        Light Em Up

      

        

      
        Syndicate Wars (Space Marines and Time Travel - Seppukarian Universe 5 Book Series, Complete)

        First Strike

        The Resistance

        Fault Line

        False Dawn

        Empire Rising

      

        

      
        FANTASY

      

        

      
        The Hidden Magic Chronicles (Epic Fantasy - Kurtherian Gambit Universe 4 Book Series, Complete)

        Shades of Light

        Shades of Dark

        Shades of Glory

        Shades of Justice

      

        

      
        FALLS OF REDEMPTION (Epic Fantasy Series 4 Book Series)

        Land of Gods (NOW FREE!)

        Retribution Calls

        Tears of Devotion

      

        

      
        MODERN NECROMANCY (Supernatural Thriller 3 Book Series, Complete)

        Death Marked

        Death Bound

        Death Crowned

      

        

      
        CURSED NIGHT

        Hounds of God
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