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      With Abaddon long gone—both in terms of our flight path and in the sense that we had blown it the fuck up—my team of Psychobitches was finally managing to breathe normally and relax. We were flying in a large ship that had previously served as the core of Abaddon. After killing Master Shen and making a break for it, this was our only option, at least until meeting up with Letha and the others who were flying to join Breaker and his team. We flew with them now, doing the same and anxious to figure out more about what our next move would be.

      Taking on Orion Corp. was definitely in the cards, but we didn’t know what that meant in terms of our next immediate action.

      “Holy shit,” Cheri said, and then laughed.

      “What?” Erupa asked, skeptically. “And if you say Lilly—”

      “Not my fault that Lilly said you all fought like bitches back there,” Cheri replied, holding up the little bear chained to the hilt of her sword—A.K.A. Lilly. “She likes you all, honestly. But the way it went down, kinda fucked.”

      “Cheri,” I chided her.

      She turned her gaze on me, thumb still petting the back of her little bear. “She’s not saying you were anything other than a badass. And sexy as fuck, that’s for damn sure. Just that if we’d handled it differently, we could’ve walked out of there without nearly getting our asses handed to us several times.”

      “Shut up,” Tink grumbled.

      “Nobody’s denying that it could’ve gone smoother,” I said, hoping to calm things down and ease the tension. “Hell, who knows how many more hybrids, or supers in mid-experiment, could’ve been with us, flying off to destroy the Orion Corp.? We did what we had to do to survive, though. And won.”

      “No argument here,” Cheri said, but glanced down at the bear as if listening. Her face scrunched up. “But—”

      “We don’t want to fucking hear what Lilly or the other voices in your head think,” Erupa interrupted, voice thick with irritation. “Stow that shit.”

      Cheri frowned, an expression that morphed into a pout as she turned my way. I patted my leg and she came over to sit on my lap, wrapping her arms around my neck.

      “We’re going to make all of this right,” I said, then kissed her on the cheek. “As much as possible, anyway. I know taking you all was wrong now, and… Whenever you want to go back, get out of here and find your way home, you know I won’t stand in your way.”

      “And you know none of us want that,” she countered. “Not when we have a chance of taking out Orion Corp.”

      “And after that?”

      She looked confused, then chuckled. “Oh, Ezra, don’t you know? There’s always going to be another Orion Corp.”

      “What?”

      “Psychobitch Supreme is right,” Erupa said, finally grinning at Cheri. “Even after Orion itself falls, you know that won’t be the end.”

      “So, what, after this and others like it, you all are sticking with me?” I was surprised to find each of them meeting my gaze and nodding. “Like, the Psychobitches become some band of superheroes?”

      “What is it you like to say?” Cheri winked. “‘I am the law,’ right? Let’s change that slightly—‘I’ to ‘we.’ We, sugar, we are the law. Or can be.”

      I laughed, loving it. “But come on, you all are serious?”

      “When you found me, I was so drunk I couldn’t buy Brandy,” Cheri said. “I mean it, couldn’t even afford the cost of a lap dance from that bitch, as much as I was in the mood.”

      “The fuck are you talking about?” Erupa asked, but then waved it off, apparently not wanting her to elaborate. “Point is, same here. I could go back, but to anything as cool as this? No. Fucking. Way. This is the Citadel we’re talking about, and…us. Our team. We’re hot chocolate.”

      “I like that.” Tink chuckled. “Hot chocolate. And Ezra’s nuts are the marshmallows—so yummy, I could slurp them up.”

      “Whoa there.” I held up my hands, grinning at the thought but caught off guard by the one-eighty. “We still have the hybrids on board, and one specifically. I mean…”

      “The mermaid,” Tink said, nodding. “Right. Only, we don’t have a clue where she’s from, and neither does she.”

      That sentence silenced us all.

      We had saved the mermaid, along with others from Abaddon. Hybrids who had once been supers, no doubt, and had been worked on to improve their fighting ability. Only, in many cases their memories were adjusted as well, their…

      “Give us time,” Cheri said, interrupting my thoughts. “Voices tell me she’ll come around, we just need to work with her.”

      I nodded, noticing that the other ships in our little impromptu fleet were starting to slow. If this was really happening and we were about to be part of a force taking on Orion Corp., the last thing I wanted was to be thought of as a reactor. My team was right—from now on, we were going to fight on the side of right, together… as the law.

      “Patch me in,” I said. “It’s time to introduce ourselves.”

      Nobody moved, and after a moment Erupa gestured to the controls in front of me. I grinned, pulled up the comms, and said, “Sure, I’ll do it. Whatever.”

      “Just, you were closest,” Tink added with a restrained chuckle.

      I ignored my team as the comms connected, showing that I was hailing the other group but they hadn’t put the call through yet.

      “Breaker?”

      We paused for a moment, sharing nervous glances before a familiar voice said, “This is Breaker. Who do I have the pleasure of addressing?”

      Sending over my video, I nodded when it confirmed I was showing on their screen. It was good to see this other team, led by the man from the video Letha had shown me before departure. The man had a small scar on the right side of his face and thick, slightly disheveled black hair. He had a civilian look to him and appeared younger than me, but weathered, like maybe he’d spent some good time in a boxing ring. Behind him was a woman with green hair along with a larger woman with dark skin, and the fox-lady with canine-like ears protruding through her tousled pink hair.

      “My name is Ezra Faldron,” I said. “I take it by your voice that you are Breaker. We received your message and have brought what forces we could muster to assist in your mission.”

      “Hold the fuck up,” the curvy woman said, and I put together that this was Gale, the one who had served in the Citadel military. “I’ve heard of you, you piece of shit.”

      This wasn’t how I wanted the conversation to go, but we all had our pasts. I would have to move on from mine. Holding my hands up, I said, “I was a bounty hunter. One who brought my catches to Abaddon, as a matter of fact. Often for the group we now consider the enemy.”

      “He’s changed,” Erupa came to my defense. “We were some of his prisoners, but he helped us fight our way out of there and take down the planet’s core.”

      Cheri wrapped her arms around me. “We are the Psychobitches!” She kissed my cheek affectionately, then added, “And we blew that shit the fuck up!”

      “Dear…” I kissed her hand, then turned back to the screen. “This is Cheri, and here we have Erupa, as well as Tink.” At a look from Tink, I added, “Er, sorry. Flyer.”

      “Tink’s fine.” She shrugged. “It’s kinda grown on me.”

      “As in… Tinkerbell?” Breaker replied, laughing.

      “You’ve heard of her?” I asked, surprised. It had been my experience when interacting with other bounty hunters that very few of them got my Earth references and jokes. They always acted like I was the idiot, when it was their ignorance that was being highlighted. But whatever.

      “Dude,” Breaker replied, grinning. “I’m O.G. Earth, okay? You want to know about Peter Pan, The Man in the Iron Mask, Princess Bride, Zelda, whatever. I know it all. Well, whatever I’ve been able to dig up, anyway.”

      “No shit?” I was impressed, but in part because I only caught half of his references.

      Gale shoved Breaker aside to get central in the screen. “You’ve turned over a new leaf, huh? How the fuck do we know that’s true and you aren’t bullshitting us?

      “I didn’t know,” I explained, glancing back as the mermaid entered, legs normal since she wasn’t in the water. With a nod her way, I continued. “That’s my only excuse—I thought I was on the side of righteousness. Didn’t realize the ones I served were up to such vile practices.”

      “Although, not everything they made turned out bad,” Cheri interjected, turning to our new mermaid friend and caressing her face with a giggle.

      “Yes, but they had no right,” I countered, not sure what to think of the hybrid mermaid yet. She seemed legit, wanted to fight, but had yet to tell us much about who she had been before any of this. “And have done far more evil than good.”

      “What opened your eyes?” Gale asked, frowning.

      I took a moment, trying to decide where to go with this. “Do you mind?” I asked the mermaid. She shook her head. “I’d hate to…”

      “She’s not some toy to show off,” Erupa hissed, too low for the other side to hear.

      “I know…” I lowered my voice. “It’s not like that. They need to understand.”

      “This will… help?” the mermaid asked, voice even quieter than my whisper.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      She nodded, so instead of me answering directly, I stood aside and motioned for her to come forward. Breaker and his team stared in confusion, then processed realization as the gills moved on her neck and she opened her mouth to reveal her sharp teeth.

      “When she’s in water, she’s a mermaid, kind of,” I explained. “A hybrid super. They’ve been doing this all over that place. Or rather, inside. Working with powers such as regeneration, water survival, and others to create various creatures—some who can shift, like her, others who are stuck as what many would consider monsters.” At the narrowing of the mermaid’s eyes, I whispered, “Sorry.”

      “We faced some on Abaddon,” Breaker said, then put a hand on Gale’s arm. “Also, we set up the ships so the others wouldn’t be able to take them. If he had ulterior motives, I’d like to think the A.I. we programmed would’ve caught it.”

      The idea that A.I. on ships could tell anything like that confused me, but I nodded. “There you go. What he said.”

      Gale frowned but turned away from the screen.

      “I think we can trust them,” Breaker said.

      “Us and a couple of others who helped out down there,” I said. “I hope you all agree, since we have every intention of taking out Orion Corp., same as you. As soon as we set down somewhere, I’ll introduce you to Letha, Trunk, and the others.”

      “They have my vote,” a blue lady said with a hint of a smile. Not just any blue lady, I realized as I stared at her—this was the Blue Lady. Andromida herself. Many a bounty had been issued for this woman, but after a while, everyone began to understand how stupid it was to even try to go up against her. “Enemy of my enemy and all that.”

      With a hesitant nod from Gale, Breaker said, “Welcome to the team.”
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      While Breaker signed off, I stayed on the call with the green-haired Twitch to discuss logistics and answer a couple of questions to prove our loyalty. At the end of it, she had us send over a list of who we had on board and what our powers were. It felt a bit like an invasion of privacy but it made sense. They had to know what powers they had on their side to properly formulate an attack plan, I figured, so got right down to it.

      I signed off, finally, and turned to find the ladies talking with our new mermaid friend.

      “You’re sure you don’t even remember your name?” Cheri said, scratching her chin.

      “Nothing,” the mermaid said. Although there wasn’t a doubt on my part, as my powers kicked in to show me her emotions, all of which spoke of her telling the truth.

      Cheri glanced my way and nodded. “Agreed.”

      “Sorry?” I asked.

      “Just that I agree, she’s been nothing but honest with us. I’ve been hoping my voices would give me a name, but… nothing.”

      “Mer,” Erupa said with a shrug.

      “For Meryl?” the woman asked but shook her head. “I don’t think that fits.”

      “No, for mermaid. Until we get your memory working again.” Erupa glanced down at the pistol at her side, and I sensed what was going on there—caution. A simple name to avoid becoming too attached, in case the mermaid didn’t last long.

      Up here, in the situations we were finding ourselves in, such caution made sense, as cold as that was. Mer would do, though.

      “Comms,” Erupa said, pointing to the display.

      “Twitch again?” I asked, glancing back over.

      “Wishful thinking?” Cheri asked, an eyebrow raised.

      I ignored the comment and blew a kiss her way. She didn’t really think there could be wandering eyes on my part, not when I had these beauties at my side. Her eyes wandering, though? I had to wonder, now that she had raised the topic.

      Regardless, this wasn’t the time.

      “Not her,” Letha said, appearing on the display. Trunk was on, too.

      “It’s good to see you both again, and clear of Abaddon,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “Actually, this call is to fill you in on something, then I’ll check with Breaker and his team, see what they think. Cool?” Letha gave it a moment, then went on to tell us how we would need to track down a man who worked for Orion Corp., but there was more than that. It was Trunk’s father.

      We all agreed it made sense, that we would need an inside man, so we signed off.

      “His dad?” Tink said, a humored expression dancing in her eyes. “Damn, if I had the slightest idea where my dad was, I certainly wouldn’t wrap him into something like this.”

      “Wasn’t a super?” I asked.

      “He was, actually. Quite high up there in the power grid, but… the guy was an asshole. Cared more about trying to help everyone else than ever being there for his family.

      “I know the type,” Erupa said, nodding.

      “Not all of our dads could be perfect.” I cringed at my own words, hoping they didn’t ask me about my dad, who actually had been quite the role model.

      “That’s not what I meant,” Erupa said. “For me, it was a fiancé.”

      If I had been drinking at the moment, I would’ve spat it out in surprise. “You were engaged? Were, I hope…”

      “Correct. Ended it when the fucker showed me his true colors. I mean, he volunteered for a second tour of duty that would take him off to the fringe planets to fight piracy, instead of being with me. But it was simpler, in his case—found out later that he was banging some redhead twins.”

      “Damn.” I shook my head, sensing the curiosity from Cheri, who clearly wanted to know more about those twins.

      “Your dad was the superhero type, too?” Mer asked Tink.

      Tink scrunched her nose in thought. “Complicated. Not so much a hero, but not a villain either. Like… more of an entertainer. Thought he could use his powers to bring joy to those without powers—but I always saw it as showing off.”

      “Complicated one,” Mer admitted.

      “And you?” I asked her.

      She shrugged.

      “Ah, right. Sorry.” I bit my lip, wishing I hadn’t spoken, having momentarily forgotten that her memory wasn’t in great shape.

      “My dad is just a normal nobody,” Cheri said. “A bit of a fucker, but not a super.”

      “For some reason, I figured your dad would be either a Tier One or maybe some supervillain,” I admitted with a chuckle.

      “He tried to beat my mom, once, the story goes. He’s missing half his face because of that, so he always wears a mask. It gives him a supervillain look, but nope. No powers. She left him after that, of course, but I’m not sure if it was the guilt over having done that to him or the hatred regarding what he tried to do to her. Maybe both.”

      A long silence followed, and I took her hand, giving it a comforting squeeze.

      “Don’t pity me,” she said to the room. “In a world like ours, that seems to be fairly tame, I’d say.”

      Considering some of the horror stories I had heard when it came to domestic issues and powers being involved, she had a point. They all turned to me, waiting, so I sighed and said, “My dad? Honestly, I’d rather tell you about my mom. A legend, in some parts of the galaxy. Ever heard of Trattoria?”

      Erupa gasped. Excitement shone in Tink’s eyes.

      “Who?” Mer asked.

      “No shit,” Cheri interrupted as I was about to answer. “You’re telling me the Scourge of Redalia was your mom?”

      “She had a bit of a reputation on both sides,” I admitted. “That specific title had to do with her darker days.”

      Cheri started going on about how much she had heard about the legend that was my mom, but I only half listened. Those stories were usually as much hype as anything else.

      I was surprised that I was talking about my mom with them but I supposed that was a sign of how much they truly meant to me. When Erupa asked if I had been close to the woman, I even told them about the time my mom had taken me to watch a famed group of supers perform cliff-diving off the waterfalls of Mokal, a region known for the dangerous cliffs but also the even more dangerous wildlife in the area.

      “We had been under protection, of course,” I continued, “but watching those thrill-seekers nearly lose their lives—one of them lost an arm—gave me a new perspective on life. Although that hadn’t been as life-changing as when she had walked out amid the thunderous applause and battled a squid-like creature for the cheering audience, then taken me out for tea afterward. It was the first time I had begun to understand her fame, and the first time I had realized I could actually lose her.”

      “Damn,” Think said, all of them staring at me excitedly.

      “She sat me down, looked at me with eyes full of a zest for life, and asked me how school was,” I told them. “Which was another sign altogether, since I had dropped out of school two years prior, at ten, to study on my own. The teachers at the schools I could get into couldn’t keep up, and my empath abilities made puberty surrounded by all those adolescents too awkward.”

      “Holy shit, I bet!” Cheri said, and my empath ability told me that her mind had immediately gone into horn-dog mode.

      “Not so different from now, actually,” I added with a wink.

      Erupa burst into laughter. Tink grinned, while Cheri punched me. Mer, however, had a very confused but interested aura about her, and simply smiled pleasantly. That one was going to be a tough nut to crack.

      “Of course, that was all before the fame sucked up so much of her time and life,” I added. “It’s always the same story, isn’t it? If we had a child, I mean…”

      Everyone went silent, nobody making eye contact for the longest time.

      “Why is that an awkward conversation topic?” Mer asked. “Which of you all are romantic?”

      I bit back a smile.

      “We all fuck him,” Cheri stated, never the type to be shy about such things.

      “All…?” She turned to each of the three ladies, then to me in turn. “With you? Wow, I mean… wow.”

      “It’s not a bad situation,” I admitted.

      She stared, eyes actually moving to my crotch and her aura shifted for a moment before suddenly switching to amused. “You all are fucking with me. I get it. Jokes, haha.”

      She actually said the “haha” part, too. I shook my head, and Cheri suddenly looked very serious.

      “Is that weird in your mind?” Erupa asked. “Because to us…” She shrugged. “I don’t see a problem. It’s not just him—”

      “Oh, there are other men? Like a shared thing?”

      “No,” Tink interjected. “But… we kind of have feelings for each other.”

      “Or at least are sexually curious.” Cheri beamed as if that hadn’t been a sort of insult in some way, but the other two either didn’t notice or didn’t seem to care. “Other men would be… weird, though.”

      “Weird.” Mer grinned at me, gave me a ‘good job’ nod, and then jolted slightly, looking at the display. A series of shots went off nearby, nearly hitting Breaker’s ship, and a moment later we were being hailed. According to the screen, we had basically arrived at the Paradise Planet.

      This time, Twitch called with Letha and Trunk on the comms. I had to laugh when Trunk’s image popped up and a head moving over his lap, clearly someone on his team going down on the guy.

      I didn’t say anything, but glanced around to see that Cheri was there, licking her lips, eyes darting to my crotch.

      “Not now,” I whispered, humored but not about to go to that level of unprofessionalism. If I wanted to really be part of the Citadel, even a representative of the law as I hoped to be, that wasn’t the best way to start it.

      Far as I could tell, Trunk didn’t give a flying fuck about any of that.

      “Any ideas would be welcome,” Twitch said, indicating the display where she showed the many ships and defensive systems below.

      

      Letha, however, was apparently watching Trunk, as her eyes were moving up and down. After a second, she said, “Trunk, really?”

      “It isn’t hurting anyone,” he replied.

      The lady there, one I had seen earlier on Abaddon I was pretty sure, lifted her head and said, “Hurting me a bit, but I love it.”

      “Fucking hell,” I said, realizing his huge cock was now taking up the lower half of his screen. I hoped the proximity of the camera was adding size to that thing, because otherwise that was just… wrong. I’d seen it limp, but this was a whole other level. “We’re all gonna die.”

      “Exactly,” Trunk replied. “That’s why I’m going out in style!”

      “IDEAS!” Twitch interjected, clearly done with that topic.

      “Retreat,” Erupa offered.

      “How does that help us?” Breaker asked.

      “We don’t actually retreat,” she clarified. “Just make it look like we are. Turn the ships back, exit atmosphere, but not until several of us have made a break for it. We get down there, shut down their monitoring equipment, and the ships come back to join us.”

      “Us, meaning you’re in?” I asked.

      “Best way to get in, I figure, is with my shadow strike. Me and Gale—Gale, you can use your wind power to let us fall and then swoop us up at the last minute so we don’t die… right?”

      “Well, shit,” Gale said. “Maybe?”

      “I’ll take maybe.” Erupa held my shoulder, giving me a ‘trust me, I’ll be fine,’ look. I nodded but sighed with frustration. Any of my ladies going into danger without me would have me worried, even if they were badasses like… all of them.

      The others agreed and signed off as we prepared Erupa on our side.

      “You’re sure about this?” Cheri asked. “I don’t get why we’re not all going.”

      “Strike force,” Erupa replied.

      “In and get it done without putting too much attention on us,” I added. “Makes sense, as much as I don’t like it.”

      “Tell me not to, and I won’t.” Erupa turned my way, hands on her hips. “Right now. I’ll call them back up and say I changed my mind. But… we need to play our roles in this, ensure success, so keep that in mind.”

      “No, I know you’re right.” I put my hand on hers. “Doesn’t mean I won’t worry.”

      “Good.” She leaned over to kiss me. “And no offense, but I hardly need protecting. In case you didn’t hear, I’m a badass.”
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      Our first step on this Paradise Planet was to send the group down to shut off the enemy’s monitoring equipment. Their systems were alerted to our presence and firing on us, but not able to land the shots.

      I watched as first Gale went, then Breaker and Charm. Erupa charged out to join them, bullets and explosions all around them as I took my ship to join others in the counterattack. On the display, Charm cloaked a second before shadows consumed them all and Erupa was there, pointed straight down for a free fall.

      “Enjoy the ride!” Erupa said, voice starting to crack up via comms. “And you better save us, Gale! Don’t you pull that shit like last time.”

      “What’s that about?” I asked, glancing around at Cheri and Tink. Neither seemed to have a clue, so I made a mental note to ask her about that comment later on. Mer wouldn’t know, but she was off resting again, maybe even trying some of the meditation techniques I’d been showing her, techniques I had learned during my time training at the temple. I hoped to help her recover her memories in this way.

      I leaned back, using my wrist device to look over my leveling up and stats. Having reached level four before, I could now actually push my empath ability in a way that would attack the mind. Pretty cool, if you asked me. Even do a bit of mental and stamina healing. A bar showed how close I was to the next level—still a bit, but it hadn’t been long since my level four upgrade, so that made sense.

      “So, here we get Trunk’s dad, and that’ll be the key to locating and getting into the Orion Corp. military complex?” Cheri asked.

      “Far as I know,” I said.

      Tink chuckled when I looked her way. “Hey, I’m just here to kill when told.”

      “Fight, fuck, fight some more,” Cheri said, and then laughed as if that had been some great joke. At our looks of curiosity, she shrugged. “A psychobitches life for me.”

      “Yo ho,” I said, grinning.

      “Did he just call me a ho?” Cheri hissed to Tink, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Maybe both of us?” Tink replied.

      “It’s… no.” I facepalmed, then noticed another round of defensive shots coming our way and put the ship into defensive-maneuvers mode. “Not everyone shares my fascination with Earth history, but you two should at least get into it a bit. Shared interest and all.”

      Tink scoffed. “And when’s the last time you even asked me what my interests are?”

      “Yeah!” Cheri added.

      “Shit.” I ran a hand through my hair, adjusting it so it didn’t flop down onto my forehead. “What are your interests?”

      Tink considered this, then nudged Cheri. “You first.”

      Cheri grinned wide. “I just said, actually. Fight, fuck, and fight some more!”

      We all laughed but then turned to Tink, waiting, while I continued evasive maneuvers, along with some of the other ships who were drawing the attention of the planet’s defensive systems.

      “It’s been so long since I was able to even think about it, but… dragons.”

      “Wait, what?” Cheri asked.

      “You know, dragons. Also hypogryphs, unicorns, animals like that.”

      Cheri was staring at her wide-eyed, giving me the feeling that I needed to intervene.

      “She means mythology,” I explained. “Or rather, mythological animals.”

      “They aren’t myth,” Tink countered.

      “You’ve seen one?”

      “No.”

      I held out my hands, waiting for an explanation.

      “Listen, you don’t have to see something to know it’s real.” Tink indicated the screen to remind me to focus on keeping us alive, although honestly it wasn’t hard work with the ship’s defensive systems in place. “This Tinkerbell you named me after, right? You never saw her, never met her, but she’s real.”

      “No, actually… that was a story. Fiction.”

      “Seriously?” She pursed her lips, frowning. “Fine, whales, right? And the narwhal—I’ve studied up on those, too. Real or myth?”

      “Whales, real. Narwhal…?” I scratched my chin, trying to remember that one.

      “Like whales, kind of, but with a long horn or tooth or something similar to a unicorn.”

      “A whale with the horn of a unicorn?” I scoffed. “Come on, Tink… of course that can’t be real.”

      She shrugged. “You believe what you want, I’ll believe what I do. Unicorns, narwhals… dragons. All of it. Hell, I’m going to say Tinkerbell was real, because fuck you for saying dragons aren’t.”

      I sighed, knowing this wasn’t an argument I could win. As I continued to pilot the ship, I decided that humoring her couldn’t hurt and asked where her fascination with dragons came from.

      She scrunched her nose, apparently not buying my interest, but finally said, “I’ll show you all something,” and used her finger to trace light in the sky as she did with what we’d taken to calling her pixie dust, and drew a dragon in the air.

      The drawing was impressive, and it was too bad to see the light fade away, the drawing gone.

      “Always been into drawing them, actually,” Tink admitted. “When I was a little girl, I’d read something about them, I think, or maybe it was a story my mom told me. I don’t remember. Anyway, I got super into drawing them, first with my finger in the dirt, then burning images into our fence. When my mom came out one day and found our entire fence covered in those drawings, I thought I’d be in trouble. She actually laughed, and immediately got me into classes. Told me I could be the best artist in the world someday, if I wanted.”

      “I believe it,” I said.

      She offered me a thankful smile. “Well, life has taken some strange turns, hasn’t it? Instead of drawing dragons, I’m out here fighting off alien invasions or whatever it is that’s happening.”

      “Maybe…” A timid voice came from the doorway, and we turned to see Mer standing there. “It’s just a thought, but maybe you could draw me, someday? In mermaid form, of course.”

      “I’d like that,” Tink replied.

      They shared a smile and then Mer entered, taking her seat and watching below.

      “No more attacks?” she asked, and it wasn’t until then that I realized we were in the clear. Erupa and the others on the ground must have been successful.

      It wasn’t long before we all landed. We disembarked, finally getting to meet everyone in the flesh. Erupa was apparently ecstatic to see me. She sprinted over, picked me up, and smothered me in kisses before I had a chance to ask how it had gone.

      “Fuck, it’s good to come back to your arms,” she said, setting me down and laughing.

      “My arms?” I grinned, feeling her taut muscles. As far as women went, I liked them in all shapes and sizes, and she definitely had a unique angle with how buff she was.

      Breaker and team got us all together and he explained that they had managed to hack into the planet’s surveillance system, and a super named Shimmer—from his team—was using her illusion powers to keep us hidden from above.

      I clasped forearms with Trunk, accepted an embrace from Letha, and approached the man I now recognized as Breaker.

      “Ezra, it’s a pleasure,” the man said, seeming more timid than I had imagined him. Sort of… nerdy, almost?

      “You, too,” I replied, holding out a hand.

      He shook it with vigor. “Erupa is quite the lady. You’re lucky to have her on your team.”

      “I am.”

      He gave me a nod, turned to say hello to Letha, and then I noticed Andromida nearby. Having seen her bounty contracts so many times, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to meet the legend.

      “The famed Blue Lady,” I said, stepping up to her. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you, bounty hunter,” she replied with a hint of humor in her eyes, but no smile.

      “You’re familiar with my work?”

      She shrugged. “Not well enough, although I made sure to make note of who was after me in my time.”

      “Smart. And your role here?” I asked. “Sorry, but I always took you to be more of a force of nature, bringing havoc and chaos wherever you went.”

      She finally smiled. “All part of a grand strategy. In this case, it involves Muerta… maybe also the one they call Asterisk, and more.”

      I nodded, told her I was excited to be part of it all, and turned in time to see Cheri approach Charm while getting that mischievous look in her eyes I knew could spell trouble.

      “What the fuck are you?” Cheri asked the woman.

      “Just another super, trying to do my part,” Charm muttered, glancing over at Breaker, who was mid-conversation with Letha.

      “A super-fox?” Cheri asked.

      The way she turned to me with a look of ‘Pretty cool, huh?’ was enough of a distraction for her to miss the flash of anger in the fox-lady’s eyes, and the punch coming her way. Charm’s punch landed and sent Cheri flying back, even as Cheri tried to throw a counterpunch but only hit the air.

      Breaker was in there a moment later, trying to separate them. I rushed over, too, along with a hybrid I recognized from one of the other ships. He was unmistakable due to the white fur that covered his body.

      Cheri and Charm squared off. I held up a hand to Cheri, giving her the look that told her to back down. She didn’t need to be told twice, but it had been Charm who struck first.

      “What’s going on here?” Letha called out, walking into our midst. I liked the Asylum guard outfit she now wore, giving her a look similar to mine.

      Sword pointed at Charm, Cheri spat out, “She-wolf over there punched me!”

      “Fuck,” Twitch said with a laugh. “Watch it.”

      “Charm,” Breaker said, approaching his lady. “Can we try not to start a fight with our new friends the first time we get to actually meet them?”

      “You hear what she said?” Charm growled.

      “I did, and…” Turning on Cheri, Breaker frowned.

      “Darling,” I said, as I realized she had the sword pointed at him now.

      Cheri frowned, then sheathed her sword and cracked a smile. “Ah, I was just having fun, foxy. The voices told me to say it, that’s all. They’re telling me you don’t like being called foxy, either, but guess what? I don’t fucking like flying, it hurts my stomach. So, we can all be a bit grumpy, huh? And just leave it at that.”

      I turned to Breaker, hoping he’d back off. He met my gaze and nodded. Charm saw this and went over to her man, whispering something about a punch, but didn’t act further on it. Andromida was glaring, clearly not the type to put up with this bullshit.

      Breaker turned to the crowd now gathered around us and held out his hands. “Ignoring all of that, it’s nice to meet you. I’m called Breaker, but my real name is Chad. I take it everyone is now familiar with the concept of supers?”

      Trunk raised a hand. “Still trying to wrap my mind around the idea but back there, in Abaddon, we were exposed a bit.”

      “Short version of the story, supers were the colonists who left for the Oram system long ago. The sun there changed them, giving some of them superpowers.”

      “Them, you say?” Letha assessed Breaker. “I’m pretty sure you have powers, too.”

      He nodded. “Apparently, my jarhead brother and I, although raised on Earth, were children of some very powerful supers. We can get into it when we travel again, or during our next down time. I’d love to hear more of your stories—especially, Letha and Trunk, what happened after you both ascended.”

      The ‘jarhead’ part of what he said registered, although it took me a moment to put together the word with where I’d heard it before. “Oh, Marines!”

      “Drew is,” Breaker said, nodding. “Once a Marine, always a Marine.”

      “Ascended?” Tink asked, leaning in so the others wouldn’t hear.

      “Ah, yes,” I whispered back as someone else said something to the group. “Basically, they fought on a planet to earn their rights among the elites in their system. It’s kind of fucked up.”

      “I’ll say.” She frowned, taking in Letha and Trunk.

      Trunk, who had listened to us, shook his head. “Technically, I never did. But yeah, story for another time.”

      “Trunk, will your father really be able to show us where Orion Corp. is? Even get us in?”

      “He has the knowledge and know-how. You just gotta do the convincing.”

      “We’ve got that covered,” Charm assured him.

      “As long as you don’t lose your temper, I guess?” Tink said, but at a look from Charm went small, fluttering next to my shoulder.

      “Right, don’t you worry about Charm,” Breaker said. “She’s reliable. Each of you should worry about your own team when we get there.” I was pretty sure he looked my way before continuing. “Right now, we’re gonna need a small group, including Trunk, to get his father and escape with the man. That means going with me will be Trunk, Charm, and… Trunk, you want to take one of yours?”

      The man adjusted himself, clearly not used to wearing so much clothing, and shrugged. “Knowing my dad and where he’ll be, I’ll say my boy Draino, there.”

      “Draino?” Breaker asked.

      A short guy with pearly whites stepped forward, rubbing his hands together as he shouted, “Reporting for duty.”

      “Why him?” Breaker asked. “Some power that’ll help? A knowledge about this sort of stuff?”

      Trunk laughed. “Nah, just that my dad’s the type to hang out at whorehouses, and I promised this guy I’d buy him a lay.”

      “Fucking classy,” Letha said with a laugh.

      “Hey, anytime you wanna come back my way for a spin, you let me know.”

      The hybrid next to Letha growled, but she put a hand on his chest. “Darnell, please. We have history, that’s all.”

      Trunk grinned, staring down Darnell.

      Letha turned back to Trunk, glared, and then returned her attention to Breaker. “And the rest of us?”

      Twitch cut in. “We’ll have two ships in orbit, in case there’s trouble, and the rest can wait here, ready to go. I’d like to get some time for us all to spar, get to know each other’s strength in a fight, that sort of thing, so that we’re a cohesive unit.”

      “Good thinking.” Gale gave her a respectful nod.

      “I like it too,” Letha chimed in. “Just remember, we don’t all have superpowers. That said, we know how to shoot, and where a blade goes.”

      “Make it fast,” Andromida said, rotating her neck and then stretching her arms. “I’m—”

      “Ready to get out of here, I know,” Breaker cut in, earning a couple of chuckles. “Sorry, but we all are. If Draino here’s really going to visit a whorehouse, he better be a true one-minute man.”

      “I can do even quicker,” the short guy said, giving Breaker a thumbs up. “Ten seconds, maybe thirty, tops.”

      “And where would you have me, master?” Aegriss asked, earning a nervous glance from all around. Oddly, there was a very palatable unease from his immediate group members, and something cold about Aegriss’ emotional aura. Different.

      “We can watch her,” Twitch said. “If anyone comes by, she can cover for us, assure them all’s normal.”

      “Good call,” Breaker replied, then turned to the Aegriss. “Do that.”

      She nodded his way, hands folded in front of her, and gave me a pleasant, very awkward, smile. It all felt rather unnatural, the way they were treating her, so I had to assume she was new to the team.

      “Android,” Cheri hissed into my ear. “Lilly’s telling me so, anyway. Just joined… basically.”

      I made eye contact with the supposed android, wondering if she had heard us and wondering how it was that I could get an emotional signal off her if she was truly an android. Lilly, Cheri’s bear but so much more, hadn’t steered me wrong in the past, so I decided to go with it.

      Breaker laughed. “Let’s get to it, then.”

      The four of them chosen for the mission took off, and I was fine with that. My team and I returned to our ship, ready in case we needed to fly or charge into the city. I hated not knowing what the next move was, but it would depend in large part on the success of our other teams. One thing I knew for sure, I had zero interest in staying on an elite-fueled fucking Paradise Planet one minute longer than was needed. These types had always annoyed me. People who thought they were better than others, basically considering themselves gods. Maybe that had been part of what drew me to Orion Corp., before I understood the truth of the corporations. They had promoted themselves as the answer for the common man. In a way, it was about power rather than status, which should have been a red flag in itself. At the time, all I saw was a system that set itself apart from the structure that had claimed my dad, the part I didn’t want to tell my team about. How he had fallen at the hands of the system, tried his best to bring us out of our place in it all, only to feel the weight too heavy for his shoulders.

      Turns out, maybe neither was exactly optimal. At the moment, I was going for the lesser of two evils, but still hoped for changes in more than one way.

      “Maybe we should wait inside,” I said, feeling a ball of disgust building up in my gut at the thought of this planet and everything it stood for.

      “Good idea.” Judging by the tilt of her lip and bounce in her step as Cheri moved aboard the ship, she had a similar notion of the place.

      Tink, I noted, lingered for a moment, eyes scanning the horizon as if looking for something. Maybe this reminded her of her home? Reaching into my fairly good memory and considering what I had learned about her when I read the file to prepare for her hunt, it hit me that she had indeed come from a place of wealth. She had been raised in a city I used to dream of visiting as a youth, one that, even in my studies at the temple, my mind had wandered to. It was during that time that I had learned to block the image from my mind, an image of me riding through a flying car down the streets of Ingar, its crystalline buildings rising up around me, the elegance of white and cobalt blue that made up the city sparkling in its dual suns.

      “You’re… happy?” I asked her, pausing with her as the others went ahead. “Here with me, I mean.”

      “Anywhere with you,” she replied.

      I grinned but waved the comment off. “Come on, not that long ago you were threatening to dismember me and worse.”

      “Not long ago, I also wasn’t sucking your cock, but…” She leaned into me, hand running along my inseam. “Things change.”

      “But, no matter what happens with us, where we end up, it’s not going to be Ingar.”

      She went rigid for a moment at the sound of the city’s name, a look of disgust crossing her face. Not the response I had expected.

      “The day I go back there is the day I die,” she said. “Literally—they’ve exiled me until that day.”

      “I’m sorry…?”

      “Don’t be. I was part of an operation that exposed some very high-level officials in a ring of corruption and worse.” Her tongue ran along her upper teeth as she stared off at the wall in thought, then said, “Unfortunately for me, it turned out that pretty much everyone was in that boat. Everyone but me. They reinstated everyone else and kicked me out. That’s how it goes.”

      “Even in Ingar…”

      “Not ‘even,’ but especially. Yes.”

      “I had no idea.”

      She put a hand on my shoulder, offering a smile. “The prettiest things aren’t always so perfect once you get to know them.”

      “Is that a warning?” I chuckled, nervously. “Are you going to end up being some serial killer and slaughter me in my sleep?”

      “You’re kind. I hope you find that’s not true with me, but in much of life, it’s the case.”

      I nodded, considering the fact that I really didn’t know her very well. There was what I knew on paper, and the intense experiences we had shared on Abaddon and since, but… that wasn’t much.

      Apparently, she was thinking the same thing or something very similar, because her emotional aura started showing me unease and confusion. I leaned in, kissed her, and wrapped my arms around her.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “What doesn’t?”

      “Anything. None of it matters. We’ve shared a very intense experience, and some very intimate ones since then. Even if I learn that there are parts of you which aren’t what I would have once considered perfect, I will love them because they are part of you.”

      “You think?”

      I chuckled. “If there’s one thing I know, it’s emotions. Ours are real—all of ours. We need to get to know each other more, but for that we have all the time in the universe. Or, at least as long as we can manage to stay alive. Personally, I’m looking forward to getting to know each of you more.”

      “Ditto.”

      She kissed me back but then scrunched her nose. “Funny, considering how much I took you as the macho type…”

      “Don’t say it. I can be macho and still express feelings and emotions. I’m redefining macho.”

      Her laugh was pleasant. The way she squeezed my crotch a moment later, more so.

      “This is all the macho I need.”

      I squirmed uneasily as her fingers caressed me. A chuckle sounded from outside and I turned to see that we were still in the entryway with the ramp open, one of the hybrid men watching with a wide smile.

      “Hope you enjoyed the show,” Tink said, waving with her free hand, and then hit the button to make the ramp go up.

      I laughed, turning to continue in, but her hand gripped me tighter.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked.

      “I assumed…”

      The rest of my sentence went unspoken as her hand moved up and then into my pants, stroking me right there. Her free hand started working my pants off, and she shook her head.

      “All this talk of getting to know each other more, I figure…” She knelt and rubbed my cock along her cheek, down toward her mouth. “No time like the present.”

      Naturally, I didn’t point out that this wasn’t the kind of ‘getting to know each other’ we had really been discussing, but hey, it made us both feel closer to each other, so why not? She held my cock as if for inspection, then flicked her tongue out, tickling my scrotum, then the tip of my cock.

      “See, getting to know you better already,” she said, and then was working it. When I couldn’t take it any longer, I pulled her up and pressed her against the wall while pulling her pants off.

      “Favorite food?” I asked, my hand sliding along her thigh and then gripping her ass.

      “Rack of lamb, slow…” She breathed heavily into my ear, guiding my cock to rub against her wet pussy. “…slow… cooked with pomegranate. You?”

      I felt her against me, moving so that I felt her opening take me inside, our two bodies becoming one.

      “So?” She asked, my cock fully inside of her, her eyes fluttering.

      “Food?” I pulled her to me, slowly making love to her. “I don’t… Oh, Oram… Maybe tiramisu?”

      “That’s dessert, it’s cheating.”

      I laughed. “Who the hell cares right now?”

      She grinned, moved in to kiss my neck, then bit my ear lobe. “Favorite position?”

      “Sexual?”

      She bit me. “Of course.”

      “This one right here feels very nice.”

      More thrusting, groping of flesh, kissing, and then an emotion of arousal from nearby registered, although not the one from Tink.

      “Er, Ezra?” Mer said, standing in the hallway. She was turned slightly as if not watching us, but eyes clearly focused on the view.

      I froze there, mid-thrust. “Yes?”

      “They sent me to tell you. I guess they thought… thought it would be funny? But… attack coming. You should see this.”

      “Not the only thing coming,” Tink said, pressing against me and taking my cock back fully inside of her. “One minute?”

      “I’m not sure we have time,” Mer replied, but Tink wasn’t listening. She was grinding on me and gripping me, her head thrown back and mouth open with eyes shut. I shared a look with Mer as Tink climaxed, and then Tink was off me, kneeling with two hands on my cock, jacking me off until I came all over her face.

      The whole time, Mer watched. When it was done, Tink stood and grinned, then said, “I’ll find a bathroom and see you in the bridge.” She had to hold a hand to her brow to keep my cum from dripping. I had to admit, after that, I felt much closer to her.

      And to Mer, who was biting her lip while staring at my engorged cock.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      She shook her head, eyes wide as if just realizing what had happened, then spun on her heel and ran back to the bridge.

      With a shrug, I tucked myself away and followed. Nobody had forced her to watch, after all.

      I entered to find Erupa and Cheri giving me sly grins, but they only lasted as long as it took them to remember the action on the screen as my eyes found it. Ships were incoming, and a lot of them.

      “Marines?” I asked, moving to the pilot seat and adjusting my half-boner so it wouldn’t be so obvious.

      “And more,” Erupa said, indicating a spot on the screen that showed some massive ships. “Those… I think they’re the Nihilists.”

      Mer sat in her seat, avoiding eye contact with me, or maybe she was just very engaged by the action on the screen. Judging by the nervous aura coming from her, it was less about that action, and more about the action she had just witnessed. Tink entered and glanced around, then to the screen, and said, “Shit.”

      “Indeed,” I said, checking in with the others as I raced through the hot launch startup sequences and then fired the engines on our ship. They were preparing as well. We were soon in the air, ready for action.

      An attack hit the city, the explosion no joke. Smoke rose and filled the air as more and more attacks hit. We were airborne now, doing our best to avoid the Marine ships that took us for the enemy, and already attacking any Nihilist-related ship we could confirm as enemy. Soon the Marines had forgotten about us, going full-on against the Nihilists.

      “Breaker’s incoming!” Twitch said, voice over the comms and through the ships in a way that told me she must have managed to hack into the ships with her special screens. “Prepare to make departure.”

      “We are,” I said, watching as the Marines began putting together a protective barrier that was helping to hold off the enemy attack, at least momentarily. I had no doubt they would fall, and judging by the force arrayed against them, it wouldn’t take long.

      Soon we were off, though, knowing this wasn’t our fight and not one we could make much of a dent in. Breaker filled us in on the rest of the mission and the coordinates we were to fly for. We had our destination, the location of the friend of Trunk’s dad who they had been after.

      It was time to put our plan into action.
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      Mer joined us on the bridge as we flew out to put the pieces together. We flew in silence for a while, and when I turned to take in the team, I couldn’t help but notice Tink eyeing her with curiosity. Tink winked at me, then leaned toward the hybrid.

      “We saw you watching, before,” Tink said with a suggestive wink. “So…?”

      Cheri and Erupa turned to look at Mer, waiting for a response.

      “You all have something special,” Mer said. “Me? I’m the outsider. I’m… curious, of course. Who wouldn’t be? Curious, nothing more.”

      Oddly, her aura was spelling pure desire. Lust. Infatuation.

      With a glance at me, Cheri laughed, loud and intense. When she stopped, she leaned in toward Mer and said, “Girl, you do know our boy’s powers, right? Reading your mind, kind of.”

      “Emotions,” I corrected her. “Mind is you.”

      “Not exactly,” Cheri countered. “Voices tell me things, that’s all. Sometimes it’s exactly what someone around me is thinking, others it’s not.”

      “So, both of you can… kind of read my mind?”

      “Kind of,” I said, nodding as if in apology. “It’s not intentional, though. I don’t mean to be intrusive.”

      She stared at me. “What am I thinking right now?”

      Again, with the lust. Again, with desire and craving…

      “I’d rather not answer,” I admitted.

      Her cheeks went red. She turned back to Cheri. “You?”

      Cheri ran her thumb over her bear, winked, and said, “Not sure, exactly, but I know you can’t get Ezra’s cock out of your mind. Might want to try, it’s huge and likely doesn’t fit easily.”

      “Cheri!” Erupa scolded her with a laugh. “Come on…”

      “It’s not like the girl hasn’t seen it,” Tink chimed in, grinning my way. “Pull it out. See what happens. Maybe she’ll jump on it, maybe she’ll scream and run off. Only one way to find out.”

      “Don’t,” Mer said, voice hushed.

      “I can’t think of why he shouldn’t,” Cheri added, pursing her lips in thought. “I could get it started for you, if you prefer.”

      “I’m not… ready.” Mer stood, gave me an apologetic glance, and then headed back to the room where she had been resting earlier.

      “Well, that was different,” Cheri said, pouting. “I really expected her to be all about it.”

      “She is,” I pointed out. “But not ready, yet.”

      “I don’t understand those words.”

      Erupa chuckled. “Yeah, you wouldn’t.”

      I turned to stare at Erupa, wondering about her. When she couldn’t stand me staring anymore and the rest of the room was uncomfortably quiet, she held out her hands. “You’re either undressing me in your mind—which wouldn’t make sense when you could just come over here and do it for real—or you have something to say. Which is it?”

      “Gale.”

      “You’re undressing Gale with your mind while staring at me?” Erupa clucked her tongue. “You dirty, dirty man.”

      I chuckled. “You know what I mean. What was that comment back there? You two have a history?”

      “Ah. Don’t worry about it.”

      My frown said it all, but when she didn’t offer more, I persisted. “Erupa, come on. Is this the type of group that keeps secrets from each other?”

      “You don’t?” Erupa looked from me to the others. “None of you?”

      “What you wanna know?” Cheri asked.

      “How many people you fucked?” Erupa folded her arms, waiting.

      “Not fair—too high to count.”

      “See.”

      “Wait, what’s the highest you can count to?” I asked, holding up a finger. “More than this?”

      “Fuck you. Just for that, I’ll tell you it’s a fuckton. Sorry, but I like pussy, and I like cock. I’ve been around, but from now on, there’s only one cock for me. There you go.”

      Erupa cleared her throat. “You asked us what we wanna know. This, I wanna know.”

      “Honestly—and I mean it, this is the truth—I stopped keeping count around the hundreds.” Cheri shrugged. “But that includes men and women. Never counted them separately.”

      “Huh.” My heart sort of lurched at the thought of that many people being with her before I came around. But it shouldn’t matter, I told myself. For one, as she said, it was all about me and now. Me and the team, actually. And we supers live damn long lives, so for all I knew she was a bit older than I was, even if she didn’t look it. How old? Even I wasn’t stupid enough to ask that question.

      “Fifteen, here,” Tink said. “Only men.”

      “Let’s switch the topic,” I suggested. “Honestly, I don’t like hearing this. Don’t want those numbers, or the faces I make up and start associating with them in my head.”

      “Ask me something else, then,” Cheri said. “Something I… know the answer to.”

      “When did you know you were into me?”

      She let out a gleeful laugh. “The moment we met, pretty eyes.”

      “Bullshit,” Erupa countered. “When he was trying to capture you, to turn you in for money, you liked him?”

      “You kidding? What’s hotter than that?”

      “Not the moment you wanted to fuck me,” I corrected, “but the moment you knew you were into me. That you might someday feel, you know… love or whatever.”

      She leaped over and threw her arms around me. “Ah, sugar-lips, I fell in love with you the day you captured me.”

      “Oooh, the big ‘L’ word,” Erupa said, cringing. “Sorry, but we’re not there yet.”

      Tink laughed. “Yeah, I’ll go down on you whenever you want and am always good for a quickie, but fuck saying ‘love’ anytime soon. No offense, it’s just too damn soon.”

      “Speak the truth.” Erupa fist-bumped her.

      “I don’t need years or any fancy rings to know my feelings,” Cheri said. “When I see love, I know it, and this right here is it.”

      Honestly, talking about love made me uncomfortable, too. The others were right in that it was too damn fast to be saying that. But still, I felt like Romeo swept away by a river of emotions and devotion that was Juliet, except in this case not a fourteen-year old girl but a beautiful woman. Three beautiful women, to be honest with myself, and a fourth with potential, maybe.

      I’d never said the big ‘L word,’ though, and wasn’t quite there. To my relief, Cheri didn’t give me much of a chance to respond or say anything on the matter, since she had turned to see Mer was back, standing in the doorway and listening.

      “Yes?” Mer said, when she realized the attention had gone to her.

      “Come on, your turn,” Cheri said. “Do you love us yet, or what?”

      Mer blinked rapidly, smiled, then frowned. “Wait, is she joking or serious?”

      “Let’s always assume joking,” Erupa replied. “Makes it easier to put up with her.”

      Cheri rolled her eyes, her cheek against mine. “What’s not to love, huh?”

      “Can we focus on the more pressing topic?” Tink asked. “We’re sitting here talking about all this, not even giving Mer and our boy here a chance to get to know each other. How much longer do you think we have?”

      I checked the display, and our course showed another hour at least. Before I could answer, though, Erupa sighed and said, “Wait…”

      “Yeah?” I turned back to her, remembering that we were still waiting for an answer.

      “Before her days with the Citadel, actually,” Erupa explained. “Gale and I were on a mission together. One that was sort of, it turned out, an initiation. Neither of us knew it but whoever had hired us had an affiliation with the Citadel and was looking for recruits.”

      “Hired you for what?” Tink asked.

      “A mercenary job, basically. I figured it couldn’t be that bad, since it was a simple move against a famed space pirate group known as the—”

      “Crimson Bones,” Cheri said, and then laughed. “Oh, shit! I thought I recognized you from somewhere.”

      “Wait, what?” Erupa frowned, not following.

      “Come on, imagine me but with purple, ear-length hair. No tattoos yet, dressed in all black.”

      Hot, I had to admit, although I preferred her current look with the blue pigtails and red outfit.

      “No…” Erupa stared, muttered “Fuck” under her breath, then said, “Yes, the Crimson Bones.”

      “Can someone fill the rest of us in?” I said.

      “No need,” Tink said with a chuckle. “I heard about this. When I was studying to get into the Citadel, after leaving my old planet behind, I was all about following up on all the military leaders, including Gale. The way I read it, she took down the captain of the Crimson Bones and that was what got her in. Only, now I’m guessing there was more to that story, including Erupa, and I figured Cheri was involved as well.”

      “Not as one of the mercs, though,” Cheri said proudly. “That was back in my dark days, as I like to think of them.”

      “You were one of the pirates?” I asked.

      She nodded, pigtails bobbing. “I was, indeed.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Holy shit, is right,” Erupa agreed. “First of all, I thought I killed that little bitch, who is apparently you. I remember driving a sword through your gut.”

      “You mean right here?” Cheri indicated a spot. “Yes, you did. Only, we had a damn fine healer on board. It wasn’t until after you were long gone, and the captain was dead, that one of the others helped me escape. I never looked back. Being that close to death changes a woman.”

      “And now… now you two are best buddies,” I said with a chuckle.

      “Or more,” Cheri added with a wink Erupa’s way.

      “I just…” Erupa shook her head, putting a hand to her temple. “I need to process all of this.”

      “Wait,” Mer chimed in. “What about Gale, then?”

      Erupa swallowed, held up a hand, and then nodded. “She did kill the captain, far as I can tell, but at the expense of losing half the crew. Her choice came down to mission accomplishment or risking it all for us.”

      “And she chose the mission,” I said, frowning. “Is that the kind of choice the Citadel wants from its soldiers?”

      “To be fair, most organizations would,” Tink said. “If it’s down to a few lives versus the bigger picture, they often look at the bigger picture.”

      Mer snarled, baring her pointed teeth.

      “Not your style?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Me,” I stood, pacing, pausing to watch the screen, “I say take the risk to save your team, then go back and try for mission accomplishment. Maybe those organizations say otherwise but fuck them. Nothing matters if I don’t have my team.”

      “Awww.” Cheri blew me a kiss.

      I stopped, feeling exhausted from the whole discussion. “Maybe we should all get some rest before we arrive.”

      “You don’t get off so easily,” Erupa said, wagging her finger. “Come on, what’s your secret? How many?”

      “How many isn’t a secret for me. It’s not a lot.”

      “Then get on with it.”

      “Before you all?” I pursed my lips in thought. “Maybe seven or eight.”

      “Aw, the poor baby.” Cheri gestured me over. “That’s why we have to do it a lot. To make sure we’re making up for your lost time.”

      I laughed, a smile on my face as I noticed Tink grinning and her aura hinting that she was also imagining the fun time we had just had.

      “That’s also why I think I need at least a small nap,” I noted while heading for the door. “Anyone want to join me?”

      “Just a nap?” Cheri pouted. “Eh, I think I’ll keep watch up here.”

      “Me, too,” Erupa said, motioning Mer toward me. “Go on.”

      Tink stood to accompany me, but an aura of hesitation came from Mer.

      “It’s okay,” I said, offering her my arm. “Honestly, only sleep. Nothing more this time.”

      That helped put her at ease, slightly, and when Tink held out a hand, she accepted. The three of us made for what I had taken as my room. Tink went in first, arranging the bed, and took the spot against the wall. Next was me, but I sat at the side of the bed and motioned Mer over.

      She stood, eyeing us. “You all, this team… you’re really close.”

      “Extremely,” I said. “But you don’t have to be like that. It’s up to you.”

      “I… want to be,” she replied, surprising me. But then she held up a hand. “Only, not yet. Right now,” she motioned me back, and then laid down next to me, hand on my chest, “I just want this.”

      I nodded, taking Tink’s hand in mine, loving the feeling of her soft breathing on my cheek, and closed my eyes.
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      Tink woke me with a fluttering of her wings that slapped against my face, reminding me of the idea of those wings fluttering against my balls, as I had been dreaming about. She, however, was still asleep. I sat up, confused, and got another wing in the face. Not quite the pleasant experience of my dream.

      She muttered, “Huh?” as she turned my way, eyes still closed.

      I moved out of her way, not wanting to wake her when we were so close to our destination and wouldn’t have time to go back to sleep. Her heavy breathing returned, and she was like an angel to watch. It had never occurred to me how much of a hassle it must be to sleep with wings but watching her there on her stomach, I realized that she couldn’t really roll over if she wanted to.

      With a jolt, she sniffled and then shrunk, so that she was in her small, fairy form. I stared in shock, thinking how horrible that could have been if she had shrunk while we were sleeping. I could have rolled over and crushed her!

      Then again, she was a super and damn strong. Maybe it would have been more like rolling onto a rock, inconveniencing me more than anything.

      “An angel,” Cheri said, standing in the doorway. “A teeny, tiny, beautiful angel.”

      I chuckled and motioned her over. She knelt at my side, hand on my thigh, watching Tink sleep. I bent over to kiss the top of her head, glancing over at Mer sleeping, wondering about her and her past. Eventually, I figured we would learn more.

      “Don’t you need some rest?” I asked as Cheri nuzzled my hand.

      “The voices rarely let me, anyway.”

      I nodded, taking her hand and staring at it. “You know, we were so busy kicking ass and blowing shit up, I hardly got a chance to know you.”

      “Other than physically,” she replied with a wink.

      “Physically, I think I know you better than I’ve ever known anyone in my life,” I replied with a chuckle.

      “There’s still a lot to learn.”

      I kissed her hand. “And I can’t wait for th—” My words cut off as I started at Tink going back to full size, and the motion of it waking her up.

      Her eyes flew open, settled on us, and she smiled. “Two of my favorite people in the universe here to wake me up. Doesn’t get much better than that.”

      “Did you know that you change sizes in your sleep?” I asked.

      “So I’ve been told.” She shrugged, then sat up and stretched. “Hope it didn’t bother you.”

      “Not at all.”

      Her eyes roamed over to Cheri. “I had a dream about you.”

      “I daydream about you all the time,” Cheri replied, blowing her a kiss.

      Tink laughed. “Thank you. But this, it was odd. I mean, not that anything about us is normal, but…”

      “Tell us,” I said, my curiosity winning as my attempt to remember any dreams I might have had, failed.

      “It’s silly, really. We were walking along some street in a sunny place, I don’t know where. Rolling, brown hills in the distance. All around us were cute little stores, large trees with branches that reached out, looming overhead, and tiny white lights strung around the trunks. We stopped by a little bakery that sold coffee—and not just regular coffee, but all sorts of varieties, with flavoring and even whipped cream. One had chocolate sauce… and you and I were in cute little dresses, while Ezra wore a three-piece suit, and we were laughing, sharing a chocolate chunk muffin and one of those coffees with chocolate in it.”

      “It sounds grand,” I said, trying to imagine this world of such simplicity and peace.

      “I’m not done,” Tink said with an amused grin. “Suddenly, Cheri goes to the counter and orders a chocolate cream puff, takes off her dress, and spreads the chocolate cream along her breasts and pussy while eating the puff, then laid herself out on the table to let us go to town on the chocolate.”

      “Getting better,” Cheri said with a laugh. “Sounds more like a premonition than a dream, if you ask me.”

      “I’d lap it up,” I admitted.

      “We did, and loved it.” Tink licked her lips at the memory of the dream. “Imagine my surprise when I woke to find you two here.”

      “All we need is a bakery and we’d be set.” Cheri pulled at the top of her red armor, exposing a breast and nodding me over. “Tell me what you think—does it need chocolate?”

      I leaned over, nibbled at her nipple and then gave it a circling lick before pulling back and pretending to consider the choice. “No, I’d say it’s quite good without the chocolate.”

      Tink rolled her eyes. “Still, doesn’t mean it wouldn’t be nice.”

      “I wouldn’t say no either way,” I admitted.

      Putting her breast away, Cheri lifted herself to sit on my lap. “We’re actually close. That’s why I came to check on you.”

      “Did the others get some rest?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Mer certainly has had her share, but it hadn’t been much compared to all the other hybrids.” Apparently, due to their status and need to heal up, it was best for now to leave them back there, let sleep take them, and figure the rest out when we were done with all the chaos. Presumably, when we reached the Citadel. “Even Erupa managed to sleep for an hour or so.”

      “Good.” I stood, adjusting my morning wood that had been fueled by the small amount of foreplay, and frowned at the fact that we didn’t have more time to play around. Leading the other two back toward the bridge, I had to ask, “That dream, Tink. What do you think it means?”

      “Other than that she wants to devour me, sexually and maybe otherwise?” Cheri offered.

      “Shut up,” Tink replied, hitting her playfully. “Honestly, I think… Well, what with Abaddon being so close to Earth, I think part of it was that. And maybe we’ll still get to visit, someday.”

      “You’d want to go to Earth?” I asked.

      “Sure, who wouldn’t?”

      Cheri raised her hand. “Me. No way. It’s gone to hell, I’d say.”

      “I don’t see it that way,” Tink countered. “I mean, I haven’t studied all the nerdy bits like Ezra here, but from what I’ve read of how Earth once was, I have to believe it still holds some magic. It’s where we all came from, after all. Why not go connect with our roots, you know?”

      “Well, if it ends with me on a table and you all eating chocolate cream from my tits and nether regions,” Cheri said, “I could possibly be convinced.”

      “I have to admit, I’m curious,” I said. “We don’t know if any travels to Earth will be in our cards, but I hope so. The table and chocolate cream thing, though? That’s definitely happening—first chance we get.”

      Cheri licked her lips my way and slapped my ass. “My man.”

      We reached the bridge, and I saw that Cheri saying we were close had been an understatement. In fact, we were coming in for docking already! Breaker’s ship had already docked, and the others were coming in close behind.

      “Pleasant sleep, lovebirds?” Erupa asked.

      “Dreamy,” I replied, suddenly remembering a dream that had involved me and Erupa charging through a swamp as a massive serpent tried to get us. Not a pleasant dream, and I frowned at the thought.

      “Right…” She watched Mer enter with a look that I didn’t know how to interpret, then indicated the space station and the other ships.

      “I’ll stay here,” Mer said. “Keep an eye out, be here for the rest of my kind, if that’s okay.”

      “Sure,” I replied. “Should be a simple mission. In and out, just long enough to take some R&R, I would think.”

      She nodded, watching wide-eyed as we finished docking. Judging by the look in her eyes, this wasn’t about sleep as much as she wasn’t ready to be around the others, yet. I could respect that.

      “I gotta say it…” Cheri leaned back, clasping her hands together. “We all know Breaker’s going to fuck that robot chick, right?”

      My reaction was to sit rigidly, while Erupa chuckled and Mer glanced over, unsure. Tink was smiling knowingly.

      “Robot?” Tink asked.

      “The new girl, Aegriss,” Cheri explained. Holding up Lilly, she added, “According to my little friend here, the chick was part of the Paradise Planet infrastructure, taken over by Breaker thanks to his coding. But… what do you think? Is fucking an android kind of like masturbating with the help of a robot, or…?”

      “I can confirm what I was there for, and yes, she is an android,” Erupa stated. “But I don’t see anything wrong with it.”

      “She’s… not real.” Cheri clucked her tongue. “It’s odd.”

      “It’d be like some strange form of masturbation, for sure,” Tink agreed.

      “Right. And what does he need that for when he has all those beautiful ladies?”

      Tink laughed again, holding up a finger. “Though, if you think about it—one is almost as much animal as person, so it’s not such a stretch that—”

      “Fuck you.” Erupa’s smile and laugh were suddenly gone.

      “What?”

      “Erupa…” I started, but immediately caught on to why she was offended. “Shit, she didn’t mean it.”

      “Mean what?” Tink asked. Cheri was staring at Erupa, baffled.

      “Where do you draw the line?” Erupa asked, done with the controls so that she was able to spin on her. “I mean, Charm’s part animal because her ears and tail resemble a fox? So, I’m what, demon? Animal, too? And you, what the fuck do your wings make you?”

      Tink frowned, no response coming.

      Cheri stood. “We didn’t mean it like that. Back the fuck up.”

      “No, fuck both of you if that’s how you think. I mean, for fuck’s sake… Let Breaker fuck the android—not robot, I should point out, as there is a difference. Who are you to judge, or to say she’s any less human or super than you? She’s flesh, and for all we know, fully cognizant and all that. All you are is a bunch of flesh and blood with some spark that keeps you going, and I personally don’t see the big difference.”

      Mer glanced my way, but I said, “Not getting involved, here.”

      “You don’t have an opinion on the matter?” Erupa asked.

      “Better to keep my mouth shut.”

      Judging by her frown, she didn’t like that, but I was sticking to my guns. Better to not say anything when I’d be offending or alienating some of my team either way. Then again, it wasn’t like I was a blank slate on this affair—I had sensed emotions from Aegriss, and that said something.

      “Sorry,” Tink said, and she truly looked apologetic.

      Erupa nodded, looking at Cheri, next.

      Cheri ran her thumb along her teddy bear, arched an eyebrow, and then scoffed. “What, you think I’m going to apologize for my views? Maybe if I get to chat with this Aegriss robot lady and she proves me wrong, sure. Until then, I say Breaker’s a damn robot fucker. All that other stuff about Charm… yeah, she’s my girl. Nothing bad should ever be said about her in my presence.”

      “Again, I didn’t mean anything by it,” Tink said.

      “It’s over,” I said.

      “Wait, no…” Tink took a deep breath and went for a long coat she had found among the old uniforms and whatnot onboard the ship. As she draped it around herself to cover her wings, she gave us a pained look. “Maybe I talk shit because, in my mind, that’s what I am. Shit.”

      “Tink…” Cheri started.

      “No. I mean, I know I’m not, but those of us with different mutations, or whatever you want to call it,” she looked pointedly at Erupa with this, “we’ve been looked at differently our whole lives. Not by everyone, but by enough people to make a difference.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, not for myself, of course, but for all of the jackasses in the world who had made her feel like a lesser human being.

      “I’ll try not to let my insecurities come out in negative ways.” Tink gestured to the door.

      Cheri nodded, but Erupa was still annoyed and simply activated the doors for us to disembark. The team clearly still needed some work, but for now we could unwind and then figure all that out on the way to our next destination.

      On this space station, Trunk and his crew would go find their contact with his dad, while the rest of us would go to the bar for a drink and to relax. All I wanted was to charge in and take down the Orion Corp. fuckheads but couldn’t deny that the chance to relax for a minute or two sounded nice.

      We followed the others, walking through cobalt blue metal hallways, past flickering lights and various men and women in what I figured were mining outfits, then found the bar.

      In spite of having already had my confrontation with Gale, there was something about her that kept getting at me. As we found a table and took our seats, it hit me.

      “I know you,” I said to her.

      She glanced over with a frown. “Yeah, we go way back.”

      I laughed, trying to ease the tension from before. “No, I mean I knew the guy who brought you in. Your case was interesting… I mean, with the Citadel—what caused you to crack?”

      “The point is that she’s on the right path now,” Breaker interjected.

      Gale glanced his way, but then turned back to me. “Can the same be said for everyone here? My understanding is that you were taking in criminals for the other side.”

      “My mistake, yes,” I said with a nod. “I knew bounty hunters who took contracts for the Citadel, but I mostly did it for Orion Corp. and the like, fully ignorant—”

      “Yup—” Erupa interjected.

      “Fully ignorant,” I continued, “of the bullshit they were involved with.”

      “Sour milk?” Breaker asked Erupa.

      “Ezra here’s the one who captured us,” she explained. “Me, Tink, and Cheri. If not for him, we’d all be off in our own worlds, doing our thing instead of doing him.”

      “Hey now,” I said, blushing. “I mean, it’s true, but…”

      “So, what then? Stockholm Syndrome?” Breaker asked, pushing it.

      Everyone looked at him with confusion, except Letha, who laughed. “They wouldn’t know what that is.” Turning to the others, she explained, “It’s basically where you fall for your captor.”

      Cheri caressed her bear as she often did when thinking. “Hmm, yeah, that sounds about right. But, we’re having fun, you know? I’d rather be here than anywhere else in the universe.”

      “And the two of you?” Shimmer asked Erupa and Tink.

      “Honestly, what we’re doing now is for the best,” Erupa replied. “I was part of the good fight, but never on this level. I give him a hard time, but now that Ezra has his head out of his ass, he’s committed.”

      “And not in the Abaddon Asylum way,” Cheri noted. “But the good way. Like committed to—”

      “We get it,” Charm said with a laugh.

      Everyone turned to Tink, next.

      “Me, huh?” Tink took a drink, glanced around at our team members, then reached over to put a hand on mine. “We’ve been through a lot, and it pisses me off that Mer and the others felt it best to stay on the ship. It pisses me off that people are looking at Erupa’s horns, and also that I feel like I have to hide my wings.” She sighed, took another drink, and then continued. “So, did I have a life back home? Yeah, but it was falling apart. Here, I’m part of something. With you all. I might want to go back and visit, see if we can recruit some old friends, but this is the life for me, now.”

      “Yo ho,” Breaker said into his glass.

      I took a swig of my drink, thinking how much of a privileged life I had led before all of this. Not in the rich, Paradise Planet way, thank Oram, but I’d had it good. Handsome, strong by nature, and with powers that helped me understand those nearby. Fitting in had never been much of a problem and getting a gig as a bounty hunter had been a dream come true.

      I looked at Charm, wondering about her past and the confusion rolling through her aura at the moment. She had secrets, some that even seemed to be from herself, as little sense as that made. Next, my eyes roamed over to Twitch, whose aura was completely different. Her emotions spoke of a life of ease, of family and friends. Judging by what I knew of her and her situation with the planet vanishing and then her ending up on that supervillain prison ship, that had likely been when it all ended. Now, we were starting over.

      “Careful, honey-dear,” Cheri said, noticing the way I was staring. “I might get jealous and have to cut you.”

      I laughed and waved the comment off. “Na, it’s not that. It’s… Twitch, I’ve heard your story, too. I’m familiar with the whole planet disappearing thing—”

      “Which we’ve fixed,” Shimmer interrupted. “I was on the planet at the time. It’s back now.”

      “No shit?” I couldn’t hide that I was impressed with that. “Well, point being I’ve pretty much memorized everyone’s sheets, you know? I either saw the contracts or talked to someone who was involved. It was my business to know the business, and… with my powers, it’s easy to remember the details. So… Charm…”

      “Yes?” She frowned.

      “Your story doesn’t add up.”

      Charm grinned. “Because I haven’t told you my story. I was at Supralines, and—”

      “I know the story.” I leaned forward, sensing her emotions. Unease, similar to Breaker, but his was accompanied by agitation. “Thing is,” I continued, “my power is that of an Empath. And nothing about you says you’re lying, but at the same time, I’m getting mixed signals from you, internally. I believe that you truly believe the official stories, that you think what you’ve told your friends here is true… But I don’t buy it for a second.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Gale pushed her glass aside, aggression oozing from her aura.

      “Better back the fuck up,” Erupa growled, fingernails cutting into the table.

      “Ezra’s trying to help, I think,” Breaker said, looking my way for confirmation.

      I nodded. “For sure. Charm, is there… any reason to think something else happened? Something your mind is blocking. Maybe a traumatic incident? Something so horrible, you just can’t allow yourself to accept it?”

      As Charm glared, her confusion almost turning to fear, her eyes seemed to change. They were no longer green but brown, almost black. She took a deep breath, put her hand to her mouth, and breathed out.

      Faint lines of white escaped into the air, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, her eyes were back to green. She even managed a smile. Interestingly, her aura no longer spoke of confusion but of peace. Maybe accepting ignorance?

      “I appreciate you trying to help, but no. My life has been fairly cut-and-dried.”

      I leaned back, not sure what to think of this, and put my free hand on top of Tink’s where it still rested on mine. “Hell, maybe my powers are wrong sometimes.”

      “Must be,” Gale muttered.

      “Holy fuck, you all are intense,” Letha said, downing her drink and laughing. “Should send you all to PK for a stint, see how much bullshit like a past matters after that.”

      “Oh, we’ve been through our share of shit,” Shimmer said. “Remember, planet vanishing and all that.”

      Letha laughed. “Oh, yeah, I’m not discounting your experiences. Hell, going up against supervillains like the ones we’re chasing now? Makes me kinda worried I won’t live long enough to have my revenge.”

      “And what exactly is that revenge?” Breaker asked.

      “Ah, yes.” Letha looked at the bar. “Quick version, before I need another drink… I was betrayed and sold out to PK, my family killed in the process. I’m going to kill the motherfuckers who sent me there... rip out their fucking balls and shove them down their throats and tape their mouths shut, so they drown on their own fucking nuts and vomit.”

      “Oooh, the good details,” Cheri said. “Keep ‘em coming.”

      Letha laughed in a way that made me wonder if she wouldn’t fit in well with the psychos. “I’ve done my fair share already but found out more people were involved than I originally thought. I’m going to get to the bottom of this and find every last one of them.”

      “Sure. Revenge. The noblest of plots.”

      “I think I’m going to like you,” Letha said to Cheri and then started to stand, but Cheri leaned over, hand on her arm.

      “I have to warn you,” Cheri deadpanned, “some people think I’m a little off my rocker. Out there, you know? Batshit crazy, screw loose, lost my marbles.”

      “You don’t say?”

      I let out a laugh. “Cheri, it’s why we love you!”

      Cheri actually blushed, to my surprise. “I just want to make sure everyone knows, so they aren’t caught off guard.”

      My laugh drew a couple of glances, but Charm was quick to change the topic, asking if everyone else had noticed Trunk getting head during the joint comms call.

      “I wanted to get in on the action with my man Ezra, here,” Cheri said, giving me a nod. “Guess he wasn’t in the mood. Party pooper.”

      Eyes turned my way, but when I simply shrugged, silence followed. On my part, it was purely because my mind had focused on how I’d love to see Cheri’s lips around my cock right now and wondered if there was a way to get away from the crowd.

      “Ladies,” Shimmer said, hand held up in apology. “Mind if I borrow Breaker, here, for a few minutes?”

      Charm bit her lip, clearly trying to hold back a laugh. “Get yours, girl. We’ll find you if there’s trouble.”

      Letha laughed. “That’ll be my cue to check in with the others at the ship,” she said, but headed for the bar. Gale followed a moment later, the rest splitting up, too.

      Cheri grinned, gave me a nod, and said, “I’ll hit up the bathroom,” but as she passed me she leaned in and whispered, “I’m going to suck your cock so hard you’ll pass out. Get your ass up.”

      No arguing with that. I stood, nodded to the remaining few as I noted the humored looks from my team who knew us all well enough to know what was going on, and followed.

      We moved along past random miners and pilots, and a couple of groups who wore clean uniforms and likely were part of some local army, and found our way to the bathroom. The first door, unfortunately, was locked. Same with the second.

      “Damn,” I said, turning and starting to wonder if this might not happen.

      Cheri, however, was trying to look nonchalant as she moved past one of the military folk, then turned to me with a sly look. In her fingers was a keycard!

      “We can’t go in their room,” I hissed as she stepped over, shushing me with her tongue in my mouth.

      “We can, and we will.”

      Her hand down my pants, she guided me as she checked the keycard and looked at the door numbers. How weak I was, that a hand on my cock shut up any argument I had regarding the morality of this.

      We were supposed to be the good guys, now! Yet, was this really hurting anyone?

      A moment later we found the room, were in, and she had pulled out my cock. Halfway there, the little guy rose to the occasion as soon as the warmth of her mouth and the swirling motion of her tongue came into play. I leaned back, watching her first, then took in the room. A rifle locked in place with a hook against the wall, a view of space through a round window. Otherwise, only a duffel bag. This soldier could be on his way to join a fight against us, or with us.

      I couldn’t care less, I was reminded as warm tingles ran up my sides, my abs clenched, and Cheri gripped me tight with both hands, tongue out to slap the tip of my cock.

      She winked, then said, “Cum. I want you to cum in my mouth before that guy comes back here.”

      No arguments there, so I leaned back, closed my eyes, and let the pleasure of the moment take its course.

      Soon, it was over and we were giggling as we ran out of the room and dropped the keycard nearby. We rounded the corner as the soldier appeared, eyes moving along the ground as if he was searching for the keycard.

      A pang of guilt hit but vanished with the thought that at least we hadn’t left any little surprises for him. He would never know the moment of joy that his room had brought us.

      We paused in the hall for another kiss, and then saw Breaker and Shimmer on their way back. My attention, however, was on the glowing device the rest of the group was looking at. Trunk was there with his father and their contact, everyone huddled over something glowing between them.

      Gale gave Breaker room to see what they were looking at, and we moved forward to get a look, too. Introductions were made, and the old man adjusted the glowing item. A three-dimensional holo-map of space shot up in our midst.

      “You’re mad, every one of you.” The old man said with a thick accent.

      “We’ll do what’s necessary,” Breaker replied.

      After a moment, the old man nodded and turned back to his map. “That’s the one, here. I’ve plotted the course for ya, per Trunk’s instructions. Just know that this,” he indicated a series of silver blips, “is new. My guess, reinforcements of some type.”

      “Breaker, can you…?” Twitch nodded from him to the display, and he made some adjustments with his powers that caused the display to switch from simple blips to images of spacecraft along with several names and additional information.

      I stared at this, wondering at how we had gotten our hands on so much intel. As far as I was concerned, this was the key. We had just gotten access to what would bring us over to the winning side.

      “Fucking hell.” The man removed a chip from his device and handed it over to Twitch. “I’m done here.”

      “What was it?” Breaker asked, not having seen clearly.

      The man stared hard at Breaker, then backed away. “You all say the Marines are fighting off these things? Well, not all of them.”

      “The Marines… shit.”

      I considered the idea that some of the Marines might be on the wrong side of this fight, but that didn’t fit. My mind couldn’t process the idea, especially when putting together the implication that Earther Marines were guarding the Orion Corp. military complex. My eyes flicked over to Cheri, who was staring at me with wide eyes. I guessed that her voices were likely telling her that we needed to get moving, as my emotion sense was telling me the same. Going up against a bunch of Marines made this harder. Not just because all stories of Earth told of the badassery of those Marines, but because their presence meant so much in terms of the Earth military and Orion Corp. connection. The corporations had their hands in deep.

      “Back to the ships,” Breaker said, a dark expression on his face.

      “But, Breaker,” I protested, not ready to move on from the topic.

      “We can’t discuss this here. Too many eyes and ears. Too many factions are involved in this. To the ships.”

      I nodded, the others quickly falling in. The fact that Earth Marines were involved was weighing heavily on Breaker. We made our way back to the ships. I glanced back at Trunk, who was saying goodbye to his father—the old man staying with his buddy, apparently. I didn’t need to see the aura of forgiveness surrounding them to tell me what their embrace did a moment later. I nodded, glad the two had the opportunity to connect before Trunk rode off to his possible death.
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      Breaker was waiting at the docking bay, where the rest of us gathered. He and Andromida debated whether the Marines would be considered enemies or not if they crossed our path, but settled on not. As we had learned earlier, his brother, Drew, was a Marine. That was the deal breaker.

      “But… it doesn’t have to be as complicated as you’re making it sound,” Twitch interjected.

      “How so?” Breaker asked.

      “You’re already halfway into their network, right?” She nodded to the area where our ships were. “If she can get onboard and finish the connection, we can have full access. Basically, make them think we’re just another one—or several—of their ships returning, and if anyone sees us, do what you did on the Paradise Planet.”

      I assumed she meant Aegriss, a point that I confirmed with a glance around, noting that the android wasn’t with us. With so many on the teams, it was easy to lose track.

      The idea of hacking in so that we could board the complex, find their leadership, and kill the snake by cutting off the head sounded good to me. I nodded, eyeing Breaker, sensing the conflict in his emotions.

      Finally, he grinned. “When you say it like that, it doesn’t sound so bad. But… Muerta. She’s either going to bring a large Nihilist force with her, or—”

      “I don’t think so,” Letha interrupted. “Because why are they attacking the Paradise Planets?”

      “To pull away the Marine forces!” Breaker exclaimed. “Of course.”

      “She’s preparing her move,” Twitch agreed with a nod of respect Letha’s way. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we see more of those ships leave the area soon, and when they do, that’s when she’ll strike.”

      Still, it didn’t make complete sense to me, so I asked, “Couldn’t the Nihilists take down Orion Corp.? From what I saw back there…”

      “I’m not sure.” Breaker scratched his chin. “Thing is, the Nihilists and supervillains were working together where we came from, and Ranger was among them, working for Orion Corp. Yes, they were making a move against Orion Corp., but something tells me there’s a reason the Nihilists can’t simply turn on the organization like that.”

      “Could be,” Shimmer admitted. “Honestly, none of us know, and the best way to find out is to get in there and ask… with our fists.”

      Gale laughed. “I like the way this girl thinks.”

      “Long as I get to kill some evil asshats, I’m in,” Cheri said, grinning wide. “Pick team captains, see who gets the most?”

      “We’re not doing that.” Erupa said, Tink balancing on her shoulder in her diminutive form.

      “Right,” Breaker said. “The rest of the ships hold back while my team gets Aegriss into place, then we get in and set the trap. Unless Muerta’s already been through and finished them off.”

      “In which case, the hunt continues,” Andromida said.

      “Huzzah!” Cheri shouted, sword in the air with her goofy grin that I loved so much. Breaker and I shared an amused glance.

      “I’ll plot the coordinates from my ship,” Breaker said, and headed off with his team in tow. Letha nodded my way, then went to hers, Trunk following a moment later.

      “Sounds fun-fucking-tastic,” Tink said.

      “Funtastic?” I grinned. “Sure, every one of us has our idea of a good time.” I couldn’t help but look at Cheri, remembering that amazing blowjob she had just given me. She returned the smile with a wink.

      “Is this our fight?” Erupa asked.

      “It is now,” I replied. “Even if you all weren’t the crazy criminals I took you to be, you weren’t angels. But, now we have a shot, right? And my past, they’re willing to overlook that. We can start again—on the good side of the Citadel.”

      With that, we went to our ship as well, my mind spinning with the thought that some day we might actually be in with the Citadel. I never would have thought it. Mer poked her head out through the door to her room, and groggily asked how it went.

      “We’ll take Orion down in no time,” Erupa replied.

      Mer nodded and closed the door, apparently needing more sleep. By Oram, the amount of sleep she and the other hybrids required blew my mind, but I was okay with it. Less people to entertain. I knew getting some sleep would be important before a big fight, so once Breaker checked in with coordinates and we had departed, I made for my room. My dreams were interrupted, though, by Cheri and Erupa, both nude and rubbing up on me.

      “What a wakeup,” I said, trying to catch my bearings. “Are we there?”

      “No, but we couldn’t wait,” Erupa replied.

      “I… see.”

      My concentration turned to their nude bodies. It was a glorious sight, with Erupa’s toned form, Cheri petite and with the piercing in her left nipple catching the light. Suddenly feeling the urge to give Cheri some payback, I shot up, flipped her over, and ran my tongue along her smooth pussy. She giggled. Erupa moaned as she touched herself and watched. I teased Cheri, pleasured her, then turned to Erupa, ran my tongue along one of her purple nipples, and kissed her passionately before turning her around. She was a big girl, one who liked a bit of excitement, so I took her horns and pulled as I ran my cock along her ass.

      “You like that?” I asked, already feeling her excitement with my empath powers.

      “Fuck you,” she said, reaching between her legs to pull my cock from my clothes, stroking it, and then guiding it into herself with a gasp.

      Cheri stood behind me as I started thrusting, and she grabbed my hips, reaching around and moving with the action. Odd, but when I was able to turn my head and kiss her, feel her breasts against my back once she had torn my shirt off and enjoy the way she caressed my balls, I wasn’t complaining.

      Erupa moaned, loving it, hands reaching for my pants to remove them the rest of the way, but then she pulled away, grinning at Cheri. “Should we do it?”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      Cheri was already nodding, gesturing to some contraption they had fastened to the opposite wall, which I hadn’t noticed until now.

      “Got it on the station,” Erupa noted, grinning. “Thought it might come in handy.”

      “I’m… not into torture,” I said, assessing the harness and straps.

      “It’s not,” Cheri countered, quickly. “We swear, this will be fun. Okay?”

      Without waiting for me to answer, the two guided me over and strapped me in, and then Erupa used her claws to tear away my pants.

      “Really?” I said, feeling very exposed and confused.

      She bit her lip, then said, “We have uniforms on board. I think.”

      “Worry about that later,” Cheri said, and laughed.

      The door opened, and there was Mer with Tink, both looking at me suspended in the air, their eyes wide.

      “See,” Tink said to Mer. “Told you that joining would be fun.”

      “What the fuck is this?” Mer asked.

      “Same question I’ve been asking,” I interjected.

      She laughed and walked over to me, eyeing the other ladies. When she was behind me, I tried to turn to see what was happening, but suddenly I felt hands on my ass, followed by a tongue. It was confusing, blissful, and enhanced the blowjob Cheri started giving me a second later.

      “Ladies,” I muttered, but couldn’t say much more as my teeth gritted, my mind taken over by the sensation.

      This was insane, but what else could I expect from my ladies? So, I went with it and embraced the pleasure. And, when I was close and Cheri flipped me over then climbed up to ride me like a trapeze artist, I did my best not to yelp at the pain of the straps or complain too much. Soon I was even enjoying the pain, and while Cheri moaned and clenched her breasts, finger and thumb twisting her piercing. Her rising pleasure ran through me thanks to my empath powers, cancelling out the pain of our weird contraption. As she climaxed, I leaned back and found Tink there, pussy wet and ready. My tongue helped her get halfway to orgasm and my cock, as she spun me around, got her the rest of the way. She at least fluttered up to take some of the pressure off me, and then she climaxed, too.

      Pain and bliss ran through me, mixing like a fine cocktail.

      “You’re up,” Cheri said to Mer, who stood next to Erupa, eyes still wide at the sight.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready,” Mer said, although her aura spoke of pure desire.

      Erupa grinned and stepped forward. “More room for me, then.”

      Only, before either could join in, the call came that we were moving in on the Orion Corp. military complex. Breaker and some others had gone ahead and got the doors open. It was go time.

      “Damn, sorry,” Cheri said to them, grabbed my cock and gave it a few quick jerks to finish me off. I was like a beaten but satisfied marionette, but fucking hell, I loved it.

      “Next time,” I mumbled to Erupa, and my eyes found Mer. “When… when you’re ready.”
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      Everything that followed our little bedroom circus act was a bit of a blur, including transferring from our ships to the Orion Corp. military complex. I dreaded the idea of floating off into space but Cheri laughed like this was the best carnival ride ever.

      Ahead of us, a door opened and we followed Twitch into a hanger with Orion Corp. bullshit everywhere, including a metal image of their logo, an actual belt of light with three curled dragons to make up the stars. It had always struck me as eccentric, now more than ever.

      By now Letha, Trunk, and the hybrids and everyone from the other ships had joined us, making our little force something to be reckoned with. A few Orion Corp. employees stood in front of Breaker. A shot went off from somewhere else in the room, and then one of the employees shouted, “Fuck this!” about to shoot at Breaker.

      No way was I going to let that happen. I drew my pistol and fired in one fluid motion. Right through the side of the guy’s forehead and he was down.

      Breaker gave me a nod while some of the enemy started running, others preparing to stand and fight. I was debating which to shoot next when I sensed more aggressive emotions coming our way, which meant another force about to attack. When I turned to face them, though, all I saw was the metal of a wall. It vibrated, then exploded, sending debris flying as a new force came through. To my surprise, this group was attacking both us and the first group.

      “They’ve broken through in at least one other spot!” Twitch made new walls with her powers, although they fell fast.

      Even when there were walls, though, a female figure helped others through via some sort of phasing power. I fired at this figure, only to see my bullets pass right through it without doing any harm.

      Erupa saw this and immediately attempted her shadow travel, followed by a shadow kill. Much like the bullets, her strike didn’t do any good when the Phaser walked right through her, appearing and attacking her from behind with a kick that sent her sprawling.

      My eyes met Erupa’s and I could tell we were both wondering about this super. Erupa’s power sometimes let bullets go through her if she knew they were coming, but her skills had other elements not exactly like a phaser. Still, the similarities were interesting.

      “Phase from this,” Tink said, going small and flying over.

      I focused on the Phaser, trying to gauge her emotions and use them to locate her with each new phase. Two more bullets missed so I darted in with my baton, hoping a shock of electricity would keep her in place, while overhead, Tink tried to get her with pixie dust. As the three soldiers who charged my way were hit by the dust instead, and one fell dead while the others collapsed into fits of screaming and cursing before one turned on the other two, and they retaliated, taking him out.

      As I stood by the wall I prepared, sensing an aggressive push from the other side and dodging as the Phaser came through again with the slice of a blade. She turned to me, eyes wild but otherwise seeming like the type of woman who could live next door, or maybe work at the local mining headquarters. Tough, but not the type to be on a space station trying to kill me. She gave me one more snarl and then was gone, apparently moving on.

      A glance over showed that Breaker and his team were facing their own problems. A dark, hooded figure was moving through gaps in another wall—not quite phasing but changing its shape and makeup—and Breaker and his team were charging over, indicating a direction to go. Apparently, we were running. I joined in with my team.

      “How much of this place do we have control over?” Twitch asked Aegriss.

      “All of it,” Aegriss replied. “At least for now. I feel them trying to reconnect, to get back in and push me out, but for now we’re golden.”

      “Can you get us stats on employees, or bodies? I want to see where everyone is.”

      “Cameras as well as heat signatures,” Aegriss grinned as Twitch pulled up her mini-map to show the station’s maps along with the blips showing where everyone was at this moment. As the path divided, we separated, heading for the areas under attack, searching out our prey—Muerta.

      “What’re we doing?” Andromida asked up ahead as we rejoined them. I was near the back, careful to keep an eye out for pursuers.

      “I have her.” Twitch pulled up a mini-map. “Here, watch…”

      On the map, the blips being tracked disappeared as the figures they represented dropped dead.

      “Set it as the target,” Breaker said, leading us into another room.

      Alarms blared, gas seeped in, and the floor and ceiling of the passages started to close in on us, attempting to crush us at the same time that a laser grid hit, preparing to fry us. Bursts of electricity hit the floor, moving toward us. Breaker and his team took care of this. Gale hit the floor with lightning to short-circuit it and Aegriss worked the lasers.

      “Fuck this,” I said, searching for a way out, wondering how we could make it down the hall in time to not be squished.

      Two Orion Corp. security guards appeared at the far end and prepared to fire at us.

      “I’ve got them,” Erupa said, and in a flash she came up in the shadow of one, killing him with a slash to his throat. She jammed the other’s arm up in where the wall was descending to slow it. I couldn’t help but notice the euphoria she got off it. Letha’s big green friend moved in, pushing the wall back so the rest of us could charge past.

      “We have too many of us in one place,” Shimmer shouted. “Divide and conquer!”

      Something hit me as I made it through, but I spun and, as the door closed the rest of the way and the wall pushed back, I got off a shot.

      “Am I hit?” I asked, turning to see Cheri at my side.

      “Energy blast, but you’re good,” she replied, although her voice seemed to come from a distance, as if I heard it through water. Everything was a haze, my ears ringing, but Breaker had a hand up, waving us over.

      “…teams according to ships,” I caught him saying over the ringing, which was finally fading. He indicated three directions on his mini-map. “Letha, you and your team here to keep the enemy off us. Ezra, you and yours here.” I noted the passage that led around to the location, seeing that our route would take us through a large room. To the rest, he said, “The rest of you split up with them to ensure they have proper coverage. Let’s go!”

      I nodded, motioning my team up as I led the way.

      The first group we encountered as we charged through included that female Phaser. She half-turned my way and I saw her long hair, piercing eyes, and full lips behind her sneer.

      “I recognize you,” she said through gritted teeth. “But you’re on the wrong side. You do realize that, right?”

      “Not anymore,” I replied, and tried to strike, only to have her reach back with her free hand and pull someone through the wall.

      Her new pal was a man with his chest exposed, red skin pulled tight over his massive muscles and covered with skull tattoos. He wore a necklace of bullet casings and had black hair in dreadlocks falling over his shoulders. With a grin, he thrust out a hand as if none of the fighting was happening. The action made sense in a way, since we had been as close to friends as our kind often knew how to get. His name was Muuaji, though most called him Maji for short, because that meant killer in Theramuse slang.

      “Good to see you again, little brother,” Maji said, still standing there as shots went off around us, my team and the others there still going at each other. I wasn’t actually related to him, but the man had always used the term ‘little brother’ for those he mentored, me included.

      Small Tink flew by, shouted something about killing the fucker, and went large again as she pummeled into a woman in a mech suit. Erupa’s shadow power took hold as a bullet went through her, not doing any damage. As awesome as that was, it nearly gave me a heart attack every time I saw it.

      Turning back to Maji, I stepped forward, took his hand, and pulled him close. “You don’t have to fight with them. Join me, us.”

      His grip was fiercer than I remembered, his grin eviler. “Ah, but I’ve been briefed about your new situation, your new friends.” An explosion went off from one of Cheri’s guns, but the man didn’t even flinch. “That fine pussy has led you astray, but I have news for you—the women I can introduce you to are every bit as fine, every bit as tasty. Turn this around, and the Gold Reapers can turn our backs on your little stunt.”

      “Not going to happen.”

      His eyes narrowed, barely. “Last chance, Ez—”

      BAM! His words were cut off by my strike to his throat with my baton. It had been clear where the conversation was going, and I wasn’t about to let him strike first. Unfortunately, he had never been the type to fall from just one hit, even a baton to the throat. His red skin had been a clear sign of that, although I couldn’t quite remember which shade meant what. He had all the primary colors, and some meant he was more on the offensive, others meant more on the defensive. Not that I thought about it much at the time, defensive like this would explain why he had been able to stand and talk to me without seeming to worry about all of the fighting going on around us.

      He recovered and came at me without another word, clearly getting the message that I wasn’t about to go back to the ways of the Gold Reapers or any group that wasn’t aligned with the Citadel.

      In my old state, there was no way I would have been able to take him. However, since meeting my team I had expanded my understanding of my mental powers, leveled up, and learned a thing or two about killing assholes. Way I figured it, my chances weren’t half bad.

      At first, he kept the defensive skin on, taking my strikes and eyeing me, weighing me, making mental notes of my methods. I knew this because I could read the calculating confidence in the man. When he changed to blue and his attacks came my way, fluid like water, I knew I was in trouble.

      Or would have been, if not for my team. When his blue energy blade shot out and nearly took off my head, Tink was there. She flew by and hit him with dust and he nearly seemed to lose it. A flash to purple and he was back, moving around me, trying to stay clear of Erupa as she attempted to shadow strike before moving on to other flows.

      “Attack’s coming,” Cheri said to my left, as we glowed with her buffers, defense and whatnot shooting up temporarily.

      Sure enough, Maji leaped for us, double red beams of energy shooting out as his skin changed again. This time he was marbleized blue and red, something I’d never known him to try, but when he missed and I shot, I drew blood with a good hit to his shoulder. He went green, healing if I remembered correctly, and that’s when Erupa came back, landing on his right to catch him with a shot to the thigh and a shadow strike to the chest.

      He maneuvered away from it with purple, seemingly only partly healed, and then came at me again.

      We continued the fight as more of the enemy came around tunnels or jumped out at us as we made our retreat. Maji was too much, even though we were giving him a good fight.

      “Find a path of retreat,” I told Tink, and she flew off, only to call out for me a moment later. We hadn’t needed to go far as a hole had opened up in the wall nearby. Breaker and his team waited on the other side.

      We went through, fighting back Maji, only to see Twitch appear nearby and create first a hold beneath him, then a wall between him and us. He shouted in anger but then was gone, giving me room to turn and see that Breaker and team were going up against Muerta. Taller than I’d imagined, she was a beauty even with half her face covered with that gold mask. All of the bounties placed on her over the years had warned of the danger of going up against her, but here Breaker’s team was, going toe-to-toe.

      Charm was backing up, eyes wide and full of shock as she stared at the Phaser we had encountered.

      “Reina,” Muerta hissed at the woman who Charm was staring at, “keep them out!”

      Breaker charged, and I got the message. While he went for Muerta, I would take out her secret weapon—the one she had called Reina. My heart was still racing at the fact that I’d gone up against the infamous Maji, and as I shot at the enemy and did my best to get my team members’ backs, my eyes were darting about, ready for my ex-mentor to pop back up. I also kept glancing down at my wrist device as if expecting to get a notification that I had leveled up, but so far we hadn’t really been doing enough fighting for that.

      No sign of Maji yet. Had what Twitch thrown at him really worked, or was it possible that Maji had seen in me something he hadn’t before, enough so that he had decided not to return? On my part, after our success on Abaddon and against Master Shen, nothing could stop us.

      So, when the shadow attack worked and Erupa managed to pin Reina to the floor, fist half into her and no sign of Maji, I was getting into it, feeling like this was it—this was our day.

      Then Reina started to move through the floor as if it were nothing, right through Erupa’s grip!

      “Tink!” I shouted, and she was on it, sprinkling pixie dust across the bitch’s face. Reina’s eyes went wide, pink veins appearing around them as she screamed in agony, her body clenching up and limbs flailing about.

      Breaker and his team were still fighting with Muerta and another figure. At one point, I saw what looked like a Grim Reaper or spirit of some sort fly at Breaker, but green lights burst out from him, and he seemed to absorb the spirit. It gave him more power, and gold snakes that must’ve been sent from Muerta burst away from him.

      The other figure with Muerta had fallen—one I heard them refer to as “Plague.” Before I knew what was happening, Muerta was gone and Andromida burst out after her, a tunnel of molten metal forming in their wake that left the room hot and smelling like a car shop.

      “The rest of us?” I asked, trying to figure out our next move.

      Breaker said something I didn’t catch over the sounds of tearing metal, but then pointed and said, “…we’re going to shut this place down from the network side. I want to see that it’s never operational again, and that any senior leadership, or others who fully drank the special sauce, are put down.”

      “Special…?” I asked, then laughed. “Never mind, I get it. Just… odd choice of words.”

      “An Earth thing,” Trunk explained, then turned to Breaker. “Main point is we get to rampage through this place, destroying shit and killing bad guys, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then we get a fuck break?”

      One of the women with him chuckled.

      Breaker nodded. “When you get back to the ships, yes, of course.”

      “Sure, sure.” Trunk started to strip down to his loincloth.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “I’m not about to go into war wearing this fucking getup, am I?”

      As he finished removing most of his clothes, Breaker continued, “You have your orders. And Ezra, or Cheri, I understand your powers will help us determine who’s on the enemy’s side and who’s not?”

      I nodded.

      “That’ll do well enough.” Turning to the rest of them, Breaker indicated me. “Follow him. He’ll be your guide. My team’s going to try and help Andromida in the hunt, as best we can. Aegriss, I’m sorry, but they’ll need directions in here and you have the map in you, right?”

      The robot lady didn’t seem too happy with that, but said, “I’ll go with them, but don’t you dare try to ditch me. Not after everything we’ve been through.”

      Breaker nodded. “When you find the top brass, let us know.”

      “Roger that,” I said, standing at attention. This was the shit I lived for.

      “Move out.” Breaker motioned for his team to follow.

      My team cheered and ran after Aegriss while Breaker and his team followed the tunnels created by Andromida.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      Focusing my powers in the specific way of reading emotions to gauge who was on which side was a new one for me, but we raced through the passages with me doing my best. Various stages of aggression, confusion, and fright triggered from ahead, but narrowing in on them and being able to tell how many there might be proved difficult. Aegriss led us on an ever-expanding map, while Letha, Trunk, and their crews took positions as we went, clearing the passages and each room, subduing those who we could, causing some to run when my emotional push did its job.

      “We need to find the top brass,” I said, having just taken down an asshole who knew he was an asshole and had no intention of changing his ways. The rest of his team, at least, had fled after we had established them as not truly loyal to Orion Corp.

      “Meaning whoever is running the show?” Cheri shrugged, swinging her sword as if there was someone to swing it at, but grinning. “Right, right, but… if they’re up here, aren’t they enemy? Why are we thinking otherwise?”

      “The Marines are doing their duty,” I explained. “Doesn’t mean they should all be killed, if it can be avoided.”

      “Breaker thinks they’ll sing a different tune once Orion Corp. is out of the picture?”

      “They might.” I gripped my pistol and peered into a dark corridor. No emotions came from that way, so I believed it was clear. “Point is, Orion Corp. has had too much influence. We won’t know how their defeat changes everything until they’re gone.”

      “My voices keep saying something along the lines of “Kill ‘em all, let God sort ‘em out,’” Cheri said.

      I laughed. “An old Marine saying. The voices must be picking them up.”

      “Is that how it works?” Letha asked, walking a few paces behind us. “The voices pick up random things?”

      “Fuck if I know,” Cheri replied, her eyes going wide as she said, “Duck!”

      My sensory ability only kicked in a split-second later, right before I moved and an energy spear shattered against the wall behind me where my head had been.

      Erupa leaped over me and vanished in a burst of shadow, to appear next to two incoming soldiers as she shadow-struck them. The one who had thrown the energy attack, however, knelt with a shield of energy that repelled her strike. He was up a split-second later, converting that shield into a series of energy blasts that shot out at all of us.

      One hit Tink but her shield absorbed it. Another nearly clipped my shoulder but I rolled to the side and came up ready to shoot. My shot was dead on, but his body shield rippled with the impact. It didn’t shatter, making me wonder how strong it was.

      Trunk and Letha were occupied with a couple of other supers or supra tech users who had come at us from another passage, but they were soon dealt with.

      “Let’s see what I can do about that shield,” Tink said, flying over to use her pixie dust. She was dodging energy shards left and right, but halfway there one hit her and sent her flying back.

      I caught her and a moment later she was at my side, growing full-size, while Cheri shouted and charged the guy. She went for a strike and he knocked her sword aside with a grin, but she brought it back with her powers, to his surprise, and hit him hard enough to shatter the shield. A second strike landed, blade halfway into his triceps. The man screamed as Tink went for another strike with her dust, this time sending him into an insane frenzy as he threw himself back, clawing at his eyes.

      “Fucker,” Erupa muttered as she kicked him across the face, knocking him out—or maybe killing him? I wasn’t sure.

      We looked up to see a team of Marines there, sizing up the situation, rifles half-lifted. My powers did what they were supposed to here, telling me they weren’t a threat.

      “Not them,” I said to my team, hand raised toward the Marines. “These ones aren’t the enemy.”

      I wasn’t sure if it would work, but focused as I had learned in my final fights on Abaddon. I needed to expand on my next-level skills. I could push the empath skills outward instead of just sensing, getting closer to basically performing skills similar to mind-control, although it wasn’t quite that. Maybe closer to simply conveying a message. Mind-propaganda, at worst.

      With a push, as the super who had attacked us lay dying, I watched the Marines lower their weapons, turn to each other, and step back as one. They weren’t retreating, but they weren’t going to stop us, either.

      In that moment, we moved on, and the Marines still refrained from firing at us.

      “Keep doing your magic,” Letha said, catching up to pat me on the shoulder. “The more of them alive when we’re done here, the more that will be on our side when the final fight comes.”

      “Sounds a bit like prophecy bullshit to me,” Erupa snarled.

      I laughed. “Hey, if it works.”

      “Not prophecy,” Letha said, pulling back to walk at Erupa’s side now. “Simple math. Less dead potential allies now, more likely to have a larger fighting force later. The enemy is already working its way in—don’t doubt that we’ll have a full invasion to fight off soon enough.”

      No arguments there.

      Aegriss motioned us to the right as she said, “Based on what I can figure, this is the spot.”

      “We’re ready,” Trunk muttered, determination creasing his brow. “Show us to them.”

      She nodded, taking the lead and sending doors clanging shut to adjoining passages. At a pair of sliding metal doors that had the definite look of leading to a room of importance, she had to pause to hack the locking mechanism, but then the doors slid open.

      Turning our way with looks of confusion and anger were three men and two women, all in extravagant military-style suits. Style, I say, because they were the privatized military style of Orion Corp., not the real thing.

      “You?” the man in the center said, eyes settling on me with disgust. “I’ve been briefed all about you, little pissant piece of shit. The former bounty hunter who enjoys biting the hand that feeds him.”

      “Another hand feeds me, now,” I replied, not really knowing how to reply to that.

      “Mine,” Cheri said, rolling with it and giving me an ‘I got you’ nod that almost made me laugh. Almost, because my heart was pounding too hard to really laugh at the moment.

      If I had the situation figured right, this was the man who had paid for most of my bounties, the one who had both kept me alive in a sense and been guiding me astray all these years by perpetrating myths. He needed to be stopped.

      Bile rose in my mouth. “There’s no coming back from what you’ve done.”

      “Is that so?” The man glared, a snarl at the edge of his mouth. “You’ll never stop what we’ve set up. It’s not central, not any more. It’s localized, spread out via hubs. And they’ll find you… All of the people you once thought were friends and family will find you and gut your ass.”

      “Then I better make sure you don’t live long enough to see that,” I replied through strained breaths as I anticipated the strike.

      I expected a great battle, or at least resistance. What I received instead was a blank look of confusion as my baton sank into his skull. The life faded from his eyes as the broken man collapsed to the floor.

      As easy as that, the general was done.

      “Huh,” Trunk said, stepping over to the guy and kicking him, the general’s men and women staring in shock and confusion.

      “That can’t be… it, right?” Letha stepped up next to me, gun aimed at the enemy soldiers, eyes darting between them and the fallen general. “Right?”

      No response from the cowards, but a large screen just past them lit up, showing Maji. He looked at us, then to the floor and the general, and scoffed.

      “I thought this might happen,” Maji said, turning to hit a series of buttons behind him as Reina crossed the screen to his rear.

      “Where are you?” I said, turning, looking for any sight of him. Letha was already moving to the way we had entered, gun at the ready. Darnell, the huge green hybrid, had taken position over the others, looming over them and ready for them to make a move.

      “Oh, far from there,” Maji replied. “See, when I realized what had happened—who you had become, I read the writing on the wall. Those fuckers with Orion Corp. are the past, right? Way I see it, I got paid, so I’m out of here. Our paths might cross again, considering this new righteous bullshit you’re buying into, but here’s my stance—I’m going to leave you to die, and hope I never have to see your pretty-boy face again, you rat fuck.”

      “This isn’t good,” Aegriss said, hands against a wall, eyes flickering as if reading something.

      “He couldn’t have…” one of the Orion Corp. brass said, eyes going wide and fear pouring out from him.

      “What is it?” I asked Aegriss.

      “RUN!” she replied, already moving, gesturing for us to follow.

      The doors started to close as several metallic devices placed along the walls began to shoot off gas, but Darnell grabbed the doors long enough for Aegriss to get back in and reverse them. As we slid through, my skin started burning and my mind reeled as images of flashing lights and bursts of flame filled my vision. It was the gas, I realized as I was up and running, so I pushed confidence out to those on my side and then attempted mental healing on all. A moment later, Aegriss had the doors closed, all of us on this side of it, and we tried to ignore the screaming and shouting from the Orion Corp. leaders on the other side.

      All Maji had managed to do, other than momentarily scaring us, was turn the Orion Corp. fuckers into bloodthirsty maniacs. For that, I might have to thank him. Right before taking him down, of course.

      “Mission accomplished,” I said, nodding to Aegriss. “I’ll let the others know where to find us.”

      “Roger that,” she replied, and using her map, led us out of there.
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      Breaker and team found us outside massive doors, which Aegriss had open in no time. They charged in first, us close behind to find them already squaring up against a man, if you could call him that. Tall, metal armor and various floating screens around him. Purple robes hung from his back and torso, and his eyes were like slits of light.

      He introduced himself as Killart, though I knew of him by reputation. All bounty hunters were familiar this top Orion Corp. leadership. Hey, they cut a large percentage of our checks, after all.

      Aggression registered from my right and I turned, ready for an attack, only to find Letha stepping forward as she pulled a blade out with one hand and a blaster with the other.

      “Mine,” she said. Andromida stepped out to stake her claim on the man’s life, but Letha stood her ground. “Listen, you’ve had your revenge, in one form or another. But I need answers.”

      “Answers?” Killart asked.

      Nervous anticipation rang out from Letha as she continued her approach. “Thing is, I met a man on Paradise Planet 14… That led me to many places, Abaddon even. Now… Well, now I’m here.”

      At those words, Killart stepped toward her, partway down the stairs. “You’re her then, aren’t you?” He laughed. “The one she sent away.”

      “She?”

      “Why, your sister, of course.”

      “My sister… is dead,” Letha said, doubt filling her aura. “Isn’t she…? I don’t… the memory, I mean… I don’t remember fully.”

      “They stole your memories from you, poor child. But I will give them back to you, in the form of a story I once heard. There was a family, rich beyond belief. So rich, in fact, that they owned one of the largest military fleets in all of the galaxy. Even bought out much of the government military, if the rumors are to be believed—and they should be.”

      “What are you talking about?” Letha asked.

      “That family had a daughter, you see… and named her Taleh. Taleh Mershett. Then they had another daughter, years later, one who, when learning of Taleh’s role as eldest and therefore heir to the fortune, became jealous. You know how it goes. Hatred, blah, blah, blah, pays off the right people to send sister to get a memory mod, told her name isn’t Taleh anymore, but Letha, and—”

      “Sent to Planet Kill, believing I was from the slums, that my family had been killed.” Letha’s emotions were all over the place, but one I sensed was winning—the one that demanded justice.

      Killart gestured to her, holding out his hand. “Now you have a choice, dear girl. Come with me, start a rebellion and move against your sister. Or die here with this scum.”

      Letha glared. “I know enough to have heard of the infamous Killart, the man behind the Orion Corp. military complex. You had a hand in it, and you’re as likely to backstab me and turn me over for more money, or simply kill me to be done with it. I don’t need any more friends, I have plenty.”

      After a moment, Killart laughed. “Suit yourself.”

      With a movement much faster than I would have expected from a being his size, he was down the steps and attacking while Letha dodged. She came up stabbing and shooting, while the rest of us surged forward to join the fight.

      Since he wasn’t the first supra-tech user we had been up against that day, it didn’t come as a surprise that he had various colored lights in his armor and his attacks and shields had a supernatural feel to them. One of my bullets hit and sent a burst of red back my way that would have caught me in the face if not for Erupa pulling me out of the way. She went for her shadow strike, but a thorn shield threw energy spikes at her and sent her flying into a wall. I tried more shots, hoping to get lucky, but they ricocheted off his purple energy walls.

      “This isn’t working,” I muttered to Cheri as she ran past me, her blaster aimed and sword raised over her shoulder.

      “But it’s fun!” she countered, releasing a round of shots that didn’t do shit.

      Tink tried her pixie dust on him, but it seemed to phase right through, hitting the ground with zero effect as he spun and countered attacks from Trunk and some of the hybrids. Andromida was hit hard but healed by Breaker.

      Shots sounded behind us, blocked by Twitch, and I grabbed Cheri by the shoulder.

      “We need to guard the doors,” I said, indicating the way the shots had come from. “Keep others out of here while Letha and Andromida get theirs.”

      “Roger-roger,” Cheri replied, and relayed the message to Tink and Erupa as I took cover at a doorway, firing back at a group of enemy soldiers who were trying to make their way to us. As we provided covering fire, I felt Shimmer’s aura scream with excitement and glanced over to see her pulling at the enemy’s cloak while Charm attacked. The latter was sucking in breaths, hair changing color, and suddenly her strange strikes were getting in, making contact!

      Even more crazy, unless I was seeing things, Charm had a second tail!

      They were taking care of it, but I had to do my part to see this over. Whatever part of me that felt completely betrayed by Orion Corp. craved it. As Shimmer shot her massive rifle point-blank at Killart, I attempted a mental attack to stop him from blocking it.

      Only, I couldn’t find anything there. Strange, unless… I searched the nearby area, and indeed found an aura that spoke of confidence and aggression. Changing my attack, I tried to get into its mind. A moment later, a blast hit Killart that sent Shimmer flying. When she came up, she had a plate of shattered, glowing jewels, and Killart was on one knee.

      Breaker moved in to strike the fallen being with Charm and Shimmer, none of them realizing that this wasn’t the real thing. Only I seemed to know. I targeted the real one and watched as the face before the rest of them glitched out for a moment, giving it away.

      “A fucking hologram,” Breaker said, eyes searching the room.

      I pushed out, projecting the location of the enemy as best I could.

      “On it,” Aegriss shouted, then pointed to the back wall. Had she picked up my image? I couldn’t tell.

      While my team and I sent another volley of counter-fire down the halls, finishing off the last of the would-be attackers, Andromida pulled the metal wall away to reveal a man in a sort of virtual reality getup. The helmet was off in a second, his mouth open as he shot up, staring.

      Then the fucker fainted.

      “This is their CEO?” Breaker looked around at the others. “And he’d been controlling that thing… here?”

      “Imagine a whole army of those.” Gale shook her head at the thought.

      “Do we… kill him?”

      Letha took a deep breath. “We have a destination in mind?”

      “We do. We’re all going to the Citadel, if you’ll come. It’s in the universe where the supers are. Like a governmental seat of superheroes, I guess?”

      “Close enough,” Gale said.

      Letha nodded, considering this. “We bring him along for questioning. He was scared shitless at the sight of us coming up against the real him. He’ll talk, and we can find out what sort of forces we’re dealing with.”

      “Maybe more about the nature of this relationship they had with Ranger, and the whole thing with the Nihilists, too,” Breaker added.

      Darnell picked the man up, threw him over his shoulder, and turned with a grunt. Explosions reminded me that the battle wasn’t over, and a few of Trunk’s fighters returned fire.

      “Back to the ships!” Breaker commanded.

      “We’ll leave the rest of them?” I asked, hand on my pistol and ready to finish the enemy off.

      “Aegriss, Twitch, and I can do what needs to be done,” Breaker said, indicating the way back to the ships, as best I could figure it.

      We moved out, back to the ships as Breaker sent a message for all to run who didn’t want to be aligned with Orion Corp., as he started a self-destruct sequence for the station.

      I shared Cheri’s excited grin, knowing we had done it, that we weren’t only successful in taking out the top Orion Corp. assholes, but we were in with Breaker and the others. The Citadel would have to welcome us with open arms.

      Mer was waiting for us at the ship, not quite feeling comfortable on her land legs or with the act of shifting yet. Soon we were strapped in, preparing to fly off.

      “Good news,” Andromida said, appearing on the screen. “The Citadel will bring us through. Prepare to enter a gate and be done with this mess.”

      “Works for me,” I said, watching Cheri as her face lit up with excitement at the explosions that started to rock the station. It was adorable how much she got off on this stuff. Soon, we were flying off with the rest of our little fleet, leaving all that behind.

      Orion Corp. wasn’t completely destroyed but this had been a good blow against them. The first in a big domino chain, I hoped. But that bounty hunter from the old days… Seeing Maji here had been unsettling, and I had a feeling that wasn’t the last I would see of the fucker.

      Next stop—the Citadel.
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      I refused to slouch before these supers of the Citadel, refused to show them one ounce of doubt in myself. While I had served the other side, in a roundabout way, that didn’t make me any less of a hero now than any of them. Not in my mind.

      We walked away from our ships, most of the crowd staring at Breaker, but plenty enough looking our way to make me nervous. This wasn’t just the center of what the supers stood for, it had, until recently, been the staging ground for all manner of attacks and defense, as well as the home for such elders as the famous Xin. I looked down at the Citadel essence-based shin and arm guards we had donned back on Abaddon, the ones that allowed us to level up. Would these supers let us keep them, once they found out what we wore?

      Letha glanced my way with a nod, her emotional aura like, ‘Isn’t this crazy?’ and I nodded back, wide-eyed and stiff.

      “Hey, there,” Cheri said to an extremely buff woman who was looking our way. “Founding member of the Psychobitches. Name’s Cheri.”

      “A pleasure,” the woman said, nodding and eyeing me briefly with curiosity before moving on.

      Cheri grinned, introducing herself in almost the same way to a man. When she had introduced herself like that to a fourth super, Erupa put a hand on her shoulder and asked, “What’re you doing?”

      “What’s it sound like?” Cheri grinned. “Making sure everyone here knows the Psychobitches name, and knows I helped found the team. Gotta get ourselves in their minds, you know? Make an impression.

      I then saw that Breaker was speaking with a woman who had short, black hair, and she was motioning for us to follow her.

      “That’s Lamb,” Cheri said, indicating her. “The one who made our armor, kind of.”

      “How do you know?” I asked. “Oh, right. The voices.”

      Cheri chuckled, shaking her head. “Overheard it, actually.”

      I grinned sheepishly.

      Lamb beckoned to us and said, “All of you.”

      I guessed that meant we were to follow, and since I was way out of my depth and trying to fit in here, I nodded and did so. Charm was talking to someone excitedly, a girl with large eyes, pointy ears, and blue hair with what looked like antennae sticking out of her head, but then the two of them noticed us moving forward and they both joined us.

      “Laurel’s coming,” Charm said, pulling over the blue-haired lady.

      “Am I?” Laurel eyed us all in a very penetrating way, and her aura spoke of knowing us, even though this was our first time of meeting.

      “Sorry, who is this?” Aegriss asked.

      I was intrigued by the fact that I read emotions coming from the android, and not for the first time. That didn’t exactly make sense, considering her robotic nature, so it made me pause and consider her.

      When I blinked, I realized that Laurel was staring at me. I returned the stare, only then noticing that the green of her eyes— more turquoise than green—left no room for white. And there was an interesting aspect to her aura that I picked up on immediately. Not directed at me, naturally, but love. Toward Charm? Love, and something else—sorrow, mixed with confusion. There was a past between those two, and it was a complicated one.

      “She’s kinda reading his thoughts,” Cheri hissed, and that threw me. Was I reading Laurel’s emotions as she read my thoughts? An odd loop, that concept.

      “Something she does,” Charm replied.

      Laurel nodded at me, offered a smile, but then turned as Charm started to walk off. While they spoke with Lamb briefly, I turned to Cheri and whispered, “That was weird.”

      “Lilly says to leave those two alone.” Cheri frowned at Laurel, who had taken Charm’s hand. “A history, for sure.”

      “Complicated.”

      We started walking again, them in the lead with my team hanging back slightly. Mer was there with us, giving me shy smiles whenever I glanced her way, and I had to laugh once at the way she was acting like a young woman who’d just had her first kiss. It was adorable, and totally unbelievable for someone with her looks.

      Tink and Erupa were both taking the quiet stranger approach to this place, and could almost be mistaken for my bodyguards if nobody knew any better. Then again, in a way they kind of were, and me theirs.

      When we were at a good stopping point away from the ships, Breaker said, “This is Lamb. She’s going to tell us exactly what’s going on.”

      “Lamb.” Trunk laughed. “Hey, they call me ‘Trunk,’ who’m I to judge?”

      “Why’s he called that?” Mer asked quietly, to which Cheri placed her forearm at her crotch and extended the rest, letting it swing like an elephant’s trunk. Mer blushed, glanced my way, and said, “Oh, dear.”

      “Oh dear, is right,” one of the ladies who we’d seen traveling with Trunk said, and grinned. “It’s a blessing and a curse, trust me.”

      “Moving on,” Erupa said, wrapping her arm in mine.

      The others had kept on, but now Lamb turned to the crowd gathered on one side and addressed the audience. “Allow me to introduce the second son of Apollo. Breaker.” Some applause followed, and she went on. “As you can imagine, his brother… and others, will be excited to see him, too. After he’s been debriefed, I’m sure he’d like to get to know some of you, fill us all in on what’s been happening, and who knows, maybe show off a skill or two?”

      The crowd cheered at that. Lamb guided him to the massive doors she had emerged from. Meanwhile, I was left looking out over the crowd, wondering who these supers were who had gathered to essentially serve under Breaker and his brother, it sounded like.

      “Where’s our fancy introduction?” Cheri noted, a bit louder than I would have liked. At least nobody seemed to notice. Then, as the others went through the doors, she held up her hands to those supers still looking our way and said, “Let me introduce the leader of the Psychobitches—Ezra the Lawbringer! Sheriff of the land.”

      Murmurs and confusion followed. I felt my posture start to give.

      “Isn’t bitches a term used for women?” a man asked, looking perplexed.

      Cheri chuckled. “Only if you’re a little bitch, yourself.”

      The guy frowned, apparently debating whether he should be offended by that.

      “Thanks, Cheri,” I said, taking her by the arm and guiding her and the others to catch up with Breaker. “They’ll get to know us in time. Don’t worry.”

      She kissed my cheek, ignoring the eye-roll from Erupa. We caught up with Lamb and the others as she told Breaker that, at this moment, his brother was fighting to get rid of Nihilist ships that had been plaguing the Citadel, and Cheri filled me in on what her voices were telling her. They could be quite useful, knowing so much more than she would if she had just been reading minds, as reading minds often only looked at current thoughts of the target.

      “The Nihilist invasion seems to have caused major shifts in the makeup of the Citadel,” Cheri explained. “Former Elders are gone, part of it dealing with a sacrifice to set up barriers and repel the large force, while also finding replacements. That led to Breaker and Drew being involved, among others. What if… what if you could be one of these Elders someday?”

      I scoffed. “What? No, I wouldn’t want it.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Tell me, does the title Elder come with a law enforcement badge?”

      She frowned. “As far as I know, there’s not much higher in that regard.”

      “Nah, you’re talking politicians,” I countered. “For me, it’s about being on the ground, where the action is.”

      “You can’t seriously think that once Breaker becomes an Elder, he’ll just sit around making decisions and holding conferences all day.”

      My mouth opened as if to respond, but I had no answer to that. She made a valid point, but still, something about it wouldn’t feel right to me. I wasn’t Elder material. Not yet, anyway.

      “Let them do theirs,” I shook my head, indicating my chest and the word ‘Police’ as I added, “I’ll do mine.”

      Breaker glanced back our way, nodded as if on cue, and then led the way through the massive, silver-inlaid doors.
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      Our group entered a large room with fighter craft on one side, statues surrounding us in a semi-circle. Grand, towering statues of past men and women—the gods. Lamb was telling us about how they were fighting the Nihilists, how the strange beings were traveling to our galaxy via a system that somehow left them partly here, partly in another dimension, or something like that. I was always the type to not care about that stuff. Tell me who did wrong and consider them taken care of.

      What did catch my attention was when the large crystal things lit up and a figure stepped out, talking about winning the battle with the devices that he had just traveled on.

      “Who’s that?” I asked Cheri, who was frowning.

      “Lilly says he’s the one,” she replied.

      “The one…?”

      “Hadrian himself.”

      I stared, impressed, having heard conflicting stories on all sides of morality when related to this man. When listening to the tales from bounty worlds, he was the scourge of space, the worst piece of shit to ever sail a ship. Then get out to most of the other worlds, and they looked up to him like a god. The Citadel was their Mount Olympus, this guy their Zeus. I fucking loved his getup—a scarred-over eye offset by shiny red armor and a gold cape. The fucking balls on that guy to go around like that.

      Next, I saw a side of the notorious Blue Lady I never could have imagined. She looked somewhere between weeping and laughing, then ran to throw her arms around Hadrian.

      “I thought you were dead,” she said.

      It took me a moment of watching this back and forth to realize she was his daughter, and then she confirmed it.

      “Come, everyone,” Hadrian motioned to the glowing crystals. “Are you ready to see what we’re up against?”

      “I’d like to know what the fuck is going on, first of all,” Cheri said, causing others nearby to mumble and nod.

      With a laugh, Hadrian said, “There’s a long story for you in that, but the simple version is we thought we were defeated. We made great sacrifices, and now, thanks in large part to Breaker and his brother, Drew, we’ve been making great strides to free the Citadel of this alien menace, to see that the Nihilists and the supervillains they’re working with are removed from the equation.”

      “How?” Breaker asked.

      “It’s easier if I show you.”

      I was about to protest, wanting to ask more questions, when he made some gesture toward the pyramid-shaped item and light shot out, engulfing us.

      When it was gone, we weren’t on the Citadel anymore. In fact, we were well above it, I saw through parts of the ground that were translucent. The rest of the ground was metal with metal domes, ships staged with protective shields. Shadows floated in the distance, which I took to be the enemy, although all auras from Hadrian and others I now sensed nearby spoke of confidence. This was the forward base, the point of attack against the Nihilists that had caused so many problems for the Citadel.

      “Go for the whiskey,” Lamb was telling Cheri, and I realized they were indicating one of the metal domes that was apparently operating as a bar. A pleasant surprise, to be sure. “It’s made following old Earth instructions. Imported from the planet Inton.”

      “No shit?” Cheri nodded, impressed, and nudged Charm. “Don’t worry, girl, we’ll take good care of you.”

      Charm laughed, shrugging my way and giving Laurel a look of ‘what can I do?’ before walking off with the rest of them to the ‘bar.’

      They walked off, but I turned to Lamb, clearing my throat.

      “Yes?” Lamb asked.

      “About the… well, we found some items back on Abaddon. Items that have been allowing us to level up, and I hear you—”

      “They’re exactly where they need to be,” she cut in.

      “Are you sure?”

      With a pleasant smile, she nodded. “Enjoy yourselves, Ezra. And welcome to the Citadel.”

      I was beaming with pride as she walked off, amazed that they were letting us keep the items we had found, which also meant the upgrades we had received. Possibly future upgrades, too.

      Breaker was interacting with others emotionally, embracing someone I took to be either his brother or father, so I figured I would leave them to it and headed for the bar after the ladies. Cheri had taken a seat with Charm and one who had been pointed out to me earlier as Threed, who was apparently on Drew’s team. I nodded to the rest of my team and told them to spread out, get to know the others.

      “I’d rather have a drink with you,” Tink said.

      “We’ll have plenty of chances for that,” I replied and kissed the back of her hand. “But right now, mingle and see what you can learn from these supers. The sooner we find a place to fit in here, the better.”

      “If we haven’t proven ourselves after what we just did…” Erupa scrunched her nose. “We’re fucked.”

      I laughed, nodding at that. “Not what I mean, though. We’re good, in with Breaker and them, I’m sure. But we don’t know what sort of role we’ll play here, how this works. Better to be informed.”

      “Sure, sure.” The two walked off, Mer in tow, and sat at a table with a few men, as if that was supposed to bother me. It didn’t, though, because I knew they weren’t about to abandon me like that. Just following my orders, I guess.

      Since they were putting themselves out there, I needed to do the same. Finding a spot at the bar, I ordered a whiskey and nodded to the two supers standing next to me. One was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome, with thick muscles and chocolate brown eyes. He stood a good six inches taller than me, and if ever I had been the jealous type, I suppose I might have been jealous of this guy. The other one was much more of your average type, if not a bit eccentric, with a shaved head and beard, and thick glasses over his wide nose.

      “You’re with the brother?” the short one barked over the noise of the small crowd.

      “In a sense,” I replied. “We fought together to take down a major arm of Orion Corp., and… heard of Abaddon?”

      The guy shook his head. The other looked down his nose at me.

      “Ah, never mind, then,” I waved it off. “How about you two?”

      “I came from Rocadium,” the short one said. “Name’s Axe, power’s exactly what it sounds like.”

      “Your power is that you have an axe?”

      He laughed, loud. “Watch and learn.” Holding out both hands, he grunted and axes appeared with a flash of blue light that flowed around them before going into the metal, shining.

      “Enough of that in here,” the bartender said, handing over my whiskey.

      “Two more for my new friends,” I told him, and he nodded.

      “So you know, everything in here is taken care of,” Axe said. “But the gesture’s appreciated.”

      “That so?” I laughed, took a much-appreciated sip, and eyed the tall one. “And what’s your deal?”

      “Here to fight,” the second man said. Not much of a talker, apparently.

      “Ignore Midnight, here,” Axe said, indicating the guy. “He fights with Arthur for a year and now thinks he’s tough shit.”

      Midnight grunted. “To be clear, I led one of Arthur’s main armies, ever since he went off after the sacrifice. Now that he’s back, I’m not sure what my role is, exactly.”

      “A good one, I’m sure.” Axe eyed me in a way that said he knew this guy was a bit much, but that he was worth sticking around for.

      “Wait, no shit?” I lost myself, excitement bubbling over. “The Tier One Arthur, the one who goes around with a group named after old Earther Arthurian legend stuff?”

      Midnight nodded, giving me a look that showed he was impressed with my knowledge of it.

      “Holy hell, that guy was worth a fortune before he went missing. All the hunters thought he was dead.” I took a moment to calm my breathing. It wasn’t like I was going to go after him anyway, anymore. We were on the same side now, after all. “You’re telling me he’s back?”

      “Might even be around here, somewhere,” Midnight replied, eyes narrowing. “How’s it you know so much about this Arthur?”

      “And… hunters?” Axe added.

      “Right.” I indicated my uniform. “See… Before all of this I was a bounty hunter. Mostly working for the Gold Reapers, passing me jobs for the Orion Corp.”

      “Which you since helped to take down,” Axe said. “For clarification purposes.”

      I nodded. “Orion Corp, not the Gold Reapers—oh, by Oram, not them. Shit. But, yeah, found out what Orion Corp. has been doing out there and realized we couldn’t let that continue.”

      “The Gold Reapers…” Midnight ran his tongue along his upper teeth in thought, then his eyes finally lit up. “We ran into a couple of their hunters not long back, actually. Strong fighters, bastards every one of them.”

      “Almost every one,” I corrected, thinking that he was generally right, though. “Some of us learn our lessons.”

      “Or so you’d have us believe.”

      “Watch it.” I hadn’t meant for the words to come out like such a threat, but when they did, I puffed out my chest, hands in fists. If he wanted to come at me, so be it.

      “Hey, now.” Axe stepped between us as a smirk formed on Midnight’s face. “Which of us hasn’t done something wrong? The point is, you weren’t aware of the true situation, and now you’re fighting on the right side. Good for you, man.”

      “For how much pay?” Midnight asked, words full of spite.

      My anger flared, my powers telling me this guy was full of shit—the type to back down if I tried anything in here. That was enough to get me to not throw a punch. He was trying to rile me up, hoping I would make a scene.

      At that moment, I heard Cheri say the word ‘cock’ and glance my way. It pulled me back to the team, to why we were there, and I was thankful for that. Even more so when she said, “his cock grows like three times as hard when he’s watching. And it’s already a damn fine one at that.” That made me blush, but I’d take it.

      I turned back to my new friends, pretending not to hear the conversation. Ignoring was harder with the way she was holding her hands up to show my length. When she started to wave over to me, I considered going, but Charm grabbed her hand and pulled it down.

      “No pay,” I mumbled in response to Midnight’s question. “We’re here to fight the good fight.”

      Midnight grunted.

      “You doubt him?” Erupa asked, stepping up to my side, Tink right behind her. While I’d told them to mingle, this guy was starting to bother me and I didn’t mind the help.

      “A fucking demon,” Midnight said. “I heard you’d brought one here.”

      Apparently, the guy was still addressing me while glaring at Erupa. For her part, she merely smiled.

      Tink however, stepped up. “Watch it, or I’ll cave in your fucking nose.”

      “Whoa, there,” Axe said, glancing around as if weighing up the room. “No need for that.”

      “He’s right.” I hated to admit it. “We’re here to be part of the team, not fight the team.”

      Midnight scoffed, but I wasn’t done with him.

      “And you,” I added, standing straight as I faced the guy. “You have an attitude problem.”

      While Midnight glared, Axe laughed.

      “The understatement of a lifetime,” Axe said, then elbowed the taller man. “Thought you two didn’t know each other?”

      Midnight’s eyes bored through me, but a smile formed at the edge of his mouth. “Don’t we all have some sort of problem? Maybe I have an attitude problem, but me… I say I have a pest problem. What do we do with pests?”

      “Fuck you.” The words slipped out before I could stop myself. But I rolled with it. “I’m being the bigger man here, or was, but now you’re saying you want to exterminate me?”

      “Big guy,” Axe said, hand out to calm me, “he was talking about the Nihilists. Weren’t you, Midnight?”

      “Not at all,” Midnight replied, squaring up to me.

      Erupa leaned against me, running her hand down over my chest. “Try it.”

      Midnight’s eyes moved to her, and I saw the hesitation there. But something else caught my attention, Threed saying, “Wait, both of you—yeah, you all just came from Abaddon, right?”

      I turned their way, listening as she continued.

      “My sister was there,” Threed said. “She wasn’t exactly on the good side of the fence, but still, I’ve kind of been planning a way to bring her over to our side, to get her to come over, to convert to being a superhero someday.”

      “That’s sweet,” Cheri said. “If I can come over, anyone can.”

      “Right…” Threed said as I held up a hand to stop Midnight when he was about to say something. He frowned, glancing over at the table with Threed, Cheri, and Charm.

      Threed leaned forward. “I don’t suppose anyone in your group came across a woman there that went by the name of Plague?”

      “Oh, fuck. Yeah, we killed her,” Charm blurted out and the look of horror on Threed’s face made her cringe.

      “Oh, fuck,” Cheri said, voicing my exact thoughts. “Fuck.”

      I tuned out for a moment there, suddenly not caring that this Midnight guy was being a dick. Did I expect all Citadel supers to act like gentlemen? Of course not.

      “Fuck!” The shout came from Threed, followed by her glass shattering against the wall and drawing all of our attention. “FUCK!”

      “Threed, I’m…” Charm started, but then Threed took Charm’s glass and threw that, too.

      “You’re what?” Threed shouted.

      “I’m sorry that happened. None of us knew…”

      “I know,” Threed replied. “But that’s part of the problem. Everyone only knew her as the supervillain, not the woman I knew her to be. There was a loving, caring side to her. At least, once. A long time ago, there was.”

      “This isn’t good,” I said, taking Erupa’s hand and moving it off my chest. My gut clenched as I tried to imagine what was going on with Threed in that moment, trying to figure out what I could do to calm the situation.

      “Control yourselves,” Midnight said to the ladies. “This isn’t your fucking living room.”

      When my eyes turned back to him, I hoped he saw the spite flowing from me toward him in that moment.

      “And fuck you, too!” Threed said.

      Midnight made a lewd gesture as he said, “Crazy bitch.”

      Cheri was up and charging past me, going for the super. A woman was there in a flash, but Cheri had moved out of the way and came up under the woman with a punch that threw her back, then she was past her and hitting the man.

      Threed was in the fight now as two others attempted to intervene. Chaos broke out everywhere. Cheri was whooping, clearly loving it, and even Charm joined in. No powers being used, at least. But still, this was going against everything I hoped to establish here.

      “ENOUGH!” I shouted, pushing myself up onto one of the tables. “Cheri, come on. Really?”

      She paused with the rest of them, fist pulled back to punch the large lady. She dropped her fist and grinned my way, only to be punched by the woman. I shook my head as Cheri went back in, biting her opponent’s thigh, but then a group of supers moved in and pulled everyone apart.

      “What’s wrong with you?” one of them shouted. “This isn’t the place for brawls. Are you crazy?”

      Cheri looked like she was about to lunge for him, but instead turned to Charm and winked, then laughed as they escorted Threed and Cheri to the doors. Charm was close behind.

      I glanced back at the others apologetically and followed them to the door. Just outside, Threed had turned back to the bar, her hands outstretched with green smoke rising from them. “Who else wants to talk shit, huh? Who else wants to try to say something about me or my late sister?”

      No response came, and I simply glared, not sure what to think of this crazy lady. If she was on Drew’s team, I had a feeling he and I would get along quite well.

      Considering the news she had just received about her sister, I couldn’t blame her. Others seemed to be picking up on this as well, or maybe had recognized her for who she was, and let it go.

      I followed, glancing back to see Charm look out through the doors and then duck back into the bar.

      “This place is fun, huh?” Tink said, hand on my back. Erupa laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh as well, earning myself a frown from Axe as he exited and went past us.
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      We hadn’t gone more than a few paces before Midnight strolled up to me, making me think at first that he was going to cause trouble. His aura of affection, however, spoke a different story.

      “That was some show back there,” the man said, grinning.

      “I wouldn’t think you would be the type to appreciate it,” I countered, wondering at the shift in his emotions toward me.

      He shrugged. “I liked how you handled yourself, how your team works. You wouldn’t make a bad Knight of the Round Table, you know.”

      “I know.”

      He laughed. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to Arthur. Rumor has it he might be back.”

      “Yeah?” I couldn’t hide my excitement at the idea of meeting the legendary super who had taken the moniker of the great king. In that moment, though, worry hit me from Cheri. When I turned to see her eyes dart away, then slowly make their way back, I got what she was thinking.

      Midnight was already starting to walk off, saying, “If you’re half the badass they say you are—”

      “Actually,” I interrupted, “I’ll have to pass.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s… not for me.” Shit, the idea of being one of the knights sounded cool, but I had my team. Not only that, I realized that being one of Arthur’s boys would deter me from being my own man. No, thank you.

      Midnight stared at me, baffled, and then laughed. “You are a strange one, Mr. Psychobitch. Passing up an opportunity like this.”

      “If you knew what I already have, you wouldn’t think so.”

      I walked over to Cheri and put an arm around her, only then realizing that Hadrian had joined us and was speaking with Tink at that moment. When I joined them, he looked up and gave me a nod.

      “I hear there was some bounty hunter problem out there?” Hadrian gestured for me to follow. “Come, tell me about it.” I went, going a few paces and about to talk, when Hadrian continued. “I’m very much aware of Muuaji and what happened.”

      “Then what do you want to know?”

      “If you can take him.”

      I frowned, then laughed. “There was a time when I would’ve said no way, but now? I think so.”

      “You think so?” He chuckled. “That might not be enough. But with everything I have planned for you, you’ll get your chance to find out.”

      “I have some ideas of my own,” I said, excitedly, keen to prove myself.

      He nodded, looked at me intently like he was weighing me up, and then said, “I trust your instincts. Think it over, and let me just say this—given your background, there might be a way you can truly help us and prove yourself at the same time. And know that you are welcome here, as long as you can vouch for those on your team.”

      “Yes, sir. Thank you.”

      He grinned. “Get some rest.”

      With that, Hadrian walked off, back to one of the other groups. I turned to see Cheri closer than I had expected. She grabbed my arm, and a pout spread across her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Threed’s sister. It’s horrible, isn’t it?”

      “Plague?” I was about to shrug, but instead said, “Yeah, terrible.”

      Mer had apparently had enough of the bar scene as well, because at that moment, she cleared her throat. When we all looked her way, she said, “I had two sisters. It’s hitting me now, the memory of them. I kept seeing one of them in my mind but didn’t remember who she was until the talk of sisters came up. I think I missed some of the details of what happened on Abaddon, but… not important.”

      “It’s not something we should rehash, anyway,” Erupa said.

      Mer nodded, getting it. “I have to wonder if my sisters are out there looking for me, you know? Or…”

      Sorrow gripped her along with anxiety. She had to be wondering if they were back on Abaddon, left behind to die in the explosion, maybe. I put an arm around her, running my hand up and down on her arm in a comforting gesture.

      “One of these tents was for us, right?” Cheri asked.

      “Tents?” I looked around at the metal structures. “An odd term for whatever these are.”

      “Actually, I asked about that before entering the bar,” Mer interjected, indicating one a couple of rows off. “That one over there, and I already checked it out. It’s not bad.”

      “Feeling sleepy?” I asked Cheri.

      She shrugged. “Like we could use some privacy, anyway.”

      I looked around for signs of Breaker and the others, but they seemed occupied, so I nodded and followed the ladies to our so-called tent. Apparently, they had been at this for a while or had a super who specialized in comfort, because it was equipped with several cots and a few cushioned seats. Not what I had expected.

      “So, where do we fit into all this, exactly?” Mer asked, taking a seat.

      “I know where Ezra could fit,” Cheri said seductively, running her tongue along her lip.

      “By Oram, do you ever turn off?” Tink laughed. “I’m not putting you down, just really want to know.”

      Cheri thought about this for a moment, then shook her head.

      “I hate to admit it, but I might be a bit tired,” I said, lying on one of the cots. It wasn’t extremely comfortable, but I had slept on worse. At Cheri’s look of betrayal, I held up a hand. “Not too tired, I mean, I wouldn’t say no, just… sharing my truth.”

      She laughed, straddling me and starting to undo her top. “Hey, doesn’t mean we can’t cuddle naked.”

      My eyes found Mer, who watched with curiosity. Before, she would have looked away with shyness, but that seemed to have faded. When Cheri was nude and started to remove my clothes, too, I lay there, watching, the others watching too.

      Mer bit her lip as Cheri pulled off my underwear, eyes going wide and hunger taking over. Cheri lowered herself beside me, barely fitting with me on the cot so having to overlap me, her leg covering my crotch.

      Mer came and knelt beside us, eyes on mine. “This team… am I part of it?”

      “Yes,” I replied, the question not casting the slightest shadow of doubt. Since the rest of the women didn’t say anything and their emotions didn’t show any negativity toward my answer, I assumed that they agreed.

      “Thank you.” Her hand moved, hesitated, and then went to Cheri’s leg, where it lingered.

      Cheri moaned, and then laughed. “I think our little friend is looking to bring this to the next level.”

      “Meaning me, or his cock?” Mer asked.

      “Oh, I never refer to his cock as ‘little.’” Cheri sat, nudging my cock with her hand, though it wouldn’t rise fully. Damn, I must really be tired. When she saw this, she took Mer’s hand in her own, then guided it between her legs. “Maybe we let him rest, hmmm?”

      Mer seemed to like this, her finger caressing Cheri, and I started to get hard as I watched.

      “Now he responds,” Cheri said with a chuckle.

      “Maybe he’ll like this even more, then,” Mer said and pulled Cheri over me, had her sit at the edge of the cot, and then buried her face between the woman’s legs. She was right. It was hot as hell.

      A knock came at the door, then, and a second later Letha poked her head in.

      “Oh…” Letha said, but didn’t look away. The ladies didn’t stop, but Erupa came over to me and sat so that, I imagined, her head blocked the view of my cock.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      She met my gaze, then chuckled. “You all waste no time, huh?”

      “I’ve heard you aren’t exactly innocent.”

      “Not in the slightest.” She took a breath, then entered, making this even more awkward. “I wanted to say thanks again, you know, for everything back there.”

      “This is sort of a team-only event,” Tink said still standing, leaning against a wall. “In case there was any question about that.”

      “Oh, I’m not here to join in. Simply… I don’t know, it’s weird here, all these supers—and then there’s me. Right? It’s overwhelming.”

      “We’re supers, too,” I pointed out, glancing around for my clothes but not seeing where Cheri had tossed them.

      “Yeah, but you’re different. I’ve known you longer—slightly. Anyway…” She turned to watch as Cheri started moaning, gripping Mer’s hair and taking control. “Right. I better go—think my team’s going to have seconds.”

      I laughed. “That was all? Letha, you’re as badass as any of these supers. Don’t forget that.”

      She paused in the door, said, “Thanks,” and then went on her way.

      “No boundaries, huh?” Erupa said, laughing, and then turned to see that I was still erect. She eyed the two ladies, then Tink, and said, “On the topic of seconds,” before bowing down and taking me in her mouth.

      I closed my eyes, letting it happen and enjoying the moment. At some point I was aware of Tink joining in, and maybe one of them was riding me. I think I climaxed and was pretty sure they both did, but honestly, sleep was taking me as it hadn’t in a long time.

      There was kissing, some dreams, and then I was up, staring at all of the ladies as they sat around me, trying not to laugh.

      “What?” I said. “What is it?”

      Cheri put a hand to her mouth, then laughed. “You were talking in your sleep.”

      “Oh?”

      “Something about licking it up, slurping up our pussy juice.”

      “Bullshit.” I sat up, realizing I was likely blushing. “I didn’t.”

      Erupa nodded. “You did, and it was hot. You should try talking dirty like that more when you’re awake.”

      I laughed, finally spotting my clothes and grabbing them. “We’ll see.”

      Cheri perked up, eyes going to the door. “They’re back.” As if that was enough, she sat and started fastening her top to hide her beautiful breasts, much to my chagrin.

      “Who?” I asked, dressing. “What?”

      “Breaker and Drew and their teams. They were fighting the enemy, and now they’re back.”

      “Shit, while we were sitting on our thumbs?” I laughed. “Now I feel like a dick.”

      “No, Lilly says it was a training exercise of sorts, anyway.” Cheri picked up her sword, kissed the bear, and sheathed the blade. The action earned a confused look from Mer, but she would figure us out eventually, I imagined.

      The rest of us dressed and headed out, and soon encountered the others standing in a semi-circle and discussing plans.

      Letha nodded our way, and there was the man who, from his looks, I knew had to be Drew. He had a slight resemblance to Breaker but was clearly the jock of the two. Taller, buffer, his head cleanly shaved, the man looked every bit the Marine, every bit of what I imagined he would look like.

      Breaker was saying, “I suppose you’re going to point us in the right direction?”

      “If there is a right direction,” Hadrian replied, then turned to me as if waiting to see what I had figured out.

      “Actually…” I faced him, looking over the brothers, as well as Trunk, Letha and their teams. “We’ve been talking. Maybe we can’t face the Nihilists so well, but they have others coming with them, and not only for Earth.”

      “Not only that,” Erupa said, “but the super back there was talking with Hadrian before our arrival, and they agreed there’s a need to have someone infiltrate Ranger’s networks. Find out who was working with him, for him… all of that.”

      I looked forward to this. “I’m going to infiltrate my old bounty hunter system, try to find out who they’re putting marks on, and work backwards. In the process, we can try to track the others down. Begin to eradicate their forces, as much as we’re able.”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Lamb said.

      Hadrian nodded, and glanced over at Drew. “What do you say, Elder?”

      Drew blinked, apparently still not used to being addressed like this, but nodded. “I believe that’s smart. You all can help avoid slaughter from all sides, where possible.”

      “It’s agreed, then.” Hadrian turned to address us all. “Breaker and his team will go in search of the Shadow Mystic, find her as expediently as possible, and return to Earth to cut off the snake at the head. Meanwhile, the other teams will help lead the assault against the Nihilists here and elsewhere in the Oram system and beyond, exiling them once again from our galaxy.”

      “Except for me and mine,” Letha chimed in. “I have my own mission.”

      “Is that so?”

      “We just learned my sister betrayed me and took over one of the most militarized families in the Earth Elites system.” Letha stood tall, glaring as if daring him to try to stop her. It was something, considering she was a human without any powers and he was, well, Hadrian.

      “So, you’d take her out, and then what?” he asked.

      It surprised me how calm she was, how her aura spoke of revenge and action, but in a very methodical, professional approach. Threed, however, was still emotionally grappling with the news of her sister, eyes darting over to Breaker and giving out all sorts of confused signals.

      “Considering what I now know,” Letha said, elaborating on her plan, “form an alliance with the Citadel, help repel Muerta and this invasion if that’s still an issue, and use my new influence to get the Earthers smarter about all this.”

      “Very well,” Hadrian replied.

      “We’re all basically going our separate ways?” Shimmer asked.

      “Looks that way,” Breaker answered. “Hopefully to meet up again before too long.”

      “I’ll count on it,” Drew replied, the brothers shaking hands, then pulling each other in for a hug. “Don’t take too long or I’ll think you don’t want to see me.”

      “Hey, hurry up and save the supers’ worlds, and then you can come help,” Breaker countered with a wink.

      “It’s a race, then.”

      We all laughed, excited to see these powerhouses in action.

      “The rest of you, say your goodbyes and wish each other luck.” Hadrian turned, heading back for the tent we’d traveled through earlier. “When you’re ready, I’ll escort the teams back to the Citadel to be on your separate ways.”

      I nodded, then caught up with Letha as she was laughing at something one of her men had said.

      “Hey,” she said, clasping me on the shoulder. “Going for more adventure, apparently.”

      “You’re going to figure out your family stuff, I have no doubt.”

      “Yeah, well,” she shrugged, “I fucking better, or I’m going to be pissed. I didn’t go through Planet Kill, and everything since, only to fail now.”

      I laughed. “No, I wouldn’t think you did.”

      “Kick ass out there, Ezra.”

      “You, too.”

      I had heard them discussing the Shadow Mystic and the need to find her, and asked Cheri what Lilly could tell us about the situation. Cheri had come back with some story of a war fought long ago, a woman trapped in a barrier of time or some nonsense, and then insisted that we would find out more soon enough.

      Seeing that Breaker was available, I stepped over to him next and cleared my throat. “Guess we’ll see you down there then, huh? After you find the Shadow Mystic, maybe.”

      “Don’t worry, you won’t have to wait long,” Breaker replied.

      “Think so? If Hadrian knows how to find this lady, why hasn’t he done so before? Ever think of that?”

      Breaker glanced back to the metal dome Hadrian had gone into. “Something I’ll have to ask very soon,” he replied and walked off to join Letha and Trunk where they stood talking to each other.

      I hadn’t even really spoken to Drew, so I didn’t look for him. Instead, I looked back at Hadrian, who was now approaching me. At one point, my thought had been that we would help fight off the invasion of Earth and their forces, but then we had changed that to going after the old Ranger contacts. The plan changed yet again when he said, “I have other plans for you.”

      “Other plans?” “What we discussed, but sooner. Real soon.” He nodded to Erupa as she joined us, and said, “You all, hang tight on the Citadel. We’re questioning Killart and have some very good answers, which I should be able to check over with a contact I have on Theramuse. The rest shouldn’t take long to get out of him, and then we’ll send you on your mission.”

      “Can’t fucking wait,” Cheri said as she joined us, too.

      “It’s going to be fun.” Hadrian winked at her—a weird sight with his one eye—and then moved back to finish briefing another group I wasn’t familiar with.

      I turned to Erupa and Cheri, feeling a bit jittery at the mention of Theramuse. Too much baggage came with that planet.

      “Whatever it is, must be important,” Erupa said. “Otherwise, he’d send us off to fight now and figure this stuff out later.”

      Cheri nodded eagerly. “Fucking awesome.”

      “Fucking awesome,” I agreed, eager to learn what was coming next.
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      All that followed the destruction of Abaddon led to this moment, the one where I would take my first mission on behalf of the Citadel.

      We had connected with Breaker and his crew after Abaddon, met back up with Letha, and managed to help take down a space station of privatized military Orion Corp. badasses before finally making our way to the Citadel. All of the fighters who had gone through this with us had been amazing—Breaker, Charm, and the rest—and I couldn’t believe I was among them.

      Me! A superpowered bounty hunter who had ended up on the wrong side of the fight, only to be brought over when I partnered with my team. Maybe embracing the insanity is the only way to really defeat the crazy? We were the Psychobitches after all, as Cheri loved to say. Her little endearing term for the team, considering the fact that when all this kicked off I had been delivering them to what was basically an insane asylum… now destroyed.

      Soon after Breaker and the others went off to fight on Earth to fend off an invasion, Hadrian took me to a spot inside one of the domed, metallic rooms of the Citadel. There had been a time when I thought this Citadel and the supers who resided here were on the wrong side of the law. My ladies had turned me around on that as we had run for our lives on Abaddon, and then stopped running to instead take down the whole damn place.

      And now I was here, standing with this legendary super, a man who could change his form at will but stood before me as an old man with one eye gone and scarred over. The man who had been around since before even the time of the Syndicate, they said. His gold cape fell down his back, over his red armor. It gave him a very regal look, one that worked to contrast the humble, trusting expression on his face.

      “Killart has given us some valuable intel,” Hadrian started. “While the destination is the same, the nature of your going to Theramuse has changed. It will be a very special mission, indeed.”

      “I’m happy to serve.”

      “This… it’s asking a lot of you.”

      I cocked my head, curious. “You can count on me.”

      “I believe you.” He gestured to the walls of the domed building, where light climbed up and then formed a three-dimensional image above us. A planetary system was displayed, a star, then zooming past to home in on a planet of purple and green, dotted here and there with blue and spots of brown. I recognized it instantly. Not that I had ever been there, but it was legendary among my kind. Or, my former kind—the bounty hunters. Many of those recruited by the Gold Reapers had come from the planet, including Maji.

      “Theramuse,” I said, the name of the planet heavy on my tongue. “What could you possibly have in mind for that place?”

      “You might be familiar with the legend of the Cult of Hermite that resides on Theramuse. Yes?”

      “Legend, rumor… sure.”

      “It’s all coming together. That opportunity you spoke of to infiltrate the crew that ran with Ranger, those still loyal to the enemy…” He paused, looking to see if I was following, then added, “This could be the largest bounty hunter job of our lifetime, and the best opportunity for you to make your move.”

      “Move for what?”

      “The Gold Reapers are pulling together, preparing to make a move against one of their own, although Killart hasn’t been able to tell us who. He believes that, with Orion Corp. now mostly out of the way, the Gold Reapers will fill the gap unless you can stop them.”

      “Me? How?”

      “Get in there under the guise that you and your team are bounty hunters looking to side with the Reapers, like all the others. Find our ally, but more than that…” He looked troubled, then leaned in. “There’s more to this than shows on the surface. I’ve visited the Seer, and spent some time mulling over the possible futures. It would seem the problems we face are not as two-sided as we had hoped, and that the Nihilists and their kind are hardly our only enemy.”

      “The supervillains, of course.”

      “No, something much more sinister. A force from long ago, one that I and early super settlers fought and barely managed to hold off until we could block the way. Seek out the Cult of Hermite, and we might have our answers.”

      “Holy hell.”

      Hadrian nodded. “They’re on Theramuse.” He stared at me a long moment, eyes weighing me, before continuing. “Ezra, you know the inner workings of the system. You can form alliances needed to… well, I must let you find your own path. But from what I’ve seen, I will tell you to trust your heart, allow yourself to connect to your past, and embrace everything about your powers. You will need it all.”

      “So, I’ll be hunting down someone undercover, really to find out what this group is up to?”

      “While uncovering hunters who might have been aligned with Ranger, yes.”

      “Sounds like fun.” I hesitated. “Only problem I see being Maji. He knows I’ve changed sides.”

      “Can you handle it?”

      “I’ve beaten him before.”

      Hadrian nodded. “Welcome to the Citadel, Ezra. Gather your team and prepare to depart. I’ll set you up with coordinates to meet with my contact on the planet. You’ll know him as Brundal.”

      While he went off to do more of whatever he did here, I turned to find my team and fill them in. As I passed it, the Per-Neter on the dais it lit up. Drew and his team, along with several others, appeared as they returned from another stint of fighting above. They rotated with others, from time to time. Since we were about to head out, I decided to introduce myself and say farewell. It would be a good way to go.

      “Drew,” I called out, giving him a short wave and striding over. “Ezra Faldron. Had to say hello, since it looks like I’m heading off, soon.”

      The tall Marine turned to me, grinned, and thrust out a hand. “Where are they sending you, Ezra?”

      “Hadrian wants me on an infiltration mission,” I replied.

      “Ah, I’ve heard about that one.” He nodded respect. “If you make it back here, be sure to find me for a drink.”

      I laughed. “If, huh?”

      “When.”

      I glanced around, only then noticing that his full team wasn’t there. “Where are Threed and the cat lady?”

      Drew frowned, probably at my ‘cat’ reference. “They’ll be along shortly. Up there doing some planning. Why?”

      “I imagine Cheri would’ve liked to say ‘bye to Threed, at least. But… next time, I guess.”

      “I’m sure we’ll all get a chance to meet again,” Drew said, and clasped me on the shoulder. “Make it count out there, brother.”

      “You know we will.”

      As he jogged off to catch up with the others he’d returned with, I noticed Cheri sitting on a wing of the nearby fighter plane, watching me as one of her fingers twirled her blue pigtails.

      “Going to crazy land, huh?” She laughed. “Everyone knows that’s what Theramuse is now—a fucking psychoworld. We’ll fit right in.”

      “Don’t spy on me,” I chided her. “I was on my way to tell you all.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to tell me. So, yay.”

      “What do you mean by it being a psychoworld?”

      She grinned wide, jumped off, and landed at my side with a thud. “Just what it sounds like. That place? It’s gone to hell. I should know, I was there.”

      “What? When?”

      “Before.”

      “Before…?”

      She shrugged, then let out a snort of a laugh. “Come to think of it, had I never left, you wouldn’t have caught me.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. If you’d never caught me, we wouldn’t be here.”

      I nodded, eyeing her speculatively, glad we were here, but not quite getting the full picture. “What in the ever-loving fuck were you doing on Theramuse?”

      She grinned even wider, if that was possible. “Chasing down some guy I was sure I was in love with.”

      “Oh.”

      “That bothers you?”

      “Should it?” I shook my head. “Because no, it doesn’t. But maybe a bit.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m all yours, now.”

      “And that guy?”

      “Well…” She pulled at her pigtail, causing her head to turn sideways as she yanked her hair up and stuck out her tongue. “They hung him. Turns out, he was all kinds of trouble. The ship he used to fly out and meet me—and about ten other women, it turns out—belonged to one of the local warlords, this big dude who goes by the name, KaBear. Stupid, I know, but his logic is that he’s large and hairy like a bear and likes to blow things up. Kaboom plus bear. KaBear.”

      I was too distracted to have a thought about the ridiculous name. “What sort of planet is this Theramuse place that they still hang people?”

      “I’m telling you, it’s whacky.” She winked. “We’ll fit right in.”

      “All of that aside,” I said, motioning her to follow me back to the others, “it’s good that at least one of us will be familiar with the place. Sounds like we’re going to be spending some good time there.”

      “I’m your gal.” She wrapped an arm around my waist as we walked, grinning up at me. I kissed her on the forehead, ignoring the looks a couple of supers gave us as we passed. Hell, to have a bit of fun with them, I even gave Cheri’s ass a nice squeeze, and when I say nice, I mean a good handful.

      It was fun to remind them that we didn’t give a shit about social norms, but the downside was her playful moan as I did it, and the boner that followed as my mind suddenly raced with images of her ass in the air, her pussy visible and waiting.

      Yeah, I’d need to remember to not be playful unless we had time to get to it. Then again, I thought with a glance over in the direction we had left Hadrian, maybe we could get in a quickie, depending on how long it took to round up the others.
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      We found the rest of the team in the room, with Erupa doing pushups while Tink sat at the side of the tub, watching Mer bathe. She was in her mermaid form, beautiful long tail curled up in the tub, stunning breasts out on display. Nothing inhuman about them. Full, with large areolas. She smiled at me with her pointy teeth, which might have been a turnoff or a bit unnerving, if not for the fact that Erupa had gotten me accustomed to such things. That, and the fact that once horns and the like were included in the mix, one stopped being so squeamish about small details like that.

      Erupa had horns, Mer had the hybrid mermaid thing going on, Tink could shrink or grow large again and had fairy wings, and Cheri… well, Cheri was just a badass. I mean, she had powers, like me, but was otherwise straight-up normal human.

      “About time,” Erupa said, popping up from the ground, a light sheen of sweat on her chest. “After lunch, we weren’t sure where you’d headed off to.”

      “I have news, actually,” I replied, unsure how to tell them we wouldn’t be staying around. As far as I knew, they were as excited as I was to finally have some down time.

      “Us, too,” Tink said, grinning excitedly.

      “You go first,” Erupa said, crossing her arms, eyebrow raised.

      Hating to disappoint, I waved off the comment. “No, no. You go ahead.”

      “It’s not really my news, or ours, as much as… Mer’s.”

      I turned to Mer, trying not to stare at her breasts or the curve of her ass as it became mermaid tail. “Go on.”

      Mer pushed herself up slightly, resting her arms on the side of the tub so that her breasts fit on top of them, as if trying to get me to look. Judging by the way she licked her lips next, that was exactly what she was doing.

      Erupa had that hungry look in her eyes she got before fucking my brains out, and Tink was full size, starting to undo her shirt. Cheri laughed and gave me a gentle nudge toward the bath.

      “Go on,” Cheri said, “your news can wait until after.”

      “Yeah?” I asked.

      “Probably better that way,” Erupa added, stepping up behind me and grabbing me firmly, hands on my abs, one running up to my chest. Then she was pulling at my clothes, Tink standing as she pulled her own shirt free, then her pants, leaving only her red panties as she helped Erupa with my pants.

      All the while, Mer watched, waiting, and Cheri grinned while taking a spot to watch, sitting cross-legged on the bed.

      “What, you’re not joining?” I asked Cheri, nervously.

      “Shit, no. Those ladies will be able to handle you, and I’ll get mine next time.”

      “What she means,” Erupa said in my ear with more sensuality than matched what she was about to say, “was that she had one too many helpings of ribs at lunch, and is afraid she’ll fart while getting fucked.”

      “Fart?” Cheri scoffed. “Me, never! I’m a true lady! We don’t fart or shit, don’t you know?”

      “And definitely never swear,” Tink added with a laugh, pressing her nude body against mine. She leaned in as if to kiss me, but then pulled back and nodded toward Mer. “Wait, sorry. This time it’s all about her. We’re just here for moral support.”

      I glanced over at Mer, whose eyes were focused on the bulge in my boxer-briefs, which were all I had on at that point.

      “Eyes up here, you,” I said jokingly, but then hooked my thumbs into the waistband and pulled down, freeing my cock and loving the way her eyes lit up with excitement. This was going to be a blast.

      “Bring it over so I can taste it,” she said, more of a mumble, but clearly trying to sound confident. It was okay that she was shy, a bit of a turn on, really. And made sense, considering the fact that she had been a normal super at one point, before she had been changed into this hybrid mermaid form.

      She was still getting used to it all, and I was glad to help build up her confidence with some tender kisses and touching.

      Stepping over, I first knelt, moving to kiss her, but she wagged her finger back and forth. “I said taste it. Stop holding out.”

      I chuckled, running a hand along her cheek as I stood, and watched as she took my cock in her dainty hand, gave it two good strokes as she stared at it, then giggled. “Ever had a blow job from a mermaid before?”

      “No,” I admitted, feeling my cock surge with the thought.

      “Then let’s make it count.”

      The other ladies snickered at that, all taking up positions for the show. I closed my eyes, though, as the warmth of her mouth around my cock’s head and the tenderness of her touch on my balls made me almost melt. Sometimes you want a woman to go hard and fast, to make you cum in her mouth as fast as possible, and other times slow and sensual is perfection. This was the latter, and with each stroke I felt myself stiffen beyond belief, more and more, with each lick felt myself on the verge of orgasm.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew we had to get ready soon, that we had to get moving. But in that moment, I didn’t give a shit. All that mattered was Mer and me, and my urge to fuck her.

      I opened my eyes to see that the other ladies had gotten into the bath now, one caressing Mer’s back, the other her breasts as the mermaid continued with the best blow job I could remember. Cheri was likely still watching, as her heavy breathing confirmed. Erupa and Tink however, kept caressing Mer as they kissed over her back, hands running over wet breasts, between each other’s legs, and even along Mer’s fins. A new sight, but not a bad one.

      Since I was close, Mer pulled me into the tub so that I could sit on the edge, then she pressed her breasts up against my cock, bent her head to catch the tip in her mouth, and brought me to climax. I nearly fell back as it hit, then cradled her head as the last shots went out.

      “That’s how you do it,” Erupa said with an impressed nod.

      “Next time, though, we share,” Cheri said, coming over and kneeling beside the tub, caressing my thigh.

      “Of course.” Mer wiped her chin with a playful smile at me.

      “That was… amazing.” I lowered myself into the water, then pulled her in for a kiss. Our tongues met, and our passion continued, my hands moving along her body as well. “Damn, I want to fuck you now,” I mumbled between kisses, only pulling back slightly when her sharp teeth caused a slight pain.

      “In time,” she replied, running a finger along my lips, then turned to watch as Erupa brought Tink to climax.

      “You all are making me horny as hell,” Cheri said as Tink’s moaning slowed, “but we have business to get to.”

      “Wait, what?” Erupa stopped, turning to her suddenly.

      “Not yet,” I protested, wanting Erupa to get hers, but she held up a hand and gave Cheri an expectant glance. “We’re heading out to help?”

      “New mission, actually.” Cheri nodded my way.

      I sighed but nodded, then filled them in on the details.

      “Sorry to kill the mood,” I said with a shrug.

      “We’re going off to infiltrate the bounty hunters and maybe take down a cult or something in the process?” Erupa scoffed. “Do you not know me at all? I’m even more turned on now. Come here.”

      I didn’t have time to come over to her at all, because she was already on me, one leg on the side of the tub, sticking her pussy in my face. That said, I was happy to oblige and dove in, doing my part. Others kissed her, and Cheri reached past me to finger her while I focused on the clit. It couldn’t have been thirty seconds later before Erupa was twitching and needing Tink and Mer to hold her up.

      When she was done, she was all smiles. “Cheri? Mer?”

      “I’m good,” Cheri said with a laugh. Mer nodded.

      “Then let’s get to business.”
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      Nobody was around the dais, so when we found our way out there and Cheri paused to stare up at our surroundings, we all took a moment to join her.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, staring up at the discs and lights, the darkness that went on forever. “You think this will ever end? The fighting, the invasions…”

      “It’s been going on since the early days of Earth lore, if that version of the myths and all is to be believed,” Mer said. When we turned to her surprise, she shrugged. “What? I had a few minutes to speak with that Laurel lady, and she went on and on about how she believes so many myth characters were actually aliens visiting Earth, getting involved and whatnot. It’s fascinating.”

      “Yeah?” I scrunched my nose in thought, not sure what to think about it.

      “She thinks different groups of supers got their powers in different ways. Some from Oram, others—as we now know—from scientific experiments. But she read about some groups that got it from metal with a spiritual connection, or something weird, and thinks there were others who came from Earth, old myth characters like the ones straight out of fairy tales.”

      I laughed at that. “Sure, sure. As if Pinocchio came out into space with the colonizers and that’s why some supers have powers that relate to wood.”

      “Not exactly like that,” she countered with a frown. “But… it’s possible.”

      “That’s all nice,” Cheri said. “But I was actually just trying to figure out which star we’re heading to. See, the voices say first star on the right, straight on till orgasm, but those voices are the crazy ones, I think—gibberish speakers half the time, genius the rest. Mostly, the voices don’t seem to remember where Theramuse is.”

      “Just keep asking.” Erupa chuckled, and nudged Mer toward me. “And Ezra, go easy on the new girl.”

      The mermaid seemed unsteady on her legs, although that didn’t make sense after all this time. Maybe it had to do with walking right after having been in the water in mermaid form, or maybe a need I could help fill, when we next had a chance.

      I wrapped an arm around Mer, pulled her close, and breathed in her scent. Fresh from the bath, she reminded me of this lemon-basil ice cream I once had, long ago. Not sure how that memory came back at that moment—it’s funny how some scents can work like that.

      “It is all very interesting,” I admitted. “Where we came from, all of that. Especially now that so much has changed with my understanding of the Citadel, Orion Corp., and the rest of it. It’s like, anything could be possible.”

      Mer nodded, leaning into me. “When you don’t remember much, everything’s a lot easier to believe.”

      I gave her another reassuring squeeze, then noticed Hadrian approaching. He nodded to us.

      “Time to go,” Hadrian said, gesturing for us to follow him. We went past the place where the main fleet was berthed and then on around to a spot on the deck where there was a large, rounded ship. “It’s actually good to keep up the ruse that you’re going to Earth, or to intercept invaders of the Milky Way. We’ll make it appear that way in the system logs, too. Keep this all very secret, very black ops.”

      “Sexy,” Cheri said, grinning my way.

      I nodded but asked Hadrian, “And if it all goes to hell? If we fail?”

      “Like all the many parts of this puzzle, any failure would result in a less-than-complete picture. Such a picture wouldn’t mean we’re all done for, but it would mean adjustments, sacrifices.”

      “We’ll do our best not to fail,” Erupa said with a humored glance my way.

      “I simply want to know the stakes, is all,” I explained.

      “I get it.” She took my hand. “First official mission for the Citadel. You’re nervous, and that makes sense.”

      Frowning, I was about to deny it, but chuckled.

      “What?”

      “An empath who can’t admit his own emotions… that’s sad. So, yes, maybe I’m a bit nervous.”

      “Maybe this will help,” Hadrian said, and he gestured as we cleared the first line of ships.

      Where I had been expecting one of the generic ships, or maybe the one we had taken from Abaddon, instead there was my old ship waiting for us.

      “How…?” I started.

      “Not your ship, but a replica.” He waved a hand and the ramp lowered. “With a few extra upgrades, including it being linked directly to you, having some of our best A.I. navigation software installed, and the best weaponry a bounty hunter could be expected to possess.”

      “No shit?” Cheri scrunched her nose as she looked at the ship, and I sensed her discomfort.

      “Oh, damn,” I said, turning to Hadrian. “I appreciate the gesture, but…”

      His frown of confusion only lasted a split-second before he turned to the ladies and nodded. “I see. The ship poses a certain emotional problem, because it’s where he captured each of you?”

      “It does sort of symbolize another time, another… situation, between us all,” Erupa admitted.

      Tink was actually smiling, and her aura made me think she might be turned on by this idea, while Mer had no skin in the game.

      “Not a problem,” Hadrian said, and again held up his hand, this time moving his fingers as if typing. As he did so, the outside of the ship morphed, changing to a sleek black metal that gave me the impression of obsidian. “There, consider it an upgrade.”

      With a low whistle, I stepped up to the ship, running my hands along it. I glanced back at Cheri. “This is… better?”

      She nodded.

      “For the record, either would work, but I prefer this,” Erupa added. “I get that we’ll need to look the part, so whatever gets that accomplished.”

      “This should work,” I assured them.

      “And it’s badass,” Tink added, still apparently turned on, her emotions flowing my way, and the look in her eyes spoke of lust.

      Cheri even glanced her way and chuckled, hissing, “Keep your pussy in your pants, girl. We’ll have time for that later.”

      Tink shot her a reproachful glare but smiled at me. “We better.”

      “So, we’re flying off in this?” Cheri asked, now approaching the ship and touching it, too.

      “I wasn’t about to send you off in a Citadel fighter or that hunk of junk you arrived in,” Hadrian replied with a chuckle. “This ship will have you looking right at home there among the other bounty hunters.”

      “A grand ship,” I said, loving every inch of it. “I’ll name her… Bucephalus.”

      “The fuck?” Cheri said, and then laughed.

      “Wait.” Erupa arched a brow. “You want to name our ship something-phallus? As in a phallic symbol?”

      “Yeah… I don’t see it,” Tink chimed in. “If you think that thing looks like your dick, you’re… confused.”

      I laughed, while Hadrian gave us a nod and walked off. “When you’re ready,” he said, and waved to the ship, causing lights to go on within.

      “Thank you,” I called after him, then turned back to the ladies. “No, nothing like that. It’s just that I’ve studied Alexander the Great, you know, from Earth history.”

      “Mythology, wasn’t it?” Erupa asked.

      “No, he was real. And his horse’s name was Bucephalus. Kind of fun, isn’t it?”

      “Fuck that,” Cheri said. “I thought you were all proud of being the law, no?”

      “Of course.”

      “So, go with a famous Western horse, you know? Like…” She pursed her lips in thought.

      I had the answer, though. “Why didn’t I think of it? Dick Naylor. Perfect.”

      “Yes!” Cheri said.

      “You like it?”

      “NO!” They all replied at once.

      “Phallus, now dick?” Tink shook her head, crossing her arms. “You’re not even trying here, are you?”

      “That was the name of Wyatt Earp’s favorite race horse,” I protested.

      “Just name it fucking Silver and be done with it,” Mer said.

      I cocked my head, shrugged, and gestured toward the ramp. “Ladies, let’s board Silver and get on our way.”

      “Silver Dick Phallus, now there’s a name,” Erupa said as she boarded, earning a couple of chuckles from the others. I suppose I had asked for it.

      Mer gave me a squeeze around the waist with her arm as we boarded, and said, “I liked all the names.”

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      We made our way to the cockpit where I took the controls, checked the pre-determined course and autopilot settings, then sat back and pulled up comms to hail Hadrian.

      “We’re good to go,” I said.

      “Enjoy yourselves out there,” Hadrian said, looking very serious again. “I know you will without me saying so.”

      Cheri laughed. “You bet your ass we will.”

      “But don’t forget, this isn’t all fun and games. You’ll likely have to kill, you’ll have    to—”

      “Wait, isn’t that the fun part?” Cheri grinned.

      “I worry about you,” Hadrian admitted. “But… I think you’ll fit right in for this mission. By the way, there’s a present on board. I hope you’ll enjoy it. Regardless, you’ll find it useful on Theramuse.” With that, he gave us a nod and signed off.

      “Fuck, I hope it’s not a shit,” Cheri said.

      We all turned to her, confused.

      “A… shit?” I laughed. “Cheri, I assure you, Hadrian did not leave a shit onboard as a parting gift.”

      She shrugged. “Hell if I know. I’m just saying I hope not. Once, I took this guy’s cruiser out for a spin, and because he’d beaten the hell out of my girlfriend the night before, when I returned it I did so with a nice present for him, if you know what I mean.” She winked.

      “We get i—” Erupa started.

      “A shit.” Cheri laughed. “It was a shit!”

      “Wait…” Tink clucked her tongue. “The guy beat up your friend, and your answer to that was a shit?”

      “Oh, did I mention the fact that I left the cruiser in enemy territory, and that the girl and I had jumped him in order to get the cruiser in the first place?”

      “And this girl?” Erupa asked.

      Cheri looked confused, then frowned. “Fuck. You know… she might still be back there. I sure as shit hope she’s not dating that asshole again. That would be a major downer.”

      “I don’t get it,” Tink said. “You didn’t go back after the shit incident?”

      “Nope. But, not my fault…” She nodded my way. “Thanks to bobby-big-balls over here, and I mean that in the most complimentary way, dear,” she blew me a kiss, “I didn’t get the chance.”

      “Oh, damn.” I grimaced, catching her kiss and smiling. “Sorry about that.”

      “If I ever make it back that way… First thing I’m doing is asking that douchebag what he thought of my little present.”

      Sorrow emitted from her, hitting my empath sensors, and the others seemed to catch on as well. As Cheri leaned back, lost in thought—likely about her old friend—the rest of us leaned back for takeoff.

      We were out of there, leaving the Citadel behind. I wondered about Drew and his team taking care of the remaining Nihilist problem, and how Breaker and the others on Earth were doing. But we had our mission to see through, one that would test our limits, I imagined. Plus, as Hadrian had basically said, we were perfect for this one. A planet of crazies, impersonating bounty hunters, and all that? No problem.

      The first jump point was coming soon, but figuring that the ship had it under control, I leaned back, reclined my seat, and let sleep take me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      A jolt woke me, and I opened my eyes to meet Cheri’s stare, inches from mine.

      “Good, you’re awake,” she said with a grin. “Come on, you gotta see this.” She stood, motioning for me to follow. I glanced around to see that the others were all still asleep but starting to stir.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “Just… hurry. Oh, and it’s not a shit.”

      “Thank Oram.”

      I was still groggy when I stood and did my best to keep up, so when she paused with a wink and wrapped her arm through mine, I appreciated it. We passed through the first hall and went up a level to where a gunner would normally sit, and I discovered what she meant.

      “What is it?” I asked, stepping close, checking out the little furball that was curled up on the seat. Pink, with green stripes.

      “Hell if I know. Saw the little guy when I was exploring and ran to get you. A stowaway, I guess.”

      “This is the present from Hadrian!” I was still trying to wake up but started to process it. “Why would he send some animal with us?”

      “Right…” She suddenly perked up. “Or, another question might be, who on this ship might have somehow found a pet and not told the rest of us, then smuggled it on board? Especially one of these Theramuse things.”

      “And how?” The idea was preposterous. “We were all there, boarding at the same time.”

      “Not to mention the fact that Hadrian had only just told us about the ship. So, nobody could have done it beforehand.”

      “Stowaway, then,” I said. “Wait… Theramuse, as in these cat-things come from Theramuse?”

      She nodded. “Our new pet! I guess it makes us fit in, huh?” Cheri pulled me close, nuzzling her nose into my cheek. “Don’t you just love him?”

      “We’re not exactly going to throw the little guy out the airlock.”

      “Yay!” She wrapped her arms around me, then pulled back, noticing it starting to move. “Oooh, we’re waking the little guy.”

      I was honestly worried. None of this fit with my normal mission, and it was throwing me for a loop. We were supposed to be out here tracking down baddies and fucking. Not dealing with strange cats or whatever this was. I couldn’t begin to understand why Hadrian thought this would be a good idea, unless everyone on Theramuse walked around with cats, but I had never heard of anything like that.

      We returned to the bridge with the cat thing following, and found the others awake.

      “Where…?” Erupa started, rubbing her eyes while Mer stretched beside her.

      “Oh, my god,” Tink said, first flying up, small, then going large and snatching up the cat and scratching it behind the ears. “Probably should be careful going small around a cat, right? I mean, who knows?”

      A tail waved about, then another, and I was surprised to see a third. Three tails—that had Charm beat! The thought made me chuckle, and I even reached out to pet the thing, only pulling my hand back at the last second.

      The cat turned to look at me, then Tink.

      “Not a dog person?” Tink asked.

      “It’s a cat,” Erupa countered.

      “I don’t like it either way,” Mer interjected. When they turned their attention her way, she shrugged. “Sorry, not into pets. Even more so now that I’m part fish or whatever.”

      “What’s your excuse?” Cheri asked me.

      “I like cats and dogs,” I replied. “But this… doesn’t seem to be either.”

      “Hmm, I have to side with Erupa on this one. Cat.”

      “Do you all even have cats and dogs out here?” Mer asked.

      “Sure,” I replied. “They’re rare, but certain planets have ‘em. Wait, to be clear—you aren’t from the Oram system, then?”

      She pondered this for a moment, but then nodded. “As my memories return, I’m going back to things on Earth, maybe even elsewhere, but nothing about Oram or supers before this.”

      “Interesting.”

      “For instance, I had a cat once. Or, my mom did, when I was young. Little guy brought in fleas, would scratch us, leave little surprises here and there… I honestly don’t see how anyone could be a cat person.”

      “Dogs all the way,” Tink said, petting the thing.

      “But that… that’s definitely a cat.” Mer leaned close to it, and the thing hissed at her. “See, cat. They hate me—if it was a dog, it would’ve likely licked my face, but then I’d have had to hiss at it.”

      I laughed. “Cat, then.”

      Tink frowned but wasn’t the type to pout. A moment later she was with Erupa and Cheri, gathered around the cat, while I joined Mer to watch from the other side of the room.

      “I’m still not following why it’s here,” I mumbled.

      “Oh, actually,” Cheri turned back to us, hand moving along one of the tails. “I remember seeing something like this when I was on Theramuse before. If there’s a connection and I’m right, then I’m sure Hadrian did this for a reason.”

      We left them to it, taking a walk around the small ship instead. As much as Mer was fitting into the team and we’d had our first chance to be intimate, I still didn’t feel that I knew her all that well.

      The two of us stopped at the mess hall, where I gingerly took her hand. It felt different in a situation like this, just the two of us. More intimate.

      “I’d love to hear more of what you’ve remembered,” I said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze.

      Her eyes met mine, and I noticed small freckles on her cheeks, a little dot on the upper left of her eyebrow that was kind of cute, and the way her nose scrunched slightly when she was uncomfortable. And, judging by her aura, she was uncomfortable as hell right now.

      “So much remains hidden,” she said, a tinge of red to her aura. Was she lying?

      “That’s okay. Whatever you remember. I want to know you.”

      She bit her lip, eyes narrowing. “I barely even know you, let alone myself.”

      “That’s usually backwards, but okay. Me…” My throat went dry at the thought of who I was and what I’d been through. Now that I thought about it, I realized maybe she didn’t know that much about me. She likely had caught on to bits and pieces from conversations with the others, but it made sense to ask me. “Where should I start?”

      “Not the beginning. How about… what brought you here? Did you really hunt down Cheri and the others?”

      I ran my hand over the back of my neck, liking this less than I thought I would. “Yes. Okay, here’s the deal, though—I was a bounty hunter. On the wrong side, apparently, and—”

      “How?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She took my hand back, the one that had been holding hers. I hadn’t even realized it was the one I’d rubbed my neck with. “Tell me how you ended up there, doing that. You know, hunting down people for money… for the wrong side.”

      “Ah, right.” That actually took a bit of racking my brain, but the memories started flooding back. One especially that I had blocked out over the years, a memory of three tough-guy motherfuckers kicking me in the head. “Fuck me.”

      “I’d rather talk, first.”

      I laughed and she smiled, showing she had known what I meant.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “I must have been fourteen, maybe fifteen. The planet I’m from is a bit of an industrial one, and my dad worked on anti-grav machinery for the nearby moons where we were establishing more colonies, I think. One day I was walking back from the store to grab supplies for dinner—I was often in charge of getting dinner ready—when I saw these girls. Three of them. I dropped the groceries, staring, unable to take my eyes off them—”

      “Smooth,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Yes, I know. Problem is, they were into me, too. Started blowing kisses, winking, calling over to me to show ‘em my dick. You know, that sort of thing.”

      “Not really, but sure.”

      “Well, I didn’t just whip it out, that would be crazy. But I crossed the street, told them they could take it out if they wanted, if they could get it out with only their mouths, no hands. And… as the first one started to try, their boyfriends pulled up in the newest model of hovercar. Fuck, I even recognized one of them.”

      “The boss’s son?”

      “Too obvious?” I nodded. “They didn’t like what was happening, naturally, so they took it out on me.”

      “It was the girls who were in the wrong.”

      “Sure. But that didn’t matter.”

      “You couldn’t take them?” She looked at me, doubtfully. “I bet you could’ve taken them if you’d tried.”

      “Maybe, but… my powers were even less then, and I hadn’t studied at the temple yet. While I could pick up emotions here and there by accident, that wasn’t about to help me much in a fight. And one of these guys had levitation as a power, another enhanced speed. Needless to say, it didn’t take long for them to get the better of me. The girls were shouting at them, but the guys went to town, kicking the shit out of me. It was the moment where I decided not to ever let it happen again, to change my life—to go to the temple and train. To become the law, or as close to it as I could.”

      “It’s a miracle you got out of there alive.”

      I nodded. “A miracle named Josaphine. One of the girls had ice powers, made the guys slip and even gave one of them frostbite on the dick—although I thought that was overboard.”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “Yeah. Better than me ending up dead, I guess. It was she who found me at the temple, told me about an opportunity that she and her brothers were pursuing.”

      “And that was the bounty hunter business?”

      “Exactly.” I signed up right there, dated her for a month before we all got assignments, and have never heard from her or her brothers since.

      “Huh.”

      That was all I got from her, and for a long moment we stood there in silence, her fingers moving along mine, her eyes on our interlocked hands.

      “Your turn,” I finally said.

      “It’s… disturbing.” She cocked her head. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.”

      “The memories are scattered, but… I see a time when my sisters and I were strolling along a canal, passing by some kids swimming in the same water as a dead dog. That’s… how I remember dogs, really. We went to meet someone there, or not far from there anyway, and there was a gun pointed at my sister’s head. Shouting. A flash, but the guy with the gun was dead, not my sister, and I was staring in shock at the smoke from his gun, the spot where the bullet should have gone through her head but didn’t. The three of us ran, a mob chasing us, and had to go into that water with the damn dead dog to escape through the canals…”

      “Canals? That could be useful in finding out where you were from.”

      She shook her head. “It was on Earth, but these days, most of Earth’s cities have canals.”

      “Ah. See, you remember more than I thought.”

      “The big picture stuff, but details… they’re fuzzy, and disturbing.”

      “Most of us can’t remember the details.” I pulled her close and kissed her cheek. “At least you know your life was exciting.”

      With a playful shove, she laughed. “That’s your takeaway from what I just told you?”

      “Better than the alternative. That you and your sisters were murderers who swam with dead dogs.”

      “True.” She leaned back against the wall, holding my hand to her lips. “Maybe all this is karma, right?”

      “All what?”

      Gesturing first at her gills, then her sharp teeth, she added, “This.”

      “This,” I said, grabbing her by the hips to emphasize the tail part, too, even though it wasn’t active at the moment, “is a blessing. Having superpowers like this will come in handy… you’ll see.”

      Her pelvis pressed up against me, enough so that I felt her mound against my crotch, but she ran a finger over my lips, her aura sad. “If you knew half the stuff I’d done in my life, would you look at me the same?” She laughed. “I mean half the stuff I’m starting to remember, even. Who knows what else there is?”

      I bit her finger, nibbling it playfully, then kissed it. “It doesn’t matter. How many supers did I throw into the Abaddon Asylum, and therefore committed them to the horrors you faced, or worse? We all have pasts we’re trying to make up for… no use trying to see whose is the worst.”

      She nodded, ran her finger down to the word “Police” spelled on my chest, and traced the letters. We shared that moment, pressed together, neither saying a word, until the door slid open and Cheri entered with the cat.

      “Watch!” Cheri said, holding him up. The cat was partially vanishing! After a second, it returned in full. “See! It’s a miracle!”

      “Or a cool power,” I said, and then smiled. “But it gives me an idea for a name… Cheshire!”

      “I like it,” Cheri said. “Because it has a similar start to Cheri.”

      “It’s more than that,” Mer said, glancing at me knowingly. Since Cheri was already turning around and walking off, neither of us felt the need to elaborate.

      “Come on, let’s see how much longer the system says we have.” I took Mer by the arm and led her back.

      When we returned to the bridge, Cheri was reclining in her chair, lazily petting Cheshire, while Erupa and Tink were comparing notes about their latest leveling up.

      “Actually,” I said, taking my seat and swiveling it to face the group, “talking leveling and powers isn’t a bad idea. Can we touch base and go over where we stand, now?”

      “As in, any new powers in the group?” Erupa asked, and when I nodded, she grinned and pulled up her screen. “Actually, yeah. I got an upgrade to my ability to let bullets pass through me without doing damage. Looks like I’m gaining more phaser abilities, like I could make other objects, maybe even punches and kicks, go through me. Hell, I’ll take it.”

      “I would, too,” Cheri replied. “Me, looks like just speed and attack upgrades. Oh, and shielding, plus additional boosters for my team. Can’t ever have too much of that.”

      “Nice…” I had my screen up, too, nodding as Cheri rambled on and on about her voices. Finally, I cleared my throat and said, “It’s giving me some interesting upgrade choices, actually.”

      “Such as?” Cheri asked, barely missing a beat.

      “Well, before it was all about better pistol action or improved empath skills, but now, and maybe it’s because of my inner reach when fighting Master Shen, I don’t know… it looks like I’m getting martial arts improvements.”

      “Fuck yeah.”

      Erupa leaned forward. “Go on.”

      “So here… it looks like I get some fun counter-strike combos. Like passive skills that let me work with my ability to sense aggression. This one’s a whirlwind counter, which seems to let me roll into it, and gives me added strength and speed if performed accurately.”

      “Oh, so more like boosts to your abilities when you perform the technique.”

      “Maybe?” I stared at it, intrigued. “Which makes sense, because it wouldn’t just give me random moves I hadn’t learned. Everything I’m seeing in some way relates to what I learned at the temple or since then. Ooh, this one gives me an elemental add-on when pushed with my aggression. Like it turns my rage into fire or whatever.”

      “Fucking badass!” Cheri said with a grin, running her hand along my forearm. “So, turn some of that on me, get lightning going as you fuck my brains out.”

      “Dammit, Cheri,” Erupa chided her, but laughed. “You’re… I won’t even say it.”

      “Psycho.” Cheri grinned wide, as if trying to compete with herself for insane grins.

      “Mer… any idea what your powers are?” Tink asked.

      Mer frowned, shaking her head. “How do you all do that screen thing?”

      “Ah, it’s related to these wrist devices and whatnot that we found back on Abaddon and some weird substance these arm and shin guards are made of. From Lamb, actually.” I frowned. “You know, maybe after all this she can get them made for you, too? And you, Tink.”

      Tink shrugged. “I got what you need, I got what I need. Eh, I’m good.”

      Mer laughed at that and nodded. “My instinct says I haven’t even uncovered what powers I have yet, not fully, anyway. Maybe after I feel comfortable in my current skin.”

      “Fair enough,” I said, watching the cat leap to the deck, tails waving around, then walk up to the controls, eyeing them.

      “Don’t worry, Cheshire,” I said, amused. “We’ll be there soon.”

      “How soon?” Mer asked.

      I turned to check, and nearly leaped up in surprise. “Shit, looks like we’re…” With a swipe at the holo-controls, I pulled up the image to show the planet in all its colorful glory. “Yup, there it is, and here’s us.” I indicated a blip moving toward us. “About thirty minutes until we enter atmosphere.”

      “Fuck, yeah,” Cheri said, rubbing her hands together. “Looking to get me some barbecue at TitsAhoy.”

      “The what?” Erupa asked.

      “Strip club up there with the best meat in town. I mean, shit, dicks swinging and…” She turned my way. “Not that we’d be looking—and there’s a women’s dance stage, too. Crazy shit, like… watching people fuck if you’re into that.”

      “Cheri…” I waved it off. “Your past is none of my business.”

      “We can get the barbecue to go.”

      I laughed, leaning back to watch our approach, trying to get the image my imagination created out of my head. “Sure, yeah, whatever.”
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      While the planet had its own type of beauty, the three incoming screamers didn’t send the most welcoming of messages. Screamers being what we called the thrown-together ships of the lowest of the low in worlds like this, given that name because of the horrible, high-pitched sound the engines made, sometimes on purpose.

      “Here comes the fun!” Cheri said, kicking up one leg and pretending to aim down invisible sights at the screamer on the display. “BAM!”

      “First thing we do when arriving can’t be blowing locals out of the sky,” I said, going into evasive mode. We flew low, moving along a mountain ridge and examining the crevices below, in case we needed to dodge and lose them. “I’m pulling up comms.”

      “Fuck that.”

      “Cheri’s right,” Erupa chimed in. “With these types, there’s only one likely outcome.”

      “Still, I gotta try.” Hitting connect, I hailed our assailants. “This is bounty hunter Ezra Faldron, reporting in on behalf of the Gold Reapers. Are you here to stand in my way?”

      A communication came in sounding choppy, and on the comms we saw an image of a raider with his face covered by what appeared to be a cloth mask. “Sure, sure,” a female voice came through. “All we need is the toll, and you can be on your way.”

      “Toll?” Tink blurted out, then gave me an apologetic look.

      I waved it off, adding, “We’re not paying any damn toll.”

      “Wrong answer,” the raider replied, and a barrage of shots came our way. They hit the shield, not causing any real damage, but the message was clear.

      Fuck these guys. Someone opens fire on me, I obliterate them. But first, I had something I needed to try.

      “If Hadrian really set this thing up right…” I pulled up the controls for entertainment, and grinned at what I found. A second later, badass opera was blaring through the speakers of the ship, vibrating and taking over.

      “Someone explain!” Mer shouted over the music.

      “I play opera music when I fight, fuck, or anything else, really, if I can,” I explained.

      “Why?”

      “Funny you should ask.” I winked. “It’s because I’m a fucking gentleman.”

      The line had always sounded cool in my head, but when the words left my mouth, I felt a little corny. For a moment my words lingered out there, then Tink and Erupa started laughing, Mer looked confused, and Cheri said, “Kill those fuck-sticks!”

      “On it,” I replied, swooping around for a shot.

      Although those screamers had a reputation for being badasses, they were nothing against this ship that Hadrian had presented us with. Cheri whooped and hollered as we looped around, blasting them out of the sky. I dipped the ship down to a ravine, but only to have a little fun with the last of our pursuers before looping back around and unleashing on their ship. It exploded and hit the mountain nearby, while we made our way through an opening I’d spotted farther along the mountain ridge.

      There was a large warehouse-type building there, along with several tents and large vehicles. My guess was that our attackers had come from there. Either there would be more of their kind waiting there who would give us an explanation, or maybe some loot, if we struck lucky. I turned down the music, taking in the scene.

      “Nice place you’ve got here,” Mer said to Cheri.

      “Hey, I was here—doesn’t mean it’s mine,” Cheri countered. “That said, bitch, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

      Mer frowned but then laughed. “I can’t wait.”

      Even before we landed, it was clear that the attackers had indeed come from this little settlement. For one, a barrage of bullets launched at us. Also, there was an area of scorched earth where they had likely taken off from.

      “Blow ‘em to smithereens?” Tink asked.

      “Resist urge to make jokes about blowing someone,” Cheri said to herself, drew a deep breath, and then smiled wide.

      “Right…” I chuckled, bringing the ship in for a landing. “No. I think we need one or two alive so we can question them, since you haven’t been here in a bit, Cheri. Let’s move out, capture at least one—that’ll be on me—and kill the rest.”

      “To ask them what?” Cheri asked, looking disappointed.

      “Information,” I replied. “We need to find Hadrian’s contact. Since that first group attacked us, I say shoot first, until someone waves us down.”

      “But we just have to go…” She glanced around, squinting at the mountains. “Ah, good idea. Then we’ll get some loot?”

      I chuckled, nodded, and lowered the ramp. We all charged out, shooting the shit out of anything that moved, at first. There were enough here to have leftovers. When Erupa shadowed past me, I knelt and opened fire on an attacker’s knee, taking him down for the purpose of questioning. Only, Cheri was there, sword through the temple, and moving on as she blasted the next one over.

      Shit. I looked around for more of those bastards, only to have three pummel into me without any sort of warning from my empath skills. I cursed, grappling with the first and pushing out emotions into them in an attempt to get them to back off. It didn’t work, and a moment later I realized why as I snapped one of their arms and found metal and wiring. Fucking robots.

      They still gave me points toward leveling up, apparently, as taking out the last of them caused my screen to pop up, showing that I had reached level five. No time to deal with upgrades at the moment, I held the robot arm and considered my action.

      Using the arm as a distraction, I tossed it at the one to my right, shot at the one on my left, and then charged the third while drawing my baton.

      A sloshing sounded, then screaming. I glanced over to see that Mer had pulled one into the outpost’s water supply. I didn’t see much more than sloshing water and flashes of her tail, then blood spraying, but it was enough to cause a couple of our attackers to run. Erupa caught up with two of them with shadow strikes, shooting at several more.

      I finished off the robot attackers around me, watched Mer emerge from the water and her legs return, then spun at the sound of vehicles roaring to life. Three of the raiders had boarded a jeep-like vehicle, complete with mounted machine gun. Not a worry, I thought as I took aim and fired. Except, apparently these guys weren’t as backwater as I thought, because my bullet hit a shield and did nothing.

      “On it,” Tink shouted, charging over with wings flapping and going small.

      Erupa and Cheri were in the large building, more explosions and whatnot sounding from within, so I assumed that this vehicle would come for me or Mer.

      I braced myself, eyes darting around for cover. To my relief, it didn’t come to that. Tink managed to get in close, darting around them as they swatted and started to drive, the machine gun peppering the ground before me.

      They hadn’t anticipated her strength, so when she knocked out the guy at the gun and it went wild, spraying the sky instead of me, the other two didn’t react fast enough. I figured their shield was down. Crouching, I took aim again and this time took out the driver.

      The third pulled up a grenade launcher, whooping and letting loose, only to get shoved over by Tink and run over by the jeep. She flew out of there and I thought we were good until the series of grenades went off from the dying raider, all going for the warehouse.

      “Erupa, Cheri!” I shouted, running. The blast went off before I could make it halfway, and I threw myself to the ground to avoid potential debris.

      When I came up, Erupa was there with Cheri, grinning. “What? You were worried about us?”

      “That’s so sweet,” Cheri added, blowing me a kiss.

      “Fuck,” Erupa said, eyeing the corpses. “Not the warmest welcome.”

      I nodded, feeling a bit shaky about the whole experience. Blood and guts, decapitated bodies and more were all around us. “Either they were told about us, or all new arrivals are getting the same treatment.”

      “If the latter, we’d have to assume the bounty hunters who’ve already arrived are causing trouble.” Tink went small and fluttered around, landing on the window sill to look out. “Dust on the horizon. Let’s get hidden.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Wait.” Mer turned to me. “Did you capture any?”

      “Shit. No.”

      Except, a hint of aggression gave me notice. Aggression from someone behind me. Instead of spinning to see who was there, I pushed out with my empath skill, pushing fear and hopelessness as hard as I could. A moment later, there was a whimper followed by the sound of someone hitting the ground.

      I turned, running toward the spot. A big fucker was there, barely able to resist as I held him down. His large, red eyes met mine, his teeth clenched as he growled at me.

      “Where are the other bounty hunters converging?” I asked, letting up slightly on my empath push.

      “The…?” He shook his head in confusion. Honest confusion, I could tell.

      “Fuck. Come on, have you seen any other bounty hunters, or large numbers of anyone coming in?”

      “Not a soul,” he replied. “But I wouldn’t know much about that, anyhow.”

      I was about to call bullshit but sensed a willingness from him. “What, then?”

      “The other side of the mountains,” he said. “Could say, if our enemy is there they’d know of such things.”

      Cheri’s shadow fell over me, and she tapped my shoulder. “Makes sense, actually. There are several large groups here, that I recall.” Turning to the guy, she added, “You’re with Herkron?”

      The guy nodded. “Forward outpost.” His eyes glanced around, horrified at the sight. “Or… we were.”

      “You’d prefer we put you out of your missery, or let you run back to tell your master not to fuck with us ever again?”

      I frowned at Cheri, not sure we had a reason to let this guy go, but she stuck to it.

      The guy nodded away, and Cheri released him. “Tell your master that Cheri and her team did this, and next time any of his meet us, we’d better be on the same side or we’re coming after him.”

      “He won’t like that,” I said as the large guy ran off.

      “People here don’t respond on the same level as back home,” Cheri countered. “He won’t like it, no. But he’ll respect it. We might even get an ally out of it.”

      “An ally for killing his people?” Erupa chuckled. “Fucked up.”

      I couldn’t agree more, but it was what it was.

      “So, we find the other group and hope we don’t have to slaughter them, too?” I asked, glancing up at the mountain range.

      “Good news on that,” Cheri replied, indicating a glint from up there, high on the mountain. “My guess is they’ve seen what we did, and they’ll be appreciative. Should welcome us, I’d think.”

      Mer was the one to scoff this time. “We earn the respect of the boss of the ones we killed, and the appreciation of the other side?”

      “It’s a planet that doesn’t really punish people for killing,” Cheri replied.
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      We returned to the ship and flew up and over the top of the nearest ridge, pausing to look out at the place we would call home for the foreseeable future. Cheshire was sending off a pleasant emotional signal, leading me to believe we weren’t in any immediate trouble, but I still tried to keep my wits about me as I looked out over the mountains and valleys.

      Everything about this place screamed that it was the type of planet I would’ve once loved to have visited, but I wasn’t sure I could handle it right now. It was like the entire place had been bombed, then rebuilt, then bombed again… only to be rebuilt. Chemicals in the air accounted for the purple sheen from above, although our sensors confirmed that it was fine to breathe. It was mostly stuck in pockets although it had colored much of the soil and caused deformities in growth—both plants and locals.

      “While we’re here, I hope we get to see Juggles,” Cheri said.

      I glanced over. “What?”

      “My girlfriend I was telling you about. Remember, the situation, and the—”

      “The shit,” Erupa finished for her, rolling her eyes. “Wait, that was on Theramuse?”

      Cheri nodded enthusiastically. “I don’t think it was anywhere near here, but… maybe when all this other stuff blows over, we can stop by and say hey?”

      “I’m sorry, but,” Tink raised a hand, “why is her name ‘Juggles’?”

      “Well, for a little while this guy called her ‘Juggs’ instead, because of her big tits. But she knocked him out. Thing is, it started to catch on. To get around it, she started a rumor that it was actually a short form of Juggles, and said it was because of her powers.”

      “Being?”

      “She throws around blasts of fire and ice.” Cheri laughed. “But really, I’d say it’s how she handles a man’s balls—I watched it once, so trust me on this. She can make a dude cum without even touching his cock.”

      “Is that possible?” I asked.

      “Haven’t you ever seen those jokes about a guy cumming when a girl touches his leg?” Tink asked.

      “Sure, but I figured they were just joking.”

      “Nope.”

      Erupa was eyeing my crotch. “At some point, we’re going to have to test this idea.”

      I laughed, indicating something glinting on the ground below. “First things first.”

      Changing direction so we could get a better look, I realized there was another little outpost. Lowering toward it, we landed and disembarked, walking the rest of the way on foot just in case there was any trouble. Also, so we didn’t appear aggressive. One hand went to my pistol as my mind planned exit strategies. Judging by the look of this place, we would need them. While a larger city reflected light from tall buildings in the distance, this little outpost was made up of small domes leading to scrap heaps and flashing lights. Clearly, some of the buildings had been made from pieces of crashed space ships or hollowed-out tanks, one even formed from the top half of a massive mech that housed a cat-dog like ours.

      I couldn’t understand why Hadrian’s pre-input coordinates had us land in this shitpot instead of closer to the city, until that cat-dog looked at us. Of course, if there were more of them, it fit. Somehow, this was key.

      Cheshire led the way, a shot of energy pulsing out from him as he approached the other. The one inside the mech perked up, looking our way, and its tails swayed above its head. Cheshire’s tails did the same, as if in salute, before turning to us, stepping aside, and waiting.

      “I guess that means we’re good to go,” Erupa suggested.

      Hit with a thought, I felt the cat’s emotions with my empath powers. Sure enough, it was giving me a ‘clear to go ahead’ signal, it seemed. Like this little guy was my danger warning system. I thought back to the moment of cresting the mountains and the pleasant emotions then, too, and realized there was much more to Cheshire than I had at first thought.

      I’d have to thank Hadrian later.

      A figure appeared from the rocks. One moment there had been nothing, then this hooded figure approached us, hand out and screen showing some sort of scanning device. It went away, and the figure stopped to remove its mask. Underneath was a man with skin so dark it was almost purple. He nodded our way, then motioned us to follow without a single word.

      Since Cheshire was game, we followed. More of the robed figures rose out of the ground as we passed by, giving me the sense that many had been in hiding, waiting for an ambush if their scanner had shown us to be trouble.

      Finally, we reached one of their huts, entered, and the man turned to us with a smile. “You should have come to us first.”

      I frowned. “You know me?”

      He nodded. “The man who will soon have many after him, yes?” He gestured to two more of those cat things behind him. “Hadrian sent word, you see.”

      “Through the cats?”

      The man laughed. “Rendrion, actually, but yes. And, I should say, thank you for taking out some of those assholes on the other side of the mountain. That should save us some heartache.”

      “But, I don’t understand,” Cheri chimed in. “You…” She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, oh! You work with Warlord Yurado, and that’s… what the fuck!”

      “What?” I asked.

      She turned to me, broadcasting a mixture of fury and humor, which felt weird. “They set me up. When I left here, somehow, they knew how this would go down, that I’d end up with you. But… no…”

      “If you’ll allow me,” the man explained. “First, let me introduce myself. I’m Brundal, leader of this tribe, but we follow Yurado. And yes, Yurado owes Hadrian a few times over. Hadrian, you may or may not know, has the occasional access to Seers…” A shudder ran through Brundal, and then he shrugged. “As horrible as that may be, it does allow for the occasional foresight.”

      “Are you saying that you all somehow played a form of matchmaker for me and Cheri?” I glanced from them to Cheri, then laughed. “Fuck, then we owe you one, don’t we?”

      The man simply waved his hand. “Following orders. And I could see how Cheri would be mad—steps were taken that caused her capture. But… all for the best, yes?”

      Cheri pursed her lips, rubbed her teddy bear, and nodded.

      “Good, then… Let us get down to business.” Brundal gestured to a table that he opened up to reveal some refreshments of assorted fruits and water. I was glad to partake. “You see, we’ve been expecting you, but didn’t know exactly when. Others have come, and we weren’t sure, and since the Rendrion wasn’t with them, we thought probably not. But this one chose you to prepare you for arrival.”

      “But Hadrian sent it, right? Or left it for us, I mean.”

      “Not exactly. Rendrion are ancient beings, from long before our time of colonizing these planets. I believe they have a connection to the universe on an ethereal level none of us can understand.”

      My gaze turned to meet that of Cheshire and I grimaced. “Guess we shouldn’t call you ‘Cheshire,’ then?”

      Cheshire looked at me, positive energy flowing my way to put me at ease. I supposed that was his way of saying it was okay.

      “I don’t understand,” I admitted. “All of this… I’m not following how it helps you.”

      “We serve the Rendrion, in a sense. And they work with Hadrian.” Brundal grinned, taking a big bite of a diamond-shaped fruit that oozed blue juice onto his lips. “Since he has told us this is the way, and the Rendrion agree. But there’s more than that—Hadrian believes you have the power, Ezra Faldron. In a way, you could say you’ve been chosen.”

      “Chosen to…?”

      “To destroy the evil that plagues Theramuse. The one the Cult of Hermite follows and hopes to access by opening a gateway.”

      My doubts were heavy, the first thought being that I was speaking with a cult of cat worshippers. Not that there was anything wrong with cats, but… this was weird. Then again, Cheshire was badass, and these people were helping us.

      “Fine,” I said. “Assuming all of this—”

      “You’re not listening to him, are you?” Cheri blurted out. “I mean, fuck that! We’re not going up against the cult, or not… not against their god.”

      “And why not?”

      “It’s… I…” She frowned, looking with exasperation to Erupa for help.

      “Don’t look at me,” Erupa said, hand on one of her pistols. “I look forward to all this. Or at least finding out if it’s all bullshit. Either way, sounds fun.”

      “No!” Cheri countered. “I’m the one who’s supposed to think crazy shit sounds fun. But taking on a god? Come on!”

      “You don’t… actually believe it’s a god, do you?” Tink fluttered over, small at first as she was observing, but going large now. “Holy shit, you do, don’t you?”

      “No. Shut up.”

      “Fuck,” I said, rubbing my chin and sensing Cheri’s defensive emotions. “Don’t you think you being part of the cult is something you should’ve mentioned?”

      “I’m not part of—fuck! Fine, I used to be.” Cheri ran her hand over her left shoulder, as if there was a memory there she was trying to wipe away. “But that was a small part of my life. A fleeting moment.”

      “Damn it, Cheri.” I had my hand at my temple now, trying to process this. “You realize the implications here—on the one hand, how much easier this will be. You know the ins and outs, right? But on the other—”

      “I won’t help,” she said, arms folded over her chest.

      “Oh. I was going to say you’re a bit of a risk factor, but… No, you can’t ‘not help.’ That’s bullshit.”

      “Gotta agree with Ezra on this one,” Tink said, while Erupa and Mer looked from me to Cheri as if watching a movie.

      Brundal, I noticed, was moving around the room. As steel flashed, I realized why, but he was already lunging at Cheri before I could do anything about it. Thanks to my martial arts training and enhanced speed, I managed a side-step into a side-kick that sent him flying into the side of the tent. His head hit the post and he collapsed with a groan, knife clattering away.

      “None of that,” I said, hand on my pistol as he started to rise.

      “I… I don’t understand.” He pushed himself to a kneeling position, hands where I could see them. “You brought a worshipper here?”

      My eyes moved back to Cheri, and I cocked my head, waiting for her explanation.

      Frowning, she took a step back, as if considering making a break for it. But when her gaze met mine, she melted and ran to me, throwing her arms around my waist and leaning her head against my chest as she spoke. “I was looking for a way to make the voices stop. They were the ones who encouraged me to listen, told me I would be the one to bring their savior to their doorstep. The one who would release their god from captivity, to set him upon the world of evildoers. And… you’re here.” She pulled back to look up at me. “Don’t you see… you’re here!”

      “Fuck me,” Erupa said, all smiles gone from the room.

      “Cheri,” I took her by the shoulders, holding her so I could stare into her eyes, crouching slightly so we were level, “please listen to me when I say that everything you just said is bullshit.”

      Dammit, I knew she was a bit whacky, but this? The tears in her eyes didn’t help, and when her emotions started screaming about betrayal and disgust, I couldn’t help but feel my chest clenching, bile in my mouth as my stomach churned.

      “How do we get past this?” I asked.

      Brundal growled at that, but then balked at the sight of Cheshire approaching, circling Cheri’s leg with tails moving, weaving around it. “I don’t… understand,” he uttered, barely a whisper.

      “Maybe,” Mer stepped forward, caution in her eyes but aura beaming with confidence, “we move past this by embracing it.”

      “Explain,” I replied.

      “It’s clear that Cheshire trusts Cheri, and it’s not like you can say otherwise. She’d probably slaughter a village of children and you’d still take her in your arms.”

      “An exaggeration.” Even as the words left my lips, I had to wonder—would I hate her for something so horrible? Yes. Would I still… love her? Could love ever truly vanish? Fuck, was this love? It sure as hell felt like it.

      “I’d never do that,” Cheri said, the voices clearly talking to her if her eyes darting about was any indication.

      “Of course not.” I kissed her forehead.

      “You were saying?” Brundal asked of Mer.

      “They want Ezra to release their god, and we want to infiltrate them, stop them from channeling some third-party invasion force, right?” Mer asked.

      “That was my understanding,” I replied.

      “Well, this all seems to work out, then.”

      “You want to use me?” Cheri asked, hurt spreading across her expression.

      “Not use you. What Mer’s suggesting makes sense—if they somehow think we can help release their god, and if doing so is what gives us access to this third-party invasion force, then we’re all working together, really.”

      “Sure, until stopping the invasion means killing this god,” Brundal interjected.

      Cheri stiffened at that, eyes going back to me.

      “Cheri,” I said, hand moving along the small of her back, “you know what we are, who we fight for, now. I would assume this isn’t a hard call for you.”

      “I wish that were true,” she said, releasing me and moving toward the door.

      “Where are you going?”

      Cheri paused, turned back, and shrugged. “I have nowhere else to go, really. But… I need a breath of air.”

      At least once she had exited, Brundal calmed down. He stood, still clearly troubled, and gestured back to his layout of food. “We have had some issues with the worshippers in the past. I hope you can forgive my outburst.”

      I shrugged. “All of this is… different. Rather than standing around talking about it, I’d rather get moving.”

      “Understood. And, in that case, I think it’s time to meet your guide.”

      “Guide?”

      “Of course.” Brundal cleared his throat and motioned to someone behind me. “To show you the way, give you the lay of the land… warn you when there’s an enemy nearby.”

      “Couldn’t you just give me a map?” I countered. “The rest can be figured out.”

      “Forget that, Ez,” Mer said, although I didn’t know where she got the idea to shorten my name like that from. I didn’t like it but found it cute that she was taking this new level of familiarity with me.

      “What?” I asked, not hiding my irritation.

      “We’re hiring her.”

      “Hiring…?” I turned, losing track of what I was saying at the sight of this beauty. Walking toward us was a woman with skin equally as dark as Brundal’s, hair a bright violet, and eyes to match. All around her, lines of violet waved in the air like heat on the desert sand.

      “And you are…?” I asked.

      “Hinru,” she replied, eyeing me, the others, and then turning a disapproving gaze toward Brundal. “This is them?”

      “It is.”

      With a sigh, she nodded, ran her hands along the purple gown she wore like a kimono, and then held one up in salute. “I am here to guide you on your quest.”

      “It’s not a…” I frowned, turning back to Brundal. “I mean, this is all very much appreciated, but we don’t know you. You say you’re connected with Hadrian, and maybe that’s all true, but taking one of yours with us seems like a leap of faith.”

      “We can’t mess this up,” Mer said, looking distressed.

      Before I had a chance to respond, alarm bells went off in the form of the cat’s emotional messages.

      “What’s going on?” I asked our host, then turned to Cheri back at the doorway.

      “Incoming,” Cheri said, turning back out again. Calling over her shoulder, she added, “Lilly says there’re a lot of ‘em. Bounty hunters.”

      I charged outside with my team, ready for action, our new hosts behind us. Sure enough, several screamers were coming in for a landing, along with some of the bounty hunter ships I had studied over the years. We prepared to fire, but Cheri held out a hand at the same time as Cheshire sent out a soothing push.

      “Hold your fire,” I commanded, confused by their warnings.

      The ships didn’t attack, though, and moments later had landed, their ramps opening to reveal the hunters I assumed they belonged to.

      First was Mad Mouth, who I had assumed to be dead long ago. We had crossed paths in my early hunting days, but only in that he told me to always shoot before the other guy. Good piece of advice, when it came to staying alive. He had his name from the way half of his mouth drooped, but also because of the way he’d go off on anyone who got in his way. That is, if he didn’t shoot them first. His team came behind him, every man of them wearing the same vests and long coats as him. All in black. Fucking stereotypes.

      Next came Bonder from her ship. There weren’t as many women bounty hunters as men, much to the chagrin of the men who were into that type. To make it worse, they couldn’t have gotten with Bonder if they’d begged, because she was all about the pussy. My guess was that the two women who followed, each carrying badass rifles, were her lovers.

      Optical and Peg Leg came at last. Optical wore a goofy smile that was amplified by the way he wore his monocle—rumor had it, more for the quirkiness of it than anything. I was pretty sure the monocle gave him some sort of power, or tied into his power, but had nothing to back that up, yet. Peg Leg came from the world of pirating, so the story went. But I’d had a sit down with him once, back when we were both going after an Andromida bounty—The Blue Lady at the time. He’d taken the leg off and massaged his nub while telling me all about losing it in a mining accident, but he let the pirate story live and breed to add to his reputation.

      Peg Leg was the most familiar with me, so it came as no surprise when he looked me in the eye, laughed, and then hobbled over with arms spread wide.

      “I fucking had a dream it would be you!” Peg Leg said, clutching me in a bear hug before stepping back and looking me up and down. “Couldn’t believe it when one of the precogs called it in, but hell, here you are!”

      “Damn good to see you,” I said, chuckling, still very much aware of the other three and their entourages. “Weird to hear you’ve been dreaming about me, and… precog? What now?”

      “Ah, some supers that the Gold Reapers have on lockdown, letting them know who’s coming and going.” He motioned to the other three and made quick introductions, as if that was necessary.

      “And what are you doing with this lot?” Optical asked, adjusting his monocle and eyeing Brundal.

      “Hiring a guide,” I replied, and Brundal gave me a nod, stepping back. He was telling me he trusted me to finish this, to fulfill his quest, I guess you could say. Problem was, my head was swimming with the idea that I would play such a big role in all of this.

      Regardless, I was clearly being pushed that way and was sure it would all come about in whatever way the universe had in store for me.

      “And you all?” I asked. “My welcome party?”

      “Pretty much,” Bonder said, eyeing my team with lust. “Had you been anyone on the naughty list, we would’ve killed you. But Ezra Faldron, the legend? Shit.”

      Apparently, they hadn’t had a chance to check in with Maji yet, or they would have put me on this so-called naughty list. I’d take it while I could.

      “Come on, Ezra!” Mad Mouth shouted, motioning me on. “We’ve got a fucking party going on at the water hole. See what’s what, eh? Bounty’s about to go live—and this time, the Gold Reapers are holding back info on the target. Apparently, they’re looking into something, debating the size of the purse, even putting teams together. Going to be huge.”

      I laughed to cover my nervousness at what he’d just said, gave him a nod, and motioned my team along with our new guide to the ship. Sounded like the Gold Reapers were about to call me in, declaring war on the Citadel. If that was so, we were in prime position to get an early attack in, but also a prime place to have our throats slit.

      “Am I still needed?” Hinru asked.

      Mer nodded enthusiastically, causing me to laugh. “It couldn’t hurt.”

      With a glance back to her people, Hinru followed us out of there, to the ship.

      Tink did a double step to catch up with me and leaned in to whisper, “You sure we have room for more on the team?”

      “The ship’s large enough.”

      “Sure, but I mean… you.” She blushed. “Are you able to keep up with all of our needs?”

      Erupa glanced back at this, curiosity flowing from her.

      “Wait, you…” I laughed. “You think that her coming with means… No! By Oram, just because she’s on the ship doesn’t mean I have to fuck her.”

      “Or that I would let you,” Hinru called back.

      Damn. Apparently, I’d said that too loud.

      “Well, as long as that’s off the table…” Tink winked my way, then walked faster, catching up to Cheri and Mer.

      “That was embarrassing,” Erupa noted with a humored grin. “But not so important, considering…”

      “The hunters?” I asked. “Yeah, I’m not sure what to think of this.”

      “What are your empath powers saying? Nothing to worry about?”

      I shook my head. “Doesn’t seem like it, no. And neither Cheshire nor Cheri had warnings, either, so we seem good. For now.”

      “For now.”
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      Parties among bounty hunters can get out of hand, fast, especially when attendees start placing bounties on each other for the fun of it. For example, we hadn’t even arrived and Peg Leg had sent over a contract for the monocle.

      “I say we take it,” Cheri said with a grin, clearly trying to just ignore the issue we faced with her having belonged to the Cult of Hermite at one point, and not fully swearing them off.

      “The monocle?” I shook my head. “Let them have their games. We’re here for work.”

      “That so?” Erupa asked. “Because I’m pretty sure I overheard one of them offering a bid to the other if they could steal one of my horns. To be clear, they try it, I’m killing every one of those motherfuckers.”

      “I’ll be right there at your side,” I insisted. “As much as they do what they do, I’m not part of that, which means neither are you. Even when I was one of them—legitimately, I was on the side of the law. You know this.”

      “You mean you were boring?” Cheri arched an eyebrow.

      “Wow, coming from the cultist,” Tink countered.

      “Wait, you had no problem with me hearing voices and being all Psychobitch, but the minute you find out I have religion, you jump all over me?”

      “Have religion?” I asked. “It’s that serious?”

      “No. Fuck, no. But… kind of.”

      “I have no problem with you having religion,” Tink replied. “But when it’s in regard to a cult from some backwater planet… this particular cult, no less…? Yes, then I have a problem.”

      “No freedom of religion stuff?” Mer asked. “Is that not a thing?”

      “A relic of Earth,” I explained. “In the Oram system, there pretty much isn’t religion. Even the temple is less about religion, and more about finding that inner sense of self and harnessing one’s powers. There are cults, groups that arise around certain very powerful supers, worshipping them as gods.”

      “Or, in this case, around some other force,” Erupa added.

      “Right.”

      “Hey, I left, didn’t I?” Cheri said, although I had to frown at that. It wasn’t like her leaving did much to change how she felt, clearly.

      “Regardless,” I said, hoping to be done with the topic for the time being, “try to behave yourselves out there. Yeah?”

      “Sure,” Tink said, and the others agreed.

      As we came in for a landing, though, I started to realize how difficult that might be. Everywhere, people were treating the forested side of the mountain like an adult-themed funhouse. Having spent so long off on the hunt, and even before that basically avoiding my fellow hunters as much as possible, I wasn’t used to this. Sure, my team and I got down, but to see a straight sex-fest like this was staggering. A group nearby had a woman going down on a man while he fingered the girl next to him. Past them were two guys doing something or other, and more of this in various directions.

      Of course, it wasn’t all loving. Shots echoed off the surrounding hills as hunters and their followers either took aim at targets to stay sharp or shot into the sky for the sheer hell of it. Drinks were plenty, and already several nude groups were lining up, waiting for our ships to land.

      “What the fuck…?” Tink exclaimed, eyeing me, then Cheri.

      “Hey, don’t look at me like that,” Cheri replied. “This is his people, not Theramuse in general.”

      “And I wasn’t ever part of this,” I added, quickly.

      “To be clear, I’ve never seen so many dicks in my whole life,” Mer noted. “My memory is certain of that.”

      “Neither have I,” I said, laughing. The same could be said of the nude women, but I felt it best to ignore that situation.

      “We’re sticking to the team, and the team only,” Erupa said, her voice firm. “Agreed?”

      “Of course.”

      “Yeah,” Cheri, and then the others, said. At least we were all on the same page there. It wasn’t like we would have to worry about such antiquated ideas as STDs or pregnancy, but there was something special about our team, and being with anyone else physically felt wrong.

      Hinru looked like she was about to throw up.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “About to vomit,” she replied. “I find the male body disgusting.”

      “Oh.” I squirmed, not sure how to feel about that.

      Mer laughed. “Some of those out there, yeah. But you get a man like Ezra, here, trust me… Good stuff.”

      I gave her an appreciative nod, then turned back to Hinru with a proud smile that quickly faded. Her look of disgust was now directed my way, doubt clear in her eyes.

      “Show her,” Cheri said. “We can see about that making you cum without direct penis-contact.”

      “No,” I replied, watching as the other hunters exited their ships, greeted by the nude welcome committee. Peg Leg immediately started to strip.

      “Please don’t,” Hinru said, turning toward the door. “What are we doing here, exactly?”

      “Checking out Ezra’s cock,” Cheri said.

      “No, we’re not,” I replied.

      Hinru glared. “Again, what’s the plan?”

      “For one, we need to get in good with this group,” I explained. “My initial thought was to pretend I’m one of them, to go in for the bounty while really finding out who is loyal and who isn’t…”

      “But?”

      “But now, I’m thinking the bounty’s going to change. Be for my head—in which case, going in for it would be counterproductive.”

      “Very,” she agreed.

      “So, we do what we can, for now, see if we can find allies to be ready, then make our way to the cult to lie low, but also accomplish something else while waiting.”

      A nude Peg Leg was waving us over, I noticed in the display. I sighed and told the others that we should get out there.

      Reaching the exit, Hinru paused and looked out over the insane crowds. “It wasn’t always like this, you know. Theramuse was a beautiful place when I was a child.”

      “Some would argue that this is beauty,” Cheri said, indicating a group of three curvy women walking past. All nude, all beautiful.

      We had to chuckle at that, earning annoyed glances from the women.

      “I mean it was all green, all pre-chemical days, pre-cult and bounty hunters…” Hinru grimaced, then led the way out toward Peg Leg and the others.

      “Get in here, Ezra!” Peg Leg said, slapping the ass of a tall, muscular woman. I did my best to not see his raging boner.

      “I’d rather catch up the old-fashioned way,” I replied.

      He laughed, then pointed toward Mad Mouth, who was with his team, pouring drinks one of them had brought. Unlike many of those present, they were fully clothed. I saw them glancing my way. Mad Mouth raised a cup, so I waved my team over and we approached them.

      “What’re we drinking?” I asked as they threw back and poured more, this time handing the cups to my team.

      “Strong shit,” Mad Mouth replied. “Who knows when the call will come in, so I’m not about to be caught with my pants down—literally, as the case is with most here.”

      I chuckled, took a swig, and cringed. Strong shit was right.

      “Word is, the bounty is for some top-shot, big boss-style traitor,” Mad Mouth said. “Former Gold Reapers man.”

      The idea that anyone would refer to me as such made my chest puff, even if it was in a sentence about killing, or at least capturing, me.

      Leaning close, Mad Mouth added, “Stay close, we catch him together. Right? You and me, we can be a good team. Split the bounty.”

      “Yeah?” I played along.

      He grinned, tipped up my cup so I would chug the rest, and then took it back for himself before leading me and his group past the main orgy area and toward a line of more hardened hunters. A couple of them gave me the stink eye, as I had made various enemies in my time as a hunter. That’s what happens when you’re as badass as I was.

      “Word is you’re the best shot there is,” Mad Mouth said, looking straight at me.

      “Not worth my time, or bullets,” I replied.

      He noticed who I was looking at, then laughed, shaking his head. “No, no. I simply mean, care for a friendly wager? Your shooting versus mine, a simple target. Say…” He indicated a lone leaf on one of the far trees, a gnarled and twisted tree that might never see another leaf again, I thought.

      “Sure,” I said. “Go first?”

      He gave me a nod, pulled out a long pistol, and shot. With a ping, his shot hit the tip of the leaf and sent it falling toward the ground. Before it could touch the ground, though, I drew and fired. Sure enough, my shot went right through the middle of the leaf. When it landed, we strolled toward it to see the hole there.

      He looked my way, laughed, and then clapped me on the shoulder. “A tie, then.”

      A glance from Cheri told me she agreed that it wasn’t really a tie, but we let it be. My shot was clearly the better one, and the respect flowing from the other guy showed he knew it, too.

      From there he led us to a cave in the hills, where the others who had flown out to meet me were gathered, even Peg Leg a few minutes later, still in the process of zipping up his pants.

      “Sorry, but at least I was quick about it,” Peg Leg said with a wink my way. “Hey, have to keep up appearances.”

      Their auras all spoke of something going on, a bit of conspiracy.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, leaning up against one of the rock walls, eyes on them all.

      “Listen,” Peg Leg said, glancing back to ensure others weren’t nearby. “Rumor has it that there’s more to this whole hunt than the leaders of the Gold Reapers are letting on. We’re thinking it’s big enough to lead to full-on war.”

      “Yeah, against the Citadel,” I said, nodding.

      “No.” He looked at me with confusion. “How’s the Citadel and their bullshit any of our business? Fuck them. I’m talking bounty hunter factions forming, going to war against each other. Whatever Gold Reaper brought you in, we expect commands your loyalty, at least in most cases.”

      “Oh, shit.” I took them in, processing it. “We were all recruited by Avanguerre.”

      Peg Leg nodded, and the others all followed suit as he added, “We’re all in agreement. No matter who the target, we stick together.”

      “No matter?” I asked.

      They nodded.

      “Even if it’s… Avanguerre or one of the others?”

      “Especially then,” Mad Mouth mumbled. “Fucking shit, man. They want to take down our man? We stand with him and take out every motherfucker arrayed against us!”

      “And if it’s Mad Mouth? Or you, Peg Leg?” I stepped forward, holding the gaze of first Optical, then Bonder. “What the fuck then?”

      “Stick. Together.” Bonder’s eyes roamed over her team, and I sensed her lack of trust, but also, her sense of commitment. All of them were worried but committed. Interesting.

      “What do you say, team?” I asked, turning to Erupa. “No matter who, we have an alliance with these men and women?”

      “It’s not a bad idea,” Erupa said, her eyes glinting. Of course, it wasn’t a bad idea. When the call came in for my head, I had allies here—if they stuck to their word, and at the moment at least, they intended to.

      Cheri nodded, and Tink stood proud. Mer and Hinru were in the back, chatting in a low murmur, not even paying attention, I was amused to see.

      “Me and mine are in,” I said.

      The other bounty hunters let out a roar, and each stood to clasp forearms and lock eyes. We had the start of a team. For the rest of that evening, we celebrated with drinks, sharing stories of old hunts, and planning sessions for where to meet should trouble arise.

      At one point, I noticed Hinru and Mer still chatting, now leaning against each other, staring out at the stars. Even Mer was doing her part to strengthen bonds, although I wasn’t yet sure how this guide fit into things. We had Cheri with her prior knowledge of the cult and the people of Theramuse, and now our new allies. Still, having a local around was never a bad idea, and the ladies liked her in spite of her clear detestation of all things male. I could learn to live with her, as long as she was on our side.

      I had drifted off to sleep, I realized, when Bonder woke me with a nudge, indicating the mouth of the cave. “Two more hours, then we’re all getting a move on,” she whispered. “Mad Mouth went off to form more alliances, and we’ll be ready to take up position near the main city. Keep sleeping for now but be ready to move when I send word—or to defend ourselves, if it comes to that.”

      “Roger that,” I replied, groggily, and let sleep take me again.
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      True to her word, Bonder woke me while it was still dark, the rest of my team either just waking up or standing at the ready, and soon we were on the move. Other ships were gone, too, I noticed, and figured we weren’t the only group to have a base of operations set up. Everyone knew civil war was coming in the ranks of the bounty hunters. Weird, for a group who had been so about the individual in the past. Although, that wasn’t entirely fair. In a sense, we had all been one group, following one set of rules.

      Not anymore.

      And the more I thought about it, I couldn’t understand how this could all be because of me and mine. Unless… I supposed we could have been the tipping point. If the Gold Reapers were really a subset of Orion Corp., or working with them in some way, that would mean they weren’t the independent organization of bounty hunters we had all taken them to be but fully on the side against the Citadel.

      I had always believed the bids came from different groups, a good portion of them from Orion Corp., but didn’t think I was on one side or the other of this war. Instead, it seemed I had merely been a pawn in someone else’s game. Motherfucker.

      My hope at the moment was to simply stay under the radar until the right time, and to ensure I had as many allies as possible. Whether they would stick with me when the shit hit the fan, though, was yet to be seen.

      As we flew off, all of us groggy and relatively silent in the early hours, my eyes scoured the area below, wondering if Maji would show up at any moment to tell everyone how I had been involved with the downfall of Orion Corp.

      “Be ready for whatever might come our way,” I told Erupa, and she nodded knowingly.

      Cheri gave me a wink, apparently her voices telling her what was up, as Cheshire walked between my legs, tails waving pleasantly. No warning signs, yet. At least that was something.

      “Stay close, in case there’s trouble,” Bonder said over comms, having switched us all to a group channel that others shouldn’t be able to pick up on.

      “Copy that,” one of the others replied. My attention moved to Mer and Hinru, talking again in the back. They sure were getting cozy, and while that was probably a good thing, a hint of jealousy took over. I frowned, not understanding that, then laughed.

      “What?” Cheri asked.

      “I picked up your emotions just now and thought they were mine.”

      She stared in confusion, then her eyes went wide, darting over to the two. “That was…”

      “It’s okay. I get it, the new girl. You’re curious, maybe want—”

      “No, not that.” She lowered her voice even further. “It’s Mer. She was just starting to get in with us, you know? And I liked her, started to feel something there. Do we need this distraction?”

      “Distraction…” I mused over her choice of words, then shook my head. “Think of it as a chance for me and you to get more focused.”

      “Did we become unfocused?”

      “Not really, but I want to talk to you about this cult stuff.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “We all have our quirks. I happen to have a lot of ‘em.”

      “Not that.” I put a hand on hers. “I wanted to say I’m sorry for judging. Listen… I… care for you, deeply.”

      “Are you trying to say you love me?” She grinned, batted her eyelashes playfully, and waited.

      “What?”

      “Go on, say it. Come on. Don’t be scared.” I hesitated, just a bit too long. “Ohhh, ‘fraidy cat?” She glanced at Cheshire. “No offense. Old Earther term.”

      The cat leaped onto her lap, tails moving along her arm, and stared at me as if waiting, too.

      “Is this the way you want it to happen?” I chuckled, glancing around nervously. Nobody was paying attention, so I took her hand, leaned in toward her ear, and whispered, “Fine. I love you.”

      She pressed her lips to mine, nibbling my bottom lip as she pulled back, and said, “And I you, even when you’re being a dick.”

      I laughed. “Well, that’s cute.”

      Of course, now I was wondering if I was supposed to say it to the others, too, and what it all meant. Love was such a foreign concept to me, that for years it hadn’t even seemed like something I would ever care about. Who the fuck wants to fall in love when there are so many criminals to take down? Since Cheri was at my side helping me take down the assholes, though, it was a different story. Same with the rest of my team.

      Another glance at Mer, though, reminded me that the dynamics of my team were up in the air. What if she went back home, once she figured out where home was? And this new lady was an entirely different story.

      “What can you tell us about where we’re heading?” I called over to Hinru.

      She startled as if surprised that I was addressing her, but then relaxed and pointed at the screen that showed a new mountain range in the distance.

      “If that’s where your friends are headed, they’re either smart or very stupid. Either way, we need to keep our heads up.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      She stood up and came over to where we were, and looked over the controls for a moment before waving her hands over the display. The waves of purple that radiated from her morphed into an image that melded with the display, and then it was like we had zoomed into the mountain. Suddenly we saw a child, running desperately.

      “That’s… oh, shit, we need to help her,” Tink said, moving to the display.

      “It’s in the past,” Hinru said. “I’m showing you an experience of mine from this spot.”

      Sure enough, now I was able to make out the purple hair and other characteristics that showed this could have been her.

      The girl fell as the ground shook and bursts of darkness shot out from between the rocks and dirt. The darkness swirled around, moving for her as she reached to stand, trying to get out of there as it wrapped around her and pulled her back.

      A burst of purple erupted from her, pushing back the darkness, and she was up, floating as color drained from her hair, and then she was out of there in a flash.

      “The only time I’ve been to those mountains, and it was…” Hinru paused, sorrow and regret seeping out from her. “…the last time I saw my mother.”

      “The darkness took her?” Erupa asked, horrified.

      A nod.

      “Fuck, I’m… sorry.” Cheri pursed her lips, looking at the woman with sympathy.

      “Me, too,” Mer added, placing a hand on her lower back. “What—what is it?”

      “I spent many years asking that question. The best answer I could get? Remnants of power left behind long ago. Of a dying race, like souls from a war, but… not.”

      “Is it connected to the Cult of Hermite?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I believe so. The Hermites are working to harvest that energy, and it’s what they’ll use to open the gateway.”

      “Do Bonder and the others know about this?”

      Hinru looked perplexed, but offered, “All the locals do, although they don’t know where or when the darkness will rise. It seems random, but less random in certain areas. Your friends would know, if briefed properly. Since they chose this spot, I have to assume it’s for a reason.”

      The image was gone now, only the display of the landscape there to be seen. I took a moment to process this, then asked, “Are we going to be safe?”

      “No, but… it’s not like that’s one of our only worries.” After a moment, she added, “That said, I spent many years learning what I could about the darkness, harnessing my powers and… trying to adapt to it. If anyone is safe, we are.”

      “They have someone like you,” Cheri said. “I mean, the voices aren’t telling me so, but if you were able to do something about the darkness, others were, too. Right? So that must be it—Bonder and Peg Leg and them, they have someone like you.”

      “It makes sense,” Hinru replied. “They could use that to their advantage. Attackers would be in for a treat.”

      Mer laughed, although it hadn’t been so funny to me.

      Sure enough, the procession made its way toward those same mountains, and soon we saw a small crater, where we landed. They had been here long enough to put up a perimeter with outposts and massive cannons, along with a cloaking field.

      First thing they did was get us set up, showing us the lay of the land. They fed us, then we were moved to a corner that had a lookout over a river and grassy plains, pockets of purple clouds moving along below our high-elevation position. That wasn’t where we would be yet, though, Peg Leg explained, leading us to the main cave of the base. That was for if and when the action began, we had to hold the position. As likely as not, we would all charge out for the hunt.

      “Here’s where the magic begins.” Peg Leg indicated the cave wall, where two supers were finishing setting up a holo display.

      “What’s going on here?” I asked.

      Peg Leg grinned. “The Gold Reapers are going to make the proclamation.”

      “No shit?” I stared in awe at the holo display as it lit up, first showing an image zooming in on several domed buildings, heavily guarded, then moving in on four figures that stood glimmering gold. Their faces weren’t visible, covered like the rest of their bodies with gold armor. Not many of us had seen them, even like this, as bids usually came in through our private channels and were nothing as elaborate as this.

      A seed of doubt planted in my gut, and I glanced around. All of this felt wrong, so what was happening here, really?

      That’s when I noticed him—Maji. First through his emotions, but then the bounty hunter was a blur of color, moving through the crowd, eyes meeting mine briefly before he vanished. I turned, about to go after him, when Bonder stepped up next to me and held up a hand.

      “It’s beginning,” she said, and I turned to see that one of the four had stepped forward. My team was around me, although there was no sign of Hinru. Maybe she had gone off to relieve herself, or simply didn’t want to be around this type of charade? Regardless, I figured it wasn’t something to worry about.

      “Members of the Gold Reapers,” a dark, deep voice said as the figure on the display addressed us and those watching from elsewhere. “The days of old are gone. We’re here today to usher in a new era, one where we can no longer allow traitors to move among us. The lines have been drawn, and the Gold Reapers will stand on the side of victory. When this day is done, will you stand with us, or against us?” A long pause followed, then the figure continued. “It is on this day that you must decide, as I am about to issue the first ever bid against one of the four. One of us here today, is a traitor.”

      Murmurs and shouts rose up from the cave, nobody expecting that. I was with them all, feeling their surprise rush over me but like a distant, muffled scream against my own confusion. This wasn’t about me at all, then?

      “Reaper Avanguerre, surrender.” The other three turned at once on the Reaper to their left, only… the Reaper vanished, no longer there.

      Everyone was shouting, the alarms going up. Everyone here was gathered under the assumption that they would either be going out to hunt a traitor, or banding together to defend their so-called traitor. Nobody expected it to be at this level, and half of them hadn’t truly meant to go up against the Gold Reapers, even if it meant being allied with one.

      The figure had faded, vanishing, as the others turned in what seemed like surprise but was hard to tell since we couldn’t see their faces. Yet, amid the confusion, not many seemed to notice one thing on the display that my eyes were very much glued to—a gold, vanishing mist. Or, not a mist, but a swirling bit of light, moving like a heat wave.

      “Hinru…?” I muttered, then turned, scanning the area for her. She must know something about this, maybe even be able to explain who this Reaper was and how he had used the power to escape.

      What I saw came as more of a shock, though, since she was standing beside me in a clearing away from the others, having just pulled off a gold mask. The purple heat waves still moved around her, and her worry-filled eyes met mine.

      “It’s her,” others muttered.

      “Avanguerre,” Peg Leg said, saluting with forearms crossed, head bowed. “We serve.”

      “Fuck that!” someone shouted while lunging to strike.

      A super nearby met the attacker. Spikes erupted from the latter’s fist and killed the other, instantly. More supers gathered in a circle, facing outward from Avanguerre—or Hinru, as I knew her. Now it made sense, or some of it did… She had disappeared to teleport herself, I guessed, to the location of the Gold Reapers for this demonstration. She must have at least sensed they were onto her and had this plan in mind. But why go at all, then? I had that and many more questions, but knew this wasn’t the time.

      “Hinru, on me,” I shouted, forgetting momentarily that she was above me in rank and power.

      “We don’t have much time,” Bonder was shouting, waving the others to her. “The other hunters will find a way of tracking us, so be ready.”

      “At your stations!” Mad Mouth added, his speech a bit slurred so that I wondered if he was still drunk.

      As Mer and my team formed a wedge, Hinru actually came to us and those guarding her followed. I turned to lead her away from the group, only to find Maji standing in my way, not more than three paces away, sweat dripping down his red, shiny skin and fists held up at the ready.

      Apparently, we had a fight on our hands.
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      “We thought you were dead, sis,” Maji said, eyes moving from me to Hinru.

      “Secrecy,” she replied with a wave of her hand. “A requirement for leadership among the Gold Reapers.”

      “You can keep a secret, but not loyalty?” he scoffed. “Imagine my surprise when they told me I’d find you here. At first, I told them that you were dead, and that there was nothing they could do to get me to turn on my own sister if you weren’t. But then… they told me everything.”

      “Everything?”

      He took a step toward her. “How you went to Hadrian, how you’ve been feeding him information for years, even sending certain hunters on missions that would bring about our downfall…” At this, his eyes moved to me in disgust before he turned to address the crowd. “The rest of you can go home. Turn around, or better yet, help me kill these traitors. My sister sold us out, and this man,” he indicated me, “attacked me while helping to attack Orion Corp.”

      Surprised exclamations rose throughout the cave. A few threats were shouted, and there was even a fizzle as someone attempted some fire power but it was immediately quenched.

      “Enough,” Bonder said, holding up a hand that seemed to twist energy around it. “You’re here to attack us. Do it, so we can kill you and be done with it.”

      “Deal.”

      In that moment, all hell broke loose. I was shooting at incoming hunters, striking others as they turned on us—traitors among the ranks. A shadow strike from Erupa to my left, sword strikes and pixie dust nearby and even Mer was in the fight. Bodies piled up and moments later I’d managed to take out so many of them that my screen showed level six!

      I would have celebrated, if not for the fact that enemies were still coming strong. And then it wasn’t just supers attacking, or the ones fleeing and wanting nothing to do with this. No, it was the darkness.

      It burst forth all around, surrounding and converging on us. I lunged for Hinru, wrapping an arm through hers as I drew and shot at Maji—only to find purple and black all around, and then… gone.

      Everyone was gone. The mountain was gone.

      I was standing in a puddle of retreating darkness, Hinru at my side, beside a frozen lake. Nothing about this made sense to me, at first. No cold air, so how could the lake be frozen? In fact, a warm breeze reminded me of a spring day, although the purple mist passing through smelled of fresh carpets.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “The darkness,” she replied. “I must have used it to access my relocation power, which doesn’t make sense, but… maybe.”

      “And everyone else?”

      Her eyes met mine, her aura feeling comforting and warm, for the first time. “We have to get back to them.”

      “The way I see it, we don’t have much time before other hunters find us. Even less if Maji reported in, or the other Reapers knew where Avanguerre was. I mean… you.”

      “Hinru will do. It was my birth name.”

      “No shit?” I blinked, confused. “But you really are one of the Gold Reapers?”

      She nodded but then winced. “Was. Everything they said is true.”

      “Damn.” I shook my head, looked away, then turned back to her again. “You’re a legend.”

      “I’m a fool.”

      “Explain.”

      “For too long, I served them blindly, thinking we were keeping the system in balance. That we were providing a service. In the end, the Gold Reapers, like everyone else, was merely a means of serving one side versus the other.”

      “And you’re from here?”

      She nodded. “Cheshire!”

      “What?”

      “The cats, as you call them, are connected. Related to us, in a way, and I can…” She held out her hand, purple mist forming and creating an image, “do this, because Cheshire is with them.”

      Indeed, judging from the angle, we were looking through the cat’s eyes. It was hard to get a fix as everything was moving fast—darkness devoured some supers but was held back by others. My team was on the move, I saw, and Erupa was somehow keeping the darkness off them in a way that told me her shadow magic had some connection here. A point I would have to ask her about later.

      Cheri turned directly toward us, ducked, and said, “That you, Ez? If you’re with Hinru, keep her safe. Go! Wait, Lilly says… yes, Cheshire can lead us to you. Hopefully, before the others find your trail.”

      Apparently, they were all calling me ‘Ez’ now. Annoying, and I imagined they knew it. Teasing me in a playful way like that was nothing new.

      The image cut out and Hinru staggered, so I stepped forward and took her arm. She regained her composure and gave me that look that said, ‘back off.’

      “Thank you,” she said, surprising me.

      I released her, then nodded. “What now? Can you teleport us again?”

      She shook her head. “It’s based on a certain type of energy. That darkness let me pull a bit more of it but not enough. Maybe I could get one of us, but not both. Even then, I’m not sure.”

      Taking the lead, she guided me along the edge of the frozen lake, toward an area past a brim that looked like a lava field with wavy rocks covered in a purple moss. We followed this route for what felt like hours, passing gnarled trees with leaves that sprouted up like explosive bursts of purple and blue. We didn’t have water or food, so I was incredibly grateful for the fact that we had been able to replenish ourselves earlier with Peg Leg and the others.

      “Just a second,” I said, indicating a tree and moving to the other side of it.

      She didn’t say anything, so I figured she got the idea as I took position, undid my pants, and started to piss. Funny how sometimes the simplest actions can be like an escape from the chaos of the world. In that moment, it was the pleasant sensation of the piss leaving my body, the steam rising as it hit the mossy rocks, watching as the moss gave way and receded under my stream. My mind wandered to my team, worry gripping me, and I closed my eyes, wishing my empath power could reach across such long distances.

      “It really is disgusting,” Hinru said, and I opened my eyes to see her squatting nearby. She was taking a piss while eyeing my dick.

      “Then stop staring,” I replied, gave it a couple of shakes, and tucked it away.

      She shrugged. “Disgusting, but…” She shrugged again, taking care of her business, and stood. “Like a fucking snake. What do those women see in it? The last time I thought a snake was attractive, the thing tried to kill me. That thing of yours ever try to kill anyone?”

      I laughed. “Are you being funny?”

      She allowed a smile. “Mer is… quite the catch. Where’d you find her?”

      “Long story.”

      “I see. And is she… spoken for?”

      “Are you asking—”

      “You fucking her?” She pursed her lips, then added, “No reason to beat around the bush. Are you and her a thing?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but yes to the first, and therefore I think so to the latter. But, our team isn’t exactly strict on such things, as long as you’re part of the team.”

      “I’m not touching your snake, if that’s part of the team initiation or anything.”

      I laughed. “It’s not a snake, it’s my cock. A sexual organ, made for pissing and bringing women pleasure. And, well, we haven’t really discussed what constitutes bringing someone onto the team. If we ever find them again, that’s a topic we can bring up.”

      She bit her lip, then nodded. “Let’s do that.”

      Not sure exactly what I’d agreed to, I looked around, wondering where we had found ourselves. “This place is… different.”

      “Beautiful,” she offered. “In its own way, and once you get used to it. There’s this whole other layer to it, something most outsiders can’t understand.”

      “Sure.”

      She eyed me, her eyes moving down to my crotch before quickly darting away. “I’ve been with a man, before. Once.”

      “I didn’t ask.”

      “No, but your eyes doubted it. You think I’m some crazy bitch, some woman who has never loved a man.”

      “I really don—”

      “It’s okay, I want you to know.”

      I nodded, waiting patiently, walking slower as she moved along.

      “Oh, I’m not going to go into the details of it,” she said, glancing my way. “Is that what the silence was for? You thought I’d open up about how I worked it, how it made me feel and all that?”

      “Honestly, it felt like that was where the story was going.”

      “Give me a break.” She laughed, eyed me, then laughed again. “I’m simply pointing out that I might not be the woman you think I am. For example, did you know that I spent two years in the mines, simply to understand what others went through who worked there? It was a trying time but it built up my strength and my ability to put up with shit.”

      “Much respect.”

      “Thanks. But… that’s not the point. Or maybe it is, but…” She grunted in frustration. “Enough about me. Why does Hadrian think you’re so special?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me. He does, and it’s not a secret. So… why?”

      “I wasn’t aware that he considered me special,” I admitted.

      “Would he have sent you out here if that wasn’t the case?” She paused, hands on her hips, then kept walking. “You’re smarter than that, Ezra. Or maybe not, which raises the question again—why you?”

      “I really have no idea. My powers are mostly empath, but maybe it has to do with the team? And actually, we found this armor—if you can call it that—which levels us up and whatnot, I guess in this way that’s sort of a test.”

      “No shit?” She looked at me, impressed. “I’ve heard of that. From Lamb, right?”

      “You know her?”

      “Bitch, please, I knew her since before her Supralines days. Lamb has always been all about that internal core and harnessing bullshit. Rumor has it that she got it from her parents, that they had some special power that allowed for cultivation of powers.”

      “It’s not bullshit,” I said.

      She nodded. “I know. Want to hear something crazy?”

      “Sure.”

      “Some think there was more to Lamb’s parents, that they were involved in a war most of us don’t even know about, but one that could have totally destroyed any chance at this life we know. Further, those same rumors say there’s a connection between that power and the source of power the Hermites are trying to access.”

      “That all sounds a bit…”

      “What, out there?” She laughed. “Ezra, how much can you actually believe you know about this universe? Until very recently, you thought the Gold Reapers were legit, that Orion Corp. and Ranger were worthy of serving under, and who knows what other bullshit.”

      “Everyone’s hero is another’s—”

      “Nope, bullshit. Evil is evil, no two ways about it.”

      I held my tongue, knowing she was right. While some might do the wrong things for the right reasons, if they were doing the wrong things… they were wrong. As simple as that, in my book. A hand over the word “police” served to remind me of this belief.

      I turned back, scanning the horizon for any sign of my team. The longer this went on, the more worried I was. “They’ll find us. Somehow.”

      “Sure. Them, the other bounty hunters.” She started to lead me on again. “Someone will find us—I’m hoping the ones who don’t want to kill us get here first.”

      “If you’re one of the Reapers, or were,” I started, catching myself as I nearly slipped, “why’re we running? Shouldn’t we stand and fight?”

      “We will,” she replied.

      “Oh, we will?” I laughed. “Great. When?”

      “After you’ve opened the gate.”

      I froze. “Excuse me?”

      She paused alongside a stagnant purple stream and looked my way. “I didn’t take us to some random location, Ezra.” She paused, knelt, and brushed aside a stone that was more rectangle than the rest. It revealed a carving of several waving, overlapping lines in a square.  “We’re in Hermite land, and you’re going to open the gate.”

      “You’re one of them?”

      With a shake of her head, she kept moving. “Not remotely. But Hadrian told me what needed to be done, and how you’d be involved.” She glanced back. “And before you ask ‘why me,’ I’ll tell you that there are two reasons. The first is that your empath push, a recent development, I understand, is needed to get in there to begin with. The second is that you have something to prove, and Hadrian believes you’ll prove yourself loyal to the Citadel.”

      “As compared to…?”

      “Taking the power for yourself, letting it overcome you, and trying to take over the universe.”

      “Shit.” I coughed, not liking the way the air had transitioned to a smell like burning metal. It was a familiar scent, one I’d smelled very recently. But where?

      When she sniffed, crouched, and turned to me with wide eyes, I realized the smell meant more than simply an irritation of the nostrils.

      “What is it?”

      “More… darkness, but—shit, down!”

      She threw herself to the ground. I followed a moment later as darkness shot out overhead. It took form, and out stepped Maji.

      “We’re in my realm, now,” Maji said, laughing.

      A roar erupted out of Hinru and she pushed out with a purple blast that caused the darkness to fold in on itself and Maji, taking him with it. The man was gone, Hinru shouting for me to stay close as she ran for the edge of the lava field. Each step threatened to upend me, but I did my best, glad for the inherent power in my Citadel armor, and even more so for the recent upgrades. My training at the temple certainly helped as well, as I recalled sessions where we’d had to go leaping along wet logs and stones.

      The darkness returned, but only as a blotch in the sky, moving along with us, and Maji’s face jutted out, hand reaching. When Hinru pushed back, though, he pulled his hand away as if she’d burned him, before vanishing again.

      And again he returned, this time behind us, sending a series of dark shots at my back. I sensed them through him before they hit, though, and let the slippery stone take me. My landing hurt but I was safe. Hinru spun in a wave of gold clothes, purple taking on a hint of gold light as it met Maji this time.

      She gripped the air, and he started to choke.

      “You can’t run from us all,” Maji said, casting aside her grip. The strain in his eyes and the bulging vein in his forehead told me he was struggling not to be pushed away again. “As much as you’ve tried to fight what I am, the power I hold—”

      “Fuck,” I muttered, realization washing over me. “It was you…?”

      They both turned to me, Maji’s eyes narrowing.

      “What was him?” Hinru asked between clenched teeth.

      “That attack on you, your mother… by your own brother.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry.”

      “No…” She turned to him with eyes full of sorrow. “Even then?”

      “Little sis, you didn’t know?” Maji laughed, actually laughed! He vanished, only to appear above us, still laughing, then to our left as over and over Hinru pushed him away and he returned. Finally, he thrust out and shouted, bursting out of the darkness and appearing at her side, hand gripping her throat. “Of course it was me! They said you were so fucking special. Well, look at you now! How special are you?”

      “She has friends now, at least,” I said, sensing a crippling sorrow coming from Hinru. At the same moment, I shot, but the darkness that appeared to absorb my shot wasn’t a surprise. What was a surprise was the way Maji grinned and motioned to the sky.

      “So do I,” he said, and ships appeared far above, some sending in pursuing fighters while other supers materialized.

      “Damn you,” Hinru said, snapping out of her stupor.

      My eyes scoured the area for any sign of my team even as the horrible realization hit that they had failed to find us before the enemy. An emotional push came from Hinru and I turned in time to see a subtle nod. Go time. I pushed out at Maji with my emotional power, doing everything I could to cripple him, while Hinru broke his grip and thrust forward with both arms. The gold cloak formed blades that cut through him, covered in blood as they emerged from his back.

      For a moment, I thought we had him. But he smiled, laughed, and said, “We’ll see, little sis… we’ll see,” before vanishing in a swirl of darkness.

      “On me,” Hinru said and reached for my hand. I took it. The two of us leaped across the rocks as incoming ships and supers converged on our location, shots already hitting nearby. We hadn’t gone more than fifty feet when I realized we were charging right into a ravine.

      “I hope you have a plan,” I shouted, but didn’t stop as long as she didn’t.

      “Not get killed, for one,” she replied, picking up speed. “And… JUMP!”

      We did. As we went over the side, my life flashing before my eyes, a force seemed to grab us, pulling us down and to the side, and we went rolling into an opening in the rocks halfway down.

      I rolled across the rocks, slammed my shoulder into one, and lay there panting, knowing the enemy would come through the cave opening at any minute. Instead, a hand grabbed me, dragged me aside, and the supers and fighters went past the opening as if it weren’t there at all.

      “Speak, friend, or die,” a croaky voice commanded.

      “What… who?” I muttered, trying to push myself up, only to be hit across the face before I could see the figure. Everything went dark, and then I was out.
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      My eyes opened to see another one of those symbols we had seen carved into the stone before. The square with overlapping lines on a backdrop of thick granite, black and white swirling patterns formed naturally in the rock. I took the carving to be the sign of the Hermites, which meant we were either in the cult area or nearby.

      I sat up with a start, realizing what must have happened. As far as I knew, we had taken sanctuary in a cave that belonged to the cult, and now they had taken us prisoner. Maybe?

      Except that, glancing around, there was no sign of them. There was no sign of anybody, even Hinru. My mind tried to process this, a splitting headache slowly receding, and finally I picked up something—emotions, agitation and worry, not far off.

      Careful not to alert them to my presence, I slinked along the cave. The darkness made it clear that I was farther in than we had been when we first entered, but a dim light shone on the upper rocks from ahead. A purple light, I realized, and then saw Hinru. She was talking heatedly, though in whispers, with a man who I couldn’t see since he had his back to me.

      “Next time, check with me first,” she said.

      “For the third fucking time, I had no way of knowing he was with you,” the man countered. “Fuck, I thought he was one of the Hermites and had captured you. At least, until I saw his face and realized what had happened. I was just looking out, but I’ll be more careful next time.”

      “Looking out like a fucktwad. Next time you hit one of my friends, I hit you. Got it? And you won’t like me hitting you, I promise that.”

      The man hesitated, his aura telling me that he was intimidated by her. Maybe someone who had worked with her in her capacity as one of the four Reapers, I guessed.

      She sighed, a hand on his arm. “Listen, I get it, and appreciate you coming for me. Trust me when I say, though, that the plan is in action.”

      “You vanished so fast, I had to be sure you were really coming here. And when you didn’t show at first…”

      “He’s vital to the operation. Let’s hope you didn’t fuck it up.” At that, her eyes darted past him toward me, but at the same time, he pulled her aside as a beam of light from the other side shone out.

      I cursed under my breath, moving to the side to ensure whoever held that light wouldn’t spot me. Three Hermite soldiers, I assumed, based on the wavy-line tattoos on their arms and necks, moved toward us, calling out for us to show ourselves.

      They were moving my way, when a noise drew their attention and Hinru stood in the darkness.

      “You don’t belong,” one of the men said.

      “I’m here for sanctuary,” Hinru declared, standing tall. “You know me as Avanguerre, but maybe once knew me as Hinru of Accordan. Sanctuary, for me and my servant.”

      A long pause followed, then hissing back and forth between the Hermite soldiers as they whispered to each other. Finally, the taller of the two grunted and motioned with his sword for them to follow.

      As she was led away, Hinru glanced my way and held up a hand for me to stay back. Subtle, quick, so that her captors didn’t notice. For some reason, she didn’t want me following, yet. It wasn’t until the man with her stood to follow them and glanced back that I realized who it was. No follower of hers that I knew of, but Midnight! The man from the bar at the Citadel. If my memory served me correctly, he worked with Arthur, so what was this about? I wanted to charge over and demand answers, but opted for the more prudent route of waiting and getting to them when I could without giving myself up completely.

      The soldiers disappeared, their light bouncing on the cave walls for a little before fading away entirely. I went into action mode. Stealing through the darkness, it was like I was back in the temple, all of my training kicking in as I kept quiet, out of sight.

      I followed them down, over a stone bridge that crossed an underground river. Apparently, the water under the frozen lakes above was moving, or maybe this was some other source?  When they paused to shout at Hinru, I wondered why she wasn’t attacking. Surely she could take these assholes, and Midnight was high up in the super tiers. The only explanation that could possibly make sense was that they were following Hadrian’s orders, which meant I shouldn’t intervene unless there was trouble. She had indicated for me to hang back, after all.

      Since we were stalled, I took the opportunity to check out my stats and skills. It had been a while, and honestly, I hadn’t been paying nearly enough attention to it. My stats were upgraded, but I took a moment to apply more boosts to performed skills, including one that would allow me to attack on the mental level more than I had ever before. Not much explanation, but I was sure it would come into play before too long.

      Feeling this could be of some use, I swiped away the screen and saw that the others were moving again. We moved lower and lower, until we were in a large cavern. Stone stairs led around the walls on the sides I could make out and dim lights came from an underground lake. A massive temple rose from the lake’s center, carved out of stone, it seemed, and had statues of terrifying creatures on either side. The statues rose to about ten times the size of me, I guessed from this distance.

      The three soldiers didn’t head for the temple, though. Instead, they approached a series of stone-cut buildings to the left, where a glowing ball highlighted three rows of people bowing in prayer.

      All of that was out of the norm for anywhere in Oram or its neighboring systems—to my knowledge, anyway—but it was what I saw next that threw me for a loop. A handful of monks stood on an upper deck, observing. While hard to make out the details in the dim light, I had no doubt they were like me—from the Temple of Domrem.

      What they were doing there, I couldn’t begin to fathom. I stared, dumbfounded, hiding in the entryway through which I had come, heart thudding. So much so, that I was almost too late in realizing that another thudding had started behind me, coming my way through the tunnel. Drums and chanting. It was only the mass of overwhelming emotional joy that gave me warning, piquing my ears, and allowed me the opportunity to dart to the side and find a room of supplies to hide in. I took a vantage point behind several barrels and watched the worshippers move with tall banners, their drums and glowing fists giving the procession a very surreal feel.

      “Halt!” one of the monks above shouted, and the effect was instant. No sound other than the echoing of the last drum, no movement. “What do we have here?”

      “Avanguerre, of the Gold Reapers,” one of the soldiers said, bowing. “She requested sanctuary.”

      “Is that so?”

      At a wave of the monk’s hand, Hinru stepped forward, even bowed slightly. “I have news, and an offer.”

      “Go on.”

      “Master Shen is dead. He will not be able to help you open the gateway.”

      Silence, accompanied by growing tension, doubt, and fear.

      “How do you know…” The monk cleared his throat, clearly trying to regain composure. “Master Shen is inbound. We’ve been told, but how you are privy to such inform—”

      “We intercepted communications and led you to believe he is, because there’s another way.” Hinru stepped forward, and the soldiers with her did nothing to stop her advancement. “We have someone who can open the gate, we believe.”

      The monks took a moment to confer, then turned back to her. The main one spoke again. His voice seemed familiar to me. “This man at your side?”

      “Not him. Another—a former monk from your temple, and the man who defeated Master Shen.”

      I frowned, not liking the anxiety building up in my chest or the fact that she knew so much about me and my past. At the moment, it seemed like she was going to feed me to the sharks. What was I going to do, fight my way out of there?

      “I fail to understand your motive here, Avanguerre,” the monk said. “Explain.”

      “Hinru, if you please,” she replied, and gasps filled the room. Apparently, they were familiar with this name as well, and it carried more weight for them than the other. I discovered why, when she continued speaking. “My relatives were on the losing side of a war, once upon a time, and landed on this planet in retreat, forming the Hermitic Order. The rest, you know. I am here not to say they were right or that I believe in what you are doing, but that I’ve come to understand it is not bullshit, and that there is an incredible power on the other side of that gate. I don’t ask that you stop what you’re doing, but that you approach your objective with caution and consideration.”

      “Is that… so.”

      The monk was clearly impressed, as was I. This woman who had been a leader of the Gold Reapers all those years was a descendant of a founder of the Cult of Hermite! I’d gotten into it this time. Well, not ‘into it,’ but… into an interesting situation.

      “There was a hiccup in my plans,” she continued, “and I was discovered. As we speak, the majority of the Gold Reapers and any other hunters they can afford to pay are on their way here, to try and take me out. Let them have me, that’s easy. Sure. But then… you don’t have your man.”

      She was using me. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      “What you’re offering is a trade,” the monk said. “We protect you, and in return you bring us the one who defeated Master Shen, the one who will open the gate?”

      “I will.”
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      In life, as in death, I planned on being my own master. Someone else bartering with me as leverage… not on my watch.

      “I have yet to hear what’s in this for me,” I said, stepping out of hiding.

      The monk from above vanished, a split-second later appearing in front of me with hand on my throat, but not squeezing. My hands were ready to draw my pistol or arc baton, but a nice thing about being an empath is being able to tell if someone means trouble.

      As soon as the monk clearly saw my face, his emotions told me I didn’t need weapons.

      “Student Faldron,” he said, releasing his grip.

      “Master Richter.”

      “I don’t underst…” He turned back to Hinru. “This man is the one? I’m sorry, but… no. He was a student at the temple but couldn’t hack it. Left after only the early stages to go off and become a mercenary.”

      “Bounty hunter,” I corrected him, earning a flash of annoyance in his eyes.

      “He defeated Master Shen in combat,” Hinru said. Taking my hand, she stared into my eyes, emotions pleading with me as if her eyes weren’t doing it enough. She leaned close with her voice lowered. “We need this.”

      “We need them?” I hissed. “How do I know you aren’t part of the cult, using Hadrian’s name to try and get me to do wrong? I’ve been led down that path before.”

      “How? Because, Ezra, I give you full access. Check my emotions. See if there’s any ill-will, any part of me that is lying.”

      I frowned, knowing it was true. However this ended, I knew she at least believed what she was saying. With a deep breath, I nodded. For her, because I believed in Hadrian, and had to take the leap of faith, here.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, turning back to the monks, then to the Hermites. “I’ll attempt to open the gate.”

      Master Richter nodded, the others looking his way. He stepped over to me, close enough to be uncomfortable.

      “Are you certain?” he asked, but without waiting for a response, kept talking. “This is incredibly dangerous, and we’re all relying on you.” He indicated the temple and then started to walk, clearly expecting me to follow. “It’s no secret, the way you left us. So, for me to say that putting my trust in you is a letdown is quite the understatement.”

      “Maybe you should do it.”

      He didn’t even miss a beat but kept walking, ignoring my comment. He knew he wasn’t strong enough, clearly.

      “The power of this planet lies in the purple mist,” he explained, “which takes form in the waters. When the locals call on it, the frozen lakes thaw and take form. In a way, this power works with the darkness—when not in use, the darkness keeps it at bay. They go hand-in-hand.”

      “Interesting.”

      “Indeed. What you must do—and why you might have a shot at this compared to me—is use your inner core as you were taught, focus as if pulling the darkness out, almost as if mentally asking it to move aside. It is the empath part of you that sets you apart, though, as you’ll have to gauge the energy coming out of the gate in order to properly manage the situation. We believe you can then communicate with the planet’s power, and if there’s enough of it, open the portal.”

      “So you want me to… talk… to the darkness. And mist?”

      He nodded, finally stopping on the stone bridge, glancing back, and then taking a step away. “You may begin.”

      Had I not trained at the temple as long as I had, none of this would have made sense. As it was, though, the notion that physical training went hand-in-hand with mental training made complete sense to me. I also understood the idea that, if I had defeated Master Shen, it must have been with power greater than or at least equal to his, on all levels.

      In that regard, it made sense that they would expect me to be able to do this. The only problem was that I genuinely had no idea what the fuck I was supposed to do. Reach out and touch the darkness with my mental fingers? I frowned, eyed him, and at his nod, stepped forward.

      I closed my eyes and focused, imagining the darkness while reaching for the golden ball of energy within me, pulling it out and asking the powers of this planet to cooperate. My mind turned to other times I had harnessed my power, including fights, emotional outbursts, and young loves. None of it elicited the pure emotion I was going for, and even when my insides pulled and then crunched up, only the slightest sense of purple mist appeared. Nothing more.

      “It’s not happening!” I shouted, giving it everything I had in what I thought would be my last attempt.

      “Try harder!” Master Richter shouted, anger winning over.

      Again, I focused, trying to imagine the ball of energy within me, to see it circling, growing. With a push, I reached for anything that might be beyond, using my emotional sensing powers in a way that allowed the other side to reach over.

      Like someone knocking and then the door creaking open, I was somewhat aware of a presence, of something coming my way.

      Water pooled around the temple. A strong wind flowed over the top, dragging it up and along the sides of the stone walls. A glimmer appeared. For a split second, there was indeed a portal of sorts, or at least a shimmering oval that appeared before us. Light moved across it, an image penetrating my mind of wars fought long ago, beings in animalistic suits going up against monsters that seemed to take on various forms but were made of swirling winds, others of stone, fire, and more. Then it was gone, along with the portal.

      I collapsed, drained.

      Never in a million years had I imagined that my power could somehow be used to open a gateway to another dimension, or that I would be doing it. Even at that moment, I vaguely understood that this was a power we could harness, but felt a screaming, internal push against it. If I could barely open this gate, or not even open it, how could we hope to control what was on the other side?

      “I… can’t.” The words were barely more than a whisper.

      Hinru was at my side, kneeling, hand on my back. “You have to.”

      “No, I mean, I gave it everything I had. There’s nothing more.”

      She glanced back, nervously. “If you can’t, nobody can. And then… then we’re out of options, here.”

      I clenched my fist, grinding it into the stone bridge beneath me. Maybe… maybe there was a way to get more energy. With my powers and cultivation, I had an idea. As the others approached, I pulled up my screen and readjusted the skills—glad it let me—and found that I could focus my empath powers in a way that looked like it would pull from others. It was a long shot, but I had to assume this meant in ways other than simply reading their emotions.

      “There seems to be a problem, here,” a man said.

      I had expected to see one of the monks, but instead there stood a stout man with flowing purple robes, his face half-hidden by his thick beard and his head by a hood. One of the Hermite leaders, I had to assume.

      “We seem to have a prob—” Hinru started, but I held up a hand.

      “Give me a moment,” I said.

      The glance of hope from Hinru gave me courage, so I tried my new skill, hoping it didn’t have any crazy side effects. Still, I didn’t use it on her. Instead, I focused on this large guy with his judging glare, on the others starting to edge in toward the bridge, and even on the monks. Then, focusing on my inner strength and the power I had used to open the gate in the first place, I pulled from all of them.

      Grunts sounded in unison from all around, even a couple of gasps and thumps as people collapsed. My mind filled with all manner of emotions, even images to accompany the emotions—a man laughing as his daughter made a silly face and poked his belly, a woman shrieking as she ran from living darkness, a couple reaching climax and caressing each other’s sweaty bodies in the throes of love, and hope from the man standing over me.

      It all fed into my ability to open the gate, so that this time the water surged and the portal formed, a being seemingly moving past turning our way and then charging out. It came at me, darkness swirling around it along with wind and blue flashes of light. My foot caught as I stumbled back but then I rolled out of the way as it swept on and nearly took out Master Richter, if it hadn’t been for his hand held up and a power protecting him.

      My only thought here was a mental attack, since it looked like a wind spirit and wouldn’t likely care if it got shot or hit with my arc baton. That in mind, I reached out as if to pull on its emotions. The thing lost half its momentum but grew bigger with anger. Behind me, the monks were chanting and the Hermites proclaimed their joy, not realizing what this thing was.

      It swept past me, snatching at Hinru, but I hit it with another mental attack and sent it staggering sideways. Only, it charged directly into another group—two monks and a few of the Hermites—sweeping one of the monks and two Hermites up. They screamed like in a tornado, moments later being absorbed by the creature, sprays of blood the only remaining sign that they had ever been there.

      “Close the gate!” Master Richter shouted, realization dawning on him at last. His aura spoke of panic.

      “No!” the Hermite shouted, but I was already on it, not about to give those monsters on the other side another shot. The gate faded and I took a step back, eyes peeled as I watched to ensure it was gone and there was no chance another life would be lost.

      The wind faded, the water receded into the lake, and then it was gone.

      Almost.

      A dark circle formed right where it had been. I stepped forward, preparing to reach within, to find some way of stopping it from opening. Only, this one was different. An emotion came through, as if… yes, aggression! Hatred and revenge.

      A burst of darkness shot out from the air around us, taking on a shape. A form appeared and then… Maji shot out, kicking me in the chest and sending me sprawling onto the stone bridge. He stood for another attack as I quickly recovered. That fucking smile of his was about to get wiped off by my arc baton. But, as I drew it and charged simultaneously, he held out his hands as if to embrace me.

      Instead, sections of the roof exploded inward, light shining through with descending spirals of purple mist, and then water. Small waterfalls formed all around as several ships descended in beams of light, aimed, and then opened fire on the Hermites gathered below.

      Screams. Death. Horror.

      My eyes darted from the ships to Maji and back again, trying to come up with a way to stop this atrocity from happening. The power from pulling at the others nearby still surged through me, raising my alertness and increasing my empath pull. And thank Oram, too, because a very-much appreciated and familiar emotional-print came to me, originating from somewhere above. Searching, curious, frustrated... It was my team! I sensed Cheri there, Erupa, Tink, and Mer. Even Cheshire!

      Down here, I pushed. Not so much of a mind-reading or mind-communication thing, but pushing the emotional pull in a way that was very much like communicating. The immediate change in Cheri’s emotions told me it had worked.

      As shots continued to light up the cavern, my team came crashing in—the ship Hadrian had given us managing to take down two of the enemy vessels and send them plunging into the lake, while Tink emerged to join the fight as enemy hunters jumped for it. Some of the enemy could fly or had hoverpacks, so I was glad to see Tink kicking their asses. She zipped around, causing confusion and attacking like a tiny ninja.

      The men and women from the downed enemy ships that had crashed into the lake were now emerging from the waters. But Mer was on it, diving from the still-descending ship and landing with a splash. The enemy around her disappeared below the surface, one by one.

      “I’ve already sent out the coordinates for the rest of the Gold Reapers to find you,” Maji said, hands still out as he mocked the entire place and all of the action around us. “All you have here will be destroyed, don’t you get it? Flee while you can, or bow before me. Either way, this shit is done.”

      “Only when I say so,” I countered, charging in with my arc baton swinging, exchanging blow for blow with this asshole. From time to time I shot, never missing my target, but he had a damn good shield in place. If I could get a good shot with the arc baton in, that shield wouldn’t matter.

      As we circled each other on the bridge, charging in and attacking and then backing up to size each other up again, my team was around me, kicking major ass. I tried to pay attention to what was what but needed to stay on my toes to avoid the way Maji managed to pull darkness, and the way he occasionally tried to attack Hinru, his apparent sister.

      Erupa went by in a flash and tried to hit him with a shadow strike but he swiped a hand up and her shadow moved against her, throwing her back and out of the way. The rest of them were too occupied, although I was pleased to see that more than once they vanished before a strike could hit, only to reappear near Cheshire a split-second later. That cat was proving damn useful.

      Mer appeared, leaping from the water to take a hunter from the bridge, then sinking back into the dark. The muffled underwater screams that followed, coupled with the blood, limbs and scraps of flesh that floated up from the depths, threatened to never let me see Mer in quite the same way again. It was disgusting.

      A mental push hit me, maybe from Cheri or the cat. The source didn’t matter, only the power that I felt, as if new parts of my mind were opening. I embraced the sensation, pulling deep from within as I had right before going up against Master Shen. Only, this time it wasn’t to perform some fancy kick or other technique but to pull at the gate, to open it just the right amount.

      Maji turned, curious about the sight of the water pooling up in the air behind him, to me. His eyes took on a crazed yet determined look, and I knew this was it—he was going to put everything he had into this attack.

      Only, I wouldn’t let him.

      Another mental push on the gate and it was open! Swirling winds, pulsating energy waves that sent me to my knees, and something massive… something very much resembling the statues on either side of the temple. As a portal rippled before me, water pulling toward it but becoming part of the opening, a being turned to face us.

      No, not exactly a being, more something like a stone colossus with cracks where lava seeped through. Its eyes were ablaze, a glowing stone where its heart would be. All around it and in the background, that purple mist floated about, making me wonder if the purple of this planet actually had nothing to do with chemicals and everything to do with this portal and the work of the Hermites.

      “What are you?” I muttered, wishing I could back up and run, but unable to.

      Maji glanced back once, screamed like a little girl, and started to run for me. Seeing him like that, even then pulling out two blades and turning a shoulder-mounted barrel at me, I decided I’d had enough of his bullshit. I stood and used the energy connecting me to the portal to pull myself toward it. The effect was like a force throwing me at my oncoming opponent. I lifted a leg and thrust with my foot, catching him in the chest. The impact sent him flying backward, up and into the portal, and gave me enough momentum to push back, clinging to the base of the nearest temple statue.

      “Hinru!” he shouted, but his scream was cut off as I severed all mental links with that portal. One final glance showed the colossus swinging at Maji, fire bursting forth, and then the portal closed.

      Maji was gone.

      The portal… gone. My energy was depleted and my mind spinning. Everyone was standing in a stupor—everyone but my team, who charged over to me, checking to see if I was harmed. I waved them off but accepted help from Erupa to stand.

      “Thank you,” the lead Hermite said, voice shaky.

      “These are your gods?” I asked, indicating the spot where the portal had been, unable to hold back my anger. How many lives had been lost? How could they expect to do this again, after what we had seen?

      My answer came in the form of a glare.

      “Let them through!” Hinru growled.

      I glanced over to see who it was. My heart leaped with relief at the sight of the rest of my team. Cheri was in the lead, carrying Cheshire in one arm. Tink fluttered close behind. Next, my eyes found Mer as she emerged from the water, pants torn, blood and water dripping over her clothes, which clung tightly to her form. Sexy, but disturbing.

      The team was back together again.

      “When will you be able to try again?” the Hermite said. The two remaining monks—as one was on the ground, headless—stepped up behind him, waiting for my answer. I glanced at my team, then back to these three. Hinru stepped up at our side.

      “It’s not going to happen,” I said.

      “What?” Master Richter looked outraged.

      “Not yet,” I finished. “I can open the gate, but we’re not at a point where we can control what’s on the other side. Not yet. To do so, there is something from the Temple of Domren I require.”

      Master Richter shook his head. “Nothing there can be of use in this situation. Unless you mean—”

      “The core gems,” the monk at his side interrupted, and Master Richter actually bowed his head, stepping back. I recognized the man, now that he spoke. This was Master Shen’s teacher, known for being great at guiding others although he had never been as powerful as Master Shen had become. Nobody had, until I came along. “Supra tech of great power, although not many are aware of them.” Looking at me, he added, “How is it that you are?”

      “The nature of the temple’s power,” I replied, remembering the way the carvings along the walls glowed and how you could siphon off some of said power. “I put two and two together.”

      “If you can truly harness their power as only Master Shen could… I believe you will be able to open this gate.”

      “But why does the temple want to do this?” I indicated Hinru. “Her, the Citadel… I get that. But why you?”

      “Don’t you see?” Master Dawa turned to Hinru. “Show him.”

      “I… don’t understand,” she admitted.

      He offered her a gentle smile, then stepped over and took her hand in his, their gazes meeting. “Now… show him.”

      It was like a wave of orange energy flowed from his chest to hers. Her head went back, and now purple waves of energy flowed off her, forming images above our heads. It was an old war. One army was made up of humanoid figures that resembled animals dressed in metal armor, while the opposing force consisted of huge figures like the colossus we had just seen. Many of them, and in various forms—wind, fire, water, earth. One even purple, with the mist rising off it in a way that reminded me of Hinru, oddly.

      The enemy almost won but was instead pushed back, their way into our worlds closed off by supers with Hadrian in their midst.

      “Hadrian knows… others know, too.” Master Dawa stepped back, releasing Hinru’s hands. “The force that is arrayed against us is too strong. While the new batch of Citadel Elders might be able to deliver the final blow, they cannot get there without help. This power, long lost and many years forgotten, can be the key. Whatever the temple’s personal agenda might be, it has to come second here. We must harness the power of the beyond, turn against our enemy, and save the universe.”

      “Master Shen… he was part of this?”

      Master Dawa nodded, a knowing look in his eyes. “He might have taken a dark path, but… he still had a role to play.”

      I stared, completely blown away. All these years, I had looked at the temple as simply a training ground. Maybe a group of people whose teachings and beliefs were outdated, obscure and pointless in today’s age.

      How wrong I had been.

      They were prepared to do what was necessary to stand at the Citadel’s side and make a difference in this war, and I would be the centerpiece that brought it all together.

      “I’m in,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      As the monks prepared to take me back to the Temple of Domren, my team and Hinru joined me in a separate room the Hermites used for special guests. It felt off, being a guest to such a group, but I was beginning to wonder if all of this superheroes-versus-villains bullshit was all a big distraction from what really mattered—saving the universe.

      When I’d set out to arrest people via the bounty hunter system, I thought I would be doing the universe some good, taking out one horrible person at a time. Something on this scale would have been incomprehensible back then.

      Cheri had a bath running, and while we didn’t have time for anything kinky, she was washing my back, massaging me, and occasionally giving me a caress around front for the enjoyment of it on her side. I had taken the time to go over my two levels of upgrades, adding to my stats and enhancing my empath push and healing. One skill allowed my mental push to serve as not only emotional changes but also crippling mental strikes, while the healing effect seemed to maybe allow actual, physical healing. Both would prove extremely useful, I was certain.

      “I don’t understand,” Tink admitted, sitting on the edge of the tub, one finger dangling into the water. “How are these soul gems—”

      “Core gems,” I corrected her.

      “Okay, core gems. Supra tech what-have-its. They must do something special if you think they’re going to make a difference against whatever was on the other side of that portal.”

      “Honestly, I don’t know if it’ll be enough. But it’s all we have.”

      “Not all,” Erupa countered. “The darkness…”

      “Oh, I meant to ask…” I perked up and turned her way. “Before, you were… using it?”

      She nodded. “Not so much using it as able to manipulate it, I found out. It’s crazy, but not so different from some element we had back on my planet. There, I kind of pulled it into me, and it’s how I learned to do the shadow strike and whatnot. This is like the cousin of that stuff. I can sense it, pull it around, do things with it. I think we can use the darkness to at least restrain those things.”

      “What do we call them?” Mer asked.

      I shrugged. “They’re huge. Best I can come up with is colossus. Like, the first was a wind colossus, then… brimstone? Stone? I don’t know.”

      “Sure, but going back to the matter at hand,” Tink said. “How is what you have at the temple going to help?”

      “Ah, right.” I drew a deep breath, trying not to think about the last guy I knew that tried to harness the power of the core stones on his own. For a few minutes it had been unthinkable power running through him, then… pain, screaming, power seeping out through his skin along with his blood. He had fucking exploded. My best bet was to ignore that and hope I was much more advanced than he had been. Trying to put on a confident smile, I explained, “The core stones constantly give off a power-enhancing effect, but if one were to take them for him or herself, we’re talking extreme amplification. And more than that, I think, but nobody really knows. They are actually metal, so calling them stones is a bit off, but the point remains—whoever uses them, if the stones allow, becomes very powerful, indeed.”

      “So, why isn’t Master Daewoo out there using them?” Cheri asked.

      “Master Dawa,” I corrected her. “And because he’s definitely not powerful enough.”

      “But you are,” a voice from the back of the room said. I turned, realizing it was Hinru. I’d completely forgotten she was there, and chuckled to myself. She was sitting on the bed, looking away.

      “I hope so,” I replied.

      “Are you all… I mean, is this how you conduct meetings?”

      “Sorry, yes,” Erupa replied with a laugh.

      “It’s kind of gotten to the point where we don’t even think about it,” Tink chimed in.

      “Speak for yourself,” Cheri said, pressing her bare breasts against my back, both hands on my balls, moving up to my cock. “It’s all I can think about right now. You’re sure we don’t have more time?”

      The others chuckled, the comment earning a nervous glance from Hinru.

      “You heard Maji,” I said. “The other hunters were right behind. They’re thrown off because of the Hermites, but that won’t last forever.” The Hermites insisted their power of illusion would only hide them from a certain range. If the hunters came within it, we would be in trouble.

      “They weren’t far behind us, either,” Mer said, emerging from the bath opposite me. She had been in there so long, I’d nearly forgotten she was there.

      “You can hear down there?” I asked.

      “And see. On that note… nice view.” She winked, emerging from the tub and accepting a towel from Erupa. Her eyes met Hinru’s, I noticed, and both seemed to blush before looking away. Whatever game they were playing, I found it adorable.

      “Warning,” I said, taking my cue to stand and grab a towel, out of politeness keeping my back to Hinru as much as possible.

      The others bathed quickly as I dressed, and my eyes wandered. My yearning would have to wait, though, because we had a mission to get to.

      “So, when we get to the temple, how do we get the stones?” Cheri asked. “I mean, do you just walk up and take them?”

      I laughed, although it couldn’t hide my nervousness in regard to the answer to her question.

      “It’s much more complicated than that,” I replied.

      Cheri stepped over, arms around my chest from behind. “As long as we win, or at least die in each other’s arms, I’m happy.”

      I turned and kissed her, then looked around at the rest of the team and smiled. If it came to dying, at least having tried and died with them at my side would be worth it.

      “Can we hurry up?” Tink said, now drying off, careful with her fairy wings. “All this bathing got me hot and bothered. The sooner we save the world—er, universe—the sooner we can have fun again.”

      “Fucking right,” I said, adjusting the bulge in my pants so as not to make Hinru any more uncomfortable than we already had, and gestured to the door. “Come on, it’s time I give you a tour of the temple. The place I once considered home.”

      They actually seemed excited by that, and as we headed out to meet with the other two temple monks to begin our journey, I had to admit I was looking forward to everything that lay ahead.

      Hey, at least we were together. Nothing else mattered.
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      Thank you for reading my sequel to Psychobitches! I hope you enjoyed reading it and see why you need to jump right into the third book. It’s going to follow Ezra to the temple, where we can dive more into some of what all this is and see that he’s going to play a large role in this battle.

      Are you curious about the colossus and more of the other beings? Well, there’s another book series you can read to get more into that, and it actually follows the two people who have a connection to Lamb from the Ex Gods book. Kind of interesting? I hope so! Charley Case and I have been working on that, and it’s a lot of fun.

      If you’re interested, check out SUPERS: RISE UP. It’ll also tie in much more to the third book in this series.

      Would you like to know more about what’s coming up? Make sure to join my Facebook group, but also find my newsletter so you can be sure to never miss a release. As for now, you’ll have likely read Ex Heroes and Ex Gods, but if not, get on it. I think reading Ex Heroes one through four makes sense before Psychobitches, and since Ex Gods one through three take place at the same time as Ex Heroes, you should read those before Psychobitches, also. But you don’t have to! One of my goals here was to set up all of these books so that the series can stand alone, so that you don’t need to read all of them if you don’t want to, but can if you want a full, rich, layered world.

      At the time of this writing, I have done two standalone spinoffs to the supers books. The first was Charm School Outcasts, which follows the Ex Heroes character, Charm, in a prequel to those books. The second was Supers: Ex Succubus, which is a fun book that has a bonus chapter as a reward for signing up to my newsletter. Same with Ex Gods, actually—there’s a bonus scene with Cheri, Charm, and Threed you can get by joining the newsletter. So don’t forget to sign up for that.

      I have other books that aren’t in the universe as well. For example, my book STONE COLD MAGE launched well, reaching number one in several categories on Amazon. If you like magic and gargoyles, check that out. You can find it and my novels about pirates, fairy tales, and more on Amazon. Be sure to click on the follow link below my author photo!

      Again, thank you for reading. I hope you’ll stick with me. You keep reading, I’ll keep writing.

      Thanks!

      

      Jamie
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      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! 

      

      https://www.facebook.com/JamieHawkeAuthor
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        Thank you for reading! Please consider leaving reviews on Amazon and Goodreads. And don’t miss out on the NEXT RELEASE by signing up for the newsletter:

      

        

      
        SIGN UP HERE
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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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        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.
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        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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        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

        Shadow Mystic

      

        

      
        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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