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Issue 1 – Villain

Lady Midnight



I let the heavy sack fall to my side as I checked the time again. Twenty minutes, give or take, for my little sniffer program to do its job on the computers. I’d already cleaned out the safe deposit boxes and gotten everything else I remotely needed. Not a big fan of being kept waiting, though it is rare that I get a moment alone to think or even just close my eyes and rest.
“Excuse me miss,” a voice that was far too young drawled behind me, “but bank hours are from nine to five, Monday to Friday. If you have a deposit to make, I suggest you come back during the day.”
I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. “Finally,” I say, “it’s about damned time they got one of you right.”
My breath hitched in my throat as I turned around. So young. Too young. My eyes roamed over her, and it was all I could do not to tell her to go home and go to bed. Her hair was a frightening shade of magenta, her costume the same shade with white accents. A short skirt fell to her knees, her boots riding high to meet it. Her bright eyes sparkled through her mask, covering the upper portion of the face much like my own.
Her smug smile faltered as my own grew more feral, baring teeth as I eyed her up and down again and again until she began to fidget. I loved the new ones. They were the most fun to play with.
“And who are you supposed to be? I have to admit, I like the costume. You’ve got the whole magical girl thing going on.” I dripped my next words with as much sarcasm as I could manage, “Did they even give you a name this time?”
Her brow furrowed. “I’m Stardust,” she said, the confidence in her voice wavering deliciously, “and I’m going to bring an end to your reign of terror, Lady Midnight!”
I started clapping. I couldn’t help it. She’s just so fresh, so cute. It was adorable.
“Well let’s hope you do better than the last one.” I turned my back on her and glanced at my watch again. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to finish.”
A rush of air blew my hair back and she appeared in front of me, smirking with hands on hips. Ah, powers. This just got more interesting.
“Well this is a pleasure,” I purred, “the last one had no sense of tact at all. No strategy, no plan. He just kept throwing debris and trying to smash me the whole time. Can you believe that?”
“I won’t fail like he did. I swear I will stop you.”
“You’re talking pretty big for someone who hasn’t made a move.” I glanced aside at the computer, watching the little pictures of paper moving from one folder to the other. Goddess, why couldn’t they use a newer operating system? This thing was a dinosaur.
She cleared her throat and I gave her the attention she wanted until she withered under my gaze. “Goddess, you can’t be more than sixteen.” She flinched at my words, mouth opening like she wanted to argue. “This is what they’re sending now? A teenager without a single clue what she’s getting into? Kid, go home and live your life.”
“I’m not a child!” she screamed, every hair on my body standing on end like a mild electric shock. She moved then, but so did I. She was fast, but not fast enough.
The look on her face was priceless as I lazily blocked her strike. She tried to hit me again but I grabbed her wrist and twisted viciously, spinning her around. Her back slammed into my chest and I pinned her hands between us.
“I’m not going to fight you,” I hissed in her ear, “I could take you out with one punch and we both know it.”
“Never! I’m going to stop you!”
“Girl, you couldn’t stop a car slowly rolling down a deserted street. Why on earth would you come after me your first time out?”
“Because you’re a monster and I’m going to end you!” She bucked as she shouted, but for all her struggling my grip remained firm.
“Oh, I see now. I did something to you. Took something from you maybe?” I laughed at her, unimpressed. “Get in line, princess.”
She struggled again and I tightened my grip, feeling the bones grind under my hands. I reveled in her gasp of pain, sucking in a sharp breath.
“You took everything from me,” She manages to say, her words punctuated with pained breaths, “Everything.”
“Nothing personal, kid.” I shook my head. “That’s the first rule of this job. You can’t take thigs personally. The moment you do, that’s the moment you end up in over your head.” I loosened my grip a tiny bit. “Listen, I don’t want to hurt a kid, but if you make me…” the threat trailed off, allowing her to use her imagination.
“I’ll stop you,” she whispered. Well, sometimes there’s no talking sense into some people.
With a huff I smacked her hard in the back of the head. She dropped like a stone. “I’ll look forward to it,” I collected my bag and waited the last thirty seconds before removing the data drive. With one final glance back at the unconscious hero, I launched myself up to the open skylight with a single jump, then took off across the rooftops.
I wondered idly if I was going to see the girl again. I’d be lying if I said a part of me didn’t hope so.






Issue 2 – Mistress 

Victoria



“Welcome home, Mistress.”
I jumped at the voice as I stepped through the large window frame. The woman standing there was tall, fair-skinned, and wearing a modest and professional looking maid uniform that I knew was only one of a handful she possessed. I knew that because I’d bought them all for her. Her dark hair was tied up and back in a no-nonsense bun, and her face didn’t have a speck of makeup. She didn’t want it, and I would never require it.
“Ellis.” I sighed, shaking my head. “I don’t know why I’m surprised to see you up here.”
She smiled and turned her gaze around the large attic. “I decided that if you’re going to spend all your time up here, I’d at least give it a good cleaning.”
“And you saw fit to take care of it yourself?”
She put a hand to her heart and said mockingly, “and let the rest of your toys find out what you do at night? Perish the thought.”
“I knew there was a reason I kept you around.” I moved around the maid and headed for the small room at the far end of the attic, the only regular door up here. My dressing room, I liked to call it. It was where I changed from being the supervillain everyone else saw, to plain old Victoria Eurille, retired dominatrix and current owner of the House of Eurille.
Ellis moved right behind me, staying far enough not to invade my personal space, but close enough to be ready to be of use. Not for the first time I thanked the Goddess that she had accepted a permanent contract with me.
I stopped before I entered the room, turning to look at my head maid. “What do you think they’d say if they knew? Everyone else, I mean.”
Her shoulders moved in far too elegant a fashion to be called a shrug. “Most would stand beside you still. Not everyone hates Lady Midnight, and everyone here loves Miss Victoria.”
My smile faltered. “That’s optimistic.”
“You don’t give them enough credit.”
I shook my head. “Maybe you’re right.” With a sigh I opened the door, pausing once more. “Do me a favor after you draw my bath?”
Ellis curtsied, her head bowed, knees lowered to the perfect height. Practice, practice, practice. “Mistress?”
“I need you to do a search for someone. A superhero, calling herself ‘Stardust’.”
“You have a new nemesis already? That was quicker than the last.”
She meant Protean, an idiot of a man who caused more collateral damage than anything else. “Hard to say so far. I mean she’s young… like barely an adult, if she’s even that old. She has no idea what she’s getting into and I’d… I’d just rather avoid any accidents.”
“I understand Mistress. It will be done.”
I waved my hand dismissively and she headed for the stairs as I slipped into the room where the magic happens.
The black leather catsuit was still warm as I peeled it off, laying it to the side to have cleaned. Purple piping and seams covered the suit from top to bottom, giving an almost sci-fi kind of vibe. I designed it myself, and after years of wearing a costume other people wanted me in, this one was all mine. The mask that covered my face from forehead to nose was black and flared out past my ears, like a masquerade mask that had leather feathers sprouting from the ends. It went in its place on a mannequin head, and I pulled the simple clip-in hair extensions out, laying them out carefully so they didn’t tangle. It was work to transform back into a regular person, and sadly I had no anime-like transformation sequence. I smiled at the thought. That’d be so cool.
I changed into slim black jeans and a tight tank top. I could probably walk around the place naked and no one would bat an eye, but it might make some of the toys go into shock. Which certainly could be fun to watch, honestly.
As soon as my foot hit the bottom of the steps another maid appeared at my side, curtsying sloppily.
“M-mistress,” they’re voice shook as they held out a platter bearing a glass of dark red liquid and a tablet. “I was asked to direct you to your bath.”
I cocked a head, trying to remember this one. “Maid Ash, correct?”
“Yes Mistress.” They replied, head still lowered as if they were afraid to look at me. I tilted their head up.
“You’re not stuck in that position you know. You’re not a doll.” I smiled at the brief flash of fear crossing their face. “You’re new here, aren’t you?”
“Yes Mistress. One week now.”
I nodded. I hadn’t had a chance for a personal session with them, busy as I was. I’d have to rectify that soon. I took the tablet and glass, sipping idly as I watched them. Grape juice. Ellis knew exactly what I wanted.
Ash curtsied again and turned to walk away. “Stay.” The word was a command, one they obeyed entirely. “You may join me.”
“M-Mistress?”
“In the bathroom, maid. You may accompany me.”
The sudden awkwardness on their face was enjoyable, to be fair, but I wasn’t a cruel person. Contrary to popular belief. “If it’s ever too much, I’m sure Maid Ellis gave you a safeword, correct?”
They nodded. “Yes Mistress. I’m sorry, I just…”
“It’s okay. I understand.” I leaned over and gave them a small kiss on the cheek. The blush that spread across their face was adorable. “You may turn your back, so you don’t have to look.”
They didn’t argue and I went to enjoy my bath before it got too cold. As if expecting me to be slightly delayed, the water must’ve started off hotter than I normally like it to be this temperature now. I made a mental note to do something nice for Ellis… though what did you give the woman who already had whatever she wanted?
Settling back, I pulled up the tablet and found the information Ellis had left for me. Maid Ash stood like a silent sentinel, their back to the tub as I flicked through pages and articles.
“Stardust…” I mused, “surprising social media presence.” The other heroes I’d fought before hadn’t been nearly as well known. A couple of them made appearances in public, but a handful of them only seemed to be interested in getting in my way. Fieris had a bit of a following, for a while, but Scoundrel and Coldfront had nothing. It was like Arturis had purposefully hid them from the world.
The mere thought of the company brought with it bitter memories. Arturis Corporation, heroes of tomorrow. They swore to undo the Malice, the event over two decades ago that caused the disappearance or depowering of all the metahumans in the world. Even Herotech, amped up technology that only a handful of people in the world could build, had started to malfunction and break down. The world that relied so heavily on people with abilities suddenly found itself without them, and someone had to take charge in changing that. Arturis stepped forward, promising a return of heroes someday soon.
Instead, they got me and a handful of unstable goons. And now, Stardust.
“Speed, yeah that one was obvious. Strength too. Agility…” I scrolled down the page, getting an idea of what powers she had from eye-witness reports. “Plasma blasts from her wrists? Cool. She didn’t show those off last night. No flight though.” I thought back to days of studying the metahumans of old, focusing and understanding their powers. I’d hoped the knowledge would help me handle my own, and it had, in the beginning. Strength, flight, speed, and unbreakable skin were all well and good, but I still needed to know how to use what I had the best way possible. “She’s cute… and young.”
“A fan of superheroes, Mistress?” Maid Ash’s voice cut into my musing and I glanced up at them. Their back was still firmly shielding their gaze from anything… distracting.
“Always have been,” I admitted cautiously, my earlier conversation with Ellis ringing in my head, “I was born right before the Malice, I’ve always been curious about what I missed.”
“It’s hard to say. A couple of metas have popped up here and there, but the only one that seems to have stuck around is that Lady Midnight.” They shivered. “She seems like the sort you wouldn’t want to run into in a dark alley.”
“No,” I said dryly, “she sure doesn’t.” I held out the tablet to them, clearing my throat until they turned around and retrieved it. I didn’t let go immediately. “Do you know anything about this new hero, Stardust?”
They shrugged like this was a normal conversation, “She’s new, from what I’ve heard. Strong, young, and bright. Her suit was made by Arturis but in interviews she’s always firm that she works with them, not for them.” Their throat worked convulsively as they realized I was naked in the water. A cold smile played on my lips as I motioned for them to continue, “I mean, because it’s bad for a company to own a superhero. Like… a conflict of interests… or something.”
I reached up and drew a wet finger lovingly under their chin, feeling the bit of breath that slipped out of firmly shut lips. “Oh yes,” I said softly, “because owning people is such a terrible thing.”
Their mouth gaped as if trying to figure out what to say.
“The words you’re looking for are ‘no Mistress, I enjoy being owned.’”
They stammered over the words but eventually managed to get them out. I smiled and decided I’d played with them enough. I released the tablet, letting them retreat further back, but they didn’t run. I had to give them credit for that.
“Return that to Ellis,” I said briskly, all business once more. “and please tell her I request her presence in my chambers. Understood?”
“Yes Mistress.” They gave another curtsy, enthusiastic if a little wobbly, and dashed out of the room without waiting for a formal dismissal. Oh well, that’s something we would work on another day.
Ellis was only a moment behind me after I slipped into my room, still toweling off my raven-dark hair.
“She’s not like the other ones,” I said softly, “she has real powers, a lot of them, and she’s learning quickly how to use them.”
“She could be a danger to you.”
“Maybe, but I hope not. We’ll keep an eye on her for now, follow her sightings online and all that. I want to know what she does when she’s not trying to get in my way.”
“Of course, Mistress.” The maid turned and headed for the door as I stared at the lonely bed that took up a large chunk for the room.
“Ellis,” I called out before the maid could leave. I glanced back at her to see her smiling.
“I’ll send Andi to you right away Mistress.”
She knew me too damned well.
I sent her away with a smile and a soft word of thanks. A few minutes later a short woman wearing matching bra and panties covered in black fur bounded into the room, a bell tinkling as she approached. Her hair was black and purple and short, with black cat ears on top and around her neck was a heavy leather collar with a large silver bell hanging from the front. A belt around her waist matched the collar, and a long furry tail whipped around from it as she dashed in with furry stockings.
“Nyah!” Andi purred excitedly, bounding towards me with an energy I was jealous of. “You’re home!”
I opened my arms and accepted the enthusiastic hug from my little pet. “I missed you too little one. Come to bed with me?”
Her smile lit up the room better than any lightbulb ever could. “I thought you’d never ask.”
We smiled as we climbed into the bed in each other’s arms. Wrapped in the heat of her and the blanket, I drifted off to sleep, wondering when I would be seeing my little hero again.






Issue 3 – Night at the Museum

Lady Midnight



Museums have some heavy duty, state-of-the-art security these days. Things like infrared beams and weight sensors and seismic sensors and all sorts of crap. The downside to all those fun toys they spend so much damned money on? They all happen to run on electricity.
It took a call into an old contact of mine, and the promise of a large payday, but eventually they gave me the hook-up. A properly placed connection in the main security bank, done with a few superhuman feats while the museum was still open, and viola: No power to all that fancy security. And the company that’s supposed to monitor it? If the device worked as advertised, they’d be none the wiser.
I waltzed through the empty hallways. Literally waltzed, keeping the three-fourths time with a hand on my thigh as my earbuds played softly. Once again, data was more valuable than most of what was in here, but a handful of smaller paintings and objects I felt would be the most easily fenced went into my sack, along with handfuls of precious stones and small trinkets. If I was going to be here anyway, I might as well make a profit.
Slowly the main display loomed in front of me, a large glass case that was protecting a selection of jewelry from some royal vault or another. It didn’t really matter to me. They were precious, and there were people who would pay a lot for them. Run in the circles I did for long enough, you get to know people who can be helpful for things like that.
As tempted as I was to simply smash through the glass, I honestly found such displays of barbarism to be woefully outdated. Instead I used a simple glass cutter, pressing it to the display and spinning the wheel slowly but surely around. It was about halfway done when I caught the whiff of perfume. I didn’t wear perfume on the job, it was a distraction.
“You really have a problem with business hours, don’t you Lady Midnight?”
I didn’t have to turn around to know it was my favorite new superhero. I hadn’t seen her since the bank almost two months ago. Then again, I hadn’t had any noteworthy heists since then either. Times are rough and no one’s paying for an accomplished cat burglar right now.
“Stardust!” I announced in a cliché-villain-like boom, “we meet again!” I spun around, holding my arms in the air for dramatic effect as I made a poor attempt at a villainous laugh.
She merely raised an eyebrow, looking younger and younger every time I saw her. “Nice laugh,” she said, deadpan, “did you skip the day they taught that in villain school or something?”
I shrugged, rubbing a hand on my head, “yeah, I’ve never had to learn really, I’ve never had a hero attempt to banter and all that. I’ll practice, I promise.”
A smile briefly crossed her face, one I’d bet dollars to donuts was genuine. It disappeared without a trace and she stood up tall, her fists at her hips, and glared down her barely adult nose at me.
“Drop the loot and get on your knees,” she demanded, “arms behind your back.”
I gave her my own smile. “Oh, on my knees is it? Are we roleplaying now? Do I get a safeword?” The blush that crept up her face was all the reward I needed. “I’ve always liked to use ‘pomegranate’, personally. Or did you have something else in mind?”
“Shut up!” She snapped, running a hand distractedly through her hair. “Why can’t you be serious about this? You’re a thief and a villain, and I’m a hero. We’re supposed to fight!”
I cocked my head sideways as I pulled the glass cutter off the display behind me, thrusting it back into my bag. “Why?” I asked finally, picking up my loot and closing the distance between the two of us. “Why do we have to fight? What’s the point? It won’t change anything.”
“What are you talking about? I’ll stop you from stealing all this!” she waved at the bag, “and you’ll get put away somewhere so you can’t hurt anyone anymore! It’s the right thing to do!”
I doubled over with laughter. I couldn’t help it. All her posturing, all her quippy banter, her intense need to fight. The girl had clearly learned to be a superhero from old Saturday morning cartoon reruns.
The air rushed around me again, but I’d been at this game for five years. I twisted away from her fist, grasping the wrist and using her own momentum to toss her over my back—straight into the display with the royal finery. Pieces scattered to the ground, one particular tiara spinning to a stop at my feet, as Stardust lay on the ground for a moment, catching her breath.
“The right thing to do?” I repeated, still working the laughter out of my system. “Why, because it’s heroic? Is that why you keep getting involved with things that are too much for you?”
To her credit she was quick to stand up and face me over the debris. If she felt guilt for ruining the museum piece, she kept it to herself.
“I will stop you,” she said so softly I barely heard the words, “you will fall at my hands, I promise you.”
“Enough,” I said, raising my hands, “I’m not beating up a kid, I told you that last time. Do you really think anyone is going to be extra proud of you just for getting your ass kicked by me?”
“You can beat me up all you like, I will never stop coming for you.”
I managed a small smile, “my dear, so far you’ve been the only one trying to start a fight here. I’ve been trying to warn you away before you get yourself killed.”
“If I die, I’ll do it fighting. It’s what they would want.”
I threw my hands up in exasperation. “They? Who’s they? Your parents?” Her shoulders flinched. “Do you really think you’ll make your parents proud getting yourself killed?”
She had nothing to say to that, but she did turn her head away.
Sucking in a deep breath I took a few seconds to get centered again. I focused on breathing, in and out, until I had that rage under control again. “No parent should ever encourage a kid to start a fight they can’t hope to win. It’s idiotic!”
With a cry of rage Stardust dashed at me again. The little idiot wasn’t going to learn. I dodged, deflected, parried, tossed aside, and knocked her back too many times in the span of a few seconds. Each strike was faster and stronger than the last. She was getting better and stronger while fighting me. Under any other circumstance I’d consider that pretty awesome, but now wasn’t the time. She took advantage of the distraction and dodged a blow, grabbing my wrist and suddenly I was flying through the air. I landed hard on the ground, blowing out a breath.
Damn, it’d been a long time since something hit me like that. I got up, Stardust standing a few feet away, a pleased smile plastered on her face.
“What?”
“I got you.”
I snorted. “Sure, yeah, you got me. Point to Stardust.” I gave her a smile. “Old Amara still likes that throw, huh?”
She froze at the name and I chuckled.
“She was old enough when she trained me, she must be ancient now.”
“You… you were trained by Arturis?”
My teeth showed in a feral smile. “They really don’t tell you everything, do they?”
With a snarl she came at me again, but I wasn’t about to be distracted this time. She was damned fast, and strong to boot. But I was faster and stronger. She didn’t lay a hand on me, and she couldn’t seem to fathom why.
Damnit. Enough was enough. An angry high punch left her wide open and I slammed my open palm into her chest, to the right side. A loud crack echoed through the room and Stardust screamed and fell back, arms up protectively as if afraid I’d press the attack. I didn’t. I stood stock still, glaring down at the girl with what I hoped was a mix of pity and anger.
“What are you trying to prove?” I snapped, “You can’t beat me and you damned well know it.”
“I still need to try,” she managed to huff out between breaths.
I gave her a sharp once-over. “Your ribs are broken. It’ll be weeks before you’re up to taking me again.” I went back to my loot back and started removing a handful of things that were probably more trouble than they were worth. “Go home kid. Go home and don’t get in my way again.”
The girl looked lost and confused, holding a hand to her chest. I didn’t want to leave her like that. So young, so willing to get the job done. She wasn’t so different than I had been, once upon a time.
“Why won’t you finish it?”
I could only shake my head at her. When I found my words, it was something I’d wanted to say since the morning after that first meeting. “I saw you on TV after the bank heist,” I said slowly, watching her reactions. “You told them I hadn’t been able to steal as much because of your intervention.” She grimaced and I smiled. “You know how to take care of yourself, I’m sure you can do the same this time. Maybe tell them you actually fought me off or something. I don’t know, but give yourself some credit.”
“This isn’t over!” She shouted as I turned and headed back to the offices above the museum proper, where my data drive was hopefully finishing it’s download and upload.
I glanced back over my shoulder. “If that’s what you want. I’m certain your parents will be delighted to hear it.”
Right before I made it out of earshot, I could have sworn I heard the girl whisper, “Pomegranate.”






Issue 4 – Secrets

Lana



I hit the wood faster and faster, ignoring the injury and pushing harder and harder until it ached just to breathe. Midnight didn’t know about my healing factor. The broken ribs were already set and healing, despite her promise of the injury keeping me down for several weeks. They were still tender. Would be for a couple of days if I kept pushing myself like this. I didn’t let it stop me. I needed to be faster than her, stronger than her. I needed to be able to beat her. I needed to stop her from hurting anyone else like she hurt me.
A sharp crack echoed through the chamber and I leapt backwards, hands coming to my ribs as though they’d been broken again from the exertion. The moment of panic was quelled when I looked at the training dummy. The arms were worn down from my punches and the base had splintered. As I watched, the rest of the dummy teetered for a second then fell backwards with a resounding thud.
“Stardust,” a man’s voice came over the intercom as I grabbed a towel and tried to mop the sweat off my brow, “the director would like to see you.”
I grimaced. The old man. He creeped me out, but he was also the one I had to thank for these abilities. But for the first time in a long time, I wanted to see him too. I had questions only he could answer. I tossed a thumbs up to the training room controller in the office above and headed for the showers.
Under the deluge of hot water, I couldn’t help but think of Lady Midnight again. She seemed so… she wasn’t what I’d expected. Sure, growing up watching cartoons didn’t help the idea of what a supervillain should be in my head, but she wasn’t like that. Not violent, not wanting to make a mess. Hell, she could’ve destroyed the display case, not just cut the glass. Why do things like she does? And why wouldn’t she stop fooling around and fight me?
Dressed in a clean uniform and looking as professional as a barely responsible adult superhero like me could, I and my small duffel bag of civilian clothing took the elevator up to the prestigious heights of Arturis Tower. The doors slid open to reveal the gorgeous atrium that only the higher executives ever got to enjoy. Another elevator – don’t ask me why it was set up this way – took me a few floors higher and I walked the lonely hallway towards Director Trevor’s office. I knocked and heard a muffled voice I assumed was telling me to enter, and I slipped inside.
“Director Trevor,” I said by way of greeting. The man was past his prime, hunched over his desk by a back that had deformed from years of bad posture. What was left of his hair was mostly on the sides of his head, heavily salted with the odd sprinkling of pepper in there. His beady little eyes stared over his desk at me, and not for the first time I discovered I couldn’t read a thing that was going on in that mind of his. I wondered if Lady Midnight might have had better luck in that.
“Stardust, my dear,” he croaked with a voice that was used to shouting orders and having them obeyed, “I’m glad your wounds weren’t too severe.”
“No sir,” I shook my head, “she got in a lucky hit. I was still able to prevent her from getting most of what she wanted.” I glanced around the room for a moment before taking the inevitable step closer.
“The museum is full of priceless objects, and is also sponsored by Arturis. You did well to interrupt her.”
“Thank you, sir. Though you may consider speaking with their security company. Whatever the Lady managed to do there, it thoroughly knocked out all of their electronics.”
“We have a team with them as we speak, they will advise on how to make the place impenetrable.” He pushed himself back from the desk and the chair gave a loud squeak as it started to lower. The much shorter man stepped out from behind the solid oak, coming halfway across the room towards me. I did my best not to fidget and gave him my best professional smile.
“She—Lady Midnight—spoke to me tonight. She told me some things that didn’t make sense. Can you clear it up for me, sir?”
Any sort of positivity that may have been on his face before disappeared, leaving nothing but a cold, lifeless mask. “I can try.” Even his voice had gone entirely monotone.
I tried to find the words to be delicate. The man held my life in his hands in many ways, and I didn’t want to upset him.
“She’s mentioned other heroes coming after her. I know there were a couple of others before me, but what happened to them? Did she kill them all?”
He shook his head. “Most of them fell to her powers, as strong as she is. But several had… unstable abilities and are currently undergoing treatment in other labs until we can make them stable again.” His lips curled into a smile as fake as a three-dollar bill. “We’d never just abandon such important investments.”
A shiver ran down my spine at his words. Investments. Was that all we were to him?
“She also knew Amara, the woman who trained me in hand-to-hand combat. Did she… did Arturis create Lady Midnight?”
He shook his head far too quickly. “We had nothing to do with that monster. I don’t know where she came from, but she has been a thorn in our side for twenty years.” He glanced away. “The only metahuman who didn’t lose their powers in the Malice, and she had to be a villain.”
“At least she’s not like some of the villains from back then. The body count could be so much worse.”
He heaved a sigh. “You’re not wrong, but she is the reason Arturis is so intent on bringing metahumans back. With the right people protecting the public, villains like Lady Midnight will scurry back under the rocks they crawl out from.”
He wasn’t telling me everything. Obviously. But it was doubtful I’d get anything else out of him. I kept my mouth shut, nodding as if accepting his answers, and stared past him out the high windows of the office.
His windows looked out over the atrium, and from this height I could make out almost everything down there. It was easily my favorite place in the whole building. Calm, peaceful, and full of greenery. For a few moments you can forget you’re working in a skyscraper of steel and concrete and glass and enjoy nature. Too bad I could only come up here in uniform – I wasn’t supposed to let anyone know who I was.
“Have you given any thought to my offer yet? It is more than generous.” His voice broke me from my thoughts. I focused on him again and tried hard to keep my face neutral.
“As I said last time, sir, the answer is still no.” I took a deep breath and continued before he could try to argue. “As much as I do appreciate the offer to work for the Arturis Corporation, I feel like my… interests are best served as I am now. I am still happy to assist and work alongside you all, of course.”
Anger flashed in the man’s eyes, there and gone again in less than a second. “It was our technology that made you what you are,” he said softly, his voice bordering on threatening, “our tech that kept you alive after the accident. This would be a wonderful way to repay that kindness.”
“Meaning no disrespect,” I began, trying to channel the aloofness of Lady Midnight into my tone, “I do appreciate what you did for me, truly I do. But I need to be true to myself and true to the people I’m doing this for. I cannot in good conscience stick an Arturis Corporation logo on my ass and be your pet superhuman. Heroes should be available to everyone, not owned by those who can pay the most.”
Idealistic? Maybe, but that didn’t mean I’m not right.
“Very well,” the director said softly after a long moment of silence. He leaned against one of the chairs facing his desk, the very picture of nonchalance. “I was sure it wouldn’t hurt to ask. We are done with you for the day, maybe take some time off to let those ribs heal properly before you go out in the field again.”
A wave of his hand was as casual a dismissal as I’d ever seen. I took the elevator back down to the atrium. As the doors opened I gasped when I saw someone I wasn’t expecting. “Lily! What are you doing in here?”
Her smile lit up her face. A short-statured woman with bright pink hair and wide glasses, she dressed almost like a Japanese schoolgirl most of the time, thought right now she was a little more professional in a smart, if a little too baby pink, business suit.
“I was called to come pick you up! I guess we’ve got a few days off?”
We walked together to the other elevator and I crossed my arms over my chest to stop it from hurting as the thing shuddered and started moving to the ground floor. “Yeah, they want to make sure I’m fully healed before I hit the streets again. And if Lady Midnights keeps the same schedule as she has been, I’ll have plenty time to recover.”
Lily giggled and wrapped her arm around me, pulling me into a tight sideways hug. I sunk into her a little, feeling the tenderness in her touch. It was so easy to melt into this girl, but it was nothing compared to how it felt when Midnight had a hold of me. I shook my head at the thought. Where the hell had that come from?
“So, Lana, are you over this whole vengeance thing? Throwing in the towel? Hanging up the gloves? Something… something with the spurs?”
I patted her on the head awkwardly. “No, but maybe I have been going about this the wrong way,” I admitted, “She’s stronger than me, faster, better than me. I can’t take her head on. At least not yet. I don’t know what to do.”
“Well, you know the only reason to have a nemesis is to drive you to get stronger, right?” I could see her reflection in the elevator doors, the playful smile and simpering tone making it hard not to smile with her.
“Of course, you’d just have to be right, wouldn’t you?” I said, nuzzling her head a little. She made the cutest little delighted sound and I felt shivering pleasure creeping up my spine.
“Always, my dear, always.”
I kissed the top of her head and smiled. “I couldn’t do this without you. You know that, right?”
She laughed. “Arturis assigned me to you to oversee your activities,” she said, “I’m sure you’d say that to any handler.”
“Who knows? Maybe I just got lucky.”
“Maybe you did.” She laughed. “Maybe you did.”






Issue 5 – Nightlife

 Lady Midnight



Everybody in the club was jumping, jumping. Apparently, the DJ’s playlist hadn’t been updated in twenty years, or else they liked old music. Either way, I decided it was in the best interest of… well… everybody that I stop this heinous crime.
The levity in my brain didn’t last long. I tried, honestly. I hated going into a mission angry. The further I could separate myself from what I was about to do, the better. But this one was different. This one was personal.
I strode up to the double doors of the club, two large beefy guys standing in front of them with a velvet rope protecting them from the staggered line that went a few meters down the sidewalk. One nudged the other with his elbow when he saw me, and both cracked wide smiles that told me exactly what they thought of me.
“Sorry girly, but super—"
I didn’t let him finish, felling him with a single punch. The loud crack could have been his jaw or neck, but I didn’t really care right now. They were all expendable tonight.
The other bouncer stared at me for a moment, then threw up his hands and backed away. The rest of the line waiting to get in screamed and ran as I kicked the doors off their hinges. A short hallway led to the coat-check room, a young woman sitting behind the counter looking bored. Until she saw me.
It was a long moment before she put two and two together and shouted something almost… indignant, then reached for something behind the counter. I expected it to be a panic button of some kind, or even the fire alarm. Instead she straightened up with an Uzi held in both hands.
Bullets sprayed down the hallway as I walked closer and closer, each one having about the same effect as a bug hitting a windshield. I got to the counter as she ran out of ammo and grabbed her face, slamming it down as hard as I could. Something cracked and blood flew, the body going limp. I glanced down at the bullet holes in my suit and snarled. Bitch.
Pissed about my uniform, I stormed into the club proper as the dance music still thumped loudly enough to shake the tables that lined the outer rim of the room. The floor in the middle was smooth and glitzy, with a lighting apparatus overhead that must’ve cost more than most people take home in a year. It’d be a pity if something happened to it.
I don’t carry weapons, but sometimes an entrance calls for a little bit of extravagance. I pulled a small throwing knife, little more than the size of a dart, and threw it. Sparks showered down from the lights and the entire thing began to lean to one side, rocking dangerously. I smiled as most of the crowd screamed and ran for the doors, none of them offering me a second glance. The DJ did, though, and reached under his booth to come up with a sawed-off shotgun.
Buckshot hurts more than the nine-millimeters of the Uzi, but still wasn’t enough to even slow me down. The DJ went down, his teeth scratching the records he liked so damned much.
“Get with the times and get a better playlist,” I muttered as the lights in the club came up, shining brightly and illuminating everything that looked wrong with a place like this. Clubs weren’t made for lights, that’s for certain.
“Who the fuck are you?” A voice yelled. A man stood by the bar, a dozen people standing around him with weapons drawn. I didn’t answer. I walked out onto the dance floor, my heels clicking lightly and putting a swagger in my hips. The talker opened his stupid mouth again. “We don’t have a leather night here. Try Masquerade, down the block.”
“I’m here for you.” The words came out low and angry and they had the desired effect. Half of the asshole’s men froze in fear, the others began shooting blindly at me. More bugs, more windshield. It hurt but the pain didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered except him.
“What do you want?”
“You.”
They charged me. In thirty seconds, all but the one was sprawled on the floor, dead or unconscious, weapons strewn everywhere. The asshole running the show stared at the devastation and started backpedaling away from me. He bumped up against the door behind him, scrabbling for the knob. I dashed forward but not quite fast enough. He got into the back hallway, a white-walled purgatory where his fleeing footsteps echoed on the concrete. I didn’t bother speeding up. Let him run. He wouldn’t get far.
More goons poured out of side rooms – private rooms maybe, a basement, a kitchen, whatever. They all fell as I kept moving, kept stalking.
More gunfire, and somebody had something heavier than the usual small arms. A round hit my stomach and I doubled over for a moment, but I wasn’t down and I wasn’t out. He was going to be mine. A second throwing star found the goon with the larger weapon, an assault rifle using military grade ammo. Maybe I’d remember to ask where he got such a thing. It might not be a bad idea to have a supply.
The hallway littered with bodies behind me, I kicked open the door at the end. Another handgun, another slug slamming into my forehead. Another wasted effort.
“Do you know what the definition of insanity is?” He stared at me from across a rather posh-looking desk. More than likely his office then. He fired again to absolutely no effect and I laughed. “It’s doing the same thing, over and over and over again, and expecting a different result.” I cocked my head and stared at him with dead eyes. “Does that sound like what you’re experiencing right now?”
“Get the fuck away from me you psycho bitch!”
“Psycho bitch? Now is that any way to talk to the woman who’s about to rip your skull out of your head and beat you to death with it?”
He shouted something, I really couldn’t say what, and unloaded the heavy caliber pistol at me. I smiled, took the bullets with little grunts of annoyance. Stepping forward I threw the desk to the side. It smashed into the wall, stuck there as bits of drywall flaked off. He looked at the desk, looked back at me, and threw his arms up like they were going to save him.
“Why are you doing this? What do you want?”
I didn’t answer. There weren’t any words to say.
“I-I’ll give you anything. Anything! Money? Connections? I’ve got cops in my pocket all over the city, I could hook you up!” Words tumbled from his mouth, each and every one the sniveling whining of someone who didn’t deserve to live. “You want a boy? I can get you a boy! I can get you lots of boys! Or girls! I have a ton of girls. I’ll give you as many as you want just please leave me alone!”
The anger had only started to simmer, calming me enough to think things through clearly. But those words…
“You’re offering me people?” I said softly, the rage coming back now, all the stronger. “You took someone from me already and you’re offering me people you took from others? What kind of fucking monster are you?”
I didn’t give him the chance to reply before I grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the far wall. His screams bounced around the room and I slammed him again, and again. The wall behind him collapsed and I threw him back into the club proper, waiting for the satisfying sound of a body smashing hard against the ground.
But it never came.
I stalked through the hole, wondering where the asshole managed to land. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
A too young superhero in white and pink stood in the middle of the dance floor, holding the still-living man as he sobbed and clung to her like she was going to be able to save his life. Let him think that. It’ll make what I do to him all the sweeter.
“Go home princess,” I snapped, “I’m doling out lessons and yours isn’t on the syllabus until next month.”
Stardust didn’t leave. I knew she wouldn’t.
“You’ve hurt enough people tonight,” she said quietly, “let this one go.”
I shook my head. “Stay out of my way kid. You have no clue what’s going on here.”
“My eyes work well enough. This massacre of yours needs to come to an end Midnight.” She pulled him around behind her. He cowered back there, keeping the hero between us. “Come quietly. Turn yourself in. Even you need to realize that you’ve gone too far this time.”
My fists clenched, knuckles popping audibly. Damnit. She wasn’t supposed to get involved with this. Not tonight. She wasn’t ready to deal with this kind of hunt.
“Do you have any idea what kind of monster you’re trying to protect?”
She shook her head. “If he’s that bad then let the law take care of it. Due process. Justice. Let the police do their jobs.”
I barked out a laugh. “Justice? The police? How naïve can you possibly be? Princess, what world are you living in that you think that things get done like that?”
“I’m not naïve!"
“No? Well you sure as hell have no fucking clue what’s going on here!” I took in a deep breath, trying and failing to keep the anger in check. “He kidnaps people, Stardust. He takes them and he drugs them and he sells them to the highest bidders. Boys, girls, everything in between, it doesn’t matter to him. He’s a fucking monster!”
“Then why haven’t the police caught him?” She demanded, hands on her hips. I kept my eyes on the prize, who was slowly slinking away towards the exit. I dashed forward, quicker than she was expecting, and tossed him back into the middle of the dance floor where he lay sobbing. I turned and faced her over him again, fighting to try and find the words to make her understand.
“You don’t think they’ve tried? He buys them off! That’s what people with money do!” I let out a heaving sigh. “This isn’t a Saturday morning cartoon! This is real, and the real world has people who aren’t strong and noble and trying to make the world a better place no matter how much you want to believe it.”
She glanced away, looking lost. For a moment it looked like she might actually agree with me, but then her eyes regained that air of confidence and righteousness. So close, but this wasn’t going to end yet.
“Then bring him in yourself. Let the police find the real evidence. Help them put him away so he can’t just bribe his way out. Be a hero for a change!”
I stormed several steps closer, cracking the floor as I did. She hesitated then took a step back from the fury that radiated like heat around me. “You don’t fucking get it do you? I didn’t ask to be the villain, but I didn’t have a choice! Now they have me, and everyone thinks they’re better than me because I do the things that need to be done!” I glared down at the monster on the floor, remembering why I was here.
“I’ve said it before,” her voice was soft with conviction, “I’m doing th4e right thing! I can’t let you go around killing people!” Her eyes were filled with fear and I felt the anger start to slip away. I never wanted to see that look in her eyes. I never wanted to be the reason for it. Anything but that.
I looked from her to the asshole on the floor, but the anger didn’t flare again. This wasn’t about anger anymore. Tonight, it was about revenge. And she was only getting in my way. “I’m not in the mood to banter anymore. Go home princess. Go home to your fairy-tail world where people greet each other on the streets and no one ever gets hurt.”
She snarled and I had to stop myself from taking a step back. Damn. Kitty’s got fangs. “I am not your fucking princess! I know how the world works. I’ve lived through it! But that doesn’t mean I can let you choose who gets to live or die!
“Scum like this do not deserve to live!”
“And who made you the executioner?”
“The world needs someone who can make the hard choices. No one else will do it so that leaves it to me!”
“Fine!” She all but screamed, once more the small hairs on my neck standing on end from the force of it. This girl was surely something else. “You’re right! Is that what you want to hear? You’re right. This world isn’t perfect. But you and I aren’t any better than everyone else just because we have powers.”
My gut response went unsaid. She was right and I knew that better than most. But I couldn’t tell her that now. “No, but we have a responsibility to use our powers. To stop scum like this from preying on the world.”
“Then help me,” her voice was almost pleading as she held out her hand between us, “join me and we can work together. The two of us together could make things better. There wouldn’t be a need for Lady Midnight or Stardust then.”
A new kind of anger boiled deep inside. Not the hot rage that had seen me tear through the club after my target. No, this was something far deeper and far colder. She was trying to bring me back to the light? Oh honey. That only works in the movies. The only thing that could be counted on was vengeance, and that I was going to reap from this monster, or die trying.
“I guess it is time for your lesson then, princess.” My voice came out as ice and I dashed to my target before she could react. I pulled him to me and gripped his face between my hands, staring hard into those murderously blue orbs. “This man took someone from me. He had the audacity to take one of mine. I am the only one who deserves to punish him for it.” My eyes held hers, locked together, and I slammed my thumbs into the son of a bitch’s eye sockets. He screamed as his eyes gave way under my strength and blood burst all over my hands and arms.
“No!” She screamed and something bright and green slammed into my chest. Suddenly I was airborne, bloody hands flailing before I managed to bring myself to a stop. Lowering myself to the ground I stared at the hero standing before me, her face a mask of terror and rage. She raised her arms again and green energy collected around her wrists before shooting towards me and I started moving to keep ahead of them.
She was skilled with this ability, at least. A few of the bolts almost hit me as I flew around the open room. Her accuracy was impressive, but I was still faster than her. Those plasma blasts took out chairs and tables, tore up the polished floor, and smashed into the bar at the back of the club, but not a single one hit me again.
The screaming came to a slow end as the asshole stopped moving, face down in a puddle of his own blood. I stopped behind him, staring at Stardust as she kept those arms pointed at me, panting heavily.
“What have you done?”
I didn’t have the energy to even smirk at her. “I did the world a favor,” I said softly, “another monster off the streets. More kids that won’t go missing and be sold to foreign warlords. Or to clandestine organizations when they need human Guinea pigs.”
“H-how could you…”
I sighed, long and hard, as I turned to leave the club. “Trust me princess, after the first few, it just gets easier.”
Not the answer she wanted. She appeared in front of me and slammed a plasma blast into me at point-blank range. I reached out and grasped her other arm before I went flying, using her to keep us grounded as we skidded a few feet down the polished dance floor. She tried to follow up with another blast but I twisted her arm, sending it up into the ceiling. It shattered the long skylight above and glass rained down. We barely noticed at all as we traded blows, blocking and punching and kicking in a whirling dervish that ignored everything around save for our two bodies moving in synchronicity.
Rain pattered down on us, making the floor more slippery. Cuts to her face and arms sealed quickly, caused by the glass as we wrestled. That was something I filed away for later. I needed to focus. She had trained and gotten better at this, but I couldn’t let her win. There was still far too much to do.
I blocked her punch, parried a well-timed kick, then managed to wrap my arm around her throat and tighten as much as I could. She struggled, not anticipating the maneuver, and started thrashing around trying to take me off balance, but I held her tight.
“Give up, princess.” She kept twisting about, trying to kick my legs out from under me. I took us into the air, keeping the pressure on her windpipe without crushing the damned thing. “Shhhh,” I hissed, “that’s enough. More than enough. You fought. You tried. You should be proud of yourself.” She opened her mouth to say something but only gagging sounds came out. “Don’t struggle. You’re only making it worse for yourself.”
Her eyelids started to flutter, her thrashing becoming irregular spasms, and her strikes weren’t landing with any sort of power. Another few seconds and she just… stopped, becoming dead weight in my arms. I flew her over to one of the long couches in the VIP area, laying her down comfortably before checking and making sure she still had a pulse. It was still there, steady enough, and I let out a breath of relief.
“I’m sorry princess.” I hung my head over her, leaning over slightly to press my lips softly to her forehead. “I thought the way you did once upon a time. Then I saw the world didn’t work that way.” I turned away from her, heading back to the asshole I’d left on the floor. I stopped a few feet away, the illogical part of my brain hoping she could hear me, “Keep that nobility of yours, Stardust. Don’t be like me. Make the world better by fixing the problems, not being the cause of them.”
I moved back to the club owner and picked him up by the neck. To be safe, I twisted his head around, confirming my kill, then dropped him back on the ground. There was nothing else for me here. No data this time, nothing to take. I swore. Why did she have to interfere with this one? This wasn’t a heist. This was justice. This was taking scum off the streets. She wasn’t supposed to see this side of me. Not yet, at least.
With a sigh I lifted myself into the air, looking up into the rain as it fell all around me. The mask came off as I closed my eyes, rising slowly up until I passed out of the club and into the cold wetness. At least now I could pretend the lines of wetness I felt on my face was just the rain.






Issue 6 – Revelation

Victoria



“Fuck!” The light in the room dimmed as the lamp smashed against the wall, shattering into pieces. The TV on the wall was splintered and cracked, the picture flickering out. I grabbed something else heavy, throwing it through the air and reveling in the crunching sound the wall made when it connected.
“Fuck!” I screamed again, putting more holes in the walls as I threw whatever I could find in random directions.
I only stopped when there was nothing left within reach. My knees hit the ground and I slammed my hands down hard enough to crack the flooring.
Heart pounding, head aching, lungs laboring, I fought against the urge to wail and let the tears fall. She wasn’t supposed to see all that. Not yet. She wasn’t ready for it. I didn’t want to hurt her. Why did she keep forcing the issue? She needed to stay the fuck out of my way!
I screamed again, arms flailing uselessly at the empty space around me. The urge to do something physical was overwhelming and I leapt to my feet, pacing back and forth as my heels clacked on the hardwood floor. It was this moment that I realized I was still wearing my costume, the mask discarded carelessly on the bed. Shaking my head, I tried to remember even coming home.
“Fuck!” I cried and slammed my foot on the ground. The heel snapped clean off as my foot went through the floor to the ankle. Jagged wood clawed at my ankle in the barest scuffing of pain, but nothing pierced my skin. I wished it had.
“Mistress.” Ellis’ voice interrupted my thoughts. I glanced up to see her in the doorway, anger plain on her face as she folded her arms tightly across her chest. Beside her was Andi, staring at the destruction, her posture screaming that she wanted to run away.
Finally broken from my spiral I stopped and lowered myself to my knees, unable to stop the sobbing as I curled up on the floor. Soft hands on me petted and soothed, rubbing across the leather in a sensation that, on any other day, I’d normally be taking advantage of.
It took effort but they managed to get me up towards the bed. It, luckily, had been spared my hurricane of destruction that I realized had taken a toll on my bedroom.
“Mistress,” Ellis said again as strong hands moved under my chin, holding my head up until she could look in my eyes. “You need to change.”
I snarled at her. “I’m fine the way I am,” I snapped, brushing her away, “I know what I’m doing. I know what the world’s like. I know how to get through—”
“No, Mistress,” she said quickly, gesturing to my outfit, “You need to change your clothes. The rest of the house doesn’t know…”
I glanced down, then at Andi who was still hesitantly keeping further away from me than she ever had before. I took a deep breath, trying to center myself once more. What kind of Mistress lost her mind in front of her servants? What kind of owner showed that kind of anger around her pets?
“I’m sorry,” I said softly, more to Andi. I wanted to wipe that fear off her face. I couldn’t lose her… I couldn’t lose any of them. That was the whole reason this all happened in the first place.
“A bath,” Ellis said. She turned to Andi, “Please go ask Ash—shit, no, sorry. Ask Luci to draw the Mistress a bath.” She turned back to me, “while you bathe, I will have several of the slaves come in and clean your room. We won’t be able to replace everything tonight, but at least you’ll have a place to sleep. And,” she pointed to the mask on the bed, “put that stuff away. You don’t want everyone here to know.”
Andi started leaving the room when I reached out for her. “Please don’t leave me.” I hated the pleading in my tone. She hesitated long enough that I knew she was fighting with indecision. She finally turned, giving me a small smile. She opened her mouth to speak but I was quicker, “you don’t have to. This isn’t a command or an order. It’s a request, one you can deny, if you wish.” I couldn’t keep another tear from falling.
She let out a long breath, her usually chipper kitty-like energy all but gone with the seriousness of the situation. “I’ll stay,” she whispered, curling her hand in mine. Her face broke into a wicked smile, “UwU.”
I groaned loudly, laughing in spite of myself.
“But we need to have a conversation.” She said, standing close enough to know that this wasn’t a request either.
“You’re a bossy kitty.”
“Mrow!” She giggled, “I’ve got claws too you know.”
Ellis cleared her throat, “if that will be all, Mistress, I will see to your bath myself. It will be ready in twenty minutes. Please change before leaving your room.”
I hung my head, chastised by my own maid. “Thank you, Ellis.”
Her tight smile was more than I deserved as she left the room. I did as she asked, Andi helping me undress and put the mask and costume away in the closet.
“So,” Andi said as she pulled me onto the bed with her. “You like to cosplay as Lady Midnight?”
I fell apart, unable to stop the bubbling laughter of the absurdity of the words. She nuzzled into me and I let out a long soft breath as the giggles slowly subsided.
“I don’t know how to begin,” I said softly.
Andi nuzzled in closer and I could feel her mouth speak the words against my chest. “What happened tonight? You go out a lot, especially at night, but not through the front door. And I’ve never seen you come home like this…”
I sighed. “I didn’t want you to know. No one here but Ellis knows about me.” I paused to find the right words, “I’m not a bad person. I want you to know that.” I felt her nod against me and relief flooded through my bones. I remembered the fear on her face though, and I wanted to do anything I could to never make her feel like that again. “Tonight…” I sighed again, the aching pain of loss still clamping around my heart. “I lost one of mine. One of ours.”
I felt her face scrunch up against my bare skin. “Who… oh,” she said quietly, her voice wavering, “Ash. They haven’t been in for a few days. Are they okay?”
I shook my head. “No. They… they’re gone. And even I can’t bring them back.”
“What happened?”
“They asked for some time off, and I granted it. They had friends in town and wanted to spend time with them. I had no reason to deny it.” I sniffled a little. “They went to a club and got separated at some point. By the end of the night the friends couldn’t find them.”
“But you did?”
I shook my head, “no, I didn’t find them. But I did find out what happened to them. And who.”
Andi’s body went rigid in my arms. “What happened?”
“I went there tonight and made sure he would never hurt anyone ever again.”
“But… why would they hurt Ash…” she didn’t need me to answer for her as she quickly said, “oh… oh no. No, poor Ash.” She looked up at me with her kitten eyes full of unshed tears, “They killed them, didn’t they?” I nodded and she pressed her face to me. “They were my friend Mistress. They didn’t deserve that…”
“No, they didn’t. I dealt with one of them a few nights ago. The other got what was coming to him tonight.”
Her little soft hands curled into dainty fists. “I hope it hurt.”
I was glad she couldn’t see the feral smile I felt cross my lips. “My kitten, be assured that I made it hurt.”
She pulled back so I could see her face and the raging fire in her eyes. “Good,” she said, all kitten-like pretense gone from her voice. “I hope they suffered.”
“Mistress,” Ellis’ voice came from the door.
“Come in,” I called out, trying to make up the informality from earlier.
She did as asked, once again the very image of the prim and proper maid. There was no one like her, my Ellis. “Your bath is prepared Mistress.” She retrieved my robe and held it out for me. I took Andi’s hand softly.
“Come with me?”
She smiled. “I thought you’d never ask.”
I took her hand and pulled her off the bed. Ellis offered me the robe and left as I made myself moderately presentable.
“I’m sorry I scared you,” I said quietly before we left. “I never want to hurt you.”
She gave me that brilliant smile once more. “It was the anger that scared me, Mistress, not you. I don’t care that you’re Lady Midnight. Hell, I’ve rooted for you more often than I should probably admit.” She took a fighting stance, looking very much like a cat about to pounce on something, “hey, maybe I can be your sidekick. Lady Midnight and… umm…”
“Kitty-slave,” I said with a chuckle, earning a light-hearted swipe from my kitten’s claws.
“I’m serious. I’m pretty smart you know. And I can…” I glanced at her when she trailed off, hesitation in the tone.
“Can what, kitty?”
She cleared her throat like she couldn’t figure out how to mention it. “I can help you.”
I glanced at her, willing her to share the joke. When she didn’t, I narrowed my eyes. “You don’t have powers like me, and I’m not putting you in harms way. Not a chance.”
She shook her head. “No, not like that. I… you know I’m really good with computers, right?” I nodded. I’d helped pay for her college in return for her service. She was a computer whiz. “Well… I’m also really good with Herotech.” I stared at her. “Like… I mean I can build the stuff. And use it. And all of that. So… I mean, I can help you.”
I put my arm around her and patted her head. She leaned into the affection, making something akin to a purring noise. “Damn right you can help me. But not right now.” I smiled down at her with all the love and affection I could muster. “Come on kitty, let’s go get wet.”
She raised her eyebrows in a suggestive manner and I gave a sharp laugh. Leave it to a cat to be so damned cute and evil at the same time. Maybe I could pull it off too.
Thoughts of Stardust were still on my mind as we left the room, and I hoped she would come to see the truth behind everything next time we met.






Issue 7 – Non-Violent

Stardust



Three months. Three months since the nightclub incident, and Lady Midnight had been lying low. No sign of her, no heists, no attacks on anything. I didn’t trust it. And to be entirely honest, maybe I missed her a little. I knew I could get through to her if I just had the chance. She wasn’t a bad person, she said so herself. Maybe if I could get her to understand what she’d done…
It was hard to reconcile the feelings. I wanted to help her, to save her from herself, but I couldn’t ignore what she’d done to me in the first place. There still was a part of me that wanted to destroy her, to give her a taste of her own medicine. It was her turn to feel helpless and lost, to lose everyone she cared about. But as I glanced up at an empty sky, I gave a long sigh. There would be no lesson tonight.
I tried to hold back a yawn, but it was not to be stopped. A voice crackled through my earpiece, making me twitch.
“You okay out there?” Lily’s voice sounded almost as tired as I felt.
I smiled. “I’m alright. Just a little tired is all.” I stood on the edge of the tall building, my skirt ruffling in the wind. I liked the idea of looking like a noble figure, standing guard over the city. I chuckled. She’d say I was a romantic, probably. Or a silly child. Either way, the Lady wouldn’t understand.
“That’s because you don’t sleep. You’re patrolling every night, then having a regular life all day. Something’s got to give”
I sighed. “I know, I know. But it’s been too long since anyone’s seen her. She’s planning something, and I need to be there to stop her. I’m not going to let her kill someone again.”
“Honey… there was nothing you could have done, and you know it. I know you think you need to save this city, but you can’t be responsible for everyone. It doesn’t work that way.”
“Always with the pep talks. That’s why I love you.” I shook my head, trying to focus back on my job. “Have anything for me?”
She was quiet for a moment and I prepared to be disappointed. “Police scanner says there’s a high-speed pursuit on highway fifty-two, just south of downtown.”
“I’m on it!” I pumped a fist high and stepped off the building. I loved freefalls. It was honestly the most wonderful feeling in the world. The air whipping up to meet you as you fall, the sense of fear when you know there’s no way of stopping. But I did have a way to stop. I couldn’t fly, like Lady Midnight, but I had damned good aim. I pulled a small pneumatic launcher from my belt, courtesy of Arturis, and fitted it with a grappling hook. I fired at a building lower than me, watching with glee as it wrapped around a thick metal pole embedded in the concrete, then held on tight.
My arms screamed with pain as the thin cable caught and I swung like a living pendulum towards the street. I hit the button and the grapple retracted, the prongs folding inwards to detach from the pole. The long cable coiled back into the launcher as I landed on my feet on the sidewalk, putting on a burst of speed that would put any roadster to shame. The launcher went back into its pocket as I rocketed out of the downtown core, heading south towards the major highway that ran through the city.
I caught up to the police easily enough. Three of their squad cars were keeping their distance from their target, a classy sports car, Ferrari or Lamborghini, I couldn’t be sure from this distance. I slowed down a little to give a wave to the officers, letting them know I was there to help. One of them pointed to the faster car, mouthing words that I couldn’t quite make out. I nodded, hoping he was just telling me which car was the target.
I sped ahead of them, pushing myself for more speed. I was hitting my limit and could feel the pain in my legs starting to get to me. Focusing hard, I stayed on the car’s tail.
An exit off the highway loomed, the car clearly wanting to stay on the straightaway. If I was going to end this pursuit, I needed them off the highway, but I didn’t want them in a residential area either. I caught sight of the water barrels piled around the barricade between the road and the exit and grinned.
Slowing down a little, I sighted down my arm and fired a plasma blast. It hit the road right beside the car and the driver jerked sideways, towards the exit. I fired a second one, this time on the other side, and the driver jerked again. I fired once more, distracting them as the car smashed through all the barrels and crunched against the concrete barricade.
“Shit,” I winced. I’d hoped the driver would slow down before hitting, but it didn’t look like they did. The police cars caught up with us, the officers getting out and surrounding the car with weapons drawn. They waited, watching me until it hit me that they wanted me to check on the driver. Trying to hide the blush creeping its way up my face I pulled the door off the car with a single wrenching motion, pulling the dazed driver out a moment later.
The police took it from there and I dashed away, happy that I’d done some good, but also wondering where my nemesis was.
“Maybe I should call it a night,” I mused.
“It’d be a nice change of pace,” Lily’s voice sounded in my ear, “I mean, you need to get some rest at some point.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” I stopped long enough to get my bearings, looking up at the tall buildings surrounding me. It was by chance more than anything that I happened to see a dark shape in the sky, too big to be a bird but far too small and quiet to be an aircraft. “Son of a bitch.”
“What?”
“I think I found her.”
“Who? Lady Midnight?”
“Yeah,” I said, keeping an eye on her as I followed her from the ground. “She’s in the sky… it looks like she’s patrolling? Or maybe looking for something?” It wasn’t easy to keep her in sight. She kept disappearing behind buildings and I had to make a guess on which direction she was headed. I lost her twice but managed to find her again.
For almost ten minutes I followed her from below until I lost her over a skyscraper. Damn. I wanted to stop whatever she was doing before she started, not be late to the party like I always seemed to be. If I could stop her first, before there was any damage, then maybe I could get through to her. Or end it. Either way, I had to do something.
Leaping as hard and high as I could I made it to the top of a three-story building, then leapt from there to an even taller building. I caught a glimpse of her in the sky, flying low enough that she had to weave in and out of several buildings. Something was wrong. She flew back and forth, covering the same path time and again, her head swiveling from side to side and below constantly. Her behavior was… erratic. When a normal person started acting weird it was one thing… when a superhuman did the same? That could end badly.
I leapt to another building, then another. The next was far too high but I leapt anyway, thrusting a fist into the concrete that rose to the top of the skyscraper. I had to reach her and bring her down, any way possible.
“Lana what the hell are you doing?” Lily’s voice came over the earpiece.
“I need to get her down to my level. I can’t do anything if she stays in the air.”
“So use your damned suit,” she snapped. “Arturis outfitted you, did you think they wouldn’t give you a way to climb a damned building?”
I slapped my forehead. Well shit. I was so caught up in everything I… I shook my head.
“Sorry. You’re right. Damn it.” I reached down to activate the boots that—apparently—would allow me to walk and even run up the side of a building. I’d never actually tested it.
“Are you sure you should do that? Are you in the right head space for dealing with her right now? It hasn’t ended well thus far.”
“I need to do it. I’m a hero, remember?” I sped up the side of the building as my friend fell silent. Almost high enough. If she kept up the same pattern she should be passing by in a moment. I stopped at the right height, ready to leap. But she didn’t show up.
Shit. Had I miscalculated? Was I wrong? Did she leave?
“Funny meeting you here.”
I leapt off the building in surprise, falling two stories before I managed to reattach the boots. Heart pounding, I glanced up and saw the Lady floating down to my level, a sly grin on her face.
“Aww, did I scare you princess?”
“N-no,” I snapped, “I just… slipped.” Damn that smile of hers. How did it make me hate it and need it at the same time?
“Oh good, wouldn’t want to think you were scared of me.”
“W-why are you up here? I saw you from the ground. Are you looking for someone to rob or something?”
She shook her head. “Nothing nefarious tonight. I’m looking for someone. Someone… just someone.”
“Another target? Another person you’re going to murder?”
Her grin disappeared. “Don’t talk about things you don’t understand. Do I need to give you another lesson?”
I looked at the building I was hooked to. “I’m not in a position for another lesson.”
She glanced at the building, then at me. “I can fix that.”
I prepared myself for an attack that never came. Instead a strong arm wrapped around my waist, pulling me off the wall and launching us both into the air. This freefall was different than my controlled leap. I knew what I was doing that time, controlling the fall, ready for anything. This… this was a risk, a reward, and the greatest rush I’d ever felt.
And hell, I died eight months ago.
We landed on a roof nearby and I pulled away from her, dashing across the tar and gravel. I held up my hands in what I hoped was a peaceful gesture. “I don’t want another lesson. I don’t want anyone getting hurt.”
“Oh lighten up princess. I haven’t killed you yet, have I?”
“Not for lack of trying.”
“If I was trying, you wouldn’t be mouthing off to me right now.”
“Well look who’s all confident.”
She shook her head. “As nice as it is to see you, princess, I don’t have time to teach you tonight. I’m… I’m looking for someone.”
“You said that before. Maybe I can help.”
“Please, for the first time in months, listen to me.” She had a look on her face I hadn’t seen before. Serious, but not angry or upset. “Go home princess. I’m not going to hurt anyone tonight—as long as they don’t come for me first. But tonight is not the night for lessons. Go home.”
I wanted to argue but she stepped forward, putting her hand on my cheek, using a soft finger to keep my jaw shut. “No arguing princess. Go home, and we’ll fight another night. Please.”
Maybe it was the please, maybe it was the touch, but something sent shivers down my spine. I could only nod at her, an answer that seemed to please her as she stepped away.
“Good night princess. Get some sleep, you look like you need it.”
She disappeared into the sky and I stared after her, her touch lingering. “Sweet Goddess,” I whispered, “I think I want her to touch me again.”
“You what?”
I blanched at Lily’s tone and sputtered. “Nothing! Nothing! I… I uh… think I’m going to go home. Good night Lily.”
“Don’t you dare—” I pulled out the earpiece before she could say anything else. I ran a hand through my long magenta hair. Well… that was a fire I’d need to put out tomorrow. But for tonight, sleep sounded grand.
The universe was not that kind, however.
I was jumping the rooftops again when I heard a loud crash. A dumpster maybe? Metallic for sure, and heavy. I glanced down the alleyways round, trying to find the source. Not off this building. I moved to the next, still searching. It took a few minutes, but when I glanced over the edge there was a body on the asphalt.
“Damnit Midnight!” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, they felt wrong. It wasn’t her. She promised me. I leapt off the roof, falling the three stories and landing in a painful crouch. My legs didn’t break, bonus for me, and I staggered over to the body.
A young woman lay on the ground, black and purple hair splayed out over the ground. She was unrecognizable through the blood and bruises, but there was the barest hint of movement in her chest. She was alive!
“Lily, call the paramedics,” I snapped, reaching the woman and trying to stop the bleeding from a dozen cuts and abrasions. “Lily?” I reached up to my ear and remembered—I’d pulled the earpiece out. “Shit!”
I picked her up, stepping on something as I headed to the mouth of the alley. A pair of… cat ears? What the hell? Had she been wearing them? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. I needed to get her to a hospital.
“Ma’am!” A voice shouted as soon as I hit the sidewalk. “Put the body down and put your hands on your head.”
I spun. A uniformed police officer stood several meters away, gun out and trained on me. “Call an ambulance, this woman needs help.”
“Drop the body and put your hands on your head!”
“Didn’t you hear me? Call a fucking ambulance.”
“Dammit girl, get on your knees and put your hands on your head.”
“If I drop this girl she’ll die. She needs help!” I resisted the urge to just run off. I couldn’t say if he’d fire at me as I did, and I didn’t want to risk her getting hit.
“Stand down Officer Robertson.” A new voice came from the street. I spun to see a woman stepping out of an unmarked car. I hadn’t even noticed it pull up.
“Ma’am, please, call for help, this girl isn’t going—”
“Don’t worry Stardust, paramedics are on the way, one minute out.”
Skeptical as I was, she didn’t lie. An ambulance pulled up immediately and I laid her out on a gurney as soon as they had one ready.
“We’ll take it from here ma’am.”
I nodded and let them wheel the girl away as I turned to face the newcomer. Her partner, I assumed, was speaking with officer Robertson in a tone that didn’t sound pleased.
“Thank you, officer…”
“Detective,” she replied, “Detective Reilly. And you’re Stardust, the superhero who’s been mostly helpful to us… in everything except stopping Lady Midnight.”
I felt the heat rise up my cheeks but kept myself calm. “She’s stronger than me, but I’m working on it. At least I still try.”
She gave a long sigh. “You’re not wrong. No one else even wants to bother anymore. Nothing we have on the force can stop her.” She turned and headed for the alleyway. I followed, wanting to see the scene for myself. “Any idea what happened to the girl?”
I shook my head. “I assumed it was Lady Midnight at first, but it’s not her style. Leaving a poor girl beaten half to death in an alley? I can’t see her doing it.” I looked around, finding the cat ears again. They’d broken when I stepped on them, and grief flared in my chest.
Detective Reilly shook her head. “I want to apologize about Robertson. He’s not alone in not appreciating what you’re trying to do, but I get it. We spent too long not having the help of superhumans. It’ll take time, but I think you can change some minds.”
I blinked, glancing up at her. “I… I appreciate that.”
She smiled. “But I think you might want to head home and change your suit.” She pointed at my dress. “You’ve got blood on that one.”
“Oh… yeah… right.” I held out my hand to her. “Good to meet you Detective Reilly.”
“You too Stardust.” She took the hand and shook it. It was a firm shake, but not overpowering. “If you ever need police assistance, ask for me. I’ll help you out.”
I nodded my thanks and slipped out of the alleyway. The ambulance had already sped off and I looked around for Robertson, but he was gone too. There was nothing left for me here. Putting on a burst of speed one last time, I headed for home. I hoped the girl was going to be okay, whoever she was.






Issue 8 – Power

Victoria



“Hi,” I said as I stepped up to the desk. The nurse behind it glanced up at me, then went back to shuffling things on her desk.
“Good afternoon. Can I help you?” She didn’t even look me in the eye. Was she just not impressed, or was I that intimidating today? I was wearing black jeans and a black vest over a tight white blouse. Fitting for me, but not something I’d wear back at the house when I was… entertaining.
“I’m looking for someone who was brought in last night. Andi Robertson.”
“And your relation to her?”
I paused. Why was she asking that? “I’m… her girlfriend. We’ve lived together for three years.”
She shook her head. “I’m sorry, but the family has requested that she have no visitors except them.” She glanced up at me with a dark look on her face. “They were… insistent.”
I smiled my predator’s smile. “Oh, they’re going to be far worse than insistent in a moment.” The nurse’s eyes lifted, interested now, as I pulled a piece of paper from my purse and handed it to her. She looked it over, then called over another nurse, presumably her boss.
“This is accurate?” The newcomer asked. I nodded, reigning in the desire to reach across the desk and pummel them both until they told me where Andi was. “Let her in. Inform Mr. Robertson that he and his wife have no legal say here.”
“Room three-twelve,” the first nurse said. “Down the hall, follow the blue line.” She smiled, “I’m not sure if she’s awake, but you’re welcome to stay until she is.”
“Thank you.” The words were barely out of my mouth before I took off down the hall, following the directions. Two minutes later I stepped into the quiet of a darkened room with one occupied bed. I pushed the door most of the way closed behind me before hesitating. I didn’t want to see this. This wasn’t some asshole on the ground because he deserved to get his ass kicked. This was Andi. Someone had hurt my Andi. My fists clenched, knuckles popping with echoing cracks as I tried desperately not to put my fist through the wall or my foot through the floor. Again.
“Mistress?” A weak voice came from the bed. All thoughts of pointless destruction fled my head as I sped to her side, looking down at my pet and trying not to sob.
“Oh my kitten. What did they do to you?”
Her leg was in traction, along with one arm. The other arm was in a smaller cast, probably a fractured wrist from the size of it. Any skin that could be seen was heavily bruised while the rest was bandaged to cover the cuts and scrapes of the attack. One eye was so swollen I couldn’t even see her eye, the other was lumpy but not as bad. It was that eye that was barely open, staring at me.
“I’m sorry… Mistress.”
I shook my head. “No, no my pet. You have nothing to be sorry for. This is not your fault.”
“I-I-I should’ve listened,” She hiccupped, tears beginning to fall. “You told me not to go. You said they weren’t… weren’t being honest.”
A few days ago, Andi had gotten a call from her family. They missed her, wanted to see her. The bad part was, they hadn’t talked to her in years. They abandoned her, disowned her years ago because she didn’t want to be the person they demanded that she be. She wanted to be free, and yet not free. She came to me, and I gave her everything she wanted. They disowned her for that, and haven’t made any attempt until now to even speak with her.
“I don’t blame you love. I don’t. There’s no blame here except what’s on them.” Those toxic assholes. She missed them. No matter what happened, where she went, she still wanted to please her family. When you grow up looking at faces that show you nothing but disappointment, it’s so hard not to want to please them, to make those looks go away. “You focus on getting better, okay? I’ll take care of them.”
She started to nod before hissing in pain. “Him,” she said softly, “Danny. He…” The pain meds must’ve been working because she managed to get a few random slurred words out before falling into a deep sleep. I could only hope she wasn’t in pain while she was under. I took a seat in the chair next to the bed, pulling out Andi’s cat ears and collar and placing them on the bedside table. She’d want them when she woke up next.
I took her less casted hand and squeezed super gently, letting her know I was here, before sitting back in the chair and listening to the sound of filtered air and gentle beeping.
I was dozing off when the door opened. I glanced up to see someone in a police uniform creeping into the room, moving quietly and closing the door behind them.
“Danny,” I hissed, recognizing Andi’s older brother, the one who did whatever their parents demanded of him.
His eyes widened at the sight of me. “What the hell are you doing here? We told them no one but family was allowed in!”
I looked down my nose at the pathetic shithead. “I am family. More family to her than you ever were.”
“I’m his brother!”
“And I hold power of attorney.” I snapped, patting my purse.
“Liar!”
I laughed at him. “Nope. She signed the paperwork three years ago, when she came to live with me. She was desperate to keep you all out of making decisions in her life, no matter what happened.”
“But why?”
“You’re asking me why? Because you don’t care about her!” I stood up and came around the bed, getting into his face as my voice rose. “You and you family are pieces of shit who don’t care about who Andi is at all!”
“He’s not well,” he stammered, “he needs his family to take care of him. He’s… he’s mentally incapable of making decisions like that. We’ll take it to court!”
“Go for it,” I hissed, “and when you’ve wasted all your time and money, I’ll still have Andi’s best interests at heart, and you’ll have lost the sibling you never deserved.”
The door opened and a nurse came in flanked by two security guards. “What’s going on in here?”
Danny pointed at me, “she’s trespassing. She’s not family, she isn’t supposed to be here.”
Security glanced to me, but the nurse stopped them. It was the boss nurse from the front desk. “She has power of attorney for Ms. Robertson. This man is the one trespassing.”
The guard looked at the other, then to Danny. “Sorry Officer, until this all gets cleared up, you have to leave.”
“This isn’t over bitch! We’ll get him back from you if it’s the last thing we do.”
I gave him a savage smile. “Oh, it’ll be the last thing you do alright. That’s a promise.”
The guards left the room with Danny and the nurse gave me a welcome smile. “They aren’t going to take this lying down you know.”
I shook my head. “They can’t do anything, and if they try I will destroy them. They hurt my girl. Now they’re going to pay.”
The nurse’s smile was almost as savage as my own. “Good, I can’t wait to see it.”
She left and I returned to the chair, taking Andi’s hand again and kissing it lightly.
“They will never hurt you again Andi. Never.”
For the barest second I thought I saw a small smile appear over her lips. With a satisfied sigh I sat back in the chair, waiting for my pet to awaken once more.






Issue 9 – Pain and Pleasure

Stardust



“Lily, you’ve got to give me something.” I snapped over the earpiece, watching the seventh police car speed through the city in the last two minutes, sirens blaring and lights flashing. This late at night it meant only one thing: Lady Midnight was on the warpath again.
“I’m trying! The police band is all screwed up and the reports I’m getting don’t make any sense!”
“Just slow down and tell me what you have.”
“Okay.” I heard her take a deep breath. “What I’ve got is that something big is going down at HFPD headquarters, downtown.”
I nodded. The largest police building in Haven Falls, that’s where most of the paperwork and things were handled, but also acted as the base for the downtown division.
“Any idea what it is?”
She drew in a sudden breath and choked a little.
“Lily?”
“It’s her,” she whispered, “they’re saying it’s her.”
My entire body went cold with realization. “Oh no. Midnight…”
There was no more time for talking. I leapt off the roof and ran as fast as I could to police headquarters, praying I wouldn’t be too late.
The building was surrounded with police cars, their lights flashing red and blue at the buildings around them. I came to a stop in the middle of everything and suddenly had a dozen guns pointed at me. I raised my hands before a familiar voice ordered everyone to stand down.
“Stardust,” Detective Reilly said as she stepped forward, beckoning me out of the line of fire. “I don’t know if you’re the best person to be around right now, but we need all the help we can get.”
“What the hell is going on?”
She shook her head. “From what I’ve pieced together, Lady Midnight literally stormed the place. Anyone who gets in her way is getting hurt, and no one knows what the hell she wants or why she’s doing this.”
I bit my lip. I could guess, but I didn’t want to seem like I was on the Lady’s side. “Tell your people to stand down,” I said quickly.
“What?”
“Tell them to stand down. Midnight only hurts people who get in her way. The officers in there can’t take her, you know that. Tell them to get out of her way and keep their heads down.”
She shook her head. “They won’t listen…”
“Some of them might, and that will save more of them than coming at her full-force.”
She gave a long sigh. “I’ll try. Anything else you can think of?”
“She’s here for a reason. She doesn’t do anything without a reason.” I paused, choosing words wisely. “Do you… is there anyone who might be… might be doing something nefarious?”
“What are you implying?”
I shook my head. “Listen, the club owner she killed a few months ago was deep into human trafficking. She goes after bad people that others can’t touch. At least sometimes. This might be one of those times.”
“I knew about the club asshole. He was so tight with the right people we couldn’t touch him. I’m glad she did that one. But I don’t know of anyone in there personally that would be her target tonight.”
I nodded, taking a deep breath. I didn’t want to go in that building, but I didn’t have a choice. I had to do the right thing. For her. For Claire.
“Tell them to stand down,” I told her again, “stay out of her way, and I’m coming in.”
“If you’re going in you need a radio.”
I thought about it for a minute. “What channel are your radios on?”
She told me and I fed the info to Lily. It only took her a moment to patch my earpiece to her radio channel.
“Nice trick,” she commented, “the cute ones get all the fun toys.”
Heat rushed to my face and I turned away, heading for the headquarters.
“Good luck.” I heard her call after me. I thanked her silently. I was going to need it.
I nodded again and dashed into the building through the broken front doors. The place was wrecked. Officers in and out of uniform lay on the floor everywhere, some still twitching on the floor, others still as death. I slowed down and took my steps slowly, following the path of destruction. Bullet casings littered the floor, a broken shotgun here and there. Buckshot rolled around beside nightclubs and tasers. They’d tried everything to stop her, and nothing worked. How the hell was I going to do it?
“First floor seems clear,” I said loud enough the earpiece would pick it up. “Got a lot of wounded in here. I don’t know how many are unconscious or dead. I’m heading to the second floor now.”
“I put out the order not to engage,” Reilly’s voice came over the comm, “I don’t know how many are going to listen, but maybe it’ll help.”
“It will,” I replied. I was sure it would, but I didn’t want her asking why I was so certain. They might not be so kind to me if they knew the kind of feelings I was having for my nemesis. I shook my head. Not a good time to think about that.
The second floor looked about the same as the top floor. Moving quietly, picking my way through debris and bodies and spent ammunition, I could hear sobbing and gasping coming from several of the closed offices. “I might have witnesses. Stand by.”
I knocked on the door, softly. No answer. I opened it and leapt back when a gun was shoved in my face.
“Whoa, hold on. I’m here to help!”
A uniformed officer stood in the doorway, pistol steady in his hands. He was an older man, probably past his prime to be on foot patrol. “Who the hell are you?”
“I’m Stardust. I’m going after Lady Midnight. But I need you to evacuate the building.”
He nodded. “We barricaded in this office. She walked right by, didn’t even look for us. What kind of attack is this that she didn’t bother with a bunch of sitting ducks?”
“It’s a targeted attack. She’s after one person. I don’t know who.”
“Well I’m damned pleased it wasn’t any of us. I’ll get this group out and round up any others on this floor and the first that can move. She’s up on the third floor.”
I nodded. “Thanks officer…”
“Sergeant Collins. Go make her regret this, Stardust.”
“You got it.” I gave him a thumbs up and continued. “Reilly, you got that?”
“Collins is on his way out with survivors. I’ll let the crews down here know.”
“I think if you’re quiet and careful you can start cleaning up the first floor and maybe the second, find anyone that needs help. She’s busy on the third floor, and I’d prefer the building be empty as possible before I find her.”
“Roger that. I’ll give the orders.”
I hesitated at the bottom of the stairwell. Was I ready for this? I hadn’t been able to beat her before, how was this supposed to end any different? I shook my head. It didn’t matter. I needed to do something. Sitting back or running away wasn’t in my nature. I wasn’t going to let Claire’s death be for nothing.
I went up the stairs and opened the door slowly, taking in the scene. People milled around nearby, as if they were waiting for someone to open the door. Some were helping others walk, some were standing protectively in front of non-uniformed people who made themselves as small as possible. Everyone seemed to be watching something at the far end of the floor, where a hallway led to a larger bullpen from the looks of it.
“Attention,” I said, trying not to let my voice carry too far. “Time for you all to go. Evacuate the building please.”
One of the officers nearby shook his head. “She said she’d kill us if we left. She wanted witnesses.”
“Go anyway, get everyone out of here. I’ll handle her.”
They seemed reticent to listen, but then Reilly’s voice came over their radios, telling them to listen to me. They leapt into action after that, funneling everyone past me and into the stairwell. In two minutes, the floor was empty, save for whatever was in the next bullpen.
More hostages were idling around the walls in the second bullpen, watching what was happening in the middle of the room. The desks had been tossed aside, making a large clear area where Lady Midnight stood, a uniformed officer at her feet. He looked familiar…
“Go away princess. You don’t want any part of this.”
I shook my head. She hadn’t even looked at me. How did she know I was here? “I’m not leaving until you do. But all these other people don’t need to stay, do they?”
“I need witnesses. I need someone to tell the truth about who this piece of shit is. To tell people what he’s done.”
“Help me!” The piteous cry came from the man at her feet. I moved further into the bullpen, finally recognizing the man. Officer Robertson, the one who’d drawn his weapon on me the other day. I wasn’t impressed.
“Let the others go, and I’ll stay. I’ll be your witness.”
“This isn’t a slumber party kid. Go home and hide under your blankets until you grow up.”
“Everyone!” I raised my voice to reach the corners of the room. “Please make your way to the emergency exit on the other side of this hallway.” I stared down Midnight, but she still hadn’t even looked at me. “Lady Midnight will not hurt you.”
One person started to move past me. When Midnight didn’t react, the others found their spines and followed, leaving the three of us alone in the bullpen.
“Think about this Midnight,” I said softly, “you’ve attacked a police station. Do you understand what that means? Do you understand how terrible this is? You’re going to have the whole city after you!”
I saw the sneer on her face as I moved around, trying to get her to face me. “Let them come,” she snarled, “they’ll see what I do to this bastard and kneel before me.”
I blanched. “Kneel? What the hell is going on? Why are you doing this?”
“I’m going to tell you one last time Stardust. Go home. Get out of this business. Go back to a normal life and pretend you don’t have your powers.” She finally took her gaze off her victim to look at me. “Please, listen to me this time. You don’t want any part of this. You don’t want to get involved.”
I shook my head. “I’m already involved. I’ve been involved for months. I know you’re not the villain everyone thinks you are but doing things like this isn’t going to get anyone else to realize that! Why are you doing this?”
“This asshole,” she began, kicking him in the chest. Something cracked loudly and he curled up on himself. “hurt someone important to a friend of mine. He almost killed her. And why did he do it? Tell her.”
Robertson only whimpered on the ground.
“Tell her!” She shouted and he flinched, looking up and trying to find me with teary eyes.
“I…I hurt him—” Midnight stomped her foot on the ground, right beside his hand, “-her. I hurt her. Because…”
“Tell her everything,” She snarled.
“I hurt her because she’s a freak!” He yelled. “Because he-she spit on the family, deciding that-that thing was more important than us! It didn’t care about our reputation, the family name! Selfish piece of—” He didn’t get to finish the sentence as Midnight dug her foot into his chest again, making him scream.
“You hear him,” she said softly, “he admitted it. He confessed. Do you think his fellow officers are going to come in here and arrest him? Or is the high and mighty Robertson family name going to come down like a hammer and get him out of trouble?” She shook her head. “You know this world isn’t fair. You know people who are connected can’t be touched. At least… they think they can’t.”
“It’s not for you to play executioner, we’ve been over this before.”
“Yeah, and I disagreed with you. If people like me don’t do it, who else is going to stop monsters like this one?”
I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say. What could I say? I couldn’t argue. But it wasn’t right either. I always believed that an eye for an eye made the whole world go blind. We aren’t savages, aren’t animals. We have laws and those who can uphold them should. Otherwise everything is just… anarchy.
“So we find someone to prosecute him. I’ll help you! We can do it together. But we aren’t the ones who can decide who to kill and who not too!”
“Why not? Why can’t we be those people? We are stronger than other people. We have the power to change the world. Why don’t we? Why let sniveling weasels like this live to prey on other people?”
I could scream at her until I’m blue in the face and nothing would change. She was adamant, unchanging in her ways. Maybe there was another way.
“Take me.”
Her eyes widened. “What?”
“L—Stardust? What are you doing?” Lily’s voice came over the comm at the same time.
“Stardust this isn’t a game,” Reilly’s voice echoed Lily’s but I ignored them both.
“Take me instead. I’ll stand in for him. I can take it, you know I can, and he won’t have to die.”
She looked confused. “I don’t…”
“That was something once upon a time, wasn’t it? Someone could volunteer to take a condemned person’s place? Maybe it’s wishful thinking but… if it saves a person’s life, who am I not to do it?”
She stared at me for a long hard minute and I held my breath. Maybe this was going to work?
“This is what it is to have powers, Midnight. We aren’t better than everyone else, but we should strive to be.”
“Goddess…” she muttered so quietly I could barely hear her. “Why did you have to be so damned noble? Why are you so… so good?”
This was the only window I was going to get.
I dashed forward and slid across the floor, hitting Robertson with enough force to knock him across the room and into a pile of desks. It probably didn’t hurt as badly as what Midnight was going to do to him… I hoped.
A hand grasped my hair and yanked me up, her reaction far quicker than I expected. With a snarl her fist found my stomach and I doubled over, gagging, while she held my head against the reflex. I twisted and bucked, trying to free myself, but her grip was too tight, too sure. Taking two more hits I yanked my head back, feeling hair come out at the roots in her hand. I slammed my forehead towards her, taking her in the eyes with enough force to make a thunderous noise. She staggered back, blood dripping from a cut on her eyebrow. My eyes shot up. Unbreakable skin huh?
She felt it too, a hand reaching up to touch the bead of blood. “Well, that’s new.” She looked back at me, the most savage smile I’d ever seen blooming on her face. “Nice try princess. I see you’re learning some things.”
Then she caught her breath and made me hurt.
I wasn’t fast enough to catch her attacks, to block or dodge or anything. Her fist almost went through my stomach and the panic suddenly began. When we’d fought before she wasn’t hitting me like this, and she was moving slower. Whatever was happening in her head tonight, she wasn’t holding back.
It was over in thirty seconds, but it felt like over an hour of being pummeled by a woman I thought I could stand up to. The last hit, a blow to my jaw, made a horrible cracking sound and the pain flared through me, making the world start to go white. More pain came as she snapped my leg and I screamed as a shard of bone jutted out in a spray of blood. I could hear Lily’s panicked voice in my ear, but the words were garbled and incoherent as I tried to fight against the waves of pain and shock and… and… betrayal.
I never thought she would hurt me like this. I never thought she had it in her. I was wrong.
“Don’t you fucking move,” she said as I lay on the ground, gasping for breath and urging my body to heal quickly. “I’ll deal with you in a moment.”
Vaguely I could hear Reilly’s voice over the earpiece, calling to all her officers to storm the building. I tried to tell them no, don’t come, but my voice failed me. I stared through a bleary haze at Lady Midnight, stalking towards Robertson with no one to stop her. She took him out at the knees in one swift blow and he screamed loud enough to be heard outside the building. Both knees broken, he writhed on the floor. She wound up and hit him again. And again. And again. She broke his bones, tore his muscles, and bloodied him to a pulp. When she was finished, she left him on the ground and stormed her way back to me.
I expected the same treatment as the officer. What I got was almost worse. A tender hand caressed my throat, long fingers lingering until they moved up towards my chin. I felt my head tilted upwards until I could meet her eyes.
“He’ll live,” she said softly, the words coming out in an almost loving whisper, “for you, he’ll live. He’ll wish he didn’t though.”
I felt her hand in my hair, tangling gently as it trailed down. I kept the moan inside until pain made me flinch as she dug her fingers into my ear, pulling out the earpiece.
“Arturis,” she scoffed. “Fucking pricks.” She palmed the earpiece, forcing my attention on her, on what she was doing to me, on the lips that moves so gracefully my addled mind couldn’t begin to comprehend how.
“I-I-I,” I managed to moan, my jaw out of place and brain unable to form words.
“You,” she cooed, those fingers of hers sending shivers down my pain-racked body, “I gave you a chance. I told you to walk away. But you refused. You wouldn’t leave well enough alone, would you?”
I managed to get enough strength to shake my head and belted out a mumbled, “never.”
Those fingers tightened suddenly around my throat. I could breathe still, but her fingers dug in painfully on the sides and made it hard to think as she pulled me closer to her.
“Well, you now have my complete and undivided attention.” I shivered again at the words, “Everything I do now, will be for you. I will make you understand your mistake, crossing me, and then I will break you. I will tear you down, tear you apart, and make you scream.” She leaned down even further, pressing those lips of hers softly against my own. It was all I could do not to melt into that kiss. “I look forward to it.”
I flopped to the ground as she released me, trying to get things working again. I could feel my jaw getting better by the second, but the leg was going to take a lot longer. I couldn’t take her like this. Hell, I couldn’t take her at peak condition. I knew that now more than ever.
She brought my earpiece up to her lips, talking loudly enough that no one listening could mistake her words. “Attention Haven Falls Police,” she began, “and the Arturis Corporation, because I know you’re listening. This all happened because you refused to police one of your own. He hurt someone, badly, and no one was going to do a thing about it. I rectified that situation. If you decide to come for me because of it, more lessons will follow. I did what had to be done. I do what must be done.” She paused for a long second, then turned back to me. “Tonight, I will teach you the price of getting in my way.” The way her eyes lingered on me made weird things happen in my brain. My fear and pleasure sensors seemed to be getting their signals mixed up, because I wanted her to look at me like that again and again as she knelt beside me.
I reached out to touch her and she gently batted my hand away, putting her hand on my chin again. “The final lesson to you all,” she murmured into the earpiece. “I’m going to kill your darling superhero.”
By the time my brain processed her words she’d dropped the earpiece and grabbed my head in both hands. I bucked frantically but she was too strong. There was nothing I could do. My panicked heart beat a hundred miles a minute and I tried to get the words out, but my jaw was locked tight. You’d think I wouldn’t be so damned afraid of death. It wasn’t going to be my first time. But there it was. That fear, that unassailable fear.
What would come next?
I never got the answer before I felt her grip tighten and suddenly my neck snapped sideways. Everything dissolved into darkness, and a terrifying absence of pain.






Issue 10 – One year ago

Lana



Consciousness is a bitch. When the lights finally turned back on all I wanted to do was go back to sleep. I was exhausted. All-nighters at the diner, college during the day, and trying to make sure I was eating healthy enough between it all was running me ragged.
“Lana!” I opened my eyes to allow in the offending light, knowing that voice and finding it wanting.
“Go away.”
“Not going to happen little sis!” Claire bounded into the room, my older sister her usual morning-person self so much that I wanted to beat her in the face with a mug of coffee. “You have class, I have work, and we have our movie date tonight, so get up and get dressed princess!”
I chucked one of my pillows in the general direction of the doorway. It hit the ground halfway there and Claire laughed.
“You’ve got to work on that aim.”
“Aiming’s for pussies.” I muttered, “I’ll write a program that’ll aim for me. Then you’ll be sorry.”
“I’m sorry? What was that? I couldn’t hear you with all the sleepiness in your mouth.”
“Go away you energetic squirrel!” I shouted, pulling the covers back over me and trying desperately to fall back asleep. Except sleep refused to see me. Maybe they were angry I kept blowing them off, but a girl’s got to make a living while putting herself through school.
With multiple disappointed grunts and grumbles I dragged myself out of bed and proceeded to get ready for the day. It took a while to track down all my school stuff, especially my laptop that had hidden itself quite cleverly under the pillow I didn’t throw at Claire. I recalled falling asleep doing homework last night, after working until four in the morning.
“Ugh,” I muttered. “Three hours of sleep.”
Claire barged into my room once more, this time bearing a mug of steaming hot liquid that I hated but required for the pick-me-up. “You know this schedule is killing you, right?”
I shrugged, “You let me live here, there’s no way I’m going to be a freeloader. I’m paying you rent no matter what.”
“So get a different job that doesn’t make you work all night and go to school all day.”
“I’m managing.”
“You’re a zombie.”
I took a sip of hot, hot coffee and grimaced. “Brains…” I intoned, giving her my most dead-eyed stare.
“All right zombie-girl. Just don’t tell me I don’t care about you.”
I smiled. I couldn’t help it. Claire was the sweetest person in the world, always has been. If it hadn’t been for her… no. It wasn’t good to think about what could have been. Life was better than that, and that’s how it was going to stay.
“Go on, oh high and mighty home-owner. I need to head for school.”
She laughed. “Want a ride?”
“Does a priest shit in the woods?”
She cocked her head to the side. “Umm… no?”
“It was rhetorical. Let’s go.”
A bus ride normally took over an hour to get to school, but with Claire driving we were halfway there in ten minutes. I stared out the window, going over my program in my head and making sure I had the code right when suddenly we turned off course.
“What’s going on?”
“The Parkway Bridge is still being repaired, remember?”
“Oh shit, yeah, I forgot. The bus has been detouring for three months.” The Parkway bridge passed over a handful of surface streets as a shortcut through the downtown core. It was popular, busy, and quite the achievement of engineering… until four months ago when Lady Midnight decided to take a stand on it. It became the newest scene of her scraps with the other heroes that kept popping up to stop the superpowered villain, and each one that came seemed to bring with them more collateral damage than the last. “I can’t wait till someone puts that bitch in her place.”
“I know, right? Like, if this was before the Malice, she wouldn’t stand a chance against heroes like Stellar or The Commander.”
“I always had a soft spot for Fatale,” I said, “I can’t to see that movie tonight. Think they’ll get anything about her right?”
“Goddess I hope so. If they totally ignore the source material I’m going to be so pissed. I mean, the woman was our mother. She deserves to be remembered.”
“Yeah,” I said softly, “she sure does.”
I’d been born a few months after the Malice, after my mother had been depowered along with most of the other metahumans. I speculated my father had been a meta too, but he disappeared before I was born, so who knew? If Claire did, she’d never said anything. Mom died when I was young… an explosion at the lab she worked at. Arturis said it was Lady Midnight, trying to sabotage their efforts to create heroes. If they were right that bitch had a lot to answer for. I wished I could be the one to do it.
I said goodbye to Claire as she dropped me off, and jogged up towards the campus, looking around for anyone I knew. I chuckled. Of course, she’d be the first—she always stood out.
“Andi!” I called out.
“Hey Lana!” The dark-haired girl with the cat-ear headband was quick to join me. We’d had classes together for the last couple years, and I honestly wouldn’t have made it this far if it wasn’t for her big brain. The things she could make a computer do… wow. “How was your weekend?”
I shrugged, “not long enough between work and homework.” I mused for a moment. “Hey, we missed you on Saturday though.”
“What? Why?”
“You didn’t remember? The Arturis Blood Drive? You said you’d try to meet up with us.”
“Oh shit, I totally forgot. I was… busy.”
“Busy eh?” I nudged her, noting the new necklace around her throat. She had the graciousness to look embarrassed as the blush crept up her cheeks.
“Maybe…” she trailed off happily.
“Things are going well then?” I had no idea who this woman was, but Andi had been with her for years, and I never saw her unhappy about it.
She nodded. “She gave me a day collar—necklace, I mean.” She pulled it out so I could see it clearly. It looked like a metal heart, but it was bound up in a Celtic knot. “She called it a bound heart.” She sighed. “I love it so much.”
“You know, I’m going to have to meet her one day, make sure she’s good for you,” I said with a smile.
She smiled back, then turned and dug into her purse. A moment later she pulled out a well-worn business card and handed it to me. “Who knows, she might change your life too.”
I smiled and took the card. It was plain, bent and a little torn, but the name and phone number were whole. Victoria Eurille. I flipped it over, noting a handwritten number and a little heart drawn on it.
“I think I could use a change,” I admitted.
Arm in arm we headed towards our first class as I interrogated Andi about the homework and how her super brain managed to get through it.
As much as I don’t sleep, I managed to stay awake and coherent through the entire day, and still felt up to sitting in a dark movie theatre to see a movie based on the anti-hero identity of my mother. The movie was pretty awesome, showcasing her powers from changing her hair color on a whim to her enhanced agility and acrobatics. It was a love letter to a bygone age, and I think both Claire and I had tears in our eyes when the movie ended.
On the ride home we decided to take the long way, both of us keyed up from the adrenaline of the movie. Turning onto Harbor Road, we talked over each other, comparing the movie to what we knew of our mom and what the comic books had to say. Art rarely had the truth of real life, but they didn’t do too badly with this one.
We were so deep in our conversation neither of us were prepared for when the building in front of us exploded outward, showering concrete and steel down onto the car. Claire slammed on the brakes but too late—the hood was crushed under the weight of bits of building.
“Claire!” I screamed as the car came to a sudden halt and we were lashed forward into the airbags. Dizzy and trying to blink powder out of my eyes I put my arm over to my sister, shaking her.
“I’m awake,” she said softly, her eyes unblinking, staring out the window. I followed her gaze. There was the supervillain, Lady Midnight, fighting a mountain of a man. What was his name again? Protean, my addled brain offered.
I wrenched open my door but got caught by the seatbelt. I pulled at it, struggling, but it wouldn’t give. Claire was already out and heading around the car, coming up beside me and attacking the buckle savagely. My sister always become a different person when it came to protecting me. For a moment I felt safe—then more debris rained down on the car and Claire pulled me free right before a massive chunk of concrete crushed the front seats.
“Run!” Claire yelled and she pulled me to my feet, running towards the harbor. I stumbled but kept my feet, trying to keep up with her. But she was so much stronger than me. I couldn’t keep up. I never could measure up to her. She was always saving me. I stumbled and fell, my arm wrenching out of her grasp. I landed on hands and knees, barely able to breathe, when something behind me roared with rage. I glanced over my shoulder, watching Protean lift what was left of Claire’s car and throw it at Midnight. She dodged it easily, then turned to watch its progress. So did I. I followed it with my eyes as it sailed over me and smashed squarely into Claire, tossing both it and her into the harbor.
“No!” I screamed until my throat was raw. I was on my feet without thinking about it, dashing towards the water. “No! Claire!” Something hard hit me in the back and pain blossomed through my body for a split second before I landed face-first in the water. It didn’t matter though. I needed to find Claire. It didn’t matter that I couldn’t feel my legs or get them to move. I was still moving my arms, still sinking down into the murk, searching with my hands for the metal of the car. “Claire!” I screamed again, bubbles releasing from my mouth and my lungs filling with painful salt water. I didn’t care. I had to find her. It was my turn… my turn… to save her.
Please… let me save her.






Issue 11 – Consequences
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Two days. Two days and she hadn’t come back yet. I shook my head. What did I do? She was supposed to be healed and back on the scene by now. It was a power play, a show. I needed to make sure no one would challenge my power. I didn’t think… I didn’t know she might not come back.
“Shit,” I breathed, earning stares from the others in the elevator. I promptly ignored them, waiting for the doors to open. I bypassed the nurse’s desk on the third floor and headed straight for Andi’s room. No one tried to stop me. The lawsuit her brother had promised never came to pass. Hell, they hadn’t even tried to contact her since Danny Robertson was severely injured by a certain supervillain. That same supervillain may have visited the patriarch of the family as well, warning him that should anything happen to Andi again, the entire family would regret it.
Andi was asleep when I got to her room. The quiet air was only broken by the beeping of her machines and the air flow in her oxygen mask. She looked so peaceful, but the casts and bandages told the terrible truth. Her eye was getting better, the swelling going down, and her wrist fracture was healing nicely. Her leg and arm were still in traction, but she was doing better overall. There were even hours she was awake for most of it. I couldn’t wait to take her home. I wanted her back. I needed her. Lady Midnight needed her.
Maybe if she were at home, I wouldn’t have done what I did.
I settled in the chair, pulling another pair of ears and a light collar out of my purse. Whenever she woke, I helped her put the ears in her hair. The collar was still too much right now, but having it in sight seemed to help. She was who she was. I wouldn’t allow anyone to change that. Not her family. Not even me.
I nodded off in the chair, lulled by the soft sounds of the room. Sleep was something that never came easily, and since that fight with Stardust… I couldn’t remember napping longer than an hour at a time. Spending most of my time in the hospital didn’t help. The chair wasn’t exactly made to sleep in.
An hour passed, maybe a little more, when I woke to my name being murmured. Andi was awake, her good eye looking at me with a hooded lid. I smiled at her, stretching and feeling my spine pop several times.
“Hey pet. I missed you.”
There was no response. I caught her eye, but she only stared at me. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking.
“My pet? Are you okay?”
Her eye flickered, brows furrowing. Was she… was she angry?
“Why?” Her voice was soft, weak, and it hurt to hear it like that. The vibrant energy she always had was gone, replaced with a void that sent chills through me.
“Why what?” I asked, “your brother? He deserved it and you know it. I made sure he and your parents will never hurt you again. Ever.”
“No. Not him.” Tears started running from her eyes, welling up under the swelling skin. “Her. Stardust. Why did you kill her?”
I flinched. Not the question I wanted to hear. “Who told you?”
Her arm moved vaguely in the direction of the television attached to the ceiling.
“Shit, I should have known.” I looked away from her, unable to stand that gaze any longer. “I… needed to make a statement. And I needed to teach her not to get in my way.”
“You killed her,” she whispered, “You killed the woman who saved me! You’re a… a monster.”
“I’m not,” I snapped. “I did her a favor. She wasn’t cut out for this shit. She couldn’t stop me! How the hell could she stand against anyone else? And I was using kid gloves! I took it easy on her and she still failed! What if something worse than me comes along? Is she going to beat her head against them until they do something worse than just killing her?” I shook my head, “I gave her an out more than once. She wouldn’t back down. So… I did what I thought I had to.”
She stayed silent. I deserved it. It wasn’t fair to dump the anger out on her, but I had plenty to spare.
But without something to let it out on, it would only well up. And a perfect example of letting my anger get the best of me happened only two nights earlier.
“Look…” I started, desperate now, “I did what I had to do! You need to understand that Andi. Please! She challenged me! I couldn’t just let her walk away. I needed to… I needed to do something! Please Andi. Please understand!”
She was quiet for so long I thought she’d fallen asleep again. But her eye still bored into me, giving me nothing. “I love you, Victoria.”
My heart stopped at the sound of my name from her lips.
“Andi…”
“I love you, Victoria,” she said again, her voice getting stronger, “I do. But right now… I don’t think I like you very much.” I opened my mouth to say something, but she cut me off with the slightest wave of her less damaged hand. “You’ve worried me in the past. You’ve scared me even. But I’ve never… never been disappointed in you.”
“But I…”
“No, Victoria. No excuses.” She looked away from me. “I think I’d like to be alone now.”
“Andi please…”
“Persephone.”
Fuck. Her safeword. The one that meant ‘red light’. During a scene we’d come to an immediate stop and there would be communication and probably cuddling as we worked out what went wrong. In this case, I had a feeling that neither of those were an option today.
I stood up and headed for the door. Her eye didn’t follow me, looking away the whole time. “Please,” I said softly, unable to face her either, “please forgive me.”
With no words spoken before I reached the door, I left in utter silence.
What had I done?
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I was used to late nights, long days, and no sleep. Being awake after those days was never fun. Waking up after having my neck snapped by someone who meant something to me? Suddenly I discovered a new low in pain and desolation.
Even before my eyes opened, I could feel the pain of the dozen scrapes and bruises and broken bones Midnight had inflicted. My neck was the only place that wasn’t in pain. My body must’ve spent time fixing that first, I surmised. Wouldn’t the lab rats be jealous. They hated when I had epiphanies about my powers before they did.
Either way my heart was beating, my brain was working, and I could turn my head from side to side. Progress, I guess. Truthfully, all I wanted to do was go back to sleep.
But Arturis had other plans.
“Welcome back Lana,” a man’s voice said. I’d hoped feigning sleep would get me a little more rest, but the machines I was hooked to betrayed me. “You gave us all a pretty big scare.”
“I gave you a scare?” I replied, my words rusty and dry. I coughed, trying to clear the dust out. “Sorry, but I’m pretty sure I’m the one who was fucking killed.”
The older man looked almost confused and I bit back on my anger. He didn’t deserve it.
“Sorry, Dr. Watkins.”
Watkins shook his head, giving me a small smile, “not at all my dear,” he said, visibly shaking himself to shrug it off. His slight Brit accent got a little more pronounced, “I suppose it’s warranted. You did spend the last three days unconscious. We were worried you wouldn’t wake up.”
“So was I,” I said softly. The last thing I remembered was Midnight’s hands on my head, her fingers caressing my face, my chin. I shuddered. Those fingers… I could still feel them. “Where is she?”
He watched me for a second, eyebrows raised. “She… who?”
“Midnight. Where is she?”
He shook his head. “No idea. She hasn’t been seen since the assault on the police station. I know Lily’s been working with trying to find her, but no luck yet. Most of the rest of us have been focusing on making sure you were going to survive.”
For the first time I looked around. “Well, I have to admit I’m glad I’m not in a morgue.”
“Heavens no, my dear.” He flinched at the idea. Literally flinched. He was such a softie. “No, as soon as the police cleared the building, we moved in to collect you. A detective there wasn’t pleased with the idea that we wanted your body, but Lily managed to talk her into it. You know how persuasive that girl can be.”
He wasn’t wrong.
“How long?”
He pursed his lips, holding a finger to them as he always did when he had to think about something. “Three days, give or take a few hours.”
“Three days?” I repeated, trying to get my arms to support my weight enough to sit up. I had a few seconds of success before I yelped and crashed back down on the bed. “Fuck.”
“Take your time Lana. You still need to heal. She did a number on you.”
“Three days later I should be healed by now.”
He shook his head. “We suspect your healing abilities were focused solely on keeping your brain and body alive enough until it could fix the damage of the actual deathblow—the other injuries had to wait.”
I hated the idea of it, but what else could I do but wait?
“You should be up to snuff in a week or two, provided you don’t strain yourself too hard.” He reached out and patted my leg, a very fatherly gesture. It made my hackles rise and I tensed up, adrenaline racing and dulling some of the pain. I twitched away from him and he didn’t try it again. “Right. Well, I’ll let you get some rest. I’ll have some of the ‘lab rats’ come by in a few hours to check on you and run some tests, alright?”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. I didn’t want to be here for another few hours. I didn’t want to be here for a week. I wanted to go home. I wanted out of this fucking lab. I’d been back a year and I barely got to spend any time at home, the place I shared with Claire.
Watkins left as the tears began to fall. I’d failed her. I hadn’t been strong enough. I didn’t save her, and I couldn’t save myself either. Every time I went up against Midnight, I failed. Maybe I shouldn’t bother anymore. I could disappear. Vanish. Who would be able to find me? I could go anywhere, do anything. I could… climb Everest? Hike the amazon? Who knows?
I didn’t have to fight the world’s only known supervillain and let her kill me again.
Right?
Either way, I didn’t want to stay here. I couldn’t. And they couldn’t make me.
The first time I woke up in a place like this I was strapped down to the table. ‘For my own protection’ they’d told me. I’d surprised myself by breaking out of the restraints. This time there wasn’t even a need for that. Instead, there was only massive amounts of pain. But pain never stopped me before.
I closed my eyes, focusing inward to try to find that spark of my power. It was something I liked to do when I was alone, a kind of meditation. I never mentioned it to the rats because I didn’t want to be asked constantly how it worked. It didn’t have a simple explanation except that it worked, and I could feel the power inside of me. And I could control—no, not control, but direct it. More or less.
I focused on the power and pictured my legs in my mind, healthy and whole. I needed them if I was going to walk. The leg that had been broken was still worse off, and as I envisioned it healthy, I could feel it started to knit itself back together. Pain flared, threatening to knock me out again as the bone scrapped against itself, resetting into its proper position. Once it was set the healing wouldn’t take too long, and I started to probe my body for any other bad injuries. My left arm was broken in three places but hadn’t been pushed out of position. The breaks were clean and already starting to fuse back together. My ribs had cracked again, one having pierced a lung, though my body had fixed the organ already. I didn’t even remember it happening, or having trouble breathing.
Trying to remember that night I shivered, once more feeling those fingertips. It was so much more than just… killing me. I could still feel her. What the hell had she done to me?
Focusing on the healing, I had no idea how much time passed. No one had come to see me yet, so it couldn’t have been that long. Soon enough I tried to push myself up to a sitting position. My arms and back protested the stiff movement, but most of the pain was gone. Tender still, I moved slowly and took my time. I wasn’t going to be running at top speed for a while.
Still, I was sitting. Standing came next. It took a few minutes but eventually I made it to my feet and stayed upright.
There was a set of clothes on a table nearby. I changed out of what was left of the ripped and bloody suit. It wasn’t easy but I got the clothes on and started limping as fast as I could manage before someone tried to stop me. I really didn’t want them to try and stop me.
By the time I reached the exit I was walking upright again and felt confident to start moving faster. I got outside and leapt, not caring if people saw me or not. My hair was still purple, it helped hide my identity. And I needed to get away from everything and everyone.
My jump took me higher than usual, soaring four stories up to the roof of the lab. It wasn’t high enough. I leapt to another building, then to another. Higher and higher into the sky… but never being able to reach far enough. Lady Midnight could fly. Stardust was still earth-bound.
On top of a building that had well over thirty floors, I finally stopped and perched myself on the lip of the roof. Looking out over the city like this was still a thrill, but now… there was something else. A shake in my hands, a shiver down my spine. What had she done to me?
Or did I bring it on myself?
Anger burned, hot and terrible. I didn’t do this. I was trying to do the right thing. I tried to stop a supervillain from killing someone. Technically I succeeded—though getting killed myself wasn’t part of the plan. But I did the right thing didn’t I? I fought for Claire. I fought for people who couldn’t fight for themselves against someone like her. And I fought for her. I fought for Midnight. I’d seen the echoes of someone who isn’t a monster inside of her. She lied about herself. She wants to be better. I thought I could help her. I tried.
Maybe she was too far gone already. How many people had she killed? Claire. The Nightclub guys. Mom. So many others in heists and explosions and attacks. It was like she couldn’t make up her mind. Was she a killer? A thief? Arsonist? A master of all?
It didn’t matter how I looked at it. I’d been trying to save her the whole time. Not anymore. She killed me. It was time to even the score.
No matter how I felt about it. Or her.
Or the fact that I could still feel those fingers on my chin. Could still feel her hand around my throat.
Or that I couldn’t wait to see her again, like she promised.






Issue 13 – Trouble

Lady Midnight



I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. I wasn’t in the right headspace. A week since Stardust’s death and Andi still wouldn’t talk to me. Ellis had made her displeasure known as well. Taking their cue from my head maid, most of the others who worked in my household were giving me the cold shoulder, even if they had no idea why.
I’d worn my old suit today. After Andi discovered my identity, she’d helped me use Herotech to upgrade to a better suit, but wearing it tonight felt wrong. I couldn’t wear it until she was talking to me again. And for that… I needed to be patient.
“I hate being patient!” My words were lost in the clouds, thousands of feet in the air. “Why? Why can’t they understand? I’m not… I’m not… I didn’t think she… wouldn’t come back!”
It all boiled down to that stupid decision, made in the fury of rage. It didn’t matter how I tried to justify it. I’d made a bad choice. And it didn’t seem like I was going to get a chance to fix it.
“I need to hit something.”
The museum? It’d been a while since I was there. But they’re security got beefed up by Arturis. Maybe not the best idea. I didn’t have any leads on specific targets either, so no beating up on people who deserved it. Unless I wanted to break into a prison or something. That was a tempting idea. Plenty of people to beat the shit out of who deserved it.
I dropped out of the sky, scaring the shit out of a flock of birds that were flying somewhere. I flipped them the double birds as I continued past.
It felt petty. It felt cruel. But there was one place I knew to go. I was a villain after all. It was almost expected.
Dropping straight down I smashed through the skylight of the First Bank of Haven Falls, the very same bank I first met the fledgling superhero months ago. The alarm klaxons set off immediately, but quick smashes on each of the bells shut them up. Nothing I could do about the silent alarms, but they were going to come anyway. They always did.
I slammed my way into the safe. These days, not great amounts of real money are kept in the bank. A lot of it’s all digital now. But there were safe deposit boxes that I smashed into at random, pulling out anything that seemed like it would be of value. Cash was still king, and lots of people had cash to hide.
Besides, the bank was insured.
It wasn’t until I had a handful of things to carry did I realize I needed a bag or something. Goddess this was so poorly planned. I laughed. Planned? This wasn’t planned. What the hell was I doing?
I headed back into the lobby, looking for something to hold my stolen goods. I was just looking underneath a desk when I heard a familiar voice.
“Excuse me miss, but bank hours are from nine to five, Monday to Friday. If you have a withdrawal to make, you should really come back then.”
I let out an explosive breath and spun.
There she was. My princess. Stardust.
She had a new suit, this one even more magical girl inspired than the last. Instead of the starburst on her chest being embroidered in the suit it now burst outwards in a complicates ribbon that looked as smooth as silk. I ached to pull it off and use it as a blindfold. Her skirt glittered, her boots came to her thighs, and her dress had added pauldrons onto her shoulders. I took a second glance. Shit. She’d come to play. Not only were the pauldrons new, but her elbows and knees had metal-studded guards. Her fists had gauntlets with studded knuckles build in. Even her hair was different, a vibrant shade of pink instead of the purple from before.
She looked… she looked like the kind of hero people these days could get behind. Savage and sweetness all rolled into a single package. And she was staring straight into me.
“I thought…” I said softly, “I thought you were dead.”
“I was,” she replied, her tone clipped. Angry. I couldn’t blame her. I did snap her neck. “Now it’s my turn.”
Her voice caught me off guard, and in that moment she disappeared. Faster than I remembered, she closed the distance and I doubled over in pain, her fist buried in my gut. A hand clenched into my hair and pulled my head back, a blow aimed at my throat. I twisted with a snarl and took it on the side instead of the trachea, then countered. But she was already away and moving. I tried to follow her but she was too fast, too savage. A blow to my thigh had me falling to one knee, another blow to the back tried to knock me over but I stayed upright with a surge of fury and strength.
“Damn princess,” I said with a smile as I blocked her next attack, “you came to play.”
“No,” she snapped, moving with the block and lashing a leg out. I leapt back and over it, getting to a stable position once more. “No more jokes. No more names. No more ‘princess’.” I ducked a fist but her boot hit my chest. I flew back several feet and she followed up the attack.
Holy shit. She’d never come at me like this before. Did killing her make her stronger? I didn’t have time to consider it. I grabbed her hand as it came close, spinning her and putting an arm across her throat.
“You’ll always be ‘princess’ to me.”
She slithered like a snake, slipping out of my grasp and spinning a snap kick into my shin. It didn’t break anything but it hurt like hell and I made a quick retreat.
Okay. This was fun at the beginning, but now it was getting old. I blocked her next attack and went for the head, my fist connecting with her temple. She rolled with the blow and countered with a hook to my chin. I took it and reversed, spinning a leg under her and cutting down her ankle. I grabbed her out of the air as she fell, gripping her foot and swinging her sideways into a pillar. Concrete and wood splintered and flew, dropping on us both as I continued the swing, letting go finally and watching her slam into the far wall.
“Stay down princess. I don’t want to have to kill you again.”
She was up before I knew it, back in front of me and making me work for my words.
“You can try.”
We traded blows, each of hers hurting far more than they ever did before. I slammed my head into her nose, hearing a satisfying crack. She recoiled but parried my next attack, then I felt her grip on my arm. I wasn’t quick enough to counter and I found myself in the air once more, slamming through a concrete pillar, and into the far wall.
This was going nowhere fast. We were evenly matched now, any wounds I’ve given her healing in a matter of seconds. She wasn’t giving me openings to do more damage to her, but her blows still had trouble leaving lasting damage on me. I hadn’t had this kind of fight since… I couldn’t remember having a fight this closely matched. Or this much fun.
I knew I had a lunatic smile when I charged her again, ignoring the sound of cracking and breaking walls and ceiling.
Wait. Ceiling?
I glanced up, earning another punch to my cheek in return for my inattention. The ceiling, missing two support pillars, had started to buckle in on itself. Oh shit…
“Move princess!” I yelled, disengaging and taking to the air, flying over and away from the collapsing ceiling. It took longer for Stardust to break out of her battle fog and too late as the metal and concrete and wood collapsed in a massive pile on top of her.
Hovering in the air, I took a deep breath. The pain from her blows told me I wasn’t imagining her return, but damn if she didn’t seem to come back right. She wasn’t the princess I remembered. I wondered if she ever would be, or if the ceiling had finished her off.
The thought was barely finished when the debris exploded, leaving a torn, bloody, wounded Stardust gasping for breath and holding tightly to one bleeding arm. She glanced around until her eyes fell on me, still in the air.
“We’re not done yet,” she said through panted breaths.
“I think we are for tonight. But don’t worry princess, you haven’t seen the last of me. This is far too interesting to ignore.”
“I will find you and I will kill you.”
I smirked, raising into the air towards the much larger hole than I had left with the skylight. “Promises, promises. Good night, princess.”
I turned and flew up into the night sky, refusing to allow myself to grimace in pain until I was sure she couldn’t see me.
Well shit. Things just took a turn for the interesting. I’d have to let Ellis know. And maybe Andi wouldn’t be as mad at me if she knew Stardust was back. Maybe.
Hey, a girl can dream.






Issue 14 – Return to Form

Lana



“I had her. I almost fucking had her,” I snarled, pulling the new gauntlets off and flinging them across the room. They hit the drywall and stuck, the fabric flopping uselessly. It was almost enough to make me chuckle. Almost.
The bank was insured—thankfully. Yet they were trying to blame me for the destruction. Maybe their Lady Midnight insurance had run low for the year or something. Either way, I knew it was going to be one more thing Arturis was going to hold over my head.
“Hey, it’s okay Lana,” Lily stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder, the shorter woman’s smile tight around her mouth, “it was your first night back out there. You’ve got to give yourself a break.”
“I can’t.” I shook my head, pulling off the rest of the suit—what was left of it. “I can’t let her have the chance to kill someone else. I can’t do it Lily.”
“I get that, and I get that you’re feeling stronger and faster and all that stuff. Maybe her killing you gave your powers a boost or something. We don’t know. But she is still too much for you to take on face-to-face. You have to consider that after tonight.”
“I’m not giving up.”
“I’m not asking you to give up. I’m saying you need to take the time to come into your powers again. Learn how to use them best and remember why you use them. You’re not the vengeance type Lana. You do this to be a hero. If you go all tunnel vision on Lady Midnight, how many civilians are going to end up as collateral damage?”
That stopped me. “What?”
“What if there had been people in that bank tonight? What if it was a daytime robbery and that roof collapsed? Were you in the right mind to save anyone?”
Her words hit hard, but true. I knew I wasn’t. If there had been people there… I was lucky there wasn’t. “But I can’t let her get away with it,” I said softly, beginning to feel lost again.
“Don’t,” Lily said, stepping close. Her hand on my shoulder was a reassuring warmth and I took a deep breath, trying to instill calm, “don’t let her get away with it. But don’t let your anger at her change who you are either. You’re a hero, not a vigilante. There is a difference, as much as the line gets blurred sometimes.”
I reached up and rubbed the hand on my shoulder, savoring the contact. How long had it been since I had real, physical contact with another person? Lily was usually just a voice in my head, and Lady Midnight did not count, no matter how much I could still feel her hands on me. I needed to put the suit away, to be Lana again for a while. I needed a vacation.
“Hey, I got something for you.”
I perked up. “A present?”
She laughed. “No, but something you wanted.” She moved back to a desk along the back wall and picked up a thin manila folder. “You asked me to look into that girl you found in the alleyway last week. It took me a bit, but I tracked her down.”
I took the file. I was certain she had something to do with Midnight beating that cop. There wasn’t any tangible proof, but I could feel it in my gut. I flipped it open, eyes going wide at the name. “Andi Robertson?”
Lily stepped back, “you know her?”
“I went to college with her,” I replied, “before all… this.”
“She’s at St. Rosa’s, third floor, room three-twelve.” I glanced at Lily and she smiled. “I memorized it. According to the nurse gossip her family was adamant about no one talking to her, but some woman came by with signed and notarized power of attorney. The family hasn’t been by to see her since.”
“Shit…” I breathed, “Oh Andi, what the hell do you have yourself involved in? How is she connected to Midnight?”
Lily shrugged, “No idea. Nothing on paper at least. Maybe you should go talk to her. You look like you could use a friend.”
I glanced at her. “I have one.”
“Another one, one that doesn’t talk in your ear all night. One that wasn’t assigned to you by a corporation to keep you focused when you’re fighting crime.”
“Fair enough.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ll get some sleep then head to the hospital.”
“You’re welcome to crash on the couch in my office,”
I grimaced. I spent too much time on that couch. It was hard to go home to the empty apartment. Too many memories there, saturated with thoughts of my sister. But I didn’t want to stay here either. I wanted to go home. I told Lily this and she accepted it with a smile.
“Get some rest,” she said, “and if you’re going to jump there, make sure no one sees you.”
“Yes mom.” We laughed together and I left, feeling better after the talk. Sometimes it’s exactly what’s needed. Sometimes.
I slept for a few hours, which is more than I usually got. I dressed, grabbed something out of my desk drawer, then headed for the hospital. I ran a hand through my ginger hair, missing the pink I’d decided on over the old purple. Hey, new me, new hair color. I mean, I could change it to whatever color I wanted. I’m going to take advantage of it. Fatale always did. Just the thought made me remember her. My mother. Five years old and she was taken from me. It wasn’t fair. And it was Midnight’s fault.
I shook the thought out of my head in the back of the cab, riding in silence to the hospital. I paid and thanked the driver, the headed for the third floor. Room three-twelve. I ignored the nurses’ station, walking with purpose, like I belonged there. No one stopped me.
The door was partially closed, and I knocked before entering. There was a soft sound of someone inviting me in, and I stepped inside and pushed the door most of the way closed behind me. Andi was awake and sitting up in the bed, her eyes focused on whoever would be coming to see her. Those soft eyes of hers widened in surprise, a smile blooming over pursed lips.
“Lana! Oh my goddess what are you doing here? Where the hell have you been? I haven’t seen you since… since…”
“Since Claire.” I finished the sentence for her, giving her a wide, real smile. I saw her once after the accident. I was unconscious for two months, and Andi had managed Claire’s funeral plans for me. She took me to the grave when I was up and about, but we didn’t stay in touch. “I never got a chance to thank you properly.”
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” she said, “you’d have done the same thing. And your sister was awesome. She was always so kind to me.”
“She was the best,” I agreed, “I wouldn’t be who I am without her. She raised me, more than any of our foster families ever did. I can’t even imagine where I’d be without her.”
“I’m sorry for what happened Lana, I really am. But what happened to you? I mean, you’re gone for two months, miss her funeral, then show up one day and disappear again right after that. I mean it’s been almost a year. Where have you been?”
I shrugged, “trying to figure out how to live without her. I never had to before. It was… it’s been a struggle, in some ways.” I shook my head, trying to clear the melancholy mood. “What about you? Are you still with your lady?”
She grimaced and I felt my heart sink. What a great time for me to bring up a rough memory.
“We… I don’t know.” She shook her head and winced. Her eyes fell on the cat ears and collar that sat on the table beside her. “I don’t want it to be over, but… she did something I don’t know if I can forgive.”
“Ouch, that’s not an easy situation.”
She glanced back to me. “What would you do? I mean, we’ve been together for so long, it’s been wonderful. Should one thing… one kinda big thing… be able to take it all away?”
I didn’t answer right away. I didn’t have a lot of experience in relationships. Certainly, none of mine had been as serious as the one she’s asking about. But I wanted that kind of relationship, and I’d fight tooth and nail for it.
“It depends on what you want, I think.” In my mind I saw Lady Midnight again, the handful of times we came together. Holding me as we leapt off the building. Fighting at the bank, at the museum, the nightclub. My desperation in the police station. Her fingers on me… “If you love her… it’s worth fighting for. Sure, maybe she did something you can’t forgive. If it was enough to end things, you would have already. Even if you want to stay with her, you don’t have to forgive that one thing. But you can make her promise she won’t do it again. You can work with her, compromise. And then, if the two of you can’t make it work, then maybe ending things is the best idea.”
She stared at me for a long moment, then smiled. “Sure learned a lot about relationships while you were gone. Who were you shacking up with?”
I laughed. “No one, but I’m not going to lie, these days I feel like I could use a new life.” I gave her a knowing look and her smile turned impish.
“You still have that card?”
I pulled out the card, a little bent from being in my pocket.
“I think you’d like her. I think she could use someone like you in her life right now. And I wouldn’t say no to having an old friend around more often.”
“Maybe I will. Thanks Andi.”
“Hey, no need to thank me. It’s what friends are for.”
I smiled. It was nice to have a friend again, even if she didn’t know I was a superhero. I watched her eyes flick to the ears on the table again and smiled. I could count on one hand the number of times I saw her without the ears. It looked almost… wrong.
“Want some help?” I offered.
“Please. I feel… wrong without them.”
“I understand that more than you know.” She directed me with her good—well, better arm, and I clipped the ears in. I secretly reveled in the pleased noises she made when she reached up to caress them and longed for the day when I had something or someone who made me feel that way.
We talked for a little longer, catching up and enjoying the company. Eventually though, I had to go, and our goodbyes were probably a little longer than they needed to be. It was nice to be with a friend again. I promised her I’d come visit again, and we’d stay in touch. I would make sure of it.
I was walking down the hallway, mind in the clouds, when someone was suddenly in front of me. Too late to stop I slammed into the taller woman, bouncing off and falling back. A strong hand wrapped around my arm, keeping me mostly upright until I got my feet under me. Her other hand was in the air, deftly balancing a drink tray with two rather large coffee cups in it.
I looked up into her face and could only stare at this gorgeous and statuesque goddess who had deigned to stand over me. It took an eternity to realize her hand was still on my arm, warm and comforting.
“Well hello beautiful,” her voice purred, promising things I’d only ever seen in my dreams. “Are you alright?”
“I-I-I… wow… you’re gorgeous.” My mouth moved without my brain’s permission – or maybe my filter was just out of order. “I mean… holy shit you’re beautiful. I don’t… I’m not usually… wow.”
She smiled wide, “I think the bump addled your brain. Do you need a moment?”
I shook my head. “No, I’m good, gorgeous Valkyrie lady.” I clapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh my goddess that actually came out. I’m so sorry. I can’t believe I bumped into you.”
The entire time I was pushing my foot deeper into my mouth she merely stood there and laughed, her hand loosening enough to start caressing my arm instead of gripping it.
“You, my dear, are a treat, but I must be on my way.”
“Right, of course. I’m sorry.”
Her smile lit me up from feet to head. “I need to get past you, my dear.”
“Oh!” I leapt to the side, out of her way and out of her grip. My arm was suddenly cold without it. Other parts of me might have missed the touch too. “Right, sorry. I’m sorry.”
Her hand reached out and caressed my cheek. I turned into it, rubbing her hand like a pet. Oh. My. Goddess. What was I doing? I hadn’t been touched like this since… well, a very long time if I forget about Lady Midnight. And I didn’t want to count her.
“Don’t apologize. It’s not every day I run into a beautiful young lady like yourself.” I beamed at the compliment. “I do hope we run into each other again miss…?”
“Blake,” I said quickly, “Lana Blake.”
“Victoria Eurille.” She replied. The name obviously had power, but she wasn’t lording it over me. She had this way about her… made me feel like I was worthy of her even though I wasn’t. How strange. How… intriguing.
“Well, umm, I am sorry for bumping into you, Ms. Eurille,” I said softly, mentally shoving the giddiness off a cliff and hoping it wouldn’t climb back up. “I should get going now, though. Umm… thank you.”
I dashed away before she could say a thing. I wanted to use my real speed but couldn’t risk it. Besides, I felt those eyes on me the entire time until I turned the corner and hustled to the elevator, aware of how fast my heart was beating.
Holy shit. Lady Midnight eat your heart out. “Victoria Eurille,” I said softly, savoring her name on my tongue. It nagged at me, familiar yet new. My face fell. Oh no. “Oh no, oh no,” I muttered, reaching into my pocket and pulling out the card Andi had given me. “Oh no.”
The name in the middle of the card: Victoria Eurille.






Issue 15 – Flying Lessons

Stardust



So as much as I apparently had Midnight’s attention, it had been almost three weeks since our fight at the bank. I hadn’t seen her since, and as usual I was skipping more important things like sleep or any semblance of a social life to scour the city for her and other criminals.
Not that I hadn’t been busy. I stopped several muggings, a rape on the college campus, helped the police take down a drug ring, and worked with Arturis to avoid what could have been a devastating lab accident. The last one was done on the downlow, but I owed the company a lot and there was no reason not to help them. They were trying their best to do good in the city, after all.
But there was a part of me that missed her. At least she made things interesting. The rest of me feared ever seeing her again. She did kill me, remember? Sure, but she probably was sure I would come back, right? Either way, I took Lily’s words to heart: I wasn’t going to focus on vengeance. I was a hero, not a vigilante.
Thoughts of Midnight were interrupted by thoughts of Victoria. A single meeting and the woman wouldn’t get out of my damned mind. I mean what the hell was I doing? She and Andi were together. I may be a lot of things, but a homewrecker isn’t one of them. I didn’t want to get between them, especially with their relationship on the rocks.
I’d talked to Andi a couple times since, and she said things are going better. I hadn’t run into Victoria again though. Maybe she was keeping her distance? For Andi’s sake? I couldn’t say.
Even Lily had been distant lately, and it sucked. She’d been by my side since my first foray into the world after waking up with superpowers. She was assigned as my ‘handler’ after my first appearance met with some… concern from the general public. She was still in my ear when I went out at night, but I never saw her in person anymore, and the distance kind of hurt. I thought we were becoming good friends.
“Stardust? You okay?” Lily’s voice broke me from my thoughts. I nodded, then remembered she couldn’t actually see me and responded.
“Yeah, yeah I’m okay. Just… on edge. I haven’t seen her in… a while.”
“I know,” Lily’s voice was overly cheerful, “like you’ve been saying every day for the last three weeks, you’re wondering when she’s going to show up.”
“Hey, she threatened me, I’m right to be wary.”
“Wary yes,” said the voice in my ear, “paranoid, no. There is a difference.”
“It’s not paranoia if there really is someone after you.”
She was silent for a few seconds as if thinking about the statement, “hmmm, no. No, I think it’s still paranoia.”
“Oh, shut up,” I muttered under my breath.
“Make me,” she replied far too cheerfully.
I was almost tempted to pull the receiver out of my ear and toss it off the building but managed to restrain myself. Besides, last time I did that they kind of got mad at me.
“It’s quiet out there tonight, maybe you should just come in. Get some rest for a change.”
I didn’t want to agree with her, but I had to. Obsessing about all of this was not going to help, and being that distracted would get either myself or someone else hurt. And she wasn’t wrong. Since Lady Midnight sightings had disappeared, thing seemed to be calming down around here. A night off sounded like an absolute delight.
“You’re right,” I told her, standing up from my perch, “I’m coming home. Sleep will do me good.”
I took a running leap to the roof of the next building, then another, then another. I had a certain path that I was good at taking by now, taking advantage of my speed and strength to tame obstacles that even the most die-hard parkour enthusiast would struggle with. I let my mind go as I moved, using muscle memory to navigate the path. I was quick, I was accurate.
I was stupid.
The blow came out of nowhere. One moment I was in the air, a controlled leap over an alleyway between two roofs, then I was falling towards the ground as something smashed into me from above. I tried to get my feet under me, to take the fall as best as I could, but something wrapped around me and held on tight.
“Miss me?” A soft voice whispered in my ear as we fell together. I tried to get enough air into my lungs to answer but couldn’t seem to make myself breathe. Suddenly we stopped, our hair falling the last inch to lay across the cold ground. My pink hair mixed with her long raven-black locks.
I tried to push away but her grip was like iron bands. I kicked out but she moved easily enough. Struggling and fighting, there was little I could do when all she did was tighten her grip until I couldn’t breathe.
“Come on,” Lady Midnight said, holding me so close I could smell the leather of her uniform, “let’s go for a ride.”
Suddenly we were speeding up into the sky. Higher than the buildings I’d been jumping from. Higher than the skyscrapers in the downtown core. Higher now than the tallest tower in the city. So high my legs started to get a fine sheen of ice as the sweat on them started to freeze. She released her grip enough that I could breathe again. I tried taking a lungful of air, but it was so difficult. The air was so thin up here. And we kept rising.
How high could she go? I wondered. Was she going to drop me? I wasn’t sure if even I could survive a fall like that. Maybe if I got lucky, but I was sure if she wanted to kill me, she’d make sure I wasn’t.
“W-w-why?” I managed to ask, my teeth chattering in the cold. My uniform was not cut out for this kind of climate, not like hers was. Her leather was still warm against my skin, though the outside was cooling quickly.
“I told you,” she replied, her voice full of venom and promises, “you have my attention now. You’ve had it for weeks. Did you really think I just up and disappeared?”
I stared at her, dumbfounded.
“I’ve been watching you, studying you. I will admit, the goody-two-shoes act is impressive. Like, really impressive, but I saw that rage in you. The way you fought me at the bank, the way you took out those muggers last week. I saw how angry you get when someone is hurt by someone else. I know you better than you know yourself, Stardust. And now, it’s time to have some fun.”
Suddenly I found myself in free-fall again. But this time, there were no tight arms wrapped around me. I screamed as the wind whipped around me, my hair flying into my face. I caught sight of red and blue and yellow strands as my mental state deteriorated and the hold I’d had on the hair frayed. I was falling. I was going to die. And it was going to take a while, judging by how high up we are.
“This can’t be happening,” I whispered. “not like this. I want to go out fighting, not like this.”
I wasn’t afraid to die, but this was something different. After the accident they had told me that I drowned. Midnight snapped my neck like a twig, hard enough she almost managed decapitation, I was told afterwards. But I didn’t want to die like this. I didn’t want to splatter all over the ground. I wasn’t sure even I could heal from something like that.
And there was still so much I had to do, wanted to see. I still wanted to help people. I wanted to say goodbye to Lily, and Andi, and the doctor who saved me in the first place. I still had things to do. I couldn’t let it end like this.
The buildings grew closer and closer and I closed my eyes, refusing to watch my own death. The wind tore at my skirt, my boots, the rest of my uniform. One of the boots flew off somewhere, then a tearing noise told me part of the skirt too disappeared too. The ribbon on my chest was long gone, somewhere back in the sky behind me. I wasn’t going to cry about it. The costume was replaceable.
I didn’t know how much time I had left, but for a second the wind seemed to slow. A warmth came to me, growing inside my chest and I felt it fueling my muscles. It sent a heat through my entire body that made me feel like I could take on anything. The smile came first, and when I opened my eyes my decent had slowed enough that maybe… maybe something interesting was happening.
I concentrated on that warm feeling. I focused on it, made it the only thing in my head. The wind force lessened and lessened by varying degrees. I watched the buildings still rising to meet me and panicked, feeling that warmth start to slip. I sped up suddenly and a cry tore from my throat as I tried to clutch that feeling before it disappeared.
I slowed again. Slower and slower. I let that power flow through me and finally came to a full stop. Looking down, I was a foot off the ground. I landed softly, falling to my knees in sheer… I don’t even know. Fear? Relief? I couldn’t say. I know I sobbed a little but tried to dry my face before she came back down. I heard her land a few feet away from me and could just imagine the smirk on her face.
“How did you know?”
“I didn’t,” her voice was the same as always, sultry and commanding and downright intoxicating. But right now, it had little effect on me. “I had no idea you’d start flying.”
I clenched my hands into tight fists. “You didn’t know?” I stood and whirled on her, “you didn’t know? You dropped me from the fucking stratosphere and you didn’t know if I’d survive?”
She looked at me like I was stupid. I hated that look. “Villain, hello.”
“Stop toying with me!” I screamed at her. I was more than scared. I knew I couldn’t take her, but I couldn’t keep it in anymore. “Stop playing with me! If you’re going to kill me then just do it already! But make it a fair damned fight so I go down fighting!”
Her smile only got bigger. “I told you. I said I would tear you down, tear you apart, and make you scream. I succeeded in at least two of those tonight. The fun is far from over.”
She moved right up to me, standing less than a foot away. I told myself to hit her, to strike, but my body wouldn’t listen. Those fingers caressed my face again and I shivered despite how hot I felt. “Don’t…” I whispered. “I’m not…”
“Don’t fret princess. We aren’t done yet.” She dipped her head slowly towards mine and I could do nothing but stare into those wonderful blue eyes. Her wet lips pressed against mine and I melted into it. She took over. She ruled me. I belonged to her in that moment, and as she pulled away my arms moved to wrap around her, but she held them back. “Good girl.”
She stepped back and was gone before I could think clearly again. I watched the sky, wishing she’d come back and hoping she didn’t. “What the hell did she do to me?” I whispered, touching fingers to my lips. They were still wet with the taste of her.
“Did… did she just kiss you?”
I groaned hearing Lily’s voice in my ear. It looked like I had some explaining to do.
“Fucking hell,” I muttered, “I think I need a vacation.”






Issue 16 – A New Life

Victoria



“Holy shit,” I said, running a hand through my hair, searching for the clips of the simple extensions. I knew how to break a person. I tore people down for a living once upon a time. Whenever I saw Stardust out there, that’s the side of me that came out. A possessive, sadistic part of me that I embraced as Lady Midnight. She was a monster to the public, after all. Why not act the part?
I shook my head. Who I was as Midnight was not the person I wanted to be as Victoria. They were two different personas, and I hated when they blended too much. Midnight could do the things Victoria couldn’t, and vice versa. I needed that buffer. I couldn’t do what I had to if I didn’t have it.
But what next? The research I’d done on Stardust hadn’t been all in vain. Her powers were so much like a hero who disappeared in the Malice, a man who supposedly drew in power from starlight. He’d called himself ‘Stellar’, and he had speed and strength, regenerative powers, and could shoot green plasma from his hands. He could also fly. It was a logical hypothesis that Stardust would be able to as well. She just needed to… find it in herself.
What if she hadn’t? Would I have let her fall? I tried not to think of that possibility. I wanted to say that I wouldn’t have, that I still needed to teach her a lesson for interfering, but it might be more than that. I still didn’t want to hurt the kid, even if she wasn’t really a kid anymore. She’d done more than just grow up physically in the last year we’d been trading blows. She’d taken most of the lessons in stride. I wondered how she was holding up after last night.
I glanced back at the empty bed, still pining for my pet. The doctors said she could come home in a couple weeks so long as we followed their recommendations. I already had the equipment set up to keep her arm and leg in place and had a doctor on call to come in and check on her. No matter what it was, no matter what it cost, I was going to care for my pet. I owed her that much alone for not turning her back on me.
I was busy dressing in daytime clothes when there was a soft knock at the door. Ellis entered on command, curtsying smartly before saying in a low tone. “There is someone at the front door who wishes to speak with you, Mistress.”
I raised an eyebrow. I didn’t get walk-ins often, and usually the ones who I still play with call ahead. “There was no prior contact?”
She shook her head. “Not as far as I can tell.”
“Who is she?”
“She says her name is Lana, and she had an old business card of yours.”
Well shit. It was far too early in the morning, the sun just rising, and Andi’s friend was here to see me? My pet had mentioned her a few times during my visits, and I couldn’t forget the adorable girl who bumped into me in the hallway. Then a wave of panic swept through me. Did something happen to Andi? I shook my head. If something had happened, I’d be the first to know. Did that mean she was here for herself? How interesting.
I take in new people very seldom. Once upon a time when I considered myself a professional, maybe, but I was semi-retired. I had more important things on my plate—notably being a supervillain. Still, for Andi’s friend I would make an exception. Her word was enough of a recommendation for me.
“Bring her to the formal receiving room,” she curtsied and turned to leave when I added, “and take her the long way. I want her to see what this place is.”
“Are you certain that’s a good idea, Mistress? The girl seems… skittish.”
I smiled, “if she’s too skittish to handle what she’s going to see, she’ll be too skittish to handle what I would do to her.”
“Yes Mistress.” Ellis curtsied once more before leaving the room.
With a smile I stripped the few clothes I’d already put on and moved around the room, collecting new clothes. So much for a casual day. I smiled and pulled out the business clothes, the ones I used when conducting interviews. If they couldn’t handle me at my most dominating, why bother having them around?
Having Ellis take her on the tour also gave me the chance to plan things out. I liked to make an entrance, after all, and with enough time to change my clothes I’d gotten to the back door of the receiving room only a couple of minutes after Ellis had led the girl to a particular chair that wasn’t facing the door I was about to enter through.
Ever so silent, I crept into the room in thigh-high boots, tight leggings, and a full-size over-bust corset. The PVC creaked a little, but the girl was clearly too overcome with nerves to pay that much attention to her surroundings. Her head shot up as I walked past her chair, coming well into her personal space to do so. As I took a seat in the plush leather recliner opposite her, I felt a wave of recognition at this mousy ginger-haired woman. She had the same reaction, sitting back with her eyes widening slightly.
A cup of tea sat steaming in front of her and I silently thanked my maid. I didn’t drink tea often, but she’d poured one for me too. I reached for it now, taking a small sip of the hot liquid. The girl in front of me mirrored my movements, even down to raising her pinky finger as she drank. So young, I thought, so… moldable.
“So, the hospital girl,” I said softly, “I was hoping I’d see you again someday. I was not expecting it to be here, however.”
A blush spread up her cheeks as she hung her head. “I-I-it’s nice to see you too, Ms. Eurille.” I hid my smile with my teacup. Oh yes, so new at this.
“What can I do for you this fine afternoon?”
“I…” she opened and closed her mouth several times, but nothing more came out. I nodded understandingly.
“It can be difficult, being open with a complete stranger. Let’s start with something easier. Andi told me about how you came to visit her in the hospital. How do you know her?”
She let out a small breath, as if comfortable with a topic she can talk about. “We had some classes together in college. We were both there for computer sciences, but I was trying to get into programming and animation for video games.” A sloppy grin appeared on her face, “things didn’t exactly pan out that way.”
“A shame, to be sure, but sometimes life doesn’t pan out the way we want it to.” I steepled my fingers, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my thighs. “so, Lana Blake. Why have you darkened my doorstep—unannounced—so early in the morning?”
She opened her mouth to respond but I held up my hand, cutting her off.
“Let me tell you, first and foremost, that I protect my family. Andi is my family, and I am hers. As are all the people in this house. If you can’t deal with that, or if you hurt or insult any of my family, you will not be welcomed back. Lie to me, and the same consequences will apply. So please, be as honest as you can while we talk. It will go a long way.”
“I…” she hesitated. The indecision and exhaustion were plain on her face and I felt a pang of regret. Maybe I was laying it on a little too thick. “I’m lost,” she said finally. “Andi told me you offered her a new life. A different life. I need that.”
I hesitated. That was a big ask “That can mean a lot of things to a lot of people. Andi came to me when she was in a bad position. I took her in like I’ve taken others in, people cast out by families and friends and society. I didn’t give Andi a new life. She found her true life with me.” I gave her a small smile, “and I found a wonderful woman who is very, very important to me.”
She hung her head. “I get that, and I don’t want to do anything to get in the way of that.” She paused a beat, looking away, “Andi knew who she was when she came to you. She knew what she wanted. I don’t. I don’t know my place in the world. I thought I did, but things… recent things have kind of shoved all that off a cliff. Now I feel lost, and I had… I had a hope that maybe you could help me.”
She faltered again and I couldn’t help but enjoy her squirming. The idea of making her squirm through different means had me mentally biting my lip, though my face didn’t show it.
“You’re not wrong. Andi was lucky—she did know what she wanted. Most of us don’t, especially at first.”
She gave a small smile, “like me.”
I nodded, “like you, and like me several years ago.”
Her look of surprise was a welcome sight. “You?”
“Oh yes. I had ideas, don’t get me wrong, but it took a long time for me to learn enough to create a reality for them.” I smiled, taking another sip of tea. “It took me a while to put all this together, but here I am now, living my best life.”
“That’s what I want. I want to live my best life… even though I don’t know what that is.” She looked down and away, the movement cute on her. “I’m so… confused lately. I thought I knew what I wanted, I did, but something keeps… happening. There’s… a girl… and she… she makes me feel like… She makes me feel like I’m the most important thing in the world in one moment, the next like I’m nothing but a toy for her to play with. And I love it. I absolutely love it. Why? Why do I like being treated like that?”
I felt a pang of guilt at her words. She was so lost and confused, and whoever was playing with her wasn’t making it easier. She needed to learn, to be eased into it. Doing otherwise was just… cruel.
“I can’t say why you may or may not enjoy being treated a certain way. That’s something you need to figure out and come to terms with on your own. I can tell you that thrusting someone into those kinds of emotions, especially someone who doesn’t necessarily know better, is entirely crude.” I shook my head. “But I am unsure what I can do for you in assisting what you wish.”
Her hands kneaded each other anxiously and I waited patiently for her response.
“I don’t know my place,” she finally said, “I am lost, and I don’t know where I fit anymore. I used to think I had it all figured out, but this… woman tore all of that apart.” She blushed fiercely, “I want to be her toy. I want her to use me. But I also want… her.”
“A toy? A doll, perhaps?” She nodded softly as I spoke, “You love this woman, don’t you?” She lowered her head, not acknowledging my statement. “Ah, I see.”
“I want to get control of these feelings. I want to stop being… controlled by them.” She paused, looking at me with a sort of hopefulness in her eyes, “can you teach me to come to terms with all of this? I don’t want these feelings to hold me hostage anymore.”
I steepled my fingers once more, this time in thought. “Yes, I think I can help you with that. But as with all who enter my service, a contract is required. The terms we can discuss in a bit, but I think it’s safe to say that if you come to me, I can help you find your place.”
There was still hesitation in her eyes, but something inside of her spurred her forward. She held out a hand to me and I glanced at it, fighting to hide my smile. “We usually do things a bit… differently around here, but for now…” I took the hand and shook it softly. “Welcome to my dollhouse.”






Issue 17 – Brawl

Stardust



I stepped out of the change room at Arturis’ off-site lab, the place Lily and I had been using as a defacto headquarters as Dr. Watkins worked to replicate whatever he’d done to me. He wanted to awaken other people’s latent metahuman genes, and I couldn’t blame him. The more heroes out here, the better. Maybe then I’d get my vacation.
I turned towards the control room, hoping to get a glimpse of Lily, when I ran straight into the chest of a young man who’d been hovering outside.
“Ooof,” he said, expelling a breath that smelled like onions and marinara, “oh, Stardust, I’m so sorry.”
I shook my head, trying to get the smell out of my nose, “no worries.” I looked the newcomer up and down suspiciously. “Who’re you?”
“I’m Kyle,” He said, holding his hand out, “I’ll be your handler for tonight.”
I cocked my head quizzically, “handler? Where’s Lily?”
He shrugged, “not in tonight. Sick maybe, I don’t know. They just assigned me about a half hour ago. I didn’t even know this lab existed.” He looked around, taking it in as if it were something impressive.
“No one said where she is?” That wasn’t like her. I’d been going out most nights for over a year now, and Lily was always the one talking in my ear. She also never made herself scarce around here either, but I hadn’t seen her in person for almost two months, not since she gave me that pep talk in this very room.
“No ma’am. At least not as anyone’s told me.”
“Alright… well,” I took the hand, finally, and gave it a shake. “Welcome aboard.”
“Thanks. I wish it were under better circumstances. It’s not every day I get to work with a superhero.”
I cracked a smile, “don’t worry. After tonight you won’t want to, guaranteed.”
I left him trying to figure out what I meant and headed for the roof. If there was one good thing that came out of my last encounter with Lady Midnight, it was the freedom of flight. I leapt into the air, concentrating on that spark inside of me, and started zooming into the clear night sky.
It was glorious. I thought I had it good with the controlled freefalls before but flying as fast as I could run on the ground was absolutely no comparison. Was this how Midnight felt all the time when she was hovering over me? Knowing she had the height advantage over me, feeling the wind in her air as she could go anywhere, be anywhere in only a few hours. Why stay in Haven Falls anyway? I mean, there’s other cities, larger cities, that she could terrorize and probably get away with more. Haven Falls had Arturis, who were actively working against her. Why not go somewhere they weren’t?
I wondered if I’d get a chance to ask her next time we fought.
“Okay Kyle,” I said, hovering in the air so he could hear me. The air pressure made communication hard when I was moving, Lily and I discovered. “Tell me what’s what. Who’s in trouble, what’re the police up to. Anything interesting out there?”
I heard a shifting noise and could almost see him shaking his head before he realized I couldn’t actually see him. “Umm, nothing big yet. There was a couple of break-ins the police are investigating in a residential neighborhood. Traffic issues downtown on Grey Street, but that’s the usual for Saturday nights.”
I rolled my eyes as he listed nothing but inane crap and tried not to give him a hard time. He was new and I wasn’t supposed to get mad at the newbies. I kept flying, enjoying the wind in my hair as I strained to hear him still. That’s when the explosion rocked the air.
“I’m getting police talking—”
“Yeah, I got it sparky,” I said quickly, “I’m on my way.”
The wind drowned out anything he might have said after as I poured on the speed, heading towards the warehouses that bordered the north side of the harbor. Usually bustling during the day, most of the area was empty at night. The sound had faded but fires littered the empty parking lot outside one large warehouse, most of the roof and parts of the front wall caved in or just gone. Whatever had gone off was powerful enough to send debris cascading over a busy roadway almost a kilometer away.
First responders weren’t on the scene yet and I rushed into the burning building, ignoring the heat of the fire and doing my best to hold my breath from the smoke. I wasn’t sure if I was susceptible to smoke inhalation, honestly, but better to be safe than sorry. I rushed through, looking through debris for any sign of the living. The smoke got thicker the further in I went, dodging twisted metal racking and flammable wooden pallets of some unidentified products.
“Hello?” I called out, risking the air in return for making sure no one was about to die on my watch. “Anyone left in here?”
The words were barely out of my mouth when something smashed into me. I hit the scorched wall a few meters back, bouncing as pain shot up my back and I spun to face my attacker and sighed.
“We need to stop meeting like this.”
“What? You mean I don’t take you to the nicest places?” Lady Midnight stepped out of the smoke like a succubus ready to claw at my soul. “Candlelight, ambiance, what more do you want?”
I smiled, trying to put her off her game. “Maybe an actual dinner might be nice. Ever think of that? I mean, is this how you woo all the girls?”
She shook her head. “Only the really special ones.” She sped forward into my space. I was ready for it, launching a fist towards her belly. She sidestepped and struck, catching me hard in the thigh. “You know, the ones who can take what I dish out.”
I grinned and waded in, trading blows and parries and blocks until we were both panting in the smoke-filled air. I was beginning to get light-headed from the lack of proper oxygen, a problem Midnight didn’t appear to be having. I had to get out of there, take the fight to clean air.
She let out a powerful roundhouse that I blocked, taking the kick on my hands in front of my chest. Instead of gripping her foot and countering, I let her strike fuel my momentum as I threw myself backwards into the air, propelling me out towards the massive hole in the front of the warehouse. It took her a moment to catch on and I took a deep breath of clean air, using it to clear my lungs and brain before she caught up and the fight began in earnest again. We traded blows and quips, both panting in between it all.
We were evenly matched, it felt like. I could feel myself lagging, getting tired and feeling her strikes harder and harder. I hoped she was feeling the same, but her stoicism shone through in the brawl. I considered the long game here. I didn’t even know why she was here or why she blew up the warehouse. What was I supposed to do with her even if I did beat her? Could the police hold her? Would I be expected to kill her?
That thought made me falter and a fist powered through my defenses, taking me on the chin and popping me into the air like a gunshot. I reached the apex of the arch before I gained enough concentration to even try to start flying, and Midnight had already reached me. Her laced hands came down like a hammer blow on my back and I dropped back to the asphalt in the middle of nighttime traffic on the harbor highway.
Four lanes either way of high-speed traffic, mostly larger trucks and semi-trailers packed full of goods to deliver and offload. And I landed right in the middle of the mess.
Horns honked as I dodged into the sky. A trailer clipped my foot and I spun, desperately trying to hold myself steady in the air. I landed atop the trailer for a second before I took to the air again, looking around for my adversary. She floated in the sky above me, staring down with a look I couldn’t describe but sent chills down my spine. Just thinking about it threatened to make me lose my concentration.
“Open fire!” A voice cried and suddenly the night air was filled with gunfire. I curled upon myself, expecting to be hit with dozens of bullets from the sounds, but nothing came at me. I looked up and saw Midnight flinching in midair, the onslaught of firepower too unexpected for her to have gotten out of the way. They were coming from the roofs of several of the surrounding buildings, people in bulky-looking armor and heavy weapons firing at her.
“Kyle what the hell is going on?”
“I tried to warn you about it,” his voice was shrill and panicky, “It’s the MTT! They’re out for blood against Lady Midnight!”
“What the hell is the MTT?”
“The Metahuman Tactical Team. They’re a police unit that Arturis put together with technology for taking down metahumans. The mayor approved the formation after her attack on the police headquarters. You know, the night you…”
Oh right. The night I died. Again.
“Fucking hell,” I snapped. “Guns. Why did it have to be guns?”
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing yet, but if those idiots aren’t careful there could be a lot of collateral damage out here. Tell them to back off.”
“I can’t. I’m your handler, not theirs. Actually, I’ve been told to tell you to back off and let them handle it. Your job is done.” He hesitated, “Umm, that’s a direct quote.”
“Fuck that noise,” I snarled, rising into the air and getting a better look at the buildings. The MTT were keeping Midnight pinned with their firepower, a squad on each roof firing until empty, then a second squad picking up the attack as the first reloads. Tactics stolen right from the musket-toting armies of the Civil war. I noted the one person not firing and landed beside him, making sure I didn’t come up on his blind-spot.
“Stardust,” he grunted through the helmet. “thanks for the assist, but we’ve got it from here.”
“Assist?”
“We set up out here to make sure we were in position when she left the warehouse. You helped drag her right into our path.”
“Who the hell are you?”
“Captain Powell of the MTT.” He finally looked away from the gunfire to glance at me. “You really shouldn’t be here.”
I shook my head. “You shouldn’t be here. If she dips lower, you’ll hit civilians on the highway. There’s too much chance for collateral damage.”
“It won’t come to that.”
“You don’t think so?”
He shook his head. “These bullets were specially designed in taking down metahumans. They might have trouble piercing her skin right now, but the cumulative effect should allow us to take her down before she can form a defensive strategy.”
“Don’t underestimate her.”
“Fly off, little girl, and let us do our jobs.”
He turned away, clearing meaning his dismissal. As much as I ached to smack him for his nonsense, I couldn’t fault the results so far. Midnight was curled into a ball in the air, bullets having shredded most of her suit and were leaving welts against her skin. A few more seconds and they might start penetrating.
“No,” I whispered. This wasn’t the way to do this. I didn’t want her to die. Especially not like this. I took a step towards the soldiers, then a second. I didn’t even know what I was planning to do, but I had to make them stop before they killed her. I couldn’t let them kill her.
Without warning Midnight dropped, falling out of the line of fire and towards the highway. She landed on the roof of a tractor-trailer that suddenly slammed on its brakes, causing honking and crashes as vehicles tried to contend with the sudden obstacle.
“No!” I yelled, leaping over the edge of the building and down to the street below. I zipped around to the vehicles, using strength and speed to try to get as many as I could to safety, pulling wounded and unconscious people out of vehicles before they could get more hurt. A scream rent the air and I saw a car catapult into the sky from the back. I leapt up to catch it, but the momentum was too great. I was almost thrown back when there was a strong grip at my back and I stabilized, catching the car by the front and letting it down slowly as the driver screamed in terror.
I spun, Lady Midnight behind me, her hands still hovering over me like she was afraid I’d break.
“Are you alright?” She panted.
I nodded. “Are you?”
She looked up at the rooftops with a terrifying anger. “I will be.”
“Don’t,” I said, putting my hand out to stop her, “please. They’re just going their jobs. Get out of here. Please.”
That withering glare turned on me and I took the brunt of it, forcing myself not to fall back. I needed to be stronger. Ms. Victoria was teaching me how to do that, and now was time to put it in action. I stood my ground, my hand on her bruised chest, staring down what felt like the barrel of a railgun that could kill me in a second. Then the moment passed and she seemed to deflate a little, turning away from me.
“Only for you, princess,” she said softly, “but we’re not done. Not by a long shot.”
I nodded and stepped back, letting her leave when Powell’s voice shouted into the night again. “Open fire!”
Bullets rained down on us from the rooftops, shredding into cars and trucks and the asphalt around us. More of them bounced off Midnight and three embedded themselves in my leg in the first couple seconds.
I screamed in pain and fury, but not for me. There were civilians down here damnit! They should know better! “Hold your fire!” I cried, but the order fell on deaf ears.
I couldn’t move as fast with my leg damaged as it was, but no more bullets hit me. Midnight stood beside me, using her body to shield mine.
“Are you okay princess?”
I nodded, “but the people. They don’t deserve this.” I looked into her eyes. “Help me save them?”
She grimaced but gave a tight nod. I couldn’t move fast but I was still strong, and I started pushing occupied vehicles to the shoulders of the highway as the soldiers above concentrated their fire on Midnight. She moved around, leading them a merry chase but avoiding any area where survivors might be.
I cleared the area and leapt up to the far rooftop, spinning into the soldiers and tearing the weapons from their grips. I broke them, bent them, pulled the clips and dumped them as best I could. They weren’t going to use them again tonight. “That’s enough!” I snarled. Then I jumped to the other roof and did the same. The moment I was done I turned and found myself looking down the barrel of Powell’s sidearm, the large-caliber pistol pointed straight at my head.
“Traitor!” He snarled.
“You were shooting at civilians!”
“The bitch needs to be stopped! If you aren’t part of the solution, you’re part of the problem!”
Everything seemed to slow down in that moment. I watched his finger twitch on the trigger, could almost see the reaction that set the bullet off down the chamber. But nothing hit me. In the blink of an eye Midnight was there, taking the bullet to her neck, letting it bounce away. She took Powell in both hands, holding him over the edge of the building.
“The next time you try to hurt innocents to get to me,” she snarled, “I won’t leave any of you alive.”
Making sure her threat was clear, she threw him back on the roof and took off into the sky without so much as a goodbye. Gunfire sounded and I saw I’d missed a gun. I took off into the air, intercepting the bullets and taking a handful of them in the gut, shoulder, and upper leg. I started to fall as blood seeped from the wounds, but I managed to stay up until Midnight was long gone.
I took a deep breath, then headed back towards the lab. Midnight was done for the night, I was certain, and there was no way I was going to stay on that damned rooftop with Powell and his people. Trying to figure out how many swear words I had in my vocabulary to cuss them out, I knew I was going to have a meeting with Director Trevor soon—and it probably wasn’t going to go well.
Then again when did it ever?






Issue 18 – Concerns

Lana



I didn’t get a lot of opportunities to work with Herotech, the advanced technology that mostly died out after the Malice alongside the metahumans, but when I did it was usually pretty cool. Not so much this time.
This time, an extremely realistic hologram of Director Trevor was pacing around the operating table as Dr. Watkins and his team judiciously removed bullets from all over my body.
“Sir,” I said again, “they were firing on civilians. I couldn’t let that happen.”
“They had the monster dead-to-rights,” he replied, “you had no right to involve yourself when they showed up.”
“Lady Midnight is my fight.”
He sneered, “everyone here knows you’re not strong enough to do what’s necessary to take her out,” he snapped, “this is no longer your concern.”
“Bullshit it’s not! Those assholes put bullets in me!”
“You shouldn’t have gotten in the way.”
“There were people in danger!”
“So what?” He roared, “There are always people in danger. Every day we let her live there are people in danger! If we can stop her, even if it means the lives of a handful of people, all those other little peons can live in peace!”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I though Arturis stood for making the world a better place for everyone. But now I began to see how wrong I may have been.
“I won’t sacrifice one person for another. It’s not right.”
“It’s about the greater good!”
“The only greater good you’re interested in is what your bank account looks like every morning!” I shouted. I was trying to push myself to my feet, but Dr. Watkins gently pushed me back down.
“Enough,” he said quickly, sparing a glance at the hologram. “Director Trevor, if this conversation could continue at a later date? I need to work on my patient without having her riled up.”
“This isn’t over Stardust.”
I bit back the words I wanted to say and merely glared at him until the hologram disappeared. Then I let out a long breath and tried to relax.
Seventeen bullets. They fished seventeen bullets out of my body and counted about five more that went straight through. If they hit me that many times, how many civilians might they have hit?
I shook my head. I didn’t even want to think about it. For a brief moment I thought Trevor might have been on my side. I thought he might have a talk with the MTT about their attitudes. But that wasn’t going to happen. Why the hell hadn’t I seen these guys before? What was going on here? And where the hell was Lily?
I let the doctors finish their work, most of the wounds already closing now with the offending materials removed. Hell, they’d reopened the holes to get the bullets out in the first place—not the most pleasant of experiences. Watkins tried to give me some humble platitudes about being the better person and shit. Basically, he was telling me not to piss of Trevor—which it seemed to be far too late for.
But I did promise him I’d try to tone it down, and he left with a small smile. When the room was clear I took the time to shed my shredded costume and put on some regular clothes, allowing my hair to revert to its normal gingery color. Maybe one day I’d get to have my pink hair in civilian life. Hey, a girl can dream.
The downside to not keeping the suit and everything at home was trying to get back after all was said and done. Sure, I could speed off down the street or into the sky and hope no one saw me, but it was too risky. So, it was normal means of transportation for me, and that usually meant either public transit, or at three in the morning like it was now—a cab.
It still didn’t take too long to get home, and after slogging up twelve flights of stairs, because the elevator was still broken after two years, I got to the condo apartment I’d shared most of my adult life with my sister. These days it seemed heart-crushingly empty. Even worse now, with the feelings I was having towards Midnight.
“No,” I told myself, “you’re not thinking about that right now. You’re going to get in your apartment and go the fuck to bed.”
However, that plan was dashed the moment I stepped in the door. Things were out of place, dishes left out, and someone’s shoes left neatly by the door. If I had an intruder, they were making themselves at home for sure.
For one brilliant moment Claire’s voice sounded in my head, welcoming me home. I shook myself to clear it. That wasn’t helpful.
“Hello?”
“Oh shit!” I heard a woman’s voice come from one of the back rooms. I was taking off my shoes when Lily appeared in the hallway from my room, stopping across the room from me. “I’m sorry Lana, I wasn’t sure you’d be home tonight. You stay at the lab so much, or you’ve been out somewhere else lately. I’m sorry. I realize this is such an—”
I held up a hand to get her to stop, a small smile on my lips. “Hey, it’s okay.” I’d given her a set of keys after Midnight killed me. There was an aquarium here, Claire’s babies swimming around in there. I knew absolutely nothing about them really, but for her I kept them fed and cleaned the tank and everything. For her. But after I was gone for three days, I gave Lily keys so she could make sure the fish survived. “My house is your house. Are you okay?”
She hesitated to answer far too long. Then she smiled, something weary and pained. “I just… I needed to get away for a little bit. I couldn’t think of where else to go.”
I was about to reply when I noticed the way she was holding herself. She was clenched in on herself, awkward and uncomfortable, her face turned away from me. I didn’t use my powers in civilian clothes often, but now I dashed across the room, stopping in front of her before she could react. I turned her face to me gently, seeing the deep bruises all up one side and down her throat and neck. They weren’t the fun kind of bruises either.
“What happened?” My voice had gone cold, not unlike Midnight’s that night at the police station. My other hand clenched tight, the sound of popping knuckles making her flinch.
“It’s nothing,” she said softly, “I didn’t… he didn’t…” She gave a small shudder and looked away. “I deserved it.”
Anger made me move faster than even I realized. My fist went into the wall beside me, pushing through all the way to my shoulder. Lily flung herself away from me, eyes wide as I seethed.
“Fucking bullshit!” I snapped. “You never deserve to get hurt, to be hit. The only time—the only time—it’s okay to hurt someone is if it’s consensual and discussed beforehand! Never, never does anyone in a relationship deserve to be hurt by their partner.”
I steadied my breathing, pushing the anger away enough that I didn’t scare the girl. I removed my arm from the wall, grimacing. I was going to have to get that fixed at some point.
“I’m sorry,” Lily muttered.
“Don’t be,” I whispered, “but don’t blame yourself either. It was his fault. Not yours. No one deserves that.” I shook my head, trying for a smile and failing miserably. “You can stay as long as you need to. Make yourself at home.” I hesitated, then, “you can take Claire’s room. It’s a little messy but no one’s been in there in most of a year.”
She nodded. “Thanks Lana. I appreciate it.”
“Was it him?” I asked quietly, “your boyfriend, Aaron?”
“Don’t,” she said quickly, “no, you don’t get to do that. You don’t get to go all superhero on him, okay? He promised he wouldn’t do it again. It won’t happen again. Just drop it, okay?”
I clenched my hands again but nodded. “Fine. I’ll let it go this time.”
She disappeared into Claire’s room without another word and I was left still trying to contain my anger in the hallway. Aaron. I’d never heard anything bad about the man until now, though Lily didn’t talk about him much. They’d been together a couple years and moved in together about six months ago. Had he waited that long to show his true colors, or was she hiding it all this time? Maybe something had changed, or he became a different person. There was too much I didn’t know, and she didn’t want me to get involved.
I sighed and went to my own room, throwing myself on the bed, still fully clothed. I would respect her decision for now… but not forever. No, not forever.






Issue 19 – Anger

Victoria



I woke from a pain-killer induced slumber, curled up next to my pet who was in a similar state. We’d gotten the okay to take Andi out of the hospital a week ago, but she still wasn’t all too mobile yet. Actually, Lana had been of great help in taking care of my pet, and it was fun to play the two friends off each other. They had great chemistry.
But sadly, I had more important things to worry about. This MTT squad that attacked last night was new, and something I’d brought upon myself.
I knew the police station was going to come back to bite me in the ass. I didn’t regret it and given the chance I’d do it again. I couldn’t let someone like Danny Robertson get away with what he did.
Just thinking about him made my blood boil. I had to push back the anger as I slipped out of bed, careful not to wake my pet. My body didn’t heal like Stardust, and after last night I was black and blue over most of my body. The skin might be unbreakable, but the pain was very real, and it was putting me in an already bad mood.
I was dressing when there was a soft knock at the door. Ellis entered a moment later, curtsying to me as I pulled on my shirt.
“Mistress. Slave Lana is here for her early session.”
I stopped my hand from smacking my forehead. I’d forgotten I scheduled her early for a session before she was to take on her duties. I wanted to see more of what made the woman tick, and a session was the best way to do that. “Okay, let me finish getting dressed. Thanks Ellis.”
She nodded. “I left her in room eight, as requested.”
“Is she bound?”
“To the x-frame, yes.”
“Good.” I took a moment to change into pleasure clothes—black latex pants and top that showed off skin and assets to their best. It was a little much, but this game was as much about theatrics as about how you played. “Lead on.” I waved Ellis forward and we left the room.
The playrooms were in another wing of the manor, the wing most people who came in saw. My wing was off limits except to my personal coterie. The rest was open to the other doms and dommes who worked for me. But the rooms were more varied and could be used for more intense purposes, so they still served a purpose for me.
We turned down a hallway when there was a loud cracking noise and a sharp scream. My maid and I shared a glance before booking it towards room eight, the only occupied room. I kicked the door open, breaking it at the hinges and storming into the room.
A naked Lana stood over a blonde woman clad in clothing similar to mine. Lana’s wrists were locked in sturdy leather wrist cuffs that were still attached to jagged wooden planks. Her ankles too had cuffs on them, but they had come off the wood instead, leaving the broken x-frame in the corner of the room. The blonde cowered in front of Lana, her arms over her head, as the ginger-haired woman loomed above her, hands ready to deal a dangerous blow.
“Slave Lana!” My voice ripped through the room, the command sweeping them all up in the same moment. “Attend!”
She looked up and I swear her hair had deepened into a darker shade of red for a moment. Then it returned to normal as her eyes cleared and met mine. Immediately she fell to her knees, her head bowed, arms to the side.
Satisfied she was safe now, I turned to the blonde woman. A newer domme in my stable, Lady Venom was good enough that she had a lot of clients, but cocky enough to think she could do what she wanted. This might finally make her think twice about that.
“Lady Venom,” I said softly. The blonde turned to look up at me, “get off the floor please, you’ve embarrassed yourself enough for one day.”
“What?” She screeched, climbing to her feet awkwardly in her chosen wardrobe. Latex didn’t always bend the way you wanted it too. “Embarrassed me? I want this slave removed from the house immediately! She attacked me without provocation!”
“Ellis, if Lady Venom utters one more lie be sure to evict her from the manor immediately.”
My head maid gave a wide smile, “With pleasure Mistress.”
Venom shut her mouth and I stepped around her toward Lana. I looked down at the woman, noting the mass of scars that crisscrossed her back. It wasn’t anything Venom had done. These were old. Very old. I felt a sinking feeling in my heart. No wonder she went berserk. Having lived through that kind of abuse could destroy a person. But her personality never showed a sign of it.
“Slave Lana,” I said softly, “what happened here?”
“Mistress,” she replied formally, not lifting her head, “Ellis went to retrieve you after securing me to the x-frame. I heard the door open and expected you. Then something struck my back, several times. I… I reacted badly, and for that I apologize, Mistress.”
“There were no words shared between you and Lady Venom? No consent?”
“No Mistress.”
I spun on Lady Venom, who was cowering beside Ellis and looking very afraid. “You have twenty minutes to remove yourself and your things from my house. Maid Ellis will ensure the security of my home while you do. If I ever see you again, I swear you will not get off this lightly.”
Venom scoffed, “really? You’re going to believe that dangerous bitch? She wanted it! Begged for it! I could hear her moaning from outside the room and came in to give her what she wanted!”
Lana stiffened and I placed a hand on her shoulder. I needed to be more careful of the people I allowed in here. “Leave, Venom, and take your lies with you.”
It was a dismissal, and Ellis ensured the Lady took it as one. I turned back to Lana, kneeling in front of her and taking her chin in my hand.
“Slave, are you alright?”
She didn’t answer for so long I started to wonder if she’d even heard me. Then she tilted her head slightly, raising it to look me in the eye.
“Did I hurt her?”
“No, no you didn’t.”
She let out a long breath. “Good. Good.”
I took the cuffs off her wrists and ankles, making a mental note to ask for a refund for that x-frame—something built like that shouldn’t shatter under a single person’s strength. They must’ve used bad wood or something. I’d get to the bottom of it later.
“The scars on your back?” I hadn’t actually seen her naked yet. She’d done her duties here for several weeks now, but we hadn’t played like this yet. Today was supposed to be a good day, one we could try to find where her place might be. But because of my inattention, that plan was off the table.
“Old,” she replied, “my sister and I… we were foster children. She tried to protect me. It didn’t always work out.”
Anger made me want to hit something, but I held it back. It was not the time for that. But later…
“And when Venom whipped you?”
“Memories,” she said, “combined with… with an already bad day.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry Mistress. If you wish to dismiss me, I’d understand.”
Goddess I wish all my submissives learned as quickly as she did. She had no problem with titles, with serving, with submitting. She was just short of perfect, and with practice would probably reach it. I itched to tell her that I never wanted her to leave, but now wasn’t the right time for that. Instead I merely shook my head. “Not a chance, Slave. Maybe we won’t do what I had planned originally, but we still need to find your place in this world, don’t we?”
She nodded. “Yes Mistress.”
I helped her to her feet and aided her in dressing. “Can you tell me what else made you angry today? You had this look on your face for a moment there… like you were going to kill Venom.”
She looked away. “My friend… she’s being hurt by her boyfriend.”
Again, the rage inside swelled up and again I quelled it. There would be time for that later. Maybe a little trip to find this asshole and teach him a lesson. “That’s a hard situation to be in.”
“She won’t let me do anything about it.” She slammed a fist against the wall, making it shudder. The girl was stronger than I gave her credit for. “I hate being useless! I want to find him and… and… I don’t know. I just want him to stop hurting her.”
“That’s a normal feeling to have.”
“The worst part is he made her think she deserves it! Who does that to a person? What kind of monster is he? She’s staying at my apartment for now, but I know she’s going to go back to him, and I can’t let him hurt her again. But she won’t let me help!”
“This is going to be hard to hear, Lana,” I said softly, “but sometimes you can’t help people who don’t want to be helped. You can’t force them to do something you’re certain would be good for them. They need to choose to do it. Your friend needs to choose to do something about him, not you. If you take that away from her, she might never forgive you.”
“But how can she stay?”
“Because people like that make their victims rely on them. They abuse them into thinking that no one else would want them, no one else would care. The beatings are the price they pay for being in love, for being wanted.” I felt sick just saying the words. How many times had I taken matters into my own hands? Too often, maybe, but I had no regrets. I did what had to be done.
“It’s sickening,” She muttered under her breath. I agreed.
“Come,” I said, taking her hand after she was dressed. I led her out of the room and towards my wing of the house, “let me show you how I channel my anger, see if the tricks work for you. If not, maybe we’ll find another way.”
“No session today?”
“No session today,” I confirmed. I turned to look her right in the eye. “These games we play here? Never go into them angry. That goes for dominants and submissives alike. There’s too much risk something will go wrong, that something will trigger one or both of you and bad things will follow. It’s not worth it. Go into playtime with a clear mind and things will work out for the best.”
And let me take care of the asshole, I thought silently. It might take a night or two, but I think Lady Midnight had a date with another abuser. I looked down at Lana, remembering the scars on her back and wincing. So similar to my own, but for a different reason.
I considered having a date with another monster. An old monster who would lay a hand on little girls like my Lana. Maybe it was time to show someone like him what a real monster looked like.
I’d bet everything I had he’s never seen something like me before. And when I was done with him, would never see anything ever again.






Issue 20 – No Going Back

Lady Midnight



I didn’t want to seem too eager, but I’d put this off long enough. It was time teach someone a lesson again, but not Stardust this time. Four days is long enough to believe that the info passed down the grapevine, right? I hoped so, because I was lurking outside of Lana’s friend’s apartment, waiting and watching.
That beautiful ginger was something else. She had rough edges, dangerous edges, but that only made her all the sweeter. She wanted it as much as she said she didn’t, and she was quick to fall into the role once presented to her. And I couldn’t ignore the fact that she made a beautiful, beautiful doll.
I caught myself daydreaming again. This wasn’t the time. Like I’d taken care of Andi’s brother, now it was time to take care of another asshole who though he could get away with hurting someone.
It hadn’t taken long to find the twat-waffle, honestly. He seemed to like to spend time at a neighborhood bar not far from the apartment he shared with Lana’s friend. I’d followed him home tonight, keeping to the sky and hoping that Stardust didn’t interrupt things again. I pulled my phone out of an inner pocket. Maybe a half hour so far. I was getting worried that nothing would happen. After all, I preferred there to be a reason to crash through a window, despite how much fun it actually is.
Watching the windows there was a brief shaking movement to the panes. At first, I thought I was seeing things, but then there was a second, then a third. Something from inside the apartment was shaking the windows in their frames. Suddenly one cracked, spider-webbing across the entire pane.
“Shit,” I swore. I wasn’t going to be too late. He wasn’t going to hurt her like what happened to Andi.
I flew through the broken window with a satisfying crash, rolling expertly and coming up on my feet in a fighting stance, ready to pull him off his victim. But the room was empty.
“What the hell?” I said softly. Then I heard the wailing, sobbing sound. Was I too late? I dashed to the next room – also empty. I checked the last room, the largest bedroom, and stopped dead in the doorway.
“Oh fuck,” I whispered, earning the attention of Stardust, who was kneeling on the carpet inches away from a bloody and broken corpse of a man, “Oh fuck, not now. Not yet.”
As if my appearance was a trigger, she screamed as she flew at me. The soundwave hit first, slamming me back into the wall. When she followed up there was a primal ferocity etched on her face as she landed blow after blow from bloodied gauntlets. I had unbreakable skin, but this shit fucking hurt!
“Stardust!” I shouted, trying to get her attention before something terrible happened. “Hey! Give it a rest! I’m not here to hurt you.”
She didn’t let up, didn’t even respond enough to let me know she heard me. She continued to attack, pushing me back into the living room where there was finally room to move. I started to fight back, each blow I landed earning nothing more than a simple grunt and another strike from her.
I grabbed her arms, holding her tight against me. She tried to get a kick into my shins but I dodged, wrapping my arms around her in a tight hold as she panted and growled, almost animalistic. It took a minute, maybe two, before the struggles devolved into heart-wrenching sobs. I relaxed my arms, letting her fall to her knees once more.
“What have I done?” she wailed. She kept moving her hands to her face but seemed to notice the blood and pulled them away quickly. I grabbed her hands, pulling them away as I raised her chin to look at me.
“Stardust,” I said, my voice commanding, “breathe, princess. Keep breathing. Deep breaths. One… then two… one… then two…”
It was the same tone of voice I’d use on any of my people back home, and it seemed to have the same effect on the superhero. She gulped in deep breaths, letting them out in a rush like she couldn’t wait to draw in a second one. Slowly she began to collect herself, but I kept hold of her hands anyway.
“There you are,” I told her, “there you are.”
She blinked and looked at me like she didn’t even know I was there. “W-what are you doing here?”
“I could ask you the same question. Why did you come here? Why did you…” I stopped, not sure if I should remind her about what was in the other room.
Anger raged across her face. “She told me not to worry about it. She said I shouldn’t get involved. It wasn’t right. But him hitting her? That’s not right. I couldn’t just let him do it. So I confronted him…”
She trailed off long enough I thought she was done talking. I opened my mouth to coax more out of her but she started again.
“He laughed at me. The son of a bitch laughed at me. Laughed at the costume, told me I was nothing. I… I got angry. I threatened him and he… he hit me.”
Cold fire filled me with the words. He hit her? Hit my princess? If anyone was going to hurt Stardust, it was going to be me. “And you hit him back, as you should.”
“But I hit him, a-a-and kept hitting him. I didn’t stop. Even after he stopped moving, stopped reacting… stopped breathing. I kept hitting him.”
I took her chin in my fingers and made her meet my eyes. “You listen to me, girl,” I told her in that commanding tone, “he got what he deserved. There is no good reason for someone to prey on other people like that. No good reason for a man like him to beat on his girlfriend or anyone else for that matter. He doesn’t matter. He didn’t matter in life, and he won’t matter in death. No one will miss an asshole like that.”
Tears streamed from her eyes but she seemed to be listening to me. A plus, I thought.
“I have to go,” She said sullenly.
“Where?”
She shook her head. “I have to turn myself in.”
“What? Why?”
“Because I killed a man!” she shouted, “I killed someone and now I have to suffer the consequences. You remember our talk about that shit!”
“The difference is that you are superhuman. You don’t need to follow the same laws as the rest of them. Yes, there should be consequences, but what you did was the right thing to do. People like that don’t learn, and they don’t change. You did the right thing.”
“I’m not a killer!” She snapped, “What if I hurt someone else? How can I possibly trust myself after this?”
“You won’t, princess. You won’t?”
“How the hell do you know? I’m a murderer! A cold-blooded monster—just like you!”
The words were like a blow to my heart. But I couldn’t let her know that. Not tonight. I let her go and she sank back to her knees, her eyes zoning out at the nearest patch of bare wall.
She looked broken, torn apart by her own emotions. It was what I was going to do to her, but not like this. I never wanted her to be terrified of her own power. It wasn’t right. The powers were a gift, a blessing. It was something to be admired, not scared of.
“Princess,” I said softly, “You’re amazing. You don’t need to be scared with me, I promise. Look, you can attack me all you like. I promise you won’t hurt me. I promise I can stop you. You’re safe with me. I’m just like you.”
“No!” She shook her head. “I’m nothing like you.” She sobbed into her hands. “I’m nothing like you.” She repeated herself, but her voice didn’t have the same force to it.
I had one more chance to get her to see my side of things. I placed my hand on her cheek, giving a soft caress. Her breath escaped in a small gasp as I leaned over to whisper in her ear.
“They’ll never forgive you. You killed someone. You lost control. Do you think they will welcome you back at all?”
She looked up at me, desperate, her world shattering apart. “But I want to help them. I want them to want me.”
“I’ll always want you, even if they don’t,” I said, “I understand what all of this is like. I know you didn’t mean to do it. That’s how the first one usually is.”
“I… I don’t know what to do. I feel… lost.”
I started to answer but held back the words. Holy shit. I was about to tell her to come with me. To live with me. No way. No fucking way. She was a toy, a plaything. She wasn’t… she wasn’t… that special.
“It’s okay to be lost. It takes time to find your place.” I said softly.
“Like you? Choosing to be a villain?” She flung the words at me like they were daggers. It hurt, but more because they were coming from her. Not the idea of it.
“I didn’t choose my place,” I told her, “it was chosen for me.”
“Then why stay? Why not change?”
“Because I have a job to do, and no one else will do it.”
I made the mistake of looking her in the eye. She was looking at me like she hadn’t seen me before, and I knew that I’d said too much. Fuck it. In for a penny, in for a pound.
“Come with me.”
Her eyes widened and I watched a cavalcade of emotions flit across her face. Fear, longing, anger, and something that might’ve been hope. I understood what she was feeling. I’d felt it before, a long time ago.
“You’re joking, right?” she managed, choking out the words, “you’ve tried to kill me several times over now, and you want me to what? Come home with you? I’m not a lost little puppy for you to play with!”
The smile came naturally, “No, not a puppy. A kitten, maybe, or a doll.” She shuddered at the word. “You don’t have the temperament for a puppy, though we could work on that if you wanted to.” I couldn’t help it, I had to tease her a little. The way she scrunched up her face in annoyance was just so damned… adorable.
I could almost see the debate raging in her head. Whether or not to trust me, to listen to me, or attempt to overpower me and turn me into the police. She still wanted to turn herself in too, though I wasn’t about to let that happen. Let the public say what they wanted about me I wasn’t about to let the same happen to her. Never.
“Come with me,” I said, holding a hand to her, “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, and probably more. I’ll teach you, train you, and you’ll never have to fear about hurting me.” Hope lit up her eyes at the words, but she still wasn’t certain. “Or you can take your chances with the police. They won’t understand. Trust me.”
She reached out her hand, so close to taking mine. I smiled, hoping more than I should have. But she stopped. Pulled back, and stared up at me with eyes still full of tears.
“I… I can’t. Not yet. I need time.”
I frowned but nodded. “This offer won’t be around forever, princess. If you get in my way again, all bets are off.”
“I understand.”
“Good, now go away girl. I have things to take care of.”
She didn’t argue, which I was thankful for. She took off out the broken window, shedding pieces of her uniform as she went. When I was certain she was gone I went into the other room, taking in the damage she’d done.
Not bad, for an amateur. If she were to make a habit of this, she’d need to learn to be cleaner and much more precise with her hits. And preferably find a way to be able to cover up the obvious signs of super strength. Normal humans couldn’t pulverize bones with bare hands.
I messed up the scene, removing any possible hint that it might have been Stardust who did this. That meant I was going to be blamed, of course, but that was fine. I’d dealt with shit like this for years. I was fine with another mark on my record. What were they going to do? Arrest me? I’d love to see them try.
With one final look around to make sure I didn’t miss anything, I took off out the same broken window. I was tempted to go after Stardust, to make sure she was okay, but I held back. The girl was confused and irrational and I didn’t want to press her. There was too much hope she’d take me up on my offer. I’d held it all in so long… all by myself. To have someone to share it with… No, I wasn’t going to think about that. Not now. I couldn’t afford to get my hopes up.
Instead, I headed home, ready for a nice hot bath and a long night cuddled up with a particular kitten who was still on pain-meds that made her adorably loopy. But I knew that even being with Andi wouldn’t stop this ache in my heart.
“Damnit,” I said softly, “not as hard-boiled as I thought if I’m falling for the damsel all over again.”
I guess even supervillains never learn.






Issue 21 – Incognito

Lana



I tore off chunks of my costume as I flew around aimlessly. I made sure I was high enough in the air mostly to avoid detection as I stripped down to my skivvies. My mind was a messy jumble of thoughts and feelings and worries and all I knew for certain was I needed to get this damned dress off along with the rest of it. I tossed a boot down on the roof of some building or another. I didn’t know them from sight right now. I couldn’t let anyone track me, and the suit made by Arturis had to have some sort of tracking device in it.
“Holy shit,” I breathed out lightly as I removed the last piece, now flying in the cold air in my bra and underwear. “What the hell is going on? She offered to… what? Take me in? Did she think I was going to join her or something? I’d never stoop to that level. Her level.” But even as the words left my mouth, I couldn’t help but feel how… wrong they were. The thought of being with her, living with her… not having her trying to fuck with me or kill me would be a huge plus. Then again, living with her may very well mean she’ll try to kill me more often.
She did teach me that I could fly though… even if she said she didn’t mean to.
“Fuck!” I shouted, glad I was too far away from anyone else for them to hear.
I took a deep breath, trying to center myself. The moment my mind cleared the image of that asshole appeared, covered in blood and bruises, unmoving on the carpet. “No!” I cried out, cradling my head in my hands. I halted my flight and abruptly dropped over twenty meters before I managed to start hovering again. This flying thing was harder than it looked. Losing focus on it was… unadvisable, as I’d found out that very same night I learned to fly, after the Lady had left me.
My memory found that kiss again, the way I melted into her. “Fuck!” I screamed again, shaking my head. I had to keep focus. I had to… I didn’t even know.
“Okay,” I said softly, “okay, let’s prioritize.” She didn’t hurt me tonight. She saw how bad I hurt myself. Her words echoed in my head: ‘you’re safe with me.’ ‘You can’t hurt me.’ ‘I’m like you.’ She had no idea how badly I wanted to believe her. “Get somewhere safe,” I told myself, “change of clothes, civilian persona. Lay low for a while and see what happens.”
Would she turn me in? Set it up so the situation is worse than it was? Something told me she wouldn’t, but I couldn’t be sure. She was so damned confusing!
“Stop thinking about her!” I commanded myself, for all the good it would do. Surprisingly, it worked. Instead my mind drifted to thoughts of Ms. Victoria. It felt like she was the most stable thing in my life lately, and I’d only known her for a few weeks. What would she say to everything? It didn’t matter. Now that she was on my mind, I knew where I had to go.
I started flying towards her manor before I glanced down at myself and realized I was all but naked. “Right. Clothing first, then go see the Mistress.”
Having little choice, I flew back to my apartment building, wrenching open the locked roof access door and trying to silently enter the building. I forewent the elevator and sped down the stairs, not willing to take the risk of flying down the center of the open stairwell. Didn’t want to give anyone a heart attack when they saw a flying naked woman floating down, right?
At my floor I dashed straight to my apartment, about to open the door when I realized I didn’t have my keys. I hesitated. I didn’t want to break in, but what choice did I have? I let my head smack lightly against the door and sighed. Break it or try to fly in through the window. Either option wasn’t appealing.
Then I heard noise on the other side of the door, and the lock slid open. Lily. She was still in my apartment. I panicked, about to dash away when the door cracked open.
“Lana? What are you… why are you naked?”
I blushed but pushed into the apartment, closing the door behind me. It was nothing Lily hadn’t seen before. She’d watched me change a handful of times back at the lab.
“I… I made a mistake,” I said softly.
Her brows narrowed, then she frowned. “You didn’t…”
Whatever she saw on my face told her more than my hesitation ever could.
“Lana, what did you do?”
“I…” I couldn’t meet her eye.
“Damnit Lana! I told you not to get involved! I told you to leave it alone! Why couldn’t you listen to me?”
“He was hurting you! I couldn’t let him do that!”
“It was my problem to deal with, not yours! Just because you think you’re a superhero doesn’t mean you can do whatever you want! You’re not Lady Midnight!”
“I never said I was! But how could you expect me to just sit back and do nothing! He hurt my friend!”
“Well maybe we shouldn’t be friends!”
I faltered. What? I was trying to help and she… I know she told me not to get involved but still I…
I hung my head. “I… I’m sorry Lily. I couldn’t… I couldn’t let him hurt you again.”
“That wasn’t your decision,” she snapped, moving to the door and opening it. “Next time butt the fuck out of it.” She slammed the door behind her, gone before I could get my voice to work again. Goddess I hoped she wasn’t going back to her apartment.
I went to my bedroom, to the closet. I had clothes collecting dust in the back of it and figured the best way to be incognito was to wear something no one had seem me in before. A responsible knee-length purple skirt and a simple t-shirt that had a heart on it, proclaiming ‘I love magical girls!’ It was something I would have worn before the accident.
Wow, my memory was being a real bitch tonight, bringing up everything that’s ever been bad in my life lately. The accident was the last thing I wanted to think about, especially with Claire’s bedroom door wide open. I glanced inside and felt my stomach flop around like it wanted to jump up my throat. I swallowed it back down, grabbing the knob and closing the door.
Dressed and cleaned up as best I could, I focused on my hair. At some point during the night it had gone a fiery red with orange and yellow highlights, looking like my head was on fire. I shook it out, focusing on the plain ginger coloring of my natural color.
It took a few minutes of fiddling before I realized I was stalling. What would she say, showing up in the middle of the night? I mean, I’d enjoyed being with her over the past few weeks, but this might be… too much. She had always held to the terms of our agreement. Would this break them? I hoped not. I didn’t want that. But I had nowhere else to go.
Even at two in the morning the city wasn’t completely asleep. I managed to hail a passing cab and gave him the address. Fifteen minutes later I found myself standing outside of that imposing manor once more. I couldn’t believe I’d talked myself into knocking on the door that day, and now I had to do it again.
I was halfway up the front steps when the door suddenly opened. Ellis stood in the doorway, gazing down at me completely impassively. Goddess, did the woman ever sleep?
“Slave Lana,” she said softly, “you were not expected at this hour. Is there something we can help you with?”
I opened my mouth but the words felt like they wouldn’t come out. “I need help,” I managed after a moment of silence. “I… I hoped to see the Lady.”
Those eyes of hers bore down on me and I knew, I knew that if she decided it I would never set foot in this building again. She protected her Mistress in her own way, the only way she could. And that was to make sure undesirables never got within threatening reach of her lady.
“Come in,” she finally said, standing to one side. “Take a seat in the sitting room,” she gestured to a door, “and I will fetch the Lady.”
“Thank you,” I said, trying to convey all the feelings I had into those simple words. She nodded at me and for a moment I thought I saw the corners of her mouth turn up slightly.
I went into the other room to wait. The manor was different this late at night. Most of the people who were here during the day went home at night. Maybe a small number were night staff, but they were mostly people who cleaned and organized the place in the stead of the maids who worked during the day. I knew there was a dormitory of sorts here, I’d cleaned it a few times when acting as the Lady’s maid.
In this sitting room there were harnesses where people were locked into position to be chairs, or even hanging from the light fixture high up in the center of the room. The first time I’d been here, they’d all been filled. She hadn’t pressed me into service as a fixture yet, that would be too much for a beginner, she had said. I did admit a certain… curiosity though.
Alone now with my thoughts I started to shiver. Every decision tonight had made things worse and worse. I should have listened to Lily. I should have left it alone. She said she was handling it. She said he promised never to do it again. But my best friend had to get fifteen stitches up her arm because the asshole used a knife on her. A knife! And she told me she was handling it!
I wrapped my arms around me, trying to bring some warmth into my cold body as I shook. It wasn’t cold in the room.
“Slave Lana?” At my mistress’s words I spun around the face her, falling to my knees and bowing my head. It… felt like the right thing to do.
“I’m sorry Ms. Victoria. I didn’t know where else to come, or what to do. I needed… I need help and I was so scared and I couldn’t go anywhere and you… you’re so nice to me and I didn’t want to make you unhappy or make you not want me anymore or—”
A warm hand touched the bottom of my chin, raising my face up as the words stuttered to a stop. Her comforting eyes searched my face and I realized how familiar she looked for a moment. My chest ached and confusion followed. Falling for two women in the same month? Clearly, I just couldn’t make up my mind.
“Quiet, slave,” she said softly, her other hand touching the top of my head and gently petting. I squirmed in her grasp slightly and managed to catch my breath. “It’s okay. My people can always come to me. I am your owner, it means I take care of you as much as you take care of me.”
Tears welled up in my eyes again and I tried to hold them back. “I made a mistake. And my friend… my friend told me not to, but I couldn’t just let it go, so I did something stupid. Something I shouldn’t have. Now I don’t… I don’t think I can go back to her. I don’t know what to do… where to go…”
She nodded as I babbled, like she understood every word. The words ran out when I ran out of breath. I was still on my knees, doing nothing but trying to keep air going into and out of my body. She moved to the door and summoned Ellis, asking her to prepare one of the guest rooms. She didn’t look the least bit put out by the order, merely accepted it implacably and walked away. I wondered idly how much training went into being able to be that… collected and composed.
“Ellis will prepare you a room,” Miss Victoria turned back to me, “you don’t need to worry about giving any details tonight, but I would like to hear the whole story sometime, when you’re ready. In the meantime, get some rest. You look like you need it.”
As she turned to go, I could feel my body start to shiver and quake again. My teeth started to chatter and my arms wrapped around me again to try to keep some sort of heat in, but nothing seemed to work. I was still on my knees shivering when she reached the door, turning and looking like she wondered what was going on.
“Lana?” she said quietly and I gasped at the use of my name without the title. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t get my legs to work, or my arms, or even my lips to speak. “Lana,” she said again, this time more firmly. I managed to crane my head up to look in those deep eyes. She was frowning, worry lines across her face as she knelt down in front of me. “Slave, are you okay?”
The words were a command again. A command I could work with. “I don’t… I don’t want to be alone… I can’t be alone right now…”
She nodded, placing a finger thoughtfully on her chin, “well, I suppose Ellis or one of the other live-in slaves could—”
I shook my head, unable to stop myself. “Can I sleep with you?”
She froze in place and my heart sank. Stupid Lana, real stupid. Asking her something like that. What the hell is wrong with you? It’s far too forward and there’s no reason for her to say yes and she’s just going to kick you out and you’ll be left all alone and-
“Okay,” she said softly, prying one of my hands off of me and taking it warmly, “you’ll have to endure Andi’s presence too, since it wouldn’t be polite to kick her out of where she’s already sleeping, but there’s plenty of room for three.”
My mouth gaped open. “Truly?”
She smiled then. “Are you questioning me, slave?”
“No Miss Victoria.”
“Good.” She pulled me off the floor with surprising strength. “Come along slave.”
A few minutes later I was curled up in bed with two of the most beautiful women I knew. The fur of Andi’s arm-warmers tickled my skin and I blushed when I realized that, like myself, my Mistress slept in the nude. Running my hands across her body she moaned slightly, easing into me. I felt the scars up and down her body and gasped softly. They were like my own…
Maybe I wasn’t so alone in this world.
Maybe things would be… okay.






Issue 22 – Fight or Flight

Stardust



I glanced around the rooftop, wondering if the sign was noticeable enough. I wasn’t wearing the costume anymore, and after a week of living with Ms. Victoria, tonight was the first night I’d felt confident to try to reach out. So I made this… sign.
From the sky it should look like the word ‘Midnight’, though from this far down it was an entire box of black garbage bags artfully arranged. I like to say artfully, but considering my art skills are what they are…
I shook my head and pulled back the hood of my sweater, letting the pink hair out in the wind. The was not my first choice. The Company had started merchandising my name a few months ago, and the hoodie was the only thing in my colors I could find. I didn’t want her to think I was a fangirl trying to get her attention.
Though that’s kind of exactly what I was…

“Miss me, princess?”

The voice was a purr that made my knees tremble. I leapt away from her, spinning on my heel a few feet away. She was there, hovering a few feet over the rooftop with her black winged mask covering the half of her face I wanted to see now more than anything. Those eyes watched me like a predator watches prey and I did my best to school my expression into something that didn’t resemble a juicy rabbit.
“Lady Midnight,” I said, trying to exude an air of businesslike calm. “Thank you for coming.”
“Well I could hardly say no after I saw the effort you put in to find me.” She landed and casually stepped towards my garbage bag art, kicking it a little, “inventive.”
“I… I wanted to thank you.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah,” I scratched the back of my head, wondering why I was doing this. “You… you took the blame for me. I saw the news… they pinned the… the… what I did on you.”
She shrugged like it wasn’t a problem. “I messed up the scene after you left. Made them think I did it.”
“W-why?”
“Aww, is the cute little princess worried the big scary constabulary is going to get me?” She tittered a laugh and kicked away more of my art, “they already want to catch me, one more crime isn’t going to keep me up at night.” She glanced back at me and frowned in concern, “how about you? Have you been sleeping?”
I nodded, “very much. But I want…”
She waved a hand to cut me off. “Don’t. Just don’t.”
“But why are you so willing to help me?”
She smiled that shark-like smile, “Why do you think I’m helping you? Maybe it’s all part of my master plan. Maybe all I want to do is ruin you, and this is the way I’ll do it.”
She’s sure of her words, but the intent doesn’t follow. “You’re lying,” I told her, “I don’t know why you’re doing this, but if you wanted to hurt me you’ve had plenty of chances.”
“I don’t know—”
“No!” I shouted, whatever tenuous hold I had on my temper snapping. I stamped my foot hard enough on the ground the concrete cracked, “it’s my turn to talk! You have been messing with me for almost a year now. Dammit I know how to take care of myself! I’ve been through more in my life than most people, and I’m still fucking here!”
“I never meant—”
“You never meant what? To hurt me? Bullshit. But I don’t think you know anything else! You’ve been by yourself for so long, acting the way you do, and doing the things you’ve done, that you can’t fathom not being a complete bitch!”
Her face went cold. “As I recall,” she began as I paused to take a breath, “you were the one who got in my way that first night. I told you to leave. I told you to stay out of things you couldn’t possibly understand.” She stalked towards me as she spoke and I found myself rooted to the spot. “You. Didn’t. Obey.”
Her hand reached out and I threw myself back. “I’m not your property! I’m no one’s property!” I didn’t need to tell her about Ms. Victoria. But even then, I didn’t belong to her. I only…
“You really think that you can just show up and start getting in my way?” She snapped, “I’ve been doing this for years! I was younger than you when I—” she stopped abruptly. Emotions warred across her face and I realized I’d made a terrible mistake in losing my cool. “-when I got my powers. You think I wanted to be a villain? I did what no one else would do! They pushed me into this role, then got mad when I stopped playing the dutiful slave! You don’t have a fucking clue what the world is really like!”
Fuck it. In for a penny, in for a pound.
“Then tell me! Stop playing games and damned well tell me what happened! I’ve seen too many sides of you not to know that there’s some fucked-up shit in your past that made you the way you are now! I can help! I want to… I want to help!”
Her face shone with raw emotion, tears forming in her eyes. “Why? Why would a goody-two-shoes like you want to help your nemesis?”
I opened my mouth but choked on the words. How could I make her understand?
Her expression closed off, that armor she wore settling itself over her again. “What’s the matter princess? No heroic words for me now? Tired of pretending you want to save the damsel?” She shook her head, “Go home kid. Go back to a normal life and pretend like this past year never happened. Arturis will replace you soon enough. Go, before they get their claws into you so deep you can’t help but do whatever they want.”
She turned to leave and I lunged forward, grabbing her wrist. She pulled away but I made another grab for her, trying to keep her here. Snarling, she spun me around, hand closing around my throat as I was slammed into the brick chimney.
“Why can’t you just. Listen. To. Me!” She snarled, gripping tighter and tighter.
I tried to scream around the closed throat but it came out as something of a croak. She dug her fingers in deeper and things started to go dark.
“Is this what you want?” She hissed, her breath a warm wind on my cheek. “You won’t stop until I kill you again? Is that it? Is that what you want? Should I just do it now?”
My answer was nothing more than a few gurgling noises as her face wavered in and out of focus.
“Can you feel it? Your limbs getting weaker? The lights fading? Can’t speak, can’t breathe, can’t focus on anything. The thumping of your heart laboring without oxygen.” She smiled and all I could see was the white teeth in a Cheshire-cat smile. “This is what it means to end. This is death. I know it well. So do you. Let’s find it together, shall we?”
I struggled. I fought. But no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t get her grip to loosen. Darkness engulfed my vision and something inside me shattered.
And I screamed.
The sudden influx of air had me on my knees, gasping, as the sound echoed in my ears. Car alarms on the street were blaring as people yelled about falling glass and needing to sleep. When I finally pulled my head up the destruction was all around me.
The roof was cleared of all debris. Even the layer of dirt that had permeated the surface had been scoured clean. The edges of the building had been blown to pieces, and I could see a path in front of me that something hard and heavy burst through. The building on the far side had a person-sized hole in its wall, with more yelling and screams coming through.
I coughed and choked, getting air into laboring lungs, when I heard the sound of heels. My mind was playing tricks on me. I lifted my head expecting to see Miss Victoria. But instead, there was only Lady Midnight. I tried to focus on her face, but my eyes weren’t working yet. Instead I hung my head, letting the hair fall around my face. I didn’t want to see her.
“Every time I think I’ve got you figured out, you surprise me.”
I coughed more. My throat felt like it had been stripped raw.
“Sonic scream,” her voice came again, “I’d seen hints, but didn’t think it would bloom quite so extraordinarily.”
“Fuck you,” I rasped.
“Only if you say ‘pretty please’.”
I threw a half-hearted punch that whiffed the air.
“Oh princess, you’re so pretty when you’re angry.”
“Stop playing with me.”
A hand grabbed my chin, roughly pulling my head up.
“What else should I do with you? You won’t let me keep you, after all.” Her voice sent shivers down my spine and I froze in her grip. “Whatever am I to do with a little princess like you?
“Let me help you,” I whispered to her, begged her. “I want to help you. I…”
“What? You what?”
“I… I think I love you.”






Issue 23 – Love

Victoria



“No,” I whispered, “no, no, no, no, no!”
I think I love you. The words echoed in my head, again and again and again until it was all I could hear.
“This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.”
“Mistress?” Andi’s voice filtered in from the doorway, the door cracked open slightly. I schooled my face into the Mistress mask and smiled at my sweet.
“Come in darling, please.” She did so slowly, still moving carefully with a crutch, but otherwise she was healing well. Another month or two, if she continued her physical therapy, and she’d be back to jumping up on the furniture with gusto. I smiled. My kitten was so good at bringing me back to myself. I pet her soft skin and hair as she nuzzled against my chest and I sighed wearily.
“Are you okay Mistress?”
I nodded into her, taking pleasure in her scent. “Rough night is all. I’m glad you’re here.”
“Nyah, me too.”
We held each other for some time, reveling in the silence.
I think I love you.
I pulled away in a flash, “what did you just say?”
Confusion was plain on her face. “I asked if you wanted to lay down Mistress.”
I shook my head, pulling her back in. “Oh. Umm, yes. Yeah, laying down sounds good.”
She pulled me to the bed, laying down in my arms as I stared at the ceiling.
The moment the words were out of her mouth I’d disappeared. What else could I do? I wasn’t going to stick around to have that conversation, not with my brain still buzzing after her sonic scream. I think I love you.
The tears came unbidden. I think I love you. That wasn’t what I wanted. She wasn’t supposed to fall for me. She was nothing more than a toy to play with and throw away after she was broken. That’s what I did to the heroes who came after me. I broke them down and tossed them in the garbage. But this one… she was getting under my skin. She was the first that seemed willing to listen to me.
“Mistress?” Andi was staring at my face, concerned. “Mistress what’s wrong?”
I shook my head but didn’t trust my words. I sobbed into my pet and felt her warm arms wrap tight around me.
“Oh Mistress,” she sighed, “you try to be so strong for all of us. Well let me be strong for you, okay?”
I nodded and let her be my rock. I think I love you. The words still ring in my head, now joined by a second voice. A lighter voice, musical in my memory. Vanessa. The sobs came harder and I curled into myself, Andi’s body wrapped around me. Oh Vanessa… how could I have forgotten?
“Andi,” it took a good while before I could get a word out. I managed to follow that one with more. “Andi, am I a bad person?”
She looked up, shocked. “What?”
“Am I a bad person?” I asked again. “I… put this house together to help people, to give them a place when society rejects them. Have I been neglecting that too much? Did I do all of this just to… just to feel in charge? For power?”
She stared me in the eyes, anger darkening her face. “What the hell are you talking about? You’re wonderful! You take care of all of us. You let us live here with you, you care for us. You even… you even protect us.” Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “I know what you did to my brother. I know you’re always there to protect me, to protect all of us. Do you think I’d be alive if I hadn’t found you? Do you think Ellis’s husband wouldn’t have killed her by now if you hadn’t taken her in? You saved us, Victoria. You saved us.”
“…but I’ve hurt so many people. You know who I am. You know what I’ve done. Your brother got off lightly.”
“My brother,” she snapped, “deserved what he got and more. My whole family deserves the damned same!” She placed her furry hands on my cheeks, holding my gaze on hers. “You do what needs to be done. You never hurt people without good reason. You protect those who can’t protect themselves.”
“But I—”
“No, Mistress. No. You asked me a question. Now you get the answer. You think that we belong to you? No, Mistress, you belong to us.”
I was silent for a long time. “I don’t deserve you.”
She smiled that kitten smile. “No, but I’m here anyway.”
I curled up in bed with her until her soft breathing told me she’d fallen asleep. Every time I tried to close my eyes, Stardust appeared there, telling me how she felt again. Her voice mixed with Vanessa’s and I felt the tears begin to well up again.
There was a soft knock on the door then, and I managed to extricate myself from my kitten without waking her. I opened the door slowly, ignoring the fact I wasn’t wearing any clothes. It was my house, after all.
Lana stood in the doorway, her hair a darker red than usual. When had she dyed it? Tonight maybe? It was well done, looked professional even.
“Ms. Victoria?” She said softly, looking me up and down with the cutest blush on her cheeks.
“Slave Lana,” I replied, “to what do I owe the pleasure?” I noticed her eyes were as red as mine felt. She’d been crying too. I wondered what about.
“I… I think I need to talk, Mistress. Do you… have time?”
I gave her a small smile. “Let me get dressed,” I glanced down at her worn t-shirt and jeans. “And let’s get you into something a little more fitting for your station, hmm?”
She blushed deeper. “Yes Mistress.”
Properly attired in a simple black dress, Lana was wearing a comfortable and less-revealing maid uniform than most of the slaves wore. This was more similar to Ellis’s professional uniform, and Lana seemed more drawn to it than some of the other possibilities.
“Are you going to tell me what happened tonight?” I said softly as she served us both tea, “or what happened the night you came to stay?”
She paused pouring her own tea, then resumed. She was silent as she set the teapot aside, spooning a bit of sugar into hers. Then she sat across from me and stared long and hard at her cup.
“I’m twenty-three years old,” she said softly, “but sometimes I feel like I’m so much older than that. I’ve… I’ve been through so much. I’ve done so much. And in the last year I feel like I aged a decade. I’m tired of it. I’m exhausted, Mistress.”
I smiled. “I’m only twenty-six.” Her eyes went wide behind her teacup and I chuckled. “I know, surprising, isn’t it?” I sighed. “I knew I was different when I was younger, and I built a place to take care of others like me. Like you.”
She let out a long breath. “I don’t know where to start.”
“Let’s try at the beginning. As far back as you want to.” I reached out and took her hand across the table, caressing the calloused skin.
“I… I never knew my dad. Mom and Claire were all I had growing up. Mom worked hard to make sure we were okay, and Claire raised me. Then… there was an accident. At mom’s work. She died. Was killed.” She stopped talking and took a breath. I gave her time. It wasn’t easy to talk about the past. I knew that better than anyone. “Claire took care of me. She was only a few years older, but we managed. But she couldn’t be there all the time. She wasn’t there when he… when one of the fathers at the home…” She shuddered and I remembered the scars on her back, feeling the anger simmering below the surface. She shook her head and continued. “She kept us together… when they tried to separate us. She wouldn’t let them. I don’t think I’d have made it if she didn’t.”
“She sounds like a wonderful person,” I replied. “I’d love to meet her.”
She shook her head. “She’s dead. There was… we were in a car accident last year. She… she died. And I…”
“You lived.”
She shrugged, “I don’t know that I did.” She took another long sip of her tea. “When I woke up, I felt like a different person. I was a different person. I only had one goal: to make sure the ones who hurt my family were stopped. And I… I tried to do that. I tried to get revenge. But I couldn’t. I wasn’t strong enough.” She looked down, hanging her head, “I’m still not strong enough.”
Her hands shook on her teacup and I fought the urge to hold them steady. Instead I settled my hands around her without stopping them, trying to give them warmth without control.
“And now I’m… I’m so lost and confused that I don’t know what I’m doing, what I’m feeling anymore. I’m torn up on the inside and I can’t let anyone outside of myself know. Because people are counting on me. Because I’m supposed to take care of people. It’s what everyone wants.”
Tears fell in big drops on the table and I picked up a napkin to wipe her face. She smiled at the intimate touch. “I know what that’s like. I know how hard it can be to feel like you don’t measure up enough. I know how hard it is to be something for everyone else when it’s tearing you apart.”
Her eyes shone with hope as I spoke softly, calmly. “I was an orphan. I never knew my parents.” Lana gasped softly but I ignored it and continued. “I was placed with a… family. And I grew up to be someone I barely recognized. I wasn’t me, wasn’t the person I wanted to be. Until I met… Vanessa.”
The words were dredging up all those old memories again. Vanessa’s voice mixing with Stardust’s, telling me they think they love me. “Vanessa,” I whispered as I sipped at my quickly cooling tea. “She was everything to me. My reason to live.” I took a quavering breath. I hadn’t spoken of this in years, not since she was taken from me. Since I became Midnight.
“Mistress?” Lana said softly. It was her turn to put her hand in mine, lending me her strength.
“I’m okay,” I told her, “Sorry.”
She shook her head. “No need to apologize. Not to me.”
I took a breath and continued. She was strong enough to share her story, I would be strong enough to do the same. “I grew into something new. Someone new. But I still had Vanessa. Until…” I paused to swallow the bulge in my throat, “Until there was an incident, eight years ago. She… she didn’t make it.” I took another moment to breath and tamp down the emotions that were boiling inside. “When she died… it changed me. More than I ever thought possible. I just couldn’t be that person they wanted me to be anymore. So instead, I became something no one wanted me to be. And I collected all those who didn’t fit their molds either. I built this place, and I started keeping people safe.”
The silence stretched for several minutes. Our tea all but forgotten, we settled our hands together on the table and got lost in our own thoughts.
“So that’s how you got your scars?” Lana finally said. I searched those eyes but found no judgement in them.
“Yeah,” I said, but mentally I was shaking my head. My scars came much, much earlier than that. “yours?”
She nodded. “One of the dads in the foster homes had sick little games he liked to play. Claire couldn’t protect me all the time… and I wasn’t a good kid.” She shivered. “I deserved it… that what he always said. That I deserved all of it.” I snarled. Whoever ‘he’ was, I swore I’d find him and make sure he never hurt someone like he had my slave ever again. “I never told Claire about it, but she guessed. She worked hard to get us away from him, even when social services did nothing to help.”
I nodded slowly, wondering how I would have felt if I’d had a sibling and lost her. There was no way to know. I’d only ever lost Vanessa, and that had destroyed the person I was.
“We should probably get some sleep if we want to wake up sometime before tomorrow night.”
She chuckled and nodded. “Yes Ms. Victoria.” She was quick to clean up the cups and teapot, then escorted me back to my room like a proper maid.
I paused with my hand on the door. “Would you like to join us?”
I thought her smile would never stop growing.
“I thought you’d never ask.”
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I landed softly on the roof of the building, taking care to avoid the motion sensors and other things they had up here. The Arturis Corporation had one of the tallest buildings in the city, incredibly lavish on the inside and beautiful on the outside. The first three floors were a promenade, the next handful office space, while Arturis themselves owned the rest of the floors. A skylight dropped in the middle from the roof down twenty-five floors to the atrium accessible only by the executives of the company.
That skylight was my way in. It had been seven years since the last time I was in this building, but things don’t change that quickly. I hovered above the glass pyramid, a series of mirrors down the tunnel ensuring the sunlight reached the atrium. It was also the only way into the building that wasn’t heavily fortified. Because hey, how would someone get down twenty-five stories in a ten-by-ten skylight?
They didn’t take flying into account.
I wiped the smirk off my face. Focus, girl, focus. It was good to finally be back on track. There’d been no more distractions from a young superhero. It’d been four months since… I think I love you. Dammit.
“Okay,” I said softly, “Screw this. We’re moving forward. No more thinking about her.”
Steeling myself, I did a slow countdown from five, then dove. Glass and mirrors shattered around me in the space of a few seconds. The last pane was thicker than the rest, larger pieces falling into the atrium as I hit the ground in a controlled crouch. The floor cracked but held, some of the couches and furniture blown back from the shockwave.
Alarms were blaring around the building and I moved. The guards didn’t know what hit them. Hell, most of them didn’t see it either. I left a path of unconscious people in my wake, navigating the maze of corridors by memory. One office in particular was my destination and I paused for only a moment to get my bearings. The place hadn’t changed in ten years, and I busted my way up several more floors and found a crowded hallway between me and where I needed to be.
The guards were stacked ten deep in front of the biggest office in the building. The Director’s office. Two of them went down before they realized I was there. The next two before they could bring their guns to bear. Three of them managed to get shots off, but the bullets bounced off and into the walls around. They all fell within a few seconds.
“Wow…” I said softly, standing in the middle of them all, “they really need to get better guards.”
As if someone heard me through the double doors, they swung open. The lights in the office were glaringly bright, and I caught sight of an older man sitting behind the large desk set back near the window that looked out over the atrium. I walked into the office like I owned the place, sitting down in one of the vacant seats in front of the desk.
“I’m sorry, if I’d known you’d be here I would have made an appointment, Director Trevor.”
“Ah yes, Emily Croix.” He glanced past me towards the hallway, “you always did know how to make an entrance.”
I hid the flinch my old name always brought out. “What was it you always told me sir? Oh yeah, make a show of it. Need to give the fans something to see.” I smiled, “looks like even I don’t forget the basics.”
“You always were a quick learner, Deliverance.”
“I don’t go by either of those names anymore. I’m my own person, not the one you created.”
He laughed, “that’s right. You changed it when you left us.” He put a finger to his chin, making a show for me. “What is it now? Lady Moonlight?”
“Midnight.” I did my damnedest to keep the blush from my face. The asshole was toying with me. “I don’t know where the ‘Lady’ part came from. The media, I think.”
“We worked well together, back then. You were our first success, our first new superhero.” He leaned his elbows on the desk, his fingers steepled. “We would have changed the world with you.”
“You turned me into a weapon,” I snapped, “and used me for your own gain! I was an accident, the whole damned thing was an accident! In case you don’t remember, people died that night!”
He waved a hand in the air. “The price of defying natural law. Sacrifices have to be made.”
“I don’t see you being sacrificed.”
“Of course not. Someone has to tell the others who can stay and who—well—are expendable. Like you.”
My hands clenched into fists. “I am not some expendable test subject! Not anymore!”
“No. No, you were invaluable to us for a time. As Deliverance you made a difference. Now… now all you do is corrupt our new hopes and try do dig your grubby little hands deeper and deeper into Arturis.”
I grabbed one side of the desk and hauled it out of the way. The heavy wood smashed through the wall into the next office, debris scattering to the floor. A monitor shattered, sparks flying. The Director sat through it all, unfazed.
“Still with the temper tantrums, Emily. You haven’t grown up at all.”
“Son of a bitch!” I snarled, lunging forward to grasp him by the throat. My hand passed right through him. “What the fuck?”
He laughed. “So gullible, so naïve. Did you really think it would be this easy? We’ve known you’ve been putting the pieces together for years. You think we didn’t prepare for this?”
“Where the fuck are you?”
“In a safe place my dear.” He chuckled. “Safer than you.”
On cue something bright and hot slammed me in the chest. I choked out a breath and flew backwards, smashing through the safety glass and falling several floors. The impact back in the atrium was nothing compared to how badly my chest was burning and I let out a scream. I hadn’t felt pain like this since… since I got my powers.
I patted the singed edges of my catsuit, most of the chest burned away. My skin was red and starting to blister already and I screamed as my hand caught it badly. What the hell was that? I glanced up at the broken window and saw a figure there, standing at the edge. Two pinpoints of red light appeared in their shadowed face and I moved the fuck out of the way. Scorching rays of heat scarred the floor where I’d landed, travelling towards me as I moved. I could feel the heat behind me and moved faster, getting out of the meta’s line of sight.
“Fuck!” I clutched at my chest, the pain worse than anything I could remember. I didn’t carry anything like first aid supplies because, until now, I hadn’t needed it. Nothing penetrated my skin, nor damaged anything internally. This wasn’t supposed to happen. “Fieris? When the hell did you get out of the hospital?”
A man’s voice, all too familiar, echoed down to me. “Arturis made me, Midnight. They fixed me. Now I get to finish what I started years ago.”
“I didn’t do shit to you!”
“You tried to kill me!”
“You lost control! You killed over twenty people! I had to knock you out and take you to people who could help.” I ducked down behind a large planter, keeping an eye out as his voice shouted down to me.
“You left me for dead you bitch!”
I didn’t remember Fieris being able to fly, but now would be a bad time to be surprised. Then the ground suddenly shook under my feet. It was like the T-Rex in Jurassic Park, rhythmic pounding that shook everything on the atrium. I started to turn when something smashed into me like a hammer. My arm went numb as it took the hit and was thrown back into the middle of the atrium. Rolling away, I got up in time to dodge another sudden blast of heat. I glanced up. Fieris evidently could fly. Awesome.
The thing that hit me was massive. He looked male, but like someone who had taken a steroid cocktail every day for the last ten years. Massive muscles, massive body, massive neck, little tiny head that seemed absolutely disproportionate to everything else.
“Two against one,” I sighed, testing out my arm and making sure it was moving properly, “that doesn’t seem fair.”
Neither meta said a word. Fieris fired, his beams cutting a furrow in the ground towards me but I was ready. I dashed around the attack, going for the big man. A solid kick to the torso made him grunt like something tickled. And the punch I followed up with had about as much effect. I aimed for the head but a beefy arm came up and blocked the blow. It was like punching ten feet of solid steel and my knuckles left streaks of blood across his arm. Shocked, I didn’t see his swinging haymaker until it collided solidly with my side, sending pain shooting through my kidney’s and eliciting another scream. I collapsed and tried to crawl away from him but huge ground-eating strides made it hard. Heat flared as another pair of energy beams scoured the floor towards me. I couldn’t dodge both of them at the same time. I wasn’t… wasn’t strong enough.
Suddenly the heat beams veered off course and there was a quick yell somewhere above me. I looked to the big man, ready to defend when a screech echoed through the atrium and I had to cover my ears. The big man flew backwards and smashed a wall into splinters and I looked up into the face of my savior.
“Stardust?”
It was her… but it wasn’t her. She looked… so different. If it hadn’t been for the plasma she flung at Fieris, I don’t think I would’ve recognized her. Gone was the magical girl uniform, the purple and pink hair, the light of hope that had shone on her face. Instead she wore tattered black jeans, a dark green sweatshirt, and her hair was a solid shade of navy blue. Only her mask was the same, but dirty and worn like she had been wearing it since the last night I saw her.
I opened my mouth, speechless, as she drove Fieris back, avoiding the lasers and launching her own blasts back with much greater accuracy. Something crunched nearby and I glanced at the big man trying to pull himself out of the rubble. Now wasn’t the time for questions.
I dashed at the big man, ducking under a swiping paw and aiming a sharp strike to his kneecap. It buckled and he roared as his weight caused the leg to collapse. I smiled. It was time to work smarter, not harder. I used his size and weight against him, moving and ducking like a sinuous creature and taking precise strikes at his joints and overstretched muscles. His skin was almost as hard to break as mine, but with enough damage I was starting to bloody the big man and he hadn’t laid another hand on me. I pushed him farther and farther back from the atrium until we crashed through the wall into an outside window office. The change in scenery seemed to confuse him and I took advantage of it. I flew into his knees, tackling him down to the ground, then flew back as far as I could across the building. As he started to get up, I launched myself towards him like a stone from a slingshot. He put up his arms but I still hit him like a cannonball with both feet, smashing him through the window to plummet down to the street below.
“Ajax!” A voice roared and I saw the flash of Fieris’s uniform fly past me and out the window. I took my chance and ran back to the atrium, looking for my protector.
I found her in the remains of one of the planters, a long line of terrible burns running from her left shoulder to her opposite hip. The hoodie had been mostly burned away and I ripped the rest of it off to keep the wound clear. She had other small burns and cuts here and there, but it was the chest I was worried about. Sure, she healed quickly, but I’d never seen this kind of damage on her. And could her body fight off infections? Did her healing work that quickly? I looked up, back at the Director’s office. I still had work to do—the entire reason I came here.
“Sit tight princess,” I said softly, easing her onto one of the not overturned benches. “I’ll be right back.”
I flew back up to the office, heading straight for the computer. It was mostly in pieces, but I scavenged the hard drive and started to head back to the atrium when a voice stopped me.
“You won’t find anything of use on there.” The Director’s hologram said calmly. “You are a shadow of what you used to be, Emily.”
“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. Still beat your toys, didn’t I? I need something for a prize.”
He shook his head. “Pity you managed to compromise Stardust so badly. She was one of the best.”
I sneered. “She still is. And once I tell her what I know, you’ll be facing both of us.”
“I think not,” He said. A sinking feeling started in my stomach. He was stalling me. Why?
Duh. Explosives. You really think he wants you living through this?
If I survived this, I decided, I needed to work on toning down the sarcasm a bit. At least when talking to myself. I mentally went through the floorplan of the building again, thinking about structural points and the best places to put bombs to make sure nothing got out alive. I swore. It was a clever plan Z.
“How long?” I asked the hologram, not really sure if he’d give me an answer or not.
“Thirty seconds.” He gave a soft laugh and reached out as if to touch me. “Our greatest work… too bad it was so… human.”
I ignored him and flew back to Stardust. Hefting her onto my aching shoulder, we took off up the skylight as I felt more than saw the explosives detonating all over the top twenty-five floors of the building. The heat of flames behind me was enough incentive to move my ass and I hit speeds faster than I’d thought I could. I burst out into the night sky and peeled away as the jet of flame followed me, lighting up the night like the sun had risen for only a moment.
I landed on a nearby rooftop that was raining glass down on any pedestrians out this late at night. I lowered Stardust to the ground, trying to be careful of her wound and my own.
“Well kid, at least we’ll have matching…” My words trailed off when I saw what was under the hoody. Then I saw the many, many scars that were all over her chest, stomach, hips, and after a quick examination, up her entire back as well. I shivered. “Scars,” I finished dumbly, “matching scars.”
A creaking sound pulled me away from my examination. Chunks of the building started breaking off and plummeting to the street below.
“No!” I shouted, dashing forward and catching one particularly large piece of debris before it could hit the ground. I found a safe place for it and went back up. Stardust was gone. “Shit,” I swore, looking around. There was no sign of her.
I spun as another cracking sound echoed in the night air. More of the building was sloughing off, larger than the first. It started to fall and screams sounded from the ground below. “Not again!” I flew off the building again, situating myself underneath the massive chunk of concrete and steel and whatever glass was still attached. I flew against it, pushing with all the strength I had left, trying to slow it down. It wasn’t enough.
“Come on!” I screamed with everything I had, yelling my defiance against the laws of gravity. “Slow down! Slow. Down!”
The screams below became louder and louder as I was pushed lower and lower and I knew it wasn’t going to work. I wasn’t strong enough for this.
“Keep pushing!” Stardust’s voice cut through the panic, the fear, and I glanced over. The hoodie was long gone, her upper body naked and raw with that scalding burn across her chest. My mind started to run wild but I reigned it in quickly. There was more important things to focus on.
I forced my body to give all I had left, pushing and straining against the building chunk. Stardust was right beside me, giving a primal roar as she pushed as hard as she could. It slowed. It kept slowing. We were pushed back, but it was making a difference.
By the time our feet touched the ground it had slowed enough that we came to a stop. The crowded street cleared an area as best they could and we levered the chunk to the side, clipping a few vehicles and the side of the building across the street, but there were no casualties.
Sweat poured down my face, my muscles torn and strained from trying to stop it. Stardust stood beside me, her own body slick with sweat as she concentrated on taking deep breaths.
“Thanks,” I grunted with a nod in her direction. Her lips flickered in a ghost of her old smile when suddenly there was a cavalcade of applause. We both stared at the crowd around us, oblivious until now, and they were all clapping… for us?
Shit. I didn’t need this kind of crap. And Stardust was missing half her damned clothes. Her mask must’ve been held on with more than hopes and prayers, being the only part of her old costume still whole. Her hoodie was long gone, her jeans ripped and torn, and somewhere she’s managed to lose a shoe.
Her smile lit a fire in me, a feeling to familiar but I couldn’t remember why. I shook my head and grabbed her by the hand, pulling her close.
“Hold on tight.” I felt her arms wrap tightly around me and I took off into the air, leaving our adoring public behind.
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I made sure we were far enough away the helicopters now circling the explosion site were well out of range to find us. I didn’t know if they’d try to hunt us down now, but I didn’t want to take any chances. The princess and I had things to discuss, and I didn’t want to be interrupted.
Landing on a rooftop I noted had convenient laundry lines, I let her go and stepped away to give her some semblance of privacy. I pulled a long towel off the line and tossed it to her, and she took care to wrap it around herself without touching the long wound.
“Thanks for your help.” I told her after a long moment. She didn’t seem to be willing to break the silence first.
She turned and gave me a level glance, ruined slightly by the lingering gaze on my bare chest. “Why did you stay? Why did you help them?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“You’re a villain. You don’t care about anyone but yourself. Isn’t that right?”
I let out a huff of breath. “Sure, right, I’m a bad guy so I just don’t care. That’s how this works.” I shook my head. “I’m still a person you know. I may not care much about other people in general, but damned if I’m going to let them die because some asshole is trying to kill me.”
She gave a long-suffering sigh. “You are so fucking confusing!”
“I live to be confusing.”
She shouted her frustration to the sky and I smiled. At least now she knew how it damned well felt. I think I love you. The words echoed in my head again and I had to look away from her so she didn’t know what I was thinking.
“I think we need to talk,” I said, sitting down against the door to the access stairs. I let out a long sigh and started to massage the sore muscles in my thighs and calves. She didn’t fly away, as I’d expected. Instead she came to sit beside me, pulling me forward so she could get at my back and start rubbing it.
“I can’t believe you tried to stop that chunk all by yourself.”
I groaned in spite of myself, her hands working a knot that had probably been there for several months at least. “I had to. I’m… not a terrible person. I’m just willing to do things others aren’t to achieve my goals.” I looked into her face for a moment and realized how familiar she looked. What was under that mask? She looked like someone… someone I knew maybe. Did I know her outside of the costume?
Silence fell between us again as I moaned softly, her fingers magical against my back.
“You’re right,” she said softly, “we need to talk.”
I opened my mouth to respond but a finger pressed against my lips.
“No, I’m going first.”
I nodded. “Fair enough. You did help me out there, I guess I owe you.” Her hands left my back and she came around to sit in front of me. On impulse I held out my hands and she took them without further urging.
“How many superheroes has Arturis sent after you?”
“Before you?” She nodded. I took a moment to think about it. “You were the seventh. I was the first before that.”
Her eyes bored into mine. “You were the first? You were made by Arturis?”
“Director Trevor told me I was the first success. I was… just a kid.” Saying the words felt like a dam burst inside of me, all my deep dark secrets lowing out. “I was a year old when my parents disappeared. I was adopted, but not by a family. I was adopted by two doctors. Watkins and Trevor. They were department heads at Arturis, working to create the next generation of metahumans.” I shook my head with a chuckle, “I grew up in a lab, played with things no toddler should get to. A scientist there… she was the closest thing to a mother I ever had.”
She didn’t say a thing, only nodded and gave me that small smile again. I’d never told anyone this before, never revealed my secret origins. I worried she’d think… she’d think I was a freak. It took a moment, but I worked up the courage to continue, feeling her warm hands in mine.
“There was an accident. I still don’t know how it happened. People died. The woman who raised me died. The lab was destroyed and so many people were in there. But I survived. I was unbreakable.” I took a deep breath, not bothering to hide the shame I felt. “They told me there was nothing they could do about the deaths. They told me the families were taken care of, that things would be alright. I was young. I believed them.” I shook my head and sneered. “Fucking liars.”
“So, you were the first.”
“Yeah, but I was also only five years old. They trained me, trying to see if they could coax out more powers. When that didn’t work, they gave me the code name Deliverance and let me loose on the world.” I gave her a small smile. “Being the first hero since they all disappeared was a trip, let me tell you. And I was good. Really good. But I got older, became a teenager, and became hard to work with. So they gave me a handler. She and I… she was only a year or two older than me. Trevor chose her because they felt someone close to my age would work better. We grew close. Very close. I think…” I trailed off, shaking my head. Some words were best left unsaid.
“Then one day she just… disappeared. They gave me a new handler, pretended like she didn’t exist. So I searched for her myself.” I hesitated. The next part was… not something I ever shared with anyone else. My suspicions. My fault. “I think they realized what I was doing and decided they had to get rid of her.” I felt tears begin to well up in my eyes, remembering. “By the time I got there she was already dead. I lost the only person in my life that cared about me, but I thought it was just… an accident. So I just went back to doing Arturis’s dirty work. A couple years after that, I learned it wasn’t an accident. See, Director Trevor didn’t like how close we were getting. Va… my handler wasn’t the Company stooge he wanted her to be. So, he had her removed. And I believed them.” I gave a small shudder and her hands clenched mine softly. “That’s when Deliverance disappeared and Midnight was born. I started going after Arturis-owned operations, gathering information while financing myself and everything I wanted to build. I made sure they wouldn’t find me. In the years since, you were the seventh hero that came out of that place to confront me.”
Her eyes bore into me as she considered my words. It was all the truth but needing to assure her of that would only make things harder to believe. None of the other so-called heroes had believed me, even when I managed to show them proof. Stardust at least seemed willing to consider it.
Her hands left mine and the cold air made me shiver as she reached out towards my face. I flinched as her hands touched my mask. My hand shot up to grab one of her wrists in panic.
“Shh,” she said softly, “let me see. Please.”
Maybe it was her voice. Maybe it was the please. But I lowered my hand, feeling more vulnerable in this moment than I had since first putting on a mask to hide my identity. Her hands gripped each side delicately and pulled it away, leaving my face naked and bare. I shut my eyes. I didn’t want to see her reaction to me. We had a good thing going as Lady Midnight and Stardust. I didn’t want to have to face her as plain old Victoria.
“Mistress?”
I stared into those eyes as the navy-blue hair literally lost its color, slowly draining into a dank brown before becoming the natural ginger I had seen only hours ago. Her hand went to her mask, pulling it off and looking at me with familiar eyes.
“Lana?”
We stared at each other for so long I thought time had stopped. My mind was going over every one of our encounters, trying to think if there was any way I could have noticed that my newest slave was also my… nemesis? Ex-nemesis? What even was she to me now?
“I don’t…” my mouth gaped open, “but… I…”
She shook her head, pulling away from me and stepping to the far side of the roof. “Why?” She said softly, not looking at me. “For once in my life, why couldn’t things be simple? Why couldn’t I just be happy with something?”
“Lana—”
“No!” She yelled, pointing at me, “you don’t get to give me some bullshit excuse! Do you have any idea what the hell you put me through? You fucking killed me! You stood there and felt my neck snap in your grip! You dropped me almost from fucking orbit and made it pretty fucking clear you weren’t intent on catching me! I have had nightmares of you! And I’ve had other dreams of you! You have no fucking idea how confused I am! And now this?”
“Lana I can explain.”
“I don’t want to hear it! I don’t want to know how the one steady thing I’ve found in years is suddenly revealed to be… to be…” her face screwed up like she couldn’t figure out which emotion to show, “to be nothing but another mask for a supervillain to hide behind.”
“That’s not what this is,” I interjected, getting to my feet, “it’s not. Midnight is the mask, not Victoria. Everything we’ve done, everything I’ve said as Victoria was real, was true.”
“And the things you’ve said as Midnight aren’t?” I hesitated and her eyes narrowed. “That’s what I thought.”
“Lana…”
“Who else knows who you are?”
I frowned. “Ellis and Andi.”
“And you’ve financed your… house with your heists? Your crimes?”
I looked away, “yes, to some extent. Not as much as you might think—”
“I don’t care!” She yelled, “You use the money from people you hurt to finance a… a… brothel!”
For the first time since our talk began, I felt my anger rise, a snarl sounding in my throat. “A brothel? You’ve spent months with me there and you call it a fucking brothel?” She froze like a deer in headlights as I stalked towards her, her eyes widening into that doe-like stare I’d seen so many times before. Why hadn’t I seen the resemblance before? “Don’t you fucking diminish what I do, or what my people do in that house. It’s a safe place, one you needed as much as they did.” I stood my ground, two feet away from her. Her chest was already healing, the skin becoming pinker and healthier every second. Unfairly, mine was not. “You don’t get to stand there and judge me. You have no idea what I’ve lived through. What I’ve been through.”
“But you don’t care—”
“No, no, no Stardust, it’s my turn to get angry.” She wanted to dish out the bullshit, she could damned well take it. “I’ve had these powers since I was five years old. I’ve been trained and bullied into being a weapon since I was a child. I wasn’t trained to be a superhero. I didn’t want that life. I was taught to kill, taught to strike first and not bother asking questions. You have no idea what Arturis had me do outside of the public appearances and civilian rescues. You don’t know how many of those rescues Arturis planned, caused, or just ‘happened’ to have me prepared for.” I heard a voice a block over, yelling about keeping it down, but I didn’t care. “You’ve had your powers for a year, barely more. You have no idea what Arturis has done or what they are capable of, and all you do is get pissy with me because I kill people who deserve it and steal from those who can afford it. Not this time princess. Not now.”
We stared at each other, anger and pain being flung between us. I didn’t want it to happen this way. Not that I really thought about what would happen when we discovered each other’s identities, but it certainly wasn’t supposed to hit so close to home.
“Damnit,” Stardust said, being the first to look away, “this isn’t how I wanted to do this.”
I stood back, trying to push down my own anger. “Me neither.”
“This is… this is just too much. I can’t…” She stepped closer to me and I did the same. We were within arm’s reach. I could reach out and throw her off the roof, or she could do the same. She stood there, as if waiting for something, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
As Midnight and Stardust, I had no problem playing with my little princess. As Victoria and Lana? I couldn’t do that to my doll. I just couldn’t.
She reached out finally and grabbed what was left of my suit at the chest, pulling me in close. Her wet lips pressed against mine and I melted into it. She took over. She ruled me. I belonged to her in that moment, a feeling that was rather new to me. It felt right, but wrong. It lasted though, and after a few seconds I pulled her hands off me but kept the connection, taking over the kiss. She swooned under me, her arms reaching forward but I held them down. I was the one in control here, not her.
When we finally parted her eyes were closed, lips swollen, breath coming in small gasps. Her chest was healed by now, barely a patch of pink skin proof that there was ever a wound. Lucky bitch.
“That was…”
I nodded, “yeah… that was a long time coming.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head and pulling out of my grip, “it was a mistake. This was all a mistake.” She moved to the edge of the rooftop, leaving me frozen as I tried to process her words.
“What are you—”
“Goodbye Victoria.” Her shoulders slumped, her back to me. She glanced back one last time and said a single word, then took off into the air, the laundry lines whipping around me from the air pressure.
I didn’t want to listen. I wanted to chase her. But I couldn’t. That last word rang in my head like a bell at midnight. Her word. Her safeword.
“Onyx.”






Issue 26 – Breakdown

Lana



I don’t remember how I got back to my apartment. Sweating, hurt, bloody and beaten I stumbled through the window, having broken the pane to get in from the outside. It didn’t matter. Fuck this place. I slammed a fist into the wall, punching out an entire section of drywall on both sides. I threw it to the ground and smashed it to bits, dust and debris flying as I vented.
“Why?” I yelled, not caring what time it was, who heard me, how loud I was. The windows shook in their panes in the whole apartment. “Why did it have to be her?”
The tears ran freely but they had no answers for me. I stripped off what was left of the ripped and soiled clothes, leaving them in a pile on the broken drywall. The bathroom was untouched, so far, and I turned on the shower as hot as it went. Fuck the water heater. Fuck everything.
It burned, but not enough. It wasn’t enough to take away the pain of what we’d said to each other. I sobbed into the water, feeling the heat across my skin. My skin turned red and started to heat up, but I healed too quickly. Nothing lasted long enough and eventually it felt like it was nothing more than tepid water pouring onto me. My knees splashed in it as I fell, rocking and crying and trying to understand how the world could be so unfair.
Victoria was Midnight. And Deliverance. I thought the kid hero was the coolest thing when I was young. I wanted to be her. I thought I could save the world. But everything I believed in was corrupted now. Deliverance was a lie. The woman who was showing me a new world was also the one who killed me—twice.
I sobbed harder. I wanted to be with her. I was loving that life she was showing me, offering me. They had become family, the kind I never had outside of Claire. I wanted that so badly, and now it was ripped away like I didn’t deserve it, like I wasn’t allowed to have happiness. Everything gets ripped away eventually. My mom. My sister. Now my Mistress.
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.
The water ran cold, the pipes shaking as the hot water ran out. It was enough of a shock that I managed to get the taps turned off. I knelt in the tub, shivering and wet, eyes stinging from the water. I screamed and the mirror over the sink cracked, falling to pieces and shattering on the floor and sink.
“What the hell?” A man’s voice. In my apartment. I looked up, about to get to my feet when the building manager stepped in, staring around like he’d entered a warzone. He saw me. I saw him. Our eyes met.
“Get out!” The words hit him physically, throwing him back into the wall between sink and toilet. I stared at him with murder in my eyes as he scrambled to his feet, running for his life. I shuddered. That had felt good. Really good.
Was that why Midnight did it? It felt good to use the power on people? It felt good to hurt them? No. No, I wasn’t that person. I wouldn’t be that person. But what kind of life could I have, trying to be a superhero? I’d spent a year doing it and have nothing to show for it. A year, and all of it boiling down to a steaming pile of shit.
The tears had run dry, my body had shed most of the water, and I finally stood and stepped out of the tub. The bathroom was a wreck, but it didn’t matter. None of it mattered anymore. The broken mirror cut my feet, leaving a trail of blood to the bedroom. The wounds were closed two steps through the doorway, and I ignored it all.
Why did I take her mask off? Why did she let me? Had she known all along? I shook my head. She was playing with me the whole time. She probably knew who I was, knew everything. She toyed with me. She made me fall for her, in both personas, just to destroy me when she decided too. Wasn’t that what she told me? That she was going to destroy me?
Well congratulations Midnight. You destroyed me. Stardust is gone.
I paused. Was I really going to let her do that? I shook my head. It wasn’t just her. Arturis lied to me. Constantly. They were as bad as she was, maybe worse. But this wasn’t my fight anymore. I wasn’t… no, I didn’t want any part of it anymore.
She wanted to kill me? Fine. She killed Stardust.
But did she kill Lana? I couldn’t answer that question.
I went into my closet and pulled out a large duffel bag, stuffing it with clothing, necessities, and whatever else I felt was needed. There were memories here, some I didn’t want to leave behind, but I knew I couldn’t come back. Arturis wasn’t going to let me go that easily. They’d hunt for me. They’d come here looking for me.
Was Lily a part of it all? She worked for them, was she supposed to be keeping me in line? Did she? Midnight talked about her handler, saying she was killed because she went against the corporation. But she never told me what they did. Why they were so bad that she wanted to take them down, except that they killed her friend. And didn’t Midnight kill my sister? Was that enough for me to hunt her down and try to destroy her?
The thoughts started to jumble in my head until they barely made sense anymore. I needed to stop. Stop thinking about it, stop everything. It was time to disappear.
Bag packed, dressed and ready to go, I walked to Claire’s room. Lily had been a great guest, even making the bed when she was finished with it. I looked around, trying to find the warmth and kindness of my sister’s presence here. But it was gone. All gone. There was nothing left here for me.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”
There was no answer from the empty air.
I went through the apartment, shoving a handful more things in the duffel, but then I was done. There was nothing else I cared about, nothing more I wanted. Let Midnight try to find me. Let Arturis try to find me.
If they did, they wouldn’t get me without a fight.
And now? I had nothing more to lose.






Issue 27 – Overwhelmed

Lady Midnight



I leapt high, arching my back like a pole-vaulter as the beams of energy lanced across the space I’d been. I felt the heat on my back and flipped, landing easily and diving aside before the giant fist could smash me into the wall.
“Andi!” I yelped, hoping the communicator was still functioning. “I need a way out!”
“Give me a minute!” My pet’s voice was panicked in my ear and I heard her smashing at her keyboard in furious typing.
“I don’t—” I ducked under another garbage can sized fist and put myself between the giant Ajax and Fieris, who’d been trying to get his eyes on vital parts of my body. “I don’t have a minute. This was a wash! They were waiting for me!”
I kept moving, dodging and ducking as I reached for my belt. I pulled out a small ball and flung it at the flying laser-eyed asshole and shouted gleefully as the mini-bola worked exactly as planned. It burst open and wrapped itself around the flying metahuman, interrupting his concentration and sending him groundward. Ajax was a different problem and one I didn’t have an answer for.
My back hit a wall and I swallowed hard. I’d lost track of positioning. It was easy to do in the labyrinth of hallways here. The big man’s smile covered most of his face as a tree-trunk limb slammed down towards me. I tried to catch it on my arms and heard something crack as a flash of pain jolted my brain. I screamed and kicked out at his knee, pushing it sideways with as much force as I could muster. It made him fall, but he wasn’t down long.
My left arm hung uselessly at my side and I reached for my belt again with the right hand, pulling free a long leather whip that had a small button on the handle. Hey, might as well use weapons I’m practiced with, right? I hit the button and a crackle of electricity ran down the leather, another tool Andi helped me make with her Herotech prowess. The components for the tech wasn’t easy to come by, but I’m a supervillain. I made it work.
I lashed out at Ajax and he batted the blow away with his hand. There was a sudden stench of burnt flesh and shock flitted across his face, but the whip didn’t do enough damage. Instead he growled and got back to his feet, favoring the knee I hit, and came at me in a Neanderthal charge. I dropped the whip, pulled out the last bola, and tossed it at his legs. It wrapped around one of them with no ill effect.
“Fuck!” I yelled, ducking under his grasping hands and rolling to the side. His giant foot came down on the whip, smashing the handle and making it useless too. So much for using technology to even the fight. Two against one was not a fair. “Andi! Get the damned door open!”
“I’m working on it!” Her voice, usually full of playfulness, was hard and panicked and I knew she was doing her best. But this mission went south the moment it started, and I wasn’t sure I would make it out of here. The only thing that’d kept me going was experience, but even that wasn’t going to get me much further.
“Okay! Door’s going up. Get out now!”
True to my hacker’s word, the blast door at the rear of the hallway started slowly inching up. The massively thick concrete and steel door had shut the moment I passed it, trapping me in a narrow hallway with two metahumans who were out for my blood, especially after the beatings I’d given them at Arturis Tower, and the handful of times I’d run into them over the six months since.
I smashed a fist into Ajax’s face as hard as I could, earning bloody knuckles for the effort, before dashing back down the hallway. The telltale whine of Fieris’ beams began behind me and I twisted, taking the brunt of it on the left arm. It seared away the suit and burnt into the arm, leaving a mound of blistered flesh as I cried out and slammed into the wall.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I snarled, pushing myself away and keeping running.
The whole thing had been a trap. I should have known, but I was getting desperate. Every piece of Arturis data I’d gotten was being parsed and looked over by Andi. She had put together a picture of things that scared the shit out of me: a potential army of metahumans, all loyal and controlled by Arturis, by Director Trevor. I couldn’t let that happen.
But this is what I get for rushing into a mission. “Okay,” I panted once I was past the blast door, “which way gets me out of here?”
“Hold one,” Andi replied and I rolled across the floor under another searing beam of heat.
“Sure, no problem,” I muttered. “Where’s the muzak?”
“You’re hilarious,” silence followed for a few seconds before, “okay, go right thirty meters, then through the door on your left. There should be a window you can blast out of there.”
I followed her directions, smashing my way into what looked like an office of some kind. I paused. “Any ID on what room this is?”
“The schematic labels it as records, why?”
“Just overthinking things, as always.”
“Uh oh, when that happens things start going tits up Midnight. Get out of there.”
As much as I wanted too, I couldn’t. Sure, it was a trap, but I needed something good to come out of tonight. I stared at the line of filing cabinets along one wall. “Eenie, meenie, minie, moe.”
I picked one up as Fieris poked his head in the door. He caught sight of me and his eyes started to glow. I smashed him in the face with the cabinet, knocking him back and breaking the weak metal, spilling papers and files all around the room.
“Well not that one.”
Ajax pushed his partner aside, barely able to fit his body into the room. I picked up another cabinet and swung it overhead, bringing it down on the larger man’s head with all my strength. I’m pretty sure I saw his eyes bug out as he dropped to the ground with the broken cabinet overtop of him, more papers fluttering around the room. I grabbed the third one and tossed it through the window leading to the outside world, covered by metal bars clearly meant to stop normal thieves. But I was anything but normal.
I grabbed the fourth cabinet and hoisted it on my shoulders. “These better not just be tax forms or whatever,” I muttered before taking off through the window, making a barrel roll to avoid one last heat beam from Fieris. I flipped him the bird as I raced into the sky, putting as much distance between myself and the meta-duo as possible.
The filing cabinet was entirely awkward to fly with. I had to slow down to keep a good grip on it. Thankfully Fieris could only hover and fly at a slower speed, he couldn’t catch up to me. Not easily anyway. Still, I didn’t leave empty-handed, which is more than I could say for how things ended with Stardust.
As if the mere thought of her name was a trigger, my mind spiraled down into the worst parts of what had happened that last night together.
Why did I let her take the mask off? We were just starting to mesh, and she blew a fucking gasket. The worst part was I had no idea where she went. She couldn’t just die… no Arturis saw to that. But Lana Blake had disappeared that night, her apartment torn to pieces and the landlord babbling something about being thrown against the wall and fearing for his life. What a bunch of bullshit.
I would have taken her in. I would have cared for her, like I already was. Why couldn’t she see that Victoria and Midnight were different people? Why couldn’t she see that if I knew who she was, I wouldn’t have done the things I did?
Right?
That question had haunted me for half a year. If I had known, would I have done things differently? I mean, I killed her. And she thought I killed her sister and her in that first accident too. At least that was the lies Arturis was telling. I didn’t throw the car that night, or the rubble that hit her. That was Protean. I’d never understood why he’d drawn the fight out onto the street, or why his attacks were so off target. But maybe I hadn’t been the target. But then, why Lana and Claire?
There were too many questions and not enough answers. Arturis was doing shady shit. They had been since the Malice, maybe even before. But I was the only one who seemed to know and be willing to do anything about it. They took everyone important to me away. Maybe it was my turn to return the favor.
“Lana,” I whispered, trying not to let the pang of her loss get to me.
“What’s that boss?” Andi’s voice shook me out of my reverie.
“Nothing. Just… thinking.”
“About Lana?”
I smiled. Damned pet was too smart for her own good. “You heard that?”
“Hard not to. I know you blame yourself for what happened.”
“Of course I do. I shouldn’t have let her take the mask off.”
“You know she’d probably have found out some other way, right? Or you would have after her whip or paddle marks healed too quickly? Or rope burns or other bruises disappeared? Or—”
“All right, all right, I get it.” I sighed. “It still wasn’t supposed to go that way.”
“Give her time, Mistress. She’ll come back. I know she will.”
“I’ve given her six months. Isn’t that enough time?”
“To get over the fact that she loves the woman who killed her? Maybe. Maybe not though. Hard to say considering you snapped her neck and broke her bones and almost let her die from falling and—”
“All right!” I snapped, hearing a bratty little laugh over the earpiece. “Stow that attitude, pet, or you’re sleeping in the cage tonight.”
A sound halfway between a moan and a whimper came over the earpiece and I smiled. That’s right Andi, you know your place.
I only wish I had of found Lana’s. With a heavy sigh I headed towards home with the heavy filing cabinet, hoping that this at least would make tonight’s close call worth it.
Oh shit… how was I going to tell Andi I lost all her gadgets?






Issue 28 – Evolution

Victoria



“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
I smiled at the look on Andi’s face as she stared at the filing cabinet. I dragged it into attic setup where things had changed a lot in the last year. This was not least of all due to the fact that after Andi had healed, she’d insisted on aiding me on my missions. She used the Herotech components I managed to get and built a command center and a new machine she called a Fabricator that could make pieces of my costume—as well as the gadgets I’d lost tonight.
“What? Never heard of a hard copy?”
She glared at me. “I’m a child of the digital age. I don’t do ‘hard copy’.”
“Well you do now. Just be glad there’s only this one. The other three I had to use as weapons.”
She shuddered and stepped forward, pulling open the top drawer. Her eyes scanned the files, then went wide. “Oh shit…”
“What?”
She pulled out a file that had printed in big, bold letters: STARDUST (LANA BLAKE)
“Jackpot!” I crowed, pumping a fist in the air, “I mean, it’s not perfect, but hell any info is better than where we are now.”
Andi gave a small sniff of indignation. “I still question this mole you have in Arturis. They haven’t contacted us in weeks, not since telling us where that lab was. And that ended up being a trap! You really think you can trust this person?”
“I didn’t have much of a choice before you joined me with all this,” I waved an arm at the tech in the room, “I can hold my own on a computer, but manipulating people comes much easier for me.”
“Oh, I’m well aware of that.” She waggled her eyebrows at me and laughed when I stuck my tongue out.
I sighed and flopped into an armchair as Andi started going through the filing cabinet, sorting out anything that might be of interest. I wanted to get up and help her, but I was exhausted. I was used to sleepless nights and long days, living my dual life, but lately it’d been worse than ever. When I did sleep it was barely for a half hour at a time, usually broken by dreams or nightmares or vicious thoughts that I couldn’t shake. Things weren’t okay in the world, in my world, and I didn’t know where to begin to fix it.
Things had gone downhill since my Arturis attack. The informant I had inside had only given me the location of the lab last night, and that was months ago. Outside of that, the entire team under Director Trevor seemed to be laying low. And now, whenever I tried to get information or find something, I was met with the power couple who were quick to pick up where we left off at Arturis Tower. Where the hell Ajax came from, I had no freaking clue. Fieris had come after me in the past, sent by Arturis. After a couple weeks of fighting it was clear he hadn’t been able to hurt me with those eye beams of his, and he went kind of crazy. Something amped up his powers but he lost control of them. He killed twenty-some people before I managed to get him knocked out and put somewhere safe. I guess Arturis fixed him up. And gave him the upgrade—he couldn’t fly when I fought him before. How the hell did they do that?
I gave another sigh and Andi turned to look at me, still grimacing at the files she was sorting through. “Mistress?”
“Can you pass me Stardust’s file?”
She hesitated, “Are you sure that’s a good idea Mistress?”
I started to snap a reply about her questioning me, but I let out the anger in a long breath and shook my head. My pet didn’t deserve my anger. “No, but I need to know.”
She handed it over and I settled back in, flipping it open. There were pictures of Lana, all taken from a distance with a zoom lens. Arturis was interested in her well before the accident. There was a detailed report about that, and the instructions that were given to Protean to ensure an accident of some sort. It hadn’t been my fault after all. Not entirely. Arturis was playing dirty, probably waiting for someone with the potential to have powers to show up on their radar.
But how did they know about her? I flipped through the pages. They had a sample of her blood. How? I shook my head. Son of a bitch. The twice-yearly Arturis blood drive. It was the perfect front to get samples to find people who might be able to have powers. Another page proved my theory that she was Stellar’s daughter. Her mother was listed as Fatale, and they had a name next to it. I stared at it, barely willing to believe it.
Victoria Blake.
“Dr. Vicky?” I said softly. She never told me. And I should have remembered that last day with her, when she told me the names of her daughters. Lana Blake. I had the closest thing I ever had to family in my world, and now she was gone. I’d driven her away. And now… who knows where she was?
“Umm, Mistress?” Andi’s voice broke me from my thoughts.
“Yes pet?”
“Who’s Emily Croix?”
I shot up out of my chair. “What?”
She held up a file, at least three times thicker than any of the others. It read ‘DELIVERANCE (EMILY CROIX)’. Written on the front in big red letters were the words Lady Midnight.
“Shit,” I swore, “yeah, but I guess it figures if they have a file on anyone, they’d have one on me.”
“But… you’re Victoria Eurille, not Emily Croix… right?”
I sighed. “Emily Croix was the name I was given with Arturis adopted me.” I took the file from her. The first thing in there was a polaroid picture of me and Dr. Vicky, my little hand in hers, both smiling and waving at the camera. “Dr. Vicky was the closest thing I ever had to a mom, and she was the only one who was ever kind to me.”
“What happened to her?”
“She died in the lab explosion that gave me my powers when I was five. When I left Arturis and became Midnight I knew I had to leave my past behind, along with the name they’d given me. So, I took the name Victoria Eurille.”
“Why Eurille?”
I smiled. “My first love. My handler with Arturis. Vanessa Eurille. She was… amazing. I wanted to give it all up for her. The powers, being a hero, everything. I only ever wanted her.” I looked away, frowning. “She died, when I was eighteen. It was an accident I wasn’t fast enough to prevent. I lived in torment for another year before I found out Arturis had planned it, made it happen. Those sons of bitches didn’t like how close we got, and they wouldn’t risk losing me, so they decided she was expendable. It’s why I left, why I decided I needed to take them down.”
I stared at the picture in my hand, the little girl and the lovely doctor. Would things have been different if she hadn’t died? If the experiment had gone as planned? I didn’t know. Would never know. All I could do was remember and try to keep it from happening again.
I leaned back in the armchair with the picture clutched to my chest. Dr. Vicky. Just another of my victims. Just another of my mistakes.






Issue 29 – 20 years ago

Emily Croix



“Emmmmmilyyyyyy…” the sing-song voice was getting closer and closer. I tried not to giggle, but couldn’t help it. She wasn’t going to find me this time. I held my breath as I heard the footsteps come closer. “Emmmiiillllyyyyy… where are you? I’m going to find you…”
The cloth covering in front of me suddenly shifted and a woman’s smiling face appeared. “Found you!”
I squealed, running on little feet but an arm swept me up and into the air. “Ms. Vicky!!!”
“Oh, don’t you Ms. Vicky me,” she said, holding tight as I wriggled to break free. “It makes me sound like a potato chip!”
I laughed again, still trying to get away, but she was too strong. Dr. Vicky was super strong, like stronger than anyone else. I loved her so much. She was so nice, but Dr. Trevor wouldn’t let me call her mom.
“You look like a potato chip!” I chortled.
“I do not! I am poised and dignified thank you very much.”
“What does poise and dignified mean?”
“It means I’m adult and ladylike and I don’t need a tiny version of myself telling me I look like a potato chip.”
I twisted and smiled at her, a big toothy grin where I stuck my tongue out from the hole where I was missing my two front teeth.
“Dr. Blake,” I flinched at sound of Dr. Trevor’s voice. It came over the intercom and I wanted to cover my ears. I hated his voice. It was so mean and terrible at the same time. He was a jerk-face. “Bring the child to lab four. We are ready for another test.”
Dr. Vicky’s face looked like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Well, guess there’s no helping it. Are you up for another test?”
I tried to make a face that matched hers. “I don’t want to. They hurt too much.”
She looked sad at what I said. “I know baby, I know. But we’re getting so close. We’re so close to getting it right. You’re going to be a hero, you know? You’re going to be amazing and strong and powerful.” She held me close, the closest anyone ever did. “You’re going to be the first, and you’re going to inspire so many others. I promise.”
I nodded. I wasn’t sure what words to use to talk to her. She seemed so… so sad about what she was saying, but happy about it too? I didn’t get it. But as she set me on the ground, I took her hand and followed her out into the hallway and down to the other lab.
I waited, as always, as they did whatever doctors do. It was always like this. I didn’t remember this lab though, it was new. The stuff in here was shinier than the other ones. And bigger. It all looked… scary. I started to shake, but no one noticed.
Except Dr. Vicky. She came to me, wrapping her long arms around me.
“Hey, don’t be scared, it’s okay. It won’t take long, I promise.”
“Okay Dr. Vicky.” I tried to give her my bravest smile, but it didn’t work so great. She stayed at my side until Dr. Trevor and the older one… Dr. W, I think, said they were ready. She led me over to a big tube thing in the room, clear and with pipes and stuff in it.
I froze again. Usually it was a table and they put needles in and stuff. Most of the time I was asleep through it anyway.
“Get the child into the tube Dr. Blake.” Dr. W was a lot nicer than Dr. Trevor, but not like Dr. Vicky. At least he wasn’t mean. “Hook up the electrodes and shunt the nutrient feed.” The old doctor turned around, looking at mean Dr. Trevor, “if this works, she should be able free herself with little effort.”
I hated that word ‘if’. It never meant anything good or fun. I missed fun. Not that there was anything fun to do around here, outside of playing hide and seek with Dr. Vicky.
She helped me into the tube, connecting the sticky things with wires to me. She let me keep clothes on this time. I didn’t like taking them off around everyone else.
“I’m going to close the tube now Emily, okay? It’ll be okay.”
“You promise?”
“I promise on the lives of my daughters.”
“Daughters?”
Dr. Vicky smiled. “Yeah, Claire and Lana. Wonderful girls. I hope you can meet them someday.”
“Me too.”
She gave me one last hug before leaving me. The tube slid shut and I shivered.
I couldn’t hear a thing outside, but the doctors and their people ran around, pushing buttons and flipping switches. My leg started to itch and I scratched it, bored now. Then water started falling and I screamed.
I screamed and screamed but the water only got higher. And higher. Dr. Vicky looked scared, but the others weren’t even looking at me. I banged on the tube, begging to be let out. The water was so cold. It reached my chin and I closed my mouth. I didn’t want to breath it in. I didn’t want to drown. What was going on? I wanted my mommy!
I banged on the glass until I couldn’t move through the water anymore. I was sore. Tired. My eyes were shut against the liquid. I was drowning. Dying. There was nothing but darkness.
Dr. Vicky lied to me.
But I didn’t die. I didn’t drown. The water got hot. Burning hot. Painful hot. It hurt. I screamed again and the water got inside.
“Please!” I tried to yell. “I’m sorry! Whatever I did I’m sorry!”
Then the water got tight. Tighter. It pressed around me. It hurt so much. I felt like I was being pulled inside out and I screamed again and again but no sound came out.
Then… then it all stopped. The liquid was gone. The air was back. I could breathe again. I opened my eyes. The glass was broken. The big shiny machines weren’t so shiny anymore, but a bunch were sparking with lightning. I got up and saw broken metal and glass everywhere, broken machines, lightning everywhere, and people on the ground. I was soaked, but not hurt. I stood and took a step, and a second. There was glass on the ground but it didn’t hurt. Didn’t even cut me.
“Dr. Vicky?” My voice was scared, sad. I wanted to cry, but there was something stopping me. I needed to move. Wanted to move. I had to move.
A big boom made me spin, fire flying at me. I covered my face but the heat barely touched me. I looked at my hands. What? More machines blew up, fire everywhere, but none of it touched me. It was hot, but it didn’t hurt, didn’t burn.
I walked to the machines the doctors were at. They were destroyed too, one of them fallen over. Someone was under it. I lifted and the machine moved like I was picking up a pencil. What?
Dr. Vicky was laying on the ground. She wasn’t moving.
“Dr. Vicky,” I said softly, pushing her, “Dr. Vicky, wake up.”
There was red all around her, red sticky liquid. Was that… was that blood? I shivered more, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“Please wake up Dr. Vicky. I don’t want to be alone.”
A noise started, loud and annoying. It hurt my ears. Like an alarm, but not for fire. What was it? Dr. Vicky moved, her eyes opening.
“Emily?”
“Dr. Vicky! What happened? Can we go now? Please!”
Her hand touched mine, wrapped around my fingers. She was cold. So cold.
“No darling. I can’t go anywhere. But you need to leave. That noise—” she coughed and more blood came out of her mouth. “—that noise is bad. The lab is going to be destroyed. You can’t be caught in it. Run Emily, run.”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t want to leave you. I love you!”
She smiled weakly. “I know darling. I wish you could have been my daughter for real. Run Emily. Don’t… don’t trust any—”
The words were lost when fire roared through everything and I felt the heat. Flames were everywhere, all around, and something smacked into me and threw me across the floor.
Then the world ended.






Issue 30 – Loose Ends

Lady Midnight



“I’m there,” I said, hoping Andi could still hear me. I didn’t leave the city much, and we’d never gotten around to testing the range of the comm channel. “Andi, do you copy?”
“You’re a… fuzzy.” Her voice cut in and out with static. “Must… barely in… she there?”
Damnit. This was going to make things more difficult. “We’ll make this work,” I said, “I’m searching for her now. I don’t know if I like this.”
There was more static over the earpiece, none of Andi’s words coming through clearly as I strode towards the old warehouse. The place had once been a paper mill of some sort, I think, but was abandoned over a decade ago when the company went under. Rumor had it the owner threw himself in one of the machines to commit suicide, and no one wanted to buy the place after that. It sat, ignored, for years outside of Haven Falls, the suburbs slowly beginning to encroach closer and closer.
This was where I was supposed to meet her. Not Lana, though I desperately wished it were. No, it was her handler, Lily. The woman had disappeared after her boyfriend’s ‘mysterious’ murder, avoiding both the authorities and Arturis as everyone started to search for her. I don’t know how she managed it, but two days ago she reached out to Andi and was looking to contact Lady Midnight.
The idea that Andi could be traced to me sent shivers down my spine, but it was too late. I’d gone after her brother, after all. Lily had followed the clues well enough to manage a meeting with me, though why she chose a place like this…
Nerves started crawling up my spine. The outside was wide open space. If Fieris or Ajax were hiding in place, I’d see them coming. Inside… that was a different story.
But things are never simple and easy, and I slowly went into the building through the broken front doors. I’d never been in a paper mill before, but someone cleared it out at some point. There were scratches and holes in the floor where the machinery once sat, but all of it was long gone. My footsteps echoed throughout the building, empty and foreboding.
“Andi?” I said softly, “I don’t like this.”
No answer. I froze in place, my breathing coming faster and heavier. I put a hand to my heart, it was beating like a madman. What the hell? Was I having a panic attack?
Andi had been in my ear for months, every night I went out. Now she wasn’t there… I wonder if that was how Stardust had felt when she didn’t have Lily in her ear. Thinking about the girl made me remember why I was here. I had to be stronger. I had to find her to find Lana. I wasn’t going to give up.
I took to the air, landing on the raised catwalk that was dangerously rusted but still hanging. From this vantage point I had a better view of the place and followed the path to a small doorway leading to another part of the factory. This area was smaller than the first, with office space above it all with windows that would have looked down on all the workers. If I was going to meet someone in a place like this, that’s probably where I’d be.
That’s when the screaming started.
I flew towards those windows, crashing through the surprisingly intact glass into a room that had once held cubicle walls, but had long been emptied and abandoned. A young woman was tied to a chair in the middle, her eyes glistening with tears, screaming at the top of her lungs. Another woman was standing beside her, long dark nails running down the tied-up woman’s arm. They left small furrows of blood in their wake, making her scream louder.
I sped forward and grabbed the woman in desperate need of a manicure by her long green hair, yanking her head back and giving her a single punch to the face. On anyone normal it would have put them out for the count. On her it knocked her back, losing her grip on her prisoner, but she quickly leapt to her feet. She moved, sinuous and animalistic as she hissed at me and something green and sticky dripped from her mouth. The concrete floor below her started to smoke as her saliva hit it and I stared.
“Okay, that’s new.”
She lunged with those nails and I rolled to the side. No, those weren’t nails. Her fingers ended in long, needle-like claws, dark and sharp and glistening with something that I guessed wasn’t going to be good for me. A second flurry of attacks, faster than the first, caught me off guard. I ducked and slammed my fist into her elbow, hearing a loud crack and a grunt of pain as she countered with her other hand. One of those claws ran up my arm and I threw myself backwards in panic.
A long white scratch ran from wrist to elbow, not having broken the skin. The skin around the scratch felt tingly, like my arm was falling asleep. I shook it to wake it up, staring at the woman. She stuck out a long, split tongue and ran one of her claws down it with a savage smile.
Why wasn’t she pressing the attack?
A blast of heat smashed into my back, throwing me forward. I rolled and got to my feet, then dove away from striking claws. Fieris landed beside the vicious woman, the ceiling overhead not giving hm enough space to stay aloft.
I was really getting tired of being outnumbered. If Ajax decided to lumber around the corner right now, I might just curl up into a ball and cry.
“You’re playing for the wrong team you know,” I told them, wondering if the woman could even understand me.
“Let me have her,” evidently she could speak, her voice almost stereotypically sinister, “My claws want her blood. I must have a taste.”
“Toxin,” Fieris’ voice held a note of warning. It was obvious who was in charge here. Where the hell had Trevor found her? “He wants her alive, if possible. Dead if she puts up a fight.”
Toxin growled and flexed her claws. “Fine.” She made a twenty-foot leap towards me and I sped out of the way, keeping moving as a beam of fire lanced along the same path. I slammed into the chair the girl was tied to, moving it out of the line of fire. She was awake but barely breathing, her entire body seized up. Paralysis? Was that what Toxin’s claws had? Maybe that wasn’t so bad… provided she didn’t get her mouth on me afterwards. I shoved the chair into the far corner and attacked Fieris, slamming him against the wall. His eyes began to glow and I pushed his face away, scoring the wall as Toxin slammed into me from behind, those long-clawed hands grasping my wrists and holding me in the air.
Not as strong as me, but still had some strength. She leaned her head forward, that acidic saliva dripping down and running furrows down my Herotech fabricated catsuit.
“My tailor is going to be so pissed at you,” I muttered, pulling out of her grasp and grabbing her by her own suit. It was a slinky one-piece that reminded me of the Borat swimsuit. A time no one wants to remember. I spun and flung her into the far wall. She twisted in mid-air, managing to skid along the ground on her feet and one hand, long tongue licking her lips.
Fieris was back in action too, sending a searing line of heat along the floor towards me. I dodged it—barely—and flopped to the ground. Sweat poured from my forehead, my heart pounding in my chest. I couldn’t keep this up, but I didn’t know how to stop them. I looked around me, at the two metahumans, at the girl in the chair, and the concrete and steel all around us.
Toxin attacked again and I fell back on my ass, a scream escaping my lips as I put up my arm to block her claws. They slashed through the suit but didn’t draw blood and she slashed again as I moved backwards, unable to will myself to attack again. I screamed again, the panic welling up inside of me. I wasn’t going to make it. I was going to die here, and the girl was going to be next. I shivered, wanting to curl up into a ball and wait for it all to end. I looked at my adversaries and felt scared, felt the fear crippling my arms and legs, trying to tell me to give it all up, to stop fighting.
Fuck that.
I was not the person who was afraid. I’m the fucking supervillain here, not them. They’re supposed to be afraid of me! What the hell had Andi and Lana done to me to make me such a… such a lightweight? Why was I afraid of second-rate, two-bit idiots like these two? I always got the better of Fieris, and this animalistic bitch was no match for me. Why was I suddenly trying to be a hero?
I growled and slammed a fist into the floor, the concrete cracking beneath me. I smiled at the shocked looks on their faces and sped to meet Fieris in the middle of the floor, taking him out at the stomach. I grabbed his hand and spun as Toxin leapt at me, her claws extended. She managed to stop before she impaled her partner but it was enough of a distraction that I smashed Fieris in the back of the head.
Fuck this shit. I’m the bad guy here. I’m the motherfucker who kills people. They had nothing on me.
I let his weak-ass punch slide off my shoulder as I hooked a leg around his, taking him to the ground and slamming him face-first into the concrete. Something cracked and I lifted him up, his nose destroyed and bloody as he swung wildly. I threw him away, turning to face Toxin as she came at me with wild abandon.
I grabbed her wrists, holding them fast as she tried to wriggle and bite and claw at me. It was like fighting a preppy bitch at a nightclub, all teeth and nails and hair pulling. Time to show the animal what a real fight was like. I twisted her arm until there was an ungodly snapping noise and Toxin fell to her knees with a screech of pain. That arm useless now I took her other hand, grabbing one of her long fingers and bending straight backwards. She screamed again, and I wrenched the finger another direction, and another, and another until the bone was pulverized. With one final surge of strength I pulled, the finger separating from the rest of her hand and blood spurting all over my suit as she fell to her knees keening.
I spun and threw the clawed finger at Fieris who’d started charging up his eyes again. The finger took him in the arm, cutting a deep furrow along it. The paralysis was fast-acting, his arm going limp almost immediately. The rest of him started to follow suit and he seemed to have troubles getting his eye-ray going. Eyes flaring but failing to ignite, he stared at me as I sauntered over, noting with enjoyment how my suit seemed to be repairing itself. I had to remember to ask Andi about that.
“Ready to see things my way yet?” I asked him, crouching down next to him.
“You’re a monster!” He seethed, his mouth barely able to form the words.
“Maybe so, but no more than you.” I grabbed his head in both hands, much the same as I had Stardust’s almost a year ago. I didn’t caress him like I did her. This wasn’t that kind of hold. “But you’re the one who killed innocent people. You’re the one who lost control of your powers. I tried to give you a second chance. I didn’t kill you last time. Thanks for showing me my mistake.”
His eyes flared again and the beam of energy coalesced in front of me. It was like I had all the time in the world to wrench his head sideways just enough to aim that beam at his partner. The super-heated energy slammed into her and threw her out the window to the warehouse proper below with a long scream and a loud thud.
“Well, I guess you made yourself useful one last time.” Before he could even think of answering I spun his head around the other way until it cracked, then pulled the other way, wrenching it over and over again until the skin tore, bones broke, and I pulled the ugly motherfuckers damned head off.
I threw it in the far corner of the office space, standing over the corpse and breathing heavily.
That’s right assholes. I’m the fucking villain here. Get used to it.






Issue 31 – Informant

Lady Midnight



“Lily? Lily wake up.” I slapped the girl lightly in the face. At some point she’d lost consciousness, though whether from fear or from Toxin’s poison I had no idea. A moment later she coughed and opened her eyes, blinking a few times as they focused on my face. “Easy, girl, easy.”
She tried to get up, but her limbs didn’t want to support her. I’d pulled her off the chair and laid her out on the ground. It wasn’t the most comfortable but at least she wasn’t at Arturis’ mercy anymore.
“Lady Midnight,” her voice was high and airy, weak and slurred. Whatever they’d done to her was having quite the effect. “You shouldn’t have come.”
“You wanted to see me.”
She shook her head. “No. Trevor made me send that message. They—” she coughed, blood flying from her mouth, “—they caught me when I tried to cross the border. I had to get away. I couldn’t… couldn’t do it anymore.”
“Do what anymore?”
“Spy on Stardust, report on her. Tell her to do what they wanted. They wanted to control her, and she deserved to be free.”
Tears fell and I cradled her head in my lap, urging her to speak more. I needed more information.
“Do you know where Lana is? Where she went?”
She shook her head. “I haven’t seen her since she… since she saved my life.” She gave a small smile. “She killed my boyfriend—he’d been beating me and I told her to leave it alone, that it would be fine. I knew it wouldn’t, but I didn’t want my friend to think I was weak, that I… that I was a damsel.”
“If you’re strong enough to stand against Arturis you’re not a damsel.”
She chuckled, coughing again with more blood. Damnit, what had those two done to her?
“I yelled at her. Told her to butt out, told her she should have left it alone.” She sniffled. “I told her we shouldn’t be friends.”
I wanted to wring her neck until she gave me something useful, but I restrained myself. “What do you know about Arturis? Give me something and I’ll take you out of here and get you fixed up.”
She chuckled again. “Ah, still the villain. That’s okay. I’m not going to make it anyway.”
“What?”
“Lift my shirt.”
I did so awkwardly. What? I like girls. Move on.
There was nothing special until I got to her chest. There was something attached to her, like surgically attached and nestled between her small breasts. It looked like a pneumatic syringe or something.
“It was a poison,” she said softly, “with a wireless trigger. The moment one of them called it in that you were here, someone pressed the button. It was Toxin that kept me in that chair.”
“You’re dying,” I said lamely.
“Yeah… it kinda sucks.” She coughed. “Promise me… promise me, if you see Lana again, you’ll tell her I’m sorry?”
I nodded. “I’ll tell her.”
Her eyes moved to Fieris’ body on the ground, blood still pumping from the neck. “Destroy it.”
“What?”
“Arturis doesn’t do wastefulness. I don’t know how they do it… but they are getting better at making metahumans all the time. You won’t be able to stand up to them alone.”
“No one else will fight with me,” I said.
Her eyelids fluttered, closing finally as her body sagged. “Sometimes… sometimes you need to be a hero.” I leaned closer to her as her words got quieter and quieter. “Sometimes… you need a villain.”
With a final sighing breath Lily’s body went still, her head lolling to the side, arms loose against the ground.
“Fuck!” I screamed into the air, shaking dust and debris as the word echoed around the warehouse. I let the body drop and slammed a fist into the wall, then another, then another. The building shook and groaned in protest to my rage but I ignored it.
I wasn’t a hero. That life was all behind me. But I still hated it when I lost someone. I’d barely known the girl, but she cared for Lana and that was enough for me.
“I promise,” I whispered to her unmoving body, “I’ll tell her that you were sorry. That you never gave up.”
It’s not easy to destroy a concrete-based building. Fire isn’t as effective as it would be on something made mostly of wood, and it would take a dozen people with sledgehammers a week or two to do any lasting damage. Explosives were useful, but I was fresh out. Good thing I had superpowers.
I spent the next hour demolishing the walls and roof of the warehouse, tearing into it until the whole thing was nothing but a pile of rubble. There was no sign of Toxin, but I buried Fieris’ body in an unmarked grave, deep beneath the rubble of the mill, then took Lily and started back towards the city.
If anyone there today was going to get a decent burial, it was her. She was a hero in my books.
“Mistress?” Andi’s voice came over the comm as I flew over the last of the farms and acreages that dotted the area outside of Haven Falls. “Mistress please, please answer me.”
“I’m alright my pet,” I replied.
“Oh my goddess! You’re still alive! I was so worried about you!”
“The comms didn’t reach far enough, but I couldn’t just not go.”
“What happened? Did you find Lily? Do we have anything?”
“Lily didn’t make it. She gave me a little info, but nothing worth her life. I was ambushed by Fieris and another metahuman named Toxin.”
“Are you okay?”
“A little sore. Fieris is dead, but Toxin got away.”
There was a long moment of silence.
“You killed him?”
My anger rose again. “It was me or him. I wasn’t going to let it be me. I’m not a hero Andi, you know that. I’ve been a villain for years, and I’m not going to change overnight.”
There was a sharp intake of breath over the comm. “No, you’re right. I’m sorry. I… I didn’t…”
“It’s okay pet. Drop it, please.”
“Yes Mistress.”
I took a moment or two to compose myself before saying more. “Let Ellis know I’m bringing… I’m bringing Lily back. She deserves a proper funeral, and we’re going to make sure she has one whatever way we can, understood?”
“Yes Mistress.”
I was landing on the rooftop when Andi’s voice came over the comm again.
“Mistress, you’re needed back at the house.”
“I just got here, what’s up?”
“Umm, there’s someone here to see you.”
“Who is it?”
“We don’t know… we’ve never seen him before, but he’s asking for you by name.”
“Midnight or Victoria?”
“Victoria.”
I paused. “And we don’t know him?”
“No Mistress.”
“Did he say who sent him?”
“He says it was a woman who called herself ‘Chisana Ningyo.”
I mouthed the words. They were vaguely familiar. Japanese, I considered. I always had a fondness for the language after getting hooked on animes with Vanessa in my more formative years.
“I did an internet search,” Andi continued, “it’s Japanese. Translates to ‘little doll.’”
I froze. “Little doll?” My nickname for Lana, before I knew she was Stardust. She’d been my little doll only for a couple months, but what months they were. “Lana…”
“Mistress?”
I shook my head. “I’m on my way. Ask Ellis to put him in the receiving room, then start making arrangements for Lily. I’ll be down in a bit to talk to the newcomer.”
“As you wish Mistress.”
I entered the attic and settled Lily as delicately as I could along an old couch that had been moved up here in years past. “I’m sorry my dear, but duty calls. I promise you won’t be forgotten. May you rest in peace, wherever your heart takes you.”
Changing out of the uniform quickly, I barely caught a glimpse of Andi before I was heading for the receiving room.
Lana had sent someone to me. Did that mean she forgave me, or was this person supposed to kill me? There was no way to now until I talked to them. I took a deep breath, stood up straight and put the most ferocious smile on my face, then opened the door to meet my potential assassin.






Issue 32 – Heatwave

William Raynor



Life is pretty fucked up sometimes. When you come from a family like mine, people expect great things from you. My great grandparents were strong, proud superheroes, fighting for justice and the collective good. My grandparents did the same, and my father too.
Apparently for me, greatness skipped a generation.
Of course, that meant when the Malice happened when I was a teenager, I was spared. I didn’t have powers, so I had nothing to lose. The rest of the family? Well, let’s just say they went nuts.
But I was lucky. I survived, grew up, made my own family and found a job I liked. Things were going well. Too well. I should have known the old Raynor luck would blow it all up in my face. I should have known.
I woke up strapped to a cold, steel table, eyes squinting against the lights above. I could hear talking, breathing, moving around me, but none of it mattered. The only thing that mattered was the heat inside of me, burning under my skin, so hot I could barely stand it. I struggled against the bonds, working to rip and tear at my skin to release the heat.
“Holy shit, he’s awake!” The room became more animated as hands started holding me steady. I bucked even more. What the hell was going on?”
“Hey! Hey!” one of the people was shouting over my head. A face swam into view. Well, the eyes anyways. The rest of the face was covered in a thick surgical mask. “It’s okay. You’re alive. We brought you back. You need to calm down.”
I opened my mouth to say something but all that came out was a dry croak. Alive? Brought back? What the hell was he talking about? I coughed and tried again, but still my voice failed me.
“Do you remember anything?” The person asked, “do you remember the accident?”
At his words I tried to remember, but there was only darkness. I could remember my name. I remembered my family, but I couldn’t remember what happened.
I managed to shake my head as the other people poked and prodded me. A needle punctured my leg and I twitched but the heat suddenly felt a little cooler in that area, for that brief second.
“You had an accident at work. Something about a forklift and pallet racking. You were… pronounced dead at the scene. “
My eyes widened. Dead? I’m dead? My mouth worked and I croaked out a panicked noise.
“It’s okay, we brought you back. You’re okay now. You’re safe.”
No! No, I wasn’t safe. I wouldn’t be safe until I saw my family. My wife, my daughter. I wasn’t safe until I knew they were okay, that they knew I was okay. I struggled against the bonds, more and more, feeling the heat inside intensify until it felt like my bones were turning to ash. I screamed and resisted as more hands tried to hold me down.
“He’s hot! He’s too hot!” Someone yelled but I didn’t care. They weren’t going to stop me from seeing my family!
“No!” The roar that came out of my throat was low and guttural and something intense burst out of me like a shock wave. The hands were suddenly gone, everyone blasted away from the table. I screamed again, feeling that heat coalescing around my wrists and ankles, my waist and neck, everywhere there was something holding me down. A moment later scalding hot liquid ran down those parts of my body and suddenly I was free. I stared down at the metal restraints… they’d melted. Molten metal dripped down my skin, searing the table beneath me but my skin remained untouched.
“What?” The word didn’t come out clearly, but it didn’t matter. These assholes weren’t going to stop me.
But they tried. Fire blazed around my hands, up my arms, around my feet and legs as the heat got too much to handle. They tried anyway, coming at me with syringes and makeshift weapons. The one who’d been talking to me was in the back, shouting something I didn’t care about. They all fell around me, the heat too much for them. Dead? Maybe. It didn’t matter.
Finally, it was only me and him. He pulled a gun from a desk across the room, aiming it steadily. What kind of doctor was this guy?
“Who are you?” I growled, the words rough but functional.
“I’m the one who saved you!” He shouted, “do you understand what we did here? You were dead! You’ve been dead for weeks!”
“You did this?” I asked, holding up my hands. They were wreathed in flames, dancing over my fingers, my skin. It didn’t burn. My skin wasn’t even red. But the fire was there, and it was very, very real. “You did this to me?”
He shook as he answered, “we didn’t know how it would affect you! We just… you were a prime candidate! We had to try!”
“Who are you?” I growled again. He didn’t get a chance to answer when the door behind him flew off its hinges, smashing into him and sailing into the wall. I spun, hands up to protect myself, when a single person walked in.
She was shorter than me, which is saying something since I’m small for a guy. Her hair was almost the same color as the flames around my hands, and she was wearing a simple white hoodie with a purple starburst in the center and dark jeans. Her face was covered by a porcelain doll mask, the inhuman look making me squirm.
She stared at me, head moving up and down as if checking me out and I became aware that I was buck naked. “Shit,” I heard her voice from behind the mask, “they made it work. They got it right.”
“What?” I demanded, “What are you talking about? What did they do to me?”
She didn’t answer, but she did step forward.
“Don’t! Don’t come closer! Just leave me alone!” I lashed out with my hand, the fire flowing towards her. She yelled in pain as her arm was engulfed, burning away the sleeve and searing her skin. I pulled the heat back into me, feeling it burning at the core, and waited for her to fall.
But she didn’t.
As I watched the terrifying burns on her arm started to fade until there was nothing left but healthy pink skin.
“What’s your name?” She asked, her voice soft. I couldn’t take my eyes away from her arm.
“How did you…”
“You’re not the only one who came back from the dead around here,” she replied. I could hear the smile in her voice, “I’ve done it six times now.”
Wait, what? “Who are you?”
She shook her head. “I’m the one making sure you’re not a lab rat for the rest of your unnatural life. We need to get out of here.”
“I need answers.”
“I’ll try my best, but after we get somewhere safe.”
I didn’t want to agree but bowed to her experience. There was a lot more to this story than I knew, and I wanted it all. Then I wanted to go home. I glanced down at myself.
“Got anything I can wear?”
She disappeared for a second and I thought she’d left without me, but then returned with a set of scrubs in her hands. “Modest, huh?”
I decided not to answer her. Instead I dressed and followed her out of the lab, through a building of fallen people. Dead or unconscious, I didn’t care.
“Who are these people?” I asked.
She didn’t glance back as she replied, “black market scientists trying to bring metahumans back.” She said it as if that would answer all my questions, but it only left me with more. Bringing metahumans back? But I was never a metahuman. Other people in my family had those powers, not me. What had they done to me?
We burst out the doors into the night, but it was anything but dark. Huge floodlights brightened the area and I had to quint to see past it to the line of armed and armored individuals.
“Well,” the doll-girl said, “looks like we have company.”
“No shit,” I grunted.
“Well? Show me what you can do,”
“What?”
She shrugged, “I can’t stop them all, and I could just fly out of here right now. Save yourself, let’s see what happens.”
“I… I can’t do that. I don’t know what the hell is going on!”
Her answer was drowned out by an amplified voice: “Put your hands up and get on your knees! This is your only warning!”
I started to raise my hands. I mean shit, they had automatic weapons and weren’t going to fuck around. Doll-girl didn’t even turn to look at them, staring at me with that unblinking mask instead.
“If you let them take you, you’ll never see your family again.” Every word was said without inflection, but they hit me like a knife through the gut. The heat under my skin flared again and I clenched my fists, thoughts of Audrey and little Carrie in my head. I had to see them again, even if it was only one more time.
The fire flared out of me again and I screamed with the pressure as something else followed the fire. It was like a shockwave, but there was no sound preceding it. The burst wave struck everyone down, knocking most of the armed attackers several feet away as the Doll-girl was merely buffeted like she was in a strong wind. I thrust my hands out towards the downed soldiers and flames arced forward, dousing them in a fire that seemed to stick to them like napalm. One of them got up, pulling his gun when I spun, throwing a ball of flame at him. It hit the gun, melting the tip as he started to pull the trigger. The back-blast caught him in the chest and threw him three feet back into one of the floodlight boxes. It made a small explosion, shattering the bulb and darkening the area.
With a laugh doll-girl joined in the mayhem, moving faster than I could see as she skipped from person to person, breaking limbs and equipment as I covered her with blasts of heat and fire from my hands.
This was… this was amazing! I’d never felt so powerful, never felt so alive! Is this what I had missed out on? Losing the genetic lottery in my family? Or was it my famous Raynor luck, known to be worse than crossing a black cat. I didn’t know, and right now I didn’t want to know.
The girl appeared in front of me again, one hand reaching out to touch my arm. Her hand immediately burst into flames and she yelped, pulling back and away.
“Sorry!” I said quickly, trying to calm my skin until the heat was trapped underneath once more. I looked at her hand, all blistered and burnt flesh, and it started to heal right before my eyes. “That must be a handy trick.”
“In some ways, sure,” she said mildly, holding her hand out in front of her and flexing it a few times as it healed. “Makes it really hard to die, though. Even when you wish you could.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I wisely kept my mouth shut. Years of marriage taught me that one.
“What now?”
Her head moved up and down as if taking me in once again. “First we need to get you some better clothes, then you get to see your wife and kid.”
“I can’t wait to see them,” I said, “they’re going to be so happy I’m home. I know it.”
I started to move forward but a strong hand on my shoulder stopped me. I turned to see her taking off the mask, showing the face of a girl who couldn’t have been older than twenty, maybe twenty-one. But the eyes… the eyes were haunted like nothing I’d ever seen before. And I thought I was jaded.
“You don’t understand,” she said softly, the regret on her face feeding into her words, “you can see them, but they can’t know you’re alive.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’ve been dead for weeks, William. How do you think they’d feel if you showed up suddenly, and with superpowers? Do you really think they’d be okay with it?”
I shook my head. “Audrey wouldn’t do that to me.”
“Maybe not, but what about your neighbor? Your boss? You think you can get a job when you can set yourself on fire? Can you even control it?”
“I’ll learn.”
“Good. That’s a good first step. But you need to understand that this isn’t supposed to happen. You’re not supposed to exist. There are people who will hunt you for the rest of your life. Do you want your family to be a part of that?”
As much as I wanted to argue against it, all her points were valid. What the hell had they done to me?
“Do you know who they were?”
“We’ll talk after we get you some clothes, and you get to see your family, alright?”
I was quiet as she led me back towards the lights of the city, out of the dark industrial area where the lab was hidden. Edmonton wasn’t a big city, but there were plenty of places to hide clandestine shit like this, I supposed.
“Are you… are you a hero or something?”
She shrugged, “used to be.”
“What happened?”
“I changed.”
She didn’t want to talk much despite all the questions I had rattling around in my head. I had one more I had to ask.
“Will you teach me to control this?” I asked softly after she found me some ill-fitting clothing from a handy clothesline in someone’s backyard. “So… you know, I can be safe to be around people?”
She stopped for a minute, the look on her face something I would have called regret. “No. Not me. But I know someone who can help you. And old friend.”
“Where?”
“Haven Falls.”
I hesitated. “If I go, my family will be safe?”
“I give you my word. If you go,” she handed me a small card with a name and an address, “if you go, she’ll help you, and I will make sure your family is safe.”
“Who are you?”
She glanced back, giving me half a smile as she answered. “I’m nothing but a doll.”






Issue 33 – Training

Victoria



I leaned back and swirled the wine around in the glass, keeping a delicate hold of the stem. It had taken me some time to hold a glass without crushing it, and these days I relished the self-control. Because that’s what it was: self-control. And that was something I was having troubles with lately.
First Andi, then Lana, tested my self-control. Between forgetting who I was to making stupid mistakes that have bit me in the ass more than once, both women knocked me off my pedestal of surety that I’d clung to for so long. I’d convinced myself I was doing the right thing for so long, those two made me start to question it.
Where did that get me? Almost killed by two second-rate metahumans in a trap a blind man could have noticed.
And now there was this. William Raynor. A man who told me an amazing story that I would have almost called a tall tale if he hadn’t talked about how his rescuer referred to herself as a ‘doll’. If there was any way she could let me know that it was certainly her that sent him, that was it.
“Chisana Ningyo,” I laughed. Inventive little doll. An extra layer of security, I guessed, saying it in Japanese. We’d bonded briefly over our love of anime, so it was fitting she chose that translation.
But sending me a meta who could barely control their powers? What the hell was she thinking? There was more to it too, more than Will understood. It wasn’t Arturis who brought him back. Whoever did it hadn’t worked for the corporation, at least that’s what Lana had told him. He hadn’t even heard of Arturis, their reach in Canada minimal compared to down here. So, who had managed to copy their research and do the same thing they were? If there were more organizations out there working on empowering metahumans, how long before we’re overrun by some asshole who managed to bankroll their operation faster than the others.
Though honestly, my money was still on Trevor and Arturis. Their resources always seemed so limitless, and there’s nothing Trevor wouldn’t do for more power.
I took a slow sip of the wine, relishing in the fruity taste. I didn’t drink often. Dangerous idea, someone with my strength and disposition to get drunk. But once in a while didn’t hurt, and right now I felt called for a drink.
It was interrupted a few minutes later when there was a knock on the door. I sighed. “Come in.”
Ellis opened the door and entered, giving a sharp curtsy while William trailed in behind her. He gave a small bow—an unexpected surprise—before Ellis moved around him and closed the door as she left.
“Mr. Raynor,” I said softly. I gestured to the bottle of wine chilling in an ice bucket on the table. “Care for a drink?”
He shook his head. “No thanks. I don’t do well around alcohol. Don’t like to touch the stuff.”
“Understandable.” I’d given him a room here in the house, offering him to sleep before we sat down for an extended chat. I was in an interesting position. I could greet him as Victoria and have him wonder why my doll sent him to me, or meet him as Lady Midnight and pretend that we were merely contacts. But neither idea was going to work with him. He had a single-minded intensity that I was certain would see through such subterfuge. “So, you can call fire to you, hmm?”
He froze. “I didn’t know I ‘d be talking to you about this. I figured…”
“You figured I was a middle-man of some sort? That I’d contact the person who would help you?” he nodded. Damn, maybe I should have gone that direction. “Well, sorry to disappoint, but it’s me you’ll be deal with.”
“What can you do?”
Besides take a whip to you with enough force and accuracy to make you bleed with every stroke? I answer quietly. Didn’t want to scare the gentleman away. Or maybe I did. I wasn’t cut out to care for someone this way. It wasn’t in me.
Instead I pulled a pocketknife and opened it with a flick of my wrist. His eyes watched the blade closely as I reversed it and shoved it towards my abdomen. I saw the panic cross his face as he reached out to stop me but froze.
I pulled the knife away, the blade bent, my belly unmarked.
“Strength,” I said, “speed, unbreakable skin, and flight, mostly. There’s a couple other things that feed into those, but that’s the basics.”
He gave a low whistle. “Damn. Won the lottery, did you?”
I shrugged, “in some ways. There are other powers I’d kill for. Yours seem interesting enough to do so.”
“Are you threatening me?”
“No, but I want you to understand completely where you stand. I don’t know you. And I don’t like people. My… doll sent you to me, that’s enough to let you in and give you a chance to talk. But I don’t have to help you. I also don’t have to like you.”
“Are you done playing the petulant child?”
I snapped up straighter. “What?”
He sighed. “Kid, I have a daughter. I know all the tricks. You sit up here in your ivory tower and think you rule the fucking world because you have power. You don’t have squat. You think you’re all that because there’s been no one else to teach you that you are nothing more than one big fish in a wide ocean of all sorts of horrors.”
The audacity of the man to say such things to me, in my own home. It was… refreshing. I smiled. “Well it seems we understand each other, old man.”
He grunted. “You’re not too old to go over my knee you know.”
I laughed. “I’d like to see you try.”
He finally let out a laugh of his own and sat on the couch across from me. “Can we agree to be civil?”
“For now,” I said, then gave him a wink, “old man.”
He chuckled again before we got down to business.
He told me everything he could, everything he remembered about his accident and his rescue by Lana. I told him about my own experiences with Arturis, explaining what they wanted and how they were doing it. I wasn’t the only one who was unhappy with the idea of a corporation like that controlling metahumans—or frankesteining them when they didn’t work out.
He listened, he asked the right questions, and he didn’t try to talk over me. A good man, I decided happily. I wondered what he’d be like strapped to one of my toys…
“Miss Eurille?” His voice broke me from my very vivid imagination, and I felt heat rush up my cheeks.
“Sorry, I got… distracted. What did you say?”
“I was asking if you were going to help me control these… powers of mine.” He held up a hand and concentrated for a moment, fire framing the fingers until he dismissed it. “I’m learning, but when I get emotional, they tend to get the better of me.”
“I can try,” I replied, “I’m not sure if I’m the best suited for this, or if I can help overmuch. My powers aren’t tied to my emotions the same way yours are. I only need to keep myself in control. That way I don’t crush what I’m trying to pick up and things like that. And flying—flying takes concentration.” I put a finger to my lips, thinking. “How about this: I’ll try to teach you and help you manage your powers. In return, you help me fight the money-hungry bastards who think they can take people like you and me and make us their own private armies?”
He hesitated long enough that I knew the answer before he said it. “No. I don’t want that.” He took a deep breath, like he’d been thinking long and hard about this, “I never wanted this crap. I saw what powers did to my parents, to my aunts and uncles, my grandparents. I never wanted any of it.” He hung his head, refusing to look at me. “All I want is to go back to my wife and daughter. I miss them. I belong with them. But I don’t want to be around them if I have to worry about setting them on fire.”
I couldn’t blame him. I hadn’t asked for powers either, but I’d been raised into it. Lana was on her way to be a hero before she had powers—she had something to prove to herself and her sister. But William never asked for this. He was just another poor sucker that someone used to fulfill their twisted ideas. But he was here, he was alive, and he had powers he couldn’t control.
“Okay,” I said, “I’ll try to help, and then we’ll find a way to get you home. All I ask is that you don’t forget what’s going on, and if you can help someone else in our position, you do it. Deal?” I held out my hand to him.
He looked at it, then looked at me. “You know, maybe you’re not as villainous as you claim to be.” He took my hand and I squeezed much harder than I needed too, grinding his knuckles as he winced in pain. “Brat.”
“I’ll teach you villainous, old timer.”
He leaned back and looked around the room, eyes sweeping over the more… interesting furniture. On special occasions there were people strapped into some of the harnesses scattered around, making obscenely beautiful decorations. None of them were filled now, but his gaze made me think he knew exactly what he was looking at.
“Nice place you got here, by the way.” His voice held a hint of sarcasm, but I could tell he was more intrigued than disturbed.
“Well if I’d have known my ‘dad’ was coming over, I would’ve cleaned up more.”
He shook his head again. “You got a good home. A good family. You’re lucky.”
I smiled once more and finished my glass of wine. “Yes, I am,” I responded, twisting the glass in my hand as it reflected the lights, “yes I am.”






Issue 34 – Ningyo

Lana



Not for the first time since I saw her last, my mind drifted to thoughts of Victoria. Everything she had done for me. Done to me. Everything she had made me. I never realized how empty I was until she walked into my life on stiletto heels, and even now I felt like I belonged to her.
Then I shook my head. I couldn’t let those thoughts interfere anymore. It was bad enough I told Raynor to tell her what I did. ‘Chisana Ningyo.’ What the hell was I thinking? I knew she’d figure it out, but I didn’t want to give her hope that I would come back and be her little doll again. No matter how much I might’ve wanted to.
I glanced at the mask in my hand, turning it over and over. It had been a necessity, at the time. I stumbled upon an assault and wanted to help. The mask was in a nearby store window and I grabbed it to hide my face. It worked, and I kept using it. Then I found out about all the labs doing their experiments on people…
I couldn’t let what happened to me happen to others, even if they want the powers. It wasn’t the right way to go about it. The Malice happened for a reason. I was certain of that now. Powers are too big a responsibility for any human to possess. We just aren’t made to be that selfless.
And to do it to someone who didn’t even want it? I didn’t know what was going to happen to me, but I didn’t – always – want to die either. When Watkins asked to save my life, I agreed. Raynor didn’t even have that going for him. They just… took him and did it.
I stood on an apartment building, watching the small bungalow across the street. Things had been quiet all day, but Mrs. Raynor seemed to be holding things together pretty well, all things considered. I almost wanted to let her know that her husband was alive and only wanted to come home to her, but didn’t. Things change, and if he didn’t come back, she didn’t deserve to be crushed. Five days since I rescued William from the lab, I was certain whoever those people were would come after the family. After five days, there’d been no sign of them.
So I watched, waited, and made sure nothing would happen to innocent people who didn’t ask for this life.
Audrey came out of the house, clutching little Carrie’s hand in one of hers. In her other hand was a pot of some kind, golden and shining in the afternoon sunshine. It wasn’t hard to figure out. They were William’s ashes… though technically they weren’t. She deserved to know the truth, but not yet. The two of them piled into the family minivan and headed out.
I hesitated. I couldn’t protect them if I didn’t follow, but they might need some private time to do whatever it is they’re going to do. “Fuck it,” I said, leaping into the sky high enough not to be easily noticed, but close enough I could keep an eye on the van.
You know that feeling you get in your gut, the one that tells you things might not be all good? That feeling started about the time they pulled up to what looked like a funeral home. They got out, Audrey carrying the urn in both hands, as the front doors opened and a young man in a smart suit came out to meet them. I couldn’t get close enough to hear what was being said, but he quickly ushered the two girls inside, shutting the door behind them.
Break in. Don’t break in. Break in. Don’t break in.
To be fair there might be nothing happening here. It could totally be a quick discussion about how she wishes to dispose of the ashes. Sure, and I don’t come back after being shot three times in the head. That was sarcasm, in case you couldn’t tell. I sighed and strapped the mask on over my face, changing my hair to a brilliant green just for a change of pace.
I was smart enough not to bust the doors down. That would have been overkill. I did enter the building, stopping and listening for any sign of where the girls might have been taken. The lobby was empty, so was the… I don’t know—coffin showroom? It was a bunch of coffins spaced around the room. What else do you call it? I took a trip through an office, then through a colder room with large doors along the wall. This led to an open door with stairs that led downwards, and that was when I heard the voices.
“Ms. Raynor, I need to know where your husband is.” The voice was vaguely familiar… maybe one I had heard the other night. “He’s a danger to himself and the people around him. Now, we can help him, but you need to tell us where he is.”
“What the hell are you saying? And in front of my daughter?” I was impressed that Audrey’s voice was steeped in anger more than fear. She wasn’t going to be easily cowed by that asshole. “My husband is dead! What’s left of him is in that urn that you gave us in the first place!”
“Now Ms. Raynor, you know as well as I do that’s just not true. He’s been to see you. There’s no way he wouldn’t.” The voice chuckled in a very ‘I’m trying to hard to be evil’ sort of way. “it’s one of the flaws of such devotion.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about! Please just let us go!”
“Mommy!” Little Carrie’s voice echoed up the stairs, setting me on edge. If they hurt that little girl…
“You aren’t going anywhere until we find your husband,” the man replied. “There’s no one coming to save you.”
If that wasn’t an invitation, I just don’t know what is.
I sped down the stairs into a room that was filled with long metal tables, all pushed to the sides, and a circle of armed soldiers menacing the girls I was supposed to protect. A large incinerator took up a large area in one corner, and in front of it was the bald man, the tie loosened as if he were trying to look more casual while he threatened them.
“Oh, am I interrupting something? I can come back later…”
“It’s the girl from the lab!” The suited man yelled, “kill her!”
As one the soldiers turned their weapon on me, but I was quicker. Bullets missed as I dodged around their aim, disarming them and putting their training to pathetic use. None of them could hold a candle to Midnight, and I’d learned to really fight against her. This? This was child’s play.
Until the suited man stepped in.
He swung his fist. I let it connect, not fearing anything after a year of being tortured by a supervillain. It was a mistake.
My momentum suddenly reversed as light exploded in my eyes. I slammed into the concrete wall, jaw aching and hanging loosely as I tried to get up. The soldiers were quick to jump in and I made them regret it, smashing in visors and gripping limbs with super strength. I didn’t have the leverage for anything debilitating, though, and they began to overpower me. I had to get up, get some space. I pushed them away, but the suited man appeared again, kicking me in the gut. I gagged, feeling my sparse lunch try to make a return trip. I hit him as hard as I could, but without leverage I couldn’t put as much force behind it and he took it easily on the shoulder. He hissed with pain, but it wasn’t enough.
Damnit. I still wasn’t enough.
“Get the furnace open!” He shouted as he grabbed my wrists and ground them under his grip until I cried out. My legs collapsed, sending me to my knees, and I looked at Audrey and little Cassie, huddled in a corner. They stared at me with fear, knowing if someone like me couldn’t stop them, how could they?
“Don’t worry,” I gritted my teeth to get the words out, “It’ll be okay. Trust me.”
Another soldier came at me as I struggled against the well-suited grip. I lashed out with a plasma bolt, sending him across the room into the wall. I did the same at suit-man, but he dodged aside and twisted my arm until something cracked and I screamed again.
I was fighting off a wave of dizziness when he lifted me into the air. I tried to concentrate, to start flying, to use the plasma, the sonic scream, anything to get me out of this, but nothing worked. He was stronger than me. They were always stronger than me.
I whimpered as my back hit the metal rack that led into the furnace. The suited man gave me a wicked smile. “Oh, I’m sure something of you will be left. Then we can see what makes you tick—well, made you tick.”
I bucked and screamed and pulled but somehow none of it helped as I was sent head-first into the inferno. Flames licked at my skin, tore at my clothing, my hair, my mask. I could feel the plastic melting onto my face as I screamed and screamed and screamed until my lungs gave up and the pain engulfed every fiber of my being.
All except one.
Victoria
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Audrey Raynor



I held my hands over Carrie’s ears, trying to drown out the screams. The incinerator wasn’t soundproof, and the terrible cries echoed through the basement, bouncing off the concrete walls as the asshole who brought us down here actually dusted his hands off with a smile.
“Well, that takes care of that problem.” He turned that sick gaze back to us and I moved in front of my daughter, daring him to touch us.
The armed assholes were getting to their feet too, collecting their weapons or pulling out different ones. Whatever happened, the girl had bought us a few more minutes, but I didn’t even know what for. I didn’t even know what was going on.
Oh Will. What was happening? That stupid accident, that stupid warehouse. They ignored safety time and time again, always getting by on the intelligence and work ethic of the employees. Until someone got stupid. Until my husband didn’t come home one day.
But now this… an interrogation and murder all rolled into one. And I didn’t even know what this was about. Was Will alive, did they do something to him.
“What did you do to my husband?” I asked quietly, keeping my hands over Carrie’s head. She didn’t need to hear this, to know what was going on. I was going to get her out of here if it was the last thing I did.
“Could it be that you truly don’t know?” The suited man seemed taken aback by the idea. “He really didn’t reach out to you?”
“Reach out how? Is my husband dead or not?”
He shook his head. “I supposed the rumors of your husband’s devotion were truly just that… rumors.” Dear sweet goodness I wanted to smack that stupid smirk off his face. “Guess I’ll just have to work with what I’ve got.”
He motioned to the soldiers and they surrounded us as I huddled against the wall, keeping Carrie away from them.
“Take the little one,” he said, “she’s got the same DNA. We don’t need the mother.”
Carrie screamed. Then the banging started.
It was loud, rhythmic, clanging like steel-on-steel. It didn’t have an origin, just echoed through the room as everyone, even the asshole, looked around confused.
Then the metal door of the incinerator blew off its hinges, striking one of the soldiers and crushing him against the wall. In the deafening silence Hell flowed out of that furnace and I turned Carrie away as my eyes were glued to the creature that crawled out.
It was human, but barely. Melted plastic covered half its face, the body crispy like burnt bacon. The hair was gone except for a few stray wisps of green that stuck out at odd angles and were singed at the tips. But the worst part was the eyes. Those gray eyes were dull and void and full of a rage no human could comprehend. I began to shake as it stalked forward on broken, burnt legs and the soldiers turned to defend themselves.
They didn’t stand a chance.
Not a word was uttered, not a single sound, as she danced around the armored soldiers. The first fell to a twist of the neck that nearly pulled his head off. The second had his arm broken in three places before a single punch caved in his visor and face until you couldn’t tell between them.
And with each second that passed its skin seemed to grow more and more, becoming pink and flesh-like again. The plastic on her face sloughed off, leaving clean, pink skin. I couldn’t look away as she ripped an arm off, beating another with the limb and tossing the weapon behind her into the furnace when she was finished.
It was insanity. It was chaos, and it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.
It was over in seconds, but it felt like an hour. An hour of staring and watching as blood spattered her naked form, becoming whole and healthy all the time. Now, it was only her and the asshole, who hadn’t been able to bring himself to move since the demon appeared.
“Kneel,” the woman’s voice was rough but coherent and I fought the command in the tone. It wasn’t directed towards me, but when a demon tells you to kneel, it’s usually a good idea to do it.
But I didn’t call him asshole for nothing. He attacked instead. And despite whatever strength he might have had before, it didn’t help him now as she struck him down again and again until he couldn’t get to his feet.
“Audrey.” The woman turned my way and I shuddered, refusing to look at her.
“W-w-who are you?”
“Audrey,” she said again, “take Claire upstairs. She doesn’t need to see this. Neither do you.”
I nodded wordlessly, pulling Claire into my arms and keeping her face hidden against my chest. She was heavy and it was hard, but I made it to the stairs and up them, running back towards the office to get away from that place where they stored the bodies.
As much as I wanted to know what was going to happen down there, I didn’t want to know. It was safer not knowing.
“Are you okay baby?” I asked Claire, letting her out of my arms enough to set her down. “are you hurt?”
She shook her head. “Mommy, I’m scared.”
“I know baby, I know. It’ll be okay soon. I promise.”
“What were they saying about daddy? Is he… is he okay?”
“I don’t know, I have no idea. But…” did that girl know what was going on? Did she know if Will was alive or not? Did I dare ask her?
We sat together on the floor. What else was there to do? What if the asshole had more people outside, waiting for us? I couldn’t risk it. Our best chance for survival was the demon in the basement, and she hadn’t returned yet.
Time passed. Maybe only minutes, maybe hours, I didn’t know. At one point my stomach grumbled its hunger to the world, but we ignored it. It made its displeasure known with more gurgles, resulting in small giggles from my little angel. It was good to hear her giggle.
Then there was a sharp, high-pitched keening noise that lasted for all of thirty seconds. It stopped abruptly and a second later footsteps sounded in the other room. I held Carrie close, scared of what was going to come into the room.
The green-haired girl walked into the office, her body fully in one piece and naked as if she’d just walked out of the shower. Except for the blood that spattered her from head to toe.
I kept Carrie’s face hidden as I looked pointed at her. “Y-y-you might want to clean up a little?”
The words seemed to trigger something in those empty eyes. She looked down at herself them back at me and I shivered uncontrollably until those eyes found a different target. She went back into the other room and I heard water running in the industrial size sink. A few minutes later she reappeared, freshly washed and wearing a white lab-coat that had the name Darlene stenciled on the breast.
At last I let Carrie out of my clutches and she looked up at the demon woman with wide, wonderous eyes.
“Who are you?” Her little voice was filled with awe and more strength than I could have mustered.
The girl’s face took on a pained look before she turned away. “No one,” she said softly, “I’m nothing.”
The words didn’t dull the little girl’s fascination. “No you’re not,” she said, “you’re amazing! You saved us! Are you a superhero? Can I be like you?” She turned to me and pointed to the other woman, “Mommy, I want to be like her!”
The girl opened her mouth and I could tell she was going to protest but I beat her to the punch. I have a kid, I’m faster with knowing what to say than she was.
“Maybe not the same way, baby, but you can be a hero someday too. I know you can.”
She beamed and I started to shake as I considered what might have happened if she’d actually seen the basement during the fight. I was lucky today. She was lucky. I could only hope that held out.
“So, what now?” I asked the woman. “What’s your name?”
She shook her head. “I’m no one. Only a doll.”
A doll? There was definitely something wrong here. “So what do we call you?”
She hesitated. “Ningyo.”
I tried to wrap my lips around the unfamiliar word. An Asian dialect maybe? I couldn’t tell except to say it wasn’t English.
“Thank you, Ningyo.” I said softly, reaching out a hand. She took it and I pulled her to me, offering a tight hug. She melted into my arms like she needed the comfort, her body shuddering under whatever pressure she was taking upon herself. Carrie attached herself to the woman’s hip, one arm around her and the other around me. I helped support our savior until she could compose herself enough to stand on her own.
“I didn’t think they’d come after you so soon, or like this.” Her voice was… bland. Emotionless. Like the lights were on but no one was home.
“What do you mean?”
“Your husband’s body was used by these people to perform secret trials on a way to bring back metahumans into the world.”
My eyes went wide. “Like the asshole down there?” I hesitated then added, “like you?”
“Like me,” she agreed, “they were going to use William as a test subject. They succeeded. They brought him back to life with powers. I saved him from the lab they were keeping him at.”
“I don’t understand. If he’s alive, where is he? Why isn’t he here with you?”
She stared blankly at me. “That’s my fault. I took him to see you, but I didn’t want to see innocents involved, so I wouldn’t let him contact you. Better you thought he was dead, at least for now.”
The anger I’d felt at asshole suit guy came back like a wildfire, directed at her. “You what?”
“I did what I thought was best.” She glanced back towards the other room and the staircase beyond, “and I promised to keep you safe. It’s what my… my Mistress would want.”
“Where is my husband, Ningyo?”
“Haven Falls.”
“In the States?”
She nodded. “I sent him to someone to teach him how to control his powers, so he could come home to you without hurting you, or your daughter. It’s what my Mistress would have requested I do.”
I resisted the urge to smack her for the pitiful apology and instead snarled. “You’re going to take us to him.”
She shook her head. “I can’t do that. I mean, you can’t even—”
“I’m not asking you, Ningyo. I’m telling you. Take me to my husband, now.”
She stared at me with that emotionless face and damned if all I wanted to do was hit her as hard as I could for playing these games with my family. She didn’t deserve to shoulder all the blame, of course, but at least some of it was hers. I wasn’t going to take this all lying down.
“Yes ma’am.” She nodded, her voice affecting something that sounded like respect. “Go home, pack whatever you need. You won’t be back to grab more.”
I nodded with a surety that was almost foreign to me. This was the right thing to do. Right?
“I’ll meet you at my house,” I told her, “We’ll be ready in three hours.”
She nodded. “That’ll give me time to get things together. We’ll leave tonight.”
I offered my hand and she stared at it for a long moment. Finally, she took it and gave a light shake. I breathed a sigh of relief then beckoned to Carrie. “Come on baby, it’s time to go.”
“Are we going to get to see daddy?”
I pulled her in close and stared at Ningyo until she looked away. “Yeah baby, we’re going to see daddy.”
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Andi Eurille



Well shit.
If those two words didn’t sum up the week I’d been having, nothing did. First was the newcomer that had a hard time not setting fire to everything, then the weather turned crappy, making my old injuries ache and requiring some pain meds to deal with. Things got real loopy on those meds, and I couldn’t trust my techy skills until there were out of my system. And now… there was this.
Lana was coming home.
And she was bringing company.
I sighed. As if we needed more people knowing who Victoria was. Now we were really going to have a full house. What, were we suddenly a refugee camp for the metahuman world? Not that I didn’t like being able to help people, but I missed my alone time with Mistress. She was always so busy lately…
I shook my head and reached up to pet the furry ears clipped into my hair. A nervous tick most of the time, the ears gave me a comfort like nothing else. The uniform my Mistress liked me in helped, of course, and in the winter the long furry gloves and legwarmers were fun too. These days I’d taken to wearing fingerless kitty paws, allowing me to still type while being my best, authentic self. Mistress Victoria knew all about being true to oneself.
I owed everything I was to her. I belonged to her. And I was happy about it.
A lot of people don’t understand power exchange or dominance and submission. They watch movies or read terrible books and get the wrong ideas. Toxic ideas. There is nothing non-consensual about what we do, even if sometimes it almost looks like it. Everything is discussed, everyone knows their place, their role. It’s like a choreographed dance, even if it’s spontaneous. The dancers always know their place, and if someone doesn’t then the performance is paused until everyone is ready.
That’s what my world had become when I came to live with the Mistress. That’s the world I missed. Don’t get me wrong, serving as her ‘girl in the chair’ was all well and good while she was off righting wrongs and being the best, misunderstood hero she could. But I missed the simplicity of life before I was stupid and trusted the people who never treated me like family. Hell, my meals at Olive Garden were more familial than dinners with my parents.
And now the family I cared about, the only family that mattered to me, was getting… intense.
Speaking of family, Lady Midnight chose that moment to come through the large window that served as her secret entrance to the Night-Attic. That’s what I was calling it. I couldn’t think of a better name, really. And hey, caves are overplayed anyway. No one else has a freaking attic to do this stuff in, did they?
“Welcome home Mistress,” I said, standing and kneeling in front of her. Yes, it was a little much, but you have no idea how much I wanted to be with her. In the best of ways.
The smile that bloomed over that gorgeous mouth made me shiver with pleasure. “On your feet, my pet,” her voice was a silky croon that sent me for a loop better than any pain med ever. “How is the home front?”
I smiled as I sat back in my chair, rubbing my furry hands together. “All well, as far as I can tell. Whatever you’re doing with Heatwave is working, we haven’t had any fires in two days.” She laughed at that and I felt braver to continue, “the rest of the household appears to not know what’s going on. William is just a temporary guest to them. They don’t really touch our wing of the house anyway, so there’s not a lot of worry there.” I put a finger to my lips, trying to think of anything else to report. “Ellis is doing well, though she looks tired. You might consider talking her into taking a week off to rest and relax—though I know she won’t. But she’ll appreciate the gesture.”
She came forward, putting an arm around me and planting those lips of hers on my head, right between the ears. “Whatever would I do without you, my pet?”
She was in a good mood. Maybe now… maybe now was the best time? “I love to serve, Mistress,” the words betrayed me, and I glanced away. That was not what I’d meant to say.
“I know you do, kitten. But what about you? How are you doing? I know things are a little… intense right now.”
“I…” I faltered. I didn’t want to take up more of her time than I already did. It wasn’t fair to anyone else. She had responsibilities to people and to the house and to the city as a whole. She didn’t need to make time for me.
A hand caressed my face and I looked up. The mask was gone and I could see her face clearly. My stupid eyes betrayed me too, starting to tear up as she gave me a smile that said she knew everything that was going through my mind.
“It’s okay Andi. I promise.” She gave a long sigh. “I know you need more than I’m giving right now, and I’m sorry I’m not there for you. Things are… hectic, and I’m trying to figure it all out.”
“I know Mistress, I didn’t—”
She held a finger to my lips. “Hush, pet, let me finish. I will make it all up to you, I promise. Maybe not tonight or tomorrow, but soon. If you’ll have me, of course.”
“Of course, Mistress!” I almost shouted it but managed to keep my voice to a not quite screeched octave. I nuzzled my face into her offered palm, her calloused hands rough against my cheek. It didn’t matter. Every touch from the Mistress made my body tingle, my mind calm, and was an affirmation that I’d made the right choice so long ago.
She stepped away to finish changing, having no qualms with me being in the room while she did. Why would she? She sleeps naked and I’m in her bed most nights. It’s nothing I haven’t seen or worshipped before.
“You know,” she said as she stripped out of her Herotech suit. I noted a few spots where the nanites in the suit had to repair damage and made a mental note to start the fabricator on a replacement suit right away. “I saw something today. A big wall of graffiti that I’m pretty sure had me on it, flipping off the police while… protecting people? It was kind of flattering in a way.”
“Well sure,” I said as I turned back to the computer to start inputting parameters for the fabricator. “Since the Arturis building there’s been people clamoring that you’re the hero the city needs. That the police and government and Arturis labelled you a villain because you’re willing to root out the corruption present in the city.”
I glanced back to find her eyebrow raised, “And where would they get an idea like that?”
I shrugged, giving her my best ‘innocent kitty’ look. I’m pretty sure I nailed it. “Maybe someone was on all the forums and did some massive data mining to find proof that what you’re doing is rooting out the corruption inherent in most aspects of our society as a whole.”
She chuckled. “You’re saying you’re trying to make me look like a hero?”
“Not a hero, per se,” I hedged, “but not a terrible villain like most people thought. I tried to show that there were reasons for what you did, that you were the only one willing to do what had to be done. Call yourself an Anti-hero, I guess, but you’re not a villain.”
I couldn’t read the look that crossed her face before she looked away. Pain, maybe? I hoped not. I never wanted to bring my lady pain.
“Anything else I should know about before we pack it in for the night?”
I hesitated again. If I told her now she probably wouldn’t get any sleep. But if I didn’t, she wouldn’t be happy that I kept it from her. It wouldn’t be contract-breaking or anything like that, but I didn’t want her upset. Especially with me.
“I… I got word from Lana.”
She spun around, eyes wide. “What?”
“She stuck around in Edmonton to make sure Heatwave’s family was okay. They weren’t. She saved them but they’re being insistent to come and see him. They’re all on their way here.”
“Lana?” Her voice was a whisper and I felt the barest twinge of jealousy rear its ugly head.
“Mistress? Are you okay?”
“How long before they get here?”
I shrugged, “about three days if they don’t have any trouble crossing the border.”
She nodded. “Good. Good.” Wherever her mind was taking her was somewhere I couldn’t go, so I kept quiet until she managed to shake herself out of it. “Thank you, pet.”
“I live to serve, Mistress.”
Her smile was bright and open and only for me. “Of course you do. Now come, it’s bed time.”
I jumped off the chair and happily followed her out of the attic. I rubbed at my ears again, biting my lip. I hadn’t told her the strangest part. I hadn’t told her how Lana sounded, how there was something… different about her. I didn’t tell her that the woman she loved might not be that woman anymore. She barely greeted her old college friend, how was she going to greet the woman who tried to kill her and succeeded once?
I tried to push the thoughts from my head as we got ready for bed. There would be enough time in the next few days to deal with that. For now, I was going to enjoy my Mistress, and hope she enjoyed me.
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I should have been pleased. I should have been touched by the display in front of me. I should have been holding back tears as a family was reunited in such loving circumstances. But I wasn’t.
Don’t get me wrong. It was a good deed we did, and William and Audrey were beautiful together. Even little Carrie was adorable as she glomped onto her father, a tiny pair of cat ears in her hair courtesy of Andi. It had been a bit of a rough thing, bringing a ten-year-old into a house like this, but we managed to shield her from most of the more… scarring things. After what Audrey said they’d been through, I was sure this house wouldn’t hold many fears for her.
The entire time the reunion was happening I stood still, staring at the one person in the room who hadn’t uttered a word. In fact, she hadn’t moved at all since taking a stance just inside the door after Audrey and Carrie came in. Lana. My doll. My Stardust.
And she hadn’t even acknowledged my presence. What had happened to you?
“Mistress?” Andi’s voice was soft against my ear, startling me from my thoughts.
“Yes, pet?” I said reflexively, earning a curious look from the ten-year-old.
“Ellis and I can take the Raynor’s elsewhere for something to eat and to talk if you need a moment alone with…” she hesitated. The Raynor’s didn’t even know their savior’s name, and I didn’t know if that was what Lana wanted or not.
I nodded, “please do. Ellis, if you could make sure some lunch is served in the family dining room, I would like some time alone.”
“Of course, my Lady.” Ellis curtsied and ushered the others from the room. Andi was the last to leave, giving us a smirk before closing the door behind her.
I wanted to run to Lana, wrap my arms around her and never let her go. I didn’t. I couldn’t. Restraint was needed here. She had run from me the last time we saw each other, and I didn’t want to risk that again. I wanted her here. I wanted her at my side. I didn’t want to fight this fight alone anymore.
“Lana,” I said softly. The girl’s body was rigid, posture immaculate. The pose was… familiar. Standing in a semi-military stance. Feet the same width apart as her shoulders. Fingers were interlocked behind the small of her back. Her chin was up, her eyes down, and everything unmoving, untwitching. “Lana,” I said again, louder this time, but she still didn’t react.
“Stardust?” I said, my gut churning more and more as she ignored every word I said, her posture unchanging. “Princess? Ms. Blake? Lana Blake?”
What had happened to her while she was gone?
Chisana Ningyo. The name she had given the Raynor’s. I should have considered it earlier.
“My doll.” My voice was soft, needy, and the words were like a caress on her cheek that made her shiver. She moved then, her eyes finding mine and holding them hostage. She sank to her knees, placed her forehead on the floor, arms straight over her head to meet. It was the basic face-down submission pose, one I’d taught her when she came to me as Lana. “Oh, my doll.” I said again as she held her head down, her ginger hair falling around her head to hide it. “Is this what you need? Did I do this to you?”
She didn’t move. Didn’t speak. I hesitated. Okay, she’s only responding to things we’d normally do in a scene. Let’s try that.
“Slave position, my doll.” My words were a command and she obeyed immediately, drawing herself back up onto her knees, legs spread, palms open at her knees and head bowed down. Seeing her in that position did things I couldn’t put into words for my libido, but this wasn’t the time for that. I needed to figure out what was going on first. “Speak, doll. Tell me what happened.”
Her voice was monotone, without emotion or inflection. It took years for me to manage a voice that sounded that dead, but she’d managed it already. She told me about searching out other labs doing the research that created me and her. She’d taken down a handful, none of them having any success, until she found Heatwave. She knew she couldn’t do anything for him, so sent him to me. Surprisingly forward thinking, and definitely not the reason why she was acting so weird, so formal.
She talked about her rescue of the rest of the Raynor family, then their trip back to Haven Falls. There was no embellishment, no little anecdotes. Just the facts, nothing more. My stomach roiled, I wanted to puke. Did I do this?
“What’s your name?”
The first bit of hesitation entered her tone. “You… you have not named your doll, Mistress.”
I froze. “What?”
“Your doll awaits her name, Mistress.”
“You… you’re my doll?”
“Yes, my Mistress. I always have been. I always will be.” The conviction in her words would have made me proud under different circumstances.
“Fuck.” I pulled out my phone and fired a quick text to Andi. She returned to the sitting room in moments.
“What’s going on?"
“We have a problem.”
She glanced from Lana back to me. “She’s remembered the posture, that’s for sure.”
I rubbed my hands over my face. “She has no identity.”
“What?”
“She… I don’t know. I don’t understand it.”
“Lana?” Andi’s voice raised to get the other girl’s attention. She didn’t budge. “Lana?” She tried again. Still nothing. “Stardust?” Again, nothing.
“I tried all that. She only responds to… doll?”
Lana’s eyes fell on me and she smiled, “yes, my Mistress?”
“Okay, that’s creepy as shit.”
“I know! If things were different this might be something fun to play with, but not like this. I don’t know what’s wrong with her.”
“Maybe something wrong with her head? Did she mention… dying at all?”
I nodded, starting to pace around the room. Lana’s eyes had sunk back to the floor, keeping her gaze off her dominant. “I think it was at least once, but if there was more… I wonder if it affects her more than we thought.”
“I remember seeing brain scans in her file. I think they did one after you… killed her in the police station.” If the words had any affect on Lana, the stationary woman didn’t show it.
“Can your fabricator make something that can do… brain… scans?” Even the simple idea of it was hard to say. When had this become my life? Oh right, when I got superpowers.
“Give me a week, maybe, and I can have something. But I’m not a neurologist, Mistress. I can’t read the scans and tell you what’s going on in there. We need someone who knows what they’re doing.”
I stopped pacing. “Oh no,” I said softly, “no, that’s a bad idea.”
Andi’s face lost color, “you’re not suggesting…”
“I don’t think there’s another option.” I sighed. “This is so bad… like really bad.”
“Something like this was kinda inevitable, wasn’t it? I mean, you’re fighting so hard against Arturis, it was bound to come to something like this.”
I shook my head. This was not how I wanted to do this. But I needed to know what was wrong with Lana, and how to fix it. I needed to help her. But at what cost?
“Get to work on the scanner. I need it in five days.”
“I said a week—”
“And I said five days. Make it work, pet.”
She too knew a command when she heard one. “Yes Mistress.”
“Send Ellis to me. We’ve got some work to do.”
“Yes Mistress.”
She left and I stared at the woman on the floor, still in the same position. My reason warred with what I really wanted from her. Someone who could take what I could dish out, was as strong as me, fast as me. She was amazing, and I wanted my princess back.
“Doll,” I said softly. The head came up again, the smile wide and pleasing.
“Yes Mistress?”
“Return to my bedroom and make yourself comfortable on the bed. You will not be needed for the rest of the day.” If there was any disappointment in being dismissed, she didn’t show it. She stood with an amazing, fluid grace and curtsied to me before walking out of the room.
I ran my hands over my face one more time as Ellis walked in through the other door.
“Mistress?”
I turned to her, wanting her to read my mind so I didn’t have to say it out loud. “It’s time.”
Ellis’ eyes went wide. “Now?”
“One week.”
“That’s not a lot of time, Mistress.”
“It’s all I’ve got to work with. Lana… Lana needs help, and I intend to get it for her.”
Ellis was silent for a long minute. My maid had a mind of her own, and she was always free to express it. But she was also a good person, and a good judge of character. “It will be done, Mistress.”
“Good. Are the Raynor’s taken care of?”
“Yes Mistress, they’re in a hotel not far from here. They will be leaving when Andi is finished their credentials.”
“Good. You’ve got a lot of work to do, don’t let me keep you.”
“As you wish Mistress.”
She left the room and I sank into my chair. This was it. This was the endgame now.
And I did it all for you, my doll.
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She is a doll. She belongs to the Mistress. She does what the Mistress says.
She is a doll. She belongs to the Mistress. She does what the Mistress says.
“Doll, can you hear me?” Victoria’s voice cut through the simple-mindedness.
“Yes, Mistress.” Her mouth moved without thought, the words spoken without consideration.
She is a doll. She belongs to the Mistress. She does what the Mistress says.
“Sit, please.” The order, so polite, but still commanding. The doll sat.
The Mistress was joined by the Pet, holding a boxy-looking machine up to the doll’s head.
She is a doll. She belongs to the Mistress.
Okay, I get it. Shut up already.
She is a doll. She does not think. She does not feel.
You’re wrong. I’m not a doll… am I? I feel… I feel like I’m a lonely voice in here. Where am I? What is this? I don’t… understand.
She is a doll. She does not need to understand.
Shut up with that already! Oh, wait… what are they doing?
The Pet was poking at the machine, making it light up and make weird noises. Light emitted from it, painful, searing. I wanted to flinch, to yell in pain, but it didn’t work.
She is a doll. She does not feel pain.
I am a human being! Not a doll!
She is a doll. She serves.
“Turn it off, it’s hurting her.” The Mistress was too kind. The Pet shook her head.
“You gave me five days, this is what you get in five days. I need to finish this. She’ll heal.”
Heal? I… heal? That made sense. I always healed, through everything. Fire, bullet, damage, blunt force. I healed it all. But did I?
She is a doll. She belongs to the Mistress.
Yes. I do belong to the Mistress. But I’m not always a doll. I am a person, a living breathing person. I eat, sleep, use the restroom. Dolls cannot do that.
Dolls take care of such things out of necessity unless the Mistress forbids it.
Okay we really need to stop this nonsense. There is more to us than just that!
She is a doll.
“Lana?” The Mistress’s lips formed the word and it struck a chord inside of me. The doll didn’t react, but the name was… familiar. Comforting. Coming from her lips it… it made me feel…
She is a doll. She does not feel.
Not even when we do a good job? Are we not supposed to feel joy? Elation? Pride? Especially when we serve the Mistress?
She is a doll. Serving is all there is.
We are more than that. The Mistress wants us to be more than that.
The Mistress is all. She is a doll for the Mistress.
We have a name!
The Mistress has not granted her a name.
I tried to remember. I tried to pull up memories, of me, of the Mistress, of anyone. But there was nothing. There were only words, only orders. There was only the doll.
And me.
But what was I? A remnant? A spark? I thought, I reasoned, I knew we were more than just a toy, a doll. But I couldn’t do anything about it. Could I?
She is—
Yes, yes, she’s a doll. I get it. But why can’t we strive for more? There’s more here. I can feel it I just… can’t reach it.
The Mistress was still in front of us, even as the Pet put away her toy and walked away.
“How long?”
“I’ll have a printout in twenty minutes maybe?” The Pet replied, “but I don’t know what it’s going to tell you. I said it before, I’m not a neurologist.”
“Just get me the scan.”
“Yes Mistress.”
The Mistress stayed close. I longed to nuzzle into her, feel her breath upon me.
She is a doll. She does not move unless told to.
Yes, thank you. I know that. Wishful thinking.
She is a doll. She does not wish.
Clearly, you’ve never seen Pinocchio. Wait… what was Pinocchio? Why did I know that word? That name?
Something is wrong. Something is missing. Things are missing. I don’t understand what’s happening!
“My Lana,” The Mistress said soothingly, looking into vacant eyes. I wanted to put something she would see in them, but nothing changed. Nothing happened. “My Lana… are you even still in there? Is this all you are now?”
Is my name Lana?
She is a doll. She has no name unless granted one.
So ask if that’s our name!
She is a doll. She only speaks if commanded.
Argh! Shut up!
Okay… my name is Lana. Who is Lana? The name brought with it the image of a young woman with ginger hair. Us. It was us. Lana is our name. We are more than a doll.
She is a doll.
There had to be something more I could do.
“Doll,” The Mistress said.
“Yes, my Mistress?”
“Are you… happy?”
“Yes, my Mistress.”
No! No, I’m not! I’m in here and I’m not happy! I want to be free! I want to speak freely! Act freely! I don’t want to be stuck in here!
She is a doll—
Shut the fuck up you pedantic piece of shit! We are more than that! We’ve always been more than that! We’re a hero! We save people! We… we…
She is a doll.
“Okay, I got it.” The Pet returned, holding something weird looking. Two of them. They looked… like a head, a skull, a brain inside. But they were very different. One was very colorful, very… alive. The other was almost all dark. That darkness scared me. “This really doesn’t look good.”
“Is this…” The Mistress trailed off. “Do you have the other scan? From before the police station?”
Police station? What happened there? The words brought forth an image of a large building, four or five stories tall. There were flashing lights all around, and a woman in a dark jacket talking into a radio.
The Pet retrieved another image, this one more colorful than the others.
“So… this happens every time she… comes back? She doesn’t heal fully?”
The Pet shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. I don’t know what’s going on, but that brain of hers isn’t firing on all cylinders anymore.”
My brain? Something was wrong with my brain?
“How many times has she died to do this kind of damage?”
More images, flashes mostly. Hands tight on my head, a single twist. The cold metal of a revolver, the taste of blood and steel. Metal blade, plunging into the chest. Water filling the lungs. Air pressure and a sudden stop. Sudden—painful—impact. Fire… fire everywhere.
How many times… have we died?
She is a doll. She does not feel.
Maybe it’s better this way. Maybe it’s better not to feel. Maybe it’s better to be nobody… nothing… nothing but a doll.
She is a doll.
She serves the Mistress
She does not feel.
“Andi!”
The Pet stared. The Mistress stared, mouth agape.
What? Why were they staring at us? Why… why was our face wet? A drop fell on our lips… salty… wet… sweat? No, not sweat. Tears. We… we were crying.
She is a doll. She does not show emotion.
Apparently, we do.
“Oh Lana,” The Mistress said. “You are in there somewhere, aren’t you?”
I wanted to nod my head, to cry out for her, but I couldn’t. All I could do, all we could do, is cry.
“Andi, we need to fix her.”
“How? We don’t even know what’s wrong, or how to fix it!”
“Plan W.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Who’s the Mistress here?”
“Damnit Victoria. This isn’t a good idea.”
“No, it’s not,” The Mistress took a cloth and wiped the tears off our face.
She is a doll.
We are still human.
“No, it’s a terrible idea. But I don’t have another choice. I need Lana back. I
need her back. And I’ll do anything to make it happen.”
“Yes, Mistress. I’ll get things prepped.”
“Good. Thank you, my Pet.”
“For the record I still think this is a terrible idea.”
“Noted and logged. Get to it.” The Pet disappeared, but the Mistress stayed by our side. “Hang on in there, Lana. We’ll get this figured out. We’ll fix you. I promise.”
“Mistress.” I was surprised when our body spoke. “Mistress, do I have a name?”
She looked as surprised as I felt. “Yes, yes my doll, you do.”
“Is it… Lana?”
She nodded as tears fell from her eyes too. “Yes, it is, my Lana. Yes, it is.”
More tears fell from our eyes, but the words stopped coming.
We are a doll. Our name is Lana.
That’s right. We might be a doll. But now we have a name. Lana.
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“I still say this isn’t a good idea.”
“Yes, I know. Thank you.”
“No, really. This is a terrible idea.”
“I said you didn’t have to be here for this.”
“And leave you three here alone with him? Hell no. I’m in this for the long-haul Mistress.”
I smiled at my pet, knowing I was tearing her life apart to do this. But it was worth it. It had to be worth it.
We were in the upstairs sitting room near my bedroom. Ellis, Andi, and I stood in a circle around a chair, a lone person tied to it with a hood over their head. I was in the full regalia, Ellis and Andi in similar costumes with masks to hide their identities. I told them to leave for this, but neither of them would. I didn’t deserve their devotion.
Lana sat in another chair outside of our circle, sitting stiffly with her eyes staring straight forward, lost in what was left of her mind.
This had to work. For her.
“Mistress,” Ellis spoke up for the first time in an hour, since I brought our ‘guest’ back with me, “she’s not wrong. This is not a good idea.”
“Again, noted. Now pull off the hood.”
With a sigh Ellis moved forward and pulled the loose hood off, revealing the face of a man I hadn’t seen in almost a decade.
He was older than I remembered, his face wrinkled with worry lines and liver spots popping up around his bald head. His eyes were sunken and bloodshot, understandably so considering I’d pulled him off the street outside of his favorite pub. He shook his head, blinking against the intrusion of light. It took time for him to focus, but when he did his eyes raked over me then landed on Lana’s still form.
“No…” he gasped, pulling at his bonds. “No, what did you do to her? What did you do to my Stardust?”
“Dr. Watkins,” I said, drawing his attention back to me, “how nice to see you again.”
He looked lost for a moment, then recognition flitted across his face. “Deliverance? Emily, is that you?”
I shook my head. “Not anymore Doctor. I’m Midnight now, but you know that, don’t you?”
“I didn’t want to believe it.” He sniffed, like something smelly was waved under his nose. “I didn’t want to believe our great success could have fallen so far.”
I let that one slide. Any other day I’d be happy to relieve his body of his head, but I needed him too badly.
His eyes fell back on Lana. “What happened to her? Why is she not saying anything?”
“She’s… she’s broken,” I said. I didn’t want to tell him everything. The more he knew, the better he could help, but also the more dangerous it potentially made him.
“You broke my favorite creation? She was going to change the world. She was the strongest, the first that came out perfect. And you broke her?”
Anger fueled my words as I grabbed the arms of the chair, leaning in close. “I broke her? No, Doctor. You did. You broke her the moment you had Protean attack her and her sister on the Harbor Road.”
“That wasn’t me! Trevor set that up, not me. I wanted to invite the ladies to chat, see if they would volunteer for the procedure.” He shook his head. “He said we couldn’t risk them saying no. That it was the last chance we had. If it had failed… if we had to try to find someone else… there was no one else as perfect for it!”
“And that gave you the right to destroy her life?”
“We gave her a better life! At least until she met you!”
“You have no idea what kind of life you gave her. I do. I’ve lived it since I was a child.”
“You can’t compare—”
“Shut up, Doctor, or I will kill you where you sit.” I reigned in the anger and looked at Andi. She moved away quickly, grabbing the scans and bringing them back. “I need your help. I need to know what’s wrong with her so we can fix her.”
Andi shoved the scans in front of him then scampered back, trying to keep her tough-girl persona. She was adorable, but not that tough-looking honestly.
Watkins glanced at Lana, then at me, then started examining the scans. His hands started to shake almost immediately, his head moving back and forth like he was having a fit. “No,” he whispered, “no, no, no, this is all wrong. All wrong.”
“Tell me Doctor.”
He held up the scans, “surely you see it? Her brain isn’t healing anymore! The only thing that would hurt the brain like this is death. For everyone else that wouldn’t be a big deal. You die, the brain dies. But for Stardust… when she comes back her brain isn’t healing fully. I noticed it after you killed her in the police station, but I was hoping it was just a fluke. How many more times has she died?”
“I don’t know Doctor.”
“Is there… is there anything left of her?”
I looked at Lana. “Doll, present yourself.”
Lana stood from the chair, coming to a standstill in the proper position I’d trained her in months ago. “Yes, Mistress.”
Watkins’ eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “What the hell was that?”
“You tell me, Doctor. She doesn’t remember who she is, or have many memories past the last couple weeks, but she plays a part she was trained in almost a year ago.”
He paused. “There is still some brain activity, obviously, otherwise she’d be nothing but a paperweight. It’s possible… that somehow every time she has died and come back, that part of her brain was protected. Either subconsciously or willfully. Now it’s the only part of her left, the part that seems to be obsessed with servitude.” He glared at me. “To you.”
“As enjoyable as that is, how do we fix this?”
“Fix her brain? We can’t. It’s dead. If her abilities aren’t already healing the brain, then…” he trailed off and I saw the look he got when he might have figured something out.
“What is it Doctor?”
“If… and this is entirely hypothetical, of course, but if we can find a way to… kickstart her healing, it might jump to the brain and help reverse the damage.”
“Do you have any ideas how we do that?”
He took a long moment to consider the answer, and my eyes turned back to Lana once more. I’d gotten her clothed in a tank top and jeans with a single order, but she hadn’t moved much since. She still had bodily autonomy, though she often requested to use the restroom instead of just going. Another fun game if the timing and circumstances were different.
It’s okay Lana, I told myself, we’re going to get you fixed up. You’re going to be fine.
“The only solution I can think of is to… is to kill her. Again.”
I glared at him. “And how the hell is that supposed to work?”
“Maybe if the brain had more time to heal? Kill her, then keep her under until the brain is fully healed.”
“That is the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard.” I snapped. “If you’re not going to help us Doctor, you’re a liability. I don’t like liabilities.”
The threat was meant to frighten, but he started laughing, louder and more hysteric every moment. I felt Andi and Ellis’ eyes on me, their confusion plain. People I interrogated didn’t usually break into fits of laughter like this.
“What’s so funny?”
“The fact that your little friends were right,” the good doctor guffawed, “this is a terrible idea!”
I grabbed him by the shirt, hauling him and the chair up off the ground. “Give me one good reason not to kill you right now.”
He laughed again. “Go ahead! Kill me! It won’t save you!”
“Mistress…” Ellis said softly.
“Spill the beans, Doctor, or I’m going to spill your blood!”
“Mistress,” Ellis repeated.
“I mean it Doctor. I am not in a joking mood!”
“Mistress!”
“What?”
“Radar picked up helicopters, coming in from the east. ETA forty-five seconds!”
“What?” I stared at the doctor, who only chortled in my grasp.
“D-d-did you really thing Arturis lets me go anywhere without them knowing?”
I snarled and threw him to the side, the chair breaking under the impact. “Damnit! They were tracking him!”
“We were prepared for this, right?” Andi said quickly, “that’s why you cleared the manor.”
I shook my head. “It’s earlier than I planned. But it’s too late now, we need to go!”
We started moving, before I ran back and hauled Lana over my shoulder. I didn’t want to be trying to command the doll when the fighting started.
“Stay with me,” I told my maid and pet, “I’ll go in front. We’re headed for the front door. If they have helicopters, they’ll probably try an aerial drop on the roof.”
“Wait, all my tech is up there!”
“We can rebuild it, pet. Live to fight another day.”
She shook her head. “Give me one minute.” She pulled her phone out of a pouch at her side and started tapping away.
“We don’t have a minute!” I hissed.
“Hold on…” her tongue stuck out of her mouth a little as she fidgeted the device back and forth, moving her fingers fast enough I had no idea what was going on. Suddenly she tossed the phone to the ground. “Step on it for me?”
I did with gusto, pulverizing the tiny machine. “What the hell was that all about?”
“We’ve got fifteen minutes.”
“What?”
She gave me a wicked grin. “You didn’t think I’d let someone get away with all my tech, did you?”
I nodded. “Pats on the head later, escape now. Let’s go.”
I led the way out the door and into the hallway, Lana over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. This was not how this was supposed to go.
Then again, wasn’t that the story of my life?
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Okay… so that didn’t work out.
The plan was to rush through the hallways towards the front foyer. If they were coming in from the roof it was the farthest path for them to take and hopefully, we’d be gone by the time they figured out which way we went.
But the moment I kicked the front doors out of their frames I froze, looking at the twenty-some automatic weapons pointing back at me.
The MTT was out in force tonight, surrounding the exit with exhaustive force.
“Maid, Pet,” I said softly, “back up slowly.”
“What?” Andi asked.
“You’re not bulletproof,” I snapped at her, pushing her back into the manor. Ellis was quicker to respond, moving back and pulling Andi with her. Lana was over my shoulder, still unresponsive unless given a direct command. I didn’t want to try to fight while carrying her, but I didn’t want anything to happen to her either.
Stuck between a rock and a hard place. Things got hairier when I heard noises upstairs, heavy footsteps sounding throughout the whole manor.
I heaved Lana onto the floor beside the door. “I need you two to head to the tunnel.”
“What tunnel?” Andi demanded.
“Are you certain Mistress?” Ellis knew exactly what I was talking about.
“Yes. Get Lana through it and collapse the damned thing.”
“Not without you,” my maid’s voice was insistent.
“I can survive this, but not if I need to worry about the two of you. Go. Now!”
Ellis stooped to pick up Lana as Andi turned to me.
“I’m not leaving you!”
“Yes you are Pet! Go! I will find you again. I promise.”
She snarled, very un-kitten-like. “You better.”
I didn’t wait to see if they followed my orders or not. I dashed forward into the MTT, dodging tracer rounds as I moved in closer to the soldiers. I wrenched the rifle out of the first one’s hands, smashing him upside the head with the butt then turning the weapon on his buddies. I pulled the trigger, preparing myself for the recoil, but nothing happened. I stared down at the weapon, a small red light flashing at the bottom of the grip.
“No fucking way,” I muttered as the light flashed faster and faster. I tossed the weapon aside the moment before it exploded, catching the blast wave in the chest. It knocked me back several feet as the MTT brought out a new weapon. They were odd-looking rifles with a dish-like apparatus in place of a barrel. I thought I was prepared for whatever they fired, but the invisible sonic waves emitted from the rifles tossed me around from one to the other, confusing my flight concentration and making me scream in frustration.
The weapons didn’t hurt, but I couldn’t get loose as they juggled me around. Each time I tried to concentrate on flying another sonic wave hit and I lost it. Someone had done their fucking research this time.
Then a loud scream echoed through the night as fire sprang to life on the far side of the perimeter. Two of the MTT there were flailing around, their entire suits of armor alight with flame. The newcomer behind them sprang forward, throwing jets of napalm-like flame from his hands and using some sort of energy burst as a shield against oncoming bullets.
I pulled myself from the sonic juggling and smashed the rifles to bits, not caring how many pieces of the soldiers I took with me. Overwhelmed, overpowered, and outnumbered I grabbed Heatwave by the scruff of his neck and tossed him into the manor. I flew to the other side of the perimeter, picking up one of the MTT’s tactical vans and flying back to the manor, settling the van on its side in front of the door from the inside.
Hopefully that bought us a little time from this avenue.
“You’re supposed to be a few states away with your family,” I snapped at William Raynor as he removed his mask. I’d had the suit made for him in case he felt like playing hero—or needed to.
“We wanted to say goodbye before we left. The girls are safe at the hotel, but when I saw the helicopters heading this direction, I had a bad feeling. Turns out I was right.”
The anger slowly faded to a small trickle. “Not that I’m complaining about the save, but you have too much to lose to be caught up in this.”
He grimaced. “I couldn’t face my daughter if I let the rest of you die tonight. Not after all you’ve done for us.”
I shook my head. “Fine, but when this is over…”
“I know, I’ll disappear and—” His words were cut off by a scream in the next room—the dining room.
I burst through the door ahead of him, coming to a stop at the scene. Lana was sprawled on the floor, her face bloody and body shaking, as Ellis and Andi were being held aloft in the giant paws of Ajax. Both women were struggling in vain, Andi’s gadgets fallen to the floor, seemingly useless against the big man.
The dining room had a balcony that ran all along the sides of the room, and up there appeared another handful of MTT soldiers, deploying their standard assault rifles.
“Surrender,” Ajax said, his voice low and growling to match the exterior, “and these two may live.”
“Heatwave,” I said softly, glancing back to see his mask was already back on, “how do you feel about taking out the small fry?”
He ignited both of his hands, “thought you’d never ask.”
I rushed Ajax, leaping into the air to bring my fist down on him like a hammer. He dropped both of my slaves and met my fist with his own, the force of the impact causing a small shockwave that buffeted the dropped women almost a foot away from the action. My hand ached but I followed through, smashing the big man in the face and staying aloft to stay out of his attack range.
I played hit and run with him, zipping within range to rain down blows and moving away before he could get his hands on me. In the back of my head I was counting down the fifteen minutes Andi said we had. Maybe ten minutes left? Hopefully I was keeping it accurate. I glanced back at Heatwave as he put his shield up, protecting the group of us.
My brief second of inattention was the opening Ajax needed. My leg was yanked out from under me and I found myself face-to-face with the giant man until his head slammed forward into my face. I screamed as my nose broke with a sharp crack, blood pouring down my face as I wriggled to free myself. “Fuck!” I pulled a hand free, slamming a fist into his nose once, twice, three times before his grip loosened enough that I could throw myself into the air.
It was this maneuver that saved my life. Toxin, the acid-spitting, poison-clawed, wall-climbing bitch from the abandoned warehouse was hanging out on the ceiling, starting to fall towards me as I shot upwards. I twisted, taking her sharp claws on the suit and not on bare skin as I twisted around and smashed her in the gut. She fell as I stayed aloft, taking several tracers to the chest as I found myself outside of Heatwave’s shield.
We weren’t going to make it. It was too much. Too many. I glanced down at Lana, Ellis and Andi at her sides, trying to keep her safe. We needed her… but not like she was. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t let her do it.
“Midnight!” Heatwave’s voice echoed through the room, “you better have a fucking plan!”
Ajax and Toxin closed in on my slaves and I knew I’d hesitated too long. No more. It had to be done.
“Doll!” I shouted, feeling my heart sink as I used her like this, “protect your Mistress and her slaves!”
Lana moved immediately, shaking off Ellis and Lana and launching herself at Ajax. Her first blow took him across the face and threw him into the far wall. Toxin reached out, grabbing her around the neck as she raked her claws across Lana’s bare arm with a grin of triumph. Lana turned to stare into the wicked woman’s eyes as the wound sealed within a second, Toxin’s face falling in confusion and fear as Lana’s hand came up and fired a burst of plasma point blank into her face. I stared at the savage brutality in her movements, mesmerized as she lifted into the air and started mopping up the MTT soldiers as they tried to split their attention between her, me, and Heatwave.
Ajax roared and charged Heatwave but I slammed myself on the ground in front of him, blocking his path. “Don’t let the green-haired girl touch you!” I shouted as I took the big man out at the legs.
“Roger!” Heatwave responded, keeping the clawed woman at bay with his fire. She leapt around the walls, dodging the fire as Ajax went down a second time with my fist in his face. I spun around and blocked Toxin’s attack on Heatwave as he turned and launched napalm at Ajax.
Lana landed back on the ground between us all, firing plasma at Ajax and driving him back before spinning and unleashing one of those sonic screams at Toxin, throwing her into the air and through a wall on the second floor.
“Go!” I shouted at Heatwave. “Take the girl’s and go! Maid knows the route!”
Ellis nodded and grabbed Andi by the hand, leading her and Heatwave into the next room, the formal sitting room.
“Doll!” I shouted. “Follow!” Lana landed and stood at my side, her eyes only on me with a smile.
“Yes, Mistress.” The smile faltered and for a second, I saw my old Lana in her face. “Victoria? What’s happening?”
“Lana? Are you with me?”
She seemed to struggle to stay coherent, but she nodded. “Always, Midnight.”
I grabbed her arm and followed the others into the next room, watching as Heatwave took up the rear in disappearing into the tunnel that was hidden behind the fireplace on the far wall. An escape tunnel I’d had put in years ago for just this occasion. The time was counting down, maybe six- or seven-minutes left. I couldn’t say how large the explosion would be, but the tunnel should be mostly safe. We were almost there. So close now.
Too little, too late. Five steps from the tunnel a beam of red light blasted over our heads, scouring along the wall above the fireplace and collapsing the entire thing onto the entrance. I spun, knowing that beam was too familiar but I’d already fucking killed him! How many times did I have to take care of him?
“Lady Midnight.” This was not the voice of Fieris, it was a voice I hadn’t heard in almost a year. A man I never thought I’d hear from again.
“Officer Robertson,” I growled, looking at the man who floated in the air, Ajax and Toxin flanking him on the ground. “You’re looking rather healthy for someone who had every bone in their body broken.”
He sneered. “Arturis gave me an upgrade. All because you were too weak to finish the job.”
“I won’t make that mistake this time.” I stepped forward but a strong hand landed on my shoulder.
“Mistress,” Lana’s voice was back in her doll mode. “Run, Mistress. Please.”
“I’m not leaving you.”
“I serve you, Mistress. This is my pleasure.”
“I’m not losing you again Lana!”
The exclamation rang through the house, shaking her enough that her true self shone through again.
“Please, Victoria. Go, live. I’ll be fine.”
She didn’t give me a chance to argue. She rushed the three metahumans, firing plasma and slamming her limbs into them as they moved around her, picking at her from all sides.
“Fuck this!” I yelled and waded into the fray, pulling Ajax off my doll and punching him in the nose until the thing broke like my own. I went for the jaw next, smashing teeth out of his mouth as he tried to get the leverage to get a good hit on me. I spun him around, so his next clobbering attack hit Toxin into the wall. Lana flew past, drawing Robertson’s energy rays around the room as she sped in and clocked him in the chin.
They sure managed to strengthen his glass jaw.
“You can’t win this Midnight!” Robertson screamed. “Even your little pet won’t save you this time!”
Ajax caught me a lucky blow and I was flung backwards into the tunnel rubble. I sat up, about to dash forward when Toxin leapt on Lana’s back, sinking her four fingers deep into Lana’s abdomen.
“No!” I yelled, watching as the poison locked her limbs in place. I leapt into the air, but Robertson’s beam smashed into my chest, throwing me back down. Ajax lumbered forward and put his huge hands on either side of Lana’s head. “No!” I screamed again but was blasted back by the asshole I should have killed that night.
All three of them grinned at me as Lana’s eyes stared straight forward, back in her doll trance. “Doll! Protect yourself!” I screamed and she struggled feebly, like her body wasn’t responding. Ajax’s hand engulfed Lana’s head and a second later there was a sickening crack! I fell to my knees with a keening cry as her body landed in front of me, head twisted at an abnormal angle, body limp.
I stared into those lifeless gray eyes and screamed. And screamed. And screamed.
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“You again?” A voice growled from the darkness, rough from disuse. “Don’t you ever take a rest from doing this?”
I opened my eyes and sat up. What the hell? Where was I? I looked down at my arms and legs. I was wearing my original Stardust uniform, and this… I glanced around. This was not Kansas. Or Haven Falls.
“Where am I”
The growling voice sighed loudly. “You’d think you’d remember for once. I mean, you’ve been here often enough.”
The sky was dark but lit with the light of a thousand stars and celestial bodies. They shot across the horizon as if time and physics had no meaning, winking into existence one second only to disappear the next and then reappear on the same course the next. The landscape around was all dirt and rocks with tufts of grass growing here and there. There was no sign of other life anywhere, except for the voice.
“Who are you?”
With a huff a tall figure in a long cloak-like garment appeared to the side, perched on one of the rocks with a long, gnarled walking stick in hand. The cowl of the cloak covered most of the face, but there looked to be a bit of dark skin in those shadows somewhere.
“Every time you arrive, you ask the same two questions in the same order. ‘Where am I?’ ‘Who are you?’” the voice went high to mock my words and I could feel my anger burning up for a brief second before immediately washing away.
“Did you answer them last time? Or just tease me about it?”
They laughed, cold and hard, “wouldn’t you like to know?”
I opened my mouth to argue when a flash of memory hit me. “Victoria!” I gasped, seeing her in the rubble as the enemy closed in. “No! Not now!” I spun towards the figure. “Where am I? How do I get back?”
The figure gave a long, silent stare in my direction. I tried to meet it without flinching but couldn’t find their eyes. “She remembers. That’s a first. That’s interesting.”
“There’s no time for this! I need to get back! I need to save her!”
They waved a hand. “Time is such a relative concept. You have time. You will talk, while you’re here.”
I stomped my foot but the anger behind the act didn’t last more than a second. “Please! Tell me how to get back.”
“Why? Why do you want to go back to all that pain? All that suffering?”
I faltered. It was a valid question. I felt like there had been so much pain, but my mind couldn’t conjure images of what happened. I couldn’t remember anything from before. Except for her…
“She’s in trouble, I need to go back and save her. She’ll die without me!”
The hood tilted slightly as if taking interest for the first time, “can you tell me who ‘she’ is?”
I nodded. “My… my…” My lips wouldn’t form the words, my brain unable to parse the subject. Who was she to me? What was her name? All I knew was she was important. So important. More important than me. “She’s my… mistress.” Yeah, that sounded right. “She’s my mistress, my… owner. I… I love her. I serve her.”
“And what is her name?”
I hesitated.
“You say you love her but you cannot even tell me her name?”
I glared at them. “I can, but she has had many names and I was trying to decide which one to give you.” The memory of my mistress appeared in my head, the smile she’d give me when I did something right. The way her eyes glistened with tears when she held me. I still felt those fingers on my face, loving, touching, amazing.
Everything I ever wanted or needed.
Her.
“Victoria,” I said, “Emily, Midnight, Deliverance, and whatever other names she might have gone by at some point! She’s all of those, and she is mine!”
A low whistle came from within the hood. “Impressive, I admit. You always astound me when you arrive here.”
“Please, I need to go back and save her. Help me.”
The hood moved from side to side, “you can only help yourself in this world. Don’t worry, you’ve done it before. Now, ask the questions that I know are building up in your mind.”
“Where are we?”
“This?” They held their arms out, “this is the world beyond. The world between life and death.” They lowered their arms, adding thoughtfully, “not a lot of people end up here. Mostly they move from life to death in a straight line. Very special people come here though, and very, very special people don’t move on.”
“Like me?”
“Like you.”
“If this is the world between, who are you? Why are you here?”
“Me? Like your friend, I’ve had many names.” A light chuckle escaped the hood. “I am the First. I am the catalyst for the abilities that were spread across your world. My siblings and I came to your world millennia ago and we were worshipped as gods. We sowed our seeds, enjoyed ourselves, played games…” the voice lowered into something almost pained, “and we doomed your entire species because of it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Eventually we departed to merely watch your world, enjoy the havoc we caused, take bets on conflicts and play with your species. We were children, and your world was our toy. As we grew older my siblings left for other adventures, but I stayed and watched as the gifts we passed down were then passed down further. It wasn’t until the last few centuries when your population boomed that your… metahumans became more and more apparent. And as more appeared your world began to rely on their power and abuse it for terrible purposes.”
“Not everyone. Not everyone abused the power.”
“No, you’re correct. Not everyone. But enough of them did. I could no longer watch from the sideline. I had to rectify my mistake. A group of metahumans aided me when I came to them, and together with a super villainess named Malice, we caused the depowering. I tried to wipe any sign of me and my sibling’s mistake from your world.”
“But it didn’t work…”
“Not entirely. I didn’t give you humans enough credit. Despite the powers being gone, traces were left behind in your genetic codes. But they were all dormant after the Malice. Until your scientists found a way to wake them up.”
I shook my head. “Why are you telling me all this? I can’t even remember what happened back in my world, this means little to me.”
They sighed, long and loud. “I’m lonely,” they said simply, “do you have any idea how long it’s been since I had company? Besides you, of course. I mean, eight times you’ve been here now.”
The words echoed in my head. Eight times? How had that…
The memories hit me like a ton of bricks, playing in my head like I was in a car at a drive-in theatre. Diving into the harbor after Claire only to get hit by a chunk of debris. Midnight’s hands on my head, the pain and savagery in her eyes as she twisted. The cold barrel of a gun settling in my teeth as I cried and cried, tired of it all. The sharp sting of the blade as it went through again and again, enough damage to fell even me. Air pressure, falling and falling and falling until there was a sudden stop. Stopped at a curb, teetering on the edge, then taking that last step and meeting intimately with a semi-trailer.
I tried to look away but I couldn’t. I didn’t want to see this, didn’t want to know. Tears ran down my cheeks as I felt the heat of the inferno again, the plastic mask melting against my face. I screamed as the giant hand of a giant man closed on my head, my last sight of my Mistress, calling for me. Screaming for me.
“No!” I shouted and the cloaked figure rocked back as if I’d hit them, “no! I can’t be here! I need to save her. I need to go back.”
They shook their head. “Have you learned nothing yet? Do you realize what you’re doing to yourself?”
“What do you mean?”
“You are special, girl. You heal from any injury, and yes that means coming back from this place time and again. But every time you are in such a rush to return, your ability can’t finish fixing you. You desire to go back so immensely, your brain doesn’t get fixed. If you go back again too soon, you won’t be any help to your friend anyway. You’ll be brain dead!”
I shook my head. “No, not yet. I need to go back. I promise, I can come back and let my body heal after this, but not right now. I need to help her. I need to save her.”
That chuckle sounded again. “always the hero,” they muttered, “just like your parents.”
As much as I wanted to ask about that, there wasn’t time. I had no idea how much time was passing in the real world, but I needed to get there before Victoria got hurt. I couldn’t let that happen.
“Please,” I begged, “please help me.”
“Nothing comes without a cost.”
“I’ll pay it. I’ll pay anything.”
“So be it.” They turned away from me, “good luck, daughter of Stellar. You will need it.”
I didn’t get a chance to say anything more as the world around me went white and I felt myself falling, and falling, and falling.
Victoria. I’m coming back. I will protect you.
I promise.
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Toxin moved in from behind and I spun around, leaving Lana’s cold body on the ground as I deflected the claws and threw the other woman into the wall. My fist headed for her face when a blast of heat smashed into my back. I sprawled on the ground, writhing in pain as the heat didn’t let up. I screamed as the suit parted and my skin began to burn.
“How does it feel Midnight?” That fucking voice shouted over my screams. Robertson. Fucking Robertson. I should have killed him when I had the chance. “How does it feel to be in so much pain!”
I gritted my teeth until the heat stopped. Pushing up on my arms I got to my knees and glanced over my shoulder. “Pretty fucking normal,” I snarled, palming the chunk of wood and spinning. It hit him right in the face and threw him back, but Ajax cut the victory short as he stomped forward. I rolled away from his grab and leapt up, lashing out with a foot into his face that he took like a champ. Before I landed Toxin was there, slashing at me and I pulled away in time to catch it on the suit.
Being outnumbered was fucking bullshit. I had to do this. My eyes landed on Lana, still on the ground. For her. I had to do it for her.
Hell, even if I kept the three of them occupied, I could only hope that Andi’s explosion would kill us all.
I grabbed Toxin by the leg, spinning around and tossing her into Robertson before throwing myself away from Ajax’s fist. His second punch I met with my own, another mini soundwave knocking dust and debris around the room as I ducked his follow-up and I countered with a powerful kick to his knee. I heard the tell-tale sound of Robertson’s eyes flaring up and moved to the side, keeping the big man between me and the asshole.
Without a word Ajax suddenly dropped to the ground and the heat smashed into me again, throwing me against the wall. He kept up the pressure, the suit falling to pieces around me, unable to repair itself through the damage. I clenched my jaw closed, trying not to scream. But the pain was too much, and I yelled as I smelled the burning scar tissue on my chest.
The heat died a moment later and I fell to the ground. I didn’t know how much longer I had, but I couldn’t hold them off anymore. It was over. There was nothing left.
I barely twitched as Ajax’s hand closed around me again, looking like King Kong holding Fay Wray and climbing the skyscraper. He dragged me out of the rubble, Robertson and Toxin converging on me from every side. They were bruised and bloody, but all of them were whole. Except Toxin, still missing a finger. I glanced at the stump, then smiled at her. “Missing a claw there, sweetheart?”
She charged but Robertson held her back. “No, she’s mine. I owe her a lifetime of pain for what she did to me.” He turned that savage smile towards me, “and then I’m going to find that brother of mine, and everyone else you ever cared about. They’re all going to burn when I’m done with them.”
I snorted. “What the hell did you promise Arturis to get a dead man’s powers like this? You’re firstborn? You’re family’s estate?”
He shook his head. “Only you. I told them I wouldn’t rest until I killed you. And now… looks like that day has come.”
“You always were an overdramatic shit, just like the rest of your family.”
He snarled. “You don’t get to talk about my family! We made this town! We own this city! You got in our way and now people are trying to walk all over us!” His eyes started to glow red again, “And I’m going to make you pay.”
His tripe was boring enough that my eyes wandered past him, then widened. “No fucking way,” I gasped.
Everyone turned to look at Lana’s body, twitching and moving like something out of a horror movie. Boneless, she rose to her feet in a way that no human should have been able too. Mostly naked, the clothing having been torn off in the fighting, she turned to stare at us with empty, void eyes and blank face.
I held my breath.
Then she smiled, the most savage thing I had ever seen. Then she disappeared.
Ajax’s hand spasmed and I fell to the ground, spinning around. The big man’s eyes were bleeding, his lids shut around the pain as Lana flipped off his head and landed beside Toxin. She grabbed the woman by the back of the neck, slamming her face into the floor with enough force to create a small crater. Robertson’s eye beams flashed towards her and she took it in the chest, the flesh there bubbling and melting but she kept coming like she didn’t even feel it. He panicked and fled backwards, his face raising up and hitting the ceiling, scouring the walls and upper balcony with his heat vision before Lana caught up to him. She grabbed his leg, bringing him down and putting her fist into his gut. The fire flickered out as he vomited all over the hero but she ignored it entirely, grabbing him by the leg and throwing him into Ajax who was still on his knees screaming.
“Lana?” I managed to say, barely able to get to my feet. My chest and back were ravaged by the heat beams, and I could barely stand. “Lana… are you…”
She didn’t even acknowledge me. Those eyes scared me, savage and empty, like the lights were on but there was no one home. She was being driven by a single purpose… I just didn’t know what that was.
My last command, protect herself, protect me, protect my slaves. She was still following it, even if she didn’t know why.
Toxin managed to get an arm into Lana, three claws penetrating her again. The girl barely even registered the attack, only looked over her shoulder at the green haired woman. Then her arm came up, grabbing Toxin’s head and tossing her over her shoulder to the ground.
I heard the buildup of Robertson’s eyes again and lunged sideways, tackling the asshole to the ground. I smashed my fist into his face again and again, but he kept laughing, kept trying to use his eye beams. Why wasn’t he going down? What else had they given him?
“You. Can’t. Even. Die. Right!” I panted between hits. I was slowing down too much. I couldn’t do this any longer.
I rolled off the asshole and stomped a foot down on his leg, enjoying the screech of pain as I moved back. “Lana!” I shouted. “We have to go!” Any second now, any second.
She ignored me. The savage woman had managed to somehow tear Toxin’s entire arm off and was stabbing her in the belly with her own appendage, snarling and screaming as she did so. Toxin’s head rolled to the side, staring at me with blank, dead eyes.
“Holy shit,” I breathed.
As if she heard that, Lana’s head snaked towards me, then she disappeared again. A second later she was beside me, using Toxin’s arm to smash Robertson away into the air like a home run batter. Then she pounced on Ajax who screamed like a child as she stabbed Toxin’s claws into his stomach. I didn’t know if there was any poison left on those claws, but he started to seize up a moment later.
Robertson’s eye beams charged once more, and I tackled Lana to the ground as it split the air over our heads.
“Stay still you fucking bitches!” He screamed, following us as best he could but Lana took control. She grabbed me and dashed around the room, keeping us ahead of him until the beam petered out. “I will fucking kill both of you! You ruined my life!”
Lana didn’t say a thing. She ran towards him and he tried to take to the air, but he didn’t have the speed to avoid her. She grabbed his leg, pulled him down again, and smashed her forehead into his face again and again and again. Blood and teeth flew from his face but still he was conscious and laughing at us.
“Bitch!” he screeched, “I’m more than you! Better than you! They made me unstoppable!”
Lana snarled and brought him back down to the ground and I pulled another finger off Toxin’s dead body. I limped over to them, taking my time as Lana kept hitting him and hitting him with mindless intensity. Then I stabbed the claw into him, letting the poison do its thing.
“Good luck getting up from that one.” I snarled, then grabbed Lana. “We need to go. Now!”
Her fist came up, but I blocked it with mine. I was right. There was nothing left of her. “Lana!” I shouted, but she attacked again, wrenching her fist out of my hand and putting the other into my gut. “Damnit Lana! I’m trying to help.”
A two-fisted hammer blow landed across my back and I screamed. I didn’t fall, though, as she grabbed what was left of my suit and held me in the air effortlessly.
“Lana,” I managed to gasp, “Please, don’t do this.”
Her snarling face gave me no reply.
“Lana!” I said again. “Doll! My doll! Please… chisana ningyo.”
Lana stopped. Something entered those eyes and I kept going.
“My doll, please. Let’s get out of here. Please, my little doll.”
It was everything I could do to hold onto her as she started to lift off. We were clear of the ground floor when the first explosion went off, followed by a chain of them that had my eardrums splitting as everything around us exploded into shards of wood.
My scream echoed one from the ground as Lana took us up higher and higher, breaking through the fireball that the attic had become and up into the night sky. We travelled higher and higher before suddenly she lost her grip and started falling back down, her body sagging, eyes closing.
I got myself into flying position and grabbed her before she could fall. She was limp like a ragdoll. What the hell just happened? Then I saw the cuts and bruises and burns from this last fight. They weren’t healing. She wasn’t healing anymore.
“Lana? I said softly, floating in midair with this beautiful, wounded woman in my arms. “Lana, wake up?”
The eyelids fluttered and open revealing eyes full of life and jadedness and all the love that one could possibly feel. And it was all directed at me.
“Mistress?” She said softly, tears rolling down her cheek. “Victoria?”
“Yes, I’m here. It’s me, Lana, it’s me. I’ve got you.”
I held her close as she said something else, but I couldn’t hear the words. “What?”
She pulled her face up until her mouth was beside my ear. “Kill me.”
I almost dropped her. “What? What the hell?”
Her mouth curled up in the ghost of a smile. “Kill me, Mistress. Please.”
“But you’re not healing! You won’t come back!” My own tears started to fall as I clung to her as if she were the only thing keeping me afloat. “I can’t lose you again!”
Her head shook side to side softly, “it’s okay Mistress. I’ll come back. I promise I’ll… come back.” She took a deep, shuddering breath and moaned with pain. “Please… kill me.”
It went against everything I wanted. That first time I did it had been a lesson and I couldn’t say how much I regretted it. I told myself that I was sure it wouldn’t have lasting effects on my princess. Now this? I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t lose her again.
“Please…” she begged. “One last time. I’ll come back. I promise.”
I leaned over and kissed her, our lips coming together in a cavalcade of fireworks and heat and need. We melted into each other, neither of us in control of the other, on equal footing for the first time. I needed this. I needed her.
But I needed her whole. Not a shadow, not just a doll.
I kissed her as I moved my hands, one up to her jaw, the other tangled in her hair. I kissed her as I held her aloft and her hands ran up and down the ravages of my suit and the burnt flesh that I was doing everything I could to ignore. I kissed her until we were both gasping for breath.
I kissed her. Then I killed her.
I let the body fall into the flames below, following my tears and my need and want and everything that made me Lady Midnight. Let the world think I died tonight. Without Lana, there was no Midnight.
Not anymore.
Somebody else could do the things that needed to be done.
All I wanted, was her.






Issue 43 – Normal

Victoria



How long does it take to forget someone? Asking for a friend.
Six months after my house was blown up—thanks Andi—we were settled in a posh brick townhouse in the middle of downtown, a few blocks away from where Arturis tower was still being rebuilt. Yeah, because they need that evil headquarters of theirs back up and running.
Andi was working on piecing her command center back together. It was nothing like the old one yet, but we had to be more careful now. I had a nest egg put away, and safehouses around the city and outside of it, but now was not the time to draw attention to ourselves.
Ellis, meanwhile, was putting an ear to the ground, gathering information and making sure anyone looking in our direction started looking elsewhere. The woman was amazing at information gathering outside of the electronic world. And with that organized mind of hers, she still managed to keep our living situation civil despite it being much smaller than it had been.
According to the news, Lady Midnight and her three accomplices were killed in the explosion that night. The HFPD and the MTT suffered some losses, but the operation was considered a success and the city could breathe a sigh of relief now that the villainess Lady Midnight was dead and gone.
Idiots.
Me? Well… I was still waiting. Waiting for Lana to come back, waiting for someone to find out Midnight isn’t dead and come after me. Wonder how long that would take.
In the meantime…
“Detective Jameson, you’re late.” I grinned at the good Detective Reilly, strolling past the barricades with a surprising amount of pep in my step. A week on the job and already a big bank robbery—one with hostages and everything. Things were beginning to look up.
“Sorry partner,” I told her when I reached her car. “still getting used to the city. Bigger than where I came from.”
She nodded, accepting the excuse. I didn’t want to let her know that I was late because I was doing a flyover of the city, trying my best to stop pining for Lana. “Don’t let it happen again.”
She sounded stern, but she was a big softie, and a good partner for someone ‘new’ to the force. Andi had hooked me up with a new identity and everything, and we decided the best way I could still do some good around here was to join the HFPD, maybe start changing things for the better from the inside.
“So what do we have?”
She nodded to the front of the bank across the street, the one I’d happened to steal from on a regular basis. “We’ve got between five and ten bad guys with big guns and body armor holding twenty to twenty-five hostages. They’ve cut the phone lines and haven’t contacted us with any demands—”
My cell rang and I held up a finger. “Hold on, I have to take this.” She looked like she was going to hit me, but I turned away and answered. “This better be good Pet.”
“Oh it is,” Andi said. “I’ve got her.”
“What?”
“We’ve found her. They’re moving her.”
“When?”
“Later today, we’ll have maybe an hour-long window in about thirty minutes, then she disappears again.”
“I’m not going to let that happen,” I snarled, earning a look of shock and interest from my partner. “We’ll get it done. I’ll be there soon.”
“I’ll have a suit ready for you by then.”
I pocketed the phone and glanced at the bank. “Five to ten bad guys?”
Reilly nodded and turned away from me, heading for the tactical van and the guys trying to set up their systems. I wandered to the side, looking around the area, then saw the pizza place on the other corner and smiled.
By the time Reilly and the rest of the police noticed what I was doing I was already opening the front door, a stack of pizza boxes in my other hand.
“Okay bad guys!” I called out, “pizza delivery!”
Seven assault rifles came up as soon as the words were out of my mouth. Seven bad guys here, a handful of hostages laying on the floor with their heads down, and who knows what else hidden around the building.
“We didn’t ask for no damned pizza!” The first one said, knocking the boxes out of my hands.
“Well that was uncalled for.” Pizza spilled out of the boxes onto the floor, a travesty and probably a felony in and of itself.
“Who the fuck are you?” Another demanded.
“Me? I’m no one. Just your friendly neighborhood detective here to ask you all, very politely, to turn yourselves in.”
“How about we kill you instead bitch?”
I grinned at them. “You can certainly try.”
Five minutes later I pushed the doors wide open, ushering the twenty-two ex-hostages out ahead of me. They rushed down the steps and away from the bank as I sauntered out, munching on a piece of pepperoni pizza.
“All clear in there.”
“Jameson what the hell was that?” Reilly demanded.
I shrugged, “What? We couldn’t just let it go all day.”
“You could have gotten those people killed!”
I watched as the tac team moved in to take care of the unconscious bad guys—see, I don’t have to kill people—and took another bite of pizza. “But I didn’t.”
“That’s not procedure.”
“Your ‘procedure’ was going to get someone killed.”
“You can’t just…”
“I rectified that situation.” I said softly, dangerously, “I did what had to be done. I do what needs to be done. I always have.”
Something in her eyes darkened for a moment and I started walking away.
“You’re good here, right? I’ve got something I need to take care of.”
I didn’t wait for an answer. As much as I wanted to just fly off, I did have appearances to consider.
I turned a corner and was about to start jogging when a hand grabbed my arm. I spun.
Detective Reilly was there, giving me a suspicious look. Damn the girl was fast, and smarter than your average bear.
“Who the hell are you?” She snapped as I pulled my arm easily from her grasp.
“Victoria Jameson,” I said, giving her a confused look, “your new partner, just transferred from Guveton.”
“Horseshit. I know those words you said, and I know that voice. I was on the other side of the radio that night.”
“What night?” I said, still trying to play dumb… and failing at it.
“Damnit!” she snapped, “I know who you are, Lady Mid—” She choked on her words, because I wrapped my hand around her throat and started to squeeze.
“Yes, yes, you’re so damned observant.” I hissed, pulling her in close. I put my lips to her ear, whispering, “and now the question is… what are you going to do with that information?”
I let up the pressure a little, letting her speak. “Nothing,” she managed, “nothing yet… depends… depends on what you do.”
I let her go and she stepped back, holding her throat and coughing. “What do you mean?”
She coughed more before answering, “I get why you did what you did, most of the time. And I’m not going to bust you on it. Some of it needed to get done.” She took a long breath before continuing, “but if you’re going to pretend to be dead and do things this way, you’re going to have to be a lot more careful. And you won’t get away with everything you used too.”
“And you’re not going to say anything?”
She shook her head. “Not unless you give me a reason too.”
I smiled at her and held out my hand, “Detective, I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship.”
She stared at my hand like it was covered in acid and backed away more. I turned to walk away.
“Hey, so… did you hang up the suit for good?”
I looked over my shoulder and smiled, “one more time, detective. Just one more time.”
I dashed away, leaving the officer in my dust.
“For Lana,” I said softly, “one last time, only for you princess.”






Issue 44 – Payment

Lana



When I finally opened my eyes, the sky above gave me a hint of where I was. A nebula spun lazily in what felt like an arm’s length from me. I raised my arm and ruined the effect, the purple smoke interrupted by my flesh.
She did it. She killed me.
My heart was torn in two about that.
“At least I asked her this time,” I muttered.
I got up, looking around. The landscape was still as rocky and barren as before, the only signs of life the tiny weeds and brush that seemed to grow sparsely through the dirt and from under the rocks. I shook my head and started walking, wondering where the cloaked person was. They never made me wait this long before.
I smiled. It was nice to actually remember everything this time. All of my visits, everything that happened in the real world, everything. It seemed like a good sign… I hoped. I remembered Victoria’s face when she saw I wasn’t healing at the end there. It was part of the price to pay. I only wished that I hadn’t lied to her.
I wasn’t coming back this time. It was time to move on. That was the price to save her life.
I’d do it again in a heartbeat.
“Hello?” I called out. “Cloak-person! Progenitor! Many times great grandparent… technically?”
What the hell?
Then I heard the cough. I ran around a bunch of rocks, trying hard to locate the sound, when I noticed the splash of something dark on the ground.
“Oh no,” I murmured, finding my cloaked friend on their back, writhing in pain. There was a hole in their body, about the size of both my fists together, and I could see the stained ground beneath. “What the hell happened?”
They coughed, more of the dark liquid flying out of the darkness of the hood. Even now I couldn’t make out any features, and I didn’t want to pull it back to look.
“Child of Stellar,” their voice was weak, raspy. I didn’t know what I could do in a place like this. Pretty sure an ambulance wouldn’t find the place. “You returned.”
“I told you I would.”
“I was not confident. Humans lie. Humans deceive.” They coughed again. “You didn’t stay with your love.”
“I saved her. That’s what I went back to do, and that’s what I did.”
A small chuckle came from the hood, followed by a gasp of pain. “A hero, just like your parents.”
I bowed my head at the compliment. “What happened? What can I do?” I reached out towards the wound but a corner of the cloak moved of its own accord, pushing my wrist aside.
“Nothing. I am dying.” Another cough, this one longer and deeper. “A feeling I never thought I’d experience.”
“And?”
“I am not impressed.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. It faded quickly. “Who did this to you?”
“They are returning, child. They will not be stopped.”
“Who the hell are they?”
They sat up suddenly, the hood falling back to reveal an androgynous face with skin carved out of ebony and eyes of the purest white I’d ever seen. There were no ears, was no nose, and the mouth seemed to have nothing inside, like the face was only a mask over nothingness. I gasped and tried to back away, but that cloak rose again, grabbing my arms and pulling me close.
“They are coming, and your world will suffer for it.”
“Who are they? Tell me, please!”
Those pure white eyes stared into mine and the voice sounded around us with more fear than I’d ever heard in my life.
“My siblings.”






Acknowledgement

I am not known to be verbose, and I have quite a lot of trouble feeling confident enough to share my work with the world more often than not. But Acknowledgements are important, and I wouldn't be here if it weren't for a handful of people pushing me to do my best.


First and foremost to my Goddess, my wife. Without her I would be nowhere, and this book and any other I might write wouldn't exist. She is my rock, sh is my life, and with her support I feel like I can do anything.


I'd also like to thank my friends for pushing me and believing in me. Alisha, your comments on the chapters I send and everything, kept this going. Stephanie, your interest and belief is me is what got me writing again. Thank you both.


And to everyone who believed in me when I didn't. Thank you.




About The Author

Elena Abbott
 

Transwoman, lesbian, gamer, and property of her Goddess. Elena works full time, writing and planning her novels during her breaks. She lives in alberta with her wife and child. Into Darkness is her first published novel.



images/calibre_cover.jpg
A

Ir

I

£

o
“

kil

%
&E

1
1

A8

= N





images/00001.jpg





