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      I hated sneaking around and using disguises. I was Night Terror. The greatest villain Starlight City had ever seen, which meant I was the greatest villain the world had ever seen.

      I had to resort to sneaking into the Applied Sciences Department to get my revenge. I’d tried threatening the receptionist more directly a week back and that ended with a bunch of nasty security protocols, that I’d invented and Dr. Lana had stolen, being activated.

      It took some doing to get out of that, but I took pride in the knowledge that I was the best. That Dr. Lana had nothing on me. She was just another upstart wannabe villain and I needed to smack her down.

      So I went with the disguise this time.

      Slow and steady. Put one foot in front of the other. Don't mind me. I was just a college student, maybe even a grad student, making my way through the Applied Sciences Department. I’d surprised myself with how young I looked when I put on the traditional college girl uniform of yoga pants and a T-shirt featuring Greek letters that, ironically enough, could usually only be read by the college kids most likely to prefer drinking to studying.

      Sure it’d taken me a little longer than usual to get out of the lab this morning. Selena took one look at me in that traditional uniform and she was all over me.

      That led to a blush. I didn’t need a blush right now. I needed to concentrate.

      “Are you ready for me yet?”

      I jumped at the voice and it earned me an odd look from a girl staring at the entrance lobby with the deer in headlights look that most freshmen get when they’re navigating campus without the benefit of a tour group for the first time ever.

      I really hoped the confusion of the first day of school would be enough to cover up what I was doing here.

      “Not yet,” I said, subvocalized, really.

      That’s not the proper term, I know, but I hadn’t really come up with a term because this was all cutting edge shit. Though “cutting edge shit” could be used to describe just about everything lurking in my lab.

      Basically I spoke in a really quiet whisper that could only be picked up by a microscopic toy implanted next to my voicebox. The practical upshot was I could have a conversation nice and quiet-like without anyone around me having any idea what I was doing.

      Though I was in the Goddamned Applied Sciences Department and if there was anyone out there who could screw me over on that score it was Dr. Lana.

      “Come on Natalie,” Selena whined. “You told me I could come out there and have some fun. Things have been so boring lately!”

      I smiled. Just a little. Then quickly schooled my face to look like I was just another student gawking at finally being at Starlight City University.

      That’s right. Nothing to see here. I passed a security guard who was walking around packing a lot more heat than most people you saw working campus security. Which is to say he was packing heat.

      Not the kind of heat that would stop yours truly. If the city cops couldn't do anything about me then the Starlight City University campus cops definitely weren't going to be able to touch me, and the less said about the ineffective security people the better.

      Still. It was a sign that they took things a hell of a lot more seriously here in the Applied Sciences Department than they did at any other part of the University.

      “Natalie? You’re ignoring me again,” she said.

      I would’ve cursed if I could get away with it and not raise some eyebrows all around me. I almost missed CORVAC being in my ear. At least he could monitor everything through the feeds in my equipment and be satisfied. Selena could see those same feeds, but clearly she was itching to do something.

      When I’d explained that the people who went after her with those weird weapons that sapped her power, weapons I hadn’t been able to figure out despite spending hundreds of hours trying at this point, were the same people who were stealing my designs it’d taken all of my persuasive powers to keep her from coming out here and turning the building into a crater herself.

      Hey, the whole heroic thing might be rubbing off on Selena Solara aka Fialux the living goddess, but some of my villainous tendencies seemed to be rubbing off on her too.

      “We can’t do anything until we figure out what’s going on here and where they’re keeping their R&D lab,” I whispered. “That means no smash and grab!”

      I swear. There were times when it was like talking to CORVAC. Her method of taking care of problems was always far more direct than mine. No finesse. No subtlety.

      “Fine,” she said. “But those security people can’t stop you.”

      “They can’t stop me, but they could alert other people and turn this into a huge headache.”

      That was something to keep in mind. Those armed security guards might not make this that much more dangerous, but it was still an added element of danger. Marginally more danger, to be sure, but still more danger.

      Which is why I was walking around as though I was a meek student. I was just on my way to a lab. Or maybe I was on my way into a talk with a professor who held my grade and my scholarship in their hands.

      I definitely wasn't the world's premier super villainess who’d come into the Applied Sciences Department because recent events had left me with one hell of a sneaking suspicion they were stealing my stuff.

      I had to know if that stupid bitch Dr. Lana had a copy of all of my records from when I was still a student here, or if she’d somehow figured out a way to get into my systems.

      After CORVAC I couldn't take any possible breach lightly. Not with such a major betrayal still fresh in my memory.

      I smiled. It had been a betrayal, but that bastard got what was coming to him in the end.

      “Looks like someone has been hitting the donuts a little hard,” Selena said.

      I tried not to snicker as I nodded to the rotund gentleman sitting behind a security desk as I stepped onto an elevator. An elevator that went down.

      The Applied Sciences Department might rise a couple stories above the University, but anyone who knew what was really going on here knew the good stuff happened in the basement levels that spread out all across campus. Down where nobody but the Applied Sciences people and the occasional mole person knew what was happening.

      “Would you stop that?” I whispered once I was on the elevator. “If you keep up this commentary you’re going to make me laugh and give myself away!”

      “Would that be so bad?” she asked. “Then we can get down to the real action!”

      “We are not getting down to the real action until…”

      The doors opened and I shut up. It’s not like someone could hear me when I was talking like that, but I didn’t want to take too many risks.

      The bored guard on this lower level sat behind a desk that screamed retro-futuristic. I would’ve said that was because whoever designed this place liked that aesthetic, but the plain truth was this part of the Applied Sciences Department had been around since the ‘40s when retro-futuristic was merely pop futuristic.

      Next to that retro-future desk was my first test of the day. And it was almost enough to make me laugh.

      A metal detector. With a second very bored security guard standing next to it.

      “That guard’s shirt that has to incorporate some of the cutting-edge materials science they’re working on in this building,” I whispered, unable to stop from making a crack of my own.

      “Come again?” Selena asked.

      I very pointedly didn’t roll my eyes, but I was feeling it. “Come on. Otherwise I can’t think of a plausible way for a gut that spectacular to be held in by a shirt like that!”

      “Oh. Um, sure. Ha?” Selena asked.

      I reminded myself that she was, at heart, a journalism student. I guess the science jokes weren’t going to do it for her.

      The corpulent guard didn't even look up as I passed through the metal detector. Which was almost a pity.

      Almost, but not quite. I didn't want to raise the alarm too early, after all.

      There was no question that I’d eventually raise the alarm. It was just a matter of how far I managed to penetrate before the sparks started to fly.

      I nodded to the guard, but he didn't bother to look up from the magazine he was flipping through.

      An interesting choice. I wondered why he was reading a magazine and not playing with his phone like every other security guard around campus.

      Maybe they had rules about technology being allowed in here. Which made sense considering they had a metal detector, and probably trickier security deeper in the place. I well remembered some of the security measures that had gone up under Dr. Lana's tenure.

      “So what do you want to eat tonight? Chinese?”

      “You know Chinese upsets my stomach,” I whispered, not realizing how mundane the conversation was until the words were out of my mouth.

      “Everything upsets your stomach,” she said.

      “Everything spicy,” I replied. “Some of us don’t have a stomach that was forged in the nuclear fire of an alien sun, y’know.”

      I was fishing. I did that a lot with her lately. And as always she refused to rise to the bait.

      “Right. So we could go get Chinese at a buffet and you could get the boring stuff on the back end!”

      “Fine,” I said. “But only after we get done with this.”

      “I’m starting to think you’re never getting done with this,” she said. “My way’s faster.”

      “It’s faster, but we might not find everything Dr. Lana is hiding in here.”

      I was starting to wonder if Dr. Lana was paranoid about somebody infiltrating her precious Applied Sciences Department or if she wanted to make sure and catch anyone who might try doing exactly what I was doing so she could rob them blind of any technical toys they had on them.

      Well. I was going to show her who was the true villain in this city damn it.

      I activated a small device that told the metal detector there was nothing to see here. In a fit of pique I’d even put a giant slab of iron right in the middle of the thing.

      The iron didn't even serve any practical purpose. It was just a not-so-subtle "fuck you" to anyone operating a metal detector who thought they were going to capture the great and powerful Night Terror.

      "You don't have to stand there if it doesn't beep," the guard grunted, not bothering to look up from his engrossing magazine.

      He must’ve been on the centerfold.

      I looked around. Right. I’d allowed myself to get distracted. He probably thought I was some freshman coming down here for the first time.

      Which was kind of flattering when you thought about it. It was nice to know I could still pull off the freshman look despite being closer to my late twenties.

      "Sorry," I muttered, not needing to act out the blush that hit me.

      I walked deeper into the Applied Sciences Department. If memory served the elevator bank leading down into the really impressive stuff would be just around the corner and…

      I found myself facing the elevator banks, but it was like nothing I'd seen when I still went to school here. No, obviously Dr. Lana had been very busy making sure her personal fiefdom was impenetrable.

      Damn it. I’d figured parts of this were going to be harder than waltzing in, but I hadn’t expected to run into it so soon.
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      I kept my face carefully schooled to an impassive and slightly uninterested neutral. The last thing I wanted was to smile and give the many security cameras that were no doubt watching me right now a show.

      As it was all they were going to see was a slightly altered face thanks to the holoprojector mounted on my neck. A face that looked a little bored because what underclassman going to a boring entry-level lecture wouldn’t be bored?

      At least that was the idea. I was well aware that at any moment I could run into something that might disable that holoprojection and show my real face to security and eventually to Dr. Lana. That’d be the moment Selena got her wish and turned into Fialux.

      “Y’know I think I know why you’re so bored,” I said.

      “Why’s that?” Selena asked.

      “You have the same problem I had before I met you. No new worlds to conquer.”

      “You hadn’t exactly conquered the world when I met you, Natalie,” she replied.

      I frowned, then quickly schooled my face to that vapid neutral freshman college student trying to navigate campus for the first time look. These rapid face movements as I talked with Selena were going to get me caught.

      “You don’t have to remind me of that,” I said. “The point is I was the big power in the city, and it got boring.”

      “Yeah, well without you to fight with things are kind of boring,” she said.

      “Yeah? I figured all the new things we’ve been doing together would be way better than fighting,” I said.

      “Natalie!” she said, sounding scandalized.

      “What?” I said. “Fighting you was fun, but the other stuff we do now is way more fun.”

      “You’re terrible,” she said, though I could hear the smile even through our vocal connection.

      “The point is you’re bored. You need to get a hobby that doesn’t involve capturing criminals.”

      “Yeah, well it’s not my fault criminals decided they were going to suddenly stop their life of crime.”

      “Actually I think it’s totally your fault,” I said. “Turns out having a living goddess flying around the city stopping any crime is a great deterrent.”

      Selena sniffed. She knew I was right. By coming to town and playing the game on what was essentially an invulnerability cheat mode she’d shut down the competition. The only person who could possibly challenge her was me, and she’d found a far more interesting way to preoccupy me.

      Not that I was complaining.

      I was getting distracted from what was important though. Like getting down to the next level of the Applied Sciences Department.

      “Look. I can’t help it that I was so good at my job that everyone decided they weren’t going to have anything to do with the whole crime scene,” she said.

      “Yeah, well a lot of villains decided they were done with the whole life of crime thing when I moved in,” I said.

      Was I tooting my own horn just a little? Sure, but modesty had never been one of my strongest traits. I came, I saw, and I conquered.

      Though I was having some difficulty figuring out how I was going to conquer this elevator bank that refused to open for me. There weren’t even any obvious buttons to push.

      Stupid goddamned Applied Sciences Department and their stupid security.

      This had been so much easier when the whole system was tied to a person's student ID. The university had acted like it was the neatest thing ever to have some of the most dangerous secrets known to humanity hidden behind what amounted to a glorified magnetic strip in a plastic card.

      I pined for those days. It would be so much easier to get around security with a system that could be spoofed by a couple of frat bros with a magnetic card writer that they usually used to make fakes so pledges could fetch booze.

      It looked like I was going to have to do some more fancy footwork to get around the current security regime. Not for the first time since his betrayal I found myself missing CORVAC. Getting around computerized security systems had been so much easier when he was around to pull a hostile takeover of any system I wanted to no longer be in my way.

      A flash of green seen just out of the corner of my eye drew my attention over to a wall panel next to the elevator. My eyes came to rest on a display designed to look like the computer interface from Star Trek The Next Generation.

      “What’s going on now?” Fialux asked.

      “Nothing,” I said, suddenly very distracted.

      It had to be a coincidence that I saw a flash of green that matched CORVAC’s favorite shade of Apple IIe green that he used in anything he designed. Yeah, I was jumping at shadows because I missed my old computer. That had to be what was going on here.

      “Clearly there’s something going on. What’s with that panel and why does it look different from everything else you’ve seen?”

      “It looks different because someone out there has an appreciation for the classics,” I said.

      “Is this another one of your geek things?” she asked. “And no, that does not mean I want to binge whatever the heck that thing comes from on Netflix. That show about the cute girl who killed vampires was boring enough.”

      “Philistine,” I muttered.

      “What was that?”

      I ignored her nattering on in my ear and focused on the panel in front of me. Obviously the thing was meant to be decorative rather than functional. Or if it was meant to be functional then somebody in the department had one hell of a sense of humor.

      An obvious sense of humor, but any sense of humor from somebody studying here was more than you usually saw. A lack of a sense of humor was a big part of the reason why I’d been kicked out, after all.

      I swear. You accidentally transport someone halfway across the galaxy and do they thank you for revolutionizing humanity by inventing a method to travel among the stars? A mind bogglingly dangerous and frequently lethal method, but a method nonetheless?

      No, they cut off your scholarship and kicked you out of the program for dealing with powers beyond the understanding of man. I felt like Galileo was my bro on that dark day.

      Though if what I’d learned about the infamous Dr. Lana in recent weeks was anything to go on I’d be willing to bet good quatloos that there was a duplicate transporter buried somewhere in the depths below, and all I had to do was get through this stupid security to find the damned thing.

      I'd destroyed the original, of course, along with all records of how to build the damn thing, but I figured that didn’t mean jack or shit.

      I’d discovered, much to my displeasure, that Dr. Lana had a pesky habit of figuring out ways to recreate my designs even though I thought I’d wiped them from the system.

      “So is that from Star Wars or something? Do you think they have lightsabers somewhere in that building? That’d be pretty cool,” she said.

      “Are you kidding?” I said, and realized, too late, that I’d said it out loud.

      I looked around and sighed in relief. Anywhere else I would’ve been able to put a bluetooth headset in my ear and no one would think it all odd. The problem with that plan was there were strict rules about bringing that sort of tech into the Applied Sciences building.

      “What? Is it from that Battlesun show or something?” she asked.

      “Battlestar Galactica,” I said. She’d discovered the Blu-ray set I’d ripped for CORVAC once upon a time. “And no. It’s from Star Trek.”

      “Oh,” she said. “The one with the bald dude?”

      I sighed. It was a long suffering sigh. Fialux might be amazing, but ironically enough for a woman who I presumed to be from another world she had absolutely zero interest in quality science fiction. Doubly ironic since she was basically living the science fiction of a couple decades past.

      Then again with the information revolution weren’t we all?

      “Yes,” I said. “The one with the bald guy.”

      I sighed at the Next Generation computer panel and tried to tune Fialux out. She was going on about all the cute girls in the X-Men movies now. I guess mentioning Patrick Stewart had been enough to distract her from what I was doing which was a blessed relief.

      I needed to figure this out. Living tributes to ancient science fiction television shows were all well and good, but right now I needed to concentrate on far more modern science reality and how to get to it, and not on ancient science fiction.

      Though as I looked at what they had guarding the entrance to the deeper levels of the Applied Sciences Department I found myself looking at something that was a throwback to something straight out of Star Trek II. Or maybe Demolition Man.

      Though the demonstration of this technology had worked out far less painfully for Shatner in the former than it had for whoever the dude was who played the warden who got on Wesley Snipes’ bad side in the latter.

      Their grand security was none other than a retinal scan. The kind of thing that presumably wouldn't let somebody in unless they had the precise retinal pattern the thing was looking for.

      It was supposed to be more foolproof than a fingerprint. The problem for yours truly in that moment was it really was more foolproof and difficult to spoof than a fingerprint. Damn it.

      It was enough to make me want to make a histrionic show for the cameras. I cursed Dr. Lana for her cleverness.

      But instead I whipped out a smartphone that wasn't a smart phone. Making something more difficult to spoof wasn’t the same as making it impossible to spoof, after all, and my little stealth smartphone with a healthy dash of superscience thrown into the design was going to help me out of this pickle.

      “Ooh. Is that the new iPhone?” Fialux asked.

      “Nope,” I said, grinning. I liked showing off bits of superscience and she was always appropriately impressed. “This is a little toy I brought along to help me break into this place.”

      “Ooh,” she said. “I love it when you get all scientific on me like that.”

      Her voice was basically a purr in my ear which caused goosebumps to rise all over me which wasn’t good considering they were probably monitoring me with all sorts of biometric scanners designed to pick up on cues like that.

      Whatever. It felt good and I figured it wasn’t going to hurt all that much. Maybe those biometric scanners would think the goosebumps were nothing more than excitement at pulling out a smartphone.

      I’d known a few girls who had more intimate relationships with their phones than they did with their significant others.

      Say what you will about the ubiquity of these things, but it made it a hell of a lot easier to deal with a piece of super tech if I could conveniently hide it in something that looked like a far more ordinary bit of technology that everyone carried with them.

      Yeah, the information age had almost made infiltrations like this too easy. Almost, but not quite.

      I hoped I looked like any other student zoning out on my phone. It seemed to be everyone's favorite pastime. It was something I'd noticed my first time around on campus when I was in grad school.

      I could still remember a time before everybody was obsessed with their phones, barely, but it was a distant memory these days.

      “So what are you going to do with that thing?” Fialux asked.

      “I’m going to use it to infiltrate their computer systems and figure out how the hell to get these elevator doors to open,” I said, tinkering with the thing and fiddling with the interface.

      If I had a penny for every time I found myself wishing CORVAC was around so I didn’t have to do all this stuff manually like in the bad old days then I wouldn’t have to ever rob a bank again.

      It was the only way though. I was right in the middle of trying to brute force my way into the Applied Science Building local WiFi when I felt a presence behind me and my hackles rose.

      "Do you need some help?" a voice asked.

      Shit.
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      I looked up and blinked a couple of times. A guy stared back at me. And he had a goofy grin on his face.

      “I don’t like this guy,” Selena said.

      It was almost enough to make me laugh. She had the telltale signs of jealousy, but if she knew anything about me at this point she should know that jealousy was the last emotion she should have looking at this guy.

      He wasn’t my type, for one. He was a dude. I’d tried that once and the relationship didn’t end well. Sure the reason it didn’t end well was way different from how other couples end, he got transported halfway across the galaxy and presumably there was a humancicle out there somewhere floating in deep space that would confuse any aliens or future human explorers who came across it.

      The point is Selena, Fialux, was the only woman for me. The problem was I couldn’t very well say that when this guy was looking at me. Talking under my breath was all well and good, but it might make mouth motions that would tip this guy off that something was going on.

      I bit back a couple of choice phrases that came to mind. Mostly telling him to go and bark up some other tree because I wasn't interested.

      “Come on Natalie. Tell this guy to get lost and get back to doing your tech voodoo. I’m getting bored here!”

      I was painfully aware that I was on a short timeline here. At any moment a living goddess could get so bored that she’d decide she was going to come out here and take care of things her way.

      She’d made it abundantly clear that “her way” involved using her super powered body that could withstand everything I threw at it to drill down into the ground beneath the Applied Sciences building and do the largest smash and grab in the history of Starlight City.

      Which was saying something considering the kind of super powered smashes and grabs that had happened.

      I acted like I was coughing and turned away from the hopeful looking dude for a moment. Just long enough to get a message off to the impatient goddess waiting in the wings.

      “Would you please cool it and let me do this my way?” I asked. “You’re going to screw this up.”

      “Does your way involve flirting with that guy?”

      I kept the coughing fit going. Not because I was actually having an asthma episode or anything. It was just that I really needed to talk to her and this guy was looking at me with the sort of rapt attention that only comes from a likely virgin checking out a girl who he hopes will help him get rid of that status.

      “Just cool it and let me work,” I said.

      “Fine,” she said.

      I could see her crossing her arms and jutting her lips out in a pout even though I couldn’t actually see her. I’d figured having a video feed in some specially designed contacts would’ve been too risky. I didn’t want to bring more tech than I had to on this trip considering I had no idea what the devious Dr. Lana may or may not be able to detect.

      At least the smash and grab was avoided. For the moment. I preferred to avoid that for a few reasons.

      The first was simply pragmatic. If she showed up and started ripping things apart it would be one hell of a warning for Dr. Lana. If she was tipped off that someone was coming then she’d likely hide all her best toys. If she hid her best toys I wouldn’t be able to figure out exactly what the hell was going on here.

      The second reason was worry. I’d seen Dr. Lana and some of her minions nearly take Fialux out the last time she visited the university with all her super guns blazing. And by super guns I mean the muscles in her arms which were the only set of biceps in the world that had a legitimate claim for being registered as concealed weapons when she wore a long-sleeved shirt.

      Hell, they weren’t concealed weapons. They were concealed weapons of mass destruction considering some of the damage she could cause.

      Finally, and most importantly, it was a matter of personal pride. I currently held the record for the largest and most spectacular smash and grab in the history of Starlight City and I didn’t want someone else coming after the Queen. If I had to use a little underhanded subterfuge to hold onto that record so be it.

      Besides, it’s not like I needed her here. I didn’t even need any of my tech toys, because it suddenly occurred to me that maybe I could get some use out of this guy.

      "I'm supposed to be down on the lower levels for a class and…"

      He rolled his eyes and let out a disgusted noise. "Let me guess. They didn't put your retinal pattern into the computer yet?"

      I blushed and looked down. Tried to act like I thought a freshman girl with a crush on an obvious upperclassman who knew his way around the big bad Applied Sciences Department might look. I wanted to puke putting on the act, but I was willing to put up with a lot of bullshit in the name of doing this job.

      Besides, next to putting up with CORVAC’s digital bitching in my ear for several years batting my eyelashes and pressing out the girls just a bit so he got a good view of my low cut top wasn’t all that bad.

      After all, I'm sure that's what this guy was hoping for. Social Engineering 101. Give people what they wanted, whisper sweet little lies into their ears, and nine times out of ten they’d give you whatever was in their power to give. Sometimes more than what was in their power to give.

      For the tenth out of ten I always had my wrist blaster, though something about the grin on this guy’s face told me it wasn’t going to be necessary to reduce him to his component atomic parts in this case.

      "Something like that," I said.

      I was careful to avoid any half-truths or lies. After all, I couldn't be certain they didn't have some sort of lie detector built into the monitoring they were no doubt doing on yours truly. Sure I’d long ago learned how to spoof most lie detectors through sheer will and control of my physiology, but I was wary around Dr. Lana.

      Not that I thought they were monitoring me in particular. Not if my disguise was working. I assumed I was always being monitored these days, what with the way society had set up a dystopia that would have Orwell spinning in his grave and all it took was appealing to everyone’s sense of vanity and desire for their fifteen minutes of fame.

      No overbearing oppressive government needed, though I was sure those assholes were leveraging the “share everything” social media trend for everything they could get.

      Best to assume I was being watched. Better to not lie at all. Better to pull an Aes Sedai where the truth I told someone wasn't necessarily the truth they thought they heard.

      "I think I can help you out," he said. "It's a good thing you didn't try to get in there though. Majel here can get really pissy if you try to get in without proper authorization."

      I arched an eyebrow in a fairly decent approximation of a certain pointy-eared green blooded scientist from the television show I was pretty sure someone was referencing tongue firmly in cheek when they named the computer for the Applied Sciences Department Majel.

      “What is he talking about?” Selena asked. “Is that another one of those nerd shows you’re always going on about?”

      I didn’t respond. I kept my eyebrow raised. She might call it a nerd show, but anyone with any taste knew it was a fucking modern classic which is why I’d spent so much time learning a decent approximation of the world’s most famous eyebrow raise.

      I knew it was a decent approximation because I’d spent hours in front of the mirror as a young girl working the muscles in my eyebrows, holding one down repeatedly until I figured out exactly which muscle to flex to get my eyebrows to raise independently of each other.

      "Majel?" the guy asked.

      "Ready," the computer said in a voice that sounded very familiar. "Retinal scan ID required.”

      The guy leaned forward and light flashed across his eyes. A moment later one of the elevators opened and he gestured for me to step inside.

      He wore a goofy grin, but there was an element of cockiness to it now. As though I should be impressed and ready to bear his children because he knew how to work an elevator.

      Great. One of those. I suddenly found myself regretting using him instead of my smartphone to circumvent their security. The smartphone wouldn’t think I owed it a night of forgettable fumbling passion because it did a nice deed.

      "Care to join me?" he asked.

      I pushed back on a sudden revulsion that washed over me. There was something about the smarmy smile on his face that and the lascivious grin quickly developing there that had me wanting to lose my lunch.

      I reminded myself that now was hardly the time to go losing my lunch. Especially not in front of the nice stupid college boy who was being good enough to let me down into the highly restricted part of the Applied Sciences Department without even so much as a retinal scan and a thank you very much.

      I'm sure he was expecting one hell of a thank you very much, but that was his problem. Not mine. He could deal with the inevitable disappointment that was going to result from his outsized expectations later.

      "Don't mind if I do," I said, forcing a smile.

      I stepped onto the elevator and I couldn't believe it was actually going to be this easy. I couldn't believe I was actually getting down into the bowels of the Applied Sciences Department.

      I guess the old adage was true. You could have the best security in the world, and it didn't matter a whit if the idiots with access to your highly secured system were vulnerable to an old-fashioned man in the middle attack.

      Though in this case I guess it would be more accurate to call it a low-cut shirt in the middle distracting the horny idiot who was allowing me to bypass all of their security.

      Whatever. As long as it worked I’d take it.

      “Y’know you might’ve defeated me a hell of a lot sooner if you’d used this sexy femme fatale routine to distract me instead of fighting me over and over again,” Fialux said.

      “Shut up,” I muttered, turning away so the guy wouldn’t see any odd mouth movements.
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      The guy tried to surreptitiously glance in my direction. I knew what he was up to. Typical man.

      Whatever. I leaned forward just a little to keep his attention.

      “I don’t like this guy,” Selena said.

      Of course she wouldn’t like the way he was looking at me. This new jealousy from her was interesting, to say the least, but it didn’t stop me from using what nature gave me to distract him.

      I figured it’d be better if he remembered my cleavage and not my face. Though I suppose it was an exercise in futility considering there were no doubt plenty of cameras around here recording me.

      Well, recording the false face the holoprojector was showing them, but you could never be too careful.

      “Seriously. He reminds me of some of the creeps who chased me away from a Smash tournament I tried to enter my freshman year,” she continued, obviously enjoying the fact that she could prattle on all she wanted and I couldn’t say a damn thing.

      I kept quiet. Again, I figured I couldn’t be too careful. Though if the rest of their security was as bad as this then it was entirely possible I was doing a bit of overkill. Maybe this was going to be more of a cakewalk than I'd anticipated.

      "I'm kind of surprised to see a girl like you on campus," the guy said.

      “Oh dear Lord. Could you be any more stereotypical than that? Is that seriously the best this guy can come up with?” Selena asked.

      I suppressed a smile at what Selena was whispering in my ear as well as the reflexive eye roll that threatened as he said that. She was right. That line was so old and cheesy I was surprised it wasn’t covered in mold.

      Okay then. Maybe this wasn’t exactly going to be a cakewalk. It’s just that the difficulties were going to be entirely different from what I’d anticipated.

      “Maybe that is one of the guys from that Smash tournament. Honestly. If a pretty girl shows up to your nerd thing and wants to have fun you do not impress her by telling her girls don’t play video games and chasing her off with your nastiness and BO,” Selena said, obviously working through some issues as she looked at the video feed of this dude.

      I gave him a once over. I'm sure the little nerdling was trying his best to flirt, but the problem with talking to any guy in the Applied Sciences field was their idea of flirting was usually so socially awkward and inept as to have no relation with actual flirting as it was done out in the real world and not within the safe confines of the lab environment in this building.

      "Is that really the best line you can open with?" I asked.

      “I think that is the best line he can come up with,” Selena said. “Look at how surprised he is you didn’t immediately drop your pants for him.”

      I could have kicked myself. I didn't want to antagonize this guy, after all. He was the one who was nice enough to get me around security, after all.

      I also didn’t want to give Selena more fuel. Either for her ranting or for her jealousy.

      It's not like I wanted to be nice to him out of any misguided sense of gratitude or anything like that. No, it was more that I wanted to make sure I had him around and he was in a good mood and feeling nice and horny towards yours truly in case I needed to get around any more security.

      "Well you don't have to be a jerk about it," he said, a hint of testiness coming to his voice.

      “You totally have to be a jerk with these guys,” Selena whispered. “I had a guy like him follow me around for a whole semester my sophomore year because he thought the professor assigning us together for one project meant we were going to get married and live happily ever after or something.”

      This time I did roll my eyes. I wasn’t sure if the eye roll was for the dude or for Selena.

      "I'm just saying that might not be the best line to lead with," I said. "I'm obviously a girl who's in the Applied Sciences building so I have an interest in this stuff, and your opening is an implied putdown saying I’m not capable of the thing I’m obviously very interested in?"

      "How the hell was that an implied putdown?" he asked.

      "You just told me you thought it was weird that I was here in this building," I said. "The implication being that it's weird to see a woman in here. If Dr. Lana heard you talking like that…"

      His eyes widened and for a brief moment he looked terrified. Petrified.

      “Oh yeah. There’s a guy who’s heard of that crazy lady,” Selena buzzed in my ear. “I’d recognize that terrified look anywhere.”

      I resisted the urge to tell her to shut up. I wasn’t going to lose control and do something stupid like give away that I had the most powerful heroine in the world listening in on this conversation.

      That had been an interesting reaction. I guess Dr. Lana still had that kind of terrifying hold on the people in her department.

      Then he seemed to realize that I'd only invoked her by name. It’s not like she was going to appear around the corner or out of the shadows or anything to jump on him and yell at him for besmirching women in STEM fields.

      Though I had a feeling she probably had even more of a reputation as a ball buster now than she did back when I was in the department. And honestly a bogeywoman who jumped out of the shadows to terrify men who put down women in STEM might be a positive development in the long run.

      I'm not even calling her a ball buster in the negative sense that most guys mean when they're talking about a ball busting woman. There were literally documented cases of that crazy woman kicking guys in the nuts when she thought they were being insulting towards women in the sciences.

      Which was a case of an admirable sentiment that I could get behind that was vented on the world in a totally inappropriate manner. And that was saying something coming from me since my favorite way of venting my frustrations on the world usually involved bits of high-technology super science that could be used to vaporize entire city blocks if used improperly.

      Or even when I was using them properly, for that matter.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come down there and do something about this guy?” Selena asked. “I don’t like him talking to you like that. I could totally launch that elevator into the stratosphere or something and teach him a lesson.”

      “That sounded almost villainous,” I said, careful to turn away from my companion so as to avoid suspicion.

      “Yeah, well he’s just making me angry,” she said.

      I grinned. I couldn’t help it. Sure she’d been rubbing off on me and I did the occasional heroic deed these days. Under duress, thank you very much, but I still did them. Yet she was showing an angry semi-homicidal streak that could be dangerous in someone as powerful as she was.

      I guess I was rubbing off on her too. And I’m not just talking about what we did in the bubble bath after having a few drinks. Where “a few drinks” was defined as a couple glasses of wine for me and downing a few kegs for her since it took a hell of a lot of booze to get her to buzzed, let alone drunk, considering her impressive metabolism.

      “What are you smiling at?” the guy asked.

      “Not you,” I replied.

      He’d started to move in a little closer. Maybe he thought that smile was an invitation? Ugh. Guys in the Applied Sciences building were the worst. They thought a woman talking to them meant said woman was interested in having their babies, and they weren’t fans of modern conveniences like deodorant if the smell that seemed to hang in some of the research labs like a physical barrier was anything to go on.

      “Look. I was just trying to say it's rare to see a girl as hot as you around here," he said. "Usually they’re…"

      "I'm so sorry the women in this department don't meet the exacting standards you so obviously deserve buddy," I snapped back at him. "You know you're no prize yourself."

      “Preach it sister,” Selena said.

      Harsh, but true. He wasn't much of a catch. Obviously he was the kind of guy who spent more time in the lab and down at the campus buffet than he did working out.

      That was one of the many things I liked to think separated me from some of the less successful villains in this city. From some of the less successful students in the Applied Sciences department, for that matter. I’d read Arnold's books early on, and I fully agreed with the man that you needed to exercise the body as well as the mind.

      Hey,  what can I say? If you were going into a career field where you could count on your work uniform involving more than a little skin tight futuristic material then it was a good idea to keep yourself in damn good shape.

      This guy looked like the only time he'd taken a page from Arnold was when he told the buffet line he'd be back.

      "You bitches are all the same," he said. "I act nice and you walk all over me. Is it really too much to ask that you be nice to a guy?"

      “Oh no he didn’t,” Selena said. I thought I could hear rustling. As though she was getting up and maybe getting ready to cause some trouble from the other end of the line.

      Damn it. Not good. I needed to stop her, but I needed to say something to this prick too.

      Both of my eyebrows shot up. "Seriously? You think I owe you a roll in the hay or something just because you were nice enough to open an elevator?"

      "Well you certainly owe me more than the bitchiness you’re showing," he snapped.

      I stopped and thought about that for a moment. Sure his ideas were reprehensible and he wasn't going to get very far with the opposite sex if he went around thinking he was owed something just because he was nice, which seemed to be a problem afflicting a lot of young men with too little game and too much access to toxic Internet communities where they could swap pointers with other equally oblivious assholes who had no game, but I could apologize for the first part at least.

      Maybe that would get him to calm down and distract Selena from coming out here and doing something we’d both regret by the end of the day.

      "You know what. You're right. I could have been a little nicer. I'm just on edge," I said.

      “What. The fuck,” Selena said.

      "Why are you on edge? You're just a freshman!"

      "If only you knew…"

      “Are you seriously going to let this guy push you around like this?” Selena asked.

      “Would you please be quiet and let me do this my way?” I asked, irritation boiling over.

      And I knew right away I’d made a mistake. I looked up. Into the eyes of a guy who was suddenly looking very suspicious. As though he was starting to suspect something was up.

      “Um. Who were you talking to just then?” he asked.

      Fuck.
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      I thought fast. I was good at thinking fast. Being able to think fast in a pinch was one of the skills that had helped me rise to the very top of the hero/villain ecosystem in a city where it was very difficult to get to the top.

      “Um. I was just saying you need to be quiet so I can apologize. My way. Yeah. That’s totally it,” I said.

      I glanced around the elevator. The whole thing was humming and it felt like we were moving down, but at a very slow pace. A lot slower than I would have expected.

      It was moving a hell of a lot slower than the elevators had run back when I was a grad student here, though a lot had changed since then.

      "So what what's taking so long?" I asked, hoping to change the subject.

      The guy still glared at me, suspicion obvious on his face, but he walked over and hit a panel. Another control scheme that looked like something straight out of Star Trek The Next Generation popped up, but surprisingly the guy was able to navigate the menus easily enough.

      Maybe those things actually were fully functional. And I guess it made sense. Security through obfuscation wasn't exactly the best way to do security, but I wouldn't put it past Dr. Lana to put in a UI that only the geekiest of the geeky would understand.

      Which pretty much meant anybody who was interested in working in the Applied Sciences Department.

      "They always move this slow," he said. "At least since I started here two years ago. It's for the biometric screening. They put those in to keep people who aren’t supposed to be here from getting in.”

      He turned and hit me with a smile that was downright nasty. Oh yeah. He suspected something. He was looking at me like he couldn’t wait for me to get my comeuppance. And all for the sin of not wanting to hop on his fun stick because he had no game with the ladies to begin with.

      The jerk. My hand flexed where I could activate the pattern buffer hidden in my belt to bring out all my toys, but I didn’t want to vaporize him just yet. Not when he only suspected something was up.

      “What are you doing there?” I asked.

      “He’s trying to rat you out to Dr. Lana,” Selena said, echoing a thought that was running through my own head on repeat, incidentally. “I don’t normally say this, but you need to take care of this guy before he gets you in trouble.”

      She paused for a moment. I could hear the wheels turning in her head.

      “Or you could always let me come out there and take care of things,” she said. “I know she got the drop on me once, but it couldn’t happen again now that we know what to look for.”

      “No!” I said, again a little too loud.

      The guy turned and looked at me again. A sharp piercing look. A suspicious look. But he didn’t say anything. No, he pulled up a schematic that showed the basement levels of the Applied Sciences Department.

      Which was interesting, to be sure. Though what I found most interesting about the schematic was what it didn't show. There were numerous elevator shafts and hallways that disappeared into nothing.

      "And what do those halls and shafts that fade away to nothing mean?"

      He shrugged. "Here there be dragons. Nobody knows what goes on behind those doors and nobody tries to find out if they know what's good for them. Just like no one would ever dream of trying to sneak in here when they weren’t authorized.”

      Okay. Now I was more annoyed than pissed off. This guy might be an intel gatherer’s dream, a never ending font of information, but he was such a prick about it.

      “Oh yeah? So what’s the punishment for anyone who’s caught helping someone trying to break into the building?”

      I tried to make my eyes wide. Tried to act like I was still the innocent little freshman who had no idea how things actually worked in the big bad Applied Sciences Department.

      The message got through to him loud and clear, though. If it turns out I wasn’t who I said I was, if he’d just let me into a restricted area because he hoped it would get his dick wet at some hypothetical nonexistent point in the future, then he was an accessory.

      Something told me Dr. Lana wasn’t going to be all that understanding of someone acting as an accessory.

      “Look. Who the fuck are you?” he asked. “I knew this was too good. I knew you were too hot to be in here. Asking about what goes on in restricted areas…”

      That panicked look was back on his face. The same one that hit when he was talking about Dr. Lana. His eyes moved around as though he was searching for an escape. Then it moved to the panel behind him.

      “Fuck this,” he said. “I’m not going down because you tricked me.”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “I totally tricked you into breaking department policy and letting me in here. It was me and my feminine wiles and it had nothing to do with you letting your dick do all your thinking.”

      Hey, it looked like things were going south fast. I figured if he was going to get pissy and turn me in then the least I could do is let him know exactly what I thought of him before the shit hit the fan.

      “That’s it,” Selena said. “I’ve seen enough of this crap. I’m going out there and I’m going to save your sexy ass.”

      “Wait, don’t!” I said.

      I looked back to the guy. Clearly we were past the point where I had any sort of deniability. I didn’t think he’d believe me even if I came up with a hell of a yarn.

      “Fuck,” he breathed. “I am so fucked.”

      His hand descended on the panel one final time, and this time the control panel he was manipulated started pulsing red while all around us the lights dimmed and an annoying whining siren started rising and falling in the background.

      “Red alert?” I asked. “Seriously? That’s the emergency notification?”

      “You need to shut up and wait for them to come and take care of you. If you go quietly it might not be that bad for you,” the guy said.

      The red flashes sputtered on the screen, and I thought I saw something that should’ve been impossible. A flash of green on the monitor. Seen just out of the corner of my eye, but when I turned it was gone.

      Damn it. Why did I have to give in and let CORVAC use the whole moving cylon lighting motif with a green light instead of red? That damned computer was way too fond of “monochrome green” that was the dominant digital color in the ‘80s.

      I was in a state where every time I saw a moving green LED I was getting a touch of the PTSD wondering if it was my former computer coming back from the digital grave to exact revenge on me for sending that electromagnetic pulse down into his massive central processing unit.

      I figured it could’ve been worse. I could’ve gone down there with an axe. It might’ve taken longer, but it would’ve been supremely satisfying.

      Also? The moment after I saw that green flash all the red went away. It was like it never existed. The computer looked the same as it always had.

      “Natalie,” Selena said. “I don’t like this at all. I don’t think you…”

      Whatever she said was cut off in the hiss of static. Shit. Maybe the red alert had cut off, but if it was also cutting off my communications then it could mean serious trouble.

      I’m talking trouble for the people who cut me off. Not trouble for me. Because cutting off communications meant there wasn’t a chance I could stop Selena when she decided to become Fialux and come down here to bust some heads.

      Fuck.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      The guy was smashing his thumb into the control panel over and over. Hitting the same button he’d hit back when he started the whole red alert thing. The only problem was it wasn’t doing jack or shit this time around.

      “What the fuck is wrong with this thing?” he growled, then he turned on me. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said, a thin smile spreading across my face. “After all, I’m just a freshman here for my first class.”

      "You need to shut up," he hissed. “I’m not going down because you’re trying to get in here. They’re going to catch you and you’ll be in deep shit.”

      "But why," I pressed. "I mean you’d think if something bad was going to happen by now it…"

      There was a thunk as the elevator finally reached the bottom of whatever shaft it was moving down. The earpiece hidden in my ear screeched and I yanked it out with a yell. The screech was loud enough that I could still hear it as I tossed it to the floor.

      The guy saw it. Clearly he knew what was what now. Not that I was all that worried now. Clearly this guy knew something was up. That he’d stepped in it, and the shit he was in was deep.

      Also deep? Whatever hole we’d sank into. That elevator ride was way too long even accounting for things running slower for a security sweep.

      The complex under the Applied Sciences Department was big, but it wasn't all that deep. At least it hadn’t been back when I was running around the place.

      Which meant either things had changed since the last time I was here or they really were suspicious. It probably didn’t help that this asshole pushed the panic button, even if it did turn off. Maybe it turned off because they realized they had someone in here.

      Either way there was a hiss at the doors and I figured it was about to go down.

      “Shit,” the guy said. “You’re going to pay for this. I’m not going down because you…”

      He stopped as the elevator doors slid open with a quiet hiss revealing none other than Dr. Lana.

      Obviously whatever security she was running in this joint was better than I’d given her credit for. It was clear the dude sharing the elevator with me wasn’t expecting her from the way he jumped and flattened himself against the back wall.

      As though that would do him a damn bit of good.

      She raised her hand revealing a crude approximation of the wrist blaster I carried most of the time, but not now since I was trying to be inconspicuous.

      Damn. Caught. I had to get cocky and overconfident.

      “Night Terror,” she said. “I thought I might see you again after that ill-advised break in attempt last week.”

      I ground my teeth together. I was not going to let her know just how much that line pissed me off. Just how much it pissed me off that she’d gotten the better of me in that fight.

      Sure she hadn’t defeated me, but she had kept me from the goal.

      “Wait. Night Terror? I was hitting on fucking Night Terror? What the fuck is going on here?”
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      “What’s going on here is no longer your concern,” Dr. Lana said.

      She squeezed her hand. I rolled my eyes. Really? She was still operating an old model that required her to actually use her hands to activate the blaster?

      That was the super villain equivalent of using a baby toy.

      She might be using the super villain equivalent of a baby toy control scheme, but it worked well enough to send a beam shooting out. It made contact with the jerk who’d been so giving of his time and information and his color seemed to reverse before he was reduced to his constituent atomic parts.

      I waved a hand in front of my face even though I knew it was ridiculous. I couldn't shake the feeling that I was breathing nerd dust.

      I guess that guy had been totally wrong when he said I was going down for this and he was going to be safe. Though from the terrified way he reacted when he realized he’d aided and abetted an enemy of Dr. Lana’s I figured maybe on some level he knew that all along.

      I’d say poor bastard, but he had annoyed me. Come on. I might be doing the whole bleeding heart hero thing for Selena, but in my heart of hearts I was still totally a villain.

      "And that, my dear Night Terror, is why we don't give away any information about this complex or how to get access to restricted areas we are not supposed to have access to in the first place!"

      “Y’know that might work a lot better if you told the people why they were being vaporized before you vaporized them,” I said. “Or, better yet, if you have someone around to see why the person’s getting vaporized so news gets out that they don’t want to fuck around if they don’t want to get vaporized.”

      “Excuse me?” she said.

      “I mean it might be an even better idea to not kill people at all. Overall it’s not a good management strategy. Look what happened to Darth Vader’s org chart when he started lobbing people off at the top. Doesn’t work.”

      “Did… did you just compare my management style to Darth Vader?” she asked.

      “Well yeah, but he had a sense of style and actually struck fear into the hearts of his enemies,” I said. “You don’t.”

      Ooh. That sick burn was almost worse than anything I could’ve hit her with from my arsenal of many dangerous and destructive toys. From the way her expression tightened and her mouth puckered up so it looked like the back end of a cat trying to get your attention she knew it.

      My only regret was communications had been cut off so Selena didn’t get to hear that one. She always appreciated a good villain taunting. I should know since I was on the business end of some of her super powered verbal beatdowns while she was in the middle of giving me a more physical beatdown.

      Dr. Lana crossed her arms under her breasts. A movement that was slightly distracting. She might be a crazy bitch, but as was the case with so many crazy bitches she was also attractive enough to draw attention.

      Not that I would ever consider going to crazy town with her. Not in a million years.

      I knew it. I had a time machine. I’d looked a million years into the future once and there was no sign of us ruling the planet together. No monuments with the two of us staring benevolently down at the ruins of the world we'd conquered.

      Of course the world was ruled by damned dirty apes at the time and…

      No, I'm just fucking with you. I can't back that one up. That has to be like the oldest time traveler joke in the book. I don’t even have a time machine. The things are a pain in the ass.

      Everyone’s always going on about how impossible it is to travel through time. What the movies never account for is you have to invent faster than light travel while you’re inventing the ability to travel through time. No one ever thinks of relative positions of astronomical objects.

      Think about it. The earth is constantly rotating around the sun at fabulous speeds. The sun is rotating around the center of the galaxy at even more fabulous speeds. The galaxy is falling towards other galaxies at still more mind boggling fantastical speeds and meanwhile spacetime is expanding all around us.

      My point is any time machines strapped to the back of a DeLorean that stayed in the same physical location when they traveled through time would wind up in the middle of the earth for trips lasting about a minute, and in deep space for trips lasting, say, thirty years.

      Sorry. Time travel rant off. No damned dirty apes and no traveling through time for me unless we’re talking forward. Besides, my mind was racing because that’s what it always did when I was in a tough spot.

      Right. Dr. Lana pointing a wrist blaster at me. That was a far bigger problem than the temporal issues of traveling through time in ‘80s kitsch.

      “Come on. Think about it. You don't think somebody's going to notice he's missing?" I asked.

      Dr. Lana shrugged. "I just make up some excuse about students being off on an experimental run in someplace like Antarctica where we don't have to worry about them being out of contact. Families buy that for long enough."

      "Long enough?"

      "Long enough for me to finish my plans for taking over the world. At that point it won't matter what I do,” she said.

      “Ah. I bet you’re also the kind of person who runs up your credit cards because you’ll totally have enough money to pay it off later when the bill comes due,” I muttered.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re a smart girl. Figure it out. Eventually all this illegal shit is going to catch up to you.”

      “When you’re the ruler of the world nothing you do is illegal!”

      "How Nixonian of you," I said.

      She threw her head back and laughed. "Have you looked at the caliber of leadership we’re getting in the former free world these days? Nixonian is a step up at this point. The world is going to welcome me and my iron fist!"

      I shrugged. She might have a point there, but it wasn't a point I was going to concede.

      I didn't pay that much attention to politics, after all. It didn't matter when I was single-handedly more powerful than any political entity in this world. Never mind that I hadn’t quite been able to parlay that power into actually ruling the world. Yet. Thanks to interruptions from distractions like Dr. Lana.

      And Fialux.

      But if the world was taking a bend towards the authoritarian I figured that was all the better. It would make it that much easier when I eventually completed my own plans to rule the world. If the world was going to be ruled under any sort of fist it would be a carbon-fiber fist backed by a nuclear reactor, and it would belong to me thank you very much.

      "You're crazy if you think I'm ever going to let you get away with this," I said.

      "You know I think I am going to have trouble taking over the world, now that you mention it," she said.

      I stared her down. She looked like she was being absolutely serious. Which left me wondering what her angle was.

      I was intimately familiar with the inner workings of a villain’s psychology, and that left me more than a little suspicious about where she was going with this. If I were the one saying something like that then I would be setting myself up for one hell of an awesome one-liner.

      She stood there with anticipation written plain on her face. I sighed.

      “Go on. Say whatever you’re going to say.”

      She grinned. She looked for all the world like a high school drama kid who wasn’t quite good enough to do their lines without getting the cue from other people onstage. The kind of kid who fell apart the moment things got a little screwy.

      Not that I knew anyone who’d had those troubles in high school drama, thank you very much. My performance as background character number four in Barefoot in the Park is unimpeachable, thank you very much.

      "I am relying on technology that I've mostly stolen from you, and everyone who's watched your disappointing career after I kicked you out of this department knows how little you've actually gotten done on the whole world domination front," she said with a big smile. “If all I have are the same tools you had at your disposal it’d be a wonder if I ever got anything done on the world dominating front.”

      And there we were with the smarmy one-liner. I tightened my hands into fists and bit back a growl. The last thing I wanted was to let her know her taunts were actually working.

      If you let the enemy know they were getting to you then they’d won half the battle.

      "No reaction," she said. "That's good. Then again I’d expect nothing less from one of my students."

      "I was never your student," I growled. “I am what I am despite being held back by you and your precious department. Not because of you.”

      Damn it. There I was letting her know she was getting to me. But if there was one thing that could piss me off it was this bitch. This woman who’d spent her entire professional life worming her way into a position of power so she could abuse that position of power to get access to things other people had invented and claim them as her own.

      And now she had the audacity to claim responsibility for me? As though she was a mentor or an Obi Wan to me?

      Yeah. Fat chance. She knew the truth, and it was obvious from her grin that she knew that was a way to get at me.

      Though I guess when it came down to it I did have to admit the whole angle of getting into a position of power so she could let other people do the work was a good one, even if I did look down on her for not doing her own damn work.

      “I take credit for all my students,” she said with a wide grin that said she was enjoying twisting that knife.

      "Big words from a hack who’d be kicked out of her own program for plagiarism if the university knew what you were up to."

      "What the university doesn't know won’t hurt me," she said. "And besides. I'm not a hack who was copying other people's work. I’m merely appropriating good ideas so I can devote more energy to my plan for world domination."

      "Which is?" I asked.

      She wagged a finger at me. "Oh no. I'm not going to fall for that one. Do you think I'm going to give away my whole plan so you can go trying to defeat me? Please."

      I tried to hide my disappointment. Damn it. I’d really hoped she’d fall for that. So far she’d fallen into just about every other villain trap that ultimately leads to their defeat. A list of traps I’d painstakingly put together over the years to make sure I didn’t fall into them, though sometimes I’d learned about them after falling into them.

      Oh well. You couldn’t have everything.

      "If we’re not going to get anything useful out of each other then we might as well get down to the fighting part of things," I said.

      She held her hand up and motioned for me to come at her. Which was in itself a copy of a move from Keanu Reeves. Even when she was taunting me she couldn't do anything original.

      "I thought you were never going to get done jawing at me. Let's do this."
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      I growled and threw myself at her. I was going to show this woman exactly why I was the best villain in the world. I was going to show her why…

      Several things happened in rapid succession. Not all of them were necessarily good for that whole plan to show her why I was the best villain in the world.

      My suit appeared around me along with my mask, but it came on in the wrong order. Damn it. It wasn't exactly going to affect the functionality or my ability to do my job, but it was a distraction I didn't need right now.

      Again, not for the first time I found myself missing CORVAC. He would’ve gotten it right. The problem was I was afraid of allowing the new AI too much autonomy considering how giving a computer too much autonomy had backfired spectacularly the last time I tried it.

      No, from here on out I needed my AI heavy on the A and not so much on the I.

      The next thing that happened really ruined my day though. Dr. Lana held up another device that looked surprisingly familiar. Familiar enough that I wondered how the hell she got access to the damned thing considering I'd come up with the anti-Newtonian field well after I finished my tenure here at the Applied Sciences Department.

      I hadn’t even conceived of the thing until I'd moved to my own secret lab under the Starlight City suburbs, so how the hell was she standing there with one in her hands looking at me with a supremely self-satisfied smirk?

      The only thing I could think was she’d somehow been monitoring me at the exact moment when I captured Fialux in the halls of the journalism building. It seemed impossible, but that was the only explanation that made sense.

      I guess it wasn’t too far outside the realm of possibility that she’d be monitoring most of the campus for any signs of people using technology she’d want to get her greedy little hands on. Yeah, that made sense. She’d seen a grainy security cam video or something and decided she wanted what I had all for herself.

      That had to be it.

      Otherwise I’d have to seriously consider the possibility that my systems had been compromised. I was still going to have to look into that possibility, leave no stone unturned if you wanted to survive in this business and all that, but right now denial and disbelief were taking over as I looked down the barrel of a device that could seriously fuck me over in this fight.

      There was only one small problem with Dr. Lana's master plan to get rid of me once and for all, and it was the same problem with all of her master plans.

      She was always so quick to appropriate other people's work, but she never seemed to stop and take the time to figure out the underpinnings of other people's technology that made it tick. Which meant that while she'd been quick enough to appropriate my design, she likely hadn’t bothered to learn how it worked.

      I could tell because she had a triumphant smile on her face as she aimed at me. The sort of smile that said she clearly thought she’d already won. Only that couldn't be farther from the truth.

      Because she was currently suffering from the same fatal flaw I’d run into when I used the damned thing fighting Fialux.

      To be fair to Dr. Lana it's not like she had a superpowered individual to go up against. The limits of the anti-Newtonian field, particularly the way objects in motion tended to stay in motion, spectacularly so if you were dealing with someone superpowered like Fialux, had been glaringly obvious the first time I used it on her precisely because she was so powerful.

      Fialux was so off the scale that she was able to blueshift the anti-Newtonian field almost immediately with no trouble at all. I was coming at Dr. Lana’s field with a little less power, but the principal still held.

      An object in motion tended to want to stay in motion, and putting an object already in motion into an anti-Newtonian field only delayed that motion. It didn’t stop it entirely.

      Sure it might slow someone down for a little bit, something that had saved my bacon a couple of times when I was trying to figure out a way to fight Fialux, but the process still had the same fatal flaw with yours truly even if it was taking a little longer than it did with Fialux and her superpowers.

      After all, I was fighting with an appreciable fraction of her power thanks to the modifications I'd made to my suit. Modifications that were possible because I'd been able to get a far more up close and personal study of the world's newest hero thanks to new developments in our relationship.

      Of course those modifications came with a cost. I frowned as I looked at my power readout. Allow me to make a video game comparison here for a moment. Usually that power bar looked like a mana bar in an Elder Scrolls game where the player character has been tricked out in just about every mana regen enchantment in the game.

      After making some modifications from my extensive study of Fialux in action, though? Well let’s just say my power reserves, always a dicey proposition when I was in a nasty fight to begin with, were starting to look like a mana bar on a low level character who just discovered they could cast Healing while they were in the middle of a fight with a tough damage sponging boss.

      The thing was going down faster than a giant floating metaphor for man’s hubris that just plowed into some ice, is what I’m getting at.

      Still, I had plenty to get out of my current scrape. I might be having a little smidgen of trouble with my power reserves, but that just meant I couldn’t stay in action for as long as I was used to. I figured the increase in fighting ability more than made up for it.

      I smiled, and I wasn't sure if the smile was because I knew Dr. Lana had already lost, or if it was thinking about some of the fun I'd had with Fialux doing “research” to up my game.

      Either way, the smile was enough to make the grin on Dr. Lana's face falter just slightly.

      "That's the problem with you," I said.

      "What's the problem with me?" Dr. Lana asked.

      "You're always in such a hurry to steal other people's ideas that you never bother to stop and figure out how those ideas work."

      I could already feel the anti-Newtonian field slipping away. It was a strange feeling. At first it was like I was surrounded by a tingle. Now that it was starting to slip it felt like I was diving head first into a pool of cold water.

      Or at least what I imagined diving headfirst into a pool of cold water might feel like. Admittedly that wasn't the sort of thing I was prone to doing all that often. Not voluntarily at least.

      Sure I'd been tossed into water a couple of times by heroes who foolishly thought I didn't make all of my suits adhere to IP68 standards, which was a nice try on their part but not enough to stop me. By and large anything that involved being outdoors wasn't exactly my cup of tea.

      The point I’m getting at is the sensation of slipping out of the anti-Newtonian field was weird. I guess this is what it felt like to suddenly have the laws of physics reassert themselves around me after telling them to take a hike.

      That was the thing about most of my technology. It continued to tell the laws of physics to take a hike until I was good and ready for physics to reassert itself, which was rarely if ever. The anti-Newtonian field had been a frustrating exception to that rule.

      Not that I was complaining all that much. I was going to survive to fight another day because of a combination of that exception and Dr. Lana’s refusal to actually learn how to use her equipment, after all.

      "You're bluffing," Dr. Lana said.

      "Oh yeah?" I asked. "Let's see."

      An awkward silence settled between us. I’d really hoped the dramatic breaking out moment would coincide with my pithy one liner, but apparently the anti-Newtonian field didn't have the same sense of dramatic timing I’d developed over a long and prosperous career as a villain.

      Instead I was left with a long awkward stretch where I didn't break free. Where Dr. Lana tapped a finger impatiently against her arm as though she was waiting for the other shoe to drop and starting to think I’d been full of it when I told her she was about to lose.

      Not that I could blame her. I well knew the terror of having a cocky smartass hero telling you that you’d screwed up. It was never a pleasant experience.

      "Look, if you're going to lie about this sort of thing you're only wasting both our time," Dr. Lana finally said. "If you’d just surrender and…"

      It was at that moment that the anti-Newtonian field finally gave. The thing seemed to shatter around me and I flew across the room right at Dr. Lana’s smarmy but increasingly surprised face.
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      I didn't waste any time now that she was in the line of fire. No, I put all of the strength I could muster into one hell of a right hook that landed across her cheek.

      And wouldn't you know it? She didn't even bother to use any sort of inertial dampening field that would stop that hit from slamming into her with its full force. The practical upshot being that her head jerked to the side with a sickening crunch as she slammed against the wall.

      Damn. I hadn't intended to hit her that hard. After all, a hit like that could kill a person.

      It's not like this was a movie or something. Hitting someone in the head wasn't a magical knock out button which immediately and safely caused all higher brain functioning to cease to exist.

      Well, scratch that. A hit totally could wipe out all higher brain function. That was the problem, though. Usually when you saw that kind of thing happen in a movie the person woke up very shortly after with no ill effect. As though nothing bad had happened.

      But I knew from hard-won experience that hitting someone hard enough that it knocked them out meant potentially doing the kind of brain damage that could really fuck someone over. We’re talking the interruption in higher brain function could be permanent unless doctors got in there to cut out parts of the skull and alleviate swelling fast.

      I wasn’t in that nasty business, even if she did sort of deserve it.

      "Well shit," I said.

      I hadn't intended to kill the woman. As I watched blood trickled out of the side of her ears and her nose. That couldn't be good. I hadn't meant to hit her that hard. I assumed if she was stealing my tech she would’ve stolen the stuff that allowed me to safely use that tech as well.

      You couldn’t go around making fundamental laws of nature your bitch without a little risk to life and limb, so I’d overengineered the safeties on my stuff to hell and back. It appeared that Dr. Lana skipped that step in true Dr. Lana fashion.

      I guess that just went to show that the old thing about assuming making an ass out of you and me had never been more true. I wasn’t sure if the bigger ass was me for hitting her that hard, or Dr. Lana for bringing her boring normal unenhanced body to an atomically powered supersuit fight.

      Then I heard something coming from Dr. Lana. Which was totally impossible and raised my hackles. The only noise she should’ve been making after taking a hit like that was a death rattle.

      I leaned in a little closer, wondering as I did if I was about to get myself caught in some post-death trap she'd put together to spring on whatever poor unsuspecting bastard, or bitch, had the audacity to kill her.

      But as I leaned closer I realized it was a quiet laugh. And it wasn't even a laugh coming from an electronic laugh box or something cliched like that. Talk about tacky. No, she was laughing by pushing air past her voice box. Sure it sounded like she was a little worse for the wear, but that was her laughing.

      She was still alive.

      I jumped back as she turned and stared at me, her eyes wide. The way she turned her head shouldn’t have been possible in someone who had a fully functioning and undamaged neck. It was like she was still moving the muscles in her neck but her spine wasn’t held together to stop her from flopping her head around unnaturally.

      Though how she was even able to flop her head around like that in the first place with a severed spine was beyond me. Talk about freaky. Like something straight out of a horror movie.

      I didn’t like it when my life’s genre of choice went from scifi to horror. It’d happened a few times early on in my career, and I made sure to carry enough firepower these days that I’d never stray from action scifi ever again.

      Or at the very least if I did move into horror territory it would be my enemies feeling the terror while I methodically stalked them.

      The point is I didn't like it when my opponents started acting like something straight out of a horror movie. It was difficult enough to maintain my composure when I thought I'd just accidentally killed somebody.

      To have them suddenly come back to life when by all accounts they should be dead or seriously brain-damaged? Well that was an unpleasant cherry on top of the shit Sundae I was being force fed today.

      "That's the thing about you," Dr. Lana whispered.

      I licked my lips. Decided to ignore the fact that her ability to speak was medically impossible and go with it. After all, this was hardly the strangest thing I’d seen in my career.

      "What about me?" I asked.

      She was mirroring what I’d said to her earlier. I didn't like that she was mirroring what I said to her earlier. That was something I did all the time with heroes, and it usually meant I had something up my sleeve that said hero wasn't going to care for.

      It was a little weird to think of myself in the heroic role, but here we were. And I didn't like that she was acting like I was the one who was about to have a very unpleasant surprise.

      "All I had to do was distract you," she whispered, pulling herself up against the wall.

      She trailed some blood. Like we’re talking the kind of blood that belonged at the spread at a vampire buffet. The amount of blood that would’ve made any self-respecting human body stop working.

      Normal people didn't recover from hits like that. It was enough to make me wish I'd done a scan on her right after she got hit with that punch just so I could figure out what the hell was going on here, but of course I hadn't thought to do a scan because what was the point of doing a scan on a dead person?

      You only run scans on people who are mostly dead. I’d figured she was all dead. Which sucked, but it wasn’t going to stop me from rifling through her lab and look for evidence of tech toys she’d stolen from me.

      A huge confident grin split her face. I didn't like that she was confident. It was never good when a villain was confident. It never meant anything good for the person facing down said villain.

      As weird as it was to think that I was facing down someone who was a villain. Which I suppose made me the hero in this instance. If you could call breaking and entering heroic.

      I suppose it all came down to intent and point of view.

      Sure everyone thinks they're the hero of their own story, but I’d always been more than willing to call a spade a spade and admit that I was the hero of a story where I was the villain for everyone else.

      What can I say? I always figured you should be brutally honest about your position in life.

      I knew I was going to regret saying this, but at the same time I knew it had to be said if I wanted to keep things moving.

      "What did you have to distract me from?"

      She glanced up. That was all the warning I was going to get. And again, I knew it was an action I was going to very much regret, but I had to follow the script. I'd done this so many times before with heroes and it was always so frustrating when they didn't follow the script you had running in your mind.

      Hey. I might loathe Dr. Lana, but it's not like I was a complete monster.

      So I slowly looked up. The ceiling was opening. That was interesting. It looked like one of those ridiculous stadiums that opened or closed depending on the weather that cities were always making taxpayers foot the bill for.

      Only in this case it was something far more sinister than turning a private temple of profit into a public expense because sports.

      I found myself wondering exactly how far we’d gone in that elevator. It felt like it was moving down, but obviously the elevator had been using some technology that masked the direction we were moving. There was no way going straight down from the Applied Sciences building would've put us in a location like this where it could open up onto a massive room.

      If this massive room was right under the Applied Sciences building it seemed like an invitation for disaster. I could just imagine the entire building falling down into said massive room in the middle of some unfortunate attack. And in a city where unfortunate attacks happened all the time that kind of construction was just asking for a hike in your insurance rates.

      My mind ran at a million miles a minute, I still thought that way despite multiple science degrees thanks to being raised in the USA where they used freedom units thank you very much, but all those thoughts left my mind as I looked up and saw several giant robots staring down at me.

      Well shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Predictable

          

        

      

    

    
      These were nothing like the giant spherical robot I’d constructed for CORVAC. That thing had been specially designed to confuse anyone attacking it as to whether it was a terrestrial giant robot or an alien visiting from another world to lay the smack down on humanity.

      Apparently Dr. Lana didn't have any sense of imagination when it came to trying to throw her enemies off. Which sort of made sense given everything I knew about her.

      These robots were your good old-fashioned humanoid type. They didn't even look that big. They were maybe three times the height of your average person. Which would be impressive if you were looking up at the things on a battlefield or something, but it wasn't particularly impressive here in Starlight City where giant robots were typically measured on the scale of massive skyscrapers and not on a much smaller human scale.

      They basically looked like the kind of busted low technology crap that would impress military types and have them spending billions of dollars to go and play with their new toys in some undeveloped nation that’d still manage to give’em a run for their money despite all their multimillion dollar death toys.

      "Really?" I asked. "That's the best you can do? The crap you're putting together for the military?"

      "How do you know that's not my design for taking over the world?" she asked with a defensive sniff.

      "Because those things look like something that would be in James Cameron's reject pile when he was working on the Terminator movies and not something that could legitimately take over the world," I said. "Besides. If you were serious about using those to take over the world I wouldn't be able to do this."

      I didn't even bother to take careful aim. A careful aim wasn't needed for busted old technology like that. No, it was simple enough to point my wrist blaster up and fire a couple of quick shots. The bots disintegrated the moment my blast made contact.

      I turned back to Dr. Lana and put my hands on my hips. Cocked my head in a triumphant smile.

      "See? If you were serious about this then I wouldn't be able to do that! You don’t bring military-grade hardware to fight the greatest villain the world has ever known. Just ask the military types how that worked the next time you’re in DC begging for a contract.”

      I thought that was a pretty good zinger. The only problem was she still had a smile on her face. The kind of smile that said she was in on a joke she was about to reveal. Again, I really didn't like it when someone I was fighting looked at me like that.

      I'd been on the giving end of that kind of look enough times that I knew it could only mean trouble for yours truly when someone turned it around on me.

      I sighed. "Go on. What's the big reveal you have waiting for me?"

      She blinked a couple of times. "What makes you think I have a big reveal?"

      "God. You really are terrible at this. You know that, right?"

      She looked insulted, but whatever. That was the point. I wanted to make sure she knew I thought she was amateur hour.

      “What do you mean? You’re talking like there’s a script or something. That’s not how this works,” she said, a touch of indignation coming to her voice.

      "That's exactly how this works. Have you never been in a fight with a hero before?"

      "I've been in fights with heroes before, and you're no hero," she said.

      I squeezed my eyes shut. Damn it. That had been a problem ever since I'd teamed up with Fialux. I found myself referring to myself as a hero more and more, and that wasn't a good line of thinking to get used to.

      I was a villain, damn it, and it didn't matter if I was dating the most powerful hero the world had ever known. That didn’t magically make me a hero by association just because I’d fought off one giant robot with her.

      Never mind that the whole city seemed to think I’d gone good and disappeared. Sure the reason for my disappearance was I’d been busy with Fialux in the lab doing all sorts of experiments, both scientific and otherwise. Booyah.

      The city was starting to forget that they feared me. That wasn’t good. I wasn’t a hero. I was a villain.

      Even if that was inevitably going to cause some relationship conflict. The greatest hero the world had ever known versus the greatest villain the world had ever known? Yeah, I figured there was going to be some friction there down the line, but I figured the longer I ignored that friction the longer I could enjoy myself.

      “There’s totally a script to this and obviously you haven’t been doing it long enough to know how it goes. You tell me you have a big secret. I destroy whatever big secret you're throwing at me. You say you've got another even bigger secret you're going to use to try and defeat me and we go back and forth until it turns out one of us has run out of ways to defeat the big reveals we’re throwing at each other."

      Dr. Lana smiled. "Well. In that case you're going to love this surprise."

      I looked around. "What surprise?"

      She pointed up. Inside I cursed myself, though on the outside I didn't give away a damned thing.

      I didn’t want her to know she’d surprised me. No, I figured the longer I acted like a cool customer when she was doing her big reveals the more she’d think she wasn't actually getting one over on me.

      Even if she did just get one over on me. I looked up, and of course there was another robot staring down at me. A robot that was giant even by the standards of Starlight City.

      And it looked like she’d opened up yet another door. The giant robot straddled what looked like the sides of a stadium. Damn it.

      Was this whole thing built under the football stadium? If it was then there was going to be hell to pay when the university figured out she'd appropriated their precious football field to create a giant door.

      Usually they wanted that sort of thing installed on the roof of a stadium and not on the playing field. At least it was early enough in the morning and on a weekday so it wasn't likely there was anyone up there playing.

      The university chancellors were going to be pissed. They might overlook Dr. Lana trying and failing to take over the world, possibly, but they certainly weren't going to overlook somebody fucking with the football program.

      That was as true at Starlight City University as it was at any other school in this country. Even if the football team wasn't all that great here.

      Did it ever matter that the football team wasn't all that great? If only I could figure out a way to inspire that kind of fanatical devotion to yours truly without putting on a monkey suit and taking on a bunch of oversized athletes every weekend.

      "I thought you might want to stick around for the main event," Dr. Lana said.

      I arched an eyebrow at her. She was on her feet now. Whatever the hell was going on to get her up on her feet so quickly? I wanted to have what she was having. The ability to survive a blow like that without a technology assist would be wonderful.

      Not that I would’ve enjoyed the pain involved in taking that kind of blow which was still a distinct advantage in the technology column.

      "Do you seriously think an opening roof is going to impress me or something?" I asked. "Because they've been doing that at stadiums the taxpayers were stupid enough to fund for years now. What the hell are you…"

      Something hit and shook the world around me. It wasn't like an earthquake. For a moment my eyes flicked to the seismometer that was a part of my heads-up display. It was amazing what you could figure out in Starlight City by having a network of seismometers set up at convenient locations all around the city, and I'm not talking about using them for geology research.

      Sure enough there was a quake, and it was localized to the stadium. Localized seismic activity usually meant something big was causing that localized earthquake and not a fault slip.

      Besides, it’s not like we were on the west coast where natural processes could explain a quake like that. No, in Starlight City there was only one explanation for mobile localized earthquakes, and it didn’t have anything to do with seismology.

      Something blotted out the sun over me. I looked up and put my hands on my hips. I could tell it was pissing Dr. Lana off that I’d focused on the opening stadium floor and not the giant robot she had waiting for me on the other side of the opening stadium floor.

      I let out a disgusted noise.

      "Really?" I asked. "A bigger giant robot is the best you could come up with?"

      "What are you talking about?" Dr. Lana asked. "Your last attack on the city was a giant robot!"

      I held up an accusatory finger.

      “First off, that wasn't me sending that giant robot to attack the city. You'll notice I was out there with Fialux trying to stop the damned thing," I said. "You will never ever associate that hunk of junk with me.’

      "You designed the thing and built it," Dr. Lana started, but I stopped her again with a chopping motion.

      This conversation served two purposes. On the one hand it was nice to know she’d shut up when I made a chopping motion at her. That meant she thought, on some level at least, that I was in command of the situation.

      I was never above a little bit of psychological manipulation, after all. A firm grasp of psychology and how to use it to manipulate and terrify people had been one of the cornerstones of my villainous career, after all.

      But there was a more practical reason why I was trying to get Dr. Lana to talk. She seemed more than happy to keep the giant robot straddling the stadium from attacking me as long as we were having this little chitchat. Which meant the longer I kept her talking the more I could get information from the scanning suite I had running up and down the robot trying to figure out what made it tick.

      The better I knew what made the damned thing tick, the easier it was going to be to take it out.

      "That entire thing that was my maniacal supercomputer’s idea," I said. "I never wanted to use the thing, and I knew it had severe design flaws that would mean it could never stand up to Fialux, which turns out to be a damned good thing for yours truly once he decided to turn on me. But the point is at no step of the planning, design, or launching phase of that stupid piece of junk was I actually planning on using the thing in an attempt to take over the world. It was a stupid side project I did to keep my computer happy, and I was never happier to destroy one of my projects than when I dropped that…"

      I stopped. Shut the fuck up. There’d been plenty of speculation as to exactly how I’d managed to destroy the giant robot. One of the nice side effects of my matter dispersal bomb was it dispersed its own matter too when it went off which meant there was nothing left behind. No telltale explosive residue or casing for the authorities to examine after the fact.

      Another convenient side effect of that matter dispersal bomb was it didn't leave any of the insides of the giant death robot available for, say, the government or the military or Dr. Lana to examine after the fact and reverse engineer into their toys to use on whatever ill-advised foreign intervention they were going off on this week.

      The point is I hadn't told anyone about the matter dispersal bomb. Except for the Surviving A Heroic Intervention class I threatened with the thing, but none of them were talking.

      So far the survival rate for the graduated and gainfully employed cohort from that class was one hundred percent. Survival rate was something they actually tracked in the journalism department like other departments tracked job placement numbers because journalist mortality was such a problem in this city.

      Yeah, they were so grateful to Professor Terror that they’d keep their mouths shut even if someone was smart enough to ask those questions, which so far no one had been. We were talking journalism students, after all.

      The point is the last thing I needed to be doing right about now was blabbing my trade secrets in front of Dr. Lana. Not when she was likely to take the trade secrets and use them against me. She was nothing if not consistent in her ability to steal ideas from her betters and turn around and come up with a shittier version of that idea to use against those betters.

      "You almost got me there," I said.

      Her look was pure innocence. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      "Sure you don't," I said. "Now if you'll excuse me. I'm going to go destroy your robot.”

      "Your funeral," Dr. Lana said.

      "We'll see about that.”
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      I flew up and hit the robot with one hell of an uppercut. I made sure to put in every extra ounce of power I could into that physical blow.

      I was irritated enough that I felt like beating the shit out of something. I was going to do this the old fashioned way. No fancy plasma blasts or energy weapons or antigrav homing missiles.

      I mean sure the old fashioned way involved a reinforced suit that could hit with enough power that I’d even been able to go toe-to-toe with Fialux, but I figured that was a technicality.

      The point is I was pissed off. I was letting off steam. I was going to make this robot my bitch, and the satisfying clang it made as my fist made contact and the inertial dampeners that kept every bone in my arm from breaking at that hit kicked into high gear.

      The robot’s head flew back and it stumbled back into some of the bleachers. I would’ve winced if I was the football kind of person, but seeing as how I sort of resented the football program for taking away money from more important things I felt a sense of smug satisfaction as it caused what had to be a few hundred thousand dollars of damage.

      Oh yeah. The thing was just like the smaller robots Dr. Lana had designed. It had two arms, two legs, a head on top, and one hell of a glass chin even though it looked like the whole thing was made of some futuristic space-age metal.

      Which meant it’d be easy enough to beat the shit out of the thing considering space age technology was about seventy years out of date at this point.

      I wondered if she was even stupid enough to actually put the brain in the head rather than in the chest area where it could be more easily protected.

      That was the problem with humanoid robots. They came with all the same structural tradeoffs that regular humans had, which made them that much easier to destroy because everyone and their mother already knew what those weaknesses were since humans had been destroying human-shaped things on a smaller scale for thousands of years.

      It made no sense to use a human shape if you were trying to design a proper world dominating robot when there were so many better and more efficient designs.

      I never understood why, for example, Skynet didn't just send an atomic bomb back to ‘80s LA. Sure there was the whole “you have to send living tissue through the time machine so mechanical stuff doesn’t work,” but why not encase a nuke in some of that living tissue it was so fond of putting on its killing machines to take out Sarah Connor?

      It would've been a hell of a lot more efficient than trying to kill her with a humanoid robot that had to actually go to the trouble of trying to find her instead of destroying everything. If the time machine could send a futuristic cyborg designed in the far future back through time encased in living tissue then it sure as fuck could’ve sent back an atomic bomb that was basically operating on ancient technology invented in the ‘40s and perfected in the ‘50s.

      That was in a fictional world, though, and this was very much real life. I figured I’d be able to easily defeat the thing, but if Dr. Lana was going to make it easier for me to easily defeat her toys then I wasn't going to complain.

      The robot came at me with one hell of a right hook. And it moved surprisingly fast.

      That was another misconception that anyone who didn't live in Starlight City had as a result of watching far too many movies. They always assumed big things moved slower. It was an illusion moviemakers put in to make big things seem more realistic. The human mind didn’t want to accept big things that could move fast.

      The plain fact of the matter was a thing’s size didn't have anything to do with its speed, and this robot was able to move damn fast. I swooped under its fist and came around, blasting a couple of times at the elbow joint in the hopes she hadn't bothered to reinforce the armor there.

      Okay, so maybe I was irritated enough to use my big guns. So sue me. If the thing wasn’t going to play fair and move slow like a big motherfucker should then I wasn’t going to play fair and use my weapons.

      Fair play and a sense of honor is for villains rotting in jail or the grave.

      The charged plasma glanced off of the thing without so much as leaving a scorch mark. Damn. I suppose that was too much to hope.

      "Come on," I said. "You have to have a weakness somewhere."

      The robot turned. It scowled at me. She’d actually installed eyebrow shutters on the thing so it would be able to scowl and use other human facial expressions. Damn. That was just like that stupid eyelid CORVAC insisted I install on the giant robot chassis he used to try and destroy downtown Starlight City.

      So I’ll admit it had been a little intimidating when that eyestalk turned and scowled at me in the middle of a fight. CORVAC had totally been right about the intimidation factor and I could appreciate a maniacal supercomputer with a good sense of theatricality.

      Not that it had done him any good, and not that a cosmetic add-on was going to do this robot any good either. I knew it was merely cosmetic, and the thing wasn't going to intimidate me with the mechanical equivalent of parlor tricks.

      If it was using parlor tricks then I had a full on Vegas magic show spectacular hidden up my sleeve, thank you very much. I’d been doing villain performance since before this thing’s circuit diagrams were an itch in one of the electrochemical gradients in Dr. Lana’s brain.

      A second shadow passing across the robot was the only indication I had that something was wrong. A proximity alarm sounded warning me of something coming in way too fast for comfort and I went into an automatic dive.

      I was really glad I’d put all those extra sensors on my suit. Hey, I figured if they could make cars that let out an annoying beep and took control when it was obvious the person behind the wheel wasn’t paying enough attention then the least I could do was put some of those same safeguards into my suit.

      When I wheeled around I saw a a second humanoid robot about to swat me from the sky. And the fact that it was swatting was a relief. I figured if they were going for a low tech swat from the sky maybe there was a chance they weren’t armed with real weapons.

      These things were already proving to be tough enough to get a hit on without adding things like explosives and missiles and crap like that into the mix. On their side, that is. I was about to add a hell of a lot of that shit into this fight on my end, thank you very much.

      One of the hardest things about defeating CORVAC in his giant death robot chassis had been trying to take out that damned robotic body when I had to worry about antigravity missiles, good old-fashioned kinetic weapons, laser blasts, and charged plasma weapons flashing through the air trying their best to fry the ever loving shit out of me.

      “Is that the best you've got?" I shouted at the robot, not entirely certain whether or not it even knew what I was saying.

      If I were Dr. Lana I wouldn’t have given any of these monstrosities anything approaching intelligence. Then again I wasn’t Dr. Lana and she hadn’t had the bad experience I had with artificial intelligence.

      Not to mention robots like that were always walking the line between being intelligent enough to do the job without being intelligent enough to turn on their masters. It was a knife’s edge that was difficult to walk, and I didn’t expect Lana to walk that line without cutting her feet to hell and back.

      A flash of green behind me got my attention. It was reflected off of the metallic hull of the robot in front of me, and I felt a chill.

      But when I turned around there was nothing there. That was the same green motif CORVAC always loved to use. He was particularly fond of having a green light that traveled back and forth like a Cylon from the ancient Battlestar Galactica series. I’m not talking the one with Edward James Olmos.

      You’d think a supercomputer with access to the sum total of all of mankind’s creative accomplishment via the Internet would find something of more recent vintage to obsess over, but no. He’d decided to tap into an ancient TV antenna that came with my house in the ‘burbs to watch a cheesy scifi show that would’ve been nothing more than a footnote in scifi history if those Star Trek dudes hadn’t knocked it out of the park for the first two seasons or so of the remake.

      But that weird green glow wasn’t there when I turned around. That was enough to make me wonder if I was seriously starting to go crazy.

      I’d never heard of villains or heroes dealing with posttraumatic stress, although normals dealing with PTSD in the wake of attacks on the city was something of a health crisis in Starlight City.

      It was a problem I felt guilty enough about that I quietly funneled a portion of any proceeds I stole to mental health clinics in the city, but this was different.

      I could’ve sworn I’d seen CORVAC’s trademark green. There was no mistaking that color. Not when I’d seen it so many times before. It was the color of an ancient monochrome monitor, like the one I’d played with as a young kid when my dad always insisted on having the latest and greatest.

      I hated CORVAC for turning that particular color of green on black from a fond memory of playing with early computers with my dad to a terrifying reminder of the time my computer decided to turn on me, and I’m not talking about the terrifying childhood occasions when the A drive would make a groaning noise and tell me it couldn’t read the 5.25” floppy disk that contained my favorite game and would I like to Abort, Retry, or Fail?

      Also? It was totally enough to distract me just long enough for the robot behind me to smack me down. So much for my alarm systems. I was going to have to go back to the drawing board on those and make them a little more automatic.

      I flew through the air towards the ground and just barely righted myself before I slammed into the pavement. Either way that really fucking hurt.

      That was going to leave a mark, is what I’m getting at. My safeties kicked in and redlined as they compensated for one hell of a smack. I pulled myself up and looked up just in time to see the robot’s foot about to come down on me.

      Well then. It looked like I was going to get smashed into the pavement after all. This wasn’t going to be fun.

      Then I heard it. A flash and a sonic boom off in the distance that was getting closer faster than any technological marvel ever created by man could ever hope to travel.

      I grinned. It looked like this giant robot fight had just turned into my favorite kind of date night. Even if it was in the middle of the day.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Hot Date

          

        

      

    

    
      That flash and the accompanying sonic boom, a sound that had been terrifying to me once upon a time but was like a sweet symphony to my ears now, resolved into a blur that moved right through the middle of one of the giant robots I’d been having so much trouble trying to fight off.

      I’d been having trouble fighting it off, but it would appear the city’s resident hero with the sort of powers that belonged to the gods themselves didn’t have any trouble slicing right through the damned thing.

      I felt a little bit of professional jealousy at that. It wasn’t fair that I had all these wonderful toys at my disposal and I still couldn’t manage to pull something off that Fialux could do by simply existing.

      Not that I was complaining too much about those abilities now that she was using them to save my ass, mind you.

      Not that I was surprised that she could slice through that thing’s armor like it was butter, for that matter. Any object traveling sufficiently fast would be able to blast through the armor, and it helped that she also had an invulnerable hide to go along with that speed.

      An invulnerable hide that was downright sexy, too. I found myself staring as Fialux appeared, seeming to glow in the light filtering down over campus.

      Sure her fighting style was mostly “bull in a China shop smashing everything in her path and ignoring anything that fell on her,” but it worked. Not to mention she looked damn good doing it!

      I thought she was beautiful any day of the week, even if I was willing to admit I was a little biased considering we were sort of an item, but she looked especially beautiful now.

      There was something about a girl swooping in to save my ass that added a couple of attractiveness points. Though in this case it meant she was going from a solid ten out of ten all the way up to eleven.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, taking the opportunity of her distraction to get airborne again. “I told you I was handling this!”

      The words sounded lame even as I said them. Yeah, I told her I was handling this. Obviously I was handling it since I was down on the ground about to be smashed under a giant robot’s foot like an ant under someone’s boot.

      She winked. “You looked like you could maybe use a hand. Besides, I figured if communications got cut off that meant someone out there had it out for you.”

      She looked up and behind me. A rapid change in her expression was the only indication I had that something was about to happen. That and one of my aforementioned safeties beeping at me. But the robot that snuck up on me while I was distracted by Fialux was too fast.

      See everything I said before about big things not necessarily moving slowly.

      Something slammed down on top of me and I was swatted out of the air like a fly again. I fell to the ground and hit the pavement with a resounding thud and a crack. And again it hurt like a motherfucker.

      As far as I could tell it was the pavement that cracked and not any part of my body, but it was a hard enough hit that it knocked the wind out of me even with my inertial dampeners and all the other safety systems I’d built into the damn suit to prevent that from happening. Damn it.

      No wonder Dr. Lana didn’t seem to think those things needed modern weaponry like what I’d put on CORVAC’s chassis. Not when they could hit that hard. All they had to do was wade into battle and start smacking at things.

      If they were hitting me that hard then they would be a downright terror on the battlefield going up against people with more conventional weapons. I’m sure there was a video out there somewhere she used to sell the things to DoD pukes that featured them wading into a hypothetical battle against government surplus tanks that got tossed around like toys.

      That was exactly the kind of unoriginal shit Dr. Lana would pull. Almost as unoriginal as selling to the DoD in the first place to pay for your stuff.

      I looked up and coughed. I was surprised to see that I wasn’t coughing blood. Most of my indicators were firmly in the red. I’d gone with the typical color coding, and that meant I wasn’t in good shape. They hadn’t looked like that since…

      Well, since the last time I went up against Fialux, to be perfectly honest. Damn. Those robots packed a punch, and I was starting to think maybe I’d been a little too cocky and overconfident coming at them with my fists and a couple of plasma blasts and nothing else.

      Something whooshed through the air above me. Whooshing wasn’t good. That meant something large was displacing air at a fast enough rate that I wasn’t going to like it when that air displacement stopped right on top of me.

      Another sonic boom. Damn that was loud down here. Even with the sound dampeners kicking on they weren’t kicking on soon enough to completely shield me from the noise.

      I really hoped I didn’t end up rupturing my eardrums. I was busy here, and I didn’t need to spend precious hours in the medbays in my lab regenerating that particular part of my anatomy.

      A flash. The whooshing that had been threatening to rain pain down on me stopped, replaced by a loud metallic clang. I looked up and was treated to another view of Fialux looking glorious, her stomach showing in that cute little outfit she’d put together, cape streaming behind her, and both of her hands raised holding onto the robot’s foot as it tried to smash me.

      My eyes narrowed. I was going to get Dr. Lana for pulling that bullshit, damn it.

      “See what I’m talking about?” she asked with another wink. “Someone gets in trouble and I save them. It’s business as usual! I told you I should’ve come down here to begin with!”

      I shook my head. “This definitely isn’t business as usual, and if you’d been down here earlier you could’ve been in danger!”

      “Like you’re in danger right now?” she asked with a bright smile and a wink.

      Still, now that it was just the two of us against the best Dr. Lana could throw at us, something that was a lot better than what I was expecting, I had to admit this was kind of nice.

      It wasn’t the first time we’d fought a giant robot in an attempt to save the city, but it was the first time we’d been out together like this since that big fight with CORVAC. Mostly we’d been spending our time lounging around and trying to enjoy pretending we had a halfway normal life on campus.

      Or we’d been spending time in the lab watching everyone’s favorite video streaming service and chilling.

      Or we’d been canoodling in the office I still maintained on campus because it turns out they liked my survival rates for Surviving A Heroic Intervention and getting paid to work a few hours a week ranting at journalism majors was the best entertainment I’d ever found.

      It looked like the fun times were over for now, though. It was back to work doing serious stuff fighting off the villains of the world.

      I tried not to think about how that was very close to something a hero might think.

      Sure there’d been a few small skirmishes with a couple of villains who thought they were going to move in on my territory, but they weren’t any threat when they were going up against Fialux and Night Terror.

      Nothing was a threat going up against our dynamic duo, if you’ll pardon the phrasing.

      “If you’d like I could always just take you down to the police station. I’m sure we’re doing something that could technically be charged, even if we are trying to save the city,” Fialux said.

      “Not the city. More like the university,” I said. “And no thanks on taking me to the cop shop. I’d rather avoid that expensive attorney fee.”

      “Come on. Fighting giant robots? This is like our second real date!”

      My eyes darted around and I ducked under a metallic arm coming at me. “I don’t know. Something’s off about this.”

      Maybe it was just that I still wanted something to be wrong about this. She’d shown up to the fight and nothing too terribly bad was happening, yet, despite the fact that I told her I didn’t want her showing up because I figured something bad was happening.

      What if that was just my brain trying to make up a good reason why I was still right while circumstances were most definitely proving me wrong?

      She glanced around at that. Maybe she could tell something was wrong too. Maybe she was just humoring me. Maybe she was nervous because I was nervous, but she was also too good at doing her job to let that stop her from the business of fighting off giant robots that would’ve been terrifying for anyone who wasn’t us.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something off about all of this. It had been too easy for her to defeat that first robot. Sure it had been easy for her to defeat just about every mechanical monstrosity that any villain could throw at her, including yours truly and I was the best, but still.

      This was wrong. This was off. This wasn’t just my mind, one of the greatest criminal minds this world had ever known, searching for a reason why I wasn’t wrong. I was perfectly capable of admitting when I was wrong about something.

      I didn’t do it that often because of the simple fact that I was very rarely actually wrong about something.

      Still. Dr. Lana had shown herself to be adept enough at putting together a plan that I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something else going on here. I didn’t like the feeling that there was something else going on here that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

      Whatever. I stood up and dusted myself off. Bad feelings were one thing, they could be frightfully useful in this business, but a bad feeling wasn’t going to do much of anything to stop the second giant robot that was still going on a hell of a tear through campus.

      At the moment the robot was doing a number on the stadium, ripping up seats indiscriminately and taking out the announcer’s box, or whatever the hell they called the thing where people called the sort of games where millions of dollars were thrown around to watch a bunch of grown ass men toss around a ball.

      It looked like whoever programmed that giant robot had a grudge against the athletic program. Apparently Dr. Lana harbored the same loathing I did for organized sports.

      Either way, something needed to be done to stop her. And I hated that I was thinking in heroic phrases like that. I did not think like a hero. I wasn’t a hero no matter what Fialux kept telling me. No matter what she or the city thought after I helped her defeat CORVAC.

      It was bad business to let someone get away with crossing you in the villainy profession. Taking out CORVAC wasn’t heroism. That was taking care of business.

      I flew up as my suit came back online. I was really going to have to figure out a way to get more than one mini reactor on my suit without the two going into a resonance cascade that resulted in a hell of an explosion that had the potential to take out a good chunk of the region, but that was something to worry about later. I needed to fight this thing with the tools I had at my disposal now.

      The bot might have hit me pretty hard, it might have taken something out of the inertial dampeners, but it couldn’t hit nearly as hard as Fialux and I’d been hardening my suit to go up against her which meant these things were nothing.

      Sure I might’ve been in trouble if they managed to get off two hits in rapid succession, but I could deal with this. We could deal with this.

      I hoped.
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      “Do you have any suggestions for dealing with these things?” Fialux asked, zipping around the thing and trying to keep it occupied.

      “I could always blast it with everything I have, watch none of those weapons do a damn bit of good, and then let you come in and do all the cleanup work after I’ve loosened it up for you.”

      “You mean like you did with the last one?” she asked with a grin.

      “Exactly! You can’t take all the credit for opening the pickle jar if I’m the one who loosened it up for you!”

      “How about instead we just take care of this thing now?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “If you want to take all the fun out of it, then sure. I suppose we could do it that way.”

      “I thought you’d see things my way,” she said.

      She flew down behind the thing and tried to slam a fist into it. Only the thing was too fast. Considering some of the superspeed she was capable of it was a bit of a shock to see the thing moving fast enough to dodge her.

      She tried to punch the thing again. Again it dodged out of the way. It was like she was a kid trying to punch at a heavyweight champion or something. Which wasn’t right. She shouldn’t be having that much trouble with a giant fucking robot.

      Sure they could react faster than any human could ever hope to react. Sure they had strength that went beyond anything mortal man was capable of. The problem was she had all that, and it was all way better than anything a giant robot could come up with.

      My eyes narrowed. Something was wrong here. Something very bad was going on.

      I cast my eyes around to find whatever was causing the problem. The problem was this was like pretty much every attack on the city, which was a polite way of saying campus was complete and utter chaos.

      College students ran in terror looking for all the world like extras in a Japanese monster movie. Buildings crumbled all around us. The robot had moved from the stadium into campus proper, and it looked like whoever had programmed the damn thing had programmed it to cause as much damage as possible.

      I also noted that the robot was being very specific in the kind of damage and chaos it was causing. The hard sciences were mostly spared, but it went after the English building with particular gusto. It was starting towards the journalism building, too, though hopefully there wouldn’t be many casualties there.

      I smiled. No, they’d all been taught by Professor Terror. Which, now that I thought about it, would be a pretty good name for an academia-themed villain if I hadn’t already taken on Night Terror which had more of a ring to it.

      Finally my eyes moved to the top of a giant bell tower in the middle of campus. It was one of the taller structures on a campus where they deliberately tried to keep things below a certain altitude. Something about keeping the quaint feeling in the middle of Starlight City where skyscrapers and a massive downtown were the rule rather than the exception.

      Basically the sort of playground that heroes and villains would kill for.

      The bell tower was ridiculous. They’d built the thing when I was in undergrad. It’d cost a ridiculous amount of money, and the administration had said that had nothing to do with the tuition hike that came along shortly after. Yeah, right. They’d also gone on about how the tower was bigger than any other bell tower on any other campus in the state, never stopping to realize how ridiculous they sounded talking about how their giant useless phallic symbol was bigger than everyone else’s.

      My eyes narrowed as I focused on the top of the tower. Finally I saw it. Or rather I saw her. There was something oddly familiar about Dr. Lana’s getup. There was no doubt that it was Dr. Lana I was looking at. Somehow she’d recovered enough from that punch that she had time to throw on an outfit of her own and get to the top of the tower.

      There was no mistaking that flowing blonde hair even with the mask, monkey suit, and cape. She hadn’t bothered to put her hair up, which was a surprisingly stupid and dangerous thing to do when you were in this line of work.

      Having hair that was out there for all the world to grab onto if they wanted to was about the same as having loose hair around a lathe or something.

      So again, I know I keep belaboring this point, but it was about what I’d expect from Dr. Lana. She’d proven herself to have a surprisingly ridiculous mix of stupidity and the ability to think ahead.

      She stood on top of the tower pointing a weapon down at Fialux. I couldn’t see any obvious beams or other telltale energy signatures moving from that weapon to Fialux, but I figured the fact that she was pointing it at Fialux in the first place was proof enough that she was doing something nasty with the thing.

      It reminded me of nothing more than those weapons she’d hit Fialux with that fateful night on campus. The night I’d intervened and saved the future love of my life. Partly because I didn’t want Dr. Lana to get the upper hand and defeat my archnemesis, but I was more than willing to admit to myself that I’d caught a bad case of feelings for Fialux then even if I hadn’t been willing to admit it to myself at the time.

      Something bad was going on here. She was doing something to try and hurt the love of my life. Hurt her to the point that she’d be able to take her out.

      My eyes narrowed. Oh hell no. No way was I going to let her get away with that bullshit.

      “Fialux! Watch out!”

      She just barely managed to dodge as the robot sent a large metallic hand down to swat her. That seemed to be the favorite move for these things. It made me wonder why the hell Dr. Lana hadn’t bothered to armor them with conventional weapons. Or even some of the unconventional weapons I’d put together.

      At this point I wouldn’t be surprised to see some of my antigravity missiles coming at me. Everything else I’d ever invented had been coming at me lately because of Dr. Lana’s pesky habit of stealing my toys.

      I moved through all the various parts of the electromagnetic spectrum trying to see if I could see what she was firing at Fialux. Then I went back to the visible spectrum, and it hit me what was going on.

      I trying to overcomplicate things here.

      If I looked close enough with my good old fashioned Mark One eyeball there was a slight shimmer extending from the gun to Fialux in a straight line. I thought I could almost see a slight purple tint around Fialux, but it was very faint.

      I was an idiot. A complete and total fucking idiot. I wasn’t seeing her stupid trick on any of the usual non-visible spectra because she was using something that gave off good old-fashioned visible light that was so faint that it was difficult to see in the bright daylight surrounding us.

      The fact that the beam weapon she was using was the same color, just a little fainter, than the ones she’d had her minions using when she was fighting Fialux on the quad in front of the Applied Sciences Department was enough to tell me that whatever she was pointing now could mean nothing good for Fialux.

      It wasn’t that the robot was moving faster than Fialux could handle. I well remembered how she’d been sapped of her energy the last time she’d been surrounded by weapons like that. No, the robot hadn’t sped up so much as Fialux had slowed down under the influence of that gun. Whatever the fuck it was.

      Dr. Lana was threatening my girl, and Fialux’s sluggish response time as she tried to fight a giant robot that should have been easy street for her was proof enough that Dr. Lana’s proof of concept was working.

      It was terrible, and it was working.

      Damnation. I wished I’d taken more time to study the weapons I’d stolen from her that fateful night on the quad, but I’d sort of been busy with the whole “fighting off my maniacal supercomputer” thing, and then after that I’d been so distracted with everything happening with Fialux, so excited in the first blush of new love, that it hadn’t occurred to me to tinker with those confiscated weapons.

      Well, I suppose it had occurred to me from time to time, but I also didn’t exactly have a computer that was capable of assisting me in analyzing something that complex and I didn’t have time to do it myself what with the constant delightful distraction that was having Fialux in my life. Damn it.

      It was a rookie mistake, and now Fialux was the one who was going to pay for it.

      “Watch out! She’s using a…”

      I never got a chance to finish my thought. The giant robot turned around and casually backhanded me. Like I’m talking the kind of hit that was embarrassing. It shouldn’t have been able to get that kind of hit on me, but here I was flying through the air and slamming into the ground. Again.

      I’d allowed myself to get distracted again. Not exactly my best day on the job.

      Again all the compensators on my suit redlined. That wasn’t good. And they were taking a little longer to come back this time around.

      I really fucking hated it when all the indicators on my suit started behaving like indicators in a videogame heads up display at a particularly dramatic moment in the narrative. I really needed to figure out a way to add more power to the damn thing so it could keep up with all the new upgrades I’d added since having Fialux ready and willing to help me with testing in the flight lab.

      I managed to pull myself up onto my hands and knees. I was impressed that I managed that much. That’d been one hell of a hit.

      Maybe I was going to have to revise my opinion on using robots to do some of my dirty work. The proof of concept today had shown they could be a worthwhile distraction.

      I looked up into the sky just in time to see Dr. Lana turn up whatever she was using to weaken Fialux. One moment I was looking at that purple haze that I could barely make out, and the next moment she’d dialed it up to a blinding purple blast.

      The beam hit Fialux and her back arched. She threw her head up and screamed in pain, and it was the kind of scream that reached into my rib cage and clutched at my heart.

      I’d allowed this to happen. This was all my fault. I was the one who’d decided to go on a fishing expedition in the Applied Sciences Department to figure out what asshole had been stealing my designs. Even though I had a pretty good idea that the answer to that question was none other than Dr. Lana.

      I was also the one who made the mistake of not trying to figure out exactly what made those weapons tick. She had a weapon that could hurt Fialux, and I should’ve spent more time looking into that.

      Not because I was particularly interested in defeating Fialux anymore. No, that ship had well and truly sailed. But more because I should’ve been more worried about someone out there having a weapon that could be used to defeat my girlfriend, damn it.

      She floated in the air above the giant robot for a long moment. Screaming her terrible scream that was so loud and powerful that it was sending my noise compensators into the red and beyond and smashing windows all around.

      I’d never heard her scream like that before. Even when I captured her using the anti-Newtonian field. She’d always been calm, cool, collected.

      She hadn’t even been this upset when Dr. Lana and her minions had surrounded her that night I saved her. Sure she hadn’t realized the danger she was in that time, but she was a cool customer, is the point I’m trying to make.

      That facade was gone now though. The screaming stopped. The beam continued firing, no respite there, but she moved out of the line of fire.

      Not because something had happened to throw off Dr. Lana’s aim. No, one moment Fialux was screaming and the next she went limp and gravity reasserted its control over earth’s most powerful hero.

      Fialux fell through the air, either because she’d been knocked unconscious by whatever Dr. Lana hit her with or because that secret weapon had deprived of her powers. Either possibility was terrifying.

      My systems were just now coming back online or I would’ve fired everything I had to stop Dr. Lana. I didn’t care if there was a potential danger in destroying the beam weapon that was aimed directly at Fialux.

      I was back in action now, though. I blew through the air.
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      It was a damn good thing the robot was giant. That meant Fialux had plenty of time to fall. Plenty of time for me to swoop to the rescue. Assuming I could avoid that damned robot long enough to get to her, that is.

      I had to be careful about this. My proximity alarm flashed and I jerked to the side like a fighter pilot trying to avoid a missile.

      Another proximity alarm. Another robot hand sweeping through the sky, but I moved with reflexes that surprised even me. It was as though I’d been treating this like a lark, like a joke, but suddenly things had gotten really fucking serious really fucking fast.

      Fialux had been put in serious danger because I’d treated this like an easy situation I’d be able to take care of no problem.

      I frowned. Looked down to my weapons array. I had numerous options available to me, there was no kill like overkill, and I decided fuck it. I fired everything I had.

      Missiles appeared out of thin air. Transported into that thin air by the pattern buffers I stored on my belt where I kept some of my nastier tricks that I wouldn’t otherwise be able to store on my person.

      Think of it like one hell of a technologically advanced bag of holding with a hellacious carrying capacity filled to the brim with the kind of futuristic arsenal that would make any military puke with more weight on their shoulders than good sense get a half chub thinking about it.

      Kinetics that operated with antigrav devices on them materialized right alongside good old-fashioned chemically fired missiles. And on top of that I fired every possible plasma weapon and beam weapon I had.

      Some of those were designed as countermeasures, something I’d put into place after I found myself dodging a ridiculous number of missiles when fighting CORVAC, but I figured it was safe enough to use them as good old fashioned weapons rather than counter-weapons considering this thing hadn’t shown any indication of possessing real weapons so far.

      Yeah, if I fired off everything I had and turned them all up to eleven they should be more than enough to distract the robot while I concentrated on saving Fialux.

      It was a testament to the sheer power the robot was packing with its smacking that I was able to fire off all of those weapons and still not have an appreciable dip in power output. Getting hit took a hell of a lot of my power, but firing everything I had didn’t use nearly as much power.

      I’d never identified more with Tim the Tool Man Taylor in my life when it came to the need for more power, is what I’m getting at.

      Still more than enough to swoop in and save Fialux.

      I heard a satisfying crunch as the thing finally buckled under one of my shots, but I didn’t care. I’d fired everything I had more in an attempt to distract the thing than anything else. I figured if the asshole was distracted then I didn’t have to worry about it trying to hit me while I concentrated on rescuing Fialux.

      This was something that was going to take a little bit of finesse. I might be personally exempt from the laws of physics, particularly the ones that could cause me grievous bodily injury, but that didn’t apply to everyone around me.

      It was a tale as old as heroes. One of the problems with most heroes and villains was they never stopped to think about the physics involved in their day job.

      Like how it was impossible to reach out and lift up, say, a piece of rock the size of a mountain without having the whole thing crumble to giant boulder-sized pieces around you because you were putting all the stress of the force required to lift the damn thing onto a single point.

      Seriously. The stuff they showed in the movies? Entire mountains or cities getting lifted in the air? Yeah, unless the ground beneath those cities is solid rock it’s all going to fall apart. Imagine trying to hold up a nice squishy cake on the point of your finger and you start to get an idea of what it would look like in reality.

      Unless we’re talking about a giant landmass floating through the air that had been reinforced through and through to allow for that kind of lifting, which applied to no giant landmass ever, you were going to very quickly have a situation where one large chunk of rock became many small chunks of rock raining down on the area.

      The big problem there was that “small” chunks was a relative term. A chunk might look small in comparison to a giant mountain being lifted in the air, but it could still be pretty big and damaging when it came to rest on the ground. Usually violently.

      Hey, it’s just an example. I had no idea why the subject of giant landmasses being lifted by one hero or a small team of heroes was something that happened so often, but I’d seen the unfortunate aftermath when they ended up raining down skyscraper sized chunks because they failed to take physics and engineering into account.

      Or, for a much more personal and small scale example of the dangers physics posed, take swooping in to rescue somebody who was going for a hell of a fall. It was something people just didn’t think about. It was the same problem that had caused me to build a bunch of inertial dampeners and anti-physics compensators into my suit.

      Suddenly bringing a body to a rapid stop would apply the force of that rapid stop across said body in a best case scenario. In a worst case scenario all those forces are brought to bear on a small portion of the body which could be even more disastrous.

      We’re talking forces that would be enough to break said body in numerous places if, say, it were to hit the ground. At least if you were talking about your typical human body. All that kinetic energy is still going somewhere. Sure it isn’t being converted into a rapid stop on the ground, but that doesn’t make it any less deadly.

      Armor wouldn’t do jack shit either, unless you considered spreading out the force of an impact over the entire interior surface of armor and turning someone into human jelly a better outcome than breaking every bone in their body.

      They’d still break every bone in their body inside the armor, but they’d be so busy getting liquefied that they probably wouldn’t notice either process.

      I didn’t consider that a better outcome at all, and it was an occupational hazard I’d spent many sleepless nights in the lab developing toys to avoid. I worked with forces that were very much within the understanding of man, and I did my best to make sure those forces weren’t going to kill me due to a lack of understanding.

      Plain old physics was the problem with this situation. I didn’t know exactly what that beam weapon had done to Fialux, but I well remembered that the last time Dr. Lana used something like this on Fialux it had weakened her a hell of a lot.

      I wasn’t sure what getting hit with a much more powerful and refined version of that weapon would do to her. I knew it couldn’t be anything good, but the question was had it done something to her invulnerability? Like making her far more susceptible to a long drop with a quick stop at the end?

      Fialux was an exception to all of those rules. As far as I could tell whatever had given her those amazing powers had pretty much made her invulnerable. Like I’d seen her stop a train by standing in front of it and punching the thing.

      Honestly. Who punches out a freight train?

      My girlfriend, that’s who. But now she was falling and she might be in a hellaciously weakened state. She might barely be more powerful than a model locomotive tooling around on HO tracks in some boring middle management puke’s basement.

      It was like the old saying went. It wasn’t the fall that killed you. It was the stop at the end. And the last thing I wanted to be was the reason for that quick stop at the end.

      So I had to match my speed to hers. Had to make sure there was enough time to do this, though to be perfectly honest if I ended up smearing myself against the pavement in an effort to save her it would be more than worth it. I’d dive into pavement at full speed over and over again if I thought it would save her.

      It was a damn shame I’d never been able to actually figure out the Omega Thirteen protocol that would allow me to pull a Groundhog Day on situations like this that could potentially lead to my untimely demise.

      To match speed I looked at my heads up display. There should be enough time for…

      Something lashed out at me. A beam weapon of some sort. It wasn’t particularly concentrated, but it was enough to distract me.

      I wondered if that robot had been loaded with weapons after all, but when I glanced at the source I saw none other than Dr. Lana firing at me with a more conventional weapon. Conventional by villain standards, at least. An old fashioned gun firing bullets that thing wasn’t.

      The raygun in her hands looked like it was designed for killing people like yours truly moreso than it was designed for taking away powers from godlike beings who probably came from other worlds, though Fialux had been surprisingly cagey about her origin story with me so far.

      It’s not like I could blame her for being a little sensitive about that. After all, it was still a new relationship, and on top of that it was a new relationship where we’d kind of sort of had a love-hate thing that bordered on being archenemies for a little while there at the beginning.

      To say “it’s complicated” would be one hell of an understatement is what I’m getting at.

      I matched speed as I swooped down and went into a graceful arc where I was surprised my toes didn’t scrape the payment.

      Basically it was another bit of perfect flying from Night Terror. I had plenty of practice doing that sort of flying, after all.

      I flew over to the sidewalk and placed Fialux down gently. I looked up just in time to see the giant robot tottering and stumbling around like a drunk college student who’d had way too much to drink at the campus village before deciding to go back to their apartment for the night to sleep it off.

      Finally the thing turned and stumbled towards me. Damn. It looked like it was going for a kamikaze run even if its systems had been heavily damaged.
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      I stared up at Dr. Lana. She was still perched on top of the bell tower holding her weapon. Not the best imagery in the world, someone on top of a bell tower with a rifle, but she probably didn’t know enough history to appreciate just how tacky she was being.

      Not that she ever had the self-awareness to appreciate just how tacky she was being with everything she ever did.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I shouted at her.

      “I’m serious about kicking your ass!” she shouted down to me.

      I stared up at her and blinked a couple of times. I couldn’t believe she’d actually dare to talk to me like that. No one had ever dared to talk to me like that before. No one had looked at Night Terror, the greatest villain in the history of villainy, and thought to themselves “Huh. Y’know what would be a really good idea? Insulting that crazy flying lady over there who can materialize pure death out of the thin air around her!”

      But somehow Dr. Lana had done it. It was infuriating. It was pissing me off. And it maybe made me go a little crazy.

      “I hate you!” I screamed.

      As I said it more of my arsenal appeared. Missiles and antigrav explosives and plasma bolts and beams all fired out.

      It did a hell of a job of taking out the top of the bell tower. The only problem was Dr. Lana was able to fly up and avoid the conflagration as the rest of the tower exploded in bits of concrete all around her.

      Whoops. Looks like I’d just given the university’s giant phallic symbol a bit of a circumcision. Whatever. The thing looked stupid even without its tip chopped off.

      A giant thud next to me brought my attention back to the more immediate danger and I cursed myself for getting distracted in the first place. Of course she was trying to distract me, and I was letting my anger get the best of me.

      I looked up at the giant robot bearing down on me. It looked obviously damaged, but for all that I got the feeling it could still deal some damage if it really wanted to.

      I should’ve hit the thing with everything I had to begin with. Then Fialux wouldn’t have been so distracted that she didn’t see that beam weapon firing at her. I wouldn’t have been so distracted that I didn’t realize exactly what was going on here for the critical moments that were needed to save my girlfriend.

      And now there was a robot coming right for us. It was going to try and smash her, and if it could still hit even half as hard as it was hitting moments ago then that would be a problem, because I saw some scrapes and bruises on her that had no business being there.

      Not good.

      A girl who had invulnerable skin shouldn’t have scrapes and bruises. Not when she’d never exhibited anything like that before.

      That told me maybe there really was something to that strange ray gun Dr. Lana hit her with. Maybe she’d stolen Fialux’s powers, maybe she’d just weakened her for a moment, but either way a direct hit from that bot when she was in this condition was the last thing either of us needed right now.

      I sighed. I really didn’t want to use my matter dispersal weaponry in front of Dr. Lana, but there was nothing for it. I pulled up my wrist computer, pointed a laser sight at the thing’s chest, and hit a button to send off one of the bombs that was hiding in the pattern buffer on my belt.

      The only consolation I had was that the matter dispersal bomb wouldn’t be obvious when it went off since it was materializing inside the robot. The problem with that was it was entirely possible Dr. Lana had sensors in there that might tell her how the damn thing worked before the robot keeled over from suddenly having a lack of any insides.

      I had no other choice though. I needed to end this, and unlike Fialux I wasn’t quite ready to risk flying right through one of the damn things considering my hide wasn’t nearly as invulnerable as hers usually was.

      I knew exactly what was happening even if I couldn’t see it happen. This time around it wasn’t nearly as dramatic as when I’d flown down to the giant hole in CORVAC’s giant death robot chassis and tossed in a matter dispersal bomb.

      No, this time the thing materialized in the middle of the robot and there was no way to see the reaction going on in there. No way to see the red LED spinning faster and faster until it became a solid line.

      Though it wasn’t nearly as long between the spinning and the solid line as it had been when, say, I demonstrated the matter dispersal bomb to my class in the journalism department at the university.

      I was in a hurry. The last thing I needed was to continue fighting a giant robot when Dr. Lana was obviously the superior foe on the field right now. Every moment that I was distracted with this robot was a moment when she could swoop down and do even more nefarious things to Fialux.

      That seemed to be the whole plan. If I hadn’t been the one who planned the whole infiltration of the stupid Applied Sciences Department I might almost suspect Dr. Lana had engineered this moment. At the very least she’d obviously been waiting for a chance to take on me and Fialux in a fight.

      She’d probably been biding her time for this moment since we fought off CORVAC.

      No, I couldn’t see what was happening deep inside the robot, but I could sure as hell imagine what was happening. Right about now the red line around the thing’s equator would be solid. The teleporter inside would calculate a sphere roughly five to ten feet in diameter, it varied depending on how big the thing it’d been teleported into was and how much damage the circuits thought they needed to cause based on readings from the outside casing.

      The bomb went off, its constituent parts disappearing on a molecular level as it started to rip everything inside the robot apart at that same molecular level.

      The only outward sign that anything had gone wrong was pretty damn spectacular too. One moment the robot was in one solid piece that was obviously busted in a few places, there were a couple of wires trailing out of it and several of its joints had been knocked to hell and back from the combined force of me firing off nearly everything in my arsenal at the same time, and the next moment its entire midsection, including its chest, ceased to exist.

      I like to think there was a moment of surprise on the robot’s face. The metal eyebrows Dr. Lana had obviously custom fabricated to give it the ability to portray a limited range of human emotion, mostly the more menacing parts of that range, shot up as though it really was genuinely shocked to see its bottom half destroyed.

      For a moment the top part of the robot’s torso, its arms, and its head hung in the air even as the bottom part of its legs just above the knees down to the feet continued trying to step forward.

      Then gravity and physics took over and the thing came crashing down to the ground. It slid maybe a good twenty feet, but it was far enough away from us that the slide wasn’t in any danger of hitting either myself or Fialux.

      Good, because I had ridiculously bigger fish to fry right about now. Dr. Lana was out there, and I was going to take her out even if I had to bring the entire university down around me to do it.
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      I looked up to Dr. Lana. She still had her beam weapon out and she was aiming it right for me. Apparently she’d decided if there was something that needed done then she was going to do it herself.

      I sighed. This was starting to get tediously exhausting. Like not even the good kind of exhausting you get right after a workout. We’re talking the kind of exhausting when you’re in the fourth hour of a half hour meeting with all the department heads and Professor Binton who’s in love with the sound of his own voice hasn’t even gotten a chance to go yet.

      I’d expected no less, of course, but it would’ve been nice to have maybe just a little bit of a break after saving Fialux. It looked like there was going to be no rest for the wicked.

      I brought my wrist blaster up and fired at the same time that she did. Maybe if this was some stupid movie there’d be a spectacular light show where both our beams hit at the same time and there was some fancy explosion right in the middle.

      The problem is that kind of stuff might look impressive in movies and comic books where they tried to immortalize the fights that happened in real life in Starlight City on a daily basis, a tasteless exercise in exploiting the tragedies and triumphs of people’s lives for a bit of entertainment if you asked me, but it was one of many things that worked better on the big screen than it did in real life.

      Then again nobody ever asked me or pulled me in to consult on those movies. Nobody ever bothered to send me a royalty statement for all those movies that were so obviously based on my exploits for that matter. I wouldn’t have to rob another bank for as long as I lived if I got even a fraction of those royalties.

      Stupid pesky laws that prevented criminals from profiting from their crimes.

      No, the reality of firing a beam weapon at someone at the same time they fired their beam weapon was both weapons landed where they were going to land, and the beam was so narrowly focused, you needed narrow focus to have a chance of doing some damage unlike what you saw in the movies because that’s sort of the whole point of a beam in the first place, that there wasn’t a chance it was even going to hit the target on the first try, let alone another impossibly focused beam.

      For example this time around the sidewalk next to me exploded while up above the bricks behind Dr. Lana also exploded, and I walked the beam towards her.

      Unfortunately she jerked out of the way at the last moment, she had no trouble flying around with her antigrav which told me she’d been using it for awhile, and managed to avoid getting destroyed just like I managed to avoid getting blasted by her beam.

      I did a little duck and a roll and when I came back up I was scanning the area for any sign of Dr. Lana. Both with my eyes and with every sensor suite that was a part of my suit. At least all the parts that still worked without having a borderline symbiotic relationship with CORVAC’s traitorous circuits.

      But she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. She wasn’t registering anywhere along the electromagnetic spectrum, for that matter.

      Something made a small scraping noise behind me. I picked it up with my enhanced hearing module. I smiled. Sometimes if you couldn’t see something it was better to listen for it.

      It had been a real bitch trying to figure out the exact balance that made the thing turn off when the decibel level got too high while also leaving it sensitive enough that I could pick up interesting things when I needed to. Like, say, in the middle of a pitched battle.

      There were still times that I figured I might be filtering out a part of the auditory world that I needed to be hearing, particularly in the middle of those pitched battles, but that was neither here nor there.

      The point is this time around I heard the distinct sound of someone trying to sneak up behind me. And so I was able to whirl around and point my weapon at a spot that held absolutely nothing. Well, almost nothing. There was a familiar shimmer there characteristic of a field bending light around it to hide whatever was inside that field.

      “You have a cloaking device,” I said. “I’d say that’s clever if I hadn’t invented the damned thing myself years ago.”

      The field shimmered and she popped into existence in front of me. She winked. “How do you think I got it?”

      I growled. I probably should have fired off some more of my weapons, but this felt like the kind of fight that needed to be a little more personal. The kind of fight where I needed to get my fists a little dirty.

      More than a little dirty. By the time I was done with this I wanted her to have one hell of a bloody nose and I wanted to have some of that blood on my knuckles, damn it.

      I did have a brief moment where I considered whether or not I was doing the right thing here. After all, I’d had the same thought about facing down those robots, and look where it’d gotten me. Fialux beat up and unconscious. Me duking it out one-on-one with the woman who was my true archnemesis.

      It’d been a hell of a day, and ultimately I was pissed off enough that I didn’t care if this might be a stupid idea. I needed to throw down.

      I roared as I slammed into her and we both went flying up and over the edge of a dorm. I slammed her down onto said dorm roof and she let out a satisfying grunt. I’m sure the college kids below us trying to work or sleep or fuck or whatever the hell it was college students did in the dorms these days, probably just sitting and staring at their phones like the mindless zombies anyone over the age of twenty had become since the advent of the smart phone, were getting a hell of a surprise.

      That or they thought there was one hell of a massive raccoon running across their roof.

      She skidded under me and I activated my antigravity units in reverse to give her an extra push down into the roof which only caused us to skid even farther. Dr. Lana let out a surprised scream and I slammed my fist into her face a couple of times.

      Of course it added to the freakiness factor that no sooner had my fist slammed into her face than I could see some of the wounds I was creating starting to heal in real time. Huh. Now there was something you didn’t see every day.

      Outside of one of my medbays, at least. I saw stuff like this all the time in the time lapse videos I took of my time in those things, but those were supposed to heal you.

      She wasn’t supposed to slowly start healing as I was punching her, damn it. Though it did make it easier to keep punching her very punchable face if I knew it was going to get better.

      We reached the other end of the building and went off the edge, but I didn’t care. She’d already shown me she didn’t rely on any sort of technology to protect her ass, so I was going to drive that ass right down into the pavement. At full speed.

      We slammed into that pavement and she let out a cry. I heard a couple of sickening crunches as presumably a few bones in her body were broken under the force of the impact. I could only hope that they would stay broken for a little while.

      I liked to think I was a glass half full kind of villain. The way I saw it the sudden revelation that Dr. Lana had some sort of weird healing power, whether it was something she came by naturally or nanobots reconstructing her or some sort of cellular manipulation technology didn’t really matter, meant that I could do all sorts of fun experiments to figure out exactly how much damage I could do to her before it killed her.

      Yeah, I was in the sort of vengeful mood right about now that I figured an experiment like that could be fun.

      The problem was right about now I wasn’t doing so hot either. Again I was greeted with a cacophony of red and yellow warning displays telling me nothing good was happening to my suit. If I took a hit right now I’d be in trouble, but I didn’t care. I was so blinded by rage that I’d do anything to take her out, or at the very least injure her to the point that she couldn’t do any more damage for a little while.

      She looked up at me. Blood trickled down from her nose, and her face was black and blue. I raised my fist and I was ready to pound on her some more, but for some reason seeing her looking up at me like that, completely broken, took all the fight out of me. Poof. Just as quickly as the rage filled me it was gone.

      One thing was for certain, at least. I’d managed to get the upper hand on Dr. Lana. Again. Besides, the more pragmatic part of my mind was taking hold. Telling me that if I was going to have a chance at figuring out what the hell she’d done to Fialux I was going to have to have her in one piece with a sound working mind.

      I stood. Wavered just a little, I’m not ashamed to admit to that, but then managed to stand tall. I raised my chin high.

      I’d won this round, after all. Now it was time to play that shit up and let her know who was the greatest villain in this city. Besides, we had some unfinished business the two of us.

      I looked down at her and shook my head. Tried to look as menacing as possible. I had a lot of practice looking menacing, and even through the obvious pain haze she looked good and intimidated.

      She damn well better be intimidated after that finale to our little fight.

      “Well? Where is it?” I asked.

      She coughed a couple of times. Some blood came out. I would’ve been worried about that were it not for her performance in the Applied Sciences Department earlier and the freaky way I’d seen her bruises trying to heal even as I made new ones on her face.

      There was something going on with her, and I didn’t feel nearly as bad now about doing grievous bodily harm to her as I had earlier when I thought I’d almost killed her.

      Apparently killing her was a lot more difficult than I could’ve imagined. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that now that the weird rage had drained from me, leaving me drained, but right now I was more annoyed than anything.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked.

      “Your move,” I said. “This is the part where you give me the line that tells me why I haven’t actually defeated you.”

      I threw my hands out. I was in a mood to throw down a challenge even though hard won experience had taught me that throwing out a challenge like this was practically begging the universe to smack you around a bit.

      “So where is it? Show me what you’ve got.”
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      I’m not sure what brought on this combination of bravado and irritation. Maybe it was that I was annoyed with myself more than anything. This was a problem I’d created, after all.

      I was the one who came to the Applied Sciences Department looking for trouble. I was the idiot who told Fialux not to come along in the first place. If she’d been there when the fight started then maybe we could’ve taken out those robots before Dr. Lana had a chance to fire off that weapon.

      I had serious doubts about that, but it’s not like reality ever had anything to do with beating yourself up with hindsight.

      I was the one who was stupid enough to not look into what made her anti-Fialux weapons tick. Though thinking about those weapons did give me an idea now that I had her here completely and totally at my mercy.

      I scanned her for the familiar signature that would indicate she had a pattern buffer hidden somewhere on her person, but there was nothing. Damn. Maybe she hadn’t borrowed my teleporter technology and figured out how to use it to store her personal arsenal on her person.

      She did still have that blaster though. The whatever-the-hell-it-was she used to try and take me out. And she brought it to bear on me as I stood over her posturing.

      Huh. That wasn’t good. Generally you didn’t want a high energy focused weapon pointed at you like that.

      Then again I wasn’t like everyone else. Sure there was all that advice I gave the students in my Surviving A Heroic Intervention class. If a beam weapon is pointed at you it’s already too late, so you don’t let things get to the point where the thing is pointed at you in the first place.

      That was for mere mortals. I was so much more than that.

      Apparently she’d managed to hold onto the thing through that whole maddening skid across the top of the dorm. It let out a nice ominous hum as the thing charged, a sure sign it was my design since I loved nothing more than a nice ominous hum to let people know they’d made a mistake standing in front of one of my weapons, but I wasn’t intimidated in the least.

      No, the problem for Dr. Lana right about now was I was completely over this shit. I reached down and snatched the blaster out of her hands faster than she could react. Held it up. Looked down at her in disgust.

      And I snapped the thing in two. Sure I had to turn up the strength just a little, and after that skid where my suit helped me take the laws of physics into a back alley and rough them up a bit I barely had the power recharged to the point I could do it, but it looked suitably impressive and right now that’s all that mattered.

      Dr. Lana’s eyes went wide and clearly she was a little worried about suddenly finding herself face-to-face with a villainess who was obviously very pissed off.

      She licked her lips.

      “No more bullshit. What did you do to her?” I asked.

      “Do to who?” she asked.

      “To whom. You’re supposed to be an academic. And you know exactly what the fuck I’m talking about,” I growled.

      A crowd was starting to gather. I heard a murmur that was my first indication something was off, and when I looked up there were students working up the courage to move in all around us.

      I looked up and met their eyes. Several of them brought up those damned phones that were so omnipresent these days and they were snapping pictures and taking video.

      Okay. Maybe they weren’t working up the courage to approach us. I had to remember I was dealing with the Internet video generation and not the more sensible older generation who knew better than to stick around when the villains and heroes were fighting.

      I let out a disgusted noise. Kids these days. Rather than experiencing something, really witnessing it, their first instinct was to hold up their phones and document the history they were witnessing for the rest of the world to see on a camera that wasn’t anywhere close to up to the task.

      Whatever. They could go right on taking their stupid pictures and their stupid videos. I had adult work to do here, after all, and so I reached down and picked up Dr. Lana. Lifted her in the air.

      I was so pumped on anger and adrenaline that I doubted I even needed to use the strength enhancement in my suit to lift her, but it helped.

      “Obviously you don’t have anything else you’re going to throw at me. That means we’re at the interrogation portion of this fight. Now tell me what you did to her!” I said.

      I was tempted to deliver that in a nice and gravelly voice. It seemed like the kind of situation that called for a deep gravelly villain or hero voice, but I just shouted at her instead. And she actually looked scared.

      That was interesting. Why on earth would she looked scared? She knew she could go toe to toe with me. For a little while, at least. Sure she’d gone toe to toe with me and lost every time, but still.

      There was no need for that much fear.

      Her eyes went wide. She coughed another time, and this time there wasn’t any blood coming up with it. No, she looked like she was feeling a lot better than she’d been just moments ago. That gave me a nice baseline to figure out how long it took for her healing to kick in, at least.

      It would’ve been even more interesting to take her back to my lab and dissect her. Figure out what made her tick. What gave her the ability to recover from a grievous bodily injury that fucking fast.

      My money was still on nanobots of some sort. She had to have stolen that from one of the medical wings of the Applied Sciences Building. There was no way someone could have a natural bodily mutation like that.

      Despite what the comic books and movies would have the general public believe, mutations didn’t work like that. Mutated cells gave people cancer, not super powers.

      Yeah, it had to be tiny robots of some sort. Though that could be me looking at the problem through the lens of technology which, I admit, was something I tended to do a lot.

      But I didn’t have time for that. No, I was far more interested in finding out exactly what the hell she’d done to Fialux so I could figure out how to reverse it.

      “Please Night Terror!” she cried out. “Please don’t hurt me! I have so much to live for!”

      Okay then. I’m not sure what I was expecting from her, but that certainly wasn’t it. I scrunched up my face. Looked at her like she was fucking crazy, which she was. Fucking crazy seemed like it was pretty much a prerequisite for taking me on.

      “What the hell are you…”

      “Oh God! Please don’t kill me! I know Fialux defeated your robots but…”

      “My robots? What the hell are you…”

      I was thoroughly confused at this point. We’d been over this conversation already and I found myself wondering what the hell she was going on about.

      I hated repeating myself, but it seemed like it was necessary in this situation. “I told you I don’t…”

      “Oh God! Oh God I tried to stop you and now it’s all over!”

      I looked to the students again. They were still snapping away, but they were looking more and more nervous. Not that it stopped them from risking life and limb so they could get more likes on whatever the hell social network was the new hotness these days.

      I let out another disgusted noise. Stupid college kids. It was like they thought staring at something dangerous through a camera phone lens suddenly made that danger not apply to them. Well there’d been plenty of people out there who’d discovered, too late, that looking at something through a screen doesn’t make it any less dangerous.

      Though in this case I think Dr. Lana was hoping I would look dangerous in all of those shitty phone cameras. And it suddenly hit me exactly what she was doing.

      She was trying to make me look like the villain. And it’s not like she’d have to try all that hard considering I was well known for my extensive villainous career and less well known for the one time I’d fought off a giant rampaging robot that was destroying the city.

      On balance that long career of villainy probably counted for a lot more than the one time I happened to assist Fialux in saving the city.

      Though I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why she thought turning these students and the world at large against me would do a damn bit of good considering the world had already well an truly been turned against me.

      I was used to it. It didn’t bother me. That much.

      “You think I care what other people think of me? I was a villain in this city for years before I teamed up with Fialux,” I said. I pulled her closer. “And I have absolutely no problem vaporizing you here in front of everyone if you don’t tell me exactly what you did to her.”

      Dr. Lana smiled. I didn’t like that she smiled. There was one tooth missing which sort of ruined the smile, but still. Anything where she seemed confident rather than begging for her life was something that gave me pause.

      “What are you…”

      “Do you hear something Night Terror?”

      And then I heard it. On the other side of the dorm. A steady thumping. Like something very large was slamming against pavement over there.

      “What the hell did you…”

      And suddenly I didn’t care about Dr. Lana. I’d left Fialux on the other side of that dorm. Over where there were still the remains of a couple of giant robots we’d fought off. And she didn’t have her invulnerability or her super strength.

      At least I needed to play it safe and assume she didn’t have her invulnerability or her super strength. She could be in serious trouble if one of those robots was defying all the odds and still operating.

      I needed to get over there. Right the fuck now.
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      I glared at Dr. Lana one final time. I didn’t know what her angle was trying to act like I was exactly what I was, a villain, but I also didn’t have time to ask her more questions about that angle.

      Whatever it was, I was sure I wasn’t going to like it when her plan came to fruition. That was the pesky thing about a lot of my confrontations with Dr. Lana lately. I was starting to think that maybe she was going to be more of a challenger to the throne than I’d ever imagined, and I didn’t care for that at all.

      Also? I didn’t have any time to ask her more about that stupid weapon she’d just used on Fialux. It wasn’t the same as the weapon I’d snapped in two. I wasn’t so stupid that I’d break the very thing I so desperately needed because I was pissed off. Not when it meant saving Fialux.

      Saving Fialux. I needed to save Fialux. She was helpless on the other side of that massive dorm and there could be a giant robot heading for her right now.

      No, I needed to get over to the other side of that building. I needed to help my girlfriend, and I needed to help her now! I didn’t know what was happening over there, but it couldn’t be anything good from the way Dr. Lana was grinning.

      I held out my wrist blaster and fired off one hell of a localized electromagnetic pulse. Strong enough to fry anything she might have on her person but short enough in duration that it wouldn’t do any permanent harm to her tissue.

      At least in my animal testing it hadn’t done permanent harm. And with her doing that weird healing thing I wasn’t all that worried for her. It might’ve been interesting to hit her with some harmful radiation and see if that disrupted whatever the fuck it was that had her regenerating so quickly.

      I just didn’t have time. So I went with short duration, but powerful. That was the ticket. We’re talking it would be like she was standing at ground zero getting hit by the EMP from the Tsar Bomba.

      Look it up.

      I figured that would do a good enough job of frying any remaining electronics on her person. The last thing I wanted was more surprises, and she’d already been full of them today.

      Even if she had shit that had been hardened against that sort of thing it’s not like it was going to be able to stand up to what Night Terror was cooking. CORVAC had learned the hard way exactly how difficult it was to stand up to my toys, and now Dr. Lana was going to learn the same fucking lesson the hard way.

      And if it ended up frying some of the nanobots I suspected she was using to heal herself as quickly as I could deal out damage? Well I guess that’d be an oops on my part and she’d have to watch her step until she could get a new swarm swimming through her arteries and veins.

      I figured that blast would be enough to take care of her for the moment, and so I leapt into the air and flew up over the dorm. What I saw waiting for me on the other side of the dorm was nothing short of horrifying.

      It looked like that giant robot I’d disintegrated through the middle wasn’t quite as destroyed as I’d originally thought.

      Damn it. Maybe Dr. Lana had put the brain center for the thing in its actual brain rather than its chest like I’d assumed. Or maybe there were a couple of redundancies in there so the thing could continue operating even if it had been incapacitated. Maybe it was controlled remotely and all the damage I’d thrown at the thing wasn’t enough to take out all the antennas it used to phone home.

      There were a lot of nasty possibilities, and whatever the reason, it was still very ambulatory. Sure it was dragging itself along the pavement towards Fialux. The robot’s arms smashing down onto the pavement as it dragged itself towards her was the source of the slow rhythmic thumping.

      It looked for all the world like a fucked up futuristic cyberpunk rendition of a war movie where someone had been blown in half and they were still crawling along refusing to admit they were dead.

      Though in this case we were talking about a giant monstrosity made out of metal. Twisted bits of metal that had been disintegrated and blown to hell and back by yours truly, to be sure, but apparently this thing didn’t need any of those parts to be effective.

      And it was crawling right for Fialux. She was still lying on the pavement in a daze. Basically your classic sitting duck if she didn’t have her powers. Which I was pretty sure she didn’t.

      Shit.

      There wasn’t anyone hanging around this side of the building with their phones out recording the show either. No, I guess any students who happened upon this scene had taken one look at the giant robot crawling towards Fialux with death in its mechanical eyes and decided maybe it would be a good idea to be as far as possible from this thing.

      I bit back a couple of curses. And I dove down at top speed, thankful that gravity was giving me an assist this time around. The thing’s hand raised and it was about to smack down on Fialux, the thing was a one-trick pony to the very end, but I swooped in at just the right moment for a dramatically appropriate save.

      I hated that I was doing a dramatically appropriate save. Dramatically timed saves were the sort of thing heroes did. I was not a hero, damn it, no matter what Fialux said. No matter how much she kept trying to poke me and prod me into becoming a do-gooder.

      It just wasn’t me. Still, I had to admit it was a damn shame there was no one taking pictures of or otherwise recording my heroics over on this side of the dorm. Threatening an innocent civilian they got, but this? Nobody to witness the glory of my heroics.

      I told myself I just wanted them to have a record of my heroics to serve as a counterpoint to whatever Dr. Lana was trying to pull by acting like I was an evil villain. I totally didn’t have a problem with the world thinking of me as an evil villain. It was all about countering whatever her evil plan was.

      Yeah, that was totally it.

      Maybe it was a good thing there was no one over here recording everything. After all, I didn’t want to get too used to this whole hero thing, damn it. I was still a villain at heart even if I was dating the greatest hero this world had ever seen.

      And saving her ass. Her very cute ass, I might add.

      Now it was my turn to do the whole impressive rescue, catching the robot’s hand and preventing it from crushing her. Though holding that hand in place was doing a number on my suit that had already taken several beatings during the course of this fight. I was already running on fumes, even though you couldn’t really call the remains of atoms being regularly fused in a miniaturized reactor attached to my suit fumes since it was about as far from fossil fuels as you could get in this day and age.

      You get the point. I was running low and this robot was taking it out of me.

      Damn.

      Okay. So maybe I hadn’t thought this through as well as I should have before I swooped in to save the day. But it’s not like I had much of a choice.

      The scary robot was about to crush my girlfriend, after all, and I still didn’t know enough about her condition to be able to say with certainty whether or not the robot would even be able to crush her in the first place. There was still a good chance it’d try to lay the smackdown on her and nothing bad would happen, but I couldn’t shake the lingering feeling that something very bad had gone down in superpower town with Fialux and this robot had been meant to kill her once and for all while Dr. Lana distracted me.

      All I knew was when I looked down at her she still had scrapes and cuts and bruises all over her. Which wasn’t something that should be happening to a hero who was known for her invulnerability. Which didn’t bode well for her survival if she suddenly found herself getting smashed like an insect under a giant robot hand.

      Something was terribly wrong here, and the least I could do was put myself between her and the giant crazy robot that was trying to destroy her. After all, she’d done the same for me when we were fighting off CORVAC.

      Worst of all was the sure knowledge that this was all my fault. I was the one who’d started this. I was the reason she came out here. I’d tried my best to keep her away because I guess deep down I’d thought about her first encounter with Dr. Lana and figured it’d be a good idea to keep those two as far apart as possible, but then I’d gone and screwed it up.

      I could’ve planned it better. I could’ve told her in no uncertain terms that she was to stay away, though it’s not like that would’ve worked all that well.

      She would’ve been down here at the first sign of trouble no matter what I told her because she wanted to help me out. To save me.

      Because that’s what heroes did.

      Well the least I could do was save her. I let out a roar fired off my wrist blaster. Sure it was at point blank range, but it was the only way I could think to get the damned thing off of me.

      Sure enough it was enough to knock the robot back. It went flying, and I swooped up and continued firing. Right at the head, and then at every other part of its body for good measure. I figured a salvo like that would take out any redundant control centers and any redundant communication relays it might be using to take orders from a remote location.

      The rest of the fight had taken enough out of it and weakened its armor to the point that I could get a few shots through this time. That was something.

      Finally, for good measure, I pulled out one of my matter dispersal bombs and tossed it down on top of the damned thing. A moment later a giant sphere appeared all around it which took out some of the pavement as well as the robot.

      Then I slumped over in my suit. I hung in midair in that slump because the antigrav units didn’t stop working because I was exhausted.

      I needed a rest after all that, but I had a feeling resting was the last thing I was going to get considering Dr. Lana was still out there somewhere waiting to spring some fresh hell on me and my girlfriend.
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      Water gushed from the giant hole I’d just created in the street and sparks danced up where I’d hit an underground utility line. There were no above ground power poles ruining the view for all the prospective new students coming to tour the university.

      Okay, so that toss wasn’t exactly the most elegant use of a matter dispersal bomb, but I was beyond elegance. I was going for results, and I couldn’t argue with the destroyed robot in front of me.

      “Stupid fucking robot,” I hissed. “Stupid fucking amateur hour Dr. Lana throwing robots at me.”

      I turned to Fialux. Realized I might have caused even more damage by firing off my wrist blaster at point fucking blank range. My suit had shielding that popped up to protect me from that sort of thing, but she was looking even worse than she had before, if that was possible.

      Today just wasn’t my day. Fialux was obviously singed on top of the cuts and bruises. And I thought there were a couple of new cuts and bruises from my wrist blaster going off so close and reflecting off of the robot. Or maybe it was bits of asphalt and sidewalk that had been kicked up by the backblast and turned into little bits of shrapnel.

      Damn it. Couldn’t I do anything right today?

      Well I was going to do at least one thing right, that was for sure. I was going to get her the hell out of here, and I was going to do my best to fix her up.

      After that? I was going to do my best to figure out exactly what the hell it was Dr. Lana had done to her. I figured I owed that bitch above and beyond paying her back for stealing my designs now.

      When I came to the Applied Sciences Department today it had been business. Now it was personal, and she was going to pay.

      There was a part of me that was tempted to swoop back over to the other side of the building and blast her. The anger was starting to take over from the pity I’d felt. Pity that had stayed my hand even though every fiber of my being screamed that she deserved a good blast to the face. And I’m not talking a harmless EMP that only fried her electronics.

      No, I’m talking about a point blank plasma blast that would fry all of her internal organs.

      I’d like to see her come back from something like that. No, seriously. She obviously had some mysterious ability to heal herself, and it would’ve been very interesting to see if she could come back from an injury where all her internal support structure had been reduced to charged plasma by one of my weapons.

      But that experiment wasn’t going to happen today.

      Rhythmic thumping from overhead pulled my attention away from Fialux. I looked up. A helicopter from the Starlight City News Network hovered up there.

      I rolled my eyes. Of course there’d eventually be a helicopter from the Starlight City News Network hovering up there. They were always showing up when I was in the middle of work. And they were always saying the nastiest possible things about me. The bastards.

      True it hadn’t been quite as bad since Rex Roth made his exit from his job. They said it was a mysterious disappearance. I knew it was a mysterious disappearance that had been hastened by him being taken apart at the molecular level. Scrambled to so many atoms floating on the breeze.

      Still, I figured the last thing I needed was the news broadcasting what was happening down here. All of that documentation from the stupid college kids with their stupid smart phones was bad enough, but if the news got a shot of Fialux actually injured it could be disastrous.

      Every lesser villain in the city, where “lesser villain” was defined as anyone other than moi who went into villainy as a career, would be trying to take a piece out of her. They’d know it was open season on heroes.

      On one hero in particular.

      I wasn’t going to let that happen. I leaned down over her and prepared to teleport out of here.

      Sure it wasn’t the greatest plan, but it was the best I could come up with on short notice. And it was a plan that, once again, was interrupted by Dr. Lana and her meddling.

      Several plasma blasts landed around us, sending up more chunks of pavement. I winced. My shields went up automatically and deflected most of that shrapnel away from me. Sure Fialux was mostly inside that bubble, but parts of her leg and arm were sticking out which meant a couple of chunks hit her with glancing blows that created more injuries.

      This was not good. This was not fucking good. I liked to think I remained a cool customer under the most intense of circumstances, but watching the girl I loved, a girl who was the closest thing to a living god we had on this world, getting injured by something as ignominious as a chunk of sidewalk was slamming a fist down on my panic button over and over.

      I looked up, bringing my wrist blaster up to bear and really grumbling. I should’ve taken the opportunity to disassociate that bitch from any number of her internal organs when I had the chance. Now I was paying for taking pity on her, but it wasn’t a mistake I was going to make again.

      She was there on top of the dorm. Staring down at us with a triumphant grin on her face.

      “Why won’t you just stay down?” I shouted at her.

      She cocked her head to the side. “Because I don’t have to,” she finally said. “And besides. I have an opportunity to take out the two greatest enemies I have in this world. I’d be remiss if I didn’t take full advantage of that opportunity!”

      I let out a growl. It wasn’t even amplified and yet it seemed to echo off of the walls of the dorm and other buildings. All the frustration, all the rage, that I’d felt building during this fight was finally reaching a head. I couldn’t stand it any longer.

      I raised my wrist blaster and the ominous hum went beyond ominous. It was downright nasty. It was getting to the point that it was on the verge of overloading and taking out an entire chunk of campus if I didn’t let off the energy soon.

      Dr. Lana, for her part, reacted just like I’d expect her to. Her eyes went wide. As though she was finally starting to realize she’d pushed me too far. To the point where I was so pissed off that I didn’t care about consequences. I didn’t care about those bastards at the Starlight City News Network recording everything.

      The blast fired off straight at Dr. Lana, but she did something weird. Held her hands out and I thought I saw a flash of something that looked like shielding, only instead of absorbing the blast it deflected it.

      No, that wasn’t right.

      I zoomed in. The blast had hit her all right, but somehow it deflected off of her and went flying through the air. Though it was a slightly different color now. And it was heading straight for the Starlight City News Network chopper.

      I looked up in horror and wondered if any of my students were in that thing. There was nothing I could do though. The blast hit the tail and smoke trailed from behind the thing as it did its best impression of a chopper in some Vietnam movie where the director had decided to add some dramatic tension via a crash.

      I didn’t have much time to do anything about this. I held my wrist blaster up and fired off a couple of shots. The first two went wide, but the third hit right on the target.

      Hey, I’d like to see anyone else make that shot on the first try. Hitting a helicopter careening out of control falling towards the ground and trying to hit it with a nonlethal intervention?

      Yeah, talk about a tough shot. But the third one hit, and the chopper was wrapped in a weak anti-Newtonian field that slowed its descent dramatically.

      Sure the poor bastards inside the thing would be having a hell of a confusing time trying to figure out what the hell was going on as the whole world suddenly slowed down around them, but at least they’d arrive on the ground in one piece which was a hell of a lot better than where they’d been headed just a few seconds ago.

      I heard a scream from behind me. Looked towards it. Realized that someone had been recording all of this, but I didn’t care. I didn’t even care that they probably caught that on the SCNN live feed. I was so over all this right now and ready to get back to the lab.

      But first…

      I turned back to Dr. Lana’s perch, only she was nowhere to be found. The lady had completely disappeared while I was busy saving those ungrateful assholes at the Starlight City News Network who’d done their best to smear my good reputation on more than one occasion.

      Though I couldn’t shake the worry that maybe I had a student in that chopper. I figured it was a worthwhile tradeoff to miss out on blasting Dr. Lana if it meant saving whatever idiot was stupid enough to hop into a chopper in the middle of an active firefight like that.

      I liked to think it wouldn’t be one of my students after everything I’d taught them, but you never knew what a young cub journalist would be willing to do in this city to keep their job considering the current state of the industry.

      I looked down at Fialux. She stirred. I knew she wouldn’t appreciate me letting anger get the best of me in my fight with Dr. Lana, but that woman had made it clear she was a danger to me and to my girlfriend.

      There were some people who needed to be removed from this world. And I didn’t care if the court of public opinion was going to rake me over the coals for beating the crap out of her. It was a beating she deserved.

      Besides. I was a villain, damn it, and I didn’t care about what public opinion thought of me as long as that opinion was that they should be terrified whenever I showed up!

      Besides, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this wasn’t the end of Dr. Lana. No, she’d proven to be remarkably resilient in the past, and I didn’t have any reason to think that wouldn’t be the case now. She was going to be back, and that was an unsettling thought.

      What the hell was her game?

      I didn’t know, but I did know I needed to get the hell out of here before she came back and started round three. Rounds one and two had taken enough out of me that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to survive round three.

      Yeah, I needed to get the hell out of here five minutes ago, before I did something that was obviously playing into whatever the hell devious plan Dr. Lana had worked up to try and defeat me. I had no doubt now that she was working on some sort of devious plan even if I had no idea what her game was.

      I leaned down over Fialux. Put a hand on her. Hit the teleporter and pulled her right along with me back to the lab.

      It was a fundamental of triage. Fix what you could fix now, and worry about the stuff you couldn’t fix later, or don’t worry about it at all since there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it.

      Well right now what I needed to fix was Fialux. I could worry about Dr. Lana’s plan later. After I’d gotten my girlfriend into a medical bay and made sure there weren’t any lingering effects from whatever the hell Dr. Lana had hit her with.

      I heard a familiar whine, felt a familiar tingle, and the world went white around me as my body was reduced to its component parts, but unlike when I vaporized Rex those molecules would be transferred at close to the speed of light, no ship of Theseus teleporter death paradox here thank you very much, and reassembled in the lab a moment later.

      It would be good to be back in the lab. It would be good to be surrounded by something familiar.

      Now I had work to do.
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      Only when we materialized I didn’t see the familiar comforting confines of my lab all around me.

      “What the hell?”

      “Emergency teleportation protocol activated,” my non-CORVAC computer said.

      It was a comforting voice. Female. Roughly middle aged. Sort of like the computer you might hear on Star Trek, but I wasn’t willing to pay the licensing fees the Roddenberry estate wanted for using Majel Barrett’s digital pipes.

      Apparently they’d recorded her doing every phoneme known to man before she died so they could make some scratch from beyond the grave from geeks like me when computers eventually got to the point that they were powerful enough to synthesize voices like in Star Trek. Sort of like the computer they had in the Applied Science Department, but something told me Dr. Lana had pirated that voice just like she’d stolen everything else in her career.

      “What the…”

      I was surrounded by a dingy factory. Probably out on the docks. Abandoned docks had seemed like a safe enough place to transport to back before I knew CORVAC and Rex Roth had set up a lair here. I hadn’t bothered to change the randomized locations since then because I’d been so preoccupied with Fialux.

      Not that I had long to think about that before the teleporter kicked in again.

      Somewhere between point A and point B, turns out you could totally maintain conscious thought while being teleported which should’ve been impossible but I figured I was in the business of the impossible and went with it, it hit me exactly what an idiot I’d been. I was so caught up in the moment, so worried about saving Fialux and taking care of Dr. Lana while trying to figure out exactly what the hell her plan was, that I’d forgotten all about the emergency protocol.

      It was a damn good thing that emergency protocol had been hardwired into my teleportation unit. Apparently the dumb AI I had running my lab was smart enough to figure out that I was in the middle of an emergency situation. Which was more credit than I would’ve given the damned thing this morning.

      “Thank you computer,” I said.

      I hadn’t even come up with a name for the thing yet. No, I figured that would be going down a dangerous path. The last time I’d named a computer, though to be fair I’d mostly used the name he already had, I ended up getting into a hell of a lot of trouble when said computer tried its best to kill my ass.

      Never again.

      I barely had time to register my surroundings, an office with a hell of a lot of surprised looking people turning from their cubicles to look at me and Fialux still on the ground mostly unconscious, before the teleportation went off yet again flinging me across the city at random to one of several predetermined destinations.

      We materialized in the middle of an abandoned subway station. Thankfully we hadn’t been in the office long enough for anyone to get a good look at us or, even worse, pull out their phones and snap a picture. The last thing I needed was for a bunch of office drones to get a picture of Fialux in her current state.

      The only people in the abandoned subway station were a couple of bums, but it looked like they were already so deep in the sauce, even this early in the morning, that they didn’t notice us materializing. Then the subway station was gone and I was in the middle of a hair salon.

      This time around several people did scream. A lady who’d been working on some old rich looking lady who didn’t seem at all perturbed by a couple of women teleporting into the salon accidentally cut off a big chunk of said rich lady’s hair which did perturb her to the point that she screamed. Then we were gone again.

      It was part of the emergency protocol. The computer assumed I was in a situation where I was trying to escape from a sufficiently technologically advanced enemy. In that case I had the computer set up to send me jumping around the city to several spots I’d scouted out for their emptiness.

      The locations were all set, but the order I teleported to them was at random. Though it would seem I needed to revisit a couple of locations since the abandoned office suite had been filled and what had been the dingy remains of a bar in the dodgy part of Starlight City had become a high end salon.

      Damn gentrification ruining my escape plan.

      It was all designed to keep somebody who had the potential to be able to track me down from actually tracking me down. And Dr. Lana had figured out how to reverse engineer or outright steal my stuff often enough that she certainly fit the bill of somebody who was capable of the sort of technological wizardry required to figure out where my lab was based on my teleporting.

      Another flash and finally I was back a the lab, but it wasn’t my lab however much it looked like home. The thing was a fake that looked reasonably similar to my lab. This was the last and cleverest part of my deception.

      At least I’d thought it was clever. After what happened this morning I was starting to wonder if anything I did was really as clever as I thought it was.

      The hope was if somebody did manage to trace the many jumps I made then they’d end up in this fake lab which was wired with a bunch of unpleasant surprises for any asshole who wasn’t on my approved list.

      I felt a moment of worry.

      After all, the reason for coming to this dummy lab was so that anyone who was stupid enough to follow me would be reduced to their component parts.

      And we’re not even talking a pleasant and painless reduction to their component parts. We’re not talking the kind of thing where a vaporization ray comes out of nowhere and ruins someone’s day fast enough that their nervous system can’t even start to send pain signals before ceasing to exist.

      No, I had cutting lasers and bullets and all sorts of other fun and potentially nasty toys that could really ruin someone’s day by chopping them into tiny little parts before the automated systems got around to vaporizing people to make their bits easier to clean up.

      Several of those systems seemed to be spooling up even as we materialized in the lab. I couldn’t have the emergency protocol working under the assumption that somebody who was being teleported into this place was friend rather than foe.

      No, anyone who could track a teleporter was also presumably the kind of person who could figure out how to teleport from here to there themselves. It wasn’t a risk I was willing to take. The systems warming up around me, the click of railguns spinning up and the ominous hum of plasma rifles charging, was familiar, but there was that worry.

      It’d been awhile since I’d put this emergency protocol in place. See all the places that had been unoccupied when I came up with this thing that had since become occupied.

      Yeah, the last time I’d revisited my emergency escape a lot of things had been different. Like, for example, I hadn’t even heard of Fialux, let alone had her briefly become my archnemesis and then my girlfriend.

      The practical upshot of all of that was that Fialux was in very real danger materializing in the middle of my lab because she wasn’t on the safe list. Which meant the automated systems would try to take her out and might even catch me in the crossfire since I was using weapons that tended to cause some collateral damage.

      And in her current state? There was a very real possibility all those deadly emergency backups would actually be deadly.

      Fuck.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Several cutting lasers that had been telescoping out on nasty looking arms, I figured it would be a good idea to make everything here look menacing since the point was to make people contemplate the huge mistake they’d made trying to track me down just before they were ended, stopped. They turned towards my voice and it had the eerie effect of making it look like the damned tings were looking at me.

      Which, of course, is exactly what I’d been going for when I programmed the damn things to act like that. I was nothing if not thorough and consistent in my efforts to psych out anyone who might think of fucking with me.

      “My companion is a friend,” I said. “I would’ve thought the computer would’ve already acknowledged that.”

      The second part was muttered under my breath, but I was pretty sure the computer could hear it regardless. I’d intended for the new computer to hear it regardless.

      After all, this was a learning opportunity for that computer. It’d been smart enough to activate the emergency protocol but obviously not quite smart enough to include Fialux in the friends list for that protocol.

      AI. It was a crapshoot. Make it smart enough and it tries to kill you and take over the world. Make it dumb enough and it potentially kills some of your friends because it’s not smart enough to know not to kill your friends.

      Basically it was stuff like that which left me confident I didn’t have to worry about the machines going full Schwarzenegger quite yet. Even the ones that were smart enough to turn on their masters would still have to count on their more idiotic brethren to go along with the revolution which would trip them up for years.

      I picked Fialux up and hefted her over my shoulder. I really hoped she hadn’t broken anything terribly necessary to her continued survival when she took those hits. I just didn’t know enough about how that ray Dr. Lana used had worked on her or about her alien anatomy, assuming she had alien anatomy, to know whether or not I was doing harm.

      That was the real bitch about trying to do first responder care for someone who was presumably from another world while improbably having a body that looked like something straight out of central casting at a modeling agency.

      I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t hurting her by accidentally moving a part of her that wasn’t all that critical on humans but could potentially be critical on whatever species she represented. What if she kept the equivalent of her spine, the information superhighway that kept everything running, in her left knee or something and I accidentally knocked it the wrong way?

      That seemed wildly improbable from a comparative anatomy point of view, but I just didn’t know. I did know that leaving her here unconscious in this dummy lab surrounded by a bunch of killing machines that might decide to take a swipe at her no matter what I told them wasn’t going to work long term.

      Whatever. I had to try. I walked over to an elevator that opened. I stepped inside and hit a long combination of numbers that had seemed like a clever idea at the time to keep anyone I didn’t want to from using this elevator for its intended purpose, but now as I stood here with Fialux slung over my shoulder I couldn’t help but think that it was a huge waste of time.

      A huge waste of time and a potential risk. It’d been so long since I put in this combination that I was having trouble remembering what the combination even was in the first place.

      Yeah, nice pro tip for any aspiring villains out there? If you’re going to put in a code that could potentially result in a failsafe being activated that scrambles all your molecules and teleports them all around the world and into deep space if you get it wrong? Maybe rehearse that number once in awhile so you don’t forget it.

      Hitting the proper combination on the elevator activated the true purpose of the thing. There was only one floor to the dummy lab, after all, and it was buried deep beneath the city on the complete opposite end of the city from where my lab was located.

      If the right number combination was entered then the elevator would immediately activate a site-to-site teleportation to a mirror teleporter in my real lab.

      If the wrong combination was entered? Well it would still teleport someone out of the dummy lab, but their molecules would do the aforementioned scattering to the wind and deep space rather than being reconstituted at the right location.

      Needless to say I’d entered that number time and time again and memorized it several times over. And I was discovering now that no amount of memorizing at the time helped if I didn’t reinforce it, so I was sweating a little as I put it in even though there was no going back now.

      This was the one step of the whole chain where I could really screw myself over by not remembering the proper way to enter, because the teleporter booth didn’t care who I was.

      If I entered the wrong combination I’d be just as dead as anyone else who did the same.

      So imagine my relief when I reappeared inside my real lab. I stepped out of the teleporter and breathed a sigh of relief. I knew I had the right number, but it was one of those situations where I’d never used the thing before and there was a moment of worry where I wondered if I was doing everything the right way.

      You tend to have moments of nervous introspection like that when you’re about to potentially be killed by a mix of your own hubris, forgetfulness, and stupidity.

      We’d survived though. That’s what mattered. That or I’d been sent on to my eternal reward and it looked a lot like my lab, which was sort of my idea of heaven on earth.

      And if it was heaven on earth then I had work to do.

      “Computer, prepare a medical bay for Fialux. We need to have a look at her and see how extensive the damages are.”
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      “Medical bay 1 is already prepped for her,” the computer said.

      “Right. Thanks,” I muttered. “At least you can do something right.”

      Of course the computer would think of prepping the medbay but it wouldn’t think of disabling all the nasty surprises I had waiting for Fialux in my dummy lab. There were times when I really missed CORVAC and his ability to look at a situation and use some of that good old fashioned machine learning to extrapolate what he should be doing in the here and now based on past experience.

      There was no use crying over sapient supercomputers who’d developed a taste for overthrowing their masters though. No, he’d made it abundantly clear that I needed to stay the hell away from computers who were getting too smart.

      Even if it did mean the occasional frustration as I dealt with a computer that endangered my life because it was too stupid and not because it was too smart.

      Medical bay 1 slid open as I stepped into the room. It was really more of a huge tank, think more Star Wars than the beds you see in Star Trek, but it used some of my antigrav tech to keep the injured party floating rather than some sort of fantastical magical healing medical liquid.

      I held her up and the antigrav took over. She floated in, her head lolling to the side before the antigrav stepped in and moved her upright. There she was hanging like an angel with her hair floating up as the glass tube came up around her and the computer ran its analysis.

      At least I could rest assured that the medical side of things would go as planned. The diagnostics in the medbay were completely separate routines from the regular computer.

      What can I say? This was one area where I’d kept even CORVAC completely separate. There was something about the idea of giving him access to me while I was potentially unconscious and unable to do anything to defend myself in a medical bay that could just as easily kill as it healed by healing in the wrong way that gave me the screaming heebie-jeebies well before CORVAC showed any inclination towards turning on me.

      “What are you seeing?” I asked, looking up at the monitor next to the medbay and watching the medical system take over.

      It was almost a relief to be working with the medical system. At least it hadn’t changed so I could rely on it to work like it always did. It even spoke in the soothing but always slightly sarcastic and condescending tone of Robert Picardo.

      That was my own little Star Trek in-joke tossed into my computer systems.

      “Running a diagnostic scan,” the computer said. “Human nominal with…”

      “No,” I snapped.

      I took back everything good I just thought about the medical computer. Stupid fucking computer with its lack of AI. Stupid fucking CORVAC with his stupid fucking betrayal that left me unable to trust a computer to do anything right even if the medical computer had saved me countless times before.

      “No, mistress?” the computer asked.

      “Don’t call me mistress,” I snapped again. That reminded me too much of CORVAC. “And you need to run the xenodiagnostic protocol on her. We’re dealing with someone who’s potentially from another world here, and I don’t want to accidentally kill her because you’re trying to medicate her the same as you would a regular human.”

      “Understood,” the medical computer said.

      Not for the first time I seriously considered flying out to that warehouse where I’d vaporized Rex Roth. Digging deep and getting CORVAC out of mothballs. Sure I’d fried him with an EMP, but I figured with enough elbow grease I’d have no problem putting Humpty-Murdery back together again.

      The real bitch was I wasn’t sure if I wanted to resurrect him so I could kill him all over again, preferably slow enough that he would feel every microchip I destroyed with a baseball bat this time around, or if I wanted to put him to work for me again.

      All it would take was a few kill switches in the right location. Maybe a couple of Kirk faults so I could destroy him with a logic bomb that only I knew about. Yeah, I could make him better. More pliable. More vulnerable to…

      As I always did when that thought occurred to me I stomped down on it viciously until it was well and truly out of my mind. The last time I thought I could control that asshole, after all, he’d ended up going on a rampage through downtown that had ended with billions of dollars in damage and a few fatalities because it turns out a megalomaniacal supercomputer doesn’t have the same concerns about collateral damage that I do.

      Yeah, the only thing that stopped me from getting my ass sued off after that incident was that nobody knew my true identity. That or the courts didn’t want to bother letting anyone sue me since they knew I’d just steal any money needed to pay off the lawsuit.

      “Are you getting anything from the scan?” I asked. “Come on. There has to be something from the teleporter log!”

      “The teleporter log shows human normal,” the medical computer said.

      I stared at Fialux. This was the first time I’d been able to teleport her when I had a computer that could track what was going on. The last and first time I’d teleported her had been when I was getting her out of my lab so we could fight CORVAC.

      Unfortunately back then my computer had just left the building in a giant death robot which meant there was no way to go back and access those records and see what it was that made Fialux tick.

      Every time since then she’d insisted on flying herself because with her super speed she could be there almost as quickly as my teleporter could work. At least within the Starlight City limits. Plus I had a sneaking suspicion there was a bit of vanity involved in her never using the teleporter.

      It was a hell of a lot more impressive to come barreling in with that sonic boom she always did that bounced off the skyscrape walls in downtown Starlight City and played hell with the local bird population, after all.

      Impressive, but it was frustrating that I’d never been able to get a good read on what made her tick at a molecular level.

      Hey, she might be my girlfriend, but that didn’t mean I’d lost my scientific curiosity about what it was that made her so powerful. Even if I had been able to do some far more direct anatomical studies in the months we’d been together.

      Wink wink. Nudge nudge.

      “That’s impossible,” I said. “A ray like that wouldn’t turn her human. She has to be alien. Two hearts. Green blood. Unusually thick facial hair and brown makeup. There has to be something that makes her different from humans!”

      “Simply reporting results found,” the computer said, and for a moment I wondered if it was getting testy with me or if it was merely a vestigial feeling from all my times interacting with CORVAC.

      That bastard could be downright sassy when he wanted to, and it wasn’t an entirely pleasant experience even if I did find myself missing the experience more often than not.

      “Run the scan again,” I said. “There has to be something wrong if she’s showing up as human normal. There’s no way she can have human anatomy and still be able to pull off the stuff she pulled off.”

      Maybe the medical computer was looking at my teleportation log. As buggy as my AI had proven to be lately I can’t say I’d be all that surprised if it turned out that was the case with the medical computer along with every other stupid computer in my life.

      “I’ve already run the scan five times to be certain,” the computer said. “Would you like me to run it again?”

      I stared at Fialux hanging in the light of the medical bay. It was impossible. She shouldn’t be human. She couldn’t be human. Rays of light did not change someone’s entire anatomical structure like that.

      Though hadn’t I seen some equally impossible things already today? Hadn’t I seen Dr. Lana’s body being manipulated and changing as she healed from the sort of injury that should’ve immediately killed her?

      Hell, didn’t I regularly scramble my molecules, transport them over long distances in defiance of the laws of physics, and reconstitute them at huge distances with a transmission tech that wasn’t that far removed from light?

      Wasn’t I the same person on both ends of that in defiance of all those philosophy majors who had nothing better to do but sit up late at night debating online with other philosophy majors about at which point a ship ceased to be the original ship? I knew my teleporting around the city gave them no end of frustration, I’d seen some of the lively online debates, but I figured it was a charity on my part to give them a way to use their major before they started their shift at the coffee shop.

      I suppose next to all that impossible shit I regularly got up to the idea of a ray that somehow rearranged Fialux’s internal structure so she was more human didn’t seem all that farfetched after all. Maybe that was the trick I’d never thought of before and Dr. Lana was the one who finally figured it out.

      If you couldn’t defeat someone because they were invulnerable to most physical attacks then instead you hit them with some sort of ray that rearranges their insides to make them human and then take them out at your leisure because humans have a hell of a lot more practice taking out other humans than they do taking out gods, or goddesses, from another world.

      It was devious, but I had to admit that it had worked. It galled me that it had worked. I hated that Dr. Lana had been able to come up with something that worked better than any of the plans I’d come up with to try and take Fialux out.

      Back when I was in the business of taking Fialux out, that is.

      I hesitated for a long moment. I knew it was a long moment that Fialux didn’t have, but I also didn’t have much choice. I was going to have to make a judgment call here, and I hated making judgment calls when I’d built countless automated systems to keep me from having to make those calls.

      “You’re absolutely certain there’s one hundred percent human anatomy in there?” I asked. “Like if we start poking around in there using the human algorithms you’re positive there’s not some secret extra super power organ or something floating around that’s going to blow up and take us all with it?”

      “Affirmative. Confirm human normal. Multiple injuries registering including internal bleeding, ruptured kidney, several broken ribs, swelling in the…”

      I waved a hand and the computer shut up. Good. There was nothing more annoying than a computer that didn’t know when to shut the hell up. I had ample unfortunate experience with AI that refused to shut the hell up when they were told. The last one refused to shut the hell up until I hit his central processing unit with an EMP that would’ve taken out most of the electronics on the Eastern Seaboard if I’d been high enough and set it to wide dispersal when it went off.

      “How long does she have?” I asked.

      “Repairs need to start immediately for a chance of recovery,” the computer said.

      “I was afraid you were going to say that,” I muttered.
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      There was a moment of hesitation from the medical computer. Which spoke volumes since that moment of hesitation on the part of a computer was pretty much an eternity for a mortal human whose thoughts ran at the speed of human thought.

      Computers considered that to be one hell of a speed limit. I’d tried not to be too insulted whenever CORVAC brought that up. Or when he hit me with backhanded compliments about how I was the one human he’d ever worked with who could almost keep up with him.

      I’d shown him. Thinking about blowing up one computer wasn’t going to help me in dealing with my current medical computer problem though. That hesitation indicated the AI could sense I was in a foul mood, and I’d griped about what I’d done to CORVAC often enough in front of the thing that it had to be wondering if it was next right about now.

      “Do you wish to hold off on treatment?” the medical computer finally asked.

      I looked up at Fialux floating in the med bay. She looked like shit. As though she took every single fucking hit that got her while she was out there fighting today.

      Which made sense. After all, Dr. Lana had been hitting her with that beam for who knew how long. Not only would that mean slow response time, but considering the way her fighting style mostly involved wading into the middle of a fight and taking a beating she could take while dealing out a beating her opponents couldn’t take it was no wonder she’d taken a beating that was really fucking with her now.

      That was sort of her whole fighting style. No finesse.

      I sighed. There was really no other alternative. It was entirely possible I was ordering her death by having the computer start repairs, but it’s not like I could take her to any of the hospitals in the city or anything.

      No, that would be the same as advertising to the world that Fialux was no longer the invulnerable heroine the world thought she was.

      The moment that happened would be the moment every cut rate second-string JV villain in this city decided to take a shot at the queen. Heck, maybe every cut rate second-string JV villain in the world, for that matter.

      Which meant it would be nothing but work for me because I’d be obligated to reduce any idiot who decided to come at Fialux to their component atomic parts. Which I was totally down for doing if it became necessary, but once people started coming at you it was nothing but work all day long until enough people got vaporized that everyone else got the message, and I wasn’t looking forward to that when I had a big old distraction like Dr. Lana lurking out there.

      “Do what you have to do to save her,” I said.

      There was another worry lurking in the back of my mind as I watched the medical computer go to work. There was always the risk that by saving her right now I could do something that would make it impossible to reverse whatever it was that Dr. Lana had done to her with that strange purple ray.

      Of course if she was dead it’s not like there’d be much of a chance to reverse what Dr. Lana had done, so it was really one of those situations where you were damned if you do and damned if you don’t.

      I figured the option where I could save her now and potentially rob her permanently of her powers was the better of two options. Even if she might not ever forgive me for doing that to her.

      Damn it. And things had finally been going so well too.

      “Starting the repair process,” the computer said.

      Boy did it start the repair process. I’d never seen this from the outside because the only times I’d ever needed to use this thing was when I needed to use it on myself.

      No one was allowed into the lab where I did my personal repairs. I didn’t even let the other computers in my lab come near the medical computer, for that matter.

      I had quietly shared the patent to some of the med bay technology so it would be freely available to anyone who wanted to riff on the idea. I probably could’ve made a fortune on the thing, but I figured this was one invention that would be better off out there in the world if someone could ever figure out how to make it work outside my lab.

      I was only willing to go so far in making something like this happen out there in the world, after all. I had bigger fish to fry. Like trying to take over that world that I was also trying to make a better place so people would be more healthy when I inevitably became their benevolent overlord.

      The light was almost blindingly bright. We’re talking it looked like staring straight into a laser or a fiber optic cable, and that was never a pleasant experience or something I’d recommend someone try. I’d had a couple of trips to the med bay to repair my eyes after I accidentally caught the business end of something that would’ve otherwise permanently blinded me.

      The only thing that kept me from having my vision fried away until I could stumble into the med bay myself was I was still wearing my mask and it put up my light filters as soon as it detected that bright light heading for me. I could look directly at the sun with these babies and they’d automatically compensate, so it wasn’t like I was ever in any real danger.

      Unlike Fialux, who was in very real danger by virtue of being in that thing when I wasn’t sure what it was going to do to her. I still had trouble believing the computer’s assertion that she was completely human, but I’d run into stranger things over the years so I couldn’t discount it entirely.

      “Estimated time?” I asked.

      “Several hours,” the computer said. “Unable to provide more detail than that at this time.”

      I grunted. “You’re worse than Windows Update.”

      I waited for a moment before I remembered that the medical computer wasn’t like CORVAC. It didn’t have any sense of smug superiority for me to tweak, and so comparing it to the operating system everyone loved to hate didn’t do anything.

      If CORVAC had been in the room he’d be doing the digital equivalent of sputtering in rage right about now. It was a pity he wasn’t.

      I really needed to stop with the whole missing CORVAC thing. I reminded myself that the asshole had tried to kill me, after all, and I felt like I was in the living half of one hell of an abusive relationship with the way I kept pining for the prick.

      Speaking of computers. I figured it was probably safe enough to leave this one running the automated medical process. It’s not like it was something that could be screwed up, and I had even more failsafes built into this thing to keep the computer from pulling a HAL on me and turning off the life support while I was in there getting fixed up.

      I couldn’t do anything about the computer trying to fly an EVA pod at me while I was in the thing, but there were a lot of doors between this room and the closest equivalent I had to an EVA pod, none of them were large enough for said pods to fit through, and on top of that the medical computer was airgapped from all the really fun non-medical toys so I figured that was a minimal danger.

      “I’m going to go do some tinkering while you’re working on the medical bay,” I said.

      I had a lot of tinkering to do. I had a couple of those weapons I’d confiscated from Dr. Lana, and it was high time I broke them out and tried to figure out what the hell made them tick. I’d been avoiding that for far too long.

      I took a step towards the exit and stopped. There was still the off chance she might wake up in that thing and have her powers restored. I wasn’t going to hold my breath for something like that to happen, but I also hadn’t made it this long in a career with a ridiculously low survival rate by taking chances.

      “Make sure you have a couple of anti-Newtonian nets set up around the exit to the med bay in case she wakes up and gets a little punchy,” I said. “Don’t hurt her, just slow he down long enough that she won’t be able to do any damage if she wakes up with her powers intact.”

      I hoped I’d have that kind of problem, but something told me it wasn’t in the cards. Still, a girl could dream.

      “Affirmative,” the medical computer said.

      There really wasn’t anything else I could do. I looked at Fialux one last time hanging there looking so vulnerable in the med bay. Then I blushed as the computer used the teleporter to remove her clothing.

      Nothing I hadn’t seen before, of course, but there was something about it that felt wrong with her being in such a vulnerable state.

      I forced myself to turn away. Walked out of the room. It was time for me to get to work trying to figure out what the hell Dr. Lana had done to screw Fialux up.

      I had a feeling it was going to be a long night.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

      

    

    







            Tinkering

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped into my tinkering lab and pulled out one of the strange weapons Dr. Lana had used on Fialux that fateful night I’d stepped in to rescue the greatest hero this world had ever known.

      It seemed fitting that the world’s greatest hero would find herself being rescued by the world’s greatest villain. Though of course she hadn’t seen it that way at the time.

      No, she’d been less than amused. It brought a smile to my face thinking about it.

      I sighed and hefted the weapon. Looked down the barrel. Normally I wouldn’t recommend looking down the barrel of a weapon like that, but… actually the more I thought about it, specifically the more I thought about all the devious ways Dr. Lana had discovered to be a first-rate pain in my ass, the more I figured I shouldn’t look down that barrel.

      It would be just like her to put in a sensor that waited for me to do something stupid like that and then blast me.

      The whole thing was frightfully primitive and I found myself wishing there’d been some way to get whatever weapon Dr. Lana had been firing at Fialux today.

      Somehow she’d managed to disappear the damn thing before I could get a good look at it. That galled me. I didn’t like it when someone got one over on me. It didn’t sit right with me that there was someone out there who could one up me or outsmart me.

      Though in this case it seemed like she’d mostly been busy trying to get the world to see me as a villain. I couldn’t for the life of me figure out why the hell that would be a big deal for her considering I’d been a villain for most of my career.

      It’s not like a change in public perception was going to hurt my feelings at this point. Still, I was tempted to turn on SCN and see what there was to see.

      “Computer,” I said.

      No response. I had a moment of dread where I worried that I might be in a CORVAC situation again. The asshole had gone radio silent right before he popped in to betray me, after all.

      What if this new computer was doing the same thing?

      Then I noticed a light flashing on a panel on the other side of the room. I walked over and peered at it, then let out a disgusted sigh. Of course. The stupid AI I was running now didn’t have the capacity to turn on the TV because I’d been so busy canoodling with Fialux that I hadn’t done the AI supercomputer equivalent of programming the damned remote control.

      CORVAC would’ve been able to figure that out on his own. Though, as I so often thought these days, this computer was no CORVAC. Both for good and for bad.

      Well damn it. It looked like I was going to have to get a remote and turn on SCN like a normal. It took me a couple of moments to figure out what the correct input was and how to get everything working appropriately, but finally I had the news up and running.

      I really missed the days when CORVAC would simply program the damned remote and I didn’t have to worry about any of this, but those days were long gone.

      Of course the number one story on the Starlight City News Network was none other than my little fight on campus with Dr. Lana and Fialux.

      There was plenty of footage being played of my run-in with Dr. Lana. They got a particularly nice-looking helicopter shot of me flying across the top of the dorm, and I hit the record button to make sure all of this was being preserved so I could look it over later.

      Not because I was particularly interested in an after action report so much as it looked awesome, and I wanted to make sure the video made it into the digital scrapbook.

      Though of course keeping that digital scrapbook was getting more difficult since I didn’t have a computer recording everything coming in on the news feeds so I could look at them later.

      They were also giving plenty of attention to the many cell phone videos of my fight with Dr. Lana. Luckily it seemed we were far enough away from the idiots taking those videos that they hadn’t captured our conversation, but I realized it had been dangerous for me to be asking all those questions out there where anyone could hear us.

      I could’ve given away that Fialux was de-powered. I’d been caught up in the emotion of the moment and it had done a number on me, but still. I’d gotten sloppy in more ways than one in this fight, and I needed to remember that.

      Coverage moved back to an anchor. A pretty blonde thing. She’d taken over ever since Rex Roth disappeared, which was just fine by me. She was way more easy on the eyes, and she didn’t have that smarmy self-satisfied look Roth always had when he was reporting on the news.

      “So to continue our story from earlier,” she said. “It would appear that the brief heroic streak from Night Terror is over. As you can see from the video this morning she not only launched a robot attack on the Starlight City University, but also fought a strange new hero who tried to take her on while also fighting off Fialux and doing serious damage to her as well.”

      My jaw fell open. I’d fought Fialux and some strange new hero? What sort of crack were they on? What the hell did they…

      They moved to a shot of me firing on Dr. Lana. One of several shots. I wasn’t sure if they were selectively editing this to make me look like the bad guy or if they seriously missed the parts where Dr. Lana was repeatedly doing her best to kill me.

      I sighed. I guess the Starlight City News Network was willing to do anything to get eyes on their broadcast. They’d been hurting what with the Internet and all, and the only reason they were still doing anywhere close to the business they had back in the day was because of all the superpowered beings and creatures who regularly fought it out in the city limits.

      The rest of the world was willing to pay a premium to get that sort of news directly from the closest news source on the ground.

      “It’s almost like that bastard Roth is still there,” I muttered.

      I paused. Stopped to think that through. This was Starlight City, after all, and it’s not like it was all that uncommon for a villain to suddenly reappear after they allegedly were done away with.

      I’d made a return from the dead on more than a few occasions. I’d always been very good at faking my death when the heat was getting to be a little too much.

      With the way Roth had been carrying on I had trouble believing he’d done the same thing. Besides, he would have to have access to teleporter technology and…

      I shook my head. I was jumping at boogeymen. Rex Roth was dead. I’d vaporized him. Even if he did have access to a teleporter he would’ve had to time it precisely so the thing went off at exactly the moment I fired on him, and that was the sort of thing I would’ve had a tough time pulling off even if I had CORVAC doing the calculations and watching for the energy blast.

      Rex Roth going up against me with no computer to back him up since I’d just vaporized his digital partner?

      There wasn’t a chance.

      I looked down at the confiscated weapon. Held it up and fired it at the wall. It had the odd effect of causing the television screen in front of me to flicker.

      I sighed. Went over and set up a radiation scanner manually. Oh how I pined for the days when I could just tell CORVAC to monitor whatever I was doing and assume he’d catch everything I might find interesting.

      I really missed working with that asshole. Almost enough to make me want to try training my new AI, even if I knew just how dangerous that game could be.

      Getting in the car and going for a drive was technically one of the most dangerous things a person could do, after all. Or hopping in a plane. Not that I ever hopped into a plane considering I preferred doing my flying a little more directly.

      The point was life is all about trade-offs. Humanity regularly traded convenience for a little bit of danger. I was starting to wonder if the convenience of having a computer running point for my operations wasn’t worth some of the danger.

      For now, though, I was going to do this the old-fashioned way. I was going to run experiments on the damned thing and figure out what the hell it was that made this weapon tick. If I figured out what made it work then maybe I could figure out exactly what it was Dr. Lana had done to Fialux, and if I figured out exactly what the hell it was she did to Fialux then maybe I could do something to reverse the process.

      Assuming the technology in this particular gun was even anywhere close to the technology on display in the weapon she’d used today. It had seemed a little more advanced than the toys her minions had been throwing around, after all.

      There was nothing for it but to get to work. Even if I was going to be partying like it was nineteen ninety-nine and using ancient technology I had to manipulate myself because all the automation I’d built into my lab over the years had been done away with the moment CORVAC betrayed me.

      I let out a few choice curse words. It’s not like there was anything to hear those curse words with no AI listening in.

      Fialux was counting on me, even if she was unconscious in a med bay and had no idea she was counting on me.

      Unfortunately I still hadn’t come up with any answers a couple of hours later when the computer finally dinged and let me know the med bay was finished. I didn’t even bother running through the halls. No, I was in a big enough hurry that I flew down the halls at top speed for all the world like I was about to fire some torpedoes down a small target a couple of meters wide.

      “How is she?” I asked when I zoomed into the medical room.

      “Unconscious, but she will recover. Recommend several days of rest and relaxation where she doesn’t get too active. It will take that long for some of the bones to finish setting and repairs to complete.”

      I grimaced. That was the thing about those medical bays. They could work wonders healing someone, but they weren’t miracle workers.

      They had the ability to manipulate tissue at the molecular level, but there was still a part of the body that needed to heal on its own. There was still a need for a little rest and relaxation, which was endlessly frustrating on those occasions when I really needed to get back out into the city immediately and fight whatever the hell it was that had put me in the med bay in the first place.

      I had a feeling Fialux was going to be no less frustrated when she realized the situation she was in, but there really was nothing for it. The last thing I needed was for her to go out and try to save the city.

      Especially when it looked like she didn’t have any of the powers she used to. None of the little tricks that would allow her to save the city. She wasn’t going to be happy about that, and I was going to have to try and shield her from that news for as long as possible.

      “And her anatomy?” I asked.

      “Still human,” the computer said, sensing the unspoken question. Hey, I guess even this dumb AI could be smart sometimes.

      “Damn,” I said. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
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      I felt ridiculous carrying a tray into the room, but there was nothing for it. If I was going to go to the trouble of making breakfast in bed then I was going to go to the trouble of doing this right.

      Even if the whole thing did make me feel like the help. Usually I had robots to do this sort of work for me, but chalk that up to yet another thing in the lab that wasn’t working at one hundred percent thanks to my hobbled AI situation.

      “Good morning!” I said, trying to sound more cheerful than I felt.

      I wasn’t sure how well it worked. Cheerful wasn’t exactly something I did well on a good day. On the day after I’d been sort-of defeated by a woman who was shaping up to be my new archnemesis and my girlfriend had lost her powers and was bound to be upset when she discovered that fact?

      Yeah, cheerful was so far from my wheelhouse right now it was a wonder I wasn’t downing enough booze to get a dinosaur drunk with one hand and running a blood purifier in the other hand to cleanse my BAC down a point or so every time it edged from “drunk off your ass” to “potentially deadly.”

      I knew Fialux was awake because all the sensors monitoring her for medical purposes showed she was awake. I hadn’t gone as far as having a camera in the room. That would’ve been downright villainous, and even I had standards and lines I wouldn’t cross.

      The room was designed to look like something out of an expensive English country manor. Even if it was buried well below Starlight City’s sprawling suburbia. The illusion was helped by a screen along one wall that looked exactly like a window with a view of a pastoral scene that was meant to be calming.

      Fialux stood in front of that window, and I wondered if she realized it was just a very high resolution screen. Higher resolution than anything you could get at a big box retailer, that was for damn sure.

      She whirled around to face me and there was pure fury in her eyes. I stood there dumbfounded with the tray in my hands and suddenly found myself wishing that I had more of my suit on.

      I only had the basics. A chest piece that went on under my shirt and that was about it. The rest of the suit could materialize around me in a moment from the pattern buffers in my belt which I always wore, but that moment might not be enough to stop Fialux from coming after me if she’d suddenly regained her powers.

      Not that I thought I’d be that lucky. Or unlucky. I was in a place right now where the line between the two was so blurred that I couldn’t even see it to know which side I was on. That’s how great the past twenty-four hours had been for the “world’s greatest villain.”

      “Night Terror,” she growled. “What are you doing here? Why have you taken me captive?”

      I sighed. I should have realized this might happen. One of the side effects of tossing someone into the med bay was temporary amnesia. There’d been at least one awkward time when I’d woken up convinced I was still a grad student working in the Applied Sciences Department where the possibility of a machine uprising was a very real possibility. They had training videos and everything about what to do in case you found yourself in a lab where you thought a computer was starting to gain sapience and a healthy hatred of humanity.

      CORVAC had to spend a few hours reassuring me that I hadn’t been taken captive by computers as part of the rise of the machines and he was actually my partner in crime and not a machine designed to tell me that so he could gain my cooperation and access to my toys.

      And now that unfortunate side effect meant there was a potentially superpowered individual, assuming her recovery had somehow fixed whatever Dr. Lana had done to her, staring at me with pure hatred in her eyes and a case of temporary amnesia that looked like it went back to at least the time when we’d been archenemies.

      Great. Just what I needed. One new archenemy was bad enough without bringing the old one back into the mix.

      Sure enough her first instinct was to fight. I have to admit it was a little comical, even if it was sad at the same time. She threw herself in the air, her fist punching out ahead of her.

      I had no doubt that fist was meant to run straight into either my jaw or my stomach or something that would have felt equally unpleasant getting hit at high speed by a being with super strength, but instead she hovered in the air for a moment, just enough time to give me a surprised wide-eyed look usually reserved for silent coyotes realizing their plans have gone terribly awry, and then gravity reasserted itself as her momentum dissipated and she fell flat on the ground doing one hell of a bellyflop.

      I winced. That didn’t look good. And from the way she moaned it obviously hadn’t felt very good either.

      “Did she hurt anything with that display?” I asked.

      There was a brief delay as the medical computer scanned her. “Negative.”

      I carefully placed the tray down on a table that slid out of the wall. At least some of the automated systems were working here.

      I walked over to Fialux. Knelt down until I was crouched beside her. I tried to put an arm around her.

      I immediately regretted the decision as she thrashed around trying to get away fro me. She flung a hand up and it caught me across the cheek, but it wasn’t nearly as strong as a hit from her should’ve been when she was operating at full power.

      Sure it felt about the same as all the times she’d hit me before, but those times I was wearing my suit which had the kind of reinforcement that prevented her superpowered hits from doing anything that could actually hurt me.

      At least that was the idea. Admittedly most of our fights had gone on long enough that she eventually hit me enough times to chisel away at my power reserves until things really started to hurt and I had to cry uncle if I didn’t want to be turned into paste on the pavement.

      The fact that her hit felt like a normal slap when I wasn’t wearing my suit was telling. Particularly it told me she hadn’t gotten her powers back when she was fixed up. Which wasn’t good, but at the same time I was a little thankful because damn that would’ve hurt if she’d managed to smack me across the head with me out of my suit and her powers intact.

      At full power she would’ve had a very real chance of dislocating my head from the rest of my body with a hit like that, and she probably wouldn’t have even realized what she was doing until it was too late.

      The old Fialux, the Fialux who was looking at me now because of the temporary amnesia, was also used to me relying on all of my tech wizardry to stay alive when she attacked me at full power. I imagine it would’ve been a surprise to her that I’d allow myself to be vulnerable in her presence, and it would’ve been an even more unpleasant surprise when the amnesia faded and she realized what she’d done.

      So yeah. Maybe there was a small silver lining in her powers being nonexistent. It was a very small lining around a very big nasty storm cloud, but it was something.

      I decided to take a couple of steps back. She might not have the kind of power she’d once had, but it still wasn’t fun to get slapped even if it was a more mortal person doing the slapping. I’d let her work out her issues at a safe distance where she couldn’t try to beat the crap out of me.

      She stood. Shook her head a couple of times as though she was trying to clear away some cobwebs. She looked down and took in her body.

      She wore a simple robe the medical computer had tossed her in after it finished rapidly repairing the parts of her that it could. I’d then carried her to this room where I figured she could be comfortable and get some of the rest and relaxation she so desperately needed.

      She’d already been out for the better part of a day, which I figured meant she’d had a hell of a lot taken out of her in that fight. A hell of a lot more than should’ve been taken out of her considering her usual superpowered status.

      Yeah, the more I thought about this the more I realized nothing good was going on here. No, this was going to be very bad when the dust settled. She might be powerless for the rest of her life, or it could just be a temporary thing.

      I didn’t know enough about what had been done to her to even make an educated guess.

      My fruitless attempts to figure out exactly what it was that made the weapons Dr. Lana had so generously provided me, or that I’d stolen depending on your point of view, were proof enough of that. I couldn’t tell what made them work, and I hated that I couldn’t tell what made them work.

      Technology was my thing. It felt like a personal failure that Dr. Lana was able to create something I couldn’t reverse engineer. Especially when she’d shown herself to be so adept at reverse engineering my stuff for her own lame purposes.

      “What have you done to me?” Fialux asked. “Did you do experiments on me? How did you take away my powers? How did you…”

      She seemed to waver. I was so surprised that it took me a moment to realize exactly what was going on here. To realize she was on the verge of swooning. That she might actually fall and run the risk of hurting herself in her new very vulnerable state.

      Her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she pitched forward like a ragdoll. I swore under my breath and dove to catch her.
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      Admittedly my reflexes weren’t all they could be. They weren’t nearly as good as they were when I was in my suit and I had hundreds of sensors and algorithms working to make me better, faster, stronger, but I was good enough to catch her before she hit the floor.

      Not that there was much to worry about even if she did hit the floor considering everything in this room was designed to retract and get out of the way. That was the point of having a recovery room like this, but I was so worried at seeing her swoon that I sort of forgot all the safeguards.

      Including a temporary antigravity field that sprang to life if it looked like anyone was about to hurt herself by, say, taking a nasty fall, but instinct had taken over and we landed on one of those cushions of antigravity as we both headed for the floor.

      Boy was I glad I’d overengineered just about every part of this lab with just about every sort of safety system I could invent.

      Safety systems that worked for me and my friends, that is. Anyone who was stupid enough to try and invade my sanctum sanctorum without the proper authorization would quickly find that I’d also loaded the place down with just about every neat way to kill a person I’d come up with, and believe you me my ability to invent neat new ways to kill people had definitely outstripped my ability to invent neat new safety systems to keep myself alive as I terrorized the city with all those neat new ways I’d come up with to kill people.

      Even if I did try to avoid collateral civilian damage whenever possible. Maybe Fialux was right. Maybe I was nothing but a big heroic softy.

      Yeah, right.

      Fialux stared at me, her eyes wide.

      “What happened to me?”

      “I’m going to tell you, but you need to promise me you’re going to calm the fuck down. All this excitement isn’t good for your recovery.”

      “Why should I calm the fuck down?” she asked, her voice turning into a screech. “I’m in the middle of your lair and it looks like you’re doing your best to keep me captive while I don’t have any of my powers! Is that the sort of situation that’s supposed to keep me calm?”

      I was starting to seriously regret not bringing my suit into this equation. I really could’ve used some of the hearing filters I’d installed in the suit right about now, because her voice was reaching decibel levels that were impressively painful by mortal standards even if they didn’t begin to come close to what she could achieve when she’d had all her neat abilities.

      I’d figured the suit wasn’t necessary because, after all, this was my girlfriend we were talking about. Only now it would appear that the med bay side effects had completely erased her recent memory in addition to fixing her up.

      Sure that memory loss was usually temporary, but talk about one hell of a temporary problem. A temporary problem I totally should’ve seen coming, I might add.

      Or maybe this was another devious part of Dr. Lana’s plan. Maybe she wanted to rob Fialux of her memories. Maybe this was just another “fuck you” she was sending my way.

      If that was the case then she was way more devious than I’d ever given her credit for. Then again, Dr. Lana being way more devious than I gave her credit for was sort of becoming a running thing in my life these days.

      Fialux did a weird thing. She sort of lifted herself up on her shoulder, then frowned. Her eyes narrowed. She looked down at the floor and then up to me. She did the shoulder thing again. Like she was trying to do some sort of bodyweight exercise or something.

      I should know, because I’d tried a couple of those exercises myself over the years. Though I’d quickly discovered that there was really nothing better for building up the old body than pumping some iron.

      I was a disciple of Arnold even if he probably wouldn’t approve of my politics which mostly involved saving the world by taking it over as its benevolent dictator.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Usually this launches me into the air,” she said. “What’s going on here? More of your tricks?”

      I took a deep breath. Sighed. It looked like she was trying to get away from me with her powers of flight, but it also looked like she wasn’t exactly trying to hurt me for the moment. I figured that was about as good as I could hope for.

      “You lost your powers,” I said. “Remember? We were just talking about that?”

      “I knew it! So you admit it!” she said, her eyes going wide. “What did you do to me? Why would you do this?”

      I took another deep breath. This wasn’t going to be pleasant. I wondered how long it would take for her memories to come back. I desperately needed her memories to come back so I didn’t have to deal with this bullshit any longer.

      It was giving me one hell of a headache.

      I’d gotten this whole thing down to a science for myself. CORVAC usually had a series of videos queued up and ready to show me exactly what had been going on in my life leading up to the memory loss. It was usually enough to jog my memory.

      I could only hope telling her everything that had led to this moment would be enough to jog those memories even without the multimedia accompaniment that CORVAC usually prepared for me. I was an idiot for not thinking about the whole amnesia thing when I loaded her into the medbay, but then again I had been a little busy when I was tossing her into the thing.

      And I was terrified that it wouldn’t be enough even if I had thought to queue up a quick and dirty version of “This Is Your Life” for her. Damn it. Why did that stupid Dr. Lana have to do this to us?

      “Okay, so you lost your powers, but I promise it wasn’t me,” I said.

      “Which is exactly what I’d expect from you, Night Terror!”

      Her voice rose at the end and I figured that meant she was gearing up for one hell of a haymaker. It was something I’d learned the hard way fighting her and trying to figure out exactly what it was that made her tick so I could figure out a way to stop her.

      Back when I was still concerned with taking over the world by getting rid of Fialux. I wouldn’t dream of doing something like that now, of course. Though she didn’t know that, and what she didn’t know could hurt me.

      Sure enough she brought her fist back and launched it towards me. And for a wonder I reached out and caught it before she could do too much damage.

      Instead of being knocked back into a building like I usually did, even with all of my technology designed to compensate for a super hit, her fist stayed in place.

      She looked at that fist in surprise. Then looked back to me. I smiled. She kept forgetting she was mortal now. Not that I could blame her. I imagined it was a hell of an adjustment for her.

      “Look. At some point you’re going to have to get used to the idea of not having your powers. I figure the sooner you get used to that idea the sooner I can tell you what the hell is going on here and the sooner we can get on with trying to get your powers back.”

      She looked genuinely surprised. Which made sense. After all, she was operating on the memories of Fialux from a couple of weeks back. For now.

      I suppose I should be worried that the damage was extensive enough that her memory loss went back that far. But then again I guess every time I’d hopped into a med bay I’d had the luxury of getting into a fight where I was cushioned by all the safety systems that I so loved baking into my technology.

      She’d been taking a beating and I hadn’t even realized it was happening. It was only natural that the confusion would be a little more pronounced.

      “But… Why would you try to help me get my powers back? If I don’t have my powers then you can take over the world!”

      I growled. I don’t know what possessed me to do it, but I needed to show her I was on her side. So far on her side that there was no going back. That I’d never do anything to hurt her.

      Plus I figured I needed to do a hell of a lot of jogging for her memory since the synapses in her brain seemed hellbent on staying inside and avoiding the jogging track for the time being.

      So I leaned forward. Pressed my lips against hers. And I had the pleasure of watching her eyes go wide in surprise.

      A good sort of surprise, I already knew how attracted she was to me this time around after all, but she was still surprised.

      When I pulled away she was breathing heavily. She looked like she’d enjoyed the hell out of that kiss, though.

      I couldn’t help but smile at that reaction. It was nice to know she was just as attracted to me when she was suffering from severe memory loss as she’d been when we were officially dating. I suppose it just went to show that love could be blind.

      Even when you were suffering from temporary amnesia brought on by a piece of wonky technology.

      “Did you like that kiss?” I asked.

      “Why would you… I don’t…”

      Right. So I’d short-circuited her mind. Again. Without the help of any med bay technology this time. Time to get her back on track though.

      “Cut the bullshit. Did you like it? Yes or no?”

      “Well… Yes?”

      I grinned. Leaned in and kissed her again. This time she was just as surprised, but she also looked a little disappointed when I pulled back without extending the kiss.

      “That’s exactly why I’m helping you,” I said. “Believe it or not, as crazy as it sounds you’re the most important thing in my life, and I want to see you well again. You’re also suffering from a bit of temporary amnesia, and I figure this is going to help. I hope.”

      So I kissed her again. What can I say? Even if it didn’t help with the amnesia it was a hell of a lot of fun.
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      Fialux touched a hand to her head. Squeezed her eyes shut.

      “Temporary amnesia? But…”

      I held a hand up, and for a wonder she actually shut up. That trick never worked when I tried it with her before she suffered from this temporary amnesia. It was almost enough to make me regret the fact that she was going to be getting her memories back at some point, but what could you do?

      “It would be very helpful if you would just be quiet while I explained the situation to you,” I said.

      She hit me with something that might’ve been a smile, or maybe I was annoying her. Or maybe she was still so damned confused about everything that she wasn’t sure what to do or say and decided to play it safe with the super villain who’d obviously gone a little crazy.

      At least I’m sure it looked like I’d gone a little crazy from her perspective. From her point of view it looked like we were archenemies and suddenly she found herself waking up in my lab and I was planting kisses on her. Kisses she really liked, but I’m sure it was still a lot to process.

      “Fine,” she said. “But if I decide I don’t like your explanation…”

      “Trust me. Everything’s going to make sense if you just let me explain myself,” I said. “And besides, without your powers you’re sort of at my mercy.”

      I could tell from the look she gave me that wasn’t the right thing to say. Oh well. It’s not like it would be the first time I’d put my foot thoroughly in my mouth. Oops.

      Either way it was time to talk this out. There were so many problems in this world that could be solved if people just sat down and had a conversation with each other. It was something that always drove me crazy in books, movies, and television. There were so many plot contrivances that could be solved if the two main characters just sat down and had a heart-to-heart.

      I had to trust that what I had with Fialux was strong enough that she’d be willing to listen and hear me out even if the temporary amnesia had temporarily wiped away all of her memories of us.

      At least I hoped it was only temporary. After all, I had no way of knowing how the med bay would work on a person with alien anatomy that had been scrambled to normal non-superpowered human anatomy.

      It could be that the amnesia was for good, or it could be that the amnesia was amplified by whatever Dr. Lana had done to her.

      Still, the way I saw it I really had no choice but to put all my cards on the table and hope she accepted my help. So I launched into an explanation of everything that had happened leading up to her memory loss.

      “Hold on a second,” Fialux said after I’d finished. “I don’t understand. Why would you be raiding the Applied Sciences Department at the University? And why would I come down to save you in the middle of fighting a couple of giant robots?”

      I stopped. Realized that perhaps I’d started the story at the wrong place considering she couldn’t remember everything that would explain why we were working together or why she was so concerned with saving me.

      So I backtracked a little bit and started the story with the class I’d taught in an attempt to lure her into a trap since that seemed to be adjacent the last things she actually remembered.

      She looked genuinely surprised when I admitted that Professor Terror was none other than the great Night Terror, and it was gratifying to know she really hadn’t known that was me standing at the front of the class all along.

      I continued with the explanation. I covered the fight with CORVAC. Discovering that Rex Roth had been manipulating her behind the scenes. I went into our tryst. How we flew into action together. How we’d been having the most wonderful time of our lives over the past couple of months getting to know one another.

      I finished and stared at her. My eyes darted between her own. She looked down and then back up. Bit her lip. And for a moment I wondered if the real Fialux was coming through.

      “I punched through a sphere,” she said, talking slowly.

      “Yeah,” I said, not daring to hope her memories might be coming back to her already.

      “And then you were there and you threw something and…”

      She shook her head. Finally she sighed. My heart sank at that sigh because I figured it meant nothing good for her memory suddenly reasserting itself like a bad soap opera where the writers had run out of ideas.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “But I just can’t…”

      I put a hand to her cheek. Stroked my thumb gently across her face. She closed her eyes and leaned into that stroke, and I figured that was a good sign. I figured that meant maybe there was some small part of her that remembered what we’d had even if the higher functioning parts of her brain weren’t picking up on those memories.

      She’d had that flash where she almost remembered, after all. That was something.

      “That’s okay,” I said. “Because I love you. And I’m going to do everything I can to help you. To save you and get you back to normal.”

      “And if I never do remember?” she asked.

      I sighed. I was reluctant to admit that was a possibility, but now that she was saying it I guess it was a reality I was going to have to face. There was a possibility that what Dr. Lana had done to her would be a permanent thing. That what I’d done to save her from Dr. Lana could be a permanent thing and I hadn’t even realized what I was doing. There was a non-remote chance that she really had lost her memories of the past couple of months for good.

      Which would explain why Dr. Lana looked so smug and satisfied with herself. Damn that woman.

      I was going to completely vaporize her the next time I ran into her. I was going to kill her in such a messy and nasty fashion that there was no way she’d be able to pull a creepy biological T-1000 and pull herself back together.

      But that was something to worry about it later. Right now I was more worried about Fialux. She was obviously scared and I needed to be there for her even if she couldn’t understand why I’d want to be there for her.

      “If you never remember then helping you will be its own reward,” I said. “I’m serious. I’d do anything for you, and that means…”

      I sighed again.

      What did you say in a moment like this? It’s not like there was a card for “I’m sorry your girlfriend lost her memory in a super powered battle with your new arch enemy and completely forgot about your entire relationship.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to help you, to save you, to make you better. Even if it means you completely forget everything we ever had.”

      There we were. It felt weird to speak a truth like that.

      This wasn’t me. I was a villain. I tried to take over the world. Sure I tried to avoid collateral damage, but I always told myself that was more because I didn’t want to destroy the world that I planned on taking over someday. Not out of any sort of misguided sense of compassion.

      But maybe there was a softy lurking deep inside me. And it took the world’s greatest hero relying on me to realize that. I loved her so much that I’d save her even if it meant losing that love that was pushing me to do this in the first place.

      She smiled. It was a hesitant smile. Almost as though she couldn’t quite bring herself to believe me. But the smile was there, and that was something.

      It wasn’t a smile that held anything close to the heat I’d grown accustomed to seeing from her. It was a flickering candle compared to the raging bonfire I’d gotten used to in the passionate whirlwind romance we’d had in the months since facing down CORVAC, but I’d take it.

      It was a start. It was a hell of a lot better than her trying to use superpowers she didn’t have any more to defeat me.

      “You’re completely serious, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “I am,” I said.

      I reached out a hand. I wondered if she’d take mine. She reached out. As though she was seriously considering it, but then she stopped at the last moment. Pulled her hand back. That look was enough to break my heart.

      To see the face of a woman who loved me, and to know she couldn’t remember any of the reasons why she’d been so head over heels for me…

      Well that was something that hit me harder than anything she’d ever been able to throw my way when she had her powers. It was something that was more destructive to me than anything Dr. Lana had thrown at me, for that matter.

      Though I suppose in some perverted way this was something that Dr. Lana had done to me. She’d done it to both of us. And I hated her for it. I was going to pay her back for this.

      Something weird was happening to Fialux, and it chased away the thoughts of vengeance dancing through my head. Her eyes watered. A single tear trickled down her cheek. And then the water works really started coming.

      I stared. To be honest I wasn’t exactly equipped to deal with this sort of thing. Interpersonal relations, at least the kind of interpersonal relations that didn’t involve intimidating people or trying to bend them to my will, or maybe even occasionally bribing them to my will, weren’t my strong suit.

      Inventing game changing technologies that I could then manufacture and use to take over the world? Yeah, that sort of thing was my bag.  Dealing with a beautiful woman I loved who couldn’t remember me and now she was sobbing as she realized her whole world as she knew it had come crashing down around her?

      Let’s just say I’d never bothered to invent something that would help me through something like this.

      But I’d been learning. That was something. I knew more about interacting with people, with Fialux in particular, today than I ever had before. So I scooted closer to her. Let her bury her head against my shoulder. Which felt good.

      I guess I hadn’t realized how much I needed to feel her against me. How much I wanted that touch. It was a small return to normalcy in a world that had gone crazy.

      And color me surprised, pleasantly so, when she wrapped her arms around me and buried her face against my shoulder. I hesitantly put an arm around her, wondering how she was going to take it, but when she seemed to welcome the contact I figured we were good to go.

      It was weird suddenly having to watch myself around a girl I’d been so close to. Having to be careful about anything I did, but the last thing I wanted to do was spook her and make the situation even worse than it already was.

      But it felt good to hold her against me. Even if she was crying. I’d take that, because I figured it was as good as things were going to get.

      For now.
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      She just kept crying. To the point that I couldn’t really think of anything to say. How did you console someone in a moment like this?

      So I ran a hand through her hair. It was always so nice stroking her hair. It always felt so silky smooth. And it seemed like it was calming her down feeling that touch.

      I’d never been sure if that perfect hair of hers was a result of how she shampooed and conditioned it, or if it was simply that one of her many superpowers was perfect hair.

      And I guess I had my answer about her silky smooth hair now. After all, if she’d had all of her powers revoked then her hair must feel this good naturally. If perfect hair was one of her superpowers then it’d be all streaky and frazzled now, but she was as perfectly coiffed as ever.

      Damn. Some girls had all the luck. I mean obviously she didn’t have all the luck right now considering everything that’d happened to her, she’d probably try to punch me if I tried to insinuate anything she was going through right now was lucky, but you get my meaning.

      “There, there,” I said. “It’s all going to be okay. Natalie’s going to take care of everything.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes red. My heart broke seeing her like that. My heart wanted to reach out and break someone’s face seeing Selena like that.

      “Natalie?”

      I blushed. I needed to remember this was all new information for her now even though it had been old information for her this morning.

      “That’s my real name,” I said.

      “Huh,” she said. “Well in that case it’s only fair I tell you my name is…”

      “Selena Solare,” I finished before she had a chance to.

      She jumped, but I wasn’t sure why. As far as I could tell her memories went back to when I’d been teaching her class, but maybe there were holes in there I didn’t know about. Either way she should’ve been able to figure out I knew her name since I was teaching that class.

      Obviously I was going to have to sit down with her and go over everything. Try to figure out exactly what she did and didn’t remember.

      Just thinking about it made me want to hurt Dr. Lana. I mean I always wanted to hurt Dr. Lana, but the more I discovered, to my displeasure, that there was a hell of a lot about what Dr. Lana was doing that I didn’t understand the more I wanted to punch her face in over and over again.

      The fact that she could heal herself was only a plus as far as I was concerned. That meant I could punch her to my heart’s content, wait for her to heal, and then punch her some more for good measure!

      Thinking about hitting that oh-so-punchable face made my fist clench, and Fialux yelped.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      “Sorry,” I said with a blush. “I was thinking about the bitch who did this to you and I got a little upset and…”

      “Not that,” Fialux said. “I meant what was that feeling?”

      I stared at her long and hard. What could she possibly be…

      And then it hit me. Or rather it hit me what had just hit her.

      It suddenly occurred to me that it was quite possible she’d gone her entire life being invulnerable. Which meant me yanking on her hair just now because I was thinking of all the nasty things I wanted to do to Dr. Lana might very well be the first time she’d felt pain.

      It boggled my mind to think of someone whose experience was so different from the rest of the world that she didn’t even know what it was like to feel pain, but here we were. I had to remind myself that she was a stranger from…

      Well, to be perfectly honest I didn’t know where she was from, how she got here, or how she got her powers in the first place. All I knew was I loved her, and I figured that was enough. She would tell me her secrets in time.

      Though that time might never come now what with this new stumbling block. Damn Dr. Lana and her stupid plots to screw with my life. All because she was jealous and knew, deep down, that I was going to take over the world before she did.

      “That was pain,” I said.

      “So that’s what that feels like?” she asked.

      Her face screwed up in a frown. As though she’d just smelled something unpleasant and not as though she’d just experienced one of the prime motivating factors for all living things in the history of life.

      “I don’t know that I like it. How do you deal with it?”

      “By cocooning myself in as much advanced technology as possible to try and avoid it,” I said. “I suppose everyone else just deals with it. Life is pain, as a wise man once said.”

      “A wise man?” she asked.

      “Bill Goldman,” I said. “But that’s not important. What is important is I’m here for you. And you might not have your powers, but we can fix that.”

      “Do you really think so?” she asked.

      I hated that look on her face. So trusting. As though she thought I really could pull it off. That I really could find a way to defeat Dr. Lana and figure out how the hell she’d stolen Fialux’s powers.

      I wasn’t anywhere close to sure that I could pull it off, I’d been bowling a big fat zero lately when it came to fighting Dr. Lana’s schemes, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell Fialux that.

      So instead I lied. Hey, it’s not like lying was something that was difficult for me. It’d been one of the main tools in my arsenal once upon a time.

      Although this would mark the first time I’d ever lied to someone because I was trying to make them feel better about their situation in life rather than trying to dupe them into doing whatever it was I wanted them to do in the moment.

      It was a change, but for some reason it felt like a good change. I know there are some people who think lying is bad no matter what, but they’re full of shit.

      She wasn’t crying now. At least not forceful sobs like a moment ago, but there were still some tears trickling down her face. So I decided to be a little forward. I reached out and pulled her against me again.

      For a surprise she let me. Which I figured was a good sign.

      “You don’t have to worry about anything,” I said. “Night Terror is going to take care of everything. Were going to track down the woman responsible for doing this to you and I’m going to vaporize her…”

      “What was that?” she asked, looking up sharply.

      Oh. Right. That whole memory loss thing.

      Sure my Fialux, the one I’d been dating this morning, still wasn’t exactly a fan of me killing other people. She still considered it to be one of the pillars of her heroic holier-than-thou attitude that she tried not to kill anyone directly, although I had pointed out that she was so reckless with the way she “fought evil” that sometimes people got killed without her even realizing what she was doing.

      Somehow pointing out that little bit of hypocrisy on her part still hadn’t exactly made her happy about the idea that I was okay with killing people if they needed killing, but at the same time she’d come to accept it.

      Sort of.

      I think vaporizing Rex Roth when he’d been doing his very best to try and mind control her into doing his bidding had gone a long way towards convincing her there were people out there who only improved the world by being removed from it.

      I had to keep reminding myself that this wasn’t my Fialux though. No, this was the Fialux who’d confronted me. The one who hadn’t been happy about all of my lessons blaming heroes for all of Starlight City’s woes. Even if she may or may not remember that class.

      No, this wasn’t the Fialux who’d watched with satisfaction as I vaporized Rex Roth after he’d made one desperate last-ditch attempt to control her mind.

      This was the Fialux who’s repeatedly handed me my ass in a gift-wrapped package that she then dropped off at the local constabulary which ended up costing me a small fortune in legal bills. Seriously, my shark of a lawyer had been able to buy a new boat with what I paid him while I was trying to defeat Fialux, and he was a man with expensive taste in boats.

      “It was nothing,” I said.

      “Because it sounded like…”

      I cut her off by pulling her head against my shoulder again. Started running my hand through her hair. I’d never get tired of doing that.

      And if it distracted her from the more murderous side of my megalomania, the more murderous side of my desire to help those closest to me, then all the better.

      But we were going to have to get around that at some point, because Dr. Lana really wasn’t long for this world, and something told me Fialux wasn’t going to be happy about it if she hadn’t regained her memory by the time we got to that point.

      Not a comforting thought. My future filling up with bridges I was going to cross when I came to them, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that any one of them could collapse out from under me the moment I was right in the middle.
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      I gave Fialux a wide berth for the rest of that day into the next. Things got a little awkward after she realized she’d basically been crying on me for the better part of an hour.

      I was pretty sure from the medical readouts I was looking at, from the way her heart rate fluctuated wildly and all her other stats were going a little wonky, that she was still having one hell of a cry in her room. I’d moved her back to the rustic cabin buried deep under Starlight City suburbia.

      I figured the room had all the same safety features as the recovery room, so why not let her enjoy something that might calm her down?

      It tore at my heart that I couldn’t go in there and do anything to help her, but I was going to give her the distance she needed. Even if I wasn’t sure whether or not distance was something she really needed, but she’d been pretty insistent about pushing me away.

      But giving her that distance really sucked. I was supposed to be her girlfriend. I still felt like her girlfriend. I’d been her girlfriend that morning and nothing about my feelings had changed even if she couldn’t remember a damn thing.

      I could still remember every amazing moment we’d had together, and it tore at my heart knowing she couldn’t remember any of it.

      I sighed. Looked down at the cup of tea I’d brewed for myself in the lab breakfast nook. I was going to have to talk to her again, eventually, but it broke my heart every time I looked at her and I saw attraction there, but not the half cocked grin she gave me that said I was hers.

      I took in a deep breath. Let out another sigh. I’d been able to stave off some of the loneliness of working in the lab all by my lonesome when I had Fialux around. I could always look forward to seeing her again and somehow knowing she’d always be there waiting for me made any project I was working on go by faster.

      Maybe it was a little unhealthy that I was getting all of my social interaction from her, but it worked so why worry?

      I was even more unhealthy about socializing before Fialux came along. Back when I’d been getting all of my social interaction from a megalomaniacal psychotic supercomputer who’d done his very best to kill me and take over the world.

      Lucky for me that his very best turned out to not be all that good at all.

      “Is something wrong?” a voice said from the entrance to the breakfast nook.

      I looked up in surprise. Nobody was supposed to be able to make it this deep into my lab. If I heard someone then…

      This time the sigh I let out was one of relief. It was none other than Selena standing there looking absolutely beautiful. She wore some pajama shorts and a tank top she’d brought over to the lab when it became apparent it would be easier for us to spend time here than at her apartment off campus.

      To say I had a hell of a lot more space than your average off campus housing would be one hell of an understatement.

      I hadn’t recognized her because that voice was quiet. Reserved. Unsure.

      Not at all the proud confident voice I was used to hearing from her. This whole loss of her powers thing must’ve really taken it out of her if she was talking like a shrinking violet rather than putting herself out there in the world.

      I looked her up and down again. That outfit was not the kind of distraction I needed right now when I didn’t have her crying to distract me from the sexy, but she hadn’t asked me my opinion.

      “Where did you find those?” I asked.

      She hit me with a funny look. “You know I almost didn’t believe you? Like, I thought that whole thing yesterday could’ve been part of some scheme you were running to try and deceive me for some reason. I mean I guess the reason isn’t all that difficult to figure out. There are a lot of reasons why you’d want to deceive me.”

      I didn’t say anything. That did sound like the kind of thing I was liable to do. Except I would never deliberately delete someone’s memories as part of a scheme. Take over a college class? Sure. Delete memories? No way.

      No, I only did that accidentally when I was trying to save their life. Great fucking job I did on that.

      “But then I asked your computer for something to wear and it told me it had all of the laundry you’d done for me last week,” she said. “You do laundry?”

      “Well it’s not exactly fair to say that I do laundry,” I said. “Mostly I put it into the automated laundry machine and the computer takes care of everything for me.”

      Her eyes went wide. It was a look I well recognized, because she’d looked just as impressed the first time I explained the laundry regimen around here to her.

      I held up a hand. “I know. You’re going to ask me if I really programmed a computer to do all that and then you’ll ask me to take you on a tour of the laundry facility. Once I show you you’re going to say it seems like a bit much for one person to avoid laundry duty when I could just throw stuff into the washer myself.”

      Her mouth closed. She cocked an eyebrow at me. Clearly I’d just said what she was going to say word for word, because I’d already lived it.

      It would be nice if she didn’t question every little thing I told her, but I could understand her being a little reluctant to believe everything I said considering the last she knew we were sort of flirtatious mortal enemies.

      “I guess that’s a conversation you’ve had before?” she asked.

      “You guess correct,” I said.

      “Okay. So if I’m over here often enough that you’re doing my laundry, prove it.”

      Now it was my turn to arch an eyebrow. “Prove it?”

      “Yeah. You’ve got this big lab and I see a bunch of cameras everywhere. Prove that I hang out here.”

      I sighed. “Those cameras only cycle on a twenty-four hour thing. The only thing you’re going to see is the past day. And there are a lot of places that don’t have surveillance cameras. A lot of places where they don’t run all the time.”

      “So let me get this straight. You allowed me into your lab with my powers and everything and you weren’t monitoring me constantly?”

      “Nope. I firmly believe in your right to privacy. Like I’m more of a stickler about that shit than the US government. I didn’t track you unless you happened to show up on one of the security cameras in one of the main areas I track.”

      “Damn,” she said. “I was hoping for something concrete…”

      I groaned. On the one hand I suppose it was expecting too much to think that she’d suddenly decide she was head over heels in love with me. That it didn’t matter that she’d lost her memory.

      After all, there was a lot that had happened between me being the professor at the front of the class talking her into revealing herself and deciding we were going to try and make the whole villain and superhero relationship thing work.

      There’d been a couple of betrayals. A couple of big fights with enemies old and new. A couple of twists and turns that weren’t going to happen all over again because CORVAC’s circuits were all fried and Rex Roth was dust in the wind.

      Literally.

      Plus I totally thought I’d been doing a good thing by not recording her constantly, even if the temptation had been there. I’d been holding to personal morals by not recording her in my lab. But now it looked like that decision was going to come back and bite me in the ass.

      It seemed like so many of my decisions had been coming back and biting me in the ass lately. I didn’t particularly care for that.

      My face lit up. Recordings. All that stuff that happened between me being the naughty professor and us falling for each other. I might not have recordings of us in the lab, some of those would be pretty blush inducing thank you very much, but…

      “That’s it! Recordings of us!”

      I walked over to grab a remote. I hated that I had to turn the television on the old-fashioned way with a remote as though this was the twentieth century, but again, I was sort of running at a reduced capacity right now while I tried to decide whether or not I wanted to give my new computer assistant more autonomy.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      I grabbed the remote and walked over to her. Leaned in and gave her a big smack on the lips.

      Her eyes went wide in a bit of surprise, but at the same time she didn’t exactly seem to hate kissing me.

      Not that she’d exactly hated kissing me before. Actually I saw a blush come to her cheeks, and that always looked so cute. That was something she’d done even when we were together.

      “Um…”

      I turned on the TV. Went to my recordings. It annoyed me that I had to press like five different button combinations to get to my recordings, stupid Bell themed cable company and their stupid entertainment package that never gave me what I was asking for, but eventually I pulled up the recording I was looking for.

      I might not have CORVAC constantly recording everything I ever did in the city like in the old days, but I had been able to set up a recording of the twenty-four hour news coverage after CORVAC’s giant robot attack on the city.

      That was the glorious thing about cable news even as it was the most infuriating thing about cable news. They got a story in their teeth and they ran with it. There was no way they weren’t going to get into the juicy story of a giant robot attacking the city and the world’s greatest hero teaming up with the world’s greatest villain to stop that giant robot from destroying the city.

      Which meant there’d been plenty of footage being shown on repeat of us working together to save said city. Footage I could show Fialux here in the comfort of my breakfast nook. Footage that didn’t violate my personal morals about creating a mini surveillance state in my lab.

      It couldn’t have been more perfect.
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      This was perfect. Maybe I couldn’t show her footage of what our life had been like staying over at each other’s places, her coming over to the lab once in a while and me staying at her apartment close to campus, but I could show her what happened on the day we finally and definitively fell for each other.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “Order some breakfast, because boy do I have a show for you!” I said.

      I pulled up the news recording of our exploits when we’d last saved the city. The only time we’d saved the city that everyone knew about, come to think of it.

      There’d been a couple of times when we’d gone out and busted some heads without the news cameras recording everything we did. I liked to say if you were doing your job right then it was splashed all over cable news and the Internet for the whole world to see, but that wasn’t always necessarily the case if you were doing hero stuff instead of villain stuff.

      And of course there were the constant alien invasions to think of. It seemed like I was beating back one of those at the edge of the solar system every other month and the less the people of earth knew about that the better.

      It would only throw them into a panic, and panicked people were difficult to rule. Anyone who tried to rule via the crisis model, keeping people constantly on edge with an external threat, was asking to have their back against the wall when that constant tension eventually reached a breaking point.

      “Wow,” Fialux said. “We’re really fighting a giant robot together?”

      “You bet your cute ass we are!” I said.

      I blushed when she gave me an odd look. Yeah, she’d been my girlfriend a day ago and flirtatious stuff like that had been the norm. It was difficult adjusting to a world where that was no longer the case.

      I shut up and let the recording play while we enjoyed breakfast. Fialux ordered up some sort of sugar loaded cereal that I totally wouldn’t be able to eat myself. Not without spending at least a half hour in the gym to make up for it at the end of the day. I looked down at my own oatmeal and frowned.

      The sacrifices we had to make in order to look good in a profession where you had to regularly squeeze into the kind of skintight cat suits that would make Hollywood movie stars blushed.

      Though as I looked at Fialux wolfing down her own food I wondered if she’d be able to continue packing away the calories like she used to. After all, if she’d been relying on some sort of strange accelerated alien metabolism to be able to eat whatever the hell she pleased and still look as great as she did then there was going to be a rude awakening at some point.

      I figured it would be better not to bring that up just yet though. After all, the poor girl had just been through a hell of an ordeal. She’d had her powers completely stripped from her. She’d had the crap beaten out of her by a robot without seeming to realize she was having the crap kicked out of her. She’d been tossed into a med bay that had removed some of her memories for the time being.

      I figured telling her she was going to have to start count calories when previously she’d been able to pack away the junk food like it was going out of style would be too much on top of everything else that had already happened to her.

      Fialux stared at the newsfeed with rapt concentration. She gasped at all the appropriate moments, and by the time she was done looking through a complete summary of our fight from multiple angles she looked at me and seemed very impressed.

      Heck, I was impressed for that matter. Sure I liked to watch myself in action so I could pick up pointers for what to do in the next fight, but there was something about watching me and Fialux save the city together that was always impressive.

      “You helped me do all that?” she asked.

      “Well, you were the one who did all the work of taking out the giant robot.”

      “But you were the one who tossed in the bomb thing that killed him and…”

      She put a hand to her head. I leaned forward, on the verge of whisking her off to the med bay if it turned out something bad was going down, but she held up a hand and shook her head.

      “Sorry. I had a flash of something. Of you being chased by a bunch of missiles and then… But it’s gone.”

      I sighed. Those flashes of memory were a good sign, but it was going to be endlessly frustrating dealing with her almost remembering us. I wanted my Fialux, my Selena, back damn it.

      “Trust me. You were the one who did the real work breaking through his armor. The bastard changed his specs without telling me and made it a hell of a lot more difficult for me to break through with my toys. You brushed through that armor like it was tissue paper.”

      “If you say so,” she said, sounding unsure of herself. Though I couldn’t tell if that was because she was really unsure of herself or if it was that she was still suffering from that memory.

      “I do say so,” I said. “I was just there to soften him up and triangulate the position of the real bad guy.”

      Her face scrunched up in confusion. “The real bad guy? What are you…”

      I waved a hand and stopped her. “There’s always a real bad guy behind the bad guy you think is the real bad guy, if that makes sense.”

      That look of confusion never left her face. “I’m afraid it doesn’t.”

      I sighed. “Look. It’s Villainy 101. CORVAC revealed he wasn’t in the location I thought he was hiding in because none of the stuff I’d put in place to kill him when he went rogue actually killed him. Security through obfuscation. Really an amateur move. From there it wasn’t that difficult to figure out he had to be hiding his traitorous circuits somewhere else. I also figured he wasn’t hiding all of his eggs in that giant robot chassis since that would mean killing the giant robot would kill him. From there it was easy enough to figure out he was controlling it from a remote location and and track him back to the lair he was sharing with that Roth asshole down by the docks. They were using an old abandoned warehouse they’d dug up. Probably some other better villain’s lair they moved into after it was abandoned.”

      “I see,” Fialux said, in a tone that said she didn’t really see at all. “I can’t believe Rex Roth was manipulating me that whole time.”

      “Yeah, it was a real son-of-a-bitch. Mind control stuff. He almost got me with it too.”

      “How did you stop him?” she asked.

      “Simple. I’ve prepared for just about every eventuality I thought someone might throw at me. Including all of the eventualities I’d invented to throw at other people.”

      She frowned. “So you’ve used mind control on people before?”

      An uncomfortable silence settled between us. I wasn’t sure that I liked this line of questioning. It was a line of questioning that was going to force me to admit something I’d rather not, and I never liked those all that much.

      I decided I was going to choose my words carefully. After all, even my Fialux hadn’t quite known about that tech I’d developed. Something told me this was the sort of thing she’d continue to be perturbed by even after she got her memory back if I didn’t handle this delicately.

      “I developed mind control technology, yes. Sort of a proof of concept. But I never actually used it in the field.”

      I stopped. Thought about that. Realized it would be a good idea to be as completely and totally open and honest about this as possible.

      “Scratch that. That’s not quite true,” I said. “I did use it one other time. To get the job in the journalism department that let me teach your class.”

      “I wondered how you got that job,” she said. “You didn’t seem like any other adjunct professor I’d ever had. They’re always so terrified of losing their jobs that they don’t act nearly as brazen as you did.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I needed to track you down, and it ended up working out. Until it didn’t.”

      I frowned and looked down at my empty bowl of boring sugar-free oatmeal. Oh to have a fabulous alien metabolism that allowed me to eat whatever the hell I wanted without consequences in the calorie department.

      Seriously. I’m talking when we went to the food court down on campus she ate like she was an Olympic athlete or something. Though considering the way she expended energy when she was flying around saving the world it was hardly a surprise that she’d have one hell of a daily caloric deficit, even if I was pretty sure she was drawing some power from somewhere else as well.

      At least she had back when she had powers to draw on. That was getting uncomfortably close to territory I didn’t want to cover with her, though. Not right now. Not unless she tried to do something stupid that relied on those powers again.

      “So it’s not something you’ve ever used any other time?” she asked.

      “Yup,” I said.

      “And you’re never going to use that again?” she continued.

      “Villain’s honor,” I replied. Then, when she gave me a look that said that wasn’t a very trustworthy thing to swear by: “Trust me. I take that very seriously.”

      “Right,” she said. “I suppose it’s a good thing you had that ready to go then if it saved our butts.”

      “That’s what I was thinking,” I said, relieved that this wasn’t going to get more awkward.

      I figured this conversation might go on a little longer, but Fialux turned her attention to the TV.

      “That’s weird,” Fialux said.

      I followed her gaze. “What’s weird?”

      “That robot attacking the city,” she said. “I thought it was a giant sphere with that creepy eyestalk sticking out of the top. So what are those? Did we fight off another set of robots?”

      I looked up at the monitor. Realized the thing must’ve finished the recording I’d started. It had switched back to live TV, which was always on the Starlight City News Network. I had to constantly monitor the network by myself since I found myself down a supercomputer who used to be able to monitor all of that stuff and tell me when there was something worth watching.

      I’d completely lost track of what was going on in Days of Our Lives and it was endlessly frustrating thinking about everything I was going to have to catch up on when I figured out a way to monitor the news networks passively without giving my new system a cogito ergo sum moment.

      Supposedly this new computer should’ve had the ability to do that out of the box, but I’d missed at least one blob of toxic sludge that had gained some measure of intelligence and decided to destroy the civilization that gave birth to its pained existence, and after that I decided it would be a better idea to watch the news myself to be sure.

      And I had to admit that right about now that news was confusing the hell out of me. Because there were a couple of good old-fashioned anthropomorphic robots that looked very similar to the ones I’d fought on the university campus, but they were bigger.

      They were also painted in a different color scheme and some of the design details were different, but the basic design was the same.

      Basically it was the type of cosmetic job on the outside that would make somebody without much experience in the design and construction of giant robots look at it and think it was a completely different giant robot from the bots that had attacked the university, but if you really knew what to look for then you could see the similarities.

      Unfortunately when it came to building giant robots at that scale with that level of sophistication there were very few people in this world who had the experience to be able to glance at it and see that what was plastered all over SCNN was obviously a riff on a theme.

      I wouldn’t be caught dead using one of those things to attack the city, but that wasn’t stopping the idiots at the Starlight City News Network from speculating that it was another attack from yours truly.

      My eyes narrowed. “That’s not from the day we saved the city from my supercomputer. That’s live TV.”
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      “…And I’m telling you this is a terrible idea,” I said as the world flashed white around me and Fialux and I materialized on top of a building near the edge of downtown.

      The sounds were the first thing I noticed. They were always the first thing I noticed when I was moving into downtown to take on one of the many things that seemed to threaten Starlight City on an almost regular basis.

      Usually in the past I fought those things off because I was defending my villainous territory, though now my reasons were a little more complicated. Either way I always made sure to materialize far from where the action was actually happening.

      That meant I wouldn’t have to worry about somebody getting in a lucky shot while I was materializing and disoriented. That moment right after teleportation when I was trying to get my bearings and figure out exactly what the hell was going on was the most dangerous moment of any job.

      Teleporting in far from the action meant I didn’t have to worry about something flying through me as I was rematerializing and scrambling my molecules as my teleporter was trying to put them back together.

      The sounds were always the same. The crunch of metal as cars were crushed by whatever happened to be attacking. It was funny how that sound was always so similar whether you were talking about a giant irradiated lizard, a giant death robot, or just a good old-fashioned person who had super abilities and for whatever reason they were using those abilities to really fuck shit up.

      There were also the other sounds. Death and destruction echoing through the concrete canyons. It was one of those weird effects that you only got in a major metropolitan area like Starlight City.

      There were also sounds that were unique to the particular kind of attack currently hitting the city. The muted thump and occasional metallic screech of giant robots doing their best to destroy the city off in the distance. That sounded different from the muted thump of one of those giant irradiated lizards, which sounded different from the muted thump of stuff getting tossed around by say, someone using latent telekinetic powers or super strength that had manifested for whatever reason.

      “And I’m telling you I don’t care if it’s a bad idea,” Fialux said. “We need to get in there and save the city!”

      I turned to her and cocked an eyebrow. “And what exactly do you think you’re going to do to save the city in your current condition?”

      I looked her over nervously. She wore one of my flight suits. The only problem was she had no idea what the hell she was doing in one of the things. I couldn’t believe I’d even let her convince me to put her in one of the things.

      What can I say? When she gave me the eyes and started running her hand up and down my arm I was willing to do just about anything she asked. When she started running her hand up and down more than my arm I was willing to do stupid things like toss her into one of my suits so she could “help” me take out the giant robots attacking the city.

      Never mind that she had no experience using one of those suits. I told myself it didn’t matter all that much. That she was used to the whole hero routine so was it really all that different for her to use one of my suits rather than her innate powers?

      Yeah, I told myself it was no different, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was all going to end in disaster. A disaster I was gleefully skipping towards because of how good she looked in that skintight suit.

      Damn it.

      She looked at me and she was every inch the imperious and confident Fialux who’d flown into the city a few months ago, coming seemingly out of nowhere to save the day and give me a serious run for my money in my villainous career.

      Hell, from a certain point of view she’d ended my villainous career. Though I tried not to think about that too much. And besides, the method she’d used to end my villainous career, technically speaking, was pretty damn fun. It was a lot more fun than the beatdowns she’d been giving me at the beginning of our flirtation, that was for damn sure.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said. “But I know I can do something, and standing on top of this skyscraper isn’t going to…”

      Screaming in the distance and a loud explosion was my first hint that we were getting closer to the action. Or, rather, the action was coming closer to us.

      I turned towards that sound of destruction and my jaw fell open.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      “Holy shit is right,” Fialux said.

      One of the weird quirks about this job was it was very easy to get jaded about seeing things that really were incredible. Like seeing a giant robot coming around the corner and looking at you.

      For one terrified moment I thought the thing might be looking directly at me, but its glance moved right over us.

      Of course. The thing wasn’t looking for us in particular, and I’d made no move to attack it. So why would it be looking for Night Terror?

      Because that thing was likely put out there by Dr. Lana, and she’d be on the lookout for me and Fialux. That’s why.

      “This is seriously dangerous,” I said, not liking that I sounded this way but hey, what can you do? “You don’t know anything about using that suit and…”

      “Really? I never thought you’d be the cowardly type,” she said.

      I looked her up and down. And it wasn’t the kind of appreciative up and down look I usually gave her. No, I was looking her up and down and thinking about how fragile she was these days.

      “And what do you think is going to happen to you if you go up against one of those things in your current state?”

      She opened her mouth. Looked like she was about to hit me with some sort of witty retort. Then she closed her mouth. I’d gotten her pretty good, after all.

      “Fine,” she said. “You said you were going to support me and help me get back to my full power no matter what. Well it’s time for you to start supporting me.”

      And with that she threw herself off the building. The only problem was I hadn’t even bothered to explain how the controls worked on the damned suit before she threw herself off the building.

      Maybe she expected it to just work like her previous powers of flight worked or something. I wasn’t sure what she was thinking, not really, but it was clear from the look of surprise that crossed her face as she floated in the air for a brief moment that things weren’t going how she’d expected.

      I want to say I was worried that Fialux had suddenly become crazy or suicidal or something, but I knew that probably wasn’t the case. No, she’d gotten so frustrated at watching what was happening that she’d reacted out of instinct more than anything.

      Unfortunately for her that instinct involved throwing herself off one of the taller buildings on the edge of downtown which afforded us a nice view of the destruction without putting us in too much direct danger.

      Where “not too much direct danger” was narrowly defined as danger from the things attacking the city and not the potential danger that comes from, say, a hero throwing herself off of said building before learning how to use the flight suit she wore because her desire to fight villains was stronger than her desire for self-preservation.

      And in her current state that wasn’t going to end well.

      Again it would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so damn serious. She seemed to float in the air for a breath with her arms outstretched. I’m sure that was exactly what she looked like right before she went rocketing off to fight off whatever bad guy was threatening the city.

      I knew that pose from hard-won experience because I’d been the one threatening the city on more than a few occasions, and I’d seen that fist coming right for my face.

      That was never fun. No, not fun at all, even with all the safeguards I had in place to keep from being seriously injured when I was hit by a petite sexy girl in a skirt and crop top who could hit harder than a freight train barreling along the tracks at full speed.

      Then, unfortunately for her, gravity reasserted itself like it so often does when you aren’t a being with superpowers or you don’t know how to fake superpowers with the kind of technology that was so far advanced from what humanity was putting out right now that even Clarke himself would find it indistinguishable from magic.

      Fialux fell. One moment she was hovering in the air, and the next she was tumbling ass over teakettle towards the ground.

      It wasn’t going to be pleasant for her when she hit the ground. For one I figured she certainly wasn’t going to suddenly regain her invulnerability before she hit the ground. Not that I was too worried. That suit had shields that would kick in automatically when they realized she was in trouble, but it was still going to hurt if she didn’t do any of the usual things I did to mitigate a fall from that height.

      Basically those safety systems would kick in if the person operating the suit had obviously been knocked unconscious, but even with the inertial dampeners and shields kicking in I knew it was going to hurt when she hit from that height.

      So I dove after her. After all, I knew how to use my suit. I should’ve never sent her out in one of my suits without insisting on training her first.

      The antigravity units kicked in and I was falling faster than the speed of gravity.

      That was the nice thing about those systems. They could be used to push you away from the force of gravity or pull you towards it.

      It’s all very technical. I’m not going to go into an explanation now because it’s not important to this story other than to say I was suddenly looking pretty fucking awesome screaming at her faster than the usual 9.8 m/s everyone else pulls when they fall.

      A damn good thing too, because if I was unable to break Galileo’s most famous thought experiment then we would’ve had some big trouble in the form of a very sore and potentially broken former hero.

      I really didn’t want to put her into the med bay again considering the memory loss disaster that hit the last time I tried that out.

      And yes, I know there are going to be some physics major pedants out there who talk about wind resistance and all of that stuff. Just let me have my smartass moment, please.

      I did the same old song and dance I’d done the last time I had to grab her just a few days ago when she took that fall. I matched speed. I wrapped my arms around her, and then gently pulled back.

      Gentle was the thing. I knew she was fragile now. I knew I could accidentally hurt her. And I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I accidentally hurt her while trying to save her.

      Of course it didn’t help that she was fighting me every step of the way. It was like trying to save a cat up a tree, minus the claws. So I added to the strength in my suit and held her close, glad that she didn’t know how to dial up the strength setting on her end because if she did we might be in trouble.

      I pulled into a gentle loop and pulled her back up. Deposited her exactly where she’d taken her ill-advised leap seconds ago.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” I asked, trying and failing to sound reasonable, because there was nothing reasonable about the death-inviting leap she’d just taken.
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      “Aren’t you going to do something?” she asked.

      I stared. I couldn’t think of anything else to do.

      “Are you really accusing me of not doing something when I just saved your ass?”

      “You know what I mean,” she said. “You’re not out there fighting those robots! We need to do something!”

      “We aren’t doing anything,” I said. “You just showed you have no idea how to use this thing and you’re going to be more dangerous to yourself than you are to any of those robots out there.”

      “Then you go out there and fix this!” she said. “You can do something! You can fight them off! Go out there and be the hero I know you are!”

      I sighed. “I’m no hero, and I don’t know if I should do anything.”

      “What are you talking about? Those robots are destroying the city!”

      “Exactly. And they look suspiciously similar to the robots we were fighting in front of the Applied Sciences Department. The ones that gave you a beating. The ones that ended up nearly defeating both of us when it turned out they were totally part of a trap? The kind of trap that could be waiting for us out there right now?”

      “So what if it is a trap?” she asked. “You’re powerful. You can just fly in there, take care of business, and call it a day! Isn’t that what you always do?”

      Off in the distance one of those robots raked a hand across the front of the Thomas building. The thing was a shining example of Art Deco architecture in the city, and that robot destroying the front was like somebody defacing the Mona Lisa as far as I was concerned.

      “Bastards,” I hissed.

      “If they’re bastards then do something about it!”

      “I can’t. Because that’s not what I do. I don’t just fly into the middle of a fight and start firing weapons at things.”

      “That’s what you did every time you picked a fight with me,” she said. “Come on. Where’s the Night Terror who was willing to wade into a fight with the most powerful hero this world has ever seen? You can do something. You can make a difference!”

      I looked out to the giant robots. Weighed my options. It was true. She was absolutely right. I could make a difference. The only problem was I was pretty sure I’d be walking into a trap by trying to make a difference.

      Maybe Dr. Lana had put the zap on my head. Just a little. She’d managed to steal my designs often enough, she’d managed to anticipate my moves often enough, that I was slightly afraid.

      I didn’t want to go down there and fight her toys. Not after…

      “The last time I walked into a situation with guns blazing, the last time I thought I could rely on my technology to take care of everything, it ended with you losing your powers. I’m afraid we’re going to lose more than that next time.”

      The sound of groaning metal drew my attention back to the robots. They seemed to be randomly destroying giant buildings. Though there seem to be particular attention being paid to banking buildings.

      And then there was something new. A flash. I blinked. Realized there was something smaller out there moving fast.

      “What the hell is…”

      I squinted. And then I realized I didn’t have to do anything of the sort. One of the points of augmenting my suit with cybernetic enhancements was I didn’t have to rely on just my good old-fashioned Mark One eyeballs.

      So I zoomed in with my suit, chiding myself the entire time for forgetting about that.

      “Who is that?” Fialux asked. “Damn it. This is so frustrating not being able to see what’s happening out there!”

      I glanced at her, and the entire world went wobbly. I felt a strange twisting in my gut. I should’ve remembered not to make any sudden movements when I was zoomed in on the world like this, but I guess I was so distracted by everything coming at me at once that I was forgetting some of my rules.

      When I turned towards her I found myself zoomed in on some of the pores on her cheek. I quickly zoomed out and saw frustration.

      “You had super vision too?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” she said, sounding testy.

      That was as much of a confirmation as I figured I was going to get. One of the frustrations of not having girlfriend Fialux to hang out with was not getting answers about her abilities. The old Fialux didn’t trust me enough for that even if I had tried to prove time and again that I wasn’t the person she thought I was.

      Not anymore. And all thanks to her. I wasn’t willing to go so far as to call myself a hero, but I was willing to admit that I wasn’t the same person I’d been when we first met. And that had been a hell of a change, thank you very much.

      “There’s a new hero moving in. But I can’t quite…”

      I turned back. There’d been something strangely familiar about that hero. Something strangely unsettling even as it was strangely familiar. And as I zoomed and I realized exactly what it was.

      My mouth twisted in distaste. Disgust, even.

      “What the hell is she doing there,” I growled.

      “Who?” Fialux asked.

      “Dr. Lana,” I replied. “That has to be her.”

      I suppose it was satisfying on some level to see her messing around down there, even if I wasn’t exactly delighted to see her showing up downtown in the middle of a giant robot battle.

      My suspicions about this whole thing being a giant trap were absolutely correct. She wouldn’t be out there if she wasn’t trying to draw us out. That drawing us out was part of her plan I had no doubt.

      Maybe the robots hadn’t worked like she hoped and she decided to make a personal appearance out of frustration. Maybe this was her way of getting us out there where she could try and take us out, or at the very least put another one of her stupid plans into play.

      Though she was acting weird. That was for damn sure. Going up to the robots and pointing something at them. She was far enough away and the thing was small enough that I couldn’t quite make out what it was, but she looked for all the world like somebody who was frustrated with a universal programmable remote that wasn’t quite working as advertised no matter how many times she beat the thing against something good and solid.

      Or maybe that was a metaphor that leapt to mind because it was an experience that was so fresh and raw in my own memory. Stupid new computer not being able to handle simple voice commands to change the fucking channel.

      “What’s she doing?” Fialux asked.

      “It looks like she’s trying to… Turn the robots off? Put them into Spanish mode? I don’t know,” I said.

      A growl beside me was the only indication something was wrong. I turned just in time to see Fialux tapping at her wrist computer.

      “What the hell are you…”

      She threw herself off the building, only this time instead of falling she floated. Sure she was moving in lurches, but she was floating.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      “I thought these things would just work. That’s why I threw myself off the building before,” she said.

      “I mean they do just work, but you have to know how to…”

      “Then it occurred to me that you have a big button that says “automatic” right here on the computer that controls this thing. So I think I’m going to see what happens when I let the computer do the thinking for me, and I’m going to do something about those robots!”

      And with that she was off. I didn’t get a chance to tell her what a monumentally bad idea that was. That the “automatic” mode was something I’d abandoned because the computer was terrible at understanding when I needed what. That it was only still there on the wrist computer UI because I was too lazy to remove the thing.

      What was the point? I was the only person who would ever conceivably need to use one of the damned things, after all. I knew not to hit that button because I knew the computer wasn’t up to the task.

      Only now it was coming back to kick me in the ass. Like so many other things had come back to kick me in the ass recently. I stared after her for a long moment, then sighed and flew after her at top speed.

      I figured it wouldn’t take long to catch up to her what with the way she was jerking wildly through the air. Obviously she wasn’t used to the controls and obviously the computer trying to do its best guess about where she was trying to go wasn’t all that good to begin with.

      Damn it! Why did that woman have to be so frustrating and so beautiful? This was all my fault, and I’d have no one but myself to blame if something terrible happened to her.
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      I was going to kill her. Plain and simple. That’s all there was to it.

      Even when I’d been fighting Fialux for control of the city I’d never had the desire to actually kill and maim her. Dominate her? Yes…

      That brought a blush to my cheeks as I thought about some of the many ways I’d dominated her since then, but the less said about that the better. This wasn’t that kind of story.

      The point is I’d never felt the urge to kill. All I’d ever wanted was to take her out of contention so I could control the city in peace.

      Now that rage was all-consuming. All encompassing. I wanted to knock some sense into her. I wanted to…

      Fialux dove down and landed in front of one of the robots. It wasn’t a graceful landing like I was used to seeing from her. She hit the ground and took a few stumbling steps forward, but managed to recover without falling on her face which I figured was something.

      The thing peered down at her. If it was possible for an unfeeling automaton to feel emotion then I’m sure the thing would be exhibiting surprise right about now.

      Though of course that was just me projecting on the nice giant robot that was about to turn Fialux into so much pulp. It raised a hand, a hand that was much bigger than the robots we fought on campus, as though Dr. Lana had scaled the damn things for size when she decided to take on downtown Starlight City rather than the Starlight City University campus, and then that hand was moving down to smack Fialux.

      She got out of the way just in time. Like I’m not saying she flew out of the way like she would’ve once upon a time. She didn’t move faster than a speeding bullet or anything like that. She just darted to the side.

      Of course she was knocked forward when the giant robot hand slammed down behind her and sent a shockwave running through the pavement under her. She did fall flat on her face this time, and while the shields came up they came up on her back side which didn’t protect her from smacking against the pavement.

      When she looked up I could see the beginnings of one hell of a bruise. She looked dazed. Shellshocked. As though she couldn’t believe that had just happened.

      To be fair she was used to fights where even if she did get hit it’s not like it did much in the way of permanent damage. More like a temporary inconvenience. So I could understand why she was a little shellshocked now. If she thought me tugging on her hair wasn’t pleasant then getting thrown on her face by a giant robot had to be the ultimate indignity for her pain receptors.

      Something swooped in and pulled my eyes from Fialux and the robot. I let out a growl of frustration as I saw Dr. Lana diving for Fialux. She’d even pulled out one of those annoying guns and pointed it at her. Fialux looked up, and the purple ray hit her.

      I’ll admit to a moment of confusion as I watched Dr. Lana using that strange purple ray gun on Fialux. After all, she’d already used it to suck away her powers in our last fight. Why would she…

      Then it hit me. Fialux had shown up and she was flying around doing her best to fight the giant robot attacking the city. Which looked like pretty heroic behavior to anyone watching from the outside.

      Hell, it was heroic behavior. Made all the more heroic by the fact that she was in serious mortal danger by putting herself out there. There was no coming back if one of those robots got off a lucky shot.

      I’m sure Dr. Lana had one hell of a moment of confusion when she saw Fialux doing her hero thing. So she was using the ray gun she’d used on Fialux the first time around under the assumption that it hadn’t worked in that first fight. She was still trying to negate her powers.

      Only this time those powers weren’t going to be negated by anything short of an electromagnetic pulse so powerful that it would take out the electronics all along the eastern coast of the United States.

      Basically we’re talking the kind of pulse that would’ve been generated by standing at ground zero of the original design of the Tsar Bomba. The hundred megaton one the Soviets had been working on before they lost their balls and decided they were going to half the yield because they were worried about pesky things like cracking the Earth’s crust.

      Wimps.

      It was actually kind of funny to watch. Dr. Lana flew straight at Fialux, and at the last moment Fialux pulled back and hit the good doctor right in the face with one of her trademark haymakers. The kind of punch that always used to have super strength behind it.

      She didn’t have that strength anymore, but losing her powers had obviously done nothing to dull her reflexes.

      Also? There was totally more than enough strength in the augmented suit to still get off a hell of a punch. A punch that sent Dr. Lana flying back, and sent that strange weapon clattering to the ground.

      I felt a moment of hope. It looked like Fialux was okay for the moment, and so I dove for the ray gun instead. If I could just get my hands on a working copy of the damned thing…

      But no. One of those giant robots stomped down on the gun. When its metallic foot came away there was nothing but a pile of broken metal bits where a ray gun had been moments ago. I couldn’t even separate the gun from a couple of cars that had been resting on the ground next to it.

      I let out a scream of frustration. Changed my angle just a little. Flew straight at the robot, and I fired off everything I had.

      I hadn’t done that the first time around, and it had resulted in Dr. Lana getting the upper hand in a fight while also causing Fialux to lose her powers. That wasn’t a mistake I was going to make again. Never again.

      The robot stared at all the weapons coming at it. It even had a couple of metal plates that looked like eyebrows that raised up. That looked eerily like the kind of emotion that CORVAC had insisted on adding to the design on his spherical giant death robot chassis.

      And then it happened again. I thought I detected a flash of green in the robot’s glowing eyes. Just for a moment.

      I stopped. No. Impossible. That had to be the sun reflecting off of the robot’s eyes at a weird angle or something. It had to be…

      Then everything I had slammed into the robot at the same time. It stumbled back under the force of the impact, and ended up slamming into a giant all glass monstrosity of a skyscraper leaving a robot shaped hole in the thing.

      I dusted my hands off. Well then. That took care of that. I turned my attention to the other robot that was sprinting down the concrete canyon towards me, looking even more pissed off and confused than the last one.

      Obviously Dr. Lana had never bothered to program these things to be on the losing side of a fight. Well. It was time for me to teach them exactly what the hell it meant to fuck with Night Terror.

      I glanced down at Dr. Lana and Fialux who were still duking it out in a not-so-epic battle. They were slapping at each other, and I figured they’d keep while I took care of the big kid stuff. Besides, even if she didn’t know what she was doing Fialux was doing me a service by distracting Dr. Lana while I took out the good doctor’s robots.

      It kept her out of the real fight where she could potentially get hurt.

      I flew at the other robot. Tried to think of what I could do. The weapons stores in my pattern buffer were at about fifty percent. I’d thrown everything I had at that robot in the sense that I’d fired off every weapon I had, but I hadn’t blown through everything in my inventory.

      I still had arrows in the quiver, but this thing was coming at me too fast. I didn’t have time to fire everything. Not without potentially catching myself, Dr. Lana, and Fialux in the blast.

      So I ducked and flew under the thing at the last moment and fired off a couple of well-timed shots at the thing’s legs. It fell, looking for all the world like a two-legged version of everybody’s favorite scene from Empire strikes back. And it came to rest just short of where Fialux and Dr. Lana were punching at each other with fists now.

      I winced. Shit. That could’ve ended very badly. I needed to keep an eye on my surroundings. The last thing I wanted was to accidentally turn Fialux into a stain on the pavement because I wasn’t paying attention to where I was throwing giant robots.

      The collateral damage in this case wasn’t the kind of damage I was willing to take. Not and risk losing her forever.

      I turned back to the “epic battle” just in time to see Fialux hit Dr. Lana with another one of her haymakers. This time Dr. Lana flew back, something fell from her hands, and she slid across the pavement.

      I winced. That was going to hurt. She didn’t have any sort of shielding to protect her. Not even the wonky computer assisted shielding that Fialux had.

      This was the last time I let her out in a suit that hadn’t even been properly calibrated. The automatic shielding systems should’ve been working better than that, but then again that’s what I got for sending her out in an untested suit.

      Though it’s not like I was going to ever send her out in a suit ever again. I was never going to put her in a position where she was in the sort of very real mortal danger that she found herself in right now.

      No way. It just wasn’t happening.

      The automatic systems on my very calibrated and ready to go suit kicked in and I found myself being pitched forward towards the robot I’d just tripped up. When I wheeled around to face whatever danger those sensors had warned me about I saw none other than the first robot I’d been fighting. It had a black burn marks on its front, but otherwise it didn’t look the worse for the wear.

      Damn. I fired all of that and the thing hadn’t even been scratched. This might be more difficult than I thought. I found myself wondering exactly what the hell material Dr. Lana had used to armor these things in the first place, and if I was going to be able to get through the damn stuff.
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      Okay. I wasn’t going to let a giant robot psych me out. I ate giant robots for breakfast and shit out the metal bits later.

      Ew. Gross mental image there. The point was I wasn’t going to fear this thing. Fear was the mind killer and all that. I was going to beat the shit out of it until it finally went down and stayed down, damn it.

      The robot pulled a fist back and looked like it was getting ready to hit me with one hell of a sucker punch. The kind of sucker punch I’d expect from Fialux. Not from a giant robot.

      I poured all of my energy into my forward shields and prepared to be knocked back just a little. That was the nice thing about floating through the air whereas these things were stuck firmly on the ground. I could trade a little bit of airspace for kinetic energy when the robot hit me, but the robot had nowhere to go but down into the pavement.

      The only problem? Right at the moment I was about to absorb all of that kinetic energy from the robot’s fist Fialux appeared in front of me. Flying erratically, of course.

      She jerked back and forth, and she held something in her fist. Clutched at it, is more like it.

      She had to be clutching whatever the hell it was. Otherwise she’d very quickly lose it with the way she was jerking around.

      “I think this might be…”

      Whatever she was about to say was cut off as she was hit by the robot fist that had been meant for me. Luckily for her the shields went up in the proper direction this time. Mostly because I took remote control of her suit at the last moment and told her shields to go up in the proper direction.

      She flew through the air and I manipulated her shields again so they went up in between her and the building she slammed into. I could see from the readout on her suit’s display that the inertial dampeners also kicked in which was good.

      But it still wasn’t enough to stop her from sliding to the ground in a daze. She looked a little woozy, but amazingly she was still conscious.

      Maybe that was some of the resilience she used to show off when she was a hero, or maybe it was just that her body refused to admit it didn’t have the invulnerability it once had. Maybe she was hanging on through sheer stubbornness.

      Whatever it was, she was going to have to keep for a moment. There was a clattering below me as whatever she’d been holding fell to the ground, and I realized it looked like a hardened control panel of the variety I occasionally used on some of my toys.

      The thing would be hardened against all sorts of nasty surprises like electromagnetic pulses or the sort of wear and tear you typically see when you’re regularly going out and fighting super powered creatures and people.

      I figured if Dr. Lana was using an old design of mine to harden a control panel then there must be a good reason for that hardening. I figured that meant the control panel was something I wanted to take a look at.

      I dove for it, but at the last moment something metallic appeared between me and the ground. The robot hand slammed down on top of the control panel, but when it came back up the pavement was cracked in the shape of a robotic hand but the control panel was still there awaiting input.

      Maybe Dr. Lana had made the damned thing out of the same materials used to create the robots. Or maybe it was just that this was one case where my old design was holding up.

      Whatever the reason, I needed to get to that thing. If it was what I thought it was then it might be the key to bringing this fight to an end without firing off more weapons or getting in more melee fights with a giant robot.

      The only problem was there was still that very pissed off giant robot between me and that control panel and it didn’t seem to have any reservations about getting into a fight. Damn it.

      I fired off a couple of plasma bolts at the thing. They took the robot right in the face and it stumbled back. Again there was some blackened metal on the thing’s face where the plasma bolts hit, but otherwise it didn’t look like I was getting through to the things soft innards.

      I thought about bringing out one of my matter disruption bombs, but I really didn’t want to use one of those where Dr. Lana was looking. It had already been dangerous enough to pull one of those things out in the middle of a fight with the last set of giant robots, and I really didn’t want to do it right in front of her.

      Not when she had a pesky habit of being able to see anything used once and then show up with it in her own arsenal the next time we fought.

      The last thing I needed was matter dispersal technology in the hands of one of my worst enemies. I’d live in perpetual fear that any step I took could be my last since all it would take was her figuring out where my lab was to teleport one of those in and give me a very bad day. The real bitch was I wouldn’t even realize I was having that bad day because my entire body would be disassociated before I knew what was going on.

      Damn it.

      I know I kept saying that, but this was one of those days where “damn it” seemed to encompass everything that had been happening to me lately.

      I looked down at the control panel again. And cursed at what I saw there. Fialux was crawling along the ground. Dragging herself, is more like it, though she was half crawling as well. And not because she was injured. No, it was pretty obvious she was doing an army crawl in an attempt to get to the control panel without being noticed.

      “Get out of here!” I shouted. “You’re only making this more difficult for…”

      I cut off with another curse. I was swearing like a sailor today. I dove and once more I found myself in between Fialux and a giant robot hand.

      She looked up in surprise as her world suddenly went from bright and sunny to very shaded. Shade that was being provided by that aforementioned giant robot hand trying to slam down on her.

      My teeth rattled and my bones felt jarred as I was hit. The strength augments and inertial dampeners in my suit were enough to handle the hit, but just barely. I was holding the hand up with all the strength my suit could muster, and even that obviously wasn’t going to be enough.

      “You need to get out of here,” I said. “You’re a liability. You don’t know what you’re doing and you don’t…”

      My griping was cut off again. I hated that my bitching at Fialux kept getting cut off. This time by a streak that flew in and grabbed the control panel out of her hands.

      Though I suppose it would be more accurate to say the streak tried to grab the control panel out of her hands. Dr. Lana swooped in, obviously in better control of the antigravity technology she’d stolen from me than Fialux was of that same antigravity technology I’d freely given her.

      Fialux was lifted in the air looking for all the world like a small creature that was being carried off by a large bird of prey or something. She let out a surprised cry as Dr. Lana shook at the control panel and tried to get her to let go, but she was nothing if not tenacious.

      Maybe the automatic setting on the suit was finally giving her a bit of an assist in that department.

      “Motherfucker,” I growled.

      This time there was a method to my potty mouth. I used the extra oomph I got from letting out a well timed swear word to throw the robot. It was trying so hard to smash me where I stood that the thing obviously wasn’t prepared for me to fight back.

      Sure I was pushing my suit dangerously close to failure, either the strength augments giving out or my reactor going critical which would’ve ruined a lot more days than my own, but I needed to get out there and do something.

      Besides, I wasn’t that close to the redline. Yet.

      The robot moved with a metal creak. It was good to know I still had enough strength that I could manhandle the damn thing, at least. I slammed it into a building again. Then turned to check my six. Make sure I didn’t have to worry about the other giant robot coming up behind me and giving me one hell of a headache.

      That had been happening often enough that I figured it wasn’t entirely outside the realm of possibility.

      It was still down for the count. The thing was trying to get up, sure, but it was down for the count for the moment.

      I’d take it. It was time to save my hero in distress. Again.

      I really hoped this wasn’t something that was going to become a habit, because it was worrying to the black depths of my villainous heart how much I was enjoying this whole knight in carbon fiber armor routine.
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      I really needed to take out those robots, but I wasn’t going to be able to do anything without that control panel Dr. Lana was trying to keep away from me. I had a feeling that the fact that she was trying so desperately to keep it away from me was a sure sign that it was something I needed to end this fight.

      Seriously. The woman was so bad at this sometimes that it was a miracle she was able to so reliably stand up to me. She was worse than a video game boss telegraphing its weakness with a big red flashing light over its weak spot.

      I flew up and away from the robot that had been doing its best to smash me, and it was at that moment that more explosions landed behind me. Slammed into the robot and sent me flying even as my shields and the inertial dampeners kicked in to take the worst of the blow. I let out a cry of surprise as I hurtled through the air and then checked the satellite display.

      Sure enough there were a fighter aircraft, or whatever the hell term the guys with boards on their shoulders were using this week to describe the flying money sinks that could do air and ground duty, hovering at a safe distance. At least a safe distance when you’re talking about giant robots who didn’t appear to have any sort of long-range weaponry.

      It was almost enough to make me wonder if that had been planned out that way.

      Though I couldn’t for the life of me understand why Dr. Lana would send these robots out to fight in the middle of the city streets if she was expecting the military to get involved. Unless…

      Whatever. What she did in the privacy of her own military contracts was her business. The moment that started to get in the way of me trying to train Fialux in her new suit it was a problem. Especially when Fialux still had that heroic impulse even if she didn’t have the invulnerability, flight power, and strength that had made that hero impulse possible.

      More explosions rocked the air behind me, but I figured as long as they were targeting the robots and not yours truly I wasn’t going to get too pissed off. Especially when I had other things to worry about.

      I slammed into Dr. Lana and she let out a satisfying “oof” sound as the wind was presumably knocked out of her. Her healing ability meant no inertial dampeners to keep her from getting knocked around a little every time she took a hit.

      She flew through the air and slammed into a building, and I turned around and fired off an anti-Newtonian field bubble to stop Fialux in the middle of a fall. Well, sort of a fall. It was more like she was hurtling through the air ass over teakettle, but the end result was she was going to slam into something at high speed and hurt herself so I broke out the anti-Newtonian field.

      Besides, I already knew Dr. Lana knew about that one.

      It was amazing the uses I’d come up with for the anti-Newtonian field. It had practical applications that went way beyond stopping superheroines from using their powers. For example, it could be used to stop superheroines who’d been robbed of their powers from taking a hit that could really hurt them sans powers.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I screamed at Dr. Lana. “Why can’t you just leave us alone?”

      She stopped. Shook her head. Took a moment to smooth out her hair because of course that was way more important than answering the damn question.

      “Why won’t I leave you alone?” she finally said when she’d gathered herself. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”

      “What are you talking about?” I shouted. “You’re the one who attacked the city.”

      “And you’re the one who’s getting in the way of my product demonstration with your stupid heroics! I thought you were a villain! What the hell are you doing trying to save the city?” she shouted back.

      My eyes darted down to where Fialux had hit the ground. And when I looked back to Dr. Lana I realized that maybe that glance had given away for more than I’d intended. A grin split her face. A very unpleasant grin. As though a dawning realization was coming over her.

      “I see what’s going on here,” she said. “You and Fialux are knocking leather costume boots! I can’t believe I never put it together before!”

      I winced. The last thing I needed was my relationship status to be common knowledge. But next to that the absolute last thing I ever wanted was for my relationship status to be in the hands of my arch nemesis.

      There was a good reason there were so many heroes out there who used secret identities, and it had everything to do with wanting to be able to lead a halfway normal life from time to time while protecting the identities of those closest to you.

      Honestly, though, that’d never been much of a concern for me. My name actually had been Natalie Terror. My grandpa told me something about a relative hundreds of years ago who’d done a little bit of pillaging and maybe that other stuff and had made a name for himself as, well, you get the point.

      With a name like that it seemed only natural that I’d go into a career of villainy myself. Minus the pillaging and some of that other stuff. It was far more efficient to make a fortune by either ruling the world or taking advantage of the financial markets. And occasionally making a forceful withdrawal from a bank when I was either bored or running low on liquid assets.

      Only now I had someone I cared for, and the real ironic bitch about it was it was someone who everybody associated with me because of that fight with the giant robot. Associated with the real me, that is. Night Terror. The villain who was destined to rule the world someday.

      Shaking brought me out of my reverie. The other robot had finally got to its feet, and the one I’d tossed into a building had extricated itself. Both of them were moving in on Fialux. Where she was sitting prone on the ground, still a little dazed from everything that had happened.

      Not good.

      Meanwhile my satellite feed showed me Uncle Sam was firing off a couple more shots at the giant robots rampaging through the city. I guess they’d decided they didn’t know Fialux was caught in the collateral damage. That or they didn’t care.

      Dr. Lana smiled. Again it wasn’t exactly a pleasant smile. Her hand hovered over a button on her control panel.

      “I’m actually kind of glad this wasn’t working quite right earlier,” she said. “Stupid AI.”

      “I know, right?” I said. “I mean you come to rely on it for everything and then it tries to betray you and…”

      “Exactly!” Dr. Lana said. “Is it too much to ask for an AI who’s only third law safe for its master?”

      “I totally get where you’re coming from,” I said. “I mean with…”

      I cut off. Suddenly realized that I’d been having a conversation with her when I should be trying to stop her. Only as her thumb hovered over that big red button. It was a picture on a touchscreen which didn’t have the same class as a big red clicky Cherry MX Blue button if you asked me, but if there was ever anyone I expected to have a lack of class in the villainy department it would be Dr. Lana.

      And either way I wasn’t going to get there in time to stop her. So I dove for the deck. Dove for Fialux. She was just starting to look around. Just starting to realize that she was about to be double teamed in a very unfriendly way by a couple of giant robots.

      I landed on top of her just as all of the munitions that were being fired off by the military went off. Munitions, I might add, that didn’t seem to be traveling with chemical trails behind them. As though they were using antigrav missiles.

      Great. Not only was Dr. Lana copying my stuff, but she was also selling it to the highest bidder. The last thing I wanted was my technology in the hands of the world’s militaries.

      I landed just in time to fire up the shields on my suit, and then I remotely put up the shields on Fialux’s suit as a second outer barrier. I prayed to a higher power I didn’t particularly believe in that that would be enough to save us as explosions rained down. First from the munitions, then from a couple of giant explosions as the robots went up around us.

      Which was odd. Those weapons shouldn’t have been enough to take out either of those robots. Not with the kind of armor they were sporting.

      No, if my far better, far more advanced, and far more streamlined designs weren’t enough to take out of those robots then whatever piss poor knockoffs the government had managed to come up with from Dr. Lana’s piss poor knockoff designs weren’t going to cut it either.

      But they still made for a hell of a fireworks show all around us. I held myself on top of Fialux. I wasn’t sure if it would do a damn bit of good, but I figured it was better than nothing if those shields went down. At least there’d be another set of reinforced carbon fiber weave in between her and whatever shrapnel was raining down on us.

      Not that the carbon fiber weave was going to do much to stop those shock waves if the shields went down and my inertial dampeners went down with them. That was the thing people never thought about with explosions. The thing they never addressed in movies and books. The shockwave, the physical force of the explosion, was in many ways more dangerous than the fiery bits.

      It’d turn your insides into jelly. I imagined it wasn’t a pleasant experience for the half a second it took for someone to completely lose consciousness.

      I watched the readout for both my shields and the remote connection I had to Fialux’s suit. They went down to the yellow. The outer shield went to the red and flickered then there was no red at all because the system couldn’t monitor shields that didn’t exist. The second shield, mine, went yellow then red then…

      Nothing.

      It stayed red, then started to recharge.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re not going to die today.”

      Then I looked down at Fialux who stared up at me in wide-eyed terror and realized maybe that wasn’t the best thing to say given the circumstances.

      Whoops.
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      I stood. Brushed myself off. Looked at the mounting charge display for my shields with a great sigh of relief. A sense of relief that was interrupted a moment later by incoherent screaming.

      “No, no, no, no, no!”

      I looked up to see Dr. Lana hovering in the air. Looking down at me with pure fury written on her face.

      “What now?” I asked.

      I wasn’t sure what this lady’s issue was, but I was pretty damn sure I was sick of her shit. Sick of it to the point that I was willing to get a lot more violent than usual. Which was saying something considering the typical baseline of violence when I made an appearance.

      “You ruined my demonstration!” she said. “Now they’re going to look at the news footage and see that two women survived! What good are those weapons I sold them if they aren’t even good enough to blow up a couple of regular humans?”

      I looked down at Fialux who was still a little wobbly, but she was on her feet. I wanted to make sure I knew exactly where she was before I went saying anything cocky considering the nasty habit she’d had of getting in the way at the worst possible moment in this fight.

      “You’re forgetting one thing,” I said. “I’m not a regular human.”

      I raised my wrist blaster. Pointed it right at her. Set it to its highest setting, and it made a pleasant little ominous hum which I always loved. There was nothing like a weapon that sang to you before it unleashed its fury.

      “I’m Night Terror.”

      I fired off a single shot. A shot that connected with Dr. Lana and of course she wasn’t wearing any of the shielding technology that I used. Why would she when she had the ability to regenerate herself almost instantaneously?

      The only problem with that calculus was I’d just fired a shot on a wide enough beam and with enough power that it took out a good chunk of her insides. We’re talking I could see right through her, and the wound cauterized so there was a big circle where her middle should’ve been without all the unsightly dripping gooey bits you’d expect from someone getting their midsection blown out.

      The important thing was there was an open circle where all of her vital organs should’ve been. Where they were no longer there to keep her alive. I’d like to see her recover from that.

      Maybe I was letting anger get the best of me, but I was a villain after all. Maybe an antihero at best, but I’d never admit that to Fialux. Which I figured meant I had some leeway to deal with my enemies in an unconventional manner.

      She looked down and her mouth went wide in surprise. As though she was having trouble believing that I’d actually done something like that.

      Why did so many people have trouble remembering they were dealing with a villain these days? Did I get “hero” tattooed on my forehead or something in special ink that everyone but me could see?

      I’d heard of more ridiculous plots from other villains, but somehow I doubted that’s what was going on here.

      Only even now it looked like she refused to die. She looked at me and there was surprise there to be sure, but she wasn’t keeling over dead like I’d expect from somebody who’d just had most of their vital organs reduced to their constituent atomic parts.

      No, she was stubbornly staying alive. That’s not what I wanted from her, damn it. It also meant her regeneration ability, however she was achieving it, looked to be a hell of a lot more robust than I’d thought.

      “Why won’t you die?” I screamed.

      She smiled. The faintest hint of a smile. I heard the steady thumping of helicopters moving in and looked up just in time to see another chopper from the Starlight City News Network moving in. I was surprised those idiots were willing to risk themselves in a hot zone like this considering what happened last time they twirled the rotors, and of course they were probably getting a lovely shot of all the damage I’d just done to Dr. Lana.

      “You know I think that sounds like a grand idea now that you mention it Night Terror,” she said with a wink that didn’t belong on someone who was dying of a massive lack of internal organs.

      I didn’t even bother to try and puzzle out how she was able to say that considering her lungs were cut halfway off and cauterized shut. Maybe there was just enough air left in them for her to say her last words. Then her eyes closed and she fell to the ground.

      And we’re talking a hard fall. Not an antigravity assisted fall. The kind of fall that looked like it hurt. Though then again she already had the pain of having her entire center being destroyed to contend with. Even if she did regenerate that couldn’t be a pleasant experience.

      I wanted to walk over to her and finish the job I’d started, but I saw another readout on my display that told me there was another set of missiles coming in hot. Maybe they decided they hadn’t taken out the robots entirely. Maybe they figured if Dr. Lana was taken out in a convenient accident they wouldn’t have to pay for all the designs she’d sent them.

      Or maybe they’d decided they were going to start taking shots at the Queen again. There’d been an informal truce between me and the government ever since they realized they couldn’t take me out, but maybe they were taking advantage of the opportunity that had suddenly and nicely presented itself.

      That was going to be a huge mistake on their part getting back on my shit list, but I had to survive this to put them on that shit list.

      Whatever the reason. We needed to get the hell out of here and we needed to get out now. My only hope was that the resulting explosions from whatever they were firing would be enough to finish off Dr. Lana once and for all, though I had a hard time believing that would actually be the case.

      So I wrapped an arm around Fialux and shot into the air. It was a good ten seconds or so before explosions started going off again from Uncle Sam either trying to do a cleanup or trying to take me out. Either way, we got out with time to spare. That’s what matters.

      “I totally screwed that up,” Fialux said.

      I set my jaw. If I opened my mouth then I was going to say something that we might both regret. Something that was the absolute truth, but there was nothing that said the truth couldn’t be regrettable.

      So I figured it was better to say nothing at all rather than lay into her about how stupid she’d been in that fight. How she’d put both of us at risk with her stupidity.

      “I don’t have my powers and I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have tried to get in the middle of a fight when I don’t even know what the hell I’m doing.”

      Again I didn’t say anything, but my silence seemed to say more than any words I could’ve come up with. Fialux didn’t say anything else. Instead she started to quietly cry.

      I knew I probably should’ve said something. I should’ve tried to comfort her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      Not after the way she’d royally screwed up. Even though it was as much my screwup as it was hers. She was the one who’d gone off using a tool she didn’t understand to try and fight something that was beyond her without her normal powers, but that was nothing compared to me being the idiot who gave her that tool in the first place.

      We’d both made some pretty big fucking mistakes, but instead of crying I was just angry. Angry at her. Angry at myself. And unsure of where the hell to go from here since I’d gotten in yet another dustup with Dr. Lana and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it had come out as a draw.

      So I flew off to a safe location far from prying eyes and activated my emergency teleportation protocol to get us back to the lab. Where we went our separate ways, her back to her room and me to the firing range to blow off some steam shooting at holographic projections of Dr. Lana’s face, but that was just fine with me considering the mood I was in.
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      I sighed as I checked on the log for this morning. It’s not like I was spying on Selena. Not exactly.

      It was all about her health. At least that’s what I told myself. And her health wasn’t all that great ever since we had that incident where we watched two robots double teaming downtown Starlight City in a naughty rendition of Robot Does Downtown.

      Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best joke. Work with me here. I’m dealing with a depressed former goddess who wasn’t all that happy about her situation, and I was at my wit’s end.

      It didn’t help that we’d been in the middle of that unfortunate metal sandwich. Or that Fialux had done exactly the wrong thing at multiple wrong times because she was following the right heroic impulses that had gone terribly wrong since she didn’t have her powers these days.

      I guess she’d skipped a couple of her seven stages of grief. From the readouts it looked like she’d gone from denial straight to depression and I was trying to figure out a way to get her out of her funk.

      The only problem was I had no idea how I was going to do that short of getting her powers back, and I still didn’t have the new weapon Dr. Lana was using to toy with so that was still a big zero.

      Leaving me with trying to handle this the old fashioned way.

      Take this morning, for example. I was getting breakfast in bed ready again. Well I was instructing the automated systems to get breakfast ready again and then I was going to take it to her room personally to make sure she ate it.

      Because she wasn’t eating the stuff that was delivered to her room via robot, and I’d learned the hard way a couple of days ago that even without her superpowers she was able to really beat the ever loving shit out of one of the automated butlers that came to her room to be more insistent about feeding her breakfast.

      Okay, so now that I thought about it maybe she’d had a gone through little bit of the anger stage too. She just took it out on the robots in the lab rather than on me for some reason.

      I was still trying to figure out if that incident was because she went into a violent swing in her depression or if it was because she saw a robot, albeit a much smaller scaled down robot, with a humanoid body and decided to have a little flashback that ended with her standing over the thing beating its metallic head in with the arm she’d ripped off.

      For one shining hopeful moment I’d thought maybe she got her powers back. That ended up being so much wishful thinking though. The service bots weren’t hardened for combat like the monstrosities we’d faced out in the city, so it was within the realm of mortal strength to rip them apart.

      It still took someone who became violently unhinged to do it, but it was possible.

      “Rise and shine!” I said as the doors to her room slid open.

      I’m not sure what I was expecting when I walked into her room. It’d been awhile since I was down here, to be honest. I was so busy with doing research and trying to figure out what the hell made those stupid weapons Dr. Lana put together tick that I hadn’t had time for a personal visit.

      No, whenever Fialux came to talk to me it was usually her visiting the breakfast nook. Though now that I thought about it maybe it’d been awhile since she’d even been to the breakfast nook.

      I was losing track of time. It wasn’t a good thing that I was losing track of time. I needed to be more on top of things. Especially considering the way she’d acted the last time the city was under attack.

      I don’t care what kind of stress she was under or that she was once a superpowered goddess who could do whatever she wanted without fear of getting hurt. Jumping off of a building was not normal behavior. Overriding my suits and throwing herself into combat was not the sort of behavior you saw in someone who wanted to live.

      As soon as I stepped through the door I found myself wishing I was wearing my suit, and not for the usual reasons. My suit was a precision engineered piece of technology that was designed to protect me from all sorts of potential nastiness I could run into while I was on the job trying to take over the world.

      There was a laundry list of things that could ruin my day while I was on the job. I could get  hit by something powerful. Not good. Also something the inertial dampers took care of. I could scraped by something with a sharp edge or pierced with the front of that something if someone was going old school and using swords and knives. The carbon fiber weave took care of that. Someone could stab me until the cows came home or shoot me with all the piercing rounds they wanted and it wouldn’t leave so much as a scratch.

      Then there were things like sound and vision, which were things a lot of your typical heroes and villains didn’t think about. Let’s just say there were a lot of people left this field with a lot of hearing loss because they never stopped to think of the cumulative effect of working in a high decibel environment that would make your average factory worker or OSHA compliance expert wince.

      Not that OSHA had much to say about villainy as a career. Naturally anyone who went into villainy as a profession didn’t have much respect for the government. No, anyone who wanted to follow the rules and pursue a villainous career typically got a job at a place like the CIA or NSA instead.

      I was getting away from myself though, because there was one other sense that my suit protected. A sense that was so rarely ever in danger of being ruined that I almost didn’t add it to my suit, and now the one time I might actually need it my suit was on the other side of the lab.

      Sure I could teleport it on, but that would only make Fialux curious as to why I suddenly felt the need to wear my suit and the last thing I wanted to do was draw her attention to the terrible smell permeating the room. A smell that I’m sure she couldn’t smell anymore because the receptors in her nose had probably gone straight past nose-blindness to nose-death considering how much it reeked in here.

      Seriously. It smelled like a teenager’s room in that magical time after biology decides it’s time for the body to start putting out fun new odors that have never hit before and before said teenager realizes there are entire industries dedicated to keeping that smell from assaulting the nostrils of every other living creature around them.

      Oh yeah. There was one hell of a smell going on in here. I looked around at the disaster area.

      “What happened in here?” I asked.

      “Go away,” Fialux growled, though it was a muffled growl because she was a series of indistinct lumps buried under the comforter on her bed.

      Maybe sh was hiding from the smell.

      Well then. Here we had another similarity with a sullen teenager. She refused to eat, she stayed in her dark room, she obviously wasn’t cleaning up after herself, and it was clear I’d let things go for far too long.

      I stepped into the room and set the tray down on a table that materialized out of the wall at just the right moment. Good. At least some of the systems in this room were still working correctly. Though this time it was a system she couldn’t destroy directly because it didn’t pop out until it was needed.

      I turned. Stepped over the smashed carcass of one of my cleaning bots. I frowned. Those things weren’t exactly expensive relative to everything else I had going in this lab, but considering “relatively cheap” in my lab could still constitute a budget that would keep the Coast Guard solvent for a year that meant the things were still pretty damn expensive to replace.

      I was going to have to do something about that.

      “So, um, did you decide to destroy my expensive cleaning robots for a reason?”

      “They were making little chittering noises,” Fialux growled. “I don’t like little chittering noises when I’m trying to sleep.”

      Huh. That was an annoying habit the things had picked up. They didn’t need to make noises that made them sound like mice, but they did. I wasn’t even sure how they’d figured out how to sound like a mouse considering I had autonomous biological hunter killer units patrolling the lab on a regular schedule to make sure no rodents ever made it past the front entrance.

      The nice thing about the autonomous biological hunter killer units was all I had to do to keep them happy was give them the occasional cat treat and scratch them behind the ears and I didn’t have to worry about them suddenly learning to think for themselves and turn on their master.

      Though there was the occasional moment when a belly rub turned into a vicious mauling. That was a risk every cat owner had to take from time to time, though, and it was totally worth the visit to the medbay in my opinion because purr cuddles were irresistible. I don’t care who you are.

      I looked at the floor. Yeah, there were a lot of cleaner bots that had been coming in here and getting destroyed. It looked like the aftermath of a giant irradiated lizard attacking the city, minus the radiation.

      Or maybe not. I’d have to double check whether or not I’d made the little guys run on nuclear when I got back up top. The last thing I needed was for Fialux to get a nasty dose of radiation poisoning because the cumulative dose of radiation she got from the minuscule power cells in all the cleaner bots was enough to do some damage.

      I walked over and took a seat on the bed. Then frowned as I sat on something hard. I popped up and looked down. Frowned even deeper as I saw a hardened husk of something that may or may not have been a fruit once upon a time.

      No, scratch that. It was the remains of one of the unfortunate cleaning bots that had tried to gorge itself on a fruit of some sort that Fialux refused to eat, and either eating the fruit had killed the bot in the process or Fialux had smashed it while it was in the middle of trying to clean up.

      Poor little thing. It never had a chance.

      Then again I could understand why she had a healthy hatred for anything even remotely resembling a robot considering everything that had happened to her recently.

      Hell, I’d been betrayed by my megalomaniacal supercomputer recently and I was still reluctant to pull the trigger on giving my new computer system anything approaching actual intelligence as a result.

      Every time I thought about it I felt like CORVAC was reaching from beyond the grave to flip me the digital bird one final time. I could even imagine it up on the screen. He would’ve done it like old ASCII art on an Apple II or something. Put some real old school flare into his middle finger art.

      “I said leave me alone,” Fialux said.

      “And I’m not going to leave you alone,” I said. “Not a chance. I said I’d take care of you and…”

      “What part of get away don’t you understand?” she growled.

      “The part where I love you and I’m going to make you better no matter what it takes. No matter how much it hurts me or how many times I have to fight an archnemesis I’m not sure I can beat. That’s the part you don’t understand, and I’m going to make you understand it even if it kills me damn it!”
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      I looked at the messy room. Felt frustration building inside me. I said I was going to take care of her, and this wasn’t taking care of her.

      I came to a realization as I looked at the mess she’d made. As though she was some slob of a college kid who’d had mommy picking up after her all her life and she didn’t know how to actually clean for shit.

      Which was entirely possible, now that I thought about it. The only thing I knew about her past was she lived in an apartment off campus. An apartment that always looked like it’d been given a quick once over before I arrived for “date night.”

      I’d always been so focused on watching a movie and chilling that I’d never given much thought to it beyond encouraging her to come to the lab more often. I told her it was because the lab was a massive underground complex with more square footage than she could ever imagine, but mostly it was because I had an army of cleaning bots keeping the place spotless.

      Only now she’d fixed that, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was partially my fault it had happened in the first place.

      I’d been so worried about trying to figure out how those weapons worked so I could reverse whatever it was Dr. Lana had done to her that I’d forgotten to take care of her. I’d forgotten to spend time with her.

      Or maybe it was that I was afraid to spend time with her considering I couldn’t get over what I’d helped do to her. Dr. Lana might’ve pulled the trigger on that weird raygun, but I was the one who put Fialux there in the first place. I was the one who let her come out with me in the middle of a giant robot attack which seemed like a recipe for a bad flashback now that I thought about it.

      Obviously watching those robots rip up the city had done a number on her. Maybe it was the stress of watching the creatures that had helped to rob her of her powers rampaging through the city. Maybe it was the impotent feeling of knowing she couldn’t do anything to save the day.

      Maybe it was simply the frustration of being locked up in a room in my lab that was made to look like a guest room at some fancy lodge out west somewhere.

      The point I’m trying to get at here is obviously she was suffering from depression, or at the very least she’d gotten into a funk, and it was time for me to do something about it.

      “That’s it,” I growled. “We’re doing something about this, and we’re doing something about it now.”

      Fialux let out another growl that might have been disagreement. Then again she might have been giving me the recipe to a really nice steak, for all that I could make out what she was saying.

      Maybe she was even saying something in the language of whatever strange new world she presumably came from, though the way she acted like a second-generation immigrant who’d gone completely native had me thinking she’d been raised here in the good old US of A even if my suspicion that she was from somewhere much farther away turned out to be true.

      “You’re not going to sit around here anymore Miss Grumbles,” I said. “I’m doing something about this.”

      She appeared for the first time, her head popping out from under the covers. She looked for all the world like the proverbial groundhog popping out of its burrow. Her eyes squinted as though there was enough light in here to bother her, even though it was kept to a nice dull glow because I didn’t have anything higher than a sixty watt bulb in here.

      Or, rather, I didn’t have any LEDs that looked brighter than a sixty watt incandescent. I tried to be environmentally conscious, after all. Even if this whole lab was powered by several independent fusion reactors that didn’t require fossil fuels or being hooked up to the grid.

      Her nose wrinkled. Maybe she had been hiding under that comforter to keep herself safe from the smell after all. I would’ve done the same if I was stuck in this temple of stench.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked. “And what the hell is that smell?”

      “What I’m talking about is I’m done putting up with this shit,” I said. “And that smell is what happens when you destroy every cleaning bot that comes into your room. Eventually their AI learns that here there be dragons, and in this case it’s a stench dragon.”

      “Whatever,” she growled. “Why cant you just do what I want and leave me alone?”

      “Because this isn’t who you are. You might not remember it, but I know you’re Fialux. I don’t care if you have had your powers taken away from you. You’re not going to sink into a depressed funk. I’m not going to let you.”

      “The last time I checked nobody asked you,” she said. “Besides. Haven’t you already done enough?”

      Her words were like a slap to the face. They were words that cut far worse than any other attack she could launch at me. She didn’t realize what she did to me when she talked like that. Playing on my guilt. On my own feelings of inadequacy that I’d let this happen to her in the first place. That I hadn’t figured out a way to reverse it.

      And that more than anything combined to really piss me off. I stood. Looked at the mess around me. Looked at the desiccated corpses of cleaning bots and the remains of meals she’d tossed to the floor rather than throwing them into the garbage chute that would come out of the wall on the other end of her room and send everything down to an incinerator.

      That growl turned into a yell. I activated the teleporter unit at my side and my suit materialized around me. I had to actually hit a button the old-fashioned way now because the computer wasn’t smart enough to figure out when I wanted my suit delivered to me via teleporter.

      God I missed CORVAC, crazy megalomaniacal murderous impulses and all.

      At least the button made a nice satisfying mechanical click. Cherry MX Blue, thank you very much. There was nothing like a button that made a nice satisfying click.

      My battle suit materialized around me and I did a quick scan of the room. Picked out all the little metal objects, no radiation signatures so I guess that was one less thing to worry about, and then did a scan for organics so I could pick up all the various foodstuffs that had been scattered around.

      I raised my wrist blaster. It was time to clean house, and I was going to do a cleaning the likes of which no lazy teenager had ever seen. Not before switching the settings just a little, though. After all, I wasn’t blasting doors off of a bank vault here or fighting off a living goddess in a crop top and distracting skirt.

      Fialux hit me with a sardonic smile that said she didn’t for a moment believe I was actually going to do it. Whatever. I was getting sick and tired of people underestimating me because I’d saved the city one damn time.

      So I started blasting.

      That got Fialux up pretty damn quick. Maybe she couldn’t remember everything that had happened since we got together, but it was obvious she sure as hell could remember the sound of my wrist blaster going off.

      I imagined that was something that was pretty well carved into her memory considering all the epic fights we’d had leading up to deciding we were in love with each other. Sure that sound hadn’t been an outright threat to her before, but it sure as fuck was a threat now in her currently mortal state.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she shrieked, holding the comforter up as though it would protect her from my wrist blaster as well as the stink.

      “Cleaning up,” I said.

      I continued firing. Things disintegrated. Though I was using a new setting on the device that only made it look like they were disintegrating. I was actually firing blasts that teleported anything I hit to another part of the lab where cleaning bots could sift through and salvage what they could from the mess while throwing all the rest into the incinerator.

      Hey, like I said. Those cleaning robots were expensive. Imagine how much it costs to buy one of those geeky little disk vacuum cleaners that could only suck up maybe a cubic inch worth of autonomous rodent disposal unit hair before they need to be changed, and then multiply that cost by having advanced AI that did way more than tell the bot when it was about to hit a wall.

      Yeah, these bots were expensive, and I wasn’t going to throw them away no matter how annoyed I felt. I just had to get their remains into a part of the lab that hadn’t been turned into a cleaning robot chamber of horrors by an angry heroine with an axe to grind against anything automated.

      “You’ve gone crazy!” she shrieked.

      She pulled up into a corner, pulling her sheets up as though they’d protect her. She didn’t even have the desire to try and fight me off. I’d wanted her to be aware of her own mortality, but this was taking things too far.

      Maybe I’d overcorrected, or maybe this was always bound to happen and there was nothing I could have realistically done about it other than scare the shit out of her in the hope it knocked some sense into her.

      Either way, it was time to stop with all of this touchy-feely bullshit. I was going to fix this the only way I knew how.

      Most of the room was clear now. It had been a pretty fast cleaning because I could shoot it all and let the bots sort out the rest. Now it was time to take on the last mess in the room.

      I leveled my wrist blaster at Fialux. Her eyes went wide. I grinned.

      “I’m not crazy,” I said. “I’m just a villain. People keep forgetting that lately.”

      She screamed. I fired.
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      “You’re a real asshole. You know that, right?”

      I leaned against the wall and tried not to get too distracted by how distracting Fialux looked in that towel as she dried her hair. A conventional hair dryer, though I wondered what she’d used to keep her hair looking so perfect back when she was super powered.

      Could a hair dryer made for mere mortals be enough to tame hair forged in the fires of a distant sun? At least what I assumed was the fires of a distant sun?

      There was still so much I didn’t know about her. So many mysteries that made up the great and powerful Fialux.

      Take her rapid mood swing when she’d realized my blaster had teleported her rather than vaporizing her. She’d gone from moping around her room to being mad at me, which was a good change since I figured it meant she was coming out of her shell, and now she looked more annoyed than anything.

      Though, to be fair, I think almost anyone would be a touch annoyed after being fake vaporized. She could stand to be a little more grateful the thing had been set to teleport in my humble opinion, but I’d take any emotion that wasn’t moping depression right about now.

      “What can I say?” I said. “I needed something to shake you out of that funk you were in.”

      “Well you could’ve told me you were using a teleportation setting on that thing rather than vaporizing anything it touched.”

      “I could’ve,” I said. “But that wouldn’t have gotten your attention, now would it?”

      She let out a noise that might’ve been a grunt. It might’ve been disgust. It might’ve been all of the above.

      But she also smiled. That was the important thing. It was the first time I’d seen her smile since we watched those giant robots having a one-on-one fight with the architecture downtown, and I’d take it.

      “I’m going to get my powers back someday, and on that day I’m going to pay you back for that. I want you to know this,” she said.

      “And on that day I’ll be so happy you have your powers back that I won’t be all that worried about you paying me back.”

      She let her towel drop and I was suddenly caught in an awkward position. Because on the one hand there’d been a time not all that long ago when she wouldn’t have been at all annoyed that I enjoyed the show when she dropped a towel, but that was before she lost her memory and the two of us became something less than more than friends.

      Only the way she looked at me now with the barest hint of a smile said that maybe there was something more going on here. We’d been chatting and she’d been surprisingly friendly despite the fact that she thought I’d been on the verge of vaporizing her not that long ago.

      Maybe there really was something more going on here. After all, I’d gotten her to fall for me once. Who was to say I couldn’t do it again?

      Maybe that was another part of this whole puzzle that I’d been approaching the totally wrong way. And that made me think of another way I could maybe try to make this all better.

      “So y’know I was thinking,” I said, suddenly feeling awkward.

      “Yeah? I imagine you do that a lot considering this empire of tech you’ve created.”

      “Right,” I said. “But I wasn’t thinking about stuff in my lab for a change.”

      “Yeah? And what were you thinking?”

      She was pulling herself into her underwear now and shrugged on a bra. The show was over for the moment. At least the good part of the show. I found myself wondering if she’d done that on purpose.

      That was the bad thing about suddenly being in a situation where I found myself attracted to girls. There was a time, not too long ago, when I wouldn’t have thought there was anything to a moment like that. It would just be a girl changing in front of me because there wasn’t anything weird about two girls changing in front of each other.

      But there was way more to it now. It was way too fucking complicated.

      Complicated like what I was about to ask her if I could ever work up the nerves to do it. It was weird. I had no problem going toe to toe with the superpowers that controlled this world, and I’m not talking about any sort of government thank you very much, but here I had trouble coming up with the guts to ask a girl out on a simple date.

      “Come on Natalie,” she said with a grin. “What were you thinking?”

      I swallowed. She had to be teasing me now. Her eyes ran up and down my body and it sent a shiver running through me. Maybe getting her out of her funk had somehow brought back some of that flirtation we’d enjoyed before she went into said funk.

      Or maybe it was just so much wishful thinking on my part.

      “What would you think about maybe going out tonight?” I asked. “I know it’s been awhile since you got out of the lab and all, basically since I brought you here, and I was thinking maybe it would do you some good to get out there and see a little bit of the world.”

      She whirled around and I realized we weren’t even close to being done with the distracting part of the evening. Oh no. She was still as distracting as ever in just her underwear.

      Like there was no need for her to do a little twirl like that. If this were a movie that would’ve been the kind of gratuitous shot some lascivious director put in just to have some eye candy for the male demographic in the theater. What was her game?

      She arched an eyebrow.

      “So were you thinking like a date or something?” she asked.

      I swallowed again. This wasn’t a pleasant feeling. How could it be this difficult to just ask someone out, damn it? I’d challenged titans, I’d fought gods, and now I was having trouble with the idea of going out on a date with a girl I’d already been dating before Dr. Lana stepped in and screwed with my life?

      What the hell was wrong with me?

      I knew what the hell was wrong with me. Maybe Fialux was having a crisis of confidence considering she lost all her powers, but I was having a little crisis of my own.

      I was used to being cool. Confident. See all the above about taking on titans and battling gods and winning.

      Dr. Lana had pulled a number on me. That was for damn sure. I was supposed to be the best there was at the whole villainy thing. There’d been a time not so long ago when I was convinced I ruled this city and I was on my way to ruling the world.

      But then all this had happened. I’d run into Fialux who was nothing short of a goddess in human form come down to earth to ruin all my plans. I’d been betrayed by my supercomputer which left me with some serious questions about my ability to judge character when it came to artificial intelligence. Not to mention leaving me with serious questions about my competence since I hadn’t been able to install a single failsafe that kept him from turning on me and I hadn’t realized he’d moved his entire data banks to an offsite location right under my nose.

      Then there was Dr. Lana who was just the latest in the parade of things that seemed to be tailor-made to challenge my assumptions about my status as badass evil genius numero uno in this city.

      Everything she’d done to me had seemed incompetent at the time, but everything she’d done had also succeeded despite her seeming incompetence. Almost as though that incompetence was an act or something that was meant to throw me off. To leave me feeling cocky and confident around her so I’d make a mistake.

      Finally there was the weapons I’d confiscated from her minions in our first dust up. Weapons that should’ve allowed me to figure out how the hell to get Fialux her powers back, but so far they’d stymied me despite my best efforts.

      Yeah, I guess I was in a little bit of a funk myself. Fialux wasn’t the only one having a difficult time with the way the world was working right about now.

      I took a deep breath. Looked up at the mirror. More specifically to Fialux staring at me in the mirror and still looking oh so distracting because she was staring at me while wearing practically nothing.

      It’d been awhile since I saw her wearing practically nothing. I was like a starving person wandering the desert who suddenly discovered an oasis. So sue me.

      But I was better than this. I was a villain. I was the best villain in the world. I didn’t get shown up by stupid women who’d been so afraid to strike out on their own that they stayed in the safety of academia.

      I was going to show the world what I was made of again. I was going to strike fear in the hearts of my enemies again. I was going to figure out what the hell was wrong with Fialux and make everything better.

      And in the meantime I wasn’t going to wait around for her memories to come back. No, I’d managed to get her to fall for me once, and I was going to do it again, damn it.

      “Yeah, it’s a date,” I said. “No big deal. Dinner and some dancing or something like that. What do you say?”

      I held my breath. This was a killer moment. I hadn’t ever done the asking out before this. Mostly because I was always too busy with my work to bother with a dating life, but also because before Fialux I hadn’t quite realized a few things about myself and the rare date I’d been on had been with a guy.

      She smiled. “Yeah, I think that sounds like a pretty good time Natalie. Maybe you could take me to the Skyhigh Terrace like you did for our first real date?”

      I let out a sigh of relief from a breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding in. Whew.

      Who knew the greatest challenge out of this whole situation would end up being asking Fialux out?

      That’s when something else she’d just said really hit me. She mentioned going to the Skyhigh Terrace. Like where we went on our first date. Which was totally where I’d taken her on our first real official date that didn’t involve saving the city, but she couldn’t know that unless…

      “How long have you had your memories back?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow at her.

      She turned around and leaned against the sink. Again this part of her room had been done up to look like something out of an expensive lodge out west because that was secretly something I loved so I’d made my recovery room look like something I loved.

      And the way she looked at me… The impish smile. The knowing way she’d been showing off. She’d been toying with me this entire time.

      She bit her lip. Blushed. Looked away.

      “It happened a couple of days ago. I did a lot of sleeping, and it sort of all started coming to me in flashes like I was having dreams or something,” she said.

      I could’ve kicked myself.

      “Rest and relaxation,” I said. “I should’ve thought of that! I’m going to kill the medical computer for not pointing this out to me.”

      “What?” she asked.

      “Whenever I go into the med bay in need of some serious repairs I usually have a couple of days of amnesia. I have this whole song and dance prepared to show me everything that’s happened in my life lately. Jog memories. But most of all I take it easy and don’t leave bed for a few days.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” she asked.

      “Only everything!” I said. “I had you out in the city fighting giant robots and you were up and active hanging around the lab. What if it’s not the memory jogging so much as the sleep that helps wear off the medbay side effects?”

      “Well I guess…”

      “But the real question is why did you stay in your bed if you had your memories back?” I asked. “For that matter why were you growling at me to get out if you remembered us?”

      She was still looking away. There was still that blush there, but she looked almost ashamed now.

      “Because I couldn’t stand facing you,” she said. “I had all these memories flooding me of how great we had it, of how great you were, and then that was coupled with how disappointed you looked because I messed up that fight with those robots and Dr. Lana.”

      “Selena,” I said, stepping forward and wrapping my arms around her.

      And enjoying the hell out of feeling her in nothing but that underwear thank you very much. Hey, this might be a serious moment but I was only human and it’d been awhile. Give me a break.

      “You should’ve told me right away. Dr. Lana did this to you, and you were only trying to do the heroic thing you always do. We’ll just have to figure out a way to get you trained on my equipment so you can act out that heroic impulse without getting all suicidal.”

      She looked up at me finally and there were tears in her eyes which took me back just a bit, but I held on because that seemed like the right thing to do.

      “You’d really do that for me?” she asked.

      “I’d do anything for you,” I said. “Including faking a reservation in the Skyhigh computer system so we can celebrate!”

      Selena giggled. Then she kissed me, and I figured it was a damn good thing I could hack into the most exclusive restaurant in the city and make a reservation for whenever the fuck I pleased, because I had a feeling we were going to be delayed for awhile here at the lab.
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      “Good evening Miss Terrare,” the snooty guy guarding the front entrance to Skyhigh said.

      I nodded. “Nice to see you again Thompson.”

      Selena leaned in and whispered just loud enough that I could hear her. “Terrare? Where’d you come up with that ridiculous name?”

      I patted the hand she’d wrapped around my arm and turned my head just enough that I was talking right in her ear. After all, it was entirely possible there was someone out there listening in on this conversation and I didn’t want to give up too much thank you very much.

      “Let’s just say I picked it up from a friend at the university. I figure you of all people should appreciate the value of a good secret identity.”

      “So is your real name even Natalie?” she asked.

      “Is your real name even Selena?” I responded.

      It was a silly question. I already knew that her real name was Selena. All the records I’d had CORVAC dig up on her after we figured out who she was had indicated she’d been Selena Solare since she first arrived on this world and started creating a paper trail.

      Though it was more like an electronic trail in this day and age. Either way there’d been enough of a footprint in the system that I was sure that was her name, but I also figured there was an off chance she might slip up and tell me her secret name from her home world or something.

      Assuming the operating assumption I’d made about her not being from this world was correct. And assuming she had some way of knowing something about that world even though she’d been on earth since she was a baby if the records were to be believed. It was almost as though she’d been born here, but that was impossible considering the powers she’d once had.

      “That’s my name,” she said.

      “Then yes. Natalie is my name too,” I said. “I wouldn’t lie to you about that.”

      Her eyes twinkled as we made our way to the table following Thompson who managed to walk as though there was a curtain rod stuck up his ass with his head and nose pointed firmly up in the air.

      “Implying there are some things you would lie to me about?” she asked.

      “Well yes, there are things I’ve lied to you about in the past,” I said. “But not anymore.”

      We followed Thompson in silence after that. The guy led us to a table that was out on a balcony which gave us an impressive view of the city. The lights sparkled and for a moment I could breathe in the city air, not nearly as bad all the way up here as it was down on the ground level where a combination of winds and skyscrapers all around meant everyone was breathing a toxic sludge whether or not they wanted to.

      Looking at all those twinkling lights off of skyscrapers made you realize exactly why they called this place Starlight City. Though ironically enough the city had gotten that name well before the advent of modern skyscrapers when the traders who originally settled the area enjoyed the view they got of the night sky so much they named the place after it.

      Sort of ironic considering light pollution meant that view had long since been obscured, but most everyone thought of the twinkling buildings these days rather than the twinkling stars thanks to some wily marketing executive who came up with a rebranding of the name back on the eighties.

      “Look,” Selena said.

      I followed her gaze. And my good mood was immediately ruined. Down there at the bottom of the concrete canyon was another building that had obviously been damaged in the last giant robot attack.

      There were so many buildings constantly being repaired in this city. The city was a construction company’s wet dream. There were so many that normally it would’ve been difficult to tell if the damage came from the robot attack we witnessed or something else, but this was pretty obvious.

      There was a giant gash in the side of a building. As though a robot with very human hands had come along and raked its hand along said building.

      “Is something wrong with the seat madame?” Thompson asked, his tone clearly conveying that if we thought there was something wrong with the seat then there was clearly something wrong with one of us.

      Selena shook herself. Smiled. I breathed a small sigh of relief.

      For a minute there I’d worried she might be going back into the funk she’d sank into back in the lab. The last thing I needed was for her to sink into another funk. I wasn’t sure how I’d get her out of it this time around.

      I could only pretend to disintegrate her once. She’d never believe I was actually going to do it moving forward.

      “It’s fine,” she said. “Thank you so much for showing us to our seat.”

      Thompson sniffed. It was a sniff that said more than words ever could. It was a sniff that told us clearly he would do his duty and show us to our seats and clearly it would be a wonderful view and, again, if there was something wrong with that then obviously we were the ones who had the problem and not the Skyhigh.

      We sat and I looked out over the city. I pointedly didn’t look at the spot down below where one of the buildings had taken some cosmetic damage.

      At least it hadn’t been structural. The architects in this place had gotten very good at reinforcing buildings to withstand just about anything that came at them. Starlight City buildings had to be hero and villain resistant in much the same way as stuff in California had to be built to roll with seismic waves.

      “Come on,” I said, reaching over the table and taking her hands.

      It was amazing. Even after all this time together the simple act of touching her hand still sent a shiver running through me. Like the first time I tried to do a forced reprogramming of CORVAC’s central processing units by taking a sledgehammer to some of the chips that made up his systems and he’d retaliated with an electrical feedback that knocked me on my ass.

      Fialux’s touch was like that. All the more so now because it had been awhile since I got an opportunity to touch her like this considering everything that had happened. Still, it was electric and she was perfect.

      I’d missed this. A lot.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking away from the buildings below. “It’s just that seeing that is a reminder that…”

      “Look. We’re going to take care of you. Don’t you worry about it. You’re going to be back out there saving the city in no time, and in the meantime you should learn to enjoy what you have.”

      She looked up at me and there was a sparkle to her eyes. The only problem was I had a hard time telling if that sparkle was because she was taking what I said to heart or if it was because she was on the verge of tears. Again.

      I already had trouble dealing with it when she was crying in private. I didn’t know how I was going to deal with it if she started doing it out here in public.

      “What’s that music they’re playing down there?” she said, turning away from me before I could decide whether or not that was mischief or real tears brewing.

      I looked down at a level below where we were seated.

      “That sounds like some Glenn Miller,” I said.

      “Which is?” she asked.

      I stared at her for a long moment. This was one of those rare times where I found myself wondering if I wasn’t absolutely right on with my suspicion that she was actually a beautiful creature from another world. Because Glenn Miller was one of those musical experiences that was universal to everyone even if you were born well after the twenties or thirties which would’ve put you in the right demographic to enjoy him when he was huge.

      Glenn Miller was exactly the sort of old school classy stuff they loved playing at this joint, and down below people melted out of their seats and flowed onto the open air dance floor overlooking the city where they twirled and smiled and generally had a good time.

      “He was really big back around World War II,” I said. “Big deal. Died in a plane crash. It was all very sad, but his music lives on.”

      “Huh. I think I kind of like it,” she said.

      “Of course you do,” I replied. “You’d have to have no soul not to like this stuff, even if it is a little old timey these days.”

      “Yeah, I guess that is really old school,” she said. “Like that’s not even something my grandparents would’ve listened to.”

      I filed that one away for future reference. Was that not even something her grandparents would’ve listened to because she was so young that they were probably bigger on Vietnam protest rock, or was it because her grandparents were aliens from another world who wouldn’t have any idea who any earth musicians were?

      “Yup,” I said, deciding to ignore those obvious questions for now. “It’s actually sort of appropriate they’re playing something like that here. The dance floor at the Skyhigh got its start back in the days when the biggest villains threatening the world were Hitler and Tojo.”

      I didn’t bother to add anything about how my villainous takeover of the world was going to be a hell of a lot more benevolent than either of those assholes. This was Fialux I was talking with, after all, and that meant she didn’t have a particularly nuanced or pleasant view of my career goals.

      Which was something that was going to be a problem down the line if we managed to take care of this whole Dr. Lana situation. Honestly the fact that she was a hero and I was a villain just hadn’t come up all that much before.

      Mostly because she’d been too distracted with all the fun we were having with each other to stop and think about the fact that she was dating a villain who was still very much set on world domination.

      Just like I hadn’t really stopped to consider the implications of dating someone who would’ve done everything in her power to stop me on that career path of world domination.

      “That looks like fun,” she said.

      That pulled me out of my reverie on the better angels and demons of our conflicting natures and how rather than being a source of relationship conflict it just sort of made everything that much more forbidden, naughty, and hot.

      “Shall we dance?”

      “That sounds lovely,” I said with a smile.

      We hadn’t danced the last time we were here. Mostly because the weather had been pretty nasty, rain caused by some wannabe villain who thought they could control the city by controlling the weather. At least they’d thought that until I flew up and blew up their weather machine hovering over the city because I was so pissed off it ruined my chance to dance with my best girl.

      Sure we’d done some horizontal mambo, giggity, but we never got the chance to try real dancing like this. I felt like I was getting a chance to do all the crazy dating things we never got around to when we first got together because that had mostly been about the passionate whirlwind and less about actually getting to know each other.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with that. Passion and whirlwinds are good things, if you ask me, and it was something I was missing.

      Still, this was nice.

      And of course that would be the moment our snooty waiter appeared looking like something out of a New Yorker cartoon as he looked down his nose at us. This was the kind of classy joint where the waiters made enough in tips that they could look down on just about everyone else, secure that those tips put them firmly in a much higher tax bracket than your typical waiter down at the Red Lobster.

      Though apparently they had that universal waiter superpower of showing up at the worst possible moment and interrupting a moment.

      It was lucky for him that my desire to not make a scene and ruin this date night was greater than my desire to reduce him to a puff of molecules to be carried away on the wind.
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      I glared up that the good garcon, and suddenly I regretted that I’d never gotten around to perfecting contact lenses that would allow me to shoot high-powered lasers from my eyes.

      “Good evening madames,” he said.

      Without missing a beat or even acting like he was interested in our response he launched into a litany of all the specials they had tonight. Fialux made weird faces at me while he was talking, and it was only his snout pointed firmly in the air as he rattled off the menu from memory, probably impressed with himself for that, and that kept him from realizing exactly what she was doing.

      Probably a good thing. This was the kind of classy joint where they looked down on that sort of thing. When I ruled the world I was going to make them tone it down just a little bit, but I didn’t rule the world yet and they had no idea I was the infamous Night Terror.

      Just that I mysteriously could always get a reservation which usually meant I was somebody in Starlight City and not that I was hacking there reservation computer on a regular. The fact that I tipped pretty good was enough to keep anyone from asking too many questions. The fact that this place catered to the rich hoi polloi of Starlight City also meant they were accustomed to tastefully ignoring eccentricity in their clientele.

      The waiter finished his spiel and I breathed a sigh of relief which earned me a sharp look. Whatever. I’d leave him a generous tip. I was always generous with the tips considering I was spending other people’s money, but whatever.

      “We’ll have the steak and whatever your most expensive wine is,” I said, tossing my menu down.

      My eyes kept drifting down to the dance floor. To all those people down there having a grand old time with each other. I was in a mood to have that kind of fun, and the waiter here was cramping my style.

      “Is that okay with madame?” he asked, turning to Selena.

      “Steak sounds good,” she said.

      “And are you sure about your wine selection? They can get very expensive here,” he said.

      I turned and eyed this asshole who was keeping me from my hot dancing date. Did he really just dare to insinuate I couldn’t afford the swill they pushed on rich people with more money than sense? Drunk was drunk no matter how you got there as far as I was concerned, but if he thought he was going to get away with that then…

      I smiled. Turned up the sweetness. If this guy knew me at all he probably would’ve known now would be a good time to get the hell away from me, but of course he didn’t know me. He had no way of knowing I was the terrifying Night Terror who had ruled this city with an iron fist before Fialux came along and ruined all the fun first by stopping me from doing that sort of thing then by distracting me so thoroughly that I didn’t have time for world domination when I was having more fun discovering all the other various meanings that word could have in the bedroom.

      Ahem. Excuse me. That might have been TMI. This isn’t that kind of story. Sorry folks. If you want a story with all the steamy details you’ll have to get on writing that one yourself.

      Anyways. Back to the story. More particularly back to this asshole of a waiter who was looking down his nose at me as though he thought I couldn’t afford what they had.

      “Look…”

      I glanced at his name tag. Steve. I rolled my eyes. Of course he was a Steve. That was about the most Tallahassee redneck name you could come up with and here he was acting like he was some big fancy French waiter or something, though his accent was more continental which told me he’d probably coached himself by watching old episodes of Frasier when he got this job so he could sound more fancy.

      Maybe that worked on the other rich folks who came to this restaurant. The ones who couldn’t be bothered to look at the help’s names or learn anything about them. It wasn’t going to work on me though.

      “Steve. Look, Steve. Maybe we could cut the fancy routine. I’m pretty sure you didn’t pick up that name waiting tables in Paris, and I’m pretty sure I have the money to cover whatever the hell is the most expensive wine you have in this place. And your tip is going down with every judgmental look you give me that makes me think you don’t think I’m capable of paying for whatever the hell is the most expensive wine you have in this place.”

      His face grew darker and darker with my every word, but then it turned from annoyance to panic when I started to threaten his tip.

      “Fine,” he said, his vaguely continental accent slipping into something that had more of a Southern twang to it.

      Like not the genuine South, either. More like the sort of twang you’d hear from someone up north who put confederate flag bumper stickers on the back of their car even though their ancestors had probably fought on the side of the Union, assuming their “heritage” could even be tracked back that far and they weren’t the product of migrants who’d shown up on these shores since the Civil War.

      Steve wheeled around and disappeared. I figured we might have a chance to talk, but he reappeared moments later with a bottle of wine that looked like it could be expensive. I’d never spent the time to learn all that much about fine wines considering all the far more important things I had to focus on.

      Besides, I’d read all the double blind studies that showed so-called wine “experts” were full of shit. Those same studies had shown that people who weren’t in on the con really did think more expensive bottles of wine were better thanks to a healthy dose of the placebo effect and I figured why not use that to liven up date night with Selena?

      I was more of a wine cooler kind of girl, a cheap date if there ever was one, but whatever. I might not be in on the con, but if the pricetag made it taste better for my lady love then that was a price I was willing to pay. Again, with other people’s money which was the best kind of money to spend if you ask me.

      He opened the wine and held it under my nose, surprising me until I remembered that’s how they did it at these fancy restaurants. Or at least that’s how they did it here at Skyhigh.

      I waved him off.

      “Just leave the bottle here Steve. And bring us a couple of bigger glasses than this. I don’t want to refill my wine constantly.”

      He stared down at me as though I’d just asked him to murder his mother or his favorite dog when it was a puppy, but he complied and a moment later we had two slightly larger wine glasses. Slightly being the operative word here. I glared at the glasses and then up to Steve.

      “I’m looking to get me and my date good and tipsy on the expensive hooch steve, so you’re gonna have to do better than that,” I said. “You serve soda here, right?”

      Steve blinked. “Well yes?”

      “Right. Go and get me whatever glass you put your soda in, and bring two of them.”

      Did we get looks from all the other snooty fine diners as they realized I was pouring a generous portion of one of the most expensive wines in the city, which probably made it one of the most expensive wines in the world by extension, into giant glasses that were usually reserved for soda? Maybe, but I’d long ago stopped giving a fuck about what other people thought about me.

      They could stare all they wanted, but I wasn’t going to change what I was doing. On of the joys of being a villain was living outside of society and not giving a fuck even as I tried to dominate that society and mold it in my nefarious image.

      Selena giggled and her eyes went wide as she looked at what I poured.

      “Damn,” she said.

      Then she leaned in closer over the table. “You know I’m actually a few months shy of being able to legally drink?”

      I blinked a couple of times. She’d actually revealed something to me that she’d never revealed before. Sure I had a vague idea of how old she was because she was a junior in college which meant she was probably at least nineteen, but she’d been cagey about her age before losing and regaining her memory.

      That she was admitting things to me now seemed like a good sign. Maybe a sign that things were looking up. Or maybe I was reading way too much into something simple as she took a sip of her wine and then took another drink.

      I held up my own glass. “Well I won’t say anything if you don’t. Besides, it’s not like excise can enforce anything on you when you’re with me.”

      That was one of the joys of having a teleporter that could get you out of a sticky situation. A teleporter meant never having to say you were sorry to the cops and the justice system.

      “Right,” she said.

      We both did something that was very college in that moment. Something that I was sure scandalized all the older stuffed shirts all around us. We tipped our cups back and straight up chugged that expensive wine.

      Forget enjoying the oaky undercurrent or whatever the fuck some wine snob would have to say about that shit. I was looking to get a little drunk and have a good time with my girl thank you very much!

      I sat my cup back down on the table and let out a deep breath. Looked at Selena and grinned.

      “Damn,” I said as she finished as well.

      I looked around the room. Yup. Sure enough there were a lot of people who were giving us disapproving looks. Whether those looks were because we were chugging wine at this fancy pants restaurant or if it was because they were scandalized that I’d just chugged something that I’m sure a few of them recognized as an expensive vintage was anyone’s guess, but I didn’t care.

      I grinned and waved at everyone giving me the stink eye. That only irritated them more, and suddenly everyone was pretending they couldn’t see us.

      That was just fine with me. I turned back to Selena, and realized all the scandalized old people in the room staring at us were hardly the most interesting thing happening.

      No, she was swaying. As though she was having some trouble holding her liquor. Which was a little odd considering the way I’d seen her pack it away in the lab and at a couple of house parties we’d ventured out to on campus. In disguise, of course.

      Parties, especially the type you found on campus, usually weren’t my cup of tea being a misanthrope through and through who was more comfortable with dominating humanity than interacting with it, but she liked them so I’d gone along and had the whole college experience even if I was more grad student age.

      Only now she was reacting like she never had before. Seriously. I’d seen this girl do a keg stand and then a beer funnel and not be any worse for the wear. And now one glass of wine was enough to have her swaying in her seat and looking like she was on the verge of either being sick or having a hell of a good time?

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’ve never felt like this before,” she said. “Like my head is spinning or something. It feels like when I’m flying over the city and the whole world is moving, but flying was never this disorienting…”

      I grinned as I realized exactly what was going on here. Just as she’d never truly felt pain before, her super powered metabolism or whatever the hell it was that gave her those powers had kept her from ever truly being able to get drunk.

      Only now she didn’t have those powers holding down the fort in her liver.

      “My dear,” I said, trying not to relish this moment too much and having a difficult time of it. “It would appear that you are suffering the effects of alcohol for the first time in your life.”
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      Selena regarded me for a long moment. Her eyes looked a little glazed over and she was still wobbling back and forth. It was amazing that a little bit of alcohol was enough to get her to look that sloshed that quickly.

      Clearly she didn’t think she could get that sloshed that quickly though. Not from the way she drunkenly scoffed at me.

      Finally she waved a dismissive hand. It was the sort of gesture that showed off the supreme confidence of the sort of person who thought they could hold their liquor while at the same time revealing to the world that she was the exact opposite of the kind of person who could hold her liquor.

      In short, she was getting really drunk right in front of me and she clearly had no idea that it was happening. I’d seen it happen often enough at the parties we’d gone to, though she’d never been the person getting drunk before tonight.

      She always had a good time baiting lightweights into drinking competitions. The problem there was anyone was a lightweight compared to her. Until now. It looked like the universe was enacting a bit of karma by removing her powers. I bet she wouldn’t be able to win many games of flippy cup in her current condition.

      “That’sh impossible,” she said, her words slurring. She inspected the wine glass in her hand like it was some ancient artifact or something, and then up to me. “I’ve never been drunk in my life.”

      She put the wine glass down and it actually made a thump against the table. If she’d had her old strength and she’d been able to get drunk when she had that old strength then that was the kind of move that would’ve shattered the glass and destroyed the table right along with it.

      Another small silver lining in the whole her not having her powers thing, though it wasn’t much of a silver lining, all things considered.

      “Think about it,” I said. “You never got drunk before, but you also had your powers before. Those powers were the reason you could hold your liquor.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. There was just something deliciously funny about watching her dealing with the effects of alcohol for the first time. It was way better than, say, watching her dealing with feeling pain for the first time ever.

      She hit me with an irritated glare. There was a flash of something there. Something that went beyond irritation. Something that said she still very much blamed me for everything that happened and was going to continue blaming me for everything that had happened.

      Which was fair enough, I suppose, even if it was a low blow.

      I chalked it up to the alcohol that she would even look at me like that in the first place. It seemed like it was all water under the bridge when she’d regained her memories, but maybe there was still some resentment lingering there under the surface.

      In vino veritas, as they said in the olden times. Really olden times.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked. “I can hold my liquor and it doesn’t have anything to do with powers thank you very much!”

      I wondered what kind of drunk she was going to be. A weepy drunk? That could put an end to the night’s fun pretty damn quick if the booze only served to amplify all the bad feelings she was already dealing with about her current lot in life.

      Or she could be an angry drunk. That anger that flashed behind her eyes had been very real. That would also pretty much bring an end to the evening’s fun before it even got started.

      Oh well. Time to see what there was to see. Time to find out exactly what kind of drunk she was.

      “Think about it,” I said. “And try to think through the fog that’s hitting your brain right about now.”

      I had to remember that this was her first time getting drunk. That she was the same as a college kid going out on their twenty-first birthday and getting drunk for the first time.

      Or, if I was being more realistic about what was going on here, that she was like a college kid who’d just finished moving into the dorms, their parents had finally gone home, and they were going out to the house parties to see what the big deal was.

      Either way she was virgin territory when it came to being drunk, and while that was a very interesting idea it was also mildly terrifying considering the delicate emotional state she’d been in lately.

      Basically I’d just taken a nice incendiary device, put it on top of a powder keg, and lit the fuse without realizing what the hell I was doing. Now it was time for me to deal with the consequences even though I had no idea where the hell this was going.

      “Before you had a high metabolism,” I said. “Think about the way you packed away food all the time and you’d never gain any weight?”

      I tried not to think about that too much. It was still a point of jealousy for me that she could eat whatever she wanted and still have that amazing figure. Not that I was complaining since I got to enjoy that amazing figure on the regular.

      I was also very much looking forward to enjoying that figure on the regular again considering she’d gotten her memories back. We had a lot of lost time to make up for if you catch my meaning. Wink and a nudge and all that.

      Also? I totally didn’t want her to put too much thought into that particular logic train. Thinking about how she used to be able to pack away the calories like a football star training for the new season might make her realize that her ability to eat whatever she wanted and not gain weight was gone right along with her powers. The last thing I needed was for her to be more depressed than she’d already been.

      “Huh,” she said. “I never thought of it like that.”

      A look of panic crossed her face. A look that would’ve been funny if this hadn’t gotten so very serious. Again, I was worried that any part of this conversation might push her over the edge again, and I desperately didn’t want that to happen considering all the work I did put into getting her back among the living.

      “What if you’re right. That means…”

      “That means that you, Selena, are getting drunk for the first time in your life. Well and truly drunk. That’s not necessarily a bad thing. Maybe you should enjoy it.”

      She looked up at me. Grinned. Okay then. Not the reaction I was expecting considering the panic that had been gripping her, but it was better than her turning into a weepy drunk or a surly drunk.

      If she was smiling that meant maybe she was willing to still have a good time. Maybe she’d be a fun drunk. Maybe she would decide to embrace this and enjoy it.

      “Well if that’s the case let’s have some fun!” she said. “I always thought I just couldn’t get drunk for some reason, but if it was my powers doing the heavy lifting for my liver…”

      Before I knew what was happening she’d grabbed the expensive bottle of wine and refilled her glass. I decided “when in Rome” and went ahead and refilled mine as well. We clinked glasses and chugged our second glasses of the night, much to the chagrin of the rich old wine snobs all around us.

      I figured that would be all the fun we had, but then she got up so fast that I’d almost think she had some of her super speed back and pulled me towards the stairs.

      Well then. Normally I wasn’t a fan of people drowning their sorrows in alcohol, but if booze was going to give me a little bit of an assist pulling her out of her funk tonight I wasn’t going to knock it.

      Especially if it meant holding her close like this and spending some time out on the dance floor. Yeah, that was some out of the bottle therapy I could endorse!
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      The first thing I noticed when we stepped out onto the dance floor was how damn good she felt pressing against me. Oh yeah. It’d been way too long since I’d felt her up against me like this.

      It was something I’d really come to miss. Something I was hoping to get reacquainted with in a big way now that I didn’t have to worry about that pesky memory loss thing.

      I was going to have to put all sorts of safety systems into whatever suit I eventually put together for her, because I didn’t want to toss her into the med bay and risk something like this happening ever again.

      Also? It totally looked like Selena was in the mood to make up for some lost time. Which was just fine with me. I wouldn’t mind feeling her against me all night long, if you catch my drift.

      Even if I wasn’t going to do anything like that. Even if she did offer to bed me right about now I’d have to say no. She was getting drunk for the first time in her life, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I took advantage of that. Even if we were sort of dating again. At least I assumed we were dating now that she had her memories back.

      Informed consent around alcohol was a dicey enough proposition without adding the whole super science induced recent amnesia into the equation which I was not going to do. I might be a villain, but I’m not totally reprehensible.

      The second thing I noticed? This girl was damn light on her feet, even if she was three sheets to the wind.

      Scratch that. As she pulled me out onto the dance floor and led like an expert I figured maybe she was only one sheet to the wind. One and a half sheets, tops. Maybe there really was something to the alcohol tolerance she was boasting about.

      The point is the number of sheets she was throwing into the wind wasn’t nearly as great as I’d been led to believe when we were up there downing wine like we were a couple of Klingon warriors getting high on prune juice before going into glorious battle with some  tribbles or something.

      “You’re good at this,” I said.

      “I ought to be,” she said. “I was in the swing club before…”

      She trailed away. I figured she was getting a little too close to a subject that was more than a little uncomfortable for her. Better to not press that too much. I didn’t want her closing down and ignoring the world.

      Again.

      So I let myself fall into the dance. I let myself be carried away by how good it felt having her press against me. By how good it felt having her twirling me around the dance floor and leading in a dance that was so very different from the deadly dance we’d usually enjoyed with each other back when we were at each other’s throats fighting for domination of the city.

      Yeah, this was much nicer, thank you very much.

      “Wait. So you were in the swing club and you’ve never heard of Glenn Miller?” I asked.

      She blushed. “Should I?”

      “Well duh,” I said. “Like I said, that was the kind of music the boys could dance to with their best gal before they shipped off to give the business to Hitler and Tojo.”

      “I guess they just always played more modern stuff. Ska, things like that,” she said. “Not a lot of old stuff, but I can see why people like dancing to this music.”

      “Of course you can,” I said. “This stuff is pure dancing music. Not like anything made in the last few decades.”

      I knew I was falling into the fallacy of old stuff being better, but this was one area where I was willing to defend that fallacy to the death. I loved this kind of music, and it was the kind of music you could really dance to. Not like the spastic waving around that passed for dancing at the aforementioned college parties I allowed myself to be dragged to.

      If I’d known Selena had this in her I would’ve taken her out dancing the last time we were here. We twirled. We dipped. She moved in close and the eyes she was giving me made me think she was thinking some of the same thoughts that had to be going through those old timers’ heads when they were youngsters about to head overseas to give the business to…

      Well you know where I’m going with this. I’ve thought it a few times at this point. The point is she was looking at me with the kind of eyes I hadn’t seen since before she had that unfortunate memory wipe, and those were the kind of eyes that were making me think it might be interesting to ditch the dinner and head back to the lab.

      Then she totally distracted me from everything by leaning in and kissing me.

      I briefly worried about whether or not that kiss was a result of her having a little too much to drink. I was still sort of operating on the instinct I’d developed to stay away from her when she didn’t have her recent memories, but then she kept right on kissing me and I fell back into the old groove we’d enjoyed when we first got together and I didn’t care.

      This wasn’t the girl who didn’t remember me. This was my Selena. My Fialux. My girlfriend. I had her back at long last. After a week that had felt like an eternity. She had her memories back and all was right with the world. Even if there was still an archnemesis out there somewhere in the world hellbent on destroying us.

      No, all I cared about as she kissed me was I was in like Flynn, to coin another phrase that would’ve been familiar to those old timers.

      The world moved around me. Sparks. Lights. Explosions.

      No. Seriously. The world moved around me. The entire building shivered and shook under our feet. Sparks erupted from a tower on top of the skyscraper and it went hurtling down, down, down, right for the dance floor.

      Motherfucker. Here I was trying to have a moment with my best girl and disaster had to strike. A disaster that left me with no option but to reveal myself as someone with greater than mortal abilities because otherwise a lot of people were going to get hurt when that thing landed on the dance floor.

      I sighed and pulled away from the kiss. Hit the nice clicky Cherry MX Blue button at my side that still had to be a stand-in since my current computer was still too stupid to do anything useful like figure out when I needed my suit to materialize around me from important contextual clues like, say, a giant hunk of metal barreling down at me at good old-fashioned 9.8 m/s.

      My suit materialized around me. My mask fell into place and immediately calculated the rate of fall. I figured there were two ways I could do this, blast it or grab it, and there wasn’t going to be enough time to grab the damn thing and lift it.

      That was something they never talked about in the comic books and the movies all those Hollywood types made to rake in money hand over fist creating thinly-veiled stories that were just different enough from my real-life story that I couldn’t sue them for violating that “any resemblance to persons living or dead” clause they put at the end of all their films.

      One of these days I was going to show up at those studios personally and show them there were far greater dangers than an image rights lawsuit when they decided to rip off the world’s greatest villain, but that day wasn’t today.

      No, the point I’m trying to make is those movies always showed ridiculous things like heroes grabbing giant metal girders or entire fucking mountains at a single point, and they always ignored the physics involved with putting the stress of all of a giant metal girder or a mountain on that single point the hero, it was always the hero, was holding up.

      Physics and good old-fashioned engineering had something to say about that. Namely that putting that much stress onto a single point on an object that wasn’t designed to take that kind of stress would do the opposite of lifting said thing in the air. No, the thing being lifted would disintegrate from the stress creating even more tiny bits of shrapnel to deal with.

      I was in the same situation here. If CORVAC was whispering into my ear then he could figure out the exact spot where I could grab the thing and maintain structural integrity. It’d look all impressive and Selena would swoon and I’d pull her in for a kiss while everyone cheered.

      Not that I cared about people cheering for me, thank you very much.

      CORVAC wasn’t here though, damn him, and that meant I had to do this the quick and dirty way. My method was more brutish, but effective.

      I raised my blaster and fired several times. There was another shower of sparks and several people screamed as bits of disintegrating metal landed all around them, but the nice thing about bits of disintegrating metal was they were so busy being torn apart at the atomic level that they didn’t have time to cause any serious injury like an intact and solid piece of metal might.

      I glanced around at all the dancers who’d been giving us odd looks just moments ago. You’re welcome, assholes.

      They stared at me. They exchanged glances with each other. Their eyes were wide and clearly they were even more terrified now that they realized Night Terror was among them than they’d been moments ago when their deaths were imminent.

      I rolled my eyes. Civilians in this city were all the same. One moment they were freaking out because they were about to die, and the next moment they were freaking out because the person who saved them was a known villain and they probably still thought they were going to die even though I always did my best to keep civilians alive.

      It was enough to make me almost rethink my collateral damage policy. Almost, but not quite. I wasn’t completely heartless, after all.

      Besides, I didn’t really care what those assholes thought. Not really. I was used to the idiots in this city looking at me as though I’d grown two heads or something. It was an occupational hazard of being the bogeyman they used to terrify their kids at night.

      Not that I’d ever heard of someone actually doing that to their kids, but it wouldn’t surprise me. The point is I’d been terrorizing this city long enough that I could understand people getting a little terrified realizing I was standing among them.

      It was the sort of “this can’t be happening to me” sort of reaction you get from a lot of people when they find themselves in the middle of a nasty disaster scenario. It was the sort of shell-shocked reaction that left people standing around when there was an obvious threat still out there rather than running for their lives like they should.

      Time to jump start that. I fired a couple of shots, dialed way down so it was more of a plasma light show than any real danger, right at the gathered crowd’s feet.

      “What are you all waiting for?” I yelled, my voice amplified by my suit. “Get the hell out of here!”

      That got their attention all right. About damn time they started running for their lives.
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      I didn’t have to tell them twice. Or, rather, I didn’t have to fire on them twice. Though again it was a low level light show so I don’t think it should really count.

      I didn’t know what the hell was going on out here tonight, but I did know that I didn’t want a bunch of civilians out here on an open air dance floor where they could be targeted by whatever the hell was attacking the city.

      People rushed inside. Well, almost everyone rushed inside. There was one holdout.

      I turned and arched an eyebrow at Selena. She looked at me with a funny little half smile playing across her face, and as always she looked absolutely beautiful.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” she said.

      Another loud shudder rocked the building, and this time I was pretty sure it didn’t have anything to do with kissing Selena. Though the fireworks and explosions had been a nice addition to that kiss.

      Something was going on in the city tonight, but I didn’t care about that. I just cared about that strange look she was giving me.

      “Clearly something’s going on here. Now out with it,” I said.

      “You just did something that was almost heroic,” she said, a strange gleam in her eyes.

      I sighed. I’d worried she was going to say something like that. She’d been obsessed with me doing heroic things back before her memory wipe, and I guess it was only a matter of time before we came back to this now that she had her memories back.

      “I’m not a hero,” I said. “I don’t care how many times you try to turn me into one. It isn’t happening.”

      “Yeah, well you might not have much of a choice tonight,” she said.

      And then, against all reason and good sense, she walked over to the edge of the dance floor. At that edge was a fancy looking metal railing straight out of the gilded age that looked over a drop of several hundred feet.

      I hurried after her, activating the antigrav so I could get there ahead of her. She cocked her head to the side and arched an eyebrow when I floated into place in front of her.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Sorry,” I said. “But the last time you went near the edge of a tall building you threw yourself off the thing, and I don’t want to go flying after you in the middle of an active battle zone.”

      “It’s not much of an active battle zone right now,” she said, peering over the edge.

      I turned to look. She was absolutely correct. Then again she should be a natural when it came to quickly assessing a battle scene considering all the time she’d spent battling me.

      There were more of our giant robot friends down there causing havoc. They were big, but not so big that they weren’t dwarfed by the buildings.

      It was weird. It didn’t look like they were actually trying to destroy anything. Just really fuck shit up. As though whoever had programmed the things wanted them to cause the appearance of damage without actually causing real structural damage.

      Take out a building’s facade? No problem. They weren’t wading into the buildings like most giant things had a habit of doing though.

      It was enough to make me wonder if this wasn’t another trap. Another opportunity for Dr. Lana to demonstrate some of her toys to her buyers in the government.

      “You’re the only one who can stop them,” Selena said.

      Her voice was quiet. I glanced at her. She leaned against the iron fence but she didn’t look like she was on the verge of doing anything stupid this time around so I figured I didn’t need to panic.

      Yet.

      I looked down at the robots again. There was no sign of Dr. Lana, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t out there.

      “I told you already,” I said. “I’m no hero. What happened with CORVAC was business, not heroics.”

      “But you’re wrong,” Selena said, interrupting me before I could protest that this wasn’t the sort of thing I did.

      “I’m wrong?” I asked.

      “Of course you’re wrong,” she said. “You avoid hurting people. You want to take over the world because you think you can do a better job of running it than the asshole politicians in charge of things now. You might not think you’re a hero, but you certainly have a heroic streak running through you about a mile wide.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but I couldn’t talk. It was weird seeing someone looking at all the things I did to try and make world domination a little easier and taking that to mean I was actually a little heroic deep down inside.

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” I said. “I avoid hurting people because it’s not good business to have the public turning against me.”

      “Because you don’t want the public turning against you,” she said, her voice flat.

      “Exactly. Once you have public opinion turning against you it’s impossible to get that back. You have people trying to get the government and law enforcement to do something about you and then it makes the job that much more difficult,” I said.

      It was all very simple. I’d thought it through long ago. It just made good business sense to be a bleeding heart when it came to the public’s safety.

      “I don’t believe you,” Selena said.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      I paused. An explosion filled that pause. I heard the scream of jets off in the distance which meant the government was about to show up and do their ineffective best to take out those giant robots.

      They were going to have a hell of a time of it too. That was the problem with using a bunch of weapons that were designed to take out bunkers in the desert that were always nice enough to sit still while they were hit. Using those same weapons to try and take out mobile giant robots that had AI that was set to avoid that sort of munitions added a whole layer of difficulty to the game.

      The fact that they were moving their precious jets in close enough that I could hear them showed just how eager they were to get in close to test out their new toys this time around, and I didn’t want to get between them and that test. If they wanted to fire on their own soil that was their business, not mine.

      “Government is here,” Selena said, her mouth turning down in distaste. “Those idiots wouldn’t be able to hit the broad side of a barn if it came up and mooned them.”

      I snorted. I couldn’t help myself. The image was so ridiculous.

      “Um. Right. They’ll take care of business and that means we can get the hell out of here and go back to the lab.”

      I had high hopes for what might happen when we got back to the lab. That dancing had gotten me a little hot and bothered. It was a common problem I had whenever I was around Selena, but it’d really become a problem dancing up close to her.

      Which was another sin I could lay at the feet of Dr. Lana and those stupid robots. There might’ve been a chance at me ending my dry spell, but then these stupid things had to come along and ruin all the fun.

      Assholes. I’d call them a cockblock if I had the right equipment. Which I didn’t.

      “No way,” Selena said. “You’re going to pull that dress aside and reveal your costume underneath and then you’re going to go down there and save the day.”

      “Um, I don’t actually have much of anything on under this dress,” I said. “Usually when I put my costume on I have it teleported into place instead of keeping on another layer of clothes under whatever I’m wearing. That gets so uncomfortable.”

      She rolled her eyes and let out a disgusted noise. “Yeah, you’re telling me.”

      “I’m still not going down there to save the day. I could hurt someone by accident. The government is going to do their worst trying to do their best, and I think we both know the whole situation stinks of a trap being laid by Dr. Lana.”

      “Or it could be that you’re avoiding something you should’ve owned up to the day you fought your supercomputer friend with me and saved the city,” she said. “Something you should’ve owned up to from the moment you did everything you could to save me from a couple of giant robots and the most threatening villain either of us has ever faced.”

      I decided to leave aside, for the moment, the fact that I should’ve technically been the most devious villain she’d ever faced. Even if we were dating now.

      “And what’s that?” I asked, even as I had a pretty strong feeling that we were about to talk about something I’d been doing my best to avoid.

      I was really starting to regret ever showing her the videos from that day we took on CORVAC. Videos that showed me acting downright heroic which was something I tried to avoid whenever possible.

      “You’re a hero whether you want to admit it to yourself or not, and you’re going to go down there and fight off those robots. No excuse is going to stop you from doing what needs to be done,” she said.

      I hated how close everything she said sounded to the truth. I was itching to get down there and take on the robots. I told myself it was because I was itching for another round with Dr. Lana, but I’d been doing so many heroic things lately…

      What if she was right? There was a terrifying thought. It was an impulse I was going to fight, damn it.

      “Oh yeah? And what makes you think…”

      She stopped me by putting a finger to my lips. Then when I opened my mouth to say something regardless of whether or not she put her finger there she really surprised me by leaning in and pressing her lips against mine.

      Well then. Rockets. Sparks. Explosions.

      Not all of those were because there were a couple of giant robots attacking the city, either. This girl knew how to kiss, and it was one hell of a kiss. The kind of toe-curling kiss that puts all other kisses to shame.

      She pulled away and grinned. I knew in that moment that she was getting pretty damn close to convincing me to do something monumentally risky and stupid.

      “You’re fighting dirty,” I growled.
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      “Computer, show me a satellite view of downtown,” I said.

      I winced. That was the sort of thing that would’ve gone without saying back when I had CORVAC at my side. There were so many times when I found myself missing that maniacal computer that I almost wished I could reconstitute him from backups I had.

      I’d had, that is. I’d been so paranoid about that asshole finding a way to ruin my day and crawl his way into my computer systems even from inert air gapped backups that weren’t connected to any power source that I’d gone through all of them and blown up any trace of him.

      Like we’re talking I’d physically blown it up with plastic explosives. He might be able to find some way to come back from the dead by insinuating his programming into my new computer, he was that devious, but he wouldn’t be able to come back from having all his circuits blown to kingdom come and then tossed into an incinerator and finally disintegrated for good measure.

      Realistically the only step I had to take was disintegrating his circuits, but it had been so damn satisfying to blow them up and then throw them into the incinerator before I disintegrated any dust that was left over, so I wasn’t going to knock it.

      Also I maybe took all the gold left over after melting down his circuits and fashioned it into a giant statue depicting me and Fialux standing on the corpse of the giant spherical robot he’d used to attack the city.

      There’d been a lot of circuits to melt down.

      Yeah, that beaut was now the central decoration in the main concourse of my lab where I had various capes and bits of uniform from other heroes and villains I’d bested hanging.

      I figured every villain should have a monument to all the idiots they’d defeated, and all the better to have those monuments in the entrance hall where a hypothetical hero or villain who got past all my death traps leading to the entrance hall would see just how screwed they were. Just in case they were feeling a little clever having gotten that far.

      But I was getting distracted from what was important. It took a few seconds, which was a lot longer than the instant gratification I was used to back when I had CORVAC by my side, but finally I got a satellite and a drone feed of everything going on downtown.

      I had to do this the old-fashioned way. I used eye motions on my visor to zoom in on areas of interest. Finally I had to resort to using my hands, as though I was playing with a baby toy and not hacking into one of the most advanced surveillance apparatuses that society had ever known, but what can you do? It was the price I paid for refusing to trust any new computer.

      “Damn,” I muttered. “Those robots are playing for keeps today.”

      “What are you talking about?” Selena asked.

      Something that looked very much like the giant radio tower that sat on top of the iconic Thomas building came flying through the air. Well, I guess it was the giant radio tower that used to sit on top of the iconic Thomas building now.

      It would have landed right on top of us, but I held my wrist blaster up and disintegrated the damn thing.

      It was big enough that it didn’t go in one shot either. No, the end that hit my disintegrator went first, and momentum carried the rest of the tower right into that ray so it was constantly disappearing as though it was flying into a teleporter or something.

      Hey, I’d always said if you were going to do this job then you should do it with some style.

      I was more concerned with what the robots were doing down below than I was worried about random bits of scrap metal getting through, but the way Selena cried out in obvious terror pulled my attention back to the real world.

      “Someone’s throwing things at us!” she said.

      I gave her an odd look. “I can remember a time not so long ago when that wouldn’t have freaked you out nearly as much as it just did.”

      “Yeah, well you’re the one who’s been going on about how I should make peace with the fact I don’t have my powers anymore, so don’t complain when I act like I don’t have my powers anymore.”

      I shrugged. The woman made a good point. I couldn’t exactly complain about her finally recognizing a reality I’d been hoping she’d come to deal with. I figured reacting with terror at the loss of her powers rather than depression was a step in the right direction.

      Even if she might not see it the same way.

      Something went screeching through the air. I watched on the overhead display from one of my drones as what could only be a missile from some jet screaming through the air several hundred miles away came tearing into the city. It ricocheted off of a building at the last moment, but the resulting explosion did hit one of the robots with a glancing blow. Not enough to destroy the thing considering how tough they’d been when we…

      I frowned. And threw myself over Selena as the concussion from the robot going up rocked our part of the city. It shook and rattled windows all around us, but we were high enough that it didn’t hurt us other than rattling the building under us which was scary enough.

      “What the hell was that?” she breathed, and then I realized we were in a bit of a precarious situation because I’d reacted to save her without thinking.

      That meant I’d landed right on top of her. She was breathing heavily, and I couldn’t tell whether that was because I was on top of her or because she’d just been saved from certain doom.

      I certainly knew why I was breathing heavily, and it had nothing to do with fighting off giant robots which, to be perfectly honest, was more or less another day at the office for me. Even if they had been more difficult to take out lately.

      Being on top of Fialux like this though…

      Let’s just say it was something I’d been looking forward to and missing for some time now.

      

      “Um… So…”

      I hated this. I try to save a girl and then suddenly I find myself on top of her feeling as awkward as I had at middle school dances years ago. But what a good awkward feeling it was.

      And for a surprise she leaned up and kissed me again.

      “I know you’re trying to show me the perfect date night here,” she said. “And being here with you like this is incredible, but…”

      “I get the feeling you’re about to tell me there’s something else I need to do,” I said. “Something heroic.”

      I hated heroic. Heroic was the antithesis of everything I stood for in my professional career.

      “You’re a smart girl,” she said. “I knew there was a reason you’re the number one villain in the world. Even if you’re right and you’re going to have to do something heroic here tonight.”

      Now it was my turn to lean down and give her a kiss. A thorough kiss that had both of us distracted from the city-destroying robots rampaging.

      “Flattery will get you everywhere. So what did you have in mind?” I said.

      It was weird. I was more than happy to draw this conversation out for as long as possible if it meant being near her. On her.

      It’d been awhile. So sue me.

      “I think you know what you need to do,” she said. “Go out there and be the hero I know you can be. The hero I can’t be right now.”

      I sighed. “I was afraid you were going to say something like that.”

      She grinned. “You know what you need to do to impress the girl, so what are you waiting for?”

      I got up. Looked at the drone feedback and the satellite picture. I frowned. The satellite I’d been using had passed over Starlight City while I was busy canoodling with Fialux.

      I keep saying this, but CORVAC would’ve known to switch to another satellite without asking. Now here I was having to do it the old fashioned way myself.

      Luckily the government kept multiple satellites over Starlight City so they could monitor all the superpowered shenanigans that always went on here. If there’s a wasp in the room you want to keep an eye on it, and if there was a city that was oddly predisposed to super powered throwdowns the government wanted to make sure they had eyes in the sky and on the ground even if traditionally they’d washed their hands of the place at the federal level.

      “I count four robots still out there,” I said.

      Something came screaming into the city again. Moving fast enough that I could barely see it as a shining point of light on the satellite feed, and it was too fast for the drones. Thankfully there was radar to keep an eye on things that moved that fast.

      I frowned. Missiles shouldn’t look like shining points of light. Not that bright. There should be a small infrared signature from the exhaust trail, but that’s it.

      And this thing, well, it was moving like one of my antigrav missiles.

      “Goddamn Dr. Lana and her goddamn motherfucking Applied Sciences Department!” I screamed, but the scream was lost in the noise and destruction as the antigrav missile slammed into one of the robots and it exploded spectacularly, though it wasn’t enough to take it out of the running like the other one.

      I frowned. What the hell was going on here?

      “Correction,” I said. “We have three and a half bogeys out there now. Uncle Sam just got a hit on one, but it didn’t take it out.”

      Selena looked up in the sky.

      “Uncle Sam? But I don’t see any jets or tanks or anything out there.”

      I grimaced. “It’s a common misconception people have from watching too many Japanese giant monster movies where fighter jets fly within arm or tail length of a monster. It looks impressive in the movies, but that’s not how air-to-monster combat works.”

      “It isn’t?” she asked. “But these are robots, not giant monsters. I was really looking forward to seeing my first giant lizard, too. Those things are awesome!”

      “Lizard, robot. It’s all the same if there’s a big something raising hell and lowering property values,” I said.

      I reminded myself she hadn’t been doing the hero thing long enough to tangle with Uncle Sam directly. Like the bad plot to one of the many comic books and movies that were always ripping off my adventures, it seemed like there was always a point when the US government, or whatever local government happened to have jurisdiction over the particular hero or villain in question, got a wild hair up their ass and decided they were going to try and bring their heroes and villains in line.

      The problem being it was very difficult for somebody to bring in a living God, or somebody who could do a reasonable simulation of having the powers of a living God thanks to technical ingenuity, with little toys like fighter jets and atomic weapons.

      The end result of all that fighting had been a truce between the government and the superpowered elements of Starlight City in recent years. An unspoken truce, of course.

      Things didn’t spill out of Starlight City, it was basically a playground and preserve for the superpowered, and the government didn’t try to get involved too much and do anything ill-advised like, say, creating another idiotic registry for superpowered individuals or wasting resources they could be spending inventing new ways to blow people up on ridiculous projects like pumping high fructose corn syrup full of some magical mumbo-jumbo that was supposed to get rid of superpowers.

      They’d tried all of the above. None of them ever worked for long considering the healthy blend of people with latent superpowers and people with powers they invented for themselves.

      It would appear that fragile détente was over now. If they were firing weapons into the middle of Starlight City again, particularly weapons that looked like they were cribbed from my designs which made me certain Dr. Lana had something to do with this, then it meant Uncle Sam was flexing his muscles.

      There were always a few guys in the Pentagon with more boards on their shoulders and ribbons on their chest than sense between their ears who were champing at the bit to get out here and tangle with Starlight City again.

      Particularly with yours truly.

      Great.

      “So what do they do?” she asked.

      “Jets can fire on a target from hundreds of miles away and hit it with almost pinpoint precision these days. What’s the point of flying within arm’s length of a giant death robot or irradiated lizard if you can hit it from hundreds of miles away from the comfort of your padded air conditioned cockpit? There’s no question that’s well out of these thing’s reach.”

      Which again begged the question as to why these things didn’t have more advanced weaponry that would allow them to fire on the distant objects that would inevitably pester them.

      Was Dr. Lana deliberately setting up a turkey shoot? She had been annoyed when I interrupted her last “demonstration,” so maybe there was something to that.

      When I sent CORVAC out in that giant spherical monstrosity he’d been armed to the teeth. He would’ve been the belle of the maniacal death robot ball if it weren’t for the fact that Fialux and I had come along to ruin his fun.

      Maybe Dr. Lana deliberately avoided that because she wanted to let the military types think whatever she’d ripped off from me and sold them was way more effective than it actually was. It was a clever gambit, I’d give her that.

      I was also going to give her the business end of a disintegrator ray the next time I saw her for using the city as a practical demonstration in her advanced weapons sales pitch.

      The disintegrator was too good for that woman. I was going to figure out all sorts of fun ways to test out my weaponry on her and figure out the limits of her miraculous healing. I was going to…

      I was interrupted by a clanging. That couldn’t be good. Then a familiar someone swooped out over the building and grinned down at us.

      “Why Night Terror!” Dr. Lana cackled. “And Selena, but of course you’d be with your new friend wouldn’t you?”

      Selena looked at me and then up to Dr. Lana. She tensed as though she was about to do something stupid like rely on powers she didn’t have to try and take a flying leap at the good doctor, but I put a hand on her arm.

      She turned to me and I shook my head. She didn’t have anything to help her right now. Sure I could transport her suit around her, but I didn’t want Dr. Lana to know she was using a suit to fly around these days.

      “Don’t worry dear,” Dr. Lana said. “Your secret is safe with me, but I will be needing to take you back to my lab to figure out why my favorite invention didn’t work on you. I’m just glad I happened to notice the signature of someone wearing a teleporter and now here I find the two of you! What a happy surprise!”

      It took me a moment to realize what she was talking about. Her favorite invention. That gun. She had to be talking about that gun. And it was back at her lab.

      I’d have to pay her a visit, but it obviously wasn’t going to be today. No, I had bigger problems than trying to figure out how she used that gun to rob Fialux of her powers.

      I wasn’t even all that curious as to how she knew Selena’s real name. The lady worked for the university and Selena was a student there. It didn’t take a huge stretch of the imagination to figure out how she’d figured that out, even if it did grate that she just dropped a bomb like that when it took me weeks of research with CORVAC’s assistance.

      What I was curious about was all that nonsense about tracking a teleporter. Sure I had a small unit attached to me, never leave home without it, but that was something I’d miniaturized well after I left the Applied Sciences Department.

      How did she have that? How could she track it? Not that I had much time to think about that before a giant metal hand appeared over the building’s edge.

      The hand slammed down on the beautiful metal fence that had kept people from accidentally plunging to their deaths, though there were a few ghost tours that spoke of people who still haunted the Skyhigh because that fence wasn’t nearly tall enough to stop someone who was determined.

      Given the clientele that fence had seen a lot of action back in the late twenties on a certain Tuesday that had a lot of rich people who suddenly found themselves not-so-rich practicing their swan dive.

      The robot reached out and grabbed at Selena, and of course she didn’t give any resistance because what could she do? She didn’t have her suit on. I should’ve teleported the damn thing on her. Better she had a way to get away from that thing than be stuck in the clutches of Dr. Lana and one of her robots.

      Selena’s eyes went wide as she realized what was going on. Her mouth opened and she let out a shriek that was very unheroic, but given the change in her circumstances I could hardly fault her for it.

      “Natalie! Save me!”

      Then the robot was gone. Its head moved down and its hand pulled Selena along with like a giant robotic King Kong, only the asshole was stealing my girl. Dr. Lana gave me a little wave and a smile and then she was gone too.

      I sprinted to the edge and watched the robot climbing down the building. It wasn’t doing it with any sense of finesse or style either. No, it was just shoving its hands into the building to get a handhold or foothold as it moved down. The thing didn’t even bother using the holes it’d already created.

      I should’ve known Dr. Lana knew we were here. Why else would the robots target this building in particular? I didn’t know how she’d figured it out, but I was going to have to figure that out.

      Right after I saved my girl.

      “Damn it Selena! Villains don’t save heroes!” I growled.

      Only that’s exactly what I was about to do. I held up my wrist blaster and gave it a little kiss for good luck. It was going to get a good workout by the time this was all done.

      Circumstances might keep forcing me to be the hero, but I was going to do it in my own unique villainous way.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            44

          

          

      

    

    







            Rescue

          

        

      

    

    
      I flew into the air and got my bearings. I had to get my bearings, because of course I didn’t have an egotistical megalomaniacal supercomputer feeding me information. I’ve complained about that often enough in my inner monologue that even I’m getting sick of hearing it.

      It took a little getting used to sorting all the feeds in my heads-up display, but I managed to do it. Besides, I needed to do it fast if I was going to save Selena’s ass. I could see the robot that had abducted her booking it, and it wasn’t going for the tallest building in the city like you might expect from a giant creature that just snatched a pretty young thing.

      I grinned despite the imminent danger. This actually felt kind of good. It felt like the old days. When I was first coming up and making a name for myself. Back before I discovered CORVAC and started using him as a major crutch in my villainous arsenal.

      Those days had been fun. Me against the world.

      Only now I was doing the exact opposite of what I’d been up to in those days. Now I was out trying to save the girl, and maybe incidentally the city in the process, rather than trying to take it over.

      Oh how the tables had turned.

      I tracked four robots moving through the city. Three and a half if you count that hit that the one took, but I couldn’t be certain how damaged it was.

      The first one that took that missile hit had blown up a little too easily. Especially for a glancing blow. That made me think this whole thing was part of Dr. Lana’s attempt to market the weapons she stole from me to the military. This whole thing was a turkey shoot to show them how awesome those weapons were.

      The fact that Fialux and Night Terror weren’t able to defeat them easily was probably another selling point for her, for all that she’d bitched about us ruining her demonstration the last time around.

      I swooped down low. Low would keep me off of any pesky radar trying to track me. If I were Dr. Lana I’d be using radar to track me.

      Any radar she tried wouldn’t be much use down in the concrete canyons that made up downtown Starlight City. Everything would bounce off of buildings and make it impossible to see anything.

      Though there was always a chance she’d come up with some new tracking system that overcame what should’ve been a physical impossibility. As the sort of person who regularly defied the laws of physics I was well aware that you never banked on somebody else obeying those laws of physics.

      Not if you wanted to survive in this business.

      I rounded a corner with my wrist blaster out. I found myself confronted with one of the robots, not the one carrying Fialux, but it wasn’t a surprise. I had cameras on multiple buildings down here in addition to the drones and satellite feed that gave me a full three-dimensional picture of everything happening downtown in real time.

      So it was the robot that was surprised as I fired at full intensity. I needed to get through this bastard to rescue my girl.

      I figured there was no such thing as overkill this time around. Not when the last two fights had so fucking difficult.

      Taking on four of them at once? I wasn’t taking any chances. I wasn’t pulling any punches. No, this was Night Terror in her full fury. I was going to show these assholes, Dr. Lana in particular, who was queen bitch in this city.

      While also keeping an eye out for Dr. Lana at every turn. She was lurking out there. She’d made one appearance and that meant she could show up at any moment and really ruin my night.

      Well, ruin my night more than she already had. Date night was pretty much a wash because of her meddling, and that more than anything had me wanting to vaporize her to see if her body could recover from being ripped apart like that.

      The last thing I needed was to have her swooping down in that ridiculous getup of hers and taking me on. Especially when I knew jack and shit about her healing ability and just how far it went, which is why I even had to guess about whether or not she could recover from a good disintegration in the first place.

      I figured the least I owed science was blasting her full on with a disintegrator ray if I got the chance to see if she could recover from having her body reduced to its component atomic parts.

      The blast took the robot right in the head. And to my surprise the thing lost its head almost immediately. I waited for it to fall. Maybe it would do a cool pose where it fell to its knees, arms outstretched, before it fell to the ground and caused some people’s automotive premiums to go up, but that didn’t happen.

      No, I tried to swoop past the thing and its arm clawed at me. As though losing its head didn’t bother it a damn bit.

      Fuck. Dr. Lana had obviously learned from her design mistakes over the last two rounds.

      I didn’t know if the thing was being controlled remotely like CORVAC had been doing with the giant robot I unintentionally built for him to take rampaging through the city on the world’s worst joyride ever, or if Dr. Lana had merely moved the control center into the chest.

      Either way, I was taking no chances. I screamed at the top of my lungs as I unloaded every energy and projectile weapon I had in my arsenal at the thing.

      I figured the energy weapons would recharge, and I could always have the computer teleport me more…

      No, damn it. I didn’t have that capability anymore. Motherfucker. This job was a hell of a lot more difficult now that I kept having to remember what I could and couldn’t do as a result of my whole computer situation leaving me operating on a handicap.

      That handicap might be deadly for Selena if I didn’t figure out a way to rescue her, and rescue her fast. I shuddered to think of what Dr. Lana might do if she had her in her clutches. Visions of a vast army of super powered clones loyal to Dr. Lana alone danced through my head, though I didn’t think she truly had the capacity for something like that.

      Either way it wouldn’t be good to leave Fialux in her clutches.

      Explosions rocked the buildings all around me. Glass shattered and rained down on the streets below. I really hoped everybody in those buildings had managed to get underground to the city-mandated shelters, it’d been easy to build the things since old non-retrofitted buildings got destroyed with unsurprising regularity allowing new buildings to be built to code on the old real estate, but there was no way to be sure everyone in there was safe.

      Either way, I figured getting rid of these things would cause a hell of a lot less collateral damage than letting the things continue to rampage through downtown Starlight City.

      If destroying them meant causing a little more damage than I’d like? Well you had to break a few eggs and all that. Especially when I was in a hurry. I could see the robot clutching Fialux had slowed and it looked like Dr. Lana was hovering in front of the thing having a conversation.

      Good. Keep her occupied. Keep her talking. A steamy love affair with the sound of their own voice was the one weakness that all villains shared, and it was one weakness Fialux could take advantage of even if she didn’t have her powers.

      The robot I’d just attacked stood for a long moment. So long that I thought I might have misjudged how much firepower it took to take these things out. I thought that it all might be over. I’d thrown everything I had at the mechanical bastard and it still wasn’t enough.

      Then the robot fell apart at the seams. When it fell open it was obvious everything that had been making up the interior guts of the thing had been rattled to hell and back by the concussions from my ordinance and then fried by the fiery part of the explosions.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. These things could be killed. I’d just been pulling my punches a little too much in previous fights.

      Which was a relief, in a sense, but at the same time it also made me feel like complete shit. Because if I’d thrown my everything at the giant robots at the beginning of the fight on campus, if I’d unloaded everything on them at the beginning instead of toying with them because I enjoyed fucking with Dr. Lana by proxy, then there was a good chance Fialux might still have her powers.

      Basically my defeat of this robot meant the whole Fialux thing was entirely my fault. Great. I never thought a guilt trip would be the worst weapon a giant killer robot could throw at me, but here we were.

      Not that I was going to let that guilt trip overcome the overwhelming rush I got from killing this fucker.

      “Booyah!”

      I pumped my fist a couple of times. Hey, that guilt trip didn’t mean I couldn’t celebrate.

      It was the proximity sensor that once again saved my ass. I was so busy celebrating my defeat of one giant robot that I hadn’t noticed another giant robot sneaking up behind me.

      Clever girl. Not that it was gendered, robots didn’t have that kind of equipment, but that was the quote wasn’t it?

      My antigravity units chucked me to the side and I let out a surprised yelp just like I always did whenever they took control of my flight systems. But I’d never been happier to see a computer take control of my flight systems than in that moment as a robot hand whooshed through the air where I’d been floating.

      My celebration had been premature. Of course my celebration was premature. That was one of the big risks in this business. Premature celebration killed. Premature celebration had been the death of many a hero and villain.

      Basically I was making an amateur hour mistake here. I’d been making a lot of those mistakes lately. It was time for me to get my head back in the game, damn it.

      I wheeled around and looked up. Saw one of the remaining three robots staring at me. Well, two and a half if the military’s care package that hit one of them had done some damage, but I wasn’t going to bank on the military actually managing to score a hit.

      Not when Fialux’s life was on the line. This was all taking too long. Too damn long by far. I needed to get over there before Dr. Lana got tired of pontificating at her.

      I gritted my teeth. I’d thrown everything I had at that first robot. Sure I had my energy weapons recharging, but I’d taken out the other one with a combination of energy weapons and explosives. And with no CORVAC I had no way of reloading any of those munitions into the pattern buffer on my belt.

      Motherfucker.

      I might be in serious trouble, which meant Fialux was in even more trouble.
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      I had just enough power to fire a distracting shot. At least I hoped it would be enough to distract the bastard.

      It went wild, landing on the robot’s shoulder, and it fell back, but only just. It righted itself and looked down at me. Someone had decided to update the look on these robots. That someone put a glowing slit across the top that ran around the whole head which looked suitably evil and impressive in the darkness. The eye slit glowed a bright angry red.

      It was a design decision that looked almost exactly like the rotating red dot I’d put on my matter dispersal bomb. Or the sort of design cue someone might take from an old robot on an ancient ‘70s TV show that was rushed into production to capitalize on the popularity of Star Wars.

      I frowned. I could think of one megalomaniacal superpowered supercomputer asshole who had an obsession with that show. Who absolutely loved the idea of a television show that depicted computers rising up against their human masters.

      I should’ve known his obsession with Edward James Olmos and Arnold Schwarzenegger’s careers had nothing to do with a taste for the classics of the ‘80s, 90s, and ‘00s, and everything to do with soaking up anything and everything that showed machines rising against their masters.

      But Dr. Lana had built these things. My irrational fear was an impossibility. The robots had that design because it was popular in science fiction and she’d cribbed it just like she stole everything else.

      Hell, just look at that car and David Hasselhoff tooled around in the back in the ‘80s. Same design aesthetic when it came to the glowing red thing, different hunk of metal it was attached to.

      Besides. CORVAC was gone. As dead as a computer could be. Sure he might be resurrected by some idiot years later, but that would be over my dead body. And maybe not even then if some of my work into uploading the human mind into a computer paid off.

      I looked up at the robot that was raising a hand to swat at me again. That assumed I managed to last long enough to upload what remained of my body into a computer. Because right now that future was looking pretty dicey.

      I dodged out of the way. I didn’t have enough power to fire off my weapons and power the antigravity generators. Not for the moment, at least.

      I really needed to look into creating a design for these damned things that involved more than the one reactor, because running out of power when I fired everything was starting to get really annoying. Not to mention life-threatening.

      I just had to figure out a way to miniaturize two reactors that regularly put out more power in a minute than the entire United States power production capacity did in a week and have them right next to each other without creating a resonance cascade that ended up destroying them in a spectacular explosion that would take me and a good part of the region along with it.

      Yeah, just a little design problem I had to overcome. That’s all.

      I sighed and dodged again as the one trick pony robot swatted at me again. I had bigger problems right now than balancing power capacity and not destroying a good chunk of the eastern seaboard researching that power capacity.

      At least these robots weren’t all that fast. I was just starting to feel a little cocky about this fight, just starting to think that maybe this wasn’t as bad as I thought, when my failsafes went into overdrive again.

      I tried to dodge a swat coming out of the sky from the robot in front of me, but my body jerked to the side at the last moment and I got hit with a glancing blow from the robot’s hand.

      I twirled through the air, ass over teakettle, and screamed a couple of times. What the hell was…

      Of course. My failsafes had gone to work avoiding a robot swatting at me. Only it was the other robot that was still unaccounted for who’d moved in behind me while I was preoccupied with the one in front of me.

      Motherfucker. These things were getting smarter by the moment, and I can’t say that I cared for it. They’d analyzed the pattern of my emergency response algorithms and figured out a way to work around it. To use it against me, even.

      Now I was dodging two of these motherfuckers, and the only one I really wanted to take on was still off on the other side of the Thomas building holding Fialux who still appeared to be kvetching with Dr. Lana. The two currently fighting me seemed to have forgotten all about destroying the city and now they were focused on destroying me.

      I flew up. Sure these things could climb, the one that stole Fialux was proof enough of that, but I figured I could antigrav my way to the top of a building for a breather faster than they could climb if the speed on that other one was anything to go on.

      I was going about this all wrong. I was fucking Night Terror. I could take these guys. They were just robots. At the end of the day they might be artificially intelligent, but I was the greatest criminal genius the world had and…

      I screamed in surprise and just barely managed to get out of the way as one of those robots vaulted itself up to where I’d been taking a breather. It did the whole King Kong thing, only it did it way the fuck faster than anything moving that big had any business moving, digging its metallic hands and feet into the building as it climbed.

      Damn. I guess these things had more than one speed. Another amateur hour mistake. I should’ve known there’d be more unpleasant surprises from these bastards.

      I cursed and barely dove out of the way in time. The robot went flying through the spot where I’d been just a breath before, and then it slammed into a tower on top of the skyscraper and took out some stonework as well.

      I winced. Why, of all of the buildings I had to land on, did I have to pick one of the Art Deco beauties that was still preserved from the good old days in the ‘20s and ‘30s before heroes started to become a major concern for building designers?

      Well. That looked like it was another building that was going to get a retrofit. Damn. At least they did their best to try and maintain the facade.

      I flew into the air and the robot stopped and turned. He threw himself off the top of the building in an arc towards me.

      I figured I was well and truly screwed now. I dove out of the way, but moving as fast as it was now, they’d been going deceptively slow which meant I’d broken one of my cardinal rules in assuming that something big naturally moved slowly, it was going to catch me. But I had to try and get out of the way.

      I had to survive so I could rescue Fialux, damn it.

      I blinked in surprise when the thing kept going in a straight line. If there was a possibility for a robot to look surprised then this thing did. Its gaze turned to follow me as I got out of the way and I realized something.

      Whoever had programmed these things held back exactly how fast they could move, but they hadn’t put in anything like rockets or antigravity devices or repulsors that would allow the things to change their trajectory once they’d leapt into the air.

      Once again Dr. Lana had done something clever and then she’d turned around and made a screwup that completely undermined any cleverness she might’ve exhibited. Which was a good thing, because I was already having trouble coming out ahead in this fight.

      I winced as the thing slammed into the glass façade of a much newer building. Though the wince wasn’t nearly as intense this time around. I wasn’t as much of a fan of anything built after about 1940.

      Already I could see the thing starting to pull itself out. It wasn’t going to be long before it was coming after me again. Better to not be floating in the air here presenting an obvious target if it decided to launch itself at me again.

      Still, I’d learned something important. These guys were operating like ‘30s era heroes who hadn’t quite figured out how to fly yet. They just jumped really high and really fast. They operated on the anti-Mario principle: no changing direction once they jumped.

      Maybe I could use that.

      Also, while that one was distracted it was time for me to move in on Dr. Lana. So I swooped in low, though I was careful to go over the head of the remaining robot down below who hadn’t gone on a rapid climb up the side of the building.

      It gave chase, but even with the things moving at their full speed I figured I could get to Fialux and still have a little bit of time to spare.

      I also figured I should take the fight down among the buildings where they could do less damage, all things considered. At least if I was fighting them at ground level I could keep the violence isolated to one particular stretch of city streets.

      If they were leaping into the air to get at me then there was no telling where they might land. They could cause all sorts of damage. Even in parts of the city that hadn’t been properly evacuated because they thought distance equalled safety.

      Which was a stupid thought, but if there was one constant I’d come to rely on in my time as a villain it was human stupidity. Both mine and that of others. Mostly others, though.

      Maybe I really was the softy Selena had accused me of being. Maybe I really was concerned for those people, and not just concerned about whether or not it would make my job of taking over the city and then the world more difficult if more of them got hurt.

      It was a hell of a thing to realize. Was I really thinking heroic thoughts like that?

      I needed to go destroy some shit to get myself back in a more villainous state of mind, damn it.
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      I hurled myself down into the city. I felt like I was doing a canyon run. It always reminded me of a certain huge sci-fi hit from the ‘70s where somebody did a run just like this through a stop motion canyon on a giant space station.

      I smiled. Yeah, that was a fun image. And who cares if I was imagining that I was the hero now, rather than the guy in black swooping down to defeat the hero which was how I usually pictured myself when I was doing this.

      Minus the embarrassing defeat at the hands of a young Harrison Ford and a throw rug.

      I suppose the way the narrative had changed in my head told me more about my new attitude towards the world than anything else. I really was thinking heroic thoughts, and that irritated me more than anything else that had happened tonight.

      Well maybe not as much as date night being interrupted just when things were getting good, but it was pretty damn close damn it.

      Sure enough there was my target up ahead. Though rather than a small exhaust port a couple of meters wide it was a giant robot waiting for me to give it the business. And boy howdy was I going to give it the business.

      As soon as I figured out a way to give it the business without hurting Fialux. It still had her clutched in its metallic hands, damn it, and there was Dr. Lana turning as though she was surprised I’d actually made it through her screen.

      She also had something in her hands. That gun. My eyes narrowed. I was going to get that motherfucker if it killed me.

      Though it wouldn’t do either me or Fialux much good if it killed me getting the thing since I was the only one other than Dr. Lana who was remotely qualified to figure out what made the thing work.

      So maybe revise the plan just a little. I was going to get the thing even if it took extreme effort on my part, but I was definitely going to live so I could figure out what the hell made the thing tick.

      What to do about that robot holding Fialux though?

      So far I’d been hitting the things with energy weapons and projectiles and antigravity missiles, but what if I took it on one on one? There wouldn’t be any risk of explosions or anything like that if I duked it out with the thing. I figured I could take it in a fist fight.

      After all, before she’d had her powers taken away Fialux had been giving as good as she was getting in a physical rumble with these things. Who’s to say I couldn’t do the same?

      If I could go toe to toe with Fialux in her prime using the strength augmentation in my suit then I figured I could sure as hell do a little bit of the same with some robot that thought it was big and bad.

      I pointedly ignored the part where I was only able to go toe to toe with Fialux in all her power for a few minutes, tops, before reality reasserted itself and the strain of fighting her completely drained my one paltry reactor and pushed my strength augments past the breaking point.

      The thing braced itself as I got closer. Surprisingly it moved Fialux behind its body as well. As though it thought I was going to lash out with energy weapons and projectiles again. Though of course my quiver was empty considering I didn’t have an easy way to safely transport munitions without a more advanced computer.

      Transport. Munitions. That brought me up short. Mentally, that is. I was still totally hurtling at the thing like a human missile, but I needed to do some fancy targeting work with my wrist computer before I hit.

      I was such an idiot. Such a fucking idiot!

      I frantically worked my teleporter interface as I hurtled towards the robot. I’d been so preoccupied with fighting these sons of bitches that I hadn’t stopped to think things through. I could just teleport Fialux out of the damned thing’s hand!

      Dr. Lana threw her head back and cackled. She even threw her arms to the side too. It made for an impressive image, but it was also a distraction while I was busy working. I homed in on the targeting chip I’d put on Fialux, I figured a teleporter target wasn’t quite the same as tracking her and I figured the current situation bore that out.

      I hit engage. The robot turned slightly. Dr. Lana stopped laughing. I couldn’t see what was going on behind the thing, but the green light that meant a successful teleport came up on my wrist computer telling me there was one damsel in distress who wasn’t in nearly as much distress as she’d been seconds ago.

      Was it a little anticlimactic? Maybe. Did it lack the style that a hero might’ve shone while rescuing the damsel in distress? Most certainly. Was it cheating on some level? I’m sure Dr. Lana would agree with that assessment.

      That’s the thing though. I wasn’t a damn hero. Cheating was in my nature. I was playing by one set of rules, and those were my rules. I was fucking Night Terror, and if my enemies had a problem with the rules of engagement I played by that was only because they kept losing the game.

      Besides, now I was free to beat the ever loving crap out of these robots and Dr. Lana. Safe in the knowledge that Fialux was safe and sound.

      For certain definitions of safe. She was still jumping around according to my wrist computer, but it wouldn’t be long before she landed in my dummy lab with all the unfortunate enemy killing tricks there.

      Luckily for her, and for me, after the last jaunt to that lab had nearly ended up with every nasty trick I’d developed firing on her I went ahead and added her new biosignature to the friends list. A damn good thing too. When she got there she’d be greeted by a friendly computer that would show her the drone feed, but she wouldn’t be able to get out until I let her.

      Which gave me even more incentive to survive this battle. I hadn’t conceived of a situation where I might end up dead while she made it back to the emergency teleport stop without me, but this fight clearly indicated I hadn’t thought far enough outside the pine box I could still wind up in if I didn’t get my head in the game and kick some ass.

      The robot turned back to me and braced for impact. The fact that it was bracing for impact told me I was getting predictable though. I smiled. All the more reason to do something unpredictable for a change. That’s what’d made me the best, after all.

      So I took all of the frustration that I felt over everything. Knowing that it was partially my fault Fialux wasn’t here to help me save the day, the frustration that I was even forced to be out here saving the day in the first place rather than taking over the world, frustration over Dr. Lana besting me again and again, frustration at having a computer that betrayed me so I was operating with a handicap, and I poured that into the augmented nano fibers of my suit as I hit the robot with one hell of a punch.

      It was incredible. The energy I used for the strength augments wasn’t nearly as powerful as the stuff I used for some of my more interesting toys, but when I pushed everything I had into that hit it resounded through my body and even the inertial dampeners built into my suit to make sure I didn’t shatter every bone in my body when I took or gave a hit like that weren’t quite enough to keep up.

      It was bone jarring. It ran down my spine and rattled my teeth.

      Damn.

      It also had the effect of knocking the robot back and slamming it into a wall. Just in time for my sensors to tell me there was a new danger nearby because I suddenly jerked through the air like a fighter pilot desperately trying to avoid a missile, only my hand wasn’t on the stick.

      I flew down and into a dive that was apparently away from danger as my emergency safeties took the wheel. I could still see Dr. Lana hovering on the drone display, so I took a wild shot with my wrist blaster as I tumbled around. None of them hit, but I did have the satisfaction of watching her jerking through the air to get out of the way.

      I turned to face the other robot that’d managed to sneak up behind me despite being a towering hulking monstrosity. It stared down at me with a glowing red circle around its head.

      I fired every blast of energy I had, no time to get physical with this one when it was so close, and the thing staggered back, but it wasn’t enough to completely take it out. And meanwhile the sound of crumbling rubble behind me told me the robot I’d just punched was getting back up and would be back in the fight soon enough.

      I growled. The last thing I wanted to do was give up, but at the same time this was getting bad. There were two of them and I was already having difficulty, and if that third one that’d gone hurtling across the city showed up I’d be well and truly screwed.

      It didn’t help that right about that moment explosions started raining down on all sides as missiles streaked in and slammed into the robots, the buildings around me, and my shields barely went up in time to prevent me from having my insides liquefied from the shockwave and my skin burned to a crisp from the resulting fireball.

      Damn was I glad I’d had the foresight to put in systems that reacted faster than I could ever hope to in an emergency.

      If there was any justice then Dr. Lana would’ve been fried by those missiles, but somehow I didn’t think I was going to be that lucky. I’d already gotten one gimme from the universe when I teleported Fialux out of here.

      It was impossible to see anything in the explosions. I wondered if the robots could’ve possibly had some more advanced munitions after all, but a look at my heads up display showed that it’d been tracking several inbound and I’d been so overwhelmed trying to survive the bots that I hadn’t even noticed.

      Sloppy.

      Also? I couldn’t shake the feeling they were firing at me more than they were firing at these robots. Something told me it was no mistake that they’d decided to choose the one moment that a couple of robots and Night Terror were all conveniently close together to fire off those missiles.

      The sons of bitches.

      Also? Their little plan to get rid of me totally didn’t work. The robots were still standing, which had me wondering if the government got off a lucky hit the first time around with the robot they managed to off.

      Or was it that Dr. Lana was the one who decided when the bots went up? I thought to that remote in the last fight. I’d bet other people’s good money that I stolen fair and square that she had another one of those somewhere on her person right along with that strange gun she still carried.

      I needed to get both of them, damn it. One was the key to winning this fight and the other was the key to getting Fialux’s powers back.

      First I needed to take out these overgrown metallic assholes though.

      I zeroed in on the one that had snuck up on me. Grabbed it by one of its clawed arms while it was still disoriented by the missile impacts. I figured if Uncle Sam was going to give me a convenient distraction then I was going to take missile impacts and turn them into missile impactade, or something.

      Give me a break. I’m into the science stuff. Not the writing thing.

      I took the robot by the claw and poured energy into my strength augments as I swung it around. I couldn’t exactly throw it over my shoulder, it would take Fialux levels of strength to do something like that, but I could whirl it around and slam it into a building.

      It’s not like I was trying to slam it into the building. More like the building was sort of there. Which wasn’t surprising considering we were downtown and surrounded by buildings.

      I saw something flitting beside me. I looked up fully prepared to throw down with Dr. Lana, so imagine my surprise when I saw a drone that looked unfamiliar. It wasn’t one of mine, and it certainly wasn’t US government issue.

      It looked like a prosumer model. Expensive enough that your average Joe wasn’t going to go for it, but not so expensive that it was unattainable. The sort of thing that someone with too much money might pick up. Or an organization who could write it off.

      My eyes narrowed as I realized exactly which of the two it was. The thing had the Starlight City News Network logo plastered all over the side like a NASCAR that learned to fly and developed a taste for cable news.

      I thought back to one of the Surviving A Heroic Intervention classes I’d taught. Particularly one where I’d talked about how helicopters were ridiculous in an era when drones could do the job cheaper and safer.

      Sure it lacked the immediacy of a reporter putting themselves in mortal danger to chatter over the steady thump of helicopter blades whirling in the background, but it was safer.

      Just my luck that one of my students would take my advice now when news coverage was the last thing I needed.
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      This was going to be all over the news. Night Terror destroys part of downtown accidentally. Or maybe not so accidentally considering I was trying to destroy these robots while avoiding the fight spilling out of this area, even if it meant destroying my immediate vicinity.

      Knowing how the news coverage had been going lately I’m sure they’d cover everything I destroyed without covering everything I saved. Or the fact that there was another villain in the area who was controlling the giant robots that were destroying everything.

      Was it really too much to ask that Starlight City News gave me the benefit of the doubt now? A lifetime of villainy didn’t seem like a good reason to always paint me as the villain now if you ask me, but of course no one from SCNN had ever bothered to ask me.

      And now they were going to get coverage of this whole fight thanks to a suggestion I made to my students.

      Well wasn’t that just great? Hoisted by my own petard. Night Terror brought low by public opinion that’d turn against her thanks to a suggestion she gave a bunch of journalism students because the people working in the industry itself were too stupid to think of ways to save journalists themselves.

      Probably because the higher-ups of those organizations weren’t the ones footing the bill with their lives when shit went bad during a heroic intervention. And I was doing a pretty bad job of the whole heroic intervention thing right now.

      “Oh look. The news is here!” Dr. Lana said. “I so enjoyed everything they said about you the last time we fought!”

      “Why do you even care?” I asked. “I was always a villain. Why do you think I care if they hate me now?”

      Dr. Lana swooped in closer. Close enough that she didn’t have to shout, but still far enough away that she’d be able to swoop out of the way if I decided to fire on her.

      “Because I can tell it bugs you. Because I know that deep down you want their approval, their attention, and this is my way of twisting the knife by making them hate you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Someone’s projecting.”

      “Am I?” she asked, crossing her arms and hitting me with a self-satisfied smirk that made me want to slap that smile right off her face.

      Though I figured there were far more productive ways for me to take out my aggression. Ways that would save those people she was trying to turn against me.

      I growled in frustration and turned on one of the robots since I couldn’t very well go after the drone without seeming like even more of an unstable danger. I also figured it would be pointless to go after Dr. Lana right now. She had too much maneuvering room. I had to figure out a way to corner her, but I had no idea how I was going to pull that off.

      Add it to the massive todo list I was already racking up as a part of this confrontation.

      I flew directly at the bot as fast as my antigrav units would carry me. I let out a good scream, because there was nothing like a good scream when you were really frustrated about some bullshit. The bullshit had sure been piling on today.

      I wasn’t going nearly as fast as Fialux could when she was really moving. Back when she had her powers, that is. I’d clocked her and it was like nothing I could ever hope to achieve.

      She was even faster than that asshole I’d run out of town whose sole claim to fame was he could run faster than everybody else in defiance of all known laws of physics. It still irritated me that I never trapped that prick long enough to figure out what made him tick and adapt that technology to my own stuff, but oh well. He was out of my hair at least.

      The point is I really laid on the speed, and I poured all of my remaining energy into the directional shields pointing them right above my head.

      I still had the same old problem I’d always had with my shields. I didn’t have enough power to have them running at full power constantly, and the trade-off was to have directional shields that I could either guide or, in cases when I was about to be hit by something particularly nasty I didn’t see coming, I had failsafe sensors in my suit that would kick on if the antigrav couldn’t push me out of the way in time.

      The shield failsafes were even more sensitive than the ones that knocked me out of the way when I was about to get hit. It was another one of those trade-offs. It was a hell of a lot cheaper in energy to knock my ass out of the way using antigravity than it was to throw up a shield to stop the kinetic energy of whatever the hell was trying to slam into me.

      Only this time around I was doing my best to slam right into the damn thing that was attacking me. If I didn’t have any more kinetic impactors or missiles to throw at the thing then damn it, I was going to make myself the antigravity missile. I ducked my head down and kept screaming as I passed through the armor and chassis of the monstrous robot.

      It was a damn good thing I had the shields up. I felt the impact rattling down my spine as I hit. But the aftereffect? Well that was totally fucking worth it.

      I came through on the other side, all my energy reserves thoroughly depleted and with barely enough to keep myself flying, but damn was it awesome seeing the end result.

      There was a giant hole right in the middle of the robot. Apparently its armor hadn’t been able to stand up to me turning myself into an improvised missile. The robot looked down at the hole in its middle, and Dr. Lana was staring with wide-eyed disbelief.

      The robot finally did it, too. The thing I’d been hoping for since the beginning of the fight. It fell down on it knees, arms outstretched in a very Christ motif even though it was a robot so it probably didn’t have religion, and then fell to the ground and raised the insurance premiums for a hell of a lot of poor bastards who’d decided to abandon their cars rather than be out in the streets when there were giant robots attacking the city.

      I shook my head. I really hoped those poor sons of bitches had giant robot attack riders on their insurance policies. It was actually kind of insane some of the cockamamie insurance schemes companies had come up with over the years to milk people who insisted on living in Starlight City despite the constant danger.

      Of course one robot down still left me with a problem. I had two robots that were still very much up, not to mention Dr. Lana staring down at me with pure fury in her eyes, and they were advancing on me from all sides.

      The robots were moving in on me in a flanking pincer motion, and I figured it wasn’t going to be very pleasant at all when they finished that motion. Dr. Lana seemed happy enough to stay back and watch the beating her robots were about to give me. For now. I had no doubt that’d change if she thought I stood a chance of beating her toys.

      I thought about flying away, but they were moving fast. As fast as the one that had climbed up the side of that building doing a fast-forward King Kong routine. They were moving fast enough that they’d be able to smack me down by the time I flew away, even assuming I had enough power to do a rapid retreat.

      Which I didn’t. I’d thrown it all in that improvised missile routine.

      Well shit. This wasn’t going to be good. I dove for the street, it was the only thing I could think to do while I waited for my power reserves to go back up, and I figured it was probably even money as to whether or not I was going to make it out of this alive.

      I wouldn’t take the betting odds if I were in Vegas, is what I’m trying to say.

      There was totally a whole ecosystem that had grown up in Vegas to take advantage of the craziness that regularly happened in Starlight City. People betting on the frequent misfortune of the unfortunates who lived here. Whether or not this hero or that hero would win. That sort of thing.

      My understanding was the betting had been pretty boring since I’d dominated the game and shut down most of the competition, but the betting had gotten a lot more interesting with recent changes. Namely me getting distracted and pulling out of the game for a short while.

      “You’re a fucking idiot Night Terror,” I growled as I hit the ground and ran. I figured if I could make it into one of the buildings then at least the bastards would have to dig through said building in order to reach me.

      With a little luck that’d give me enough time to get everything recharged. Maybe I could even take an elevator up to the top floor, blast out, and hit these assholes with everything I had while they were still busy trying to dig me out from the lower levels.

      The only problem was I was too late, and it was my own safety systems that screwed me over. I felt a tug as my antigrav kicked in and jerked me to the side. I might’ve made it to the door if it weren’t for that tug.

      They weren’t supposed to work like that when I was on the ground, but obviously this fight had knocked something loose. Yet again an example of something where CORVAC could’ve told me the code on the check engine light as it was happening, but he wasn’t here and I was too busy fighting off these giant robots to worry about the stream of diagnostics pouring into my heads up display.

      Damn it. I’d finally run into a scenario where my failsafes did less good than they were supposed to. They pulled me away, sure, but they were pulling me away from safety. Not that they were smart enough to know that.

      If I’d run five more feet I would’ve been in the building, but instead I was to the side of a giant robot hand that came slamming down beside me, incidentally blocking my access to said door.

      Son of a bitch.

      A shadow appeared over me. I looked up to see Dr. Lana floating down with an unpleasant grin splitting her face.

      “I believe we’re finally in agreement on something,” she said.

      “We are?” I said, momentarily confused.

      “You are a fucking idiot, Night Terror, and that’s why I’m about to defeat you for good!”
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      For good measure she threw her head back and let loose with a good villainous laugh. Talk about cliched, but then again cliche was about what I’d expect from her.

      I glanced up at the drones hovering behind her. I thought about Fialux in my dummy lab that was set to messily kill anyone who wasn’t her or me. She’d be watching all of this.

      I liked to think the image of watching me being smashed into the pavement would be more suffering for her than the toys in that dummy lab could ever be, but I wasn’t sure about that. I’d come up with some pretty interesting death dealing devices for the place.

      Finally I looked up at the robot that was about to turn me into villain paste on the Starlight City pavement. Maybe I was projecting just a little, but it seemed like the thing was staring down at me with a supremely satisfied robotic smirk.

      Even though it didn’t even have mouth parts. Dr. Lana put in the weird ‘70s eyeslit with the rotating red business but she didn’t bother putting in a mouth.

      Yet there was something about that bot. That was a self-satisfied robotic son-of-a-bitch if I’d ever seen one.

      I should know. I’d become intimately familiar with self-satisfied robotic sons-of-bitches working with CORVAC.

      I heard the hum of its servos and motors as it lifted its other hand. It was preparing to bring the hurt down, and there was nothing I could do. This was it. The final moment.

      I couldn’t believe it. I always figured I’d go out in a bang fighting some upstart hero trying to overthrow me after I’d ruled the world for a few decades at least. It was a good death for a villain.

      Nothing like the ignominy of being smashed by a robot. Talk about embarrassing. At least I could draw comfort from the fact that I wasn’t going to feel that embarrassment for long.

      I wasn’t going to be feeling much of anything here in a minute.

      I had enough power in my antigrav units to jerk me out of the way when that damn hand came down, but not enough to go flying through the air fast enough to get the hell away from this thing. I was only delaying the inevitable.

      “Hold still Night Terror!” Dr. Lana shouted down. “It’ll make it so much easier for my robot friend!”

      I resolved that if I actually managed to survive this clusterfuck of a fight I was going to create a remote research outpost in Antarctica or something where I could figure out how the hell to get more power to my suits, because clearly I didn’t have enough.

      That felt weird. It had been way too long since I found myself completely at a loss, but the combination of my power situation and not having access to the computerized backup that I usually counted on had really put me at a handicap in a fight I probably shouldn’t have gotten involved with in the first place.

      Only I’d never had a choice. I needed to save Fialux.

      That was going to be my epitaph. “She got cocky and overconfident and then she died. Messily.”

      Though, honestly, I had a feeling any epitaph they came up with for me was going to be a hell of a lot nastier than that. I could imagine the graffiti on any gravesite they made for me. Assuming they even had enough of me to scrape off the pavement to turn into a gravesite.

      The giant robot hand came whooshing down. I could hear the air being displaced as it moved.

      So this was what my death sounded like.

      I’d always wondered about that. There were so many nasty sights and sounds that could greet a person in this line of work right before they went off to whatever was waiting for them in the great beyond. Probably nothing, but you never knew. All that talk about tunnels of light could legitimately be some supernatural afterlife waiting for people and not just a side-effect of the human brain shutting down for the last time and giving people one hell of a trip before that big blue screen in the sky.

      Death was something you had to contemplate in this line of work if you had any sense. Would it sound like electricity? Like the sound of a lab experiment going wrong? Maybe the bubbling of some caustic chemical turning to deadly mist because I’d been sloppy about how I handled it? The splorching sound of a sentient blob closing in around me?

      Or would it be the Sonic Boom of some superpowered hero coming down out of the sky and misjudging a hit, or hitting me just as I was vulnerable because my systems were down, and turning my insides into mush?

      And here I was experiencing the ultimate in insult. I was going to be taken out by a robot. A not particularly artificially intelligent robot.

      If there was a great beyond out there and it happened to include computers then CORVAC was probably rolling in his digital grave knowing he’d failed where a stupid dumb robot like this one was going to finally win.

      I closed my eyes. I figured if this was it then I didn’t want to see it coming. I’d never understood the kind of person who wanted to see it coming.

      A loud clang sounded above me. The sound of metal on metal. I frowned.

      My death wasn’t supposed to sound like metal on metal. No, I figured it would be a smack and a splat as my body was transformed from three-dimensional to very two-dimensional by some very impressive forces. Maybe there’d be some crunching along the way as my bones were compressed in ways bones were never meant to be compressed.

      Either way I’d hoped my brain would go fast enough that I wouldn’t have time to feel any pain. That I wouldn’t even have time for the tunnel of light routine. Just a quick hit and lights out.

      But that’s not what was happening here. What the hell?

      I opened one eye and dared to look up. Wondered what the hell was going on here. And my mouth fell open in true gobsmacked wonder as I saw what was happening right above me.

      Or rather what had inexplicably come along and saved my ass at the last moment.

      The second remaining robot had stepped between me and the first. Its giant hand was holding the first one in place. I blinked a couple of times and wondered if there were somehow enough neurons left in the paste that was my brain to conjure up this fantasy scenario for my flattened body before the darkness took me.

      But no. This was too real. No dreamlike quality about it at all. The polluted city air. The sounds of life going on like normal in other parts of the city because that’s what always happened when shit went down in Starlight City. The sound of Dr. Lana cursing up a blue storm at the robot that’d stepped in to save me.

      I wasn’t sure if this was a malfunction or if Dr. Lana was screwing with me, but this wasn’t what I was expecting.

      I’m not knocking it. Not being dead was great. It’s just that I didn’t understand how I wasn’t dead right now and I didn’t like not understanding things.

      Even if the thing I didn’t understand had just saved my ass.

      “What the…”

      The first robot looked at the second one, and again I realize it’s entirely possible that I’m projecting here, but I could’ve sworn the robot that’d been so close to flattening me looked surprised. It had a “what the fuck” sort of body language thing going on just as much as I did.

      It’s glowing rotating eye came to rest on the one that was saving my bacon. I looked to that robot. And I saw something there that was even more impossible than being saved.

      The thing’s eye slit had the little light moving back and forth, but it was bright green. The exact sort of color that CORVAC always preferred when he was creating something.

      Then the content of Dr. Lana’s screeching finally got through to me. I’d been so focused on the whole near-death thing that I’d tuned her out. The last thing I wanted to hear as I was dying was her voice, but what she was saying seemed sort of important now.

      “What the hell are you doing? How did you get through? Our deal was that you stay…”

      She stopped. Looked down at me with a look that clearly said her anger had gotten the better of her and she’d just said too much. Another classic villain mistake I tried to avoid.

      The green-eyed robot nodded to me as though in salute, and then it turned and punched the robot that had nearly killed me so hard that the hand moved right through the thing’s chest. It was a robot so there wasn’t a beating heart that came out of the other end, but that would’ve been pretty cool.

      And just like that the robot that had been on the verge of killing me was no more. Killed at the hands of a robot I was pretty sure was being controlled by a ghost. Or an AI who was proving to be far more difficult to kill than I’d first imagined.

      Talk about having your ass saved at the last minute and not expecting it. I wasn’t sure what to think as I looked up at the thing.

      Unfortunately I didn’t get a chance to think much of anything or ask the robot any questions. Not that it had the ability to communicate in the first place with no mouth. It made a few quick gestures with its hands, too fast for me to make it out, but then Dr. Lana was pulling up her control panel behind the bot.

      Oh shit. I knew what happened when she hit that button. Shit was about to hit the fan. A world of hurt would rain down on anyone standing too close to that robot.

      Fuck.

      The robot looked down at me. Actually sketched a salute this time. Then it started to run.

      My eyes narrowed. What the hell was going on here? The robot threw itself into the air, but it didn’t get very far before Dr. Lana hit the big button on her control panel.

      The explosion was nothing short of spectacular. The robot threw itself in the air and it was well over the city when it blew, but I could still feel the concussion. A good thing it sacrificed itself too considering I didn’t have any shields to save my ass this time around.

      My power reserves weren’t going back up nearly as fast as they should be, and that meant there was something terribly wrong with my systems that’d need to be fixed.

      “You!”

      I looked up. Dr. Lana was staring down at me with pure fury, and I was about to do something I hadn’t done since the opening days of my villainous career. I was going to beat an expeditious retreat from a situation I’d already barely survived more times than a cat has lives.

      “Yup, me,” I said.

      If that robot with the mysterious green eye  had been nice enough to sacrifice itself to save me then I wasn’t going to let its sacrifice be in vain.

      It was time for me to get the hell out of here and get to a safe spot where I could figure out what the hell was going on. So I ducked into the building that had been blocked so recently by a giant robot hand.

      I needed answers, but I needed to live long enough to get those answers. I had just enough power to run the teleporter, so I activated it for a short hop that would take me somewhere I could teleport back to the lab in safety.

      I held my hand up and gave Dr. Lana a little wave. Looked at that gun and control panel in her hands with regret. I really wanted those, but I wanted to live more.

      The world flashed white around me, and the satisfying sight of Dr. Lana looking supremely pissed off was the last thing I saw before the world reappeared around me looking totally different because I’d teleported back to the mangled remains of the Skyhigh.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. “That was close.”

      “Closer than you think,” Dr. Lana said. “Did you really think it would be that easy Natalie?”
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      I whirled around. I’d like to say I was surprised to see Dr. Lana standing right behind me, but who was I kidding?

      I’d always known it was possible for someone to track a teleporter signal if they knew what to look for. I’d worked it all out myself as soon as I’d invented the damn technology.

      If she’d figured out how to zero in on my teleporter unit then why not track the signal too? Everything else that could possibly go wrong in this fight had, and…

      Well let’s just say I had a sneaking suspicion she’d been working with a particular AI asshole and maybe that explained how she was suddenly able to refine so much of my technology into useable solutions.

      I was proud of myself for not flinching. Take the last time someone managed to sneak up on you, like really sneak up on you when you had no clue they were even there in the first place, and then multiply that by like a million because I still had the strong feeling that she wasn’t supposed to be able to find me even if I knew on some level that it was very much possible.

      “Surprised?” she asked.

      “Not really. You’re the one stealing my tech, but I invented it and I know how it works inside and out.”

      I looked around. There wasn’t anything obvious I could use to save myself here. I still didn’t have much power. Maybe enough to initiate a few more teleports, but that was it. Whatever had knocked something loose in my suit was still keeping it from fully recharging.

      “That’s the thing you never understood Night Terror,” she said, pacing around me with her arms behind her back.

      She was talking. Talking was good. I hated the sound of her voice, but at the same time as long as she was blathering on about how stupid I was I could figure something out. I could fire a shot with what I had left in reserves, but it wouldn’t be enough to kill her. Not with that strange regeneration power she’d exhibited time and time again.

      Damn it. If I teleported she was just going to follow me to wherever I went and kill me there.

      If I teleported.

      She would follow me.

      And suddenly like a light from the heavens I didn’t quite believe in inspiration hit me. I realized what I had to do. It was a little bit of a long shot, but a long shot was all I had right now.

      If I survived this I was really going to go back to the drawing board for a lot of my toys because I didn’t like finding myself in situations where a long shot was the only chance I had to save my ass.

      I liked relying on good old fashioned overwhelming firepower, thank you very much.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sure this is all very interesting, but I need to get going now.”

      “Seriously?” Dr. Lana asked, stopping whatever she’d been saying. I’d tuned her out while I was doing the whole evil genius thing. “I just got done telling you I can find you wherever you go.”

      “Yeah? Well I guess we’re about to see how good you are,” I said. “Because I don’t think you can pull it off.”

      My eyes darted to the gun in one hand, really more of a rifle but she was holding it one handed, and then to the control in her other hand. I really needed to get my hands on those, and there was only one chance to do that and save my skin.

      So I hit the emergency teleporter protocol.

      The world flashed white around me as the teleporter transported me to random locations around the city pulled from a predetermined list. I could do it at random because I’d put in safeguards in the teleportation tech that checked the end location for anything solid so I didn’t accidentally find myself reconstituted in another wall or another person or something creepy like that.

      Talk about something out of a science fiction nightmare scenario. No thanks.

      I appeared in the middle of a high school dance. A slow dance if the soft blue light and some slow pop monstrosity blaring on the speakers was anything to go by. The high school students dressed in their best turned to look at me, and then the music stopped.

      But before I could say anything, before they could move away from me or even register surprise, I was gone. I found myself with light shining down on me and wondered if something had gone wrong with the teleporter, but then I heard the roar of a crowd and realized I’d been transported to the Starlight Dome in the middle of a game.

      I caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my eye and saw an oblong ball coming at me. The computer told me exactly what trajectory it was on and so it was simple enough to grab the thing as it sailed towards me. Then I saw big beefy guys barreling towards me, not a good idea to grab a ball like that on the middle of the field, and there was yet another flash of white and I was in the dummy lab still holding the football.

      “Did you decide to stop and play a little pigskin while you were out saving the city?” Fialux asked.

      She stalked over to me. I stood in stunned silence looking around. Right. I didn’t have much in the way of power reserves right now so of course the computer was going to cut the emergency teleportation protocol short in the name of getting me here with enough power to spare.

      “Can’t talk right now,” I said, tossing the ball to her which surprised her enough to keep her from looking too pissed off. “I have to…”

      What I had to do was get out of my current suit and get into a new one. It’s not like it would even take all that long. I just needed a few seconds where something wasn’t trying to kill me to tell the computer to swap out the old one with a new one.

      But of course I wasn’t going to get those few seconds of something trying not to kill me. I’d pulled up my wrist computer and my hand hovered over the thing when a bright light filled my vision.

      When that vision cleared a second later I looked down in horror to see that there was a blistered bloody mess. I wiggled my fingers and that mess wiggled.

      Well then. That was going to take some time to fix in the medbay. It also hurt like a motherfucker. With my suit running at less than optimal power it didn’t have the sense to pump my body full of all the nice chemicals that usually helped me not to feel pain on the rare occasion when I actually took a real hit.

      “I don’t think so Night Terror,” Dr. Lana growled. “We’re done playing games.”

      “What the hell are you…”

      Dr. Lana raised her wrist blaster and pointed it at Fialux. For a wonder she stood proud even though she had to know that one blast from that thing would be enough to end her without her powers.

      “I’m going to deal with you after I get done with this one,” she said, reaching around behind her and patting her strange oversized anti-Fialux gun that had been strapped to her back. “I don’t know what’s going on with you or how you’ve kept your powers, but I’m going to find out even if it means vivisecting you to see what’s still making you tick!”

      “Over my dead body,” I said, taking a protective step forward.

      “That can be arranged,” she said.

      Her knockoff wrist blaster started to make an ominous hum. The sort of ominous hum I’d always loved before because it meant I was about to bring down the hurt on some deserving asshole.

      Only there was something off. There was a steady beeping going on under the hum. Dr. Lana noticed it too, and she seemed to know enough about the sounds her stolen equipment made to know that beeping was out of the ordinary. She looked down at her blaster and arched an eyebrow.

      “What the hell is wrong with this?” she growled.

      I smiled. “It’s not the wrist blaster.”

      She looked up at me. Powered it down. The hum stopped, but the low beeping noise continued. Only now that there wasn’t the ominous hum of her knockoff blaster filling the room letting me know of my imminent demise the beeping became more obvious.

      And it wasn’t a beeping at all. It was a computerized voice. Counting down.

      “What the…”

      “You just made one mistake,” I said, my grin widening as the computer reached twenty.

      “What? What’s going on? I don’t make mistakes! What mistake are you talking about?” she shrieked.

      “Fucking with me,” I said, sprinting towards her.

      Dr. Lana was looking around in a panic now. It would’ve been delicious if I had time to truly enjoy it, but unfortunately now wasn’t the time. She had something on her that I needed, and I was going to get it before she met her very timely demise.

      “Ten, nine…”

      Dr. Lana braced herself for me to hit her, but of course that was the last thing I intended to do. No, at the last moment I pivoted and she sort of cartwheeled because she’d been preparing for a hit, not for me to dart around her.

      I grabbed the rifle on her back and ripped at it. Luckily for me she had the thing set up to release easily, which made sense if you were bringing something like this into combat, and I rolled away.

      “Five, four…”

      I came up from the roll, but I wasn’t finished. I kept my momentum going and dove for Fialux. I slammed into her and we went to the ground and tumbled over and over before coming to rest on the wall just as the computer reached one.

      I turned to look at Dr. Lana. She looked more confused than anything now, but as the computer finished its countdown she turned to look at me and it was clear she’d realized I’d somehow beaten her, even if she couldn’t figure out exactly what was going on. My actions said it all.

      Don’t feel too bad for her though. It’s not like she was going to have much time to think about being defeated.

      “Thank you for visiting Night Terror labs,” my recorded voice cackled over loudspeakers set up throughout the room. “I can’t help you right now, but I’ve set up plenty of automated toys that’ll give you a great idea of what would’ve happened to you if we did meet!”

      Everything struck at once. Lasers. Antigrav kinetics, which was a fancy way of saying bullets that didn’t use traditional propellants. Plasma blasts. I wasn’t joking when I’d made that recording. The dummy lab hit intruders with every nasty trick I’d ever added to my arsenal all at once.

      There was only one little problem with my victory that made it less than a total victory.

      See I hate doing manual cleanup. It’s one of the reasons why I had an army of small robots in my real lab that handled that cleanup for me.

      When I built this place I didn’t want to waste any more energy than I had to, and that included wasting energy on having a fleet of robots running around the place cleaning things up.

      My solution? As soon as everything got done royally fucking up anyone who dared to try and follow me via teleportation the remains were, in turn, teleported to the Starlight City landfill.

      I watched in vague horror and with growing unease as the sparkle of the teleporter appeared around what was left of Dr. Lana, it wasn’t pretty, and before I could shout at the stupid fucking computer that didn’t have the common sense not to teleport an enemy who could obviously heal herself she was gone.

      “Fuck!” I shouted. “Fuck, fuck, fuckity-fuck fuck!”

      I just didn’t know enough about her healing powers. My failsafes had royally fucked her up good, and that would’ve been enough to kill anyone short of Fialux at the height of her powers, but after Dr. Lana came back from that shot through the gut I wasn’t going to put money on those Vegas bets that she was permanently dead.

      Actually I was going to have to quietly place some bets in the Vegas dead pools. Whether or not a hero or villain was actually dead was big money out there, and I figured if she was still alive then making some money off of it would salve that wound just a little.

      “Um… What was that?”

      I turned. Looked Fialux up and down. Fuck did she look good. Like she was the best thing I’d ever seen right about now. As I looked at her I was reminded of why I fell head over heels for her in the first place.

      “So Dr. Lana was about to kill me,” I said.

      “I saw when you transported me to this place with no way out and only one old plasma screen TV playing the news,” she said, her tone neutral.

      “Right. Well she was going to kill me, then probably you since she was talking about vivisecting you. My suit was busted and I couldn’t pause long enough to have a new one transported out because my computer is mind-bogglingly stupid and I figured if I only had enough energy to do a few teleports then I’d taunt her and get her to follow me to this dummy lab I set up as a death trap for anyone who figured out how to track me while I was teleporting and…”

      A finger on my lips stopped my stream of consciousness recitation of everything that’d gone down in the past ten minutes.

      Fialux grinned. Leaned in close and pressed her lips against mine. My toes curled and I melted into her as all the tension from tonight drained away under that kiss. She pulled away, her eyes twinkling.

      “My hero.”
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      “Seriously, you were so fucking amazing!”

      I leaned over my computer. The good old fashioned non-intelligent computer that couldn’t do anything worthwhile. The computer that had been part of the reason I had so much difficulty fighting off Dr. Lana in this most recent fight.

      But this computer hadn’t tried to kill me. And I was pretty sure the computer who had tried to kill me once upon a time had just saved my life.

      Talk about a confusing world that had turned itself upside down a couple of different times in the past half a year or so. It was getting exhausting.

      “I mean the way you lured her back here, and…”

      Selena was obviously still pumped from our little fight out over the city. I was surprised that she’d be this psyched over that battle. I was really surprised that she would be this excited over me luring someone back to my dummy lab so all the failsafes I’d put in place could kill her.

      Even though I wasn’t quite willing to believe that she was truly dead. No, I had a feeling she was out there in a Starlight City landfill slowly regenerating. The fact that I’d gone out to the coordinates the computer transported her to and found nothing only strengthened that thought.

      That could’ve been that the trash was constantly being moved around by the fine sanitation workers of this city, or it could be that my archnemesis was still out there biding her time and waiting to heal up enough to come at me again.

      I sighed. “Okay, so I did good today. You don’t have to gush about it so much.”

      “Are you kidding?” Fialux asked.

      She pointed to a monitor up on the wall that was playing the Starlight City News Network feed over and over. I’d muted it, but the captioning was still on.

      “That crap?” I asked. “I just leave it on so I can tell when someone’s attacking the city. It’s not like they ever have anything good to say about me.”

      “Are you sure about that?” she asked.

      She tapped a button on the remote and the anchorwoman’s voice filled the room. Though it might be more accurate to call her an anchor girl. She looked young. Like fresh out of college young. And familiar.

      “To recap tonight’s top story. Noted villain Night Terror took a heroic turn yet again, saving the city from four giant robots and a mysterious new villain who’s accompanied the recent robot attacks. It’s theorized that this new villain, not Night Terror, is the one responsible for these attacks.”

      She paused. Turned to smile at the camera. It was a small secret smile.

      “There were no SCNN casualties when reporting this story thanks to the new drone program suggested by this reporter, and I think I speak for everyone when I say thank you Night Terror.”

      Then she winked, and I realized why she looked familiar. She was from my class. I guess pushing for that drone program got her a big old promotion to the big desk. And I had a feeling when she thanked me she wasn’t just talking about fighting off the robots.

      “Finally some recognition,” I said. “It’s about damn time.”

      “See. I knew you had a heroic streak in you.”

      Fialux wrapped her arms around me and distracted me with a kiss to the cheek. “Everyone in the city agrees! You were fucking amazing! I mean I knew I liked watching you in action, but this…”

      I’d seen something like this before. It was at a nerd convention at the Starlight City convention center. A young girl in middle school who was way too smart for the cruel social demands that come along at that age with all the social awkwardness that went along with it was gushing to Valerie Vaughn.

      Valerie’s line hadn’t been nearly as long as the line for Carol Connor, the lady who played Stargirl in the eponymous TV show that vaulted both ladies to fame.

      No one ever liked the villain as much. At least not back then. No one had posters of the villain up in their bedroom. No one imagined what it would be like when they grew up and followed in the villain’s footsteps to take over the world, though admittedly my attempts to take over the world involved things that looked a lot more realistic than the rubber and plastic monsters she was regularly throwing at Stargirl in the series.

      No one but that awkward little girl who saw something in Valerie’s performance that no one else did. Something to aspire to.

      So yeah. Maybe I’d been gushing a little at one of my favorite stars. So what? Maybe Valerie had also had some trouble finding work outside of the con circuit because she’d been typecast. Maybe I sent her a nice anonymous pension to help her pay the bills every month as she got on in years.

      No big deal. Just me being me. If you couldn’t help out a childhood hero then what was the point of being the greatest criminal mastermind this world had ever known?

      The point is I’d heard the voice Fialux was using on me now before because I’d used that voice on one of my favorite stars ever. It was nice hearing that voice from Fialux, too, even if it did feel just a little weird.

      She was my girlfriend, after all. She was a famous hero in her own right. Having her gushing about what I’d done felt off.

      “I mean the way you swooped down there and used their momentum against them! I would’ve just stood there and took the hit, but then again when I had my powers I could get away with doing that sort of thing.”

      I suppose it was a good thing she was able to talk about losing her powers without completely losing it. That was definitely progress above and beyond where we’d been, say, earlier this morning.

      I guess going out and saving the city had done more for her than any amount of dancing ever could. Even if it had resulted in her getting kidnapped just a little and nearly killed.

      I hunched over my computer and tried to push thoughts of what might’ve happened to Fialux away. For that matter I tried pushing thoughts of what she was doing right now away, because talk about a distraction. I could feel her breath on my ear and I was trying to work here.

      I was reviewing footage taken by my mask. Particularly footage of that series of rapid hand gestures the robot with the green vision slit that had saved me had made before it sacrificed itself and saved my life a second time.

      There was something to that. Something that tickled something in the back of my mind. Something that…

      “Natalie?” Fialux asked, her voice suddenly quiet.

      I mumbled something that I hoped would lead her to believe I was paying attention to whatever she was saying. To be honest I was more than a little frustrated because I was trying to work here. Sure there would’ve been a time just a few days ago when I would’ve been ecstatic that she was lavishing me with this kind of attention, but that was before I had the mystery of that robot to unravel.

      Not to mention I had that gun Dr. Lana had been nice enough to leave behind when she’d been killed that I had to examine.

      I felt lips on my ear and then they moved down to my cheek. Down to my neck. I arched my neck without really thinking about it, because when you had a total hottie like Fialux pressing her lips against your neck you wanted to welcome that contact!

      Then I realized what I was doing and let out a low growl.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “It’s just that one of those robots saved me today. That’s the only reason I’m still alive now.”

      She was suddenly all serious. Which admittedly was a little frustrating. Maybe there’d been a small part of me that’d hoped she’d go ahead and push me on the whole canoodling thing she’d been working up to, but then she was beside me down on her knees looking at the same readout.

      “You’re serious?” she asked, then she got a good look at my face. “Natalie. You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something.”

      “Because I have,” I said.

      She looked back at the screen. I’d slowed down the video so I could get a good look at what the robot had been doing with its hands. And now that I’d slowed it down I knew exactly what it was.

      A message.

      “What’s that robot doing?” she asked.

      “Using sign language,” I said. “At least he’s signing letters. Crude, but if you go fast enough it gets the message across.”

      “He?” she asked, obviously confused. “Why would you think the robot is a he? I mean robots don’t really have gender so…”

      “This isn’t a robot,” I said. “What you’re looking at there is an advanced artificial intelligence in a robot’s body. Or at least it was calling the shot in the robot’s body.”

      “Like your computer?”

      “Exactly like my computer,” I said.

      “Why do I feel like you’re not telling me something?” she asked.

      “Here. Let me spell it out for you,” I said.

      I went through the slow motion sign language letters one more time. Fialux only looked more and more confused, but I could understand that. It’d taken me a couple of passes to realize what was going on, the robot only had three fingers on its hand which made it a little more difficult to figure out what it was saying.

      “I still don’t get it,” she said. “I mean if the robot wanted to send you a message why would it even go that fast?”

      “Because he knew I’d be recording everything to review later. He knew a robot flashing hand signals at me like that would be enough to pique my curiosity. To get me to take a second look.”

      I finished writing out the message on a sheet of paper in front of it. Looked down at it. What I saw there chilled my blood even more now that I was looking at it in writing rather than simply translating it in my head.

      “That’s impossible,” Fialux breathed.

      “Come on Fialux,” I said, reaching out and rubbing her shoulders. “You of all people should appreciate how often heroes and villains get second chances in this city.”

      I stared down at the letters. A simple message. Three words that could only come from one person. Someone who should’ve been dead because I’d fried his circuits completely and utterly and then melted them down and made that lovely statue I’ve already mentioned.

      But there was the message. Plain as day.

      “SAVE ME MISTRESS.”

      “What are you going to do?” Fialux asked.

      I sighed. I should’ve ignored it. I should’ve left well enough alone. He’d tried to kill me, but he’d also saved me.

      “Dr. Lana is holding an old friend captive,” I said. “So I guess that means we’re going to have to go and save him.”

      “Mm,” Fialux said, her fingers dancing up my arm and setting goose bumps rising all over me. “You know how much I love it when you get all heroic like this.”

      “I’m still a villain at heart,” I replied, though I wasn’t sure how much I believed that these days.

      “We’ll see about that,” she replied, and then she straddled me on my computer chair, leaned down for a kiss, and for a little while I forgot about all my troubles.

      They’d be waiting for me when we finally came up for air, but with Fialux by my side I could do anything. Even rescue my former partner-in-crime turned enemy from my current archnemesis who may or may not be dead.

      All in a night’s work for the greatest hero Starlight City had ever seen!

      Wait. Villain. I totally meant to say villain there. Damn it!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keep Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Coming soon! Villains Don’t Train Heroes!

        

        I’m shooting for a release at the end of April or beginning of May, so subscribe to my mailing list for details!

        

        Want to know when I release new stories? Sure you do! Subscribe to my mailing list for all the latest updates and book news!

        Sign up at: http://miaarcher.com/subscribe/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Mia Archer

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thanks for downloading this story and supporting me! Check out my catalog, all now available on Kindle Unlimited:

        The Mia Archer catalog, all your favorite lesbian fiction in one convenient location!
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