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      “Night Terror!”

      I smiled as the dust settled around me. I had to admit that was one of my more dramatic entrances.

      I always figured if you were going to do something then you should do it with style, and a focused energy blast on a revolving door leading into a bank that wasn’t designed to handle anything like a focused energy blast was always suitably impressive to the normals.

      Tellers and patrons alike looked at me in terror, shying away as I strolled through the bank like I owned the place. Which, for the next few minutes at least, was more or less true. I could do whatever I wanted, and there wasn’t anybody who could stop me.

      Damn it felt good to be a villain.

      Of course that didn’t mean the normals wouldn’t try to stop me. Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. I turned and saw a chubby security guard wearing a white uniform and a badge that looked almost, but not quite entirely unlike the police badges from the local constabulary.

      He was in the middle of pulling out a gun, an ancient revolver, and moving the barrel towards me. The thing seriously looked like something some prop guy pulled out that had been sitting in the back room since the ‘40s when gangster movies were still the big thing.

      I had to admire his tenacity. And his ability to handle himself under pressure. The gun was only shaking a little bit as he trained it on me. Just enough to make him dangerous, but it was clear he knew how to use the piece. As though he practiced that sort of thing waiting for a chance to use it.

      Definitely not what I’d expect from an older bank security guard. Maybe he was former PD, though it’d have to be way former PD since everyone on the force since I started working knew better than to draw on me.

      Or maybe he was one of those guys who always wanted to be a cop but wasn’t quite stupid enough to pass their entrance exams. Whatever. Not my problem.

      It’s not like that gun was going to help him.

      He fired and time stood still. People screamed. I scoffed.

      Please. As though something as simple as an ancient six shooter could actually be a problem when they had a living goddess in front of them throwing around the kind of futuristic weaponry that would make Heinlein drool.

      I lifted a hand and flicked my fingers as the bullet came towards me. It was easy enough to track it through the heads-up display I had overlaid on my mask.

      A focused energy field sprang up in front of my hand and the bullet ricocheted away with a delightful ting. Only it wasn’t entirely accurate to say that it ricocheted. More that I deflected the bullet away from me, and the energy of that deflection disintegrated it before it could do any real damage.

      Hey, I might be a villain, but I wasn’t completely heartless. Collateral damage was always a pain in the butt. It always got the talking heads jabbering about how heartless and cruel you were. Basically it was a PR disaster that I wasn’t interested in getting involved with.

      Though it was difficult to resist the urge to create a PR disaster by disintegrating the security guard since he insisted on emptying his gun at me. Typical security guard. Shoot first and ask questions later, never stopping to think that by trying to shoot me he was putting the lives of all the innocent people in this bank at risk.

      Not any risk that I might pose to them, mind you. Him firing that ancient weapon was danger enough, and not to me.

      I resisted the urge to vaporize him, but I did set my wrist blaster to stun and fired off a quick shot. I grimaced and hoped he didn’t have a heart condition.

      There was only so much you could do with a “stun” setting on these things. He didn’t look like the type to have a heart condition, but hoping was the best I could do. I certainly couldn’t leave him conscious to keep firing that antique.

      Sure stunning wasn’t as satisfying as vaporization, but at least it took care of him. For the moment.

      I looked around the bank lobby and raised an eyebrow. “Anybody else want to be a hero?”

      Nobody moved. Nobody so much as breathed. Good. The last thing I needed was some normie with more testosterone than brains trying to impress their lady by trying to take me on.

      No, actually the last thing I needed was to rob a bank while there was a real hero in plain clothes hanging out. Not that I was too worried. I wasn’t the number one villain in the city for nothing. The real heroes knew to stay away when mama was working, but it would put a cramp in my plans if I had to take the time to dispatch some hero looking to make a name for him or herself on top of doing the usual work of robbing a bank.

      “Good,” I said with a nod. “You all can go about your business. I’ll be in the vault if anybody needs me.”

      Everyone stared blankly. I put my hands on my hips.

      “Come on. Does anyone here have more than a couple hundred thousand in the bank?”

      No one raised their hands. Figures. No one saved money these days. Then again the system was sort of stacked against people being able to save. Which was a big reason why I was constantly making withdrawals like this.

      “Just what I thought. You’re all insured.” I waved a dismissive hand. “Go about your business and someone let the cops know I’m in the vault when they get here.”

      I turned and marched off.

      I never understood why these banks insisted on keeping vaults full of actual cash money in this day and age. In a world where dollars were created with the push of a button it seemed like a silly anachronism to actually keep the physical paper around.

      Not that I was complaining. An old school robbery was a nice distraction from time to time. I needed a good distraction right about now.

      Bank patrons and employees alike still cowered behind their desks or against potted plants as I walked through the lobby. I rolled my eyes. They always did that, even after I told them they were free to go about business as usual.

      It’s not like I was a normal bank robber taking people hostage. I didn’t have any need for something as brutish as that. And it’s not like I was actually taking any of their money either. Most of their transactions were electronic as well, and I couldn’t care less what the tellers had in their drawers. I was after the bigger bags of money.

      Good old fashioned impossible to trace cash.

      I whistled a happy tune as I raised my wrist blaster towards the vault. Some enterprising bank manager had managed to get the vault shut before I blew the doors. I knew they’d managed to get it shut because it had been sitting wide open when I walked in wearing plain clothes to scout the place before I stepped out and made the switch to my work outfit.

      “Interesting,” I said.

      Apparently that enterprising bank manager was going to make a stand. A young guy in a cheap suit and tie stepped in front of the vault door and held out his arms.

      “I’m not going to let you do this,” he said.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him and he swallowed.

      “If you’re going to be standing there in a minute then you’d better hope you have superpowers of the invulnerability variety,” I said.

      He swallowed. “You won’t shoot me. You don’t kill civilians.”

      I cocked my head. Now there was an unpleasant development. The moment it started getting around that you tried to avoid collateral damage it gave the collateral damage an excuse to get in your way in an attempt to stop you from world domination. This asshole in a cheap suit was the embodiment of that old quote about having nothing but work once word got around that you’d gone soft.

      Of course there was an easy solution for that. I cocked my head and started charging my wrist blaster. It was going to take one hell of a blast to knock that vault door off its hinges.

      The kind of blast that would go very poorly for whatever poor bastard was standing in the way when it went off.

      “Now you’ve put me in a difficult position,” I said. The ominous hum of my wrist blaster filled the room. Filled the silence. He tugged at his tie and a bead of sweat ran down his face. “Now that I know you have absolutely no plans of moving, that you’re using yourself as a human shield for a bunch of paper and metal, I have more incentive to blast you along with the door and use you as an example than I do to spare you.”

      “You wouldn’t,” he said.

      I held my wrist blaster up. Energy crackled and little bolts of electricity arced back and forth in front of the barrel. The ominous hum was growing louder and louder, sounding like the sort of electric hum you’d get from a high tension electrical wire with a couple of angry killer bee hives hanging from it and magnified by about a thousand.

      “Care to try me?” I asked.

      The suit swallowed one last time, that must be a nervous tic with the guy or something, and then he thought better of playing a game of chicken with the most powerful villain in the city and dove out of the way.

      A good thing too, because I was completely serious about him being more valuable as an example than anything else.

      I glanced at the indicators on my wrist blaster. The ominous hum was louder than I’d ever heard before. Strictly speaking it was probably more charged than I needed even for this thick vault door, but I was in the mood for a little theatricality now that a stupid suit dared to defy me.

      He’d put me in a bad mood. That hadn’t happened in a long time, and I figured taking out that bad mood on some of the property he was supposed to be protecting would be just the ticket.

      A little yellow warning light flashed on the wrist blaster. That meant we were about five minutes away from a meltdown that would take out a few city blocks at the very least. That wouldn’t do.

      I might be slightly mad, but I wasn’t suicidal.

      I let loose. A bolt of crackling energy flew across the room and slammed into the door. Solid steel, I figured it was going to take a lot to get it off, but apparently banks had started cheaping out on vault doors.

      The energy blast slammed into the metal and the entire damn thing disintegrated. Disintegrated!

      Huh. That was new.

      Either my stuff was a hell of a lot more powerful than I thought, or somebody had decided to save a little money by getting a vault door that looked impressive but couldn’t hold up to your average super villain with a futuristic charged energy weapon. Which was a major mistake if you wanted to hold onto your physical cash reserves in this city.

      Oh well. That was their problem. Not mine. It was time to get to work.
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      I stepped through the vault door and put up a force field behind me with a casual wave of my hand. My force field generator really only worked in small directed bursts, good for things like deflecting those bullets the guard shot at me with his little pea shooter, but if somebody really wanted to get in here while the field was spread across the entire entrance they’d be able to.

      Only who would be silly enough to try something like that? They just saw me blow the vault door aside like it was cardboard, and then they saw me put up a force field that shimmered with just enough translucence to make out shapes on the other side.

      Why on earth would someone be stupid enough to go against that? How could they know it wasn’t going to do something like disintegrate them if they touched the field?

      They didn’t. Theatricality was as much a part of being a good super villain as actually having gadgets that could follow through on some of my threats. If one out of five gadgets worked the way people expected then they started to think five out of five gadgets were capable of vaporizing them or doing other nasty things if they dared defy me.

      I glanced around the vault. There were some gold bars that had been rattled loose by the door’s disintegration. There were piles of cash in giant bags. They didn’t have anything as silly as giant dollar signs on them like cartoons would lead you to believe, but I’d stolen enough of them over the years to know a bag full of cash when I saw it.

      I held up my wrist computer. “You ready, CORVAC?”

      “Ready mistress,” CORVAC’s metallic voice came through the wrist computer.

      I moved over to the back wall and leaned against it. I watched the translucent shapes of people running around outside the vault. No doubt trying to get out of the bank while the employees tried to figure out how the hell they’d get rid of me.

      I’m sure the police were being called and I’d have to deal with that once I was back on the other side. I was counting on it, actually, but I didn’t feel the rush I’d expected. Not like old times.

      I slumped down against the wall and sighed. This wasn’t nearly as distracting as I’d hoped. I tapped a button on my belt and a long range teleportation targeter materialized from the pattern buffer in one of my belt storage units.

      The problem with teleportation over long ranges without line of sight was it required something to home in on. Nothing like those stupid television shows that always depicted teleporters just working over ridiculously long distances.

      Talk about unrealistic.

      I mean sure I had one teleporter that was capable of working at interstellar distances, but the one time I’d actually used the thing it ended up killing someone very close to me. The less I thought about firing that one up again the better. With my luck I’d accidentally open a portal to some planet with aliens who were interested in conquering the pale blue dot I’d just brought to their attention.

      If there was one thing I didn’t have time for right now it was singlehandedly fighting off another alien invasion.

      “Do you have the coordinates CORVAC?”

      “Yes mistress,” CORVAC said. “Remotely programming the long range unit now. I still don’t understand why you needed to make a personal appearance for this.”

      I was starting to wonder why I’d made a personal appearance for this. It certainly wasn’t distracting me in the way I’d hoped. Damn it.

      “Just transport everything out of this room in about five minutes,” I said.

      “You’re not coming with?”

      “Nope,” I said. “I’m going to take the long way out.”

      “Whatever you say, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I knew he was a bundle of vacuum tubes and circuits that could do a reasonably passable imitation of sapience, but there were times, like right now, when I almost thought he wasn’t faking it.

      Too bad there wasn’t a Turing test for smartassery.

      “I could do without the sarcasm CORVAC,” I snapped.

      “So terribly sorry mistress.”

      Not for the first time I regretted installing that extra module that gave him the ability to feel emotions. It had seemed like a good idea at the time. I figured it’d make him happier. I thought it might make him a more enjoyable conversational companion since he was the only person I had to talk to when I was busy in the lab.

      Damn were there times I wished I had someone other than that stupid computer to talk to when I was working. Times I wished my meddling in forces best left untouched hadn’t resulted in accidentally teleporting a boyfriend I’d been lukewarm about in the first place halfway across the galaxy.

      I might’ve never felt any particularly strong feelings towards him, or any other man now that I thought about it which made the distraction that was Fialux all the more interesting and scary, but no one deserved to be teleported to a potentially cold and inhospitable nothing.

      Okay, not potentially. Definitely. The universe was a nasty harsh place that did its best to kill all life, after all.

      But no. Adding in that emotion chip seemed to turn him into a miserable, depressed, misanthropic, and overly sarcastic pile of circuitry. And it’s not like I could go back in and remove that emotion chip since I’m pretty sure he had safeguards on most of his systems that’d vaporize me if I ever got close enough to his hardware for anything other than an authorized upgrade.

      No, CORVAC definitely wasn’t the kind of computer to idly set by singing Daisy while someone ripped out his circuit boards because they were displeased with his performance or annoyed by his homicidal streak.

      I glanced through the shimmering shield and sighed again. They definitely called the cops. At least there were darker shapes that looked very much like the local five-oh lining up to do their impotent best to stop me from doing whatever the hell I pleased.

      To be perfectly honest this job could’ve been a hell of a lot easier. CORVAC was right in being just a little snippy and sarcastic.

      I could’ve hacked into the bank computers and created some money for myself and transferred it, all anonymous and friendly like, into my untraceable bank accounts where nobody would ever know the money was even missing. I could’ve cased the bank, gotten the coordinates of the vault, walked into the lobby in civilian clothes with my belt on, materialized the long range teleportation targeter into the vault using the short range teleporter built into my belt, transported all the contents out, and then rolled around in the money on my bed back at the lab without anyone knowing the great Night Terror was in their midst.

      Sure there was always the risk of also transporting some unfortunate bank employee along with the cash, but a quick transportation back to the old coordinates minus all the cash usually took care of that.

      The only problem with that?

      No one would know the great Night Terror had been in their midst. Every two-bit villain in the city would step up and take credit for the job and there would always be some doubt I’d actually done it even if I took credit.

      No, my reputation and my ego prevented me from doing anything other than a personal appearance for a job like this.

      Of course the main reason I was out today was boredom. This whole thing had gotten too easy. There were no new worlds to conquer. I was the top villain in a city that was filled with villains and heroes, a world full of villains and heroes, and there was nobody who dared challenge me.

      Boring.

      I mean sure the local cops dared to challenge me from time to time, but that was always a token show of resistance and it’s not like they even tried that hard anymore.

      We both knew the score. They didn’t overwork themselves trying to grab me, and I made sure I didn’t cause too much collateral damage, make them look too bad, or accidentally vaporize one of them while I was making an escape.

      No, you definitely knew you’d made it as a villain it when you went toe to toe with the cops so often that you gave one another professional courtesy.

      But the flipside of that professional courtesy was that it made the whole damn thing so mundane and routine.

      It was nothing like the early days when I was making a name for myself. When the people had no idea who Night Terror was. When I still had to prove myself against the best heroes the city had to offer. When I still had to fight for territory against the best villains the city had to offer.

      I smiled as I thought back to those days. That had been fun. Now those heroes ran as fast as their powers would carry them in the other direction when they heard I was around, and the criminal element in the city was well aware that Night Terror’s territory was wherever the hell Night Terror decided to be at a given moment.

      And it was all so damn boring. There wasn’t any challenge anymore. There was no fun in it.

      I’d hoped getting out and doing a good old-fashioned bank robbery would be a nice change of pace from the boring research stuff I’d been doing recently. Stupid CORVAC and his obsession with having me build him a giant death robot so he could get in on some of the city dominating fun.

      Not that I planned on ever letting him actually get out and take the thing for a spin, but drafting the plans for a pointless giant death robot was the same exhausting work whether or not you intended the thing to actually see use out in the real world.

      So much for a distraction. Now I felt more depressed than I’d been before I made this run. I’d hoped it would perk me up, but it was having the opposite effect.

      I reached down and made sure my wrist blaster was good and charged, that my shield was ready to go, and that the antigravity units and strength modifiers hidden in my suit were good to go.

      Hey, I might be bored, but I wasn’t going to go into a fight with a handicap and throw the game. I was never so bored that I’d deliver anything less than a total curb stomp to my enemies.

      Well, maybe I’d do less than a total curb stomp with the cops. They were just doing their job after all. But I still had to be good to go and ready to take on whatever they threw at me.

      Everything was in order. Everything was always in order. It’s not like I’d leave my lair if my reactor wasn’t working properly or one of the other numerous bits of body enhancing technology that adorned my suit weren’t good to go.

      I sighed. It was time to go out and be the scariest villain in the city.

      Again.

      It was time to make the police run in terror.

      Again.

      It was time to show any heroes who might be working in the vicinity exactly how futile it was to take on Night Terror.

      Again.

      Yeah, just another boring day at work.

      I took a deep breath and let the force field drop.
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      A hail of bullets flew towards me as soon as the force field dropped. Of course the cops might as well be firing blanks for all the good it was going to do them.

      I held up my hand and a wide dispersal force field sprang to life. I made sure to give the field a little give. It stretched wherever bullets hit but none made it through. The field stretched then sprang back and the bullets fell harmlessly to the ground when I let it go.

      No good having them ricochet and cause some collateral damage. Even if the collateral damage had been a little uppity on this trip.

      The cops lowered their weapons. Well, most of them did. One rookie kept his raised until the commissioner, I recognized his trench coat and impressive bushy gray mustache, reached out and smacked the younger guy on the back of the head. The rookie lowered his gun with a sheepish grin.

      I smiled and waved as I walked past them. “Hello boys.”

      Some muttered a hello right back at me. I held back a laugh. None of them tried to raise their weapons again.

      They knew the drill. They got off their first volley to make it look like they were doing something, they didn’t bother to raise their weapons again, and none of them had to go to the hospital because I had to break out my toys. It was a cushy arrangement all around.

      I nodded to the commissioner as I passed. “Commish. How’s the wife?”

      “Just fine Miss Terror,” he said. “Doing just fine.”

      “Good to hear,” I said.

      I’d have to be sure and wire a little extra bonus to his special account later. His daughter was getting ready to start college, and I did have some extra money burning a hole in my pocket now.

      And then I was past them. I couldn’t help but sigh just a little in disappointment. There was a time when taking on the cops had been, well, if not difficult then at least something mildly amusing to pass the time.

      Oh well. That was what I got for proving I was so completely and utterly dominant in this city. It really was my own fault. I had no one to blame but myself.

      I blasted out of the double doors leading out to the street. Bright light shone through the cracks way up above in the high reaches of the concrete jungle.

      A police line had been set up all around the entrance to the bank and there were officers all around with their weapons raised, but none of them made a move. No, the real danger right now was some hero out there trying to make a name for themselves by taking on the great and powerful Night Terror.

      That was when things started to get messy. That was why the police had lines set up well down the street to keep the civilians away just in case something went down.

      Well, that and if they had that line set up then there was no way pesky reporters or members of the public could see just how little they were doing to try and stop me.

      Funny how public safety and covering their own asses went hand-in-hand.

      I smiled and waved at the group of cops on either side of me. Some of them actually smiled and waved back. Some of the rookies scowled. They hadn’t been on the force long enough to learn about our unofficial arrangement. Or at the very least they hadn’t been on the force long enough to appreciate just how useful our little understanding was for both sides.

      It might be time to make another donation to the Fraternal Order of Police. It had been awhile since I greased the skids with the newbies and the FOP was the best about funneling my ill gotten gains where it needed to go.

      I stood with my hands on my hips glancing around. I almost hoped somebody was going to try and start something. I needed the distraction.

      Nothing.

      The only sound was the shifting of semiautomatic weapons in the cop’s hands, and believe me that never sounded as dramatic in person as it did in the movies. The distant sound of crowds trying to break through filtered down the streets. My computer system noted bullhorns and cops telling people to stay back off in the distance and dulled the noise before it reached my ears because it wasn’t important to my current situation.

      All the usual stuff. Absolutely nothing out of the ordinary. Nothing to indicate there was a hero on the way.

      Oh well. I guess I could console myself with the piles of money I’d just illegitimately gained.

      I was just about to activate my antigravity units and take off when something stopped me. An odd noise. Something that sounded almost like a fighter jet off in the distance, though it was unlike any jet I’d ever heard before. I cocked an ear to listen more closely.

      The noise was so faint that I almost thought I was hearing things. Almost thought I was going crazy. Only the cops were starting to look up and around as well. They heard it too.

      More importantly the helmet system was picking it up. Something was out there. Something that sent a shiver of excitement running through me.

      What the hell was that?

      I pulled up my wrist computer.

      “CORVAC, is there anything odd going on downtown? Anything like a jet or something else coming this way?”

      It couldn’t be a police helicopter. They didn’t bother sending those after me anymore. Not after I disabled the last one with a handy focused electromagnetic pulse and then gently landed it with one of my antigravity units.

      They got the message loud and clear. Don’t try to follow me and figure out where my lair was.

      “I’m picking up something odd on satellite,” CORVAC said. “An unidentified bogey. Moving fast.”

      “Well what the hell is it?” I asked.

      “If I knew what it was then it wouldn’t be unidentified, now would it mistress?” CORVAC’s testy reply came back.

      I rolled my eyes and let out a frustrated growl, but I was elated by this turn of events.

      Here was something new. Here was something exciting. Here was something to break up the monotony, even if it probably was something lame like the National Guard sending in a jet to try and take me out or something similarly stupid like that. Even if it was another hero this was likely to be over rather quickly.

      The sound grew louder. Louder. Wind kicked up. I looked around, but whatever this thing was I couldn’t see it through the concrete jungle surrounding me.

      But I could hear it. Loud enough that it was overwhelming the sound dampeners. Echoing against the walls. That sound bounced across the glass skyscrapers. Ornate stained glass windows across the way in the new Thomas Opera House rattled and several splintered.

      The noise was almost deafening. Even with ear protection which was sort of a necessity in my line of work.

      “CORVAC, can I get a satellite picture?”

      A holographic image projected up from my wrist computer. I saw a small blue tinted version of the city that zoomed in so I was looking at a 3-D map of the immediate area.

      Off in the distance, though not too far and closing fast, was a small dot speeding towards me. The thing was moving. Really damn fast. Faster than even my antigravity units could handle, and that was saying something.

      I raised an eyebrow. This was new.

      “Definitely not a jet,” I muttered.

      Then I didn’t have to look at the holographic projection to see what was coming. On the projection it rounded a corner and I looked up. Everyone else looked up at the same time and started pointing.

      I heard cheers from the crowds down the way and scowled. They never appreciated how good they had it with a villain like me who tried my best to make sure nobody got hurt while I was working.

      I only wanted what was best for the people of this city. All I asked in return was that they didn’t get in my way too much while I robbed them blind and ruled their city.

      The impossibly fast whatever resolved into a person, though still too far away to make out much detail. Then, faster than lightning, the unidentified flying person landed with a loud crash in front of me.

      I threw my arm over my face to shield myself. Bits of pavement went flying through the air and I kicked up my shield at the last moment causing several bits of asphalt to slam against it and then fall harmlessly.

      I pulled my arm down and looked. Well, looked is probably a little bit of a misnomer. When I saw the creature standing before me I stared, my mouth hanging open.

      I couldn’t believe it. A goddess stood before me.
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      I stared at the goddess in her high boots and a skirt that molded itself to a body that looked like it was sculpted by the gods. A bare flat stomach ran up to perfect breasts encased in a tight shirt that didn’t have a symbol on it.

      Whoever this was, she was new enough in the city that she hadn’t even taken the time to brand herself yet. And that face. Deep green eyes you could get lost in. Beautiful soft features framed by flowing red hair that whipped dramatically in the wind created by her landing and matched the movement of the cape streaming behind her.

      I smiled. No branding meant a complete newbie. It meant a new hero who’d decided to forego jumping in the deep end and went straight to diving the metaphorical Mariana Trench by trying herself on the great and powerful Night Terror.

      It meant a newbie who was very quickly going to be relegated to the scrap heap of hero wannabes who learned the hard way what it meant to go up against me. I held out my arm and my wrist blaster started its ominous hum as it powered up.

      This was going to be fun, and I wasn’t just talking about the eye candy.

      “I’m Fialux,” she said, her eyes narrowing.

      Damn. Even when she was angry she was still so hot. So hot it wasn’t fair that she was that hot. Hot enough that I found myself wishing I put some sort of hotness filter in my heads up display, but who would think of something like that?

      I shook my head. I needed to get my head back in the game. I’d seen plenty of heroines before and they’d never affected me like this.

      Sure I could tell objectively when a girl was attractive, but I’d never felt this strange burning in the pit of my stomach before. Not on the job, at least. It was new, weird, and I’m not entirely sure I liked it even if it did feel oddly, strangely, good.

      Why was this starting now? I didn’t need this. Not with a hero I was about to rough up.

      She might be the hottest chick I’d ever seen, but she was also standing between me and continued dominance in Starlight City.

      It was business.

      “Well Fialux,” I said. “It’s time for you to learn what happens to heroes in this city who are foolish enough to challenge Night Terror.”

      Usually that was enough to send whatever hero hopeful was attacking me running, well, in terror. There was a very good reason I chose the name I chose.

      Only it was different with this one. She just stood there with the oddly sexy juxtaposition of a thin confident smile on her lips and a scowl in her eyes. Lips that were so red. That looked so delightfully inviting. That made me wonder what it would feel like to lean forward and brush my own lips against hers…

      No! I was not going to do this! Now wasn’t the time. There wasn’t ever a time for me to indulge these sorts of feelings, I was too busy with my plans for world domination, but right before a battle definitely wasn’t an opportune moment.

      I needed to chase these thoughts away. I needed to stop thinking like this. I needed to clear my head. That was the whole point of going on this little bank robbery excursion in the first place.

      And what better way to clear my head than by taking on the city’s latest hero hopeful? I couldn’t find myself hypnotized by a hero who’d been vaporized, after all.

      I raised my blaster and fired off a couple of shots, dead center, only they flew harmlessly through her and slammed into police cars behind her that lit up spectacularly.

      I winced. It didn’t look like any cops were standing around the cars when they went up at least. The city really needed to talk to the contractor who put their cars together. They had a pesky habit of blowing up at the least provocation. So I didn’t count that bit of collateral damage as my fault, even if I had lit the match.

      I blinked as the dust settled from the exploding cars. This hero, this goddess, this Fialux, still stood exactly where she’d been with her hands on her hips. One hip was a cocked slightly to the side and she had a confident smile on her face as her cape streamed behind her.

      That sight was so… no! I squashed the thought before it could form.

      She shouldn’t have been able to do that. She shouldn’t have been able to throw herself out of phase with this universe or something allowing that blast to go right through her.

      I felt the first beginnings of something close to worry edging through the back of my mind. Just slinking along back there like a thief in the night, barely even recognizable for what it was, but it was there.

      I stomped down on it. This Fialux wasn’t special. She was just like every other hero who’d decided to take me on. Every other beautiful and enchantingly confident hero who’d decided to take me on. And I was going to have to wipe that look off her face just like I had with every other hero who’d dared to take me on.

      Only I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how the hell she’d managed to do that. How those blasts of energy had gone straight through her. It didn’t make sense.

      Anything that made it make sense violated the laws of physics. Sure I was in the habit of taking those laws into a back alley and roughing them up a little with my inventions, but there was a big difference between me violating the laws of physics with my superior intellect and watching someone else do it via means I couldn’t begin to fathom.

      I didn’t like that feeling any more than I liked the worry worming through me.

      I needed to think this through. My rational mind, my ability to stay cool in the most ridiculous of situations, was one of the reasons why I was still the top villain in the city after all.

      This was the same. This was an interesting puzzle I had to work out. Nothing more. I needed to ignore the more irrational parts of my mind that were threatening to take control and gawk at this beauty while I should be figuring out how to defeat her.

      I was not going to panic. I was not going to give into that quiet nagging voice in the back of my head that said I might have finally gone up against something that was beyond me. That voice was always there when things didn’t go well initially, and that voice was always wrong.

      This beautiful hero, damn it I needed to stop thinking of her as beautiful and get down to business, obviously had the ability to manipulate matter around her somehow. People didn’t just go flying without the aid of machinery all willy-nilly like that. Somehow she was managing to manipulate the air molecules surrounding her to create the power of flight.

      If she was able to do that then maybe she really was able to somehow set her body out of phase with this universe? Maybe she was somehow able to manipulate the matter in her body so that my bolt of energy went through the empty spaces in between the atoms holding her together, there really was a hell of a lot there if you looked at it from the right perspective, which would explain how it seemed like my energy blasts went right through her.

      If that was the case then they did go right through her. Just not in the way most people would imagine.

      There was only one way to find out for sure. More experiments.

      I grinned. In this case “more experiments” meant more blasting at her with my wrist blaster. I loved it when an experiment involved blowing stuff up.

      It sure beat the boring research I did when I was a grad student at Starlight City University.

      I fired a few more shots, this time making sure there was nothing on the other side of her but a burning slag of metal that had been a cop cars moments ago. Typical hero not thinking about the damage they did trying to stop me from having my way.

      Once more the blasts went straight through her and slammed into the unfortunate burning cop car which moved but didn’t explode this time around. Nothing left to explode, I suppose.

      This time I had the recorder in my mask going. I pulled up the recording in my heads-up display for review.

      My eyes widened behind the mask as I watched her in slow motion. Even going frame by frame I could barely make out a blur moving out of the way of the energy blasts then moving back in place faster than the unaided eye could see.

      She wasn’t moving out of phase with this universe. She wasn’t doing anything fancy with the molecules in her body.

      No, she was just ridiculously fast. So fast that she could step out of the way of an energy ball traveling at an appreciable fraction of the speed of light and get back in place before I noticed. It was seriously a blink and you’ll miss it type of movement.

      It was a seriously pants shitting type of movement. If she had as much mass as she seemed to have and she was moving that fast then by all accounts the world should’ve just been destroyed the moment she slammed into a mote of dust floating in the air at her own appreciable fraction of the speed of light.

      Relativity. It was a bitch. Only the fact that the world was still here and not doing its best Alderaan impression meant this new hero was somehow making relativity her bitch.

      Heck, my cameras had a ridiculous frame rate and they were barely catching her movement.

      I let out a snarl and ran towards the strange goddess. Fine. If energy weapons weren’t going to work because she was ridiculously fast then let’s see how she did getting hit with a good old-fashioned machine enhanced punch.

      The carbon fiber weave of my suit tensed, building up energy to augment my punch. The metal exoskeleton hidden in my suit also coiled for the coming blow.

      I loved feeling so ridiculously strong. The exoskeleton was hidden so well in my suit that most people didn’t even realize I wore the thing. Most people assumed I had superpowers of some sort.

      That was one of the fun things about being a mad scientist. Any piece of mad science, sufficiently advanced, was indistinguishable from superpowers.

      I had a moment to take everything in. The cops standing around the edges staring at us with their mouths hanging open. It had been awhile since they’d see me in action against a hero. This was really a special show for them.

      Also? A good object lesson in why normies shouldn’t take on their betters.

      I even caught a glimpse of that asshole reporter Rex Roth with his stupid camera taking video of the whole thing. The jerk must’ve bribed a cop to let him through the line or something.

      It seemed like he was always able to get places other reporters could only dream of. It was one of the things that made him such a pain in the ass.

      Of course there were advantages to him getting through the line. I had no doubt this was going to be all over cable news tonight. I smiled. That was fine by me. Let them broadcast my victory to the whole world.

      That was about the only thing that prick was good for these days. And in front of me I saw, in slow motion, this beautiful new hero who thought she could come out of nowhere to challenge me.

      My suit coiled on a molecular level like a snake ready to strike and I released all the power available to me in a punch to her sculpted and oh so sexy stomach.

      Her hand flashed out just as I’d expected. I smiled. She was in for one hell of a surprise when my suit made contact with her. Super speed was one thing, but there was no way she was going to be able to go toe to toe with the strength of my augmented suit.

      My fist made contact. With her hand. That suddenly held my fist as though it was nothing.

      Shit.
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      My entire body reverberated with the recoil from her hand slamming into my fist mid-punch. It was only thanks to the inertial dampeners I installed on my suit that I didn’t get a serious case of whiplash as my entire body came to a severe and very quick stop.

      Physics. It’d get you every time if you didn’t think of a way to counteract it. Movies where heroes took massive hits or survived massive falls without turning into mush because they had armor on were particularly amusing.

      That armor might keep someone from getting bumps and bruises, but it wouldn’t stop the force of one hell of an impact from turning the unfortunate son-of-a-bitch in the armor into the consistency of gelatin.

      Not usually the sort of thing that went well with long-term survival, and I was a survivor thank you very much.

      A survivor who was in deep trouble, because that punch sent a couple of those inertial dampers into the red before they came back down to normal levels.

      My mouth hung open. I couldn’t believe it. She smiled, a sexy half smile that only quirked up at one side. God that smile was beautiful. Being up close to her like this, feeling her so close to me, was pretty damn fun thank you very much.

      It was almost enough to distract me from what happened next. Almost.

      Her other fist, the one that wasn’t holding my hand in place, flashed out. Again a combination of my suit’s armor weave, the inertial dampeners, and a safety system built into my suit that was designed to raise a shield any time anything got to within a few inches of me traveling at supersonic speeds, saved my bacon and prevented me from getting a seriously bad case of cracked ribs.

      Her fist made contact and I flew through the air back towards the bank. I only barely managed to right myself and get my antigravity units in place just before I slammed into the brick wall.

      That would’ve hurt like hell considering more inertial dampers were redlining. It took them longer to get back to yellow this time, and a few didn’t go back to the happy green I liked.

      Not good.

      I floated to the ground. My cape streamed behind me thanks to an antigrav weave worked into the thing that made sure it was always billowing in a suitably dramatic fashion whether or not the wind was around and playing ball.

      I eyed my new opponent with new eyes. Eyes that were almost worried. Almost. She was turning out to be more trouble than I would’ve anticipated.

      “What are you?” I asked.

      “I’m the woman who’s going to save this city from criminal scum like you,” she said. She turned and her voice projected. “The good people of Starlight City will live in fear no longer!”

      Huh. Her voice projected. I wondered if that was a trick of the acoustics in the concrete canyon or if that was another power of hers.

      Decent speech, too. Pretty cliched, but she was new. She’d get better with time, and it worried me that I was already thinking she might get that time because this fight was not going well for yours truly thank you very much.

      And her voice! Hearing that voice made me want to thank a God I no longer believed in that such a beautiful thing existed in this world. I could sit and listen to her talk like that all day long.

      Never mind that her words definitely didn’t bode well for my long term career prospects. Especially considering how well she was holding up in this fight.

      I couldn’t deny it or rationalize it away any longer. I was getting my ass handed to me for the first time in years. I was getting beat by a girl, to use the old playground parlance. And it wasn’t because I’d gone soft or anything.

      No, this woman was a legitimate threat to my reign of benevolent supervillainy.

      I’d always believed discretion was the better part of valor, and that was never more the case than when I found myself going up against something I didn’t understand. Something that was beyond my ability to defeat and grind into dust for the moment.

      Retreat, regroup, and come up with a plan to come out on top. I smiled slightly. I wouldn’t mind being on top of her if you catch my… Damn it. I was doing it again!

      I pulled up my wrist computer and tried to tap into the teleportation system. Only nothing happened.

      “CORVAC,” I said. “Run a diagnostic on the teleportation unit in my suit.”

      “I’m afraid it was knocked out in that last hit mistress,” CORVAC said.

      Damn. No hopping a short distance away with teleportation so she couldn’t follow me. Just my luck.

      I also couldn’t very well try to fly out of here. That sort of thing worked when I was dealing with the cops and their mundane transportation like an ancient helicopter from the ‘70s with a spotty maintenance record thanks to an anemic public safety budget, but something told me flight wasn’t going to be as effective an escape with this super powered beauty able able to fly behind me with super speed.

      I was fast when I really got the antigravity units cooking, but I’d seen her approach on satellite. I was nowhere near as fast.

      No options. I was backed into a corner. I absolutely hated being backed into a corner.

      “Mistress.” CORVAC’s voice came through my communicator.

      “What is it?”

      “I could bring the giant death robot into the city mistress? I’m sure that would take care of this creature with no problem,” he said. “I know it’s untested, but what better way to test a roving weapon of mass destruction than on a hero like this?”

      “I thought you were supposed to be a logical computer CORVAC,” I said.

      “I am mistress,” he said. There was just the hint of a pout in his mechanical voice.

      It was a voice that sounded like something out of an Apple advertisement from the mid ‘80s back when the idea of voice synthesis was so novel that it was enough to sell people on a piece of machinery that cost as much as a budget car.

      Not so much these days, but the voice was sort of nostalgic so I kept it, and that creepy green moving light thing he did on his displays that made him look like a CGA Cylon, in place. A tribute to whatever mad scientist had invented the murderous pile of circuits way back when and then left him buried and unused since at least the late ‘70s given his fondness for old school Battlestar Galactica theming.

      Until I found him and put that murderous impulse to work for yours truly. Not that he was helping me much right now. The only person he was killing out here was me by not coming up with realistic solutions.

      “Obviously you’re not thinking logically if you think that unfinished useless hunk of metal will be able to go toe to toe with this girl when I’m having trouble defeating her. That’s a triumph of optimism over logic if I ever heard it,” I said.

      “You don’t have to be mean mistress,” he said.

      Something flashed in front of me and I immediately knew I’d made a mistake by sitting here kvetching with CORVAC for so long.

      My foresight to program safeties into my suit’s AI, a rather stupid and pliable AI compared to CORVAC since the last thing I wanted was my clothing rebelling against me in the middle of a fight, saved my bacon by throwing up shields at the last moment and activating the inertial dampeners in all the right places.

      I felt the tingle of the shield going up next to my left cheek just before stars appeared in my heads up display. That was odd. I didn’t remember programming a star field screensaver into my mask’s HUD.

      I might like CORVAC’s voice for nostalgia’s sake, but I’d never been big on star fields or flying toasters back in the day thank you very much and…

      Oh. Right. I’d been hit so hard I was seeing stars. And flying without the aid of my antigravity system. And sliding on the ground. And slamming into a very solid building that seemed to think about crumbling on top of me as I hit it.

      Let’s just say that was one hell of a punch.

      I looked up, fully expecting to see this new hero shaking out her fist. That had to hurt her as much as it hurt me, Newton’s laws about actions having equal and opposite reactions and all that.

      Only she was just standing there as though Newton and normal physics weren’t a thing for her. Well, it would be more accurate to say that she was floating in a dramatic pose with her hair and cape billowing behind her as though Newton, normal physics, and the need for makeup and hair product to look good weren’t a thing for her.

      I knew this totally wasn’t the time for it but damn did she look good!

      I shook my head. I needed to stop this! I needed to stop getting distracted. Getting distracted by CORVAC and his stupid solutions. Getting distracted by how goddamn beautiful this woman was.

      I did not get distracted by women in the middle of a fight! At least I never had up to this point which was practically the same thing, right?

      Right.

      Time to get down to business.

      Only business was coming to me. She was flying straight at me, fist outstretched, with a half smile and half grimace plastered on her beautiful face.

      Huh. Well at least if I was going to go then I was going to go a happy woman with that last beautiful sight to send me into whatever was on the other side of death’s door.
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      This was going to really hurt if she made contact. Alarms were going off all through my suit. All the major readouts on my heads-up display were in the red, blinking, or had gone dark entirely.

      I was on the verge of a critical systems failure. I designed the suit to take on anything this world could throw at me, but I was starting to have a sneaking suspicion that this beautiful heroine was not of this world.

      And her out-of-this-world fist attached to an out-of-this-world body was about to put me completely out-of-this-business if I didn’t think of something to save my ass.

      Fast.

      I gathered all of my strength as she flew towards me and formed a desperate plan. I felt a rush as I started working out that desperate plan. It’d been a long time since I’d had to put together a desperate plan in the heat of battle because I was in very real danger of losing. Much as I hated to admit it, this was giving me the thrill I’d hoped for when I got out of bed and decided to rob a bank this morning.

      Fialux didn’t seem to be moving nearly as fast as she could potentially move. That just made planning easier. I had to conserve all my energy for this last futile gesture of defiance, and that meant I couldn’t use the heads-up display for my calculations like I usually did. I had to do all the calculations mentally which delayed me a little bit.

      Visions of my third grade teacher lecturing us on the importance of good mental math skills because we weren’t always going to have a calculator handy to help us with our addition and subtraction flashed through my head. They said your life flashed before your eyes before you bought it. Sure I was doing complicated calculus and trigonometry calculations in my head right now trying to figure out the exact physics of this situation and how to best use her strength against her rather than the basic arithmetic Mrs. Colby was thinking of back in the day, but whatever.

      Adding up the grocery bill. Calculating the exact force to use against a super powered goddess intent on turning you into the authorities for a life of super crime. I could do both in my head easily enough thank you very much.

      I gathered all the power left in my suit and channeled it down to my leg reinforcements. I had a moment of satisfaction as I saw her eyes go wide when I pivoted into a kick and my leg made contact. Her flight trajectory was thrown off ever so slightly, and apparently she couldn’t exactly turn on a dime.

      Either that or she was so surprised that she wasn’t able to turn on a dime in this particular case. Whatever it was, I’d take it. She went flying across the way and slammed into an older building which sent chunks of glass and stone flying.

      I winced. It really was a shame when some of the older Art Deco buildings in the city went down like that. I was always a fan of the more Gothic buildings in the city over the new glass and metal crap they were putting up these days.

      One more thing for my list when I eventually ruled the world. One of the lower things on my list, to be sure, but I still hated ruining a good building.

      Only perhaps she could turn on a dime, because no sooner had she recovered from slamming into that building than she was flying back towards me. My eyes darted around my heads-up display looking for something, anything.

      I didn’t have anything left. All the connections to my reactor were damaged to the point that if I tried to use them I was running the serious risk of having a nuclear meltdown, or even worse having the mini reactor go critical. Either way, downtown would be turned into a radioactive wasteland.

      I wanted to rule the city, not turned it into a radioactive slag heap.

      I closed my eyes. This was going to hurt. Of course a part of me figured it was what I deserved. I’d gotten cocky. I thought I was queen of this city. I’d been thinking to myself how wonderful it would be if I actually had a challenge for a change.

      Be careful what you wish for and all that.

      As she approached, her fist outstretched once more, the heads-up display now permanently red in the spots where it hadn’t gone dark entirely, I did the only thing that I could think of. The only thing that was left to me. I’d always been a “discretion is the better part of valor” kind of girl, like I said, and there was only one way left to use a little of that discretion.

      I fell to my knees and held my hands up. The only thing I had left was the hope she was a hero who saddled herself with a silly moral code. Who was I kidding? They all had a silly moral code. That’s what made it so easy to defeat them.

      Usually.

      A loud noise like I’d decided to take a nap on top of a 747 engine that was spinning up grew louder until it felt like I was standing next to an irritated Tyrannosaurus Rex who’d just been pulled into a futuristic science lab via a poorly advised time portal.

      Trust me, I knew what that sounded like from first-hand experience, and it wasn’t pretty.

      Fialux was traveling fast enough that when she hit it would destroy me. Maybe she didn’t have one of those pesky moral codes after all. Then again, maybe she did and my impending smearing was my fault. After all, I was the one who’d created the image of the indestructible villainess by using hidden technology scattered throughout my suit. I was the one who’d just gone toe to toe with a living goddess complete with super strength, the ability to fly, super speed, and who knew what else.

      How was she to know I didn’t have the same abilities she did? She could destroy me unintentionally and never know I was a normal under all these magnificent toys until the moment she hit me.

      I absolutely hated surrendering, but it was a better alternative than death.

      Unfortunately my work into figuring out a way to conveniently resurrect had hit multiple dead ends. Literally.

      I hated myself for it, but I screamed out my next words to make sure everybody heard. Though I had no doubt she’d have no trouble hearing me.

      “I surrender!”

      The noise like an angry Tyrannosaurus Rex riding on top of a 747 engine, I was confused and mixing up my metaphors, stopped. I opened up one eye and peeked out, scarcely believing I was still alive.

      A part of me was painfully aware of the steadily clicking cameras from journalists who’d used the distraction of our fight to sneak through, of news crews, particularly of that asshole Rex Roth, filming everything as I sat on my knees submitting to this annoying but incredibly hot new hero.

      I bet that asshole Roth was loving every minute of this. I’m sure it was going to be all over the news this evening. Hell, the way he worked it was probably all over the news live and in HD.

      Great.

      Only I didn’t care about any of that. The only thing I cared about was the goddess standing over me in her perfectly sculpted body. The wind caught her bright red hair sending it and her cape billowing dramatically as she stood before me with hands on her hips looking down with the sternest, most angry expression I think I’d ever seen.

      She was beautiful. I couldn’t deny it. And yet I wondered what the hell that meant. Where the hell that feeling was coming from. It was a new feeling to have at work. Thrilling. Terrifying. And confusing.

      I should’ve been worried about being captured. I should’ve been worried about the effect this was going to have on my reputation. And yet the only thing I could think about was how gorgeous she was. How nice it would feel to press my body against hers. To press my lips against hers. I wondered how softly she would kiss given the hard-as-steel strength I’d seen on display today.

      I shook my head. I really needed to get a hold on myself. I needed to take control. Why the hell did these thoughts keep running through my mind? It was like I had no control, and I have to say I didn’t like it however pleasantly confusing those thoughts were.

      “You submit?” she asked.

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever,” I said. “Just please stop.”

      The scowl broke into a huge smile and it was like the sun dawning. I stared, my mouth open and my eyes wide. This woman was gorgeous no matter what, but when she smiled it was as though I was seeing the dawn for the first time. It sent butterflies rushing through my stomach, a disconcerting feeling I hadn’t enjoyed in a long time.

      When you’re in the villain business you pretty much only have time for emotions like anger and revenge, that sort of thing. Butterflies were different.

      Not bad. Just different. I felt lightheaded. I felt giddy. I felt like a girl with a crush. Now there was a weird feeling.

      “God you’re beautiful!”

      It was a whisper, but she heard it. She arched a curious eyebrow. My hand flew up to my mouth, my eyes even wider. Now why the hell had I gone and said something stupid like that?

      Well, it was pretty obvious why I’d gone and said something stupid like that. I was more interested in what it was that caused me to completely lose control. What it was about this woman that brought down all my defenses, and I’m not talking about the sad state of my suit.

      I was the greatest villainess in the city, probably in the world. I shouldn’t be staring up at heroes with doe eyes and invoking the name of a deity I didn’t even believe in to describe how hot she was!

      This little encounter would’ve made for one hell of a session with my therapist if I still went to her.

      The hero, the goddess, Fialux I suppose, stepped forward and reached behind me. I closed my eyes and breathed in her scent as she moved in close. I could feel warmth radiating off her body. I could smell her scent, a mixture of some sort of perfume or body wash and the sweat from our battle.

      Damn was that an intoxicating smell!

      No. I was not going to let these thoughts distract me! I was going to take control!

      She grabbed the back of my collar and lifted. I was thankful I’d put together one hell of a strong suit, because with the way she was lifting me like she was a mama cat and I was a kitten any other fabric would have torn and put me at the mercy of gravity since my antigrav units were out.

      I was even more thankful a moment later when I suddenly heard a low rumble. The air just around the edges of her body shimmered ever so slightly, and we exploded up into the air.

      Huh. That felt weird when someone else was doing it.
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      I’m not ashamed to admit that I screamed like a hero who just realized they’d completely overestimated their ability to go toe to toe with the great Night Terror, though after this encounter that was an analogy I was going to have to reconsider even though it was one of my favorites.

      It’s not like I was afraid of heights or flying. I did it all the time with the antigravity units built into my suit.

      The problem was when I was flying with those antigravity units I was using a piece of technology I could understand. I put power from my reactor into the nice machine I built and the laws of physics took five and ignored me for awhile.

      It was simple, it was elegant, and most importantly I understood exactly how it worked because I was the one who invented the damn thing.

      This, though, this was a completely different experience. All the connections between my suit’s reactor and the antigravity units were severed, so there was absolutely nothing to save my bacon if this chick got butterfingers and sent me falling a couple thousand feet to my doom.

      I didn’t even have my shields or the inertial dampeners to absorb the impact so that I’d only break every bone in my body. I couldn’t help but think about how the square-cube law meant I was going to make quite the splash if she let go and I came in for an unscheduled landing.

      I was completely at her mercy. I hated being completely at someone else’s mercy.

      I had no idea what was holding me up. I hated not knowing how I was flying. There was only that slight sparkling shimmer close to her skin to go on.

      I wondered if my theory that she somehow manipulated the molecules in her immediate vicinity to provide flight had some truth to it. It was certainly interesting to see up close.

      It made me wish some of the instruments on my suit were working so I could take measurements with something other than the good old fashioned Mark 1 Eyeball.

      I didn’t have enough information. I was being dragged through the air by a super powered being I didn’t understand who was blessed with a power of flight that made no rational sense. She was disobeying the laws of physics just as cavalierly as I did, only there wasn’t any obvious technology to back her up.

      It was infuriating and terrifying.

      Also? I was just a little jealous. That must be pretty awesome to be able to fly whenever you wanted without worrying about putting on an advanced flight suit first.

      Of course along with the terror and the jealousy I was also getting a different kind of rush. The kind of rush I definitely wasn’t used to.

      She’d repositioned me so her arm was wrapped around me, which was just fine by me. I didn’t like the idea of my entire life hanging on her ability to keep her grip. She seemed really damn strong, but I’d only known her for about twenty minutes, most of that fighting, and I really didn’t want to test the limits of her strength while I was dangling a few thousand feet above the city.

      Of course wrapping her arm around me had the added effect of pulling me against her. Pulling me up so that I was right next to her gorgeous face.

      Sure it was a gorgeous face that was plastered with what I could only describe as a frown of justice, your basic look that most heroes got when they were dealing with a dastardly villain like yours truly, but it was still a nice face to look at even if she was pissed off.

      I closed my eyes and a goofy grin spread across my face. Not at all the stern defeated villain face I should be using in counterpoint to her justice face, but I felt what I felt.

      “Is something wrong?”

      I opened my eyes. I hadn’t even realized I’d closed them.

      Damn it. Here I was flying with a woman who I had a good feeling was about to become my new arch nemesis and I was grinning like a goofy schoolgirl with a crush because of the way she felt pressed against me!

      A blush rose to my cheeks. I hated it when I blushed. Blushing was a sign of weakness. Emotion was a sign of weakness.

      “No, nothing’s wrong,” I spat out at her.

      Perhaps there was a little more heat than I’d originally intended. She’d caught me in a moment of weakness, and I didn’t like that. It made me hate her even more even as I was drawn to her.

      It was a weird, roiling, confusing mix of emotions going through my head as I looked at her. So to avoid those feelings I looked down instead. And realized the city was coming closer again.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      She smiled. God what a smile. I realized that I absolutely loved making her smile.

      Which probably wasn’t a good thing considering my line of work was the kind of career path that made heroes frown more than it made them smile.

      Oops.

      “Don’t worry. I’m taking you someplace where you can’t cause trouble anymore.”

      She glanced down to me, a glance that took in my entire body. An appraising glance that sent a shiver running down my spine.

      That was new. I’d never had a shiver running down my spine when a hero looked at me like that before. Come to think of it I couldn’t recall a hero looking at me like that before, but I liked it.

      Though the look was tempered somewhat by what she said next.

      “Besides, something tells me the police will have no problem with you now that all your toys are broken.”

      Damn. My secret was out. I still had no idea what she meant about never causing trouble anymore. That was awfully cryptic.

      Usually these goody two shoes types were pretty straightforward about telling me exactly what they were doing. It was a weakness every hero seemed to have.

      I didn’t have to wait in suspense for long. Her intent became immediately obvious as we landed.

      I blinked as I looked up at the stylish new all glass structure in front of me. I hated this building, and not just because when the cops moved to their new headquarters they decided to go with a modernist monstrosity.

      “Police headquarters?” I turned and stared, incredulous. “You’re dropping me off at police headquarters?”

      “Who better to deal with you than the rightful authorities?”

      Anyone but the local cops, really. Half of them were completely ineffective and half of them were getting regular bribes from yours truly.

      Sure there was considerable overlap between those two groups, but there were enough cops in my pocket and enough cops who respected our unofficial peace that chances were they wouldn’t even bother to cuff me let alone book me or charge me.

      Not that I was going to tell her any of that. If she was going to drop me off in front of an organization I’d bribed fair and square that was her problem, not mine.

      I might be smitten by this new hero, but that didn’t mean I was going to do anything stupid like throw the game.

      A couple of cops were coming out the front entrance, but they were the only ones in sight. I smiled.

      Most of them were probably busy on the other side of downtown dealing with the aftermath of our little altercation. One was younger with the trimmed flat top that all young cops seemed to have and one was older with the bushy white moustache that all older cops seemed to have.

      Both stopped and stared when they realized who was standing on the steps of their HQ.

      “Good,” she said. “Here are a couple of fine officers who can help me out. Excuse me, officer?”

      The old one stepped forward and scratched his head. Clearly he was just as bemused by her goody-two-shoes routine as I was.

      “Um, yeah?”

      He glanced between me and Fialux. Fear flashed in his eyes as he looked at me, then disappeared as he realized this new hero had actually gotten the best of me and had me in custody. Or at least as close to “in custody” as someone could get with me.

      Which was pretty close to actually being in custody, as much as I hated to admit it. Even to myself.

      I sighed. I had a feeling I could wave goodbye to my reputation and my off the books peace with the cops after this. It was going to take a hell of a lot of work to get back to that instant look of fear.

      “I believe you’ll find this villain has been completely incapacitated. You can take her in officer,” Fialux said.

      Talk about insulting! This villain has been incapacitated? It’s like she had no respect for my position as the greatest villain this city or the world had ever seen!

      Heroes these days. They had no appreciation for their betters. I was going to have to teach her a lesson.

      As soon as I figured out a way to get out of this.

      The older cop scratched his head again, but the rookie moved forward. The old cop held out an arm as though to stop him, but the young one was way ahead of him.

      I shook my head. Damn it! If it’d been a couple of older cops this might’ve gone better. Just my luck I got a rookie who obviously hadn’t gone up against me yet.

      He pulled out his cuffs and put them around my wrists, slight surprise registering when I didn’t do anything to stop him. At least he knew enough about the great Night Terror’s reputation to be surprised I wasn’t vaporizing him for daring to cuff me.

      That lack of vaporization seemed to encourage the older one. He stepped forward and a wide smile spread across his face.

      “Well how about that,” he said with a grin that wasn’t at all pleasant. “Night Terror brought down a few pegs.”

      Was he serious? Was this really happening? I hadn’t been arrested in years! This was really going to hurt my reputation. This was going to ruin years of leg work and bribes I’d put into making sure the cops were terrified enough and rich enough to honor our unspoken understanding.

      “I think you two can handle it from here,” Fialux said.

      And with that she thrust her fist up to the sky, the air around her shimmered slightly like a heat mirage, and she flew straight up.

      I couldn’t help but stare. My mouth hung wide open. Damn could she make an exit. The way her skirt fluttered, the way her cape billowed behind her, the way the wind seemed to catch her hair in just the right way as she flew was absolutely stunning.

      I barely knew her, I was pretty sure she was my new arch enemy, I didn’t have time for a relationship with my career because who did these days, and I was pretty sure I was falling for her.

      “Damn it.”

      “That’s right Night Terror,” the older cop said as he put his arm under mine. The rookie did the same and they lifted and carried me towards headquarters like a sack of potatoes. If potatoes came in sacks made of super advanced weaponry that had been disabled by a pesky hero. “You’re really in for it now.”

      I rolled my eyes. Cops. They were all the same. They might think they had me, they might think they were taking me in and this was the end of the great Night Terror, but little did they know I had one last trick up my sleeve. One final thing that was guaranteed to help me escape from their clutches. Something that would allow me to return to my lair and plan for another day. Start to rebuild my reputation after the horrible hit it had probably taken.

      No, these cops had no idea what was about to hit them.

      I smiled and chuckled.

      “What’s so funny?” the rookie asked.

      “I want to talk to my lawyer.”
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      “So do you have anything else you’d like to say? A message for the people of Earth?” Rex Roth asked.

      I wanted to punch him in his smarmy face. I wasn’t sure if it was because punching was the usual reaction I had to seeing his face or because the jerk was getting up close and personal with Starlight City’s newest hero and I wasn’t.

      Huh. Jealousy. There was a new one. At least where the fairer sex was concerned.

      “Yes, I do. Your world has a new champion. No longer will you have to live in fear of the villains who preyed upon you and ran the city with impunity,” Fialux said. “I’m on the job.”

      I didn’t like the way she said “ran” the city. That past tense was ominous.

      Rex smiled and leaned forward, winking. He winked! It was just like that prick to take the opportunity of a groundbreaking interview, the kind of thing that was probably going to win him a Pulitzer or whatever they gave cable news pukes, to flirt.

      God I hated him!

      Why did Roth get to be close to her like that? Why did he get to chat and wink? Why did she smile at him like that? Why couldn’t that be me?

      I’d show him. One of these days I was going to lose it and vaporize him. PR consequences be damned.

      “Welcome to Earth,” Roth said.

      “Glad to be here,” Fialux said.

      I slammed my hand down on the stop button and the image froze on the screen. Sure I could’ve asked CORVAC to do that for me, but there was something tactile about beating the shit out of a console that felt good.

      I needed to beat the shit out of something right now.

      Go out into the city. Rob a bank like the good old days. Get some of the cobwebs out. Maybe take out a hero if some newbie is cocky enough to take on the great Night Terror.

      Yeah, there was a plan that had worked out really well. I’d gotten cocky and I paid the price.

      At least I hadn’t spent long in jail. Not because of any particular skill on my lawyer’s part, but mainly because that old shark managed to delay the cops long enough to allow me time to get my reactor reconnected to a few critical systems.

      A quick teleport out of my cell and then it was a hop, skip, and a quick flight back to my lair where I could plan a way to best this perplexing new hero.

      And boy had the city’s newest hero been busy in the past week. One plane saved from crashing. Five local minor villains brought into the authorities and at least one mid-tier player who ran around in clown makeup of all things, but he mostly played head  games and didn’t seem to have any powers or tech worth speaking of so I’d always ignored the asshole.

      Besides, I had my own problems. I was feeling something I hadn’t felt in a good long while. Worry.

      The way Fialux flitted about the city making a good name for herself while cleaning up the criminal element wasn’t good for business. Three of those five villains she’d taken in were funneling a percentage of their proceeds my way which meant I was taking a hit in the pocketbook.

      Not to mention that I ran a tight ship. I prevented collateral damage. Anyone sending money my way who made a mess knew they were going to get a quick meeting with a vaporizer.

      There were going to be some serious changes in the city if this kept up. Especially if she kept arresting villains working under my code of ethics and they were replaced by newbies who didn’t know the score in Starlight City.

      I had to take her out before the good people of Starlight City started to do silly things like hope.

      Not to mention I had to do something before she took out so many of my revenue streams that I had to start robbing banks out of necessity and not out of boredom.

      “Let’s go over everything again,” I said.

      If CORVAC had lungs to sigh he would have. As it was he paused for just a little longer than was strictly necessary. Actually, for a computer whose mind could run as fast as his he paused for an eternity.

      “Do we have to do this again mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Yes! We’re doing this until we figure out a weakness!”

      I was missing something. There was a piece of this puzzle that would fall in place and give me what I needed. Give me the means to defeat Fialux for good.

      I just needed to find that damn puzzle piece.

      I stared at the 3D projection of Fialux I had CORVAC put up in the center of the lab. It was surprisingly lifelike. I had some of the best holoprojection technology known to man. Mostly because I had the only holoprojection technology that was worth a damn considering I’d invented most of it myself.

      Even floating there shimmering in the middle of my lab she looked stunning. CORVAC rotated between various shots taken from local newsfeeds. He was able to piece together multiple angles to get a pretty decent 3D representation. A damn gorgeous 3D representation.

      Now that I was back in the safety of my lab I felt a little better about indulging in a little mooning over this beauty. It’s not like anyone other than CORVAC could see how I was reacting, and I was pretty sure he lacked enough capacity for interpreting human emotions to realize what was going on.

      At least I hoped he lacked enough capacity for recognizing human emotions to realize what was going on. It would be damn embarrassing if my evil supercomputer and partner in crime realized I was falling for my newest enemy.

      Talk about a major embarrassment.

      “Something new coming in mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I raised an eyebrow and turned to the big board. “On screen.”

      “As you say mistress.”

      I frowned as the screen popped up and the Starlight City News Network appeared. Starlight City News Network meant Rex Roth. That asshole always had a way of being front and center whenever there was heroic action going down.

      Of course that also meant he was a front and center whenever I was working, and I smiled as I thought back to some of the more embarrassing things I’d done to him in our short time going toe to toe.

      Like the time I promised to show up for an exclusive interview. Oh how he crowed about that. He was the reporter to the heroes, but talking to me would make him the first reporter to snag an interview with the greatest villain of our time.

      I almost felt a little bit of affection for the guy when he described me that way, but not enough affection to prevent me from using my short range teleporter to transport his clothes three feet to the left on a live television feed going out to the whole country.

      That was the best interview I ever gave and I didn’t have to say a word.

      And sure enough there was Rex’s smarmy face smiling at the screen as something moved in the background downtown. I’d been so preoccupied with trying to find ways to defeat Fialux that I didn’t have my finger on the pulse of the criminal element in the city like I usually did.

      Usually I knew when a job was going down well before it went down, sometimes villains even got in touch with me to let me know what they were doing to make sure they wouldn’t be stepping on my toes or to expect a payment, but this was a complete surprise.

      “Interesting,” I said. “Stylish and stupid, but interesting.”

      And by interesting I meant that it was interesting in the sense that you didn’t see this sort of thing every day. Not interesting in the sense that I thought it was actually a good idea.

      Some yahoo had retrofitted an old sailing ship with helicopter blades and was flying the rickety death trap through downtown firing cannon blasts into skyscrapers.

      I rolled my eyes. Like I said, interesting but stupid. Too much collateral damage. You never caused more collateral damage than you needed to. You never allowed public opinion to sway against you to the point that people started really getting upset if you could avoid it.

      No, public opinion was a fickle mistress. Proper villainy was a constant tightrope act of doing things sufficiently dastardly that everyone knew who you were and to stay the hell out of your way, but not so bad that people actually looked up from their cell phones and television long enough to denounce you as a monster and ask someone in power to do something about you.

      You definitely didn’t fly through the most densely populated part of town causing destruction willy-nilly. That ship might look impressive, but a sidewinder to the hull from a boring old fighter jet would be enough to take it out.

      No heroes necessary. It was a really bad idea to get too cocky if you were flying around in something the normies could take out with their weapons.

      If I wasn’t so busy trying to figure out how to defeat Fialux then I probably would’ve gone and vaporized their ship out from under them on principle. That kind of stuff was bad for everybody in the business, not just the asshole who decided it would be a good idea to fire indiscriminately at civilians.

      Only there was no need for me to go out and take care of business. No, of course there wasn’t. There was a new sheriff in town, and I heard the familiar sound of a jet engine that wasn’t a jet engine off in the distance.

      Rex started to get excited.

      “Turn up the SCNN news feed,” I said.

      “Affirmative mistress,” CORVAC said.

      Roth’s voice was downright giddy. “It sounds like Fialux is coming! I can hear her in the distance!”

      Yes. There was the stunning insight, the deep cutting journalism that made him the best the cable news business had to offer. I wept for the current state of journalism in the city.

      Sure enough Fialux appeared in the distance, the cameras shook as they tried to zoom in and keep up with her incredible speed, and she zipped down and slammed straight into the ship which rocked to the side as she made contact.

      And of course there wasn’t a damn thing they could do about it. What could you do against a hero like that when your only offensive capability was a bunch of cannons that hadn’t been advanced weaponry since the eighteenth century?

      I watched to see if maybe they had some other weapon in waiting, but no. They didn’t.

      They’d brought a 17th century weapon to a 21st century super fight. Idiots.

      I rolled my eyes. It was obvious they made their plans for the whole flying ship thing before Fialux showed up. She’d only been around for a week, after all, and retrofitted flying sailing ships weren’t the kind of thing your average stupid criminal built overnight.

      But the game had changed in that week and they’d decided they were going to go ahead with the flying ship schtick regardless of the goddess who’d recently taken up residence in the city and shown she was more than capable of taking out villains of far greater caliber than they could ever hope to be.

      Idiots.

      Fialux must’ve hit something important when she smashed into the side of the ship, because it started to list to the side. It started to get dangerously close to some of the buildings.

      I leaned forward. Now things were starting to get interesting. Was she going to let that massive ship slam into a skyscraper?

      “CORVAC, do we have any drones ready to go downtown?”

      “Of course mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Fire them up. I want a front row seat for whatever she’s doing out there.”
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      Smaller screens around the big board lit up with several different angles showing Fialux in all her gorgeous glory.

      I wasn’t sure how to react. My hands clenched into fists while meanwhile a blush rose to my cheeks. A blush that wasn’t becoming of the city’s greatest villain looking at the city’s new greatest hero.

      So I focused on the drone feeds instead. Maintaining a fleet of drones hidden behind invisibility shields throughout the city was one of the many devious ways I maintained my grip on the city. A grip that was slipping, but hopefully one of my electronic babies would provide me with some information that would allow that grip to tighten once more.

      Fialux appeared on the other side of the ship.  Oh yeah. The feed from my babies was so much better than the stupid feeds they were showing on the Starlight City News Network.

      None of the drone feeds had Rex Roth’s smarmy face overlaid on them pontificating about the meaning of the fight, for example, which was a major improvement in my book.

      I leaned forward. Watching her in action was incredible! She moved so fast and she did it with such style in that amazing outfit. I told myself I was only leaning forward staring with rapt attention because I was interested in her heroics.

      I didn’t want to process what the other pesky feelings that threatened to bubble to the surface every time I saw her meant.

      Fialux pressed against the ship where it was taking a nosedive towards a massive glass skyscraper. I couldn’t remember what that particular building was called. Everyone referred to it as the building that wasn’t quite as tall as the Thomas building.

      I’m sure it was named after somebody who was a big deal when it was built, but everybody stopped caring as soon as it got surpassed in height.

      Now there was a metaphor for the world if I’d ever heard one. You were either on top or nobody gave a damn.

      The ship turned, smoke billowing out of the Fialux sized hole in its side, and then it pitched down towards the street. CORVAC repositioned one of the drones so that it was in the line of fire.

      I’d probably lose that drone in the process, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make.

      Our heroine moved down under the ship and pressed up as though she was trying to lift the whole thing. I leaned forward and squinted at the screen. I thought I saw something just as she pressed up, that same sparkling heat mirage I’d seen when I was up close with her.

      Only it was pushing out in the direction she was lifting. It looked like it was, at least. Maybe it was my imagination. I’d have to go back and review the recording.

      The improbable airship started to right itself, started to fly in an almost straight line, but then a loud crack pumped through the lab speakers. Rex Roth was screaming like a scared little girl and I glanced up to his screen.

      Now that was interesting.

      The ship’s hull had split right down the middle. Right where Fialux had been pushing on it. Now that it was in two pieces there wasn’t a chance in hell it was going to stay airborne.

      The stern went crashing to the ground immediately, landing on a group of cars that had been abandoned in the street. At least they looked like they’d been abandoned. Nobody in their right mind stayed out in the open when heroes and villains were doing their business.

      The bow kept going since it had the advantage of an attractive superheroine sort of holding it up and almost keeping it on course.

      Fialux barely managed to bring it to something sort of resembling a controlled stop. Almost. At the last moment she lost control as it shattered under the pressure of being held up at a single point of pressure.

      Pieces of airship crashed down around her leaving a very confused hero looking at the two parts of the ship with a bemused expression on her face.

      “Yes!” I shouted. “Zoom in on that expression CORVAC! I want that one to go in the highlight reel!”

      “As you wish mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I looked up from that wonderful freeze frame to the feed from the Starlight City News Network where Rex Roth was surveying the damage from the top of a skyscraper and narrating. That was about the only thing he was a good for. Narrating other people doing real work.

      “And despite the valiant efforts of the brave new heroine Fialux, it appears the villains onboard the ship were unable to keep it together,” Roth said.

      I shook my head. “You dumbass. Anyone who’s taken basic high school physics could tell you it was her fault that ship broke up in midair.”

      Not that I’d expect a journalism major to understand something as complicated as basic high school physics. He probably didn’t even bother to take it and opted for a creative writing class instead.

      That seemed like the thing he’d do. I imagined a dorky Rex Roth spending more time writing stories than going out and doing fun popular things and it made me feel better.

      It looked like the show was over. I went back to trying to think of a way to defeat Fialux. Except I kept coming back to that ship breaking up around a very confused heroine while the whole city watched and Rex Roth jumped to all the wrong conclusions again.

      Rex Roth. Idiots. High school. Physics. There was something there. I knew there was something there because my brain didn’t get stuck on something unless that something was there. I was on the verge of something important, I just didn’t know what that something important was.

      It was one of the best things about being an evil mastermind. Never knowing what present my mind was going to deliver to me next.

      Even someone with a basic understanding of high school physics… She’d tried to attack that thing and her “help” hadn’t been enough to save the ship.

      She hadn’t been able to magically lift the whole damn thing. It looked like the laws of physics still applied to her aside from the whole flying thing. And the whole strength thing too. But still. The answer was there somewhere. If I could just figure out a way to…

      “Holy shit!

      “What is it mistress?”

      “The laws of physics still work for her just the same as they do for everybody else!”

      “Are you feeling well mistress?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She can fly through the air, she has super strength,” CORVAC started rattling down the list.

      I waved a dismissive hand and mercifully stopped him before he could continue on with his litany of all the powers we’d been cataloging since her arrival in the city.

      “I know, I know! I mean aside from the flying thing the laws of physics still apply to her! Don’t you see what that means?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t mistress, but that is why you’re the brains of this operation,” CORVAC said.

      I decided to ignore the undercurrent of electronic sarcasm that went along with that statement. I’d let him get his little jabs in. They kept up his morale, after all.

      “What that means is she exerted force on that ship,” I explained.

      “And it disintegrated,” CORVAC said.

      “Exactly! She applied too much pressure to one point, more than the structure of that ship could handle, and it shattered right down the middle where she was pushing on it. Don’t you see what this means? It’s basic Newtonian physics. The third law! I can’t believe it’s that simple!”

      “I’m afraid I still don’t follow mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Well that’s why I’m the brains behind this operation,” I said.

      I wasn’t above getting my own sarcastic jabs in, after all. CORVAC paused, and then I swear he let out the electronic equivalent of a harrumph.

      “Basic physics CORVAC. Objects exert force on each other. Fialux pushes on a ship with her super powers and the ship can’t push back on her with equal force so it breaks up. She might be able to fly, she might be ridiculously strong, but ultimately all of her super powers come down to her exerting force on the world around her!”

      “Well yes,” CORVAC said. “That much is obvious.”

      “So she has all these things she can exert force upon. The air. Skyscrapers. Unfortunate villains who get in her way. She can do that weird molecule shimmering thing that causes her to fly. She can use her super strength to throw things around. But what if we created a situation where there was nothing for her to interact with? What if there was nothing for her to apply force to?”

      “Are you suggesting some sort of inert field that removes her ability to interact with the outside world?”

      I held up a triumphant finger. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about! Teleport one of my suits over here. I have to get to work.”

      A suit materialized on my workbench. I glanced up to the hologram of Fialux floating above me. She was smiling down with a triumphant expression on her face, and she looked absolutely gorgeous. I smiled up at that hologram. Not a pleasant smile.

      If only she knew what she was in for.

      “Mistress?”

      “Yes CORVAC?”

      “Are we taking development time away from the robot?”

      “You bet your electronic ass we are,” I said.

      “How are you going to do it?”

      “I figure we modify the inertial dampeners somehow, unless you have a better idea,” I said.

      “That is exactly what I was thinking, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Thought so,” I muttered.

      “What was that mistress?”

      “Nothing,” I said.

      I smiled as I started working on one of my suits. Started pulling out the inertial dampening unit.

      I’d have to figure out a way to amplify the power a hell of a lot, and a way to project it rather than having a unit built into my suit that generated a localized field to protect me when the laws of physics threatened to turn my insides to mush.

      But those were trivial problems. I figured it would take me a week or two at most to work out all the kinks and take it on its first test run. Hopefully on its only test run.

      I grinned up at the holographic projection of Fialux. Beautiful, gorgeous Fialux. And for once I wasn’t thinking of how tempting it would be to kiss those lips. How amazing it would feel to have her body pressed against mine.

      No, all I was thinking about was how glorious it was going to be when I caught her in my modified anti-Newtonian field (name still under development) where her powers wouldn’t do her a damn bit of good.

      Oh yes, Night Terror was going to be on top again. And it was going to be glorious.

    

  





    
      
        
          
            10



Penultimate Showdown










    
      Rain fell all around us as I floated down from the top of the Thomas building. Bright city lights reflected off of both the rain and the massive skyscrapers surrounding us in all the colors of the rainbow.

      My cape fluttered behind me in the storm, still tattered and charred where her heat vision hit me. That had been an unpleasant surprise.

      That was the problem with these heroes. There was no convenient government registry that tracked all of them and kept a list of their powers to make it easier to know how to take them down.

      Which meant the occasional unpleasant surprise. Like her firing a beam of energy, maybe from her eyes but I hadn’t been looking all that closely, that singed my cape and nearly did some serious damage.

      Right. No more Miss Nice Villain. She singed one of my favorite capes, and those things were made of a supposedly indestructible polymer that wasn’t cheap!

      Also, totally not as indestructible as I thought it would be.

      “Fialux,” I growled.

      “Night Terror,” she replied. “I didn’t think I’d see you showing your face again after our last encounter.”

      I let out a yell and dove towards her, pushing my antigravity units to the limit even as I started powering up the secondary reactor I’d added to the suit. The reactor tied into the brand new anti-Newtonian field I’d created.

      I couldn’t come up with a better name. Whatever. It didn’t need a flashy name if it worked.

      I ducked under Fialux at the last moment and she went tumbling through the air. I had a moment to register a look of surprise on her gorgeous face, and then I was turning around and pointing my wrist blaster at her.

      Only I’d modified my blaster just a little. Now in addition to the stun and vaporize settings I also had the stasis field as a new addition. I’d tried it out on test projectiles in the lab set to move as fast as Fialux and it had performed admirably in every trial.

      I was confident, cool, collected. I was Night Terror. I owned this city, and it was time to show this upstart heroine what that meant.

      Fialux dove towards me, screaming and creating a pressure wave in front of her that caused the rain to move around her in a bubble rather than falling on her.

      Damn that was impressive. Damn I could just float here  and watch her in action.

      I shook my head. No! Now was not the time to indulge in this ridiculous crush. Now was the time to defeat her completely and utterly. Business before pleasure and all that.

      I raised my wrist blaster, took aim, and fired.

      The anti-Newtonian stasis field shot out with a pleasing pink glow. I could’ve made it whatever color I wanted, but I figured if I was going to have a device that defeated the greatest hero this city had ever known, as far as I was concerned she was already worthy of that title simply by virtue of defeating me, then I was going to do it with a little bit of style.

      The field made contact. I looked away as a blinding light flashed back at me as the field turned from pink to white and then shifted to blue.

      When I blinked and looked up I saw Fialux in the middle of that field, only impossibly she was still coming towards me. A little slower than before, to be sure, but not by much. Not by nearly what it would take to stop her before she got close enough to do some serious damage.

      My wrist started to vibrate in a very unpleasant and slightly worrying fashion. Alarms blinked angry reds in my heads-up display. Alarms that told me shit was about to go down.

      It was literally about to go down. As in all the defensive systems in my suit were about to go down and I’d be a sitting duck before a woman who was basically a goddess.

      As with the last time alarms turned yellow, red, then they went black. The stasis field winked out and I felt an incredible feedback go blasting through the systems in my suit.

      Damn! I’d tested it on projectiles in the lab, but apparently tiny projectiles accelerated to an appreciable fraction of the speed of light by technology so far beyond anything else that existed in the world that the analogy of a caveman trying to use a calculator didn’t come close to doing it justice didn’t come close to matching the raw power Fialux could put out.

      Particularly when she was already in motion. It appeared my attempts to circumvent Newton’s Third Law was running smack dab against Newton’s First Law and it was going to be a painful lesson in elementary physics for me.

      Connections to my reactor dropped and the alarms started going off for more systems than my wrist blaster. I dove for the ground and just barely made before my antigravity units gave out entirely and I was suddenly terrestrially bound like the normals.

      Not that there were many normals around here. There was an SCNN chopper hovering at a safe distance, no doubt broadcasting this to the whole city with that asshole Rex Roth providing his usual insipid commentary, but everyone else had cleared out.

      Smart idea. A good idea. One I was going to have to do myself here soon.

      Fialux slammed down in front of me looking absolutely amazing as rain fell around her. The water trickled down her gorgeous skin and her hair fell down across her shoulders slick and wet.

      Also? It totally caused her outfit to press against her body in all the right places and I licked my lips as I looked at her. As I felt a strange burning in the pit of my stomach. As I felt strange feelings I’d never felt before towards another woman and yet as I looked at her those feelings were raging like a massive forest fire compared to the puny candle flame I’d felt for guys I’d dated back before I decided to go into a career in super villainy.

      It wasn’t a career that was very friendly to long term relationships to begin with, and most guys had trouble with a girl who could vaporize them at a moment’s notice. Not that I’d ever do that. Without a really good reason.

      Not that I’d ever told any of those guys that I was actually an infamous supervillain by night. And by day. Really most of the time, it was sort of one of those jobs where you were always on call, which made dating difficult.

      What the hell was wrong with me? Where were these feelings coming from? I didn’t ask for them, and now here I was staring at my greatest and most mortal enemy, the greatest threat to that villainous career, and all I could think about was how hot she looked?

      I needed to get my priorities straight.

      Fialux smiled. It wasn’t a pleasant smile, but it still sent a thrill rather than a chill running down my spine. She was smiling at me. I was a goofy schoolgirl with a crush if that was the sort of thing that got me excited. What the hell?

      Her hand balled into a fist at her side. I blinked. This wasn’t going to be fun. Fialux raised her fist and moved towards me at lightning fast speed.

      I smiled. Unlike the last time I found myself going up against her I’d come prepared with an independent teleportation unit that had its own power supply that wasn’t tied into the rest of my systems.

      Sure I was gambling that she wouldn’t hit that power supply directly in the fight, but I figured as long as it wasn’t directly tied into any systems that might be overloaded by her abilities there was a good chance it would last long enough to help me make an escape.

      Turns out I’d been absolutely right. My foresight meant I had one last trick up my sleeve.

      Sure my attorney was going to be annoyed that he wasn’t getting his usual fee for keeping the cops occupied long enough for me to make an escape, but the sneaky old shark was rich enough already.

      It was time to get out of here before I took another involuntary trip down to the main PD office. Even if that would be fun to be up close and personal with her again pulling an old fashioned Reeves/Kidder “can you read my mind?”

      The only problem with that idea was if I could read her mind I’m sure the only thing I’d find in there were thoughts of how much she wanted me to be safely locked up somewhere that I couldn’t bother her anymore.

      Discretion was the better part of valor, and I figured a hero flying towards me at top speed with her fist outstretched was as good a time as any for a little bit of discretion. I reached behind to the small of my back where the teleportation unit was hidden behind my cape, that blast that singed the cape had nearly taken out the backup teleporter, and pressed the button.

      Fialux disappeared in a flash of light as my molecules were scrambled and transported a few blocks away. When I rematerialized I glanced in the direction of our fight.

      I could see smoke rising above the skyscrapers and heard a crash as Newton’s First Law sent her slamming into a building after I ceased existing between it and her high speed flight path.

      I smiled and limped away, hitting the backup teleporter and jumping a few city blocks every couple of steps when I had a clear line of sight and could be sure I wasn’t going to materialize in the middle of a brick wall.

      I only had enough power for a couple of jumps, but with a little luck Fialux wouldn’t find me before I made my escape.

      And if she did manage to catch me I could see if she could read my mind, though she might be surprised. There was less anger there and more the sort of thing that might make Starlight City’s newest heroine blush if she could find out what I really thought of her.
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Back Home










    
      Stupid Fialux.

      I stumbled through the front door not even caring if somebody saw me. Hopefully if one of the neighbors did happen to look out their window at that moment the careful cover story I'd developed about dressing up in costumes for insipid comic book conventions would be enough to explain why I was showing up in a busted and beaten Night Terror costume.

      The worst that could happen was they called the police. And even with the recent dings to my previously unsullied reputation it's not like the boys in blue would actually dare set foot on a city block if they thought it was Night Terror's true lair. Too much risk of vaporization on my home turf.

      No, they'd just call Fialux and let her do their dirty work like they always did these days.

      Of course there was always the danger Fialux herself might see me stumbling through my front door, but I was fairly certain I'd given her the slip.

      Either way I was too tired to care. I was too upset to care. Let her come. Let her rip apart my lair. Let her drop me down in the middle of a prison yard without anything approaching due process.

      My attorney would have a field day with that one.

      I reached down and pressed the emergency release button on one of my power enhanced leg modules. Normally that would send it clattering to the ground, but in this case the thing kicked up and nearly smacked me in the face.

      Now that would be a trick. I could see the headline now. Famed villainess Night Terror killed by malfunctioning super boot of her own design.

      That jerk Rex Roth would have a field day.

      Yeah, what a way to go. Definitely not the massive showdown with Fialux that a villainess of my caliber deserved. Not that a showdown would be all that massive if tonight’s performance was anything to go on.

      Or every other showdown we’d had, for that matter.

      If the emergency release wouldn't work then I'd just have to do this the old-fashioned way. I took aim with the energy blaster attached to my right wrist, careful to make sure I was targeting the strength enhancer and not my leg underneath, and blasted.

      The leg strength enhancer sizzled but split allowing me to move again. I reached down in the hole my blaster left and yanked out the dead enhancer and tossed it to the ground with a satisfying clink.

      Bots skittered out of their little mouse holes to pick up the mess I'd left behind. Little bright flashes of blue appeared behind me as they used their plasma cutters to rip the thing apart so it could be carried down to the lair for recycling.

      Hey, I might be an infamous villainess, but I was conscious of the environment.

      A slight acrid smoky smell drew my attention as I continued towards my small study. I looked down and realized that last shot must have been a little too much for the blaster.

      Well, I suppose that was to be expected. The thing was designed for blowing the doors off of bank vaults. That sort of thing impressed the normals. It definitely wasn't designed to go toe to toe with Fialux's damned heat vision or whatever the hell that had been.

      Still, that was really fun when she blasted out with the old laser eyes and I brought up my wrist beam just in time for the two to meet in a massive explosion. I hoped they got a good shot of that for the evening news.

      I hit the release button on the blaster, this one actually worked, and it clattered to the floor behind me.

      A sudden gust of wind had me wheeling around in terror. But it was nothing. I’d just left the front door open. It definitely wasn't a heroine sent to our world from another planet with an annoying array of superpowers coming to carry me off to jail.

      I breathed a sigh of relief and turned back towards my study. The door could wait. Either one of the bots would get it or some unfortunate robber would decide to take advantage of the situation and the security beams would get a little target practice.

      Either way it didn't matter to me. It’d been that kind of night.

      I reached back and pulled on a spot where my suit was riding up my ass. These damned suits. The carbon fiber weave definitely kept up with the extreme activities I got up to at night and it had a nice combination of stretchy and strength that made it invaluable if your job description involved regularly fighting living gods, but it also had a nasty tendency to ride up in all the wrong places.

      I had to spend at least two hours a day in the gym just to stay in good enough shape to pull the look off. Not that I was complaining, mind you. I looked damn good and I was proud of it.

      I finally reached my study, actually a dining room I'd converted into a study by putting up bookshelves around the edge, and reached out to pull out my copy of The Villain's Manifesto.

      The RFID chip hidden in the book went to work and a moment later the bookshelf flipped open to reveal a small alcove set into the wall. A hover plate keyed specifically to me floated in the open air.

      Anyone who wasn't me that tried stepping on the thing would find its antigravity technology quickly surrendering to the laws of physics.

      One of many nasty surprises I'd worked up for anyone who dared trespass in my lair. Not that anyone ever had. Not that I’d know since most of the surprises I’d worked up involved immediate vaporization.

      Not that it mattered against an enemy who could fly.

      I stepped onto the hover plate which descended down into my lair. The bookshelf closed behind me overhead, but there was still plenty of light from the bright purple neon runners I'd installed on either side of the tunnel.

      Hey, if you're going to have an entrance to a secret lair then I figured you should do it in style.

      The antigrav plate came to a halt and I stepped into my lair with a contented sigh. Home. I held out my arms and robotic tentacles reached out and grabbed at bits of my suit. What was left of my suit.

      One had to jerk a couple of times as it tugged on one of the arm enhancers I wore, but eventually the thing broke loose with a snap.

      I grimaced. Going toe to toe with Fialux came with an expensive repair bill.

      I rolled my shoulder where that particular enhancer connected. Stupid Fialux hit me with a lucky punch there. The jerk.

      Why couldn’t she just fall into my anti-Newtonian field and give up?

      "How did everything go ma'am?" CORVAC asked, his metallic voice booming through the speakers in the lair.

      The name was short for Computational Organic Vacuum Tube Intelligence, although I'd upgraded his systems so many times since I discovered him in the burnt out ruins of another villain's old lair that there wasn't a single vacuum tube left in his sarcastic circuits.

      I rolled my eyes and looked at a monitor where the faint silhouette of a human head was projected in a grainy bright green display. CORVAC said it was old school or something like that. I thought it was a waste of a perfectly good high definition display to turn it into an ancient EGA display straight out of the late ‘80s but whatever.

      "How do you think it went CORVAC?" I asked. “I’m sure you were watching on the drone displays.”

      For emphasis I held up a tattered bit of my cape that was good and charred where Fialux's damned laser attack thing hit with a glancing blow.

      Who knew she had that? I certainly didn’t, so I didn't bother with one of the heat resistant capes. I wouldn't make that mistake again, no matter how itchy they got in summer.

      "Another successful mission I see," CORVAC said.

      I stalked across the room and sat down at the main computer terminal. I briefly considered typing format on CORVAC's command prompt, another old school affectation, and hitting enter, but decided against it for perhaps the thousandth time since I'd brought him back online and upgraded him.

      The problem with relying on a self-aware computer system based on architecture created by one evil super genius and then upgraded by an even more intelligent super genius, myself thank you very much, was said computer tended to have algorithms and subroutines of its own that could hide nasty surprises.

      CORVAC could be downright nasty and efficient, which was fine with me as long as he was on my side. But best not to do anything to irritate him, lest I discover he had a vaporizer attached to my seat set to go off when I hit format much in the same way that I would vaporize any petty criminal getting in my way.

      "Were you at least successful?"

      I rolled my eyes and growled. “You know the answer CORVAC.”

      “I do mistress,” he said. “I just thought it might help you to talk about it.”

      “Remind me why we’re spending all this time building a giant death robot for you instead of a mute button that works on your speakers?” I asked.

      “Because that would lead down a dark path that ended with one or both of us completely destroyed?”

      “Good point,” I said. “Pull up the Fialux hologram.”

      “Whatever you say mistress,” CORVAC said.

      The holodisplay in the center of the room flickered, wavered, and Fialux stared down at me.

      I hated her. I needed more. I hated that I needed more.

      Why couldn’t things go back to being nice and uncomplicated like they were back before I spent every waking hour trying to come up with schemes for taking over the world?

      I sighed. As much as I hated doing this, it was time to get to work. The world wasn’t going to take over itself, and neither was I as long as Fialux was in the way.
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Archenemies










    
      After the day I’d had with her that sight should've been enough to send me scrambling away in terror. Seeing her floating there brought back terrified memories of being deposited on the steps of police headquarters and waiting for my lawyer to show up and remind the cops about the Supreme Court decision that removing a villain’s mask without a warrant was an illegal search.

      I knew it was just a projection but there was something about the lifelike way she smiled down at me that sent a thrill through me. If I squinted at just the right angle it almost looked like she was floating there smiling right at me rather than being an unthinking projection.

      I couldn't help but smile back.

      Sure right now I was in the sort of mood where I also wanted nothing more than to pull out a disintegration ray and fire until the energy reserves were gone. Not that it’d do a damn bit of good against a holoprojection any more than it would singe her invulnerable hide in person, but it would be therapeutic to empty the clip regardless.

      I stared into her eyes. They were deep pools of green that I could get lost in. Greener than the brightest forest imaginable.

      And yet staring at those eyes made me wince as I thought about the nasty little surprise of her heat vision or whatever the heck that was. She’d melted through a solid steel girder in a construction site and singed my cape real good in the opening moments of our fight.

      Still, those eyes were gorgeous even if I now knew they were deadly as well.

      Only now in the safety of my lab those laser eyes did nothing. Okay, so maybe it wasn’t completely accurate to call them laser eyes. Whatever.

      When you got to the point that your secret lab was singlehandedly more technologically advanced than the rest of humanity combined you were allowed to flub some scientific nomenclature in the name of coming up with a convenient way to describe what it’s like to fight a living god to a normal.

      No offense.

      My eyes moved across the rest of her body and I licked my lips. That fire was burning again. Not the fire of hatred that I usually felt when I was dealing with an archenemy.

      No, this was a feeling that still confused the hell out of me, but I couldn’t deny how this goddess made me feel. I couldn’t deny that staring at her hologram was sending the most devious thoughts dancing through my mind.

      Come to think of it I often found my eyes returning to this projection while I was working on the anti-Newtonian field. And now that I was staring up at her I felt that new but familiar feeling that I’d been trying so hard to deny. It was like a warmth that started in the pit of my stomach and ran to a flush in my cheeks.

      I felt like I needed to climb up and plant my lips on that hologram, only it was just a projection and not the real thing.

      Where the hell did these thoughts keep coming from? They terrified me as much as they excited me. I was used to being in control. I was used to being cool and collected.

      I definitely wasn’t used to mooning over someone like I was some teenager discovering boys for the first time, and this wasn’t even a boy! Which just added to the confusion let me tell you.

      I shook my head. I needed to cut off of this line of thinking. I needed to focus on a problem. A problem like how to defeat Fialux and not why I kept thinking about how beautiful she was or how nifty it would be if we could maybe just go out for a nice dinner at an expensive restaurant downtown instead of throwing around cars and singlehandedly demolishing major financial centers downtown.

      I needed something to help to get my mind off of these weird feelings.

      It was difficult. Fialux really and truly was a goddess in every sense of the word.

      That perfect auburn hair that came down to her shoulders and seemed to turn up under her perfectly whether she was in the middle of a windstorm or fighting a giant radioactive monster. Two had come through the city since she showed up two weeks ago, a surprisingly normal occurrence what with a superfund site on the outskirts of town that was used for some part of the Manhattan Project but never got cleaned up properly after the war.

      Her perfectly proportioned face with that cute little nose and those striking green eyes I’d already mentioned that were so sexy when they weren’t blasting hot death through solid metal.

      There was her toned and flat stomach, always exposed under the tiny t-shirts she preferred. A t-shirt, I might add, that I'd give CORVAC's right memory bank to possess since it seemed to have the uncanny ability to withstand anything I threw at it.

      I often wondered what exotic alien material it was made of, because it made my previously impenetrable suits look like tissue paper in comparison.

      She always looked perfect no matter what.

      Looking at her and thinking about all of those advantages, just how perfect she was, inspired blind jealousy. That was the sort of emotion I could get behind. Could understand.

      Who wouldn’t be jealous of a hero with everything she had? Only with this hero there was undeniably something more there. Something different. Something strange and not altogether unpleasant.

      Something that had me leaning against the holoprojector staring up at her slack-jawed thinking maybe we could just set aside this silly hero and villain dynamic. Like that would happen.

      I recognized those feelings. I'd felt them before, though not since that tragic accident when my last boyfriend accidentally walked in on one of my early matter teleportation experiments at the University.

      I liked to think he was still out there somewhere, on some distant planet somewhere in the galaxy, still fighting the good fight or at least settled down living whatever passed for the good life on his adopted planet.

      Maybe even soaking up the light of some different colored sun playing the hero role himself, which was the sort of thing the big lug would do.

      But I knew in reality that space was a big place, with a whole hell of a lot more places that were inhospitable to life than were hospitable. So it was more likely that he was floating out there in the vacuum, a frozen humancicle who'd confuse future explorers if humanity ever got off its collective ass and started seriously exploring space.

      Anyways, I'm getting away from myself.

      Those feelings were a surprise. Feelings I hadn't felt since the last night my last guy and I spent together before the accident. And now I was having those emotions, those feelings, as I stared up at Fialux.

      As I stared up at a woman.

      I wasn’t going to fight these feelings anymore. They were new, they were weird, in a way they were unwanted and hellaciously confusing, but I couldn’t deny the way she made me feel and I wasn’t going to deny the way she made me feel.

      She was amazing in a way I'd never appreciated in a woman before. Why hadn't I ever appreciated a woman like this before?

      Or maybe I had appreciated a woman like this before and was just afraid to admit it. Hell, as soon as these feelings started bubbling to the surface with Fialux I did my damned best not to admit it.

      “Has this new and rather novel research aid yielded any results mistress?”

      I blinked a couple of times. Looked around and tried to figure out what the hell the rusty bucket of circuits was even talking about.

      And realized that the entire time I’d been standing here staring at Fialux working through my feelings with my inner monologue, my favorite conversational partner ever thank you very much, he’d been staring at me for the computer equivalent of a small eternity.

      Watching me. Staring at Fialux. Like a love struck idiot.

      Oops.

      I flipped CORVAC's nearest monitor the bird as I turned back and looked up at the projection of Fialux. She was so amazing, especially when she wasn’t flying towards me at top speed getting ready to destroy my suit. If only I could…

      I had a eureka moment. One of those perfect moments where an idea struck my brain like a lightning from the heavens.

      Only with the way my ideas worked out it tended to be a massive thunderstorm unleashing its fury all at once rather than a single lightning strike. What can I say? There was a reason why I was the best villain in the world.

      “Wait a minute CORVAC,” I said.

      “Yes mistress?”

      “I used the anti-Newtonian field on her when she was already going full speed.”

      “Is that a problem mistress?”

      “That’s exactly the problem! The whole point is to throw her into a vacuum where her powers have nothing to act against but that doesn’t do a damned bit of good if she’s already in motion!”

      “Is this more of that elementary physics you were lecturing me about mistress?”

      “It’s exactly that! It’s so simple I can’t believe I missed it. An object in motion stays in motion!”

      “So?”

      “So she was pumping too much power into the field by the time it hit her!”

      “Fascinating mistress, really, but perhaps we could discuss the chassis for the robot?”

      “Forget that robot crap CORVAC,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “It was right in front of me the whole time. The field works, I just need to capture Fialux in it while she’s not in motion! Or when she’s not moving faster than a speeding bullet train.”

      “Fascinating conjecture mistress, but how do you propose doing that considering she launches herself at you the moment you announce yourself?”

      “Simple. I take her by surprise.”
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Damsel in Disguise










    
      I slouched my way along the pitted and often nonexistent sidewalks on the old east end of Starlight City. All around me stood the rusted out and broken remains of a part of the city that had seen its heyday some fifty to sixty years prior.

      The intervening years had seen nothing but depression and crime taking over. Basically it was the perfect place to try and lure Fialux.

      Not that I didn't get an earful about this plan from CORVAC before I headed out for the evening.

      "But mistress," CORVAC said. He used a voice that would’ve sounded suspiciously close to whining if I didn’t know for a fact that he was a pile of circuits and wires incapable of true emotion. "If you were fighting Fialux openly and losing with the best super powered augments you had available, what makes you think that a simple disguise will allow you to get the jump on her?"

      I decided to ignore the unspoken undercurrent of judgment in his words. The thing with CORVAC was that undercurrent of judgment was never far from the surface. More of an undertow of judgment, really, and if I fought it I’d only get pulled out to sea into one hell of an argument.

      Ever tried arguing with a sapient evil supercomputer that was well aware of his capabilities? Not fun. Not fun at all.

      Besides. My plan tonight was perfect. It relied on good old fashioned brains. Not on wonderful toys.

      "There's nothing a hero can resist less than a good damsel in distress situation," I said. "Trust me. This will work."

      "Mistress. I think we should talk about the little incident where your system froze in front of the holoprojector."

      I rolled my eyes. CORVAC was a bucket of bolts, and so he related to the world through the lens of a bucket of bolts.

      Apparently he’d used that lens to determine that my little staring contest with the holprojection of Fialux a few days back was my brain hanging on a processing error.

      I’d allowed him to entertain the idea. It was better than him figuring out the truth which would then necessitate me to explain a lot more about human biology than I cared to discuss with my computer.

      "CORVAC, that's the last thing I want to discuss with you."

      "But mistress…"

      "CORVAC, I said I didn't want to talk about it."

      There was a pause. Pauses were unusual for CORVAC. Sure I made jokes about him being a pile of circuits or a bundle of bolts, all affectionate for the most part, but I was also well aware that his positronic matrix brain could think at speeds that made my own mind look like a slimeless snail running on a salt flat.

      When he paused like that either he was really thinking about something, the digital equivalent of simulated civilizations could rise and fall multiple times deep inside his computer mind in the amount of time he was taking, or he'd just got caught in another logic bomb that tied up his circuits.

      That was the problem with evil super computers. They were prone to being vulnerable to logic bombs hurled by the hero at just the right moment. I'd done my best to program those out, but he still occasionally got thrown into an annoying Kirk loop that reduced the most sophisticated computer on the planet to running slower than a copy of Windows ME that had just been introduced to Comet Cursor for the first time.

      "Mistress, are we still planning on world domination?"

      Domination. To be honest that had sort of taken a backseat what with my obsession with Fialux, but best not to let on to CORVAC. He got touchy about that sort of thing.

      Not for the first time I wondered why a computer that could simulate the entirety of the known universe in a matter of milliseconds needed to dominate the flesh and blood world of humans, but he got pissy when I started asking existential questions about computerized desires and motivations so I’d learned long ago to treat the subject the same as bringing up the whole Jesus thing with Janet in accounting.

      At least I assumed every office had a Janet from accounting who talked a little too much about the whole Jesus thing if you brought it up. Or even if you didn’t bring it up.

      It’s not like I had much of a basis of comparison having never worked in an office myself. The closest I had was working in the goddamn Applied Sciences Department at Starlight City University.

      Before they kicked me out for “malfeasance.” Yeah, turns out that was actually still a word and a charge they used in the twenty-first century.

      No one in academia appreciated good evil super science, but I was going to make sure Fialux got to appreciate it firsthand.

      "Oh yes," I said. I rubbed my hands together and grinned. "Domination. Complete and total domination. That's the plan."

      Just not of the world. Not yet. Not until Fialux was good and captured and out of the way of all my well laid plans. I was going to run this city again.

      "Are you sure about that mistress?"

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You have that smile you use when you are lying to me via omission."

      Not for the first time I cursed myself for ever loading that facial recognition software. Like an artificial intelligence really needed to be able to recognize the range of human expression to do its job.

      A dark shadow in one of the alleys up ahead shook me away from my reverie about CORVAC and his annoying complaints. I smiled. Hopefully this was exactly what I was looking for.

      Now a normal person in this part of Starlight City would probably try to cross to the other side of the street. Hell, any sane person wouldn't be in this part of town at this time of night to begin with. But I kept going.

      With a little luck I wouldn't have to wander around all night looking for a crime statistic waiting to happen that was willing to take me on.

      Not that it was difficult to run into crime in this part of town, statistically speaking.

      As I stumbled past the entrance to the dark alley a voice whispered to me. My grin got bigger. That’s a bingo!

      "Hey. You."

      I turned, my eyes widened, and I blinked at the voice from the darkness. A moment later a hulking man who looked like he hadn’t seen the pointy end of a razor in weeks and carrying a gun in his hand appeared out of the shadows.

      He jerked the gun back, gesturing for me to join him in that dark alley. I quickly bit back my smile and replaced it with a look of pure terror. At least I hoped it was a look of pure terror.

      Just like Janet from accounting I didn’t have much direct experience with being terrifying. Consequence of being mistress of my domain. I needed to look the part though.

      I was supposed to be afraid, after all.

      "Oh sir please don't hurt me!"

      I held up my hands and tried to open my eyes as wide as possible. It wasn't too difficult to mimic what a crime victim looked like considering all the firsthand experience I had seeing bystanders witnessing my crimes up close and personal.

      Though I hesitated to really call them victims since none of them ever technically got hurt as long as they were smart enough to get out of the way.

      "I said get in here bitch," the guy said.

      "I swear I don't have any money!" I said.

      He held up his gun and pointed it straight at my face. I opened my eyes even wider and tried not to snicker.

      A part of me wanted him to just fire the damn thing. After all, occasionally the kinetic force shield I wore caused a ricochet, and I might just have enough time to register the look of surprise before his own bullet bounced back into his quite unpleasant face.

      But he didn't do anything so stupid. That was probably for the best. I was supposed to be an innocent victim, after all.

      If anyone saw some girl walking around with obvious super science then it would make it very difficult to actually accomplish my mission. It would make this part of town safe for young women wandering around alone for awhile, but that wouldn't help me at all.

      "I'm not interested in any money from you bitch," the guy said. "Now step into the alley before I waste you and finish the job anyways."

      Talk about your common street thug. No class whatsoever. No sense of style. I rolled my eyes and put my hands on my hips. I was more disappointed than anything.

      "Seriously?"

      The gun wavered in this hulking gentleman's hand and a look of confusion passed across his face. Probably the first time he'd gotten that sort of reaction from one of his potential victims.

      Well. This was his lucky night. It would also be the last time he ever saw that sort of reaction from one of his victims. This would be the last time he saw any sort of reaction from anybody considering what he’d just admitted he was out here doing.

      There was a code of honor among thieves, but it didn’t extend to scum like him. He gave my ancient and honored profession a bad name, and I looked at this as the equivalent of putting down a rabid dog before it could cause too much damage.

      I stalked past him into the darker parts of the alley. I definitely didn't want this to be seen from the street.

      He did a double take as I shoved past him and he looked down at his seemingly worthless gun in confusion. I chuckled. There was a metaphor for his soon-to-be-ended life if there ever was one.

      Then he grinned and followed, no doubt thinking that maybe I was a little crazy, but at least he was going to have his fun.

      "That's more like it," he said, reaching for his belt.

      "You don't have anyone else here with you, do you?" I asked.

      I glanced around the alley but it didn't look like anyone else was hiding in the shadows. Partly I wanted to make sure there'd be no witnesses, but mostly I wanted to make sure there was no chance of me salvaging this and maybe attracting a little heroic attention.

      His belt buckle stopped jingling as he looked up at me with that quizzical expression. I imagined the dumb lug wore that sort of expression most of the time. At least when he wasn't trying to be menacing and threatening.

      He seemed like the kind of common street thug whose two settings amounted to menacing and confused.

      "Well it's just me…"

      "Do you do this sort of thing a lot?" I asked.

      He shrugged, the oddity of the situation seemingly made him forget the gun he still held in his hand as he awkwardly tried to undo his belt buckle while keeping control of his weapon.

      From where I stood keeping control of his weapon was definitely a problem. A problem I planned on fixing.

      "I suppose a couple times a month maybe. It really depends," he said.

      Huh. It really said something about the police presence in this part of town that he was able to get away with this sort of thing every couple of weeks.

      No more. Best to be absolutely sure though.

      "You’re sure you're definitely not a robber?"

      This time he grinned. "What's the fun in robbing a bitch?"

      "Thanks," I said with a grin of my own. "That's all I needed to hear."

      I reached up and undid the top few buttons on my dirty shirt. It was a ragged number I got from a thrift store and then rolled through some mud to be certain it had the right amount of grime for this part of town.

      My assailant’s grin grew even wider as he saw me opening my shirt, but the grin turned to a frown as I pulled the shirt open revealing my suit underneath.

      It was dark, but I was never one to let a little darkness get in the way of style. My suit was black, but my logo glowed a faint blue day or night so anyone could tell who they were going up against regardless of the current lighting situation.

      So I was sure he could make out the logo on my chest. Good branding was important for a villain, and there wasn't a criminal in the city who didn't know the Night Terror brand. Or what it meant to get in the way of that brand.

      His eyes grew wide and his mouth worked silently as he held up his gun.

      I cocked my head and grinned.

      "Come on. We both know that's not going to do you any good," I said.

      He dropped the gun. Good idea. Then he turned and ran down the alley towards the supposed safety of the street. Not such a good idea.

      I held up my wrist blaster, let loose with a focused beam, and a moment later there were only tiny disassociated atomic particles where criminal scum once stood.

      I dusted off my hands and moved out of the alley whistling a tune. I'd have to find darker pastures to get the sort of trouble I was looking for, but I could at least rest assured that I’d cleaned up a small part of the city tonight.
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Back Alley










    
      "Give us all your money," the gruff voice said.

      I narrowed my eyes as I backed against the dark alley wall. "Are you sure you're after my money?"

      The big guy hefted a tire iron in his hand and looked at me as though I'd sprouted horns. "What are you talking about? Of course we're after your money. Now pay up or else."

      I breathed a sigh of relief. For a part of town that was supposedly the most crime-ridden area in the state, hell, maybe even in the hemisphere considering the hero population the crime statistics were able to support, I was having a hell of a time finding some crime to get victimized by.

      It was enough to make me wonder if the police department was padding numbers in an attempt to inflate their budget or something, but no. There were so many heroes out there that there had to be enough petty crime to support them.

      It was a predator and prey relationship. You had to have so many herd animals to support a lion or a wolf, and you had to have a certain baseline of low to high level crime to support a city teeming with a heroic ecosystem as developed as Starlight City.

      Too bad for these guys they’d just run into the apex predator in this city.

      Oh well. Time to trot out the innocent victim act again. I had to admit this whole incognito thing was pretty fun.

      "But I don't have any money!"

      A couple of the guys behind the big one turned to each other and grinned. The big guy didn't grin, but he did start smacking his tire iron against a big meaty fist.

      "Well now that is a problem," he said. "Because if you can't pay the toll then I'm afraid I'm going to have to hurt you now."

      I threw my head to the sky and screamed at the top of my lungs. "Help! Somebody please help! Oh for the love of God won't somebody save me!"

      The big one raised his tire iron. "You need to shut your mouth right now before you start drawing the wrong kind of attention."

      Now it was my turn to put my hands on my hips and cock my head at this guy.

      "Are you serious?"

      He stopped his advance and the tire iron lowered slightly. He was clearly just as confused as the guy I’d vaporized earlier.

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You're worried I'm going to call a hero down on you, right?"

      "Well… Yeah?"

      "And you're saying that if I don't stop screaming it's going to be bad for me?"

      "Well… Yeah!"

      "But I've already made it clear I don't have any money and you’ve already made it clear that because of my lack of money things are already going to be bad for me. What possible incentive do I have not to yell if you're going to beat the shit out of me no matter what I do?

      The big one raised the tire iron to the side of his head and scratched. I wondered if maybe I'd broken him with logic.

      If so then it was a hell of a lot easier than breaking CORVAC with logic. This guy didn't strike me as the type that did much in the way of critical thinking. Although by the way he handled that tire iron I had the feeling he was something of an artist with it.

      Everyone had their own skills in their own areas. It wasn’t for me to judge. Even if his imperviousness to logic and rational conversation meant it was going to hurt a lot more for him when we tangled.

      "Aw hell," he said. "Now I'm going to beat the shit out of you just for being a smartass."

      I shrugged. "Suit yourself."

      I readied my wrist blaster. It didn't look like I was going to get any sort of heroic help. And if I wasn't going to get any sort of heroic help then I was just going to have to rely on the blaster at my side.

      It was a pity. This was definitely the best chance I was going to get all night to draw Fialux's attention.

      Oh well.

      The big one raised his tire iron and ran towards me with a snarl. I was just about to raise my wrist blaster out of the rags at my side when a shadow descended and a guy next to the ringleader disappeared with a scream.

      My buddy with the tire iron skidded to a halt and looked up into the shadows overhead, searching for whatever had just grabbed his minion.

      I blinked. That definitely wasn't one of my tricks. The other guys standing around the alley with various crowbars and other blunt instruments looked up in terror. One pulled a gun. Not that it would do him a damn bit of good if there was a hero lurking out there.

      From the glares he was getting from his buddies they were well aware of that fact. It was almost a pity. I wanted to see that look on their collective faces when they realized who I was.

      I guess you couldn’t have it all.

      "It's the Wing," one of them whispered.

      "Well if it's the Wing that's fine by me," the leader said. “He ain’t getting none of ours tonight, and he ain’t got any real powers!”

      I arched an eyebrow. The Wing? I had no idea what they were talking about. A new hero I hadn’t heard of was rare, but to be fair I had been distracted lately.

      The big guy hefted his tire iron and grinned at his buddies, though it was a sickly grin that didn’t look nearly as confident as he was probably shooting for.  "I hear the Wing can bleed. Not like that new Fialux chick that’s been shutting down business around the city."

      "You can't make something bleed if you can't hit it," another one said.

      The first one turn to say something, but whatever he said turned to a strangled scream as the shadow descended out of the darkness once again and pulled him up. The sound of something getting the crap beat out of it drifted down from the shadows above followed by silence.

      The shadow dropped down in the middle of us. It turned towards me.

      "Run!"

      Then it was running forward and engaging the other two guys.

      I crossed my arms under my breasts and rolled my eyes. Great. I come out here looking for Fialux, and instead I end up pulling what looked like a normal.

      Just my luck that I come out here looking for a living God and I end up getting one of the numerous mortal heroes that seemed to pop up in the city on a more or less regular basis.

      I’d put a few of them out of business myself over the course of my career. Not lately since they’d all learned better than to fuck with yours truly, but once upon a time it’d been a going concern for me.

      Not that many of them lasted long enough to get to me in the first place.

      Usually the mortal heroes ended up dead for one reason or another. Getting killed by a regular thug because they didn’t have bullet proof armor. Getting killed by a regular thug because they did have bullet proof armor but also had exposed areas. Going up against a super villain who didn’t have my reservations about killing unless it was absolutely necessary.

      There were a lot of ways for a normal hero to die in this city. It was a pity this one hadn’t shed his mortal coil. If there was already an active hero out here tonight it meant there was less chance Fialux would bother with this part of town. Why get involved in a situation that was already well under control?

      One of the thugs raised a crowbar and was about to get the drop on the hero when he went stock still. Just for a second, but that was long enough for the hero to turn and get in a sucker punch.

      I frowned. It was dark, but I was pretty sure I’d seen what I’d just seen. What was that all about? The thug went down with a thunk and the intrepid hero turned to me again.

      "I said run!"

      Even more interesting. That voice was decidedly gravelly. Like someone gave him some bad advice about gargling rocks or smoking too much to sound intimidating. He sounded like he needed a sore throat lozenge is what he sounded like.

      The final thug broke free from the hero and ran towards me screaming with a tire iron raised over his head. I realized it was my buddy the leader who’d been threatening me at the beginning.

      He’d somehow managed to last until the very end, not that it was going to help him very much.

      Maybe he figured if he was going to get the crap kicked out of him then at least he was going to take me with him. The new hero turned and followed at a sprint, but it was obvious he wasn't going to make it in time.

      The thug’s snarl turned to a wide smile.

      "Damn it! Run!" The hero shouted.

      I let him get within two steps of me before I hit a button on my wrist control and my rags were teleported a few feet to the right revealing my Night Terror suit underneath. As my disguise dematerialized one of the matter transporters in my belt materialized my trusty mask over my face and the HUD sprang to life feeding me the information I craved in situations like this.

      I just hoped it was dark enough that the hero hadn't gotten a good look at me while she was fighting off the thugs.

      A girl’s secret identity was a big deal.

      The head thug skidded to a halt and if anything the look of terror on his face when he thought he was just dealing with an overeager heroic type turned to one of pure abject horror when he realized he'd just tried to mug Night Terror.

      I grinned and waggled my fingers at him in a friendly wave.

      "That's right buddy," I said. "You and your friends picked the wrong alley to go robbing in."

      He turned and ran in the other direction. Unfortunately the hero’s fist was also waiting for him in that direction. There was a loud crack followed by a grunt and he slammed to the ground.

      The hero knelt in the darkness and looked up at me, his eyes glowing slightly. Must be some sort of night vision device he was using. I had similar toys, although mine didn't make that pesky glow.

      I wasn't sure if that was an aesthetic choice on his part, or if he just didn't have access to some of the more advanced toys I enjoyed. Probably the latter.

      "Night Terror."

      I sketched a little bow. "None other than."

    

  





    
      
        
          
            15



Shadow Wing










    
      "I don't know what you're doing with these thugs," the hero said. "But you’re not going to work this part of town. Go get your ass handed to you by the new hero and leave this neighborhood well enough alone."

      "No need to pull the tough guy routine," I said.

      I was a little annoyed, but I was also impressed. Whoever this heroic wannabe was, he had a pair on him. It wasn’t every day that a hero got a chance to go up against the great and powerful Night Terror, and it really wasn’t every day that they stood up to me when they did get that chance.

      It would’ve made for an interesting evening of toying with him if it weren’t for the fact that this wasn’t the hero I needed to find tonight, damn it.

      Those glowing eyes narrowed. Now that was an interesting trick. How did he manage to pull that one off? There was no rational explanation for how the infrared illuminators on a pair of night vision goggles would narrow like that.

      Maybe it was a special modification?

      “What are you doing here in my territory?” he growled.

      Now it was my turn for my eyes to narrow. Only when they narrowed my mask didn’t do that cool narrowing thing that his had pulled off.

      That annoyed me. I was used to being the one with the wonderful toys. Having someone else out there with better toys than mine was frustrating, to say the least.

      I’d have to add that feature to the suit the next time I upgraded it.

      "Not that it’s any of your business, but I'll tell you exactly what I was doing here.”

      The unspoken promise there was I was willing to tell this wannabe hero what I was doing out here tonight because the hero wasn’t going to survive this encounter. I know people like to mock villains who get caught up in doing a monologue and then getting their asses handed to them, but that wasn’t how I operated.

      I found it far more efficient to gloat about my genius plan just long enough that a hero thought they might have a chance to defeat me and then vaporizing them.

      It was a hell of a lot easier to keep a hero from trying to foil my plans if they were just some free floating molecules that had been a person in a hero suit of wildly varying build qualities moments before.

      “I was fishing for a hero."

      The hero brushed a speck of dirt off of his suit. "Fishing for a hero?"

      "Sure," I said. "I was hoping I could lure Fialux with a little damsel in distress routine, but I'm assuming since you're out here she's not going to be found on the side of town, which is really putting a cramp on my plans and…"

      The attack was almost faster than lightning. The only problem is I was ready for it. The instant he darted forward I activated the anti-Newtonian stasis field and his fist stopped an inch from my face.

      It wasn’t exactly catching Fialux off guard, the power involved in the punch this wannabe threw was orders of magnitude less than anything Fialux could throw around, but it was a start.

      At least that proved that I could stop someone with the stasis field if they weren’t putting out the kind of power that Fialux was capable of. After all, this guy was obviously a mere mortal for all the impressive gadgets he had.

      And now that he stood there in the glow of the stasis field I could get a good look at the hero behind the mysterious shadowy figure who was so terrifying to the criminal element in this alley that they'd almost peed themselves when their buddies started disappearing.

      I could appreciate that. I was all about putting on a show while I worked, and I felt a kindred spirit in this hero who felt oddly familiar even though I’d probably never seen him before in my life.

      It looked like he’d seen me though. At least if the steady glare was anything to go by. I didn’t bother asking when I’d pissed in his Wheaties, though. There were a lot of people in this city lined up for a ticket on the Night Terror train.

      Occupational hazard when you were the best worst villain the world had ever seen. I’d stepped on a lot of toes on my rise to the top. Maybe this one even got into heroics because of something I’d done. Swore revenge and all that.

      Not that it was going to do him a damn bit of good.

      The guy looked to be in pretty good shape. I suppose that's to be expected for a normal who kept himself in good enough shape to go out and tangle with criminals on a nightly basis.

      I walked around and gave him a good once over. He wore a dark gray form fitting suit very similar to what I wore.

      No cape, which was a sensible choice for a mortal hero. Fialux could get away with a cape since she was impervious to practically anything and it didn't matter if she got tangled up for a few minutes while a giant death robot pounded her with every weapon in its arsenal, but a mortal hero had to worry about that sort of thing.

      “So do you have a name big boy?” I asked as I came back around to his front and planted my hands on my hips.

      “Shadow Wing,” he growled.

      I looked up to the sky overhead. Not that there was much to see in the sky up there. For a place called Starlight City there was enough light pollution that the only thing you could really see in the skies above was occasionally the moon when it was full.

      Well, the moon when it was full and all the various spotlights with heroic silhouettes projected up into the light pollution and adding to the problem. That had gotten really out of hand ever since the Supreme Court ruled that displaying a spotlight like that was technically free speech and now it seemed like every other rooftop in the parts of town that were good enough to afford it but bad enough to have some crime sported one.

      At least until the hero behind the light gave up. That was the problem with projecting your personalized hero spotlight from a building where you lived instead of waiting on the police to need you enough that they put it on the roof of headquarters. It was a good way to advertise to any villains in the area where you lived.

      Not that I’d taken advantage of that to track down a hero who was annoying me and ruin their life to the point that they had to leave the city. I’d totally never even consider doing something like that.

      I was considering doing something about this hero though. There was something about that name that tickled the back of my mind. Something that…

      “Wasn’t that name already taken?” I asked. “Some low level chick who got herself splatted against the side of a building fighting a giant irradiated lizard or something like that?”

      Odd, that. Most lizard species reacted to radiation the same as every other mulitcellular thing that was exposed to radiation. They died.

      Of course if there was going to be a species of iguana that reacted to radiation by growing to gargantuan size and going for a stroll through the downtown area it would be in Starlight City. This place was like a beacon for weird shit like that.

      The hero tensed when I mentioned the former Shadow Wing. It was enough to make me wonder if maybe there wasn’t something going on there. Maybe a personal connection.

      It would be really sad if this guy was out to avenge his dead wife or something who got it in her head that she was going to be a hero and found out, too late, that there were consequences for trying to sit at the big kid table when you weren’t ready to give up the sippy cup.

      Not my problem though. This guy was about to learn the same lesson. If for no other reason than there was something about him that irritated me more than anyone had ever irritated me before.

      Well, maybe not as much as Rex Roth, but it was close.

      “I’m Shadow Wing,” he growled.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re going to have to do more than repeating your hero name if you’re going to make it in this city.”

      “The name’s a work in progress. And not important right now. Whatever you have planned, you won't get away with it," Shadow Wing said.

      “Actually I’m pretty sure I am going to get away with it,” I said.

      “Never!”

      “Will so!”

      “No you won’t!”

      I stomped. “Yes I will! Because right now my evil plan doesn’t extend past vaporizing you and I’m pretty sure that’s going to be pretty easy to do with a cut rate wannabe!”

      Yeah, this guy was really irritating me. Who the hell did he think he was challenging me? I was at the top of the A list and he was strictly bush-league.

      I leaned in until I was inches from his face. The glow from his night vision goggles disappeared and his eyes appeared beneath the mask. I felt like I'd seen those eyes before somewhere, but who knew?

      The city was lousy with secret identities, and who was to say I hadn't run into this Shadow Wing's secret identity at some point? Hell, he could be the barista where I got my coffee every Friday or a cop that I avoided vaporizing on a regular basis. There was no telling.

      Pity he had to cross me now while I was on the job and in a more vaporizing mood. Especially if it turned out to be the nice guy who made that wonderful coffee at the Starlight City University coffee shop.

      I reached out and put a hand under his chin. One of the fringe perks I’d discovered with my newly developed stasis technology was that whatever I wanted not moving definitely couldn't move, unless it was Fialux of course, but it was keyed to my biometrics so if I needed to manipulate the field all I had to do was reach out and touch whatever I’d caught in my web of super science.

      Something happened, but it wasn’t the vaporizing I was expecting. No, his eyes turned a dark black and I staggered back.

      Huh. That was unexpected.
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Mind Control










    
      Weird. I almost felt like I was back at a middle school dance where I’d turned the DJ’s lights into a hypnotic pattern that would’ve allowed me to overthrow the school and institute my benevolent regime of all academics and no gym class.

      I figured that was a better use of my time than risking the terror of wading out into the sea of hormones raging at the center of the gym dance floor and risk sinking in that vast and treacherous ocean.

      That plan had backfired when the special glasses I wore to prevent the light pattern from hypnotizing yours truly had slipped when someone bumped into me and I’d been caught in my own web. I only realized I’d failed when I woke up the next day along with everyone else after a janitor came in and unplugged the DJ’s machinery.

      I felt that now, only it was hitting me with a lot more power than those lights, even. The more I looked into those dark eyes the more I felt like I wanted to do whatever this idiot wanted me to.

      Terror seized me even as the desire to do whatever he wanted washed over me. Maybe it was a good thing I’d made that mistake all those years ago so I knew what it felt like when someone was trying to take control of my mind.

      It hit me where this asshole got all his toys even if he seemed like he was a regular. If he had a power that allowed him to control minds then…

      Well he was a more dangerous hero than I’d given him credit for. More dangerous, but he still wasn’t much of a threat to yours truly.

      No. I was villainy. I was the Night Terror. This wasn’t amateur hour, and I wasn’t going to be taken by something that simple.

      “Really? Mind control?” I asked. “CORVAC, could you please analyze whatever this joker is using to mind control and turn up the filtering?”

      I said the last bit much quieter. Subvocalized it, really. Most heroes only had one superpower and I was willing to risk that this guy didn’t have super hearing on top of everything else.

      “Analyzed and added to the bag of tricks ma’am,” CORVAC said.

      “Right,” I said, looking straight at the dude. His eyes were still totally black which was really freaky, but it’s not like it was anything to be worried about.

      I always had a plan in place.

      He blinked. Obviously he was surprised. I held up my wrist and there was no missing the bright glow there. It was bright enough to light up the whole alley and get across the point that I wasn’t fucking around.

      “Nice trick,” I said. “But the problem with only having one ace up your sleeve is it doesn’t work with someone hiding a full deck.”

      Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best pithy saying, but I’d been so busy with Fialux that I hadn’t had a chance to come up with any new villainous quips lately.

      Whatever. This guy would learn his last lesson ever. It wasn’t a good idea to fuck with Night Terror. Yeah, he’d learn that lesson as soon as I turned my wrist blaster and pointed it to my head. All I’d have to do was squeeze just a little and…

      “Isaac Newton’s dangling hairy balls!”

      The emergency system built into my suit went into full gear. One moment I was standing there staring into eyes that totally shouldn’t have been able to hypnotize me like that and the next I was rocketing up and over the city.

      I really hoped the boys at NORAD weren’t looking too closely at the city. I was always nice enough to notify them when I was doing something that might show up as something ballistic on their sensors which, unfortunately, hadn’t been updated all that much since the sixties and were far more prone to false positives than would make your average civilian comfortable if they had access to that information.

      They tended to be a little more lenient about that sort of thing around Starlight City considering all the people with superpowers, both innate and built with their own two hands, but I figured you could never be too careful about that sort of thing.

      “Drones are incoming ma’am,” CORVAC said. “Shall I identify the hostile and…”

      “No need to send them out,” I said. “He’s not going to be there by the time you get the drones down there.”

      “What happened mistress?” he asked.

      “The asshole was somehow getting through the filter we put in place. I don’t know how he did it, but he was getting through and I was about to blast myself in the face with the vaporizer.”

      I guess it’s not like it would’ve mattered whether I hit myself in the face or another part of my body. I was using the vaporizer, after all, and it pretty much did exactly what it said on the tin.

      Which meant it would disassociate all of my molecules rapidly and painfully whether or not it hit my face or another part of my body.

      I shook my head. That had been close. Too damn close. I didn’t like when my tech didn’t work. It was the reason I’d come to dominate this city, and some asshole with mind control powers who could make it through one of my filters was really something to worry about.

      “How the hell did he manage to get through the filtering CORVAC?” I asked.

      “Unknown,” CORVAC said. “There was a spike in the EM his eyes were giving off when you started pointing the vaporizer at your head. It is possible that spike was related to your sudden desire to off yourself.”

      “You think?” I asked.

      There was another thought working its way through the back of my mind. I’d been about to shoot myself in the face and CORVAC hadn’t said a damn thing to stop me. That was something to think about.

      Something to think about. Not something to ask him about. If the traitorous bucket of bolts really was trying to do me in by messing with some of the settings on my suit it wasn’t something I wanted to let on.

      The only place he couldn’t hear me was inside my head. That was one of the reasons why I’d been reluctant to switch over to a suit system that was directly jacked into my brain.

      I didn’t trust CORVAC, not entirely, and this little incident was one more reason to wonder. The thought of having a connection that went straight from my brain to any system he controlled was enough to give me a mild case of the shakes.

      Or maybe the shakes were from the near miss I’d just had with that Shadow Wing joker. That was one to keep an eye out for.

      After I’d gone through and run a bunch of diagnostics on my suit systems with independently verifiable equipment that wasn’t attached to CORVAC’s systems in one of the auxiliary labs he didn’t know about.

      “Are you quite well mistress?” CORVAC asked. “I’m registering elevated pulse and blood pressure.”

      “I’m fine,” I lied.

      He probably knew it for the lie it was. Or suspected it for the lie it was. That was the thing. He might not be jacked directly into my brain, but he did have access to all of the diagnostics on the suit.

      I hadn’t figured out a way to keep him away from that information and still maintain combat effectiveness without having him ask too many questions about why I was restricting access.

      The dangers of working with an evil supercomputer.

      “I think I’m going to call it a night for now,” I said. “One close brush with certain defeat is more than enough for one night.”

      “Yes, that does seem to be happening to you quite a bit lately,” CORVAC said.

      I bit back a couple of choice words that would’ve let him know exactly what I thought of his assessment of my abilities. There’d been a time when I was at the top of my game in this city without his help, thank you very much, and sometimes I had to remind him that he would be so many dead circuits gathering dust in the bowels of some long forgotten evil lair if it weren’t for me coming along and resurrecting him.

      I didn’t have the energy to get into the same old argument with him tonight though. No, I was still shaken from that encounter with Shadow Wing and more than anything I wanted to get somewhere where I didn’t have to think. Where I could check out for the night and not think about how I was losing my grip on this city and quickly ruining my reputation with every new fight I went into.

      First I’d lost to Fialux repeatedly, and then I let some normal with a parlor trick power get the best of me? What was wrong with me?

      If this kept up then I really wouldn’t deserve to have the title of the best villain in the city. I might as well go to doing petty crime.

      Unfortunately it was the distractions of thinking about how my career in villainy was in serious danger that caused the next misstep.

      One moment I was flying along over the city minding my own business, and the next I heard something thump. It was a sound that I recognized even through the audio scrubbers in my mask earpieces that helped filter out the kind of loud noises inherent in this job that were part of the reason why tinnitus was such a big problem with heroes and villains in the city.

      Especially the ones with super hearing, ironically enough.

      Yeah, I knew what that thump was. It was none other than the sound of a sonic boom. Moving in low and fast over the city.

      The only question now was whether or not that sonic boom was meant for me. It could only mean one thing. They didn’t allow jets to fly that fast over the city unless it was maybe the military trying to fight one of the aforementioned irradiated lizards.

      The problem was it was notoriously difficult for the FAA to regulate anyone who had super powers, and I had a feeling I’d finally found Fialux.

      The only problem with that was it was more that she’d found me rather than the other way around, and she wouldn’t be completely oblivious to an ambush if she was gunning for me.

      Just great. I pulled up to a stop and scanned the skies looking for the telltale atmospheric disturbance that meant she was coming in hot to ruin my night.

      Even as it was going to make my night just that little bit brighter being close to her. Damn it.
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Heroine Distress










    
      “What are you looking for mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “I just heard the signs of Fialux moving in over the city somewhere,” I said. “Could’ve sworn that was her. Are we getting anything on the overhead or the drones?”

      I was bracing for the impact. Usually the drones picked her up, but she moved so fast that she was on me before I could use that information to do anything about it.

      Only she was taking her sweet time now for some reason. I couldn’t figure out what was going on here.

      Usually I heard the sonic boom that said she was out there somewhere about to open a world of hurt on me. Then the world of hurt hit me and next thing I knew I was limping back to the lab after barely making an escape and trying to figure out what the repair bill  was going to be this time around.

      It was a good thing I built and repaired all my equipment on my own. If I had to pay for the labor instead of just the parts on all of this stuff it would’ve bankrupted me, and that was saying something considering that my principle source of income was robbing other people.

      “I’m picking her up on the satellite feed, but she isn’t operating in your vicinity,” CORVAC said.

      “Really,” I said, more musing to myself than anything. “Show me what she’s up to.”

      CORVAC obliged and a moment later the live feed we piggybacked off of government spy satellites that totally weren’t supposed to be pointed at the good old U.S. of A. and weren’t supposed to be able to change their orbital position as easily as they did popped up.

      The civil liberties pukes could worry about that stuff. All I care about was the government was footing the bill to give me a view of the city that made a bird’s eye look like nothing in comparison.

      “Activity near the university,” I muttered. “I hate those assholes.”

      Stupid fucking Applied Sciences department. They didn’t know true genius when they saw it. There weren’t many things in this world that could get me going off on a ranting monologue tangent, but thinking about getting kicked out by the Applied Sciences people was one of them.

      “Is now really the time to go over that again mistress?” CORVAC asked in what I’d come to recognize as his long suffering voice.

      It was difficult to tell sometimes. He’d gotten a lot better than the ‘80s Apple advertisement voice he’d used when I first found him and dusted him off, but there were times when the nuance of human communication still eluded him.

      “What would she be doing over by the university?” I asked.

      I wasn’t expecting an answer. It was more a rhetorical question than anything else. Of course rhetorical questions were another form of human communication that CORVAC seemed to have trouble with, and so he obliged me and answered the question by zooming in.

      There was a time when I would’ve yelled at him for doing that and potentially tipping off the government types that the spy satellites they were using weren’t exactly one hundred percent under their management, but I didn’t care these days.

      They never tried to kick me out, and I never tried to take over the satellites bristling with nuclear missiles or simple long chunks of steel for orbital bombardment that really weren’t supposed to exist.

      The view showed something that was odd. Very odd indeed. There were lances of light shooting out in every direction and it seemed that Fialux was going straight for it.

      Odd. They weren’t anywhere near the Applied Sciences building, but the weapons being used, at least from what I could see from the satellite picture, were exactly the kind of toys that would come out of the Applied Sciences department.

      At least from the parts of the department the university didn’t want the world to know about. The parts where I’d made my home when I was still in grad school.

      Back before they kicked me out for taking things too far. The fucking hypocrites.

      I smiled as I saw the scene playing out in front of me.

      “Looks like somebody had some trouble with their stuff getting boosted,” I said.

      It was difficult to keep the joy out of my voice, so I didn’t bother. Security had always been lax in that building. It was one of the reasons why I’d been able to squirrel away so many of my toys before they took them away from me.

      Sure all of that stuff going missing had been one of the reasons they gave me for kicking me out of the program, but I figured it would’ve only been a matter of time before they did that anyways and destroyed all my babies in the process.

      Better to get out while the getting was good, and now it looked like someone else had made that same calculation.

      Only they were making their breakout by using their toys. Not good. Amateur hour, really. Still, I figured it would be worth a look.

      “I think I’m going to mosey on over there and see what there is to see,” I said.

      “Really mistress?” CORVAC said. “You’re going to voluntarily move closer to Fialux?”

      “CORVAC,” I said, using my sweetest voice even though I knew the intricacies of human voice were likely lost on him. “I’m going to go ahead and ignore that slight against yours truly and go over to have a look at what Fialux is up to instead of taking some plastic explosives to your processor and having a little fun. How does that sound?”

      There was a pause. It lasted long enough that I found myself wondering if he was taking me seriously or if he was simply trying to think of ways that he could take me out without causing too much of a fuss.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I’d threatened to completely take him offline, but there was something about that filter going bad that had me a little jumpy.

      It wasn’t the first time and it wouldn’t be the last, but I knew from experience that it would be a little while before I trusted the bastard computer again.

      “I’ll plot the best route for you to get over there,” he finally said.

      “No need CORVAC,” I replied. “I know how to get over there just fine on my own.”

      Flying back to Starlight City University reminded me of the good old days when I’d been a bright-eyed young kid leaving home for the first time and looking forward to pursuing a career in the applied sciences that would allow me to finally achieve the goal I’d been hoping for since I was a little girl.

      Taking over the world.

      Hey. What can I say? I’m one of those people who’s known what she wants to do with her life since the very early days, and nothing had stopped me from trying to live that dream in the years since.

      So many had tried, but they’d all failed. Just like Fialux was going to fail. As soon as I figured out her weakness.

      Everyone had a weakness. It was simply a matter of figuring out what the heck that weakness was.

      I flew over the campus and came to rest on a bell tower that had a nice view of the spot where the laser battle was taking place.

      Sure I knew on some level they weren’t lasers. Lasers would be invisible unless the idiots down thee tossing blasts around were having their fight in the middle of a fog bank.

      I’d decided long ago that I wasn’t going to be a pedantic evil genius. There was evil, and then there was just being an asshole. So what was going on down there looked a lot like a laser battle from some movie and that’s how I thought of it.

      Odd. The people down there were dressed in some sort of battle uniform that didn’t look all that different from early drafts of some of my own suits.

      They were sloppy, of course. Fialux swooped down and put her hand out as one of the weapons blasted and the energy from the feedback slammed back into the person doing the firing causing them to fly back.

      When they landed the front of their suit was charred and burned and it was pretty clear they weren’t going to be getting up any time soon.

      Amateur hour. I would’ve never been taken unawares like that. I really wouldn’t have put myself in a suit that didn’t have safeguards against that kind of thing happening.

      Still, it was unsettling to see a bunch of assholes leaping around with vaguely enhanced movements wearing suits that looked an awful lot like the first draft of some of the stuff I’d put together in my university days and then improved upon when they kicked me out.

      It tickled something in the back of my mind. It almost made me wonder if…

      But no. That was impossible. I’d stolen everything interesting related to my work on my way out and I’d destroyed anything I couldn’t take with me. There wasn’t a chance they were working with my tech, early draft or not.

      One of the guys snuck up behind her and raised his weapon, but he didn’t try to fire on her like I figured he would. Instead a little extension came out of the thing and some sort of strange bright purple energy arched between tongs on the end of it.

      I zoomed in on the view. There was something about that that seemed different. More dangerous than the laser blasts that weren’t actually laser blasts that were getting tossed around. I squinted as I had a look.

      He brought it down and she fell to her knees with a cry.

      Ice formed in the pit of my stomach. Had that actually worked on her? It seemed impossible, and yet there she was on her knees crying out in obvious pain.

      For the first time that evening a different sort of worry started worming its way through my mind. Not the worry of whether or not I’d ever run into Fialux, but the worry that someone might figure out her weakness before I had a chance to figure it out and exploit it!

      Not on my watch! I held up my wrist blaster, more in annoyance than anything else, and fired off a quick shot. The gun in the guy’s hand exploded and he went flying back.

      Fialux fell forward on her hands and knees. It was a pose I could get used to. A pose that I’d hoped to see her using with me when she admitted that I was the best and she was well and truly beaten.

      I didn’t like seeing that pose with a bunch of other upstarts using tech that was obviously modeled after my stuff even if they hadn’t stolen it directly.

      I’d taken care of that one, surreptitiously of course, but the others looked like they’d taken heart from Fialux crying out in pain and going down. Even if it was only temporarily.

      She got to her feet. She was a little wobbly at first, but it looked like she was regaining some of her composure.

      All of them flipped out those little cattle prod things on the end of their guns. All of the prods arced with electric purple energy that looked down right nasty.

      Fialux actually looked worried. She knelt down in a pose I’d come to recognize in our battles. The air seemed to shimmer around her and in a moment she would be flying through the air and well away from these assholes.

      It struck me that this might be the perfect time to try out the anti-Newtonian field. The only problem was I wanted to try that out in a place where I could rest assured I’d be able to capture her.

      The last place I wanted to try it was in a place where I had to worry about some other asshole getting her first.

      Because it was clear these guys had orders to capture. Not to kill. That made me wonder who the hell they were and what the hell they thought they were doing moving in on my territory.

      “Fialux.”

      The voice was clear and rang out across the quad. It was enough to stop Fialux. She stared, and there was recognition there on her face. Recognition and more than a little bit of horror.

      I was feeling some of the same emotions right about now, to be honest. I recognized that voice too. The owner didn’t shout, but it carried across the quad regardless.

      Professor Laura Anderson. Head of the Applied Sciences Department at Starlight City University, and the woman who was responsible for kicking me out of the program when she thought I was meddling with powers beyond mankind’s understanding.

      My eyes narrowed. What the hell was she doing here? Did that mean the jokers down there holding those purple cattle prods were working for the department?

      If she was out there that had to be the case. And it left me wondering what her game was. What she was doing out here, and why Fialux seemed to know her.

      So many questions.

      “Isn’t that…”

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      “Don’t you…”

      “Not right now CORVAC,” I said. “The show is just getting good!”
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Not On My Watch










    
      Laura, I refused to refer to her by her name or her title after the bullshit she pulled on me, advanced across the quad. Her familiar heels clicked in an echo that filled my brain with residual terror from the days when I’d had to listen for the sound of her heels clicking down the tile hallway.

      I’d learned pretty early on that it was a good idea to not be anywhere she was when she was on the warpath. Considering her personality that meant it was a good idea to not be anywhere near her ever.

      But right now she had an uncharacteristic smile on her face. If anything that unnerved me even more than seeing her out there in the first place.

      If she was smiling that meant she was happy about something. I wanted nothing to do with anything that made Laura Anderson happy.

      “Fialux,” she said, stepping through the circle.

      The minions, that’s how I was thinking of them now that I’d seen how they responded to her, parted and then the circle closed again. None of them were moving in close though.

      It was just Fialux and Anderson in the middle of a dangerous circle.

      “I’m picking up something moving over them mistress,” CORVAC said. “Very faint, but it’s there.”

      I looked up but didn’t see anything out there. I checked the radar signature and didn’t see anything either. Finally I flipped over to infrared and blinked a couple of times.

      “Huh. She hid it from the visual spectrum and radar but she didn’t bother to hide the heat signature?” I asked.

      “Where is she going to dump the heat mistress?” CORVAC asked. “You destroyed your teleportation technology before you left, and I doubt they’ve managed to copy that even if they have managed to make crude copies of everything else you created while you were there.”

      I smiled. A faint smile, but it was there. It was always nice to know my work was appreciated, and it was very nice to know that CORVAC could recognize my work.

      He hadn’t been around during my university days, after all. I hadn’t found him and brought him back to digital life until well after I’d left the Applied Sciences department for good.

      “How much do you want to bet they’ve got another one of those weird purple energy things loaded on that drone and they’re waiting on her to fly away?” I asked.

      “I’d say that’s a safe bet. I noticed the anomaly coming in at high speed while they were fighting. I would imagine Professor Anderson is stalling for time, as you humans put it.”

      “Don’t call her that,” I snapped under my breath.

      “Excuse me mistress,” CORVAC said. “I would imagine the head of the goddamn doublecrossing motherfuckers at the Applied Sciences Department is stalling for time, as you so eloquently put it.”

      I grinned. It never ceased to amuse me when CORVAC used salty language.

      “That’s better CORVAC.”

      “Tune in the ears on what’s going on down there. I want to hear that conversation,” I said.

      I wasn’t sure what was going on between Fialux and the Applied Sciences department, but I figured it couldn’t be any good.

      This seemed like something out of my playbook. Something they would try because they were interested in getting a tissue sample or something that they could use for their own nefarious purposes.

      Sure Laura went on and on about how there wasn’t anything nefarious going on in her department, that was a big reason why she ended up kicking yours truly out of the program, but I couldn’t shake the weird feeling I got around her.

      She was a dictator, but there’d also always been something off about her. The phrase “it takes one to know one” came to mind when I thought about her. I was an evil supergenius. She gave off a vibe.

      You do the math.

      “Fialux, it doesn’t have to be this way,” Laura said.

      Fialux, for her part, looked downright confused about everything going on around her. I’m sure she was used to people trying to take her out, I’d been tilting at that particular windmill nearly nonstop since our first confrontation for example, but she seemed like she didn’t know why Laura was talking to her like that.

      Another layer to the mystery. Laura was talking to Fialux like they were old friends. Fialux was looking at her like she was crazy.

      What the hell was going on here?

      “We have a lot to talk about,” Laura said. “Please.”

      Fialux started shimmering again. Like she was going to do that cool thing where she lifted off and caused a minor earthquake that registered in a limited fashion around where she took off, I knew because I’d hacked into the USGS and had a look at the seismographs.

      The minor earthquake she caused every time she took off into the air was nothing compared to the little puff that always followed as she inevitably broke the sound barrier faster than any flying object ever made by man.

      “I don’t know you,” she said. “And I don’t know why you’re attacking me or why you felt the need to draw me here with lies.”

      My eyes narrowed at that. Draw her there with lies? What was she talking about?

      On instinct more than anything else I looked around the quad, and that’s when I saw something I hadn’t noticed before. A girl standing off to the side with a guy who was dressed all in black complete with one of those ridiculous black caps you see robbers wearing in movies even though it was the middle of summer here and not the kind of weather for those kind of clothes.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered.

      “Problem mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “They used my play and they managed to get her in here with it,” I grumbled.

      “Well at least you know your plan was a good one even if it didn’t work exactly as you’d planned,” CORVAC replied.

      “Stop trying to make me feel better,” I growled.

      “I believe you’re missing the show mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Right,” I said, looking back down to the drama playing before me.

      It was weird, but this almost reminded me of what it had been like when I’d been kicked out of the department. It was bringing back some very unpleasant memories that I would’ve rather put behind me for good, thank you very much.

      “Please, Fialux. I can help you. I know that you’re very confused about what’s going on here, but I’m the only person in the city who can make this better,” Laura said.

      What the hell was she going on about? Did she think she was going to be able to get Fialux all to herself by acting like she wanted to help her or something?

      I had to admit that was a good angle too. I wondered what would’ve happened if I’d come at her acting like I simply wanted to study her and try to make the world a better place instead of coming at her with all the best super strength augments and advanced weapons I could come up with.

      Too late to second guess myself on that decision though.

      “I’m sorry, but you attacked me and that means you’re not someone I can trust,” Fialux said.

      She glanced around her and there was something there that I wasn’t used to seeing. She looked like she was downright nervous being surrounded by all those people in their cut-rate knockoffs of some of my best stuff.

      Interesting. I’d been wondering if that purple stuff actually hurt her or if she was just playing along, but she seemed like she was genuinely worried.

      Either she was playing the long con with these guys trying to make it seem like they’d found her weakness or she really was worried they’d be able to take her out.

      Given what I knew about your classical heroic types, do-gooders who couldn’t stand the idea of telling a lie, I was willing to bet there was something to whatever the fuckers in the Applied Sciences department had come up with.

      That made me want to get my hands on one of those toys. It made me want to get my hands on it real bad.

      The shimmering around Fialux was reaching a fever pitch now. It was about to happen. The whole impressive shebang. A localized earthquake followed by thunder in the sky as she broke the sound barrier above the city in violation of a bunch of FAA regulations and local noise ordinances.

      Not that many of the noise ordinances were ever enforced around these here parts even if they were frequently violated. The thing was it was difficult for the cops to ticket a giant radioactive lizard or a giant death robot or any of a number of other things that rolled through the city on the regular increasing the average decibel level by a few hundred in very short bursts.

      “You need to go,” she said.

      “I can’t leave,” Laura said. “But you need to make the right choice here. Or else.”

      “I don’t respond well to threats. I don’t know who you are, but I’m not going with you,” Fialux said.

      I wanted to say something. I wanted to tell her to watch out. That she was treading dangerous ground. That they were laying a trap.

      But I couldn’t cry out. Not because I didn’t want to, but because she moved so fast that there was no time to say anything before she sprang the trap.

      It played out in slow motion in front of me. The little puff of air around her which caused the pavement to crack.

      Unfortunately it wasn’t followed by all the other stuff that usually accompanied her going up, up, and away. She went up, but the up and away part eluded her this time around.

      Like I said, it was like watching a wreck in slow motion. The hidden drone they’d put above her, I guess her super vision didn’t extend to seeing in the infrared, exploded with a spectacular purple sparkle as she slammed into it.

      Tines of electricity wrapped around her. Again it was all that strange purple color and it looked like she was in serious pain as it hit her. He body arched and she threw her head back and screamed as it hit her.

      I winced. That looked like it hurt. More important, it was actually working. The stupid fucking Applied Sciences department had come up with a way to take Fialux out.

      She fell to the ground and lay there for a long moment. I worried that maybe they’d actually managed to kill her.

      It wouldn’t be the first time someone died because somebody in the Applied Sciences department got a little overeager with some little toy they were working on.

      A couple of my projects that eventually got me kicked out came to mind.

      “They actually did it,” CORVAC said.

      Now I know he’s a computer, but I couldn’t help but note that there seemed to be just the faintest touch of disbelief in his synthesized voice as he said that.

      And I felt something that surprised me as I looked down at the scene playing out before me.

      Anger.

      I should’ve been happy. If someone took out Fialux then it meant there was less for me to worry about, after all. With her out of the way I could go back to dominating the city. I could continue with my plots to eventually take over the world.

      Only I knew that wouldn’t be possible.

      For one I’d always know that I wasn’t the one who took out the greatest hero this city had ever seen. I’d always have it gnawing at the back of my mind that it was someone else who’d struck the killing blow and that meant I wasn’t the best. I hadn’t been able to rise to the challenge.

      And as I watched the scene playing out before me something added to the anger boiling inside me. The anger that someone would dare to try and overtake my position as the preeminent villain in the world.

      It was a cold rage. A rage that fueled me far better than any ambition to take over the world.

      I told myself it was simply the rage of someone out there doing better than I did, but I knew it was more than that. It was the rage of knowing that she was in danger.

      For some reason that was the more pressing concern. Far greater than the thought that someone might beat my greatest enemy.

      Because there was a part of me that was having trouble thinking of her as my greatest enemy, and that part was getting good and pissed off watching her lying on the ground weak and exposed.

      “Not on my watch,” I muttered.

      “Mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      I ignored him. I knew he’d have things to say about what I was about to do. I’d hear them regardless once I put my plan into motion, but in the meantime I could have a moment of silence while he worked out what I was doing.

      I deactivated the cloaking device surrounding me. Not that anyone was looking in my direction to see that I was suddenly visible. No, the people moving in around Fialux were far more concerned with the danger right in front of them and Fialux was too stunned to pay close attention.

      I smiled. That would be their mistake. People in this city underestimated me at their own danger, and I’d been itching for some revenge against those assholes at the Applied Sciences department for a good long time.

      I jumped in the air, reveling as I always did when the antigrav kicked in and the wind caught my cape.

      It was time to show these assholes who was the real greatest villain in this city.
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Snazzy Entrance










    
      The wind whipped through my hair. CORVAC was always going on about how dangerous it was for me to have my hair out like that. People could grab it in a fight. It wasn’t aerodynamic enough when I was out flying around.

      He’d even done wind tunnel simulations and everything and tried to show them to me, but the plain truth was that just like a good cape there really was no substitute for making a dramatic landing with your hair whipping in the wind.

      Just like I did now. The pavement didn’t crack under me like it did when Fialux came in with a landing, but I figured that was fair. Even with all the enhanced stuff I had going in my suit it’s not like I had the molecular density she had to be packing to pull off some of her tricks.

      I looked up at Professor Laura Anderson. It had been far too long since we’d seen each other, though of course she had no way of connecting Night Terror to a wayward student who’d been kicked out of their precious program once upon a time for messing with powers beyond man’s understanding.

      Though I was pretty sure from the shocked look on her face that she had some suspicions about who I was. It’s not like there were many people in this city with a knack for the sort of megalomaniacal superscience that had always interested me.

      “Night Terror!”

      The whispers went up all around me. I basked in them. Welcomed them. Reveled in them. They were the whispers of an adoring public. Of normies who knew they were facing down their true doom.

      They might have special toys that helped them take on Fialux, but they also had to know that I was a little more ruthless than the beautiful hero of Starlight City.

      “You can’t have her,” Dr. Laura said.

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. She couldn’t see my eyes and I’d long ago learned how to use my eyebrows to substitute for a dangerous gleam in my eyes that couldn’t be seen through the mask.

      “Funny. I was about to say the same to you,” I replied.

      “You can stop right there Dr. Laura,” I said, holding up my wrist blaster. Tines of electricity arced telling the good doctor exactly what would happen if she crossed me.

      The ominous hum helped. There was nothing like the ominous hum of the sort of energies that turned the universe at the atomic level charging up ready to be unleashed on whoever was irritating me at the moment.

      And at this moment the person irritating me was Dr. Laura.

      She frowned at my cavalier use of her name. Or maybe it was the comparison to a love doctor of the same name. Either way I knew it irritated the fuck out of her, that people in her department knew better to use it, and that I was no longer in that department so I was going to do whatever I could to irritate the hell out of her.

      “I’d like to see you try Night Terror,” she said.

      I shook my head and clicked my head a couple of times. I wanted to make it clear that I was more disappointed in her than anything.

      “Come on Dr. L,” I said. “We both know that the best you can come up with is cheap copies of my best stuff. There’s no way for you to stand up to the original.”

      Now it was her turn to arch an eyebrow. She was a study in being perfectly poised and in control of a situation that she shouldn’t have any control over whatsoever.

      Then again if she was the one who was stupid enough to send her university goon squad out against a woman who was the next best thing this city had to a living god then I guess I could understand why she might have a little more self-confidence than was strictly good for your long term survival prospects in a city like this where living gods were a dime a dozen and often more than willing to crush the normals without breaking a sweat.

      I’d always been unique in my mania regarding collateral damage.

      “Who said anything about making cheap copies of your stuff?” she asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. I felt like there was something that came very close to an implied threat with what she was saying there, but I didn’t have time to react to that implied threat.

      No, she pulled her arms out from behind her back and right there was a blaster that was the same as the one I had on my own hand. Right down to the last detail.

      Well then. So much for cheap copies. That looked very much like the real thing, and the ominous hum it gave off sounded just as threatening when it was pointed at me as I’d always imagined it sounded when pointed at someone who didn’t have all the armor and toys I had.

      Mostly because of all the armor and toys I did have at my disposal, the one thing I didn’t have was a way to easily counter the firepower she was pointing in my direction.

      Damn it!

      I cursed and dove for the ground. Hey. I might be the greatest villain this city has ever known, but I got that way because I survived where a lot of other people didn’t on their rise to the top.

      You couldn’t very well rise to the top if you were stupid enough to let someone cut you off before you had a chance to spread your wings and really soar.

      Energy crackled through the air where I’d been standing moments ago. A damn good thing I decided to duck and roll when I did.

      There was a familiar hitch to the ominous hum that made it sound decidedly less ominous for a moment. As I came out of my roll, judo was a terribly useful skill to hone if you were going to go into heroism or villainy, I couldn’t help but smile.

      Dr. Laura pointed the weapon at me again. It made the odd noise again. A noise that was maddeningly familiar to me because I’d spent so many sleepless nights trying to figure out how to overcome the problem that came with that noise when I first left the Applied Sciences department and struck out on my own in the private sector.

      The other goons around me raised their weapons as well. Sure they were designed to take down Fialux and whatever the hell she was, I was going to have to get one of those guns before I blew this popsicle stand, but I had no doubt that they would do some nasty damage to yours truly under the right circumstances.

      And it looked like they were hoping the right circumstances were right about now. I could understand the eagerness.

      Take out the greatest hero and the greatest villain the world had ever known and do it all in one night? And taken out by a bunch of university goons using technology that was developed by the Applied Sciences department or stolen from yours truly?

      Well that would be a recipe for selling that program to people for at least the next couple of generations.

      “I have you covered Night Terror,” Laura said. “And I think you’re going to come in and have a chat with me. There’s a lot of unfinished business between us.”

      My smile turned to a full on grin. Teeth showing and all. Sure I knew it was so much bullshit that showing your teeth triggered some ancient monkey brain where bared teeth were considered a threat, but I couldn’t help but do it from time to time.

      Besides, right now I wanted her to know that a threat was the last thing on my mind. Especially from her.

      “You’ve got it all wrong,” I said. “I’m giving you this one chance to give it up. Otherwise this is going to turn into an evening you’re going to seriously regret for a long time running.”

      Laura rolled her eyes. About what I expected from her. The confident cocky head of one of the most prestigious programs in the country was so sure of her wonderful little toys that she couldn’t imagine a scenario where one of those toys might not work.

      That was the problem with letting yourself become a glorified administrator working off the stuff other people reverse engineered instead of doing the work yourself.

      She squeezed her hand. The wrist blaster crackled, sputtered, and fizzled out.

      “That’s going to be getting pretty hot right about now,” I said. “Would you mind taking it off?”

      “Never,” she hissed.

      “Look,” I said. “Remember a few years back when there were all those airbursts over the city that didn’t actually rain down any electromagnetic interference or bust any electronics?”

      Her eyes narrowed. Oh yeah. She remembered. I remembered one interview in particular where she tried to play it off as a natural phenomena and nearly got laughed off by Rex Roth when it became obvious she didn’t know what the hell she was talking about.

      “That was me fixing the problem you haven’t fixed on the fusion reactor in that wrist unit. So the way I figure it is I can either levitate the unit into the upper atmosphere off of your arm and save the city or I can levitate the thing with your arm still in it attached to your body and save the city minus one idiot who doesn’t know to test things before using them in a real world scenario.”

      My every word seemed to hit her like a slap to the face. Good. That’s exactly what I was going for, after all.

      She stared for a long moment. A moment that was getting too long for comfort. I raised my arm and activated the antigrav unit. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t taking some small pleasure at the thought of reducing her to her component parts courtesy of a bit of my tech she hadn’t reverse engineered quite as well as she thought.

      “I figure we’ve got maybe five seconds before it’s too late for you, and ten seconds before it’s too late for all of us. Rest assured I’m not going to wait around until it’s too late for all of us.”

      Her goons were shifting and shuffling, glancing around nervously. Clearly they didn’t like the idea of being vaporized along with this idiot.

      I wondered if they were students who’d been pulled in with promises of credit for an intro Applied Sciences course. It wouldn’t be the first time some poor freshman ended up in mortal danger to tick a checkbox on a survey Applied Sciences course.

      She growled and pulled the thing off. It landed on the asphalt which started to shimmer and bake under the heat being generated.

      Damn. We were cutting this one a little too close for comfort.
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      At least the thing was on the ground. If it was on the ground I could take care of business and not worry about killing the good doctor at the same time.

      She might be one of my oldest enemies, but that didn’t mean I wanted to go around turning her into her component atomic parts courtesy of her being too stubborn to admit when she was wrong.

      That might be a fitting and poetic end, but I’d feel bad about it. For maybe five minutes.

      She hadn’t tossed the thing down a moment too soon, either. I’d spent so much time worrying at this problem that I could tell how close the thing was to going critical by a look. By the smell.

      There’d been a couple of times when it was really touch and go and I’d nearly vaporized my lab. I was pretty sure some of the fields I’d put up for security purposes would be enough to hold the blast, but I’d ejected the failed experiments into the upper atmosphere just to be on the safe side.

      There were no safeguards in place this time around, so you bet your ass I was going to be ejecting this one into the upper atmosphere.

      I just hoped the idiots at NORAD keeping an eye on this sort of thing would register that it was happening over Starlight City and so they didn’t need to scramble to turn the world into molten slag and radioactive dust.

      I activated my antigrav actuator and tossed the thing up as fast as I could go. I also added a touch of the anti-Newtonian field around the thing because I figured there was no time like the present to test that out.

      Using that field along with the antigrav would mean there were no external forces acting on the faulty blaster. That would mean less force required to get it up to escape velocity.

      “You boys might want to turn away,” I said. “This is going to get pretty bright.”

      Sure enough about a minute after I sent the thing packing there was a flash of light somewhere in the upper atmosphere. Sure CORVAC could probably tell me exactly how high it was, but I didn’t want to give away that I had a support team hidden away somewhere so I’d figure it out later.

      For a moment daylight came to Starlight City. It was about what I imagined the night sky would look like if Betelgeuse ever got off its ass and went supernova in my lifetime.

      Not that I thought something that interesting would happen in my lifetime, but a girl could dream.

      My mask automatically adjusted for the excess light raining down on me. A good thing too. That stuff was damn bright, after all. When the show was over I looked down at Dr. Laura who hadn’t pulled her attention from me this entire time.

      “You nearly killed everyone in this city with your stupidity,” I said.

      “And I wouldn’t have had to do it if you weren’t flying around the city menacing everything. That’s just like a villain to blame the victim for what you do,” she hissed.

      I shrugged. “Call it what you like. The point is we can’t have your friends walking around in this tech.”

      I executed a couple of commands using eye movements built into my mask. It was a hell of a lot more convenient and effective than trying to push buttons in the middle of combat, that was for damn sure.

      The wrist blaster going critical in the upper atmosphere hadn’t set off any sort of EMP, but I set one off now. Highly powerful and highly localized to a small circle immediately surrounding me.

      Followed by another blast that was designed to interrupt the neural pathways of a healthy adult human without doing any sort of permanent damage.

      Collateral damage. It was more trouble than it was worth.

      All around me the goons Dr. Laura had been using to try and take out Fialux fell. I heard a couple of loud hits and at least one snap of a bone as someone landed on the ground the wrong way, but that couldn’t be helped.

      I figured this was a lot better than trying to kill all of them, at least. A broken bone was better than dead, that was for damn sure.

      Surprisingly Dr. Laura didn’t seem to be affected by my neural interruptor. I would’ve given a few of my stolen pretty pennies to figure out how she did that, but I didn’t have the time.

      She arched an eyebrow. “I guess the vaunted Night Terror isn’t as all powerful as she’d like the world to believe.”

      “Maybe,” I said, stalking up to her and pulling my fist back. “But there are more direct ways of dealing with my troubles.”

      I hit her with one hell of a haymaker. I didn’t bother augmenting it. I was looking to take her out of commission, not kill the lady. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as she fell to the ground, and at the last moment I used a quick blast from the antigrav unit to make sure she didn’t hit as hard as some of the others.

      She wasn’t wearing that funky copied armor, after all. The last thing I needed was to really hurt her. Getting punched to the point of being knocked out was already dangerous enough.

      Yeah, she was going to spend some time in the hospital because of that, but I figured it was the least she deserved for all the bullshit she’d pulled tonight.

      “Right. Have you been watching everything CORVAC?” I asked.

      “Of course mistress,” he said, sounding mildly insulted that I would ever think he wasn’t keeping track of everything.

      “Good. I need you to transport the suits off of all the goons surrounding me. We’re going to have to take that back to the lab and figure out if they’re really using my stuff or if Dr. Laura here is reverse engineering my stuff.”

      “Do you want me to transport the good doctor out here as well mistress?” he asked.

      I frowned down at her. It was tempting. I could put her in a regen tube and have her as good as new. It’d certainly take less time than what she would have to endure with the witch doctors at the local ER department.

      But no. That was a complication I didn’t need right about now. Not to mention it could be dangerous.

      “Best not to let her anywhere near the lab CORVAC,” I said. “She stood up to a neural interruptor. I don’t know what else she might have hidden on her person that could do some serious damage.”

      “An astute assessment mistress,” CORVAC said.

      As always I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or if he was blowing smoke up my skirt, so I decided to take him at face value.

      “Now to get down to the real business of this evening,” I muttered.

      I had what I’d come for tonight. Maybe it wasn’t exactly how I planned it. Maybe someone else had done some of the legwork and wore Fialux down.

      That didn’t change the fact that she was right behind me and ripe for the picking. All I’d have to do was turn around…

      And see her floating there in front of me with one leg slightly raised. She regarded me with an odd look, and there was a slight shimmer surrounding her that said she was doing that weird molecular manipulation thing she did to hold herself in the air.

      The important thing was she was floating there though. There wasn’t a chance in hell I was going to catch her unawares.

      There was a good chance I was going to end the night in the middle of the police station though. I wondered if they’d even bother to wait around for my lawyer to show up or if they’d just let me go the moment Fialux was gone.

      The cops had to realize by now that even if there was a new sheriff in town, the bad guy that sheriff was fighting was still well beyond any of them.

      Fialux looked at the goons surrounding us and her mouth curled down in obvious distaste. That distaste only seemed to grow as their clothes shimmered and a moment later we were surrounded by a bunch of college students in their skivvies.

      It would’ve looked like the aftermath of one hell of a party if we weren’t in the middle of a parking lot in the quad immediately in front of the Applied Sciences building.

      As it was it just looked like a bunch of college kids who’d maybe had a little too much or maybe tried something they weren’t used to and things got really weird.

      “You hurt them,” she said, the anger clear in her voice.

      I rolled my eyes. Sure I was facing down a living goddess who could snap me over her knee if she so desired, but a good eye roll seemed in order.

      “I just saved you from these assholes and you’re worried about hurting them?” I asked.

      Obvious anger flashed in her eyes as she looked at me and I resisted the urge to take a step back. I was not going to act intimidated around this woman.

      Even if she was the most beautiful and the most intimidating thing I think I’d seen in my entire villainous career.

      The fact that she was so intimidating was no reason to show her that intimidation.

      “You shouldn’t hurt people, and you shouldn’t talk to me like that,” she said.

      “Oh yeah? And why shouldn’t I talk to you like that?”

      “Because it’s not nice.”

      Her lip jutted out in a petulant little pout that was the cutest thing ever. I made sure the old visor was recording this because that was something I was going to save to rewatch later.

      I couldn’t believe it. Here I’d just saved her life and she was acting like I should do what she said because I wasn’t being very nice.

      She knew what I did for a living. She’d seen the outfit. Did she think I was suddenly going to be nice or something for the sake of being nice?

      “Puh-leeze.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but these assholes were going to do some serious damage to you if I hadn’t swooped in and done something about it.”

      I was stalling for time more than anything. Your classic villain gambit. Keep them talking long enough and you might figure out a way to defeat them before they had a chance to defeat you.

      Sure every other time I’d done this with Fialux I hadn’t come close to defeating her, but whatever. That didn’t mean the plan wasn’t sound.

      Just that I hadn’t figured out a way to make it work. Yet.

      She glanced down at the college students surrounding her again. The corners of her lips turned down in a slight frown. Oh yeah, she wasn’t happy about what they’d pulled either, but she was trying to hide behind that holier-than-though sanctimonious hero routine that they all did so damn well.

      I hated it when they pulled their sanctimonious hero routine.

      “It’s not like you’re any stranger to doing some damage to the normies yourself,” I said.

      Her eyes flashed as she turned back to me and I was reminded of a couple of occasions when she’d been able to turn up the heat vision or whatever the hell it was she used to try and fry all the lovely systems I’d worked so hard to build into my toys.

      Only there were no lasers or heat vision in evidence this time around. Merely annoyance. Annoyance I could deal with.

      The heat and laser vision I could also deal with as long as I knew it was coming. The problem was she didn’t exactly telegraph when she was going to use one of those powers.

      She didn’t have giant dorsal cooling plates that glowed with the force of the nuclear reaction going on in her body like all the giant irradiated lizards that stomped through the city with surprising regularity, for example.

      Though her backside was a lot more fun to look at than those lizards’. That was for damn sure.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

      Her nose turned up. A moment ago she looked like a petulant child accustomed to getting her way and she was upset when someone told her no for the first time in her life. Daddy’s little girl being told she couldn’t have something.

      Now she was still that same petulant child used to getting what she wanted, but this time around she was a child who decided to have a tantrum when she wasn’t getting what she wanted.

      The upturned nose looking down on the world. It was obvious.

      Then again who was I to tell a woman who was the next best thing to a living goddess that she couldn’t have what she wanted? Who did I think I was?

      I frowned. I was fucking Night Terror. That’s who I was. I ruled this city. I was going to rule this world. And I wasn’t going to let some strange beautiful woman with superpowers get in my way.

      “You cause more damage with one of your fights than I think I’ve ever caused in my entire career,” I said, the disdain dripping from my voice.

      It’s not like I even had to act. I was disgusted with all the damage she caused. All the damage she forced me to cause when we fought one another in the middle of the city streets.

      She was damaging city streets that belonged to me, damn it, and I didn’t like messing up my playground.

      “If you wouldn’t attack me then…”

      I held up a hand and for a surprise she actually shut up. I wasn’t expecting that. I was expecting the temper tantrum that had been threatening this whole time to finally erupt.

      Huh. Maybe this conversation was actually going to go somewhere productive. A girl could hope.
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      “Don’t give me that bullshit,” I said. “What about that big ship you took out? The old one flying through the air that couldn’t possibly stand up against you? They’re going to be repairing that building for weeks! What about that time you ripped a bank vault right out of the bank basement and nearly collapsed the building above it to get some robbers out? Everywhere you go you create nothing but damage!”

      I was laying it on thick. Also? It was totally a line of bullshit. I was well aware that if there weren’t any robbers in that vault there wouldn’t be any need to rip it out. Especially when they claimed they were packing a nuclear weapon.

      A ridiculous claim, but apparently Fialux didn’t know any better.

      And I don’t think I even need to address just how much the people floating an ancient pirate ship through the air in the middle of downtown deserved what was coming to them. Still, there was a chance she might listen to my unhinged villain ranting and that was a chance I was willing to take right about now.

      The shimmering around her had slowed. Just a little. Not a lot, but enough that I almost felt secure in using the Anti-Newtonian field.

      The trouble with that is there’d been plenty of times when I almost felt secure using the damn thing, and every time “almost” had turned out to not quite be enough.

      I didn’t want to make that mistake again. Not when those mistakes were so costly and, usually, so painful as well.

      “I’m just trying to do what I can to help,” she said. “There’s so much about this world that’s unfamiliar. These people attacking me…”

      Now she wasn’t looking like a petulant child so much as she sounded like a toddler who’d lived a sheltered existence with mommy and daddy and didn’t know there were bad things out there in the world that might do her harm.

      Well she’d found out the hard way that there were plenty of bad things lurking out there in the world. I’d vaporized one of them earlier tonight in a back alley to keep him from doing more harm, come to think of it.

      “That’s all well and good,” I said. “But there are times when…”

      “No.”

      I blinked a couple of times. Any uncertainty that might’ve been lurking under the surface was gone. She looked at me and there was a quiet strength there. Also, that weird shimmer that always surrounded her when she was about to do something that involved superpowers was starting to ramp up.

      Okay, so maybe she didn’t have dorsal cooling plates that showed off when she was about to use one of her powers on me, but I guess I could use that shimmering motion as a good stand in to try and figure out when she was about to hit me with a super powered sucker punch.

      “No?”

      “No. I reject your way of looking at the world,” she said. “There are bad people out there who do bad things. You’re one of them. Why should I listen to you?”

      The sneer on her face cut me to my core. I’m not sure why a sneer like that should cut me to my core. I mean it’s not like I should care what she thought of me. She was a hero. I was a villain. We fought each other and that’s the way the world worked.

      It’s not like I was going to be inviting her over for tea anytime soon. Sure I might give her some tea once I had her good and captured, but the longer this conversation wore on the less and less likely that scenario seemed.

      My fingers flexed. I thought about activating the anti-Newtonian field, but without the certainty that I could do something I wasn’t going to make a move.

      It also occurred to me that I could have CORVAC helpfully teleport over one of those doodads the Applied Sciences assholes had been using to give Fialux a run for her money, but then I’d be no better than the good Dr. Laura who so recently had been knocked out because of her hubris.

      The last thing I needed was to find myself on the business end of a blast to the face because I used a piece of unfamiliar technology. No, I was better than that.

      Besides. The idea that she thought I was no better than any of the other villains was mildly insulting. Maybe more than a little mildly insulting.

      “Why should you listen to me?” I asked. “Maybe because I’m the one who saved your ass tonight? I don’t know if you were paying attention, but you were sort of getting your ass kicked tonight, and by a bunch of normals!”

      Her eyes narrowed. She didn’t like hearing the truth, but then again in my experience people rarely did like hearing truths that made them out to be the bad guys.

      Even if she was the good guy.

      “And don’t you get all self-righteous with me either. I might operate above the law, but at least I look out for the people on the ground. That’s more than I can say about some people floating around here tonight.”

      I figured any moment now it was going to happen. She was going to get tired of me mouthing off to her and we were going to be going at it again.

      At least I ended the night with some of the contraband tech from the Applied Sciences people. That was honestly more of a win than I’d expected when I started the night.

      Given past performance I sort of figured I’d be ending the evening getting my ass handed to me one way or another by Fialux. The path that brought me to this moment of impending humiliation was a lot more convoluted than I would’ve figured, but the end result was still the same.

      “Maybe you have a point,” she whispered.

      I blinked a couple of times. Okay then. Or maybe I wasn’t about to have my ass handed to me. Stranger things had happened in my villainy career, to be sure.

      Like the time I managed to use some of my illicit inroads in the defense departments computer system, courtesy of CORVAC and his meddling, to figure out that the big guys were planning a little off the books pow wow with some alien civilization that had sent a transmission claiming they were looking for peace and love and to set up a galactic federation where everyone was all happy and friendly and anyone in power was going to get fabulously wealthy from all the trade deals.

      The stupid assholes had even set up their synthesizer system over some mountain in Wyoming and brought Herbie Hancock out to do a little improv number when the invasion started and I’d been there to blast the little green assholes out of the sky.

      There were times when I thought that little save, coupled with a few other times I’d done some work for the government without them asking but with them desperately needing it, that kept them off my back.

      Hey, I might be an evil villain hellbent on taking over the world someday, or at the very least playing in my own little concrete sandbox without trouble, but I wasn’t about to let someone else push around this planet.

      Including the beautiful creature standing before me now. The creature who was distracting me and getting me to think about anything but her standing there admitting…

      That I was right? No, that didn’t sound right. Heroes never admitted that the villain had a point. It just wasn’t done.

      “Um. Come again?” I asked, hating how unsure I sounded even as I said it.

      “Maybe I haven’t been careful enough,” she said. “Maybe I have been so focused on bringing evildoers to justice that I allowed myself to get carried away.”

      I snorted. Both because she actually used the word “evildoers” unironically in a sentence and because she absolutely had a point. She’d gotten more than “carried away” with some of the destruction she’d caused.

      There were entire sections of downtown that were going to take a few years to rebuild, at the least, and all because she tended to get a little overly enthusiastic when she was busting villainous heads.

      She looked at me and her gaze firmed. She had the look of a hero who was about to lay down a can of whoopass no matter what she’d just said about trying to watch herself.

      Damn. Again all roads this evening were leading back to me getting my ass handed to me, and I wasn’t sure I liked it.

      “I’m sorry, for what it’s worth,” she said.

      “Um, what exactly is it you’re sorry about?” I asked.

      Sure she could’ve been talking about all the damage she caused to downtown, but I had the sinking feeling she was really sorry that she was going to be throwing me back into the hoosegow even though I’d pulled her bacon out of the frying pan tonight.

      The upside of that was my lawyer tended to have a field day when she did stuff like that. Turns out dropping criminals directly into the courtyard of a maximum security prison without an arrest or due process or a court case is unconstitutional as hell.

      Not that I’d expect a hero who in all likelihood came from another world to understand the finer points of constitutional law or why it was more powerful than a hero who was more powerful than a…

      Well I’m sure you know how the rest of that goes.

      She took a deep breath. Let it out in a move that seemed more than a little testy and frustrated.

      “I’m sorry that I…”

      She paused. Seemed to have trouble getting her words out. This was very interesting. Very interesting indeed. She looked around at the unconscious people who’d been attacking her moments ago and back to me.

      “I’m sorry that I’ve caused damage trying to help. I will try to be more mindful of that in the future.”

      She sounded almost like she was apologizing to me. Interesting. As far as I was concerned it was all of humanity, particularly the people who owned businesses or property downtown, she needed to apologize to, but it was a start.

      “Right. So is letting me go a part of that too?” I asked.

      I figured there was no point in beating around the bush. It would be nice if she just let me go. I was eager to get back and play with the new toys I’d just stolen from the Applied Sciences department.

      I figured it was the least I deserved considering it looked like they were using my stuff against me. And against Fialux.

      Her eyes narrowed. “After what you did to these people…”

      “They had it coming,” I said. “They were stealing my stuff and trying to hurt you. I don’t know what you did to piss Dr. Laura off…”

      Fialux’s eyes darted to the woman behind me. Interesting. I’ll be the first to admit that I didn’t think my little fishing expedition was going to get me anywhere, but the way she looked at the good doctor left no doubt in my mind she knew her. Somehow.

      It seemed impossible that a hero from another world could have friends on this world, but there we were. And that had the beginnings of a devious idea working its way through my head, though it wasn’t quite fully formed yet.

      Best to worry at that problem later. Right now it seemed far more prudent to worry at the problem of whether or not I was getting away scot-free now or in a few hours when my lawyer got done threatening to sue the cops into oblivion.

      Pity he couldn’t threaten to sue Fialux, but it was difficult to serve someone with papers if you didn’t know where they lived. Which got at that wicked idea forming in the back of my head again.

      I loved it when I got an idea so good that I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Even if it did make it difficult to concentrate on important things like work.

      “So is she a friend of yours or something? Old flame?”

      I’m not sure why I tossed in that last part. Maybe there was still a part of me that was hoping there might be something more with this hero.

      As impossible as that was. Villains didn’t date heroes. It just wasn’t the sort of thing that was done. The last thing I needed was to get my hopes up for something that was impossible, damn it.

      Especially when those questions seemed to really piss off the living goddess who could really ruin my night if she wanted to, and boy did it look like she was in the mood to do some night ruining after that question.

      Damn it. Me and my big mouth.
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      Her eyes narrowed. I wasn’t sure if that was her being annoyed with me for implying that she swung that way or if she was annoyed with me for fishing for information.

      Either way it’s not like I could fault her for being annoyed. I’d be pissed off if someone was fishing for info about yours truly like that.

      Especially if it was right after I got in the middle of a fight I was obviously having some trouble winning and the person asking me those awkward questions was my worst enemy who’d just pulled my super powered bacon out of the frying pan.

      I guess if we were friends on social media our relationship could safely be listed as “it’s complicated.”

      “I…”

      She paused. She seemed on the verge of saying something, then she thought better of it. I thought back to the alley when I ran up against that guy using that weird mind control bullshit on me.

      Only I wasn’t using anything like that on her now. It’s just that she was reacting like I was. Finally she shook her head and all the confusion was gone from her eyes. When she looked at me she didn’t seem all that happy.

      It’s not like it was my fault she fell under some sort of spell. This girl was weird. I had to keep reminding myself she was probably from another planet or something.

      It was the only explanation I could think of for why she was acting so weird.

      “I don’t know who any of these people are or why they would want to harm me,” she said.

      The lie was almost more interesting than if she’d told me the truth. I knew it was a lie because I’d seen the significant looks she was sending Dr. Laura’s way.

      The great and powerful Fialux, savior of Starlight City, the most incredible hero this world had known in a time when there were a lot of heroes popping up here and there with seemingly impossible powers, had just told a lie.

      Maybe it was a little lie. Maybe it was a big lie. Either way it was a lie.

      The implications of that lie were way more interesting than any truth she could’ve told me. The implications of that lie were feeding into the idea that was making its way through my brain and starting to solidify.

      She didn’t want me to know she had a connection to these assholes. She didn’t want me to figure something out that I could only figure out if I knew there was some sort of connection with these assholes.

      It took every ounce of control I had not to quirk the corners of my lips up into a smile. After all, she’d just given as much away by telling a little white lie as she could’ve if she’d just come out and told me exactly why it was she didn’t want me knowing more about her connection to the Applied Sciences department.

      She knew Dr. Laura. If she knew Dr. Laura then that meant she had to have a close connection to the university. If she had a close connection to the university then…

      Well let’s just say there were a lot of possibilities opening up in front of me. Exploding inside my head and filling me with new ideas.

      “Right,” I said. “Well if that’s all then I’ll be going now.”

      “What makes you think I’m going to let you leave?” she asked.

      Shit. Were we really doing this now?

      “Um. I just totally saved your life. Is that worth nothing?”

      Her eyes narrowed. Yeah, that was worth nothing. Turns out no good deed goes unpunished, I guess. Which is one of the reasons why I went out of my way to keep from doing more good deeds than were strictly necessary.

      “Okay. I’m guessing it’s not worth getting me out of the inconvenience of spending a night with the cops, so time to move on to plan B.”

      “What’s plan B?” she asked.

      The poor girl. So naive. She looked like she actually believed for a moment that I was going to come out here and face her down without a plan B to get out of things.

      It was a fair assumption to make. I’d gone up against her countless times in the past few weeks and at no point had I come up with a plan B in any of those fights. At least not a plan B that I put into operation while I was fighting her.

      When I was with the cops was another thing entirely.

      But mostly it was a fair assessment because she was absolutely correct. I hadn’t had a plan B when I came out here to see what there was to see. I hadn’t had a plan B when I decided to leap into the fray and do my best to save her cute ass.

      Luckily for me a plan B had presented itself in the course of that fight.

      “CORVAC,” I subvocalized, hoping that it was low enough that she wouldn’t be able to pick up the subtle vibrations with that super hearing of hers. “Send me back one of those pain sticks they were using on her.”

      “Immediately mistress,” CORVAC said.

      One of those strange devices the Applied Sciences pukes had been using against her materialized in my hands again. Frightfully useful, that ability to teleport things around the world.

      I held it up and the tip crackled with the same strange energy it had before. Apparently CORVAC had decided to send it through ready for business.

      Which could be terribly dangerous, teleporting a piece of unproven technology without knowing whether or not that teleportation was going to end with an earth shattering kaboom, but in this case it hadn’t and I needed an out so I wasn’t going to dock his pay too much.

      I held it up and pointed it at her.

      “You were having trouble going up against a bunch of inexperienced college kids going for some Applied Sciences practical credits. Wanna see what happens when you dance with the best this city’s ever seen?”

      Fialux regarded me for a long moment where I thought she might actually decide to try and take me on. Only I couldn’t help but feel good about the fight this time around.

      Sure I would be fighting using unproven technology that I hadn’t had a chance to practice with, that was bad, but I’d also be finally fighting her with something that had shown it could do some damage.

      I’d take those chances when the alternative was going for another one of those flights across the city supported by nothing but her desire not to see me splattered all over the pavement below, thank you very much.

      The shimmering started around her and I braced myself for a fight. It occurred to me that I didn’t even know where the trigger was or how to get the thing to work the way those students had been working it.

      Oh yeah. This was going to be a short fight no matter how you sliced it. Great.

      Then, to my surprise, she shot off into the air and disappeared with a series of sonic booms over the city.

      That would piss off the FAA, but it’s not like there was much they could do to stop superpowered creatures from violating local rules about making loud noises in controlled airspace.

      “Huh. That actually worked,” I said.

      “Indeed mistress,” CORVAC said. “I’m as surprised as you are.”

      “You don’t have to tell me you’re as surprised as I am,” I growled.

      “Of course mistress, but that won’t stop me.”

      I stared off at the distant point where Fialux had disappeared. She was still out there somewhere.

      And that was the key to finding her. The idea that had been percolating in the back of my mind this entire time.

      Where did the greatest hero the world had ever known go when she wasn’t being the greatest hero the world had ever known? It’s not like she disappeared off to some fortress in the middle of nowhere.

      It was impossible for a hero to have something like that hidden from the world in this day and age when satellites covered every inch of the planet and it was easy enough to follow them to wherever they were going.

      I had seen her disappear into buildings several times, though. Never the same building either. No, she went in and then she left, which led me to believe that she was walking out of there using that oldest of tools in the hero toolbox.

      A secret identity.

      And if she had ties to the university? If Dr. Laura knew more about her than she was letting on? Well then it stood to reason that maybe, just maybe, that secret identity had something to do with the university.

      I suppose I could just ask Dr. Laura, but the thought of talking with her for more than five minutes gave me a case of the screaming heebie-jeebies. Not to mention I could never be sure she wasn’t going to pull out some toy that would really ruin my day.

      That was the problem with working with someone who was so devious that they might actually be my equal when it came to pulling some seriously shady shit.

      Never mind that she did all of it hiding behind the university and all the stupid stuff they did to cover up people who were doing the kind of shady stuff she was up to on the regular. The point is the last thing I wanted to do was bring her into my lab where she could potentially do some damage at worst and steal some of my ideas at best.

      I looked around at the college students surrounding me. Young people in the prime of their life. All they’d wanted was to drink from the fountain of knowledge.

      Well, to be honest there were probably a few of them who wanted to drink from the fountain of whatever kegger was going on in student housing, but that was neither here nor there. The point is I couldn’t very well do anything to them.

      I looked at Dr. Laura. Fury built inside me and there was a part of me that very much wanted to do something about her. I wanted to take her in my hands and put one of my wrist blasters right up against her and…

      But no. I wasn’t going to do something like that either. Violence begat violence and the last thing I needed was to be seen icing someone in cold blood in the middle of the university where they had cameras everywhere watching your every move.

      That would be all over the evening news. Not a headache I needed right now on top of all the other headaches that were piling up in my life thank you very much.

      So I held back from vaporizing her even though she deserved it. Instead I dropped the fancy new weapon in my hands. It dematerialized before it hit the ground. CORVAC was always very good about catching things like that.

      I activated the antigrav units in my suit and went for a little flight. I was careful to avoid the part of the city that Fialux had disappeared into. The last thing I needed was to meet up with her for round two.

      No thank you.

      “CORVAC, I need you to go ahead and hack into the records for the university,” I said. “You’re looking for enrollment details specifically. Female students only.”

      “Oh?” he asked. “Is there any reason in particular why we’re looking at these?”

      “I’ll tell you more about it later when I’m back in the lab and I don’t have to worry about someone listening in,” I said. “In the meantime just pull those records and make sure you don’t get caught doing it.”

      “I’d never get caught mistress,” he said, a hint of insult coming to his voice.

      I grinned. The only thing that could make sure that he did something exactly as I wanted him to was to imply that it wasn’t possible for him to do what I wanted. He was easy to manipulate that way, which was a surprise for a megalomaniacal super computer who was at least as hellbent on world domination as yours truly.

      “Right. Well make sure you don’t get caught this time either,” I said. “Because the last thing we need is someone realizing I’m looking for Fialux’s secret identity.”

      There was a long moment of silence on the other end. At least what passed for a long moment of silence as far as CORVAC was concerned.

      In reality it was just a few milliseconds, but to paraphrase a famous android that was an eternity in computer terms.

      “Most impressive mistress. What makes you think she’s enrolled in the university?”

      “Later CORVAC,” I said. “Right now you pull those records, and then we’ll work through them an talk it out when I get back to the lab and we don’t have to worry about anyone listening in.”

      I smiled as I made my way across the city to one of the many hidey-holes that had entrances to the lab. I wasn’t the only person smart enough to disappear into a random building around the city so it wouldn’t be too obvious where my lab was located to anyone who might be inclined to watch via satellite.

      If the hacked information I got from the government was any indication there were a lot of people out there who made their living trying to find the location of my lab via satellite, but they’d whiffed so far and they were going to whiff again tonight thank you very much.

      It was time to get down to work and find out who Fialux was. From there I’d track her down and finally get a chance to take her by surprise with the anti-Newtonian device and show her who was the best in this city.

      At least that’s what I told myself. I tried to ignore the shiver of excitement that ran through me at the thought of getting to know her on a more one-on-one level when we weren’t trying to destroy the city around us.
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      "I'm sorry Miss… Terrare?"

      "It's Terror," I said with a smile. “It's pronounced just how it's spelled."

      The human resources drone shuffled some papers uncomfortably on her desk and pointedly didn't look at me. "I see. That's an… interesting name."

      If this was a real job interview I'd be worried right about now. The way she barely glanced over my resume, the derisive sniff as she looked at my nonexistent qualifications, the way her lips compressed into a line and frowned. No, if this was the real thing I'd be screwed.

      It was a good thing for me this wasn't the real thing. This HR drone just didn't know it yet.

      I glanced around the small office. I couldn't believe this was something I'd actually aspired to once upon a time. A tiny postage stamp of a room with a window open because the air-conditioning was so ancient that it rarely reached the sad little vent on the other side of her desk.

      The building was probably built back in the '20s, maybe even older, and there was so little space that papers and books were piled high all around the desk.

      The life of a starving academic. Four years of undergrad. A few years working on your Masters and PhD. And then if you were lucky you got to spend the back half of your life in an office barely half the size of the cramped dorm room you spent so much time in trying to get the office in the first place.

      And was this lady teaching? Doing research? Adding something of value to society and academia as a whole?

      Nope. Administration. She was stuck doing HR because the journalism department probably didn't trust someone without a doctorate with the academically challenging task of hiring adjunct faculty. A job she could've done with half the education and less than half the student loans if she was in the private sector. A job that would've paid much better in the private sector too.

      No, I was very glad I’d decided to take a different path in my career.

      "Well Miss Terror," the woman said. "I thank you for taking the time to come down here, but we haven’t even advertised this position yet and honestly you don't have any skills, degrees, certifications, or job experience that would make you remotely qualified to be an adjunct instructor for a journalism course. In fact, I'm still trying to figure out how your resume even made its way across my desk."

      It made its way there thanks to liberal application of teleportation, that’s how. Not that I was going to explain that to her. I didn’t expect a journalism Phd turned human resources drone to understand the intricacies of teleportation.

      So I didn’t bother getting into it. Better to talk about why I was totally qualified for this job.

      "Oh I'm sorry," I said. "I just figured you might be in need of some help quickly seeing as how Professor Benton ended up quitting after he found that winning lottery ticket in his interdepartmental mail."

      The woman sat my resume down and peered at me over her half-moon spectacles. "How did you know about how Professor Benton left? Do you know somebody who works in this department?"

      "No," I said. "I was the one who mailed him that lottery ticket."

      Her face scrunched up in obvious confusion. "But that ticket was worth millions. Why would you…"

      I shrugged. "That's simple. The lotto system is easy enough to manipulate, but if I started winning it every other week people would ask questions. Questions that would draw the sort of attention you really don’t want in my line of work.”

      "I'm afraid I don't follow…"

      "Of course you don't," I said. "I don't mean for you to follow. The simple fact is I need this position. I need to be in that classroom, and so Professor Benton wins the lottery and here I am to take care of your little HR problem."

      She seemed to gain control of her senses at long last. She picked up my resume again and flopped it down on her desk. "But you aren't remotely qualified for this job. You don't have anything that would recommend you for teaching a journalism class."

      "Oh really?"

      I fished in my pocket and pulled out a small silver disc with a big blinking red button in the center. I liked big blinking red buttons. I felt like it really tied a piece of evil super science together in a way that other colors of the rainbow just couldn't pull off.

      "Because I have this mind control device here, and my mind control device says I'm more than qualified for the job."

      This was one of my babies even though I never used it. Something I came up with back before I left the Applied Sciences lab at this very university because they said my stuff was too dangerous, too unethical, all that stuff that scientists say when what they really mean is they’re afraid of progress.

      Inventing this baby is a big part of the reason why I was able to recognize the mojo that strange hero had been working on me in that back alley. It was a big part of the reason why I’d thought I had a counter to that mojo, for all the good it ended up doing me.

      I kept this baby close to my chest because of what it could do. I didn’t want this one getting out there where someone could use it against me.

      A week back in that alley was proof enough of why it would be bad if this tech got out.

      I pressed down on the blinking red button and it made a satisfying click. I also liked satisfying clicks. There were too many UIs these days that left out the satisfying click ever since capacitative touch screens became the new hotness.

      A strange screeching noise filled the room and then it settled down to a steady hum. I resisted the urge to wince at that sound. Unlike crazy eyes in that back alley this thing worked via the auditory receptors in the brain and I hadn’t figured out a way to get the damned device to work without that screech. One of many reasons why I didn’t like using the damned thing.

      I really don't like using the mind control stuff. It was an inefficient and brutish way of getting things done, and it also had the pesky problem of not always working one hundred percent of the time. Especially with heroes.

      The last thing I needed was to have a super supposedly under my complete control, doing my bidding in the middle of my lair, and then all of a sudden the mind control device falls off of the table or the big red button gets jostled. Suddenly there's a very cranky living god in the middle of my lair ready to do some damage.

      I'd been there. Trust me, it was never fun.

      But for this lady? Whatever. I was in a hurry so I figured I could risk getting a little sloppy with a normal. At least I hoped she was a normal. No self-respecting hero or villain would pick a secret identity this soul-crushing and boring.

      As soon as I hit the button she went slack-jawed and her eyes deadened. Yup. Definitely a normal. Not even a normal who took precautions against mind control, though in all fairness to her I figured I was probably the only mortal in the city, maybe in the world, who bothered to incorporate mind control nullification.

      Sometimes that nullification was in my visor, though CORVAC was still running tests to figure out what the hell had gone wrong there. Of course the visor wouldn’t do a damn thing against auditory mind control like I was using now.

      Thankfully I had two handy nano devices embedded in my ear canals. They were always embedded in there. Mostly because I was the one who invented the technology in the first place and how embarrassing would it be if someone managed to get their grubby hands on it and turn it against me?

      I leaned forward and inspected her pupils. If I was doing this right then I'd get out a flashlight and make sure they weren't dilating, but I figured this was close enough for government work.

      Literally government work, since I was going to work for a state school. Again. Though of course all the proper paperwork would be submitted with all the improper information so no one could try and track me down via any pesky paper trail.

      "You are going to give me this job," I said.

      "I am going to give you this job," she replied.

      "Stop repeating what I say. That's annoying," I said.

      "Stop repeating what you say. That's annoying," she parroted back at me.

      I sighed and rolled my eyes. Whatever. Just telling her I had the job was probably enough suggestion for now.

      If she started to show a little mental fortitude, something I definitely wasn't expecting from a glorified middle manager stuck in academia, then I could always give her a booster down the line.

      I flicked the big red button and immediately she shook her head and looked at me. A big smile spread across her face.

      "Well I don't think we need to go over anything else here," she said. "I'd say it's safe to assume you've got the job."

      I reached out to take the hand she offered over her desk and smiled back at her. "Glad to hear it."

      Fialux was somewhere on campus. I was sure of it, and it was time for Professor Terror to find her.

      Track her down. Discover her secret identity. Hit her with the anti-Newtonian field when she least expected it.

      And get to stare at her in traditional college girl clothes in the meantime. I bet she looked really good in those yoga pants that had become all the rage on campuses after I got kicked out.

      Yeah, no matter how you sliced it this was going to be a fun change of pace from the usual world domination that dominated my schedule!
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      "Journalism."

      I paused and relished the moment as an entire lecture hall full of students leaned forward eagerly hanging on my every word. I could get used to this.

      Well, I could get used to it if it wasn't so dull aside from the part where I had the somewhat rapt attention of hundreds of college students. As rapt as a college student’s attention could get on the first day of a 100 level survey course, at least.

      "Is a complete waste of time."

      I smiled at the room. You could hear a pin drop. Or maybe it would be more accurate to say you could hear the collective dreams of a few hundred students in a journalism course being crushed at the same time.

      "I mean, let's face it. Journalism has been dying a prolonged to death since the invention of television, and you all will be lucky to be the ones who hammer home the last nail in the profession's coffin," I said.

      "Assuming, of course, the Internet didn't already hammer that nail home and you're all just the pallbearers."

      I was really getting into this. There was nothing I hated more when I was still in school than dealing with an insufferable humanities major going on about how they were totally going to make a living with their writing career. I always wanted to yell at them to get a real degree and a real job, but never gave in to that temptation.

      Mostly because I’d seen the kind of neckbearded gentleman who stalked campus trying to get girls to go out with him based solely on how much money his STEM degree stood to get him after graduation, and the results were never pretty.

      Sure I wasn’t a dude so I couldn’t have a neckbeard, not unless one of my experiments went terribly wrong, but I figured the neckbeard was more a state of mind than an actual physical manifestation on the underside of the chin. It was a state of mind I desperately wanted to avoid.

      I figured getting to tell off a lecture hall full of writing types was the next best thing, though. Sure there was a girl in here I desperately wouldn’t mind getting some alone time with, but mostly I was having fun fucking with the humanities types.

      "Let's face it. The only reason there's even potentially a job waiting for you when you get out of school is because this city still inexplicably manages to support a couple of newspapers and networks that are always looking for fresh meat since so many of their cub reporters end up getting smashed, minced, crushed, or disintegrated by whatever villain of the week is coming through and wreaking havoc. And why do those journalists get sliced and diced and reduced to their molecular components?“

      I waited to see if anyone was going to jump on an answer. I didn’t think they would. Nobody raised a hand and I wasn’t sure if that was because they didn’t care for the comparisons I was drawing or if it was just your typical lazy college kid apathy that had been ramped up to eleven in the past decade by the introduction of laptops and smartphones to the lecture hall.

      “Because the hero gets in the way. They start fights with villains who are minding their own business. They create situations where young journalists have an expiration date that’s shorter than imitation crab meat sashimi being left out at a summer picnic in ninety degree weather.”

      I looked around the room trying to gauge what sort of reaction that got. All that talk blaming the hero had to be driving Fialux nuts based on our conversation outside the Applied Sciences building.

      She was in here somewhere. I knew it.

      I smiled.

      I was disappointed in myself that the idea of trying to track down Fialux's secret identity hadn't occurred to me before. It was pure genius. And once I put my mind to it, or rather once I put CORVAC's mind to it, it was a relatively simple matter to track down exactly who she was.

      Or who I thought she was.

      Of course I was making a lot of assumptions with the data set I had CORVAC pull in, so that's why I was standing here at the front of this classroom pretending to be a journalism teacher. An annoying but necessary charade.

      Though the journalism department was getting perhaps the single best qualified person to teach a course like this that they’d ever seen. Not that I was going to be advertising all the practical experience I had in this subject.

      Mostly because all that practical experience was on what they’d probably consider the wrong side of the equation. Like it was my fault young hungry journalists kept throwing themselves into situations where they were going to get seriously maimed if not outright killed no matter how hard I tried to avoid collateral damage.

      No, she was out there somewhere, but I wanted to be absolutely sure lest I kidnap some unfortunate college student who didn't have a single superpower to her name. I may be a villain but I did have some standards.

      No more screw-ups.

      I wasn't going to have a painful repeat of the anti-Newtonian stasis field rollout. I wasn’t going to put myself in another situation where I had to rely on the kindness of a hero to save my bacon.

      So I was here looking for her based on several reasonable assumptions I made about what a Fialux secret identity might look like.

      Assumption one: Fialux was young. Probably a few years younger than me. I figured this was a pretty safe assumption. She looked to be in her early to mid twenties.

      Sure, there was always the possibility that another one of her superpowers was lack of aging, that would be just the sort of super perk that bitch would get.

      But there was no way to test that particular hypothesis. So I went with the assumption that she was probably in college right about now. If I was wrong then I started over with my assumptions and lost a week or two having fun tweaking journalism students which wasn’t really wasted time at all as far as I was concerned.

      Assumption two: she was an undocumented alien in the most literal sense of the word. Everyone knew thanks to those ridiculously schmaltzy interviews with Rex Roth where he seemed more interested in flirting than journalism that Fialux came from an alien world that just so happened to have convergent evolution that created a species of creatures that were inexplicably exactly like humans in every way, at least to all outward appearances, except for the minor fact that being on earth or in our solar system gave those beings impossible superpowers.

      Yet despite supposedly being alien she walked and talked exactly like a native, which meant she'd probably been here for a while. Maybe even since birth.

      And if she'd been here for awhile that meant there were records out there. Or there might be a lack of records. Maybe forged records. I had CORVAC look for everything anomalous just to be absolutely sure.

      Assumption three: she had some sort of connection to that idiot Rex Roth. They'd started their little front page flirtation almost immediately after she showed up and since then it’d been nothing but one exclusive interview after another which was great for intelligence gathering but terrible because that intelligence gathering necessitated staring at Roth’s smug face constantly.

      The way I figured it a guy like Roth wouldn't get all those delicious scoops and one-on-one interviews with Fialux if there wasn't something going on behind the scenes.

      I was taking a bit of a deductive leap, one that could potentially torpedo the whole enterprise, but I figured that meant they knew each other from before she decided to reveal herself to the world.

      I was taking one hell of a deductive leap of faith that the spot where they met was college rather than the offices of the Starlight City News Network mostly because going incognito here at the university meant I didn’t have to go incognito at SCNN where I’d run into that prick on a regular basis.

      Plus Roth was knee-deep in teaching upper-level journalism courses around the time she would've been starting. Around the time I guessed she would’ve been starting.

      I'd pulled his employment records just to be sure. It stood to reason that they met because they were both in the same program. The fact that he was a teacher, even part-time adjunct “giving back” to the profession, while she was a student upped the creep factor which confirmed my suspicions given what I knew about Roth.

      When I fed all those parameters into CORVAC's sarcastic circuits I figured it was a long shot. I figured he'd probably come up with nothing and I'd have to start back at square one trying to figure out where I took the wrong logical leap. So color me surprised when he came up with not zero, not one, but three names that potentially fit my criteria.

      So here I was doing a little secret identity work of my own. A quick lotto ticket mailed to one of the older professors in the department, I might be a villain but I wasn't heartless enough to vaporize a respected academic close to retirement, and suddenly I found myself in front of a survey course that most journalism students put off until the very last semester before they were ready to graduate.

      Presumably because it was a stark reminder of their fragile mortality.

      "Welcome to Journalism 105: Surviving A Heroic Intervention."
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      A hand raised near the middle of the lecture hall. I squinted and peered at the girl. Auburn hair, gorgeous face, green eyes covered by a pair of slim fashionable glasses, and what looked like a pretty fit figure though it was hard to tell for sure since she was sitting down.

      Of course there was only one way to be sure whether or not she was one of the three on my list.

      "Yes, you had a question Miss?"

      "Solare," she said.

      Her voice rang out across the classroom. Clear, firm, and with a musical quality that carried. I grinned to myself. The name. That voice. Was it really going to be this easy?

      "Selena Solare."

      Yes Miss Solare," I said. "What's your question?"

      "I'm sorry Professor, what was your name?"

      "Professor Terror," I said. "But we're all friends here. You can just call me Natalie."

      "Right Natalie. Didn't you mean to say this class is Surviving A Villainous Attack?"

      I shrugged. "That might be what they call this course in the catalog, but I'm the teacher and I feel like Surviving A Heroic Intervention is more in line with what actually happens."

      "But the villains are the ones…"

      I held up a hand to forestall her. I still wasn't sure if she was even one of the three names on my list.

      I'd grown overly reliant on my wrist computer and I couldn't wear it in the lecture hall for obvious reasons. If Fialux actually was in here she'd recognize that in an instant and we'd have a live demonstration of a "heroic incident" for all the students to survive firsthand.

      "Miss Solare. I did say we can agree to disagree, but since I'm the teacher we'll just have to agree to go with what I say since I'm in charge of your grade," I said.

      "Now, if there aren't any other questions?"

      The students shifted in their seats and looked back and forth, but no one else said anything. Including the two other auburn haired beauties who were potential candidates.

      I itched to go around to the other side of my desk and open it up to consult my wrist computer, but knowing my luck Fialux would actually be in here and recognize the sound with her super hearing. No, better to leave it firmly locked up and turned off where it couldn't cause an incident.

      Besides, I didn’t need to look at my computer to know that Miss Selena Solare was at the top of the list. Everything about her screamed that I was looking at Fialux, but I needed to draw her out. Maybe get her to use some of her superpowers in class. Give herself away somehow.

      "For our first class I’ve decided on a practical demonstration of the sort of skills you'll need to survive a heroic intervention."

      I glanced towards the middle of the hall where Miss Selena Solare was sitting with her arms crossed and a frown on her face. One of the other potential Fialuxes was twirling her hair and trying not to look like she was staring at her phone hidden under her desk. The other one was staring out the window and looking like she was at least thousand miles away from the lecture hall.

      No, if Fialux was in this room then it was definitely Miss Solare. She was the only one in here reacting with the same fire, the same anger, Fialux had shown outside the Applied Sciences building when I saved her cute ass.

      Now I needed to prove it.

      "I took the liberty of grabbing some toys from the Applied Sciences laboratory to help with our demonstration today."

      Like I’d ever go near the Applied Sciences department again. After all, those assholes trying to steal my ideas with one hand and smack down some of my more ingenious but ethically questionable inventions with the other hand were a big part of the reason I’d left academia and started my villainous career in the first place.

      The last thing I wanted was to give Dr. Laura an opportunity to steal one of the toys I was about to break out. No, this was all stuff designed by yours truly, and it would give these students the kind of firsthand demonstration of what it was like to be in the middle of a fight that they couldn't hope to get anywhere else.

      This was going to be the most interesting semester of Surviving A Heroic Intervention ever.

      I reached under my desk and pulled out a tiny rod. It was a prototype of what eventually became one of my wrist mounted multicannons. It wasn't as stylish as the wrist mounted unit, but it'd get the job done.

      And, more importantly, I hadn't ever used this one outside of the lab so there was no chance of Fialux recognizing my handiwork and swooping down to take me out before I had a chance to catch her by surprise.

      I pointed the rod to the roof of the lecture hall and flicked a switch. A blast of plasma energy shot out from the rod and slammed into the ceiling.

      I waited for the space of a breath to see if Fialux was going to instinctively leapt forward and try to catch the roof as it fell, but no such luck. Damn it.

      I flicked another switch and the antigravity module built into the device flipped on and stopped the debris just before it hit the students in the center of the room who were staring up, slack-jawed, with their hands held out as though that would stop the mix of plaster and building material from slamming into them.

      I stepped out from behind my desk and slapped the rod into my free hand as I delivered my first practical lecture.

      "Can anyone tell me what the people sitting under that debris did wrong?"

      Most in the room were too preoccupied with shielding themselves or looking on in terror to respond to the question, but one guy in the front row raised a shaking hand. I pointed the rod at him and he flinched, but lowered his twitching hand when he realized I wasn't going to blast him.

      "Yes?" I asked.

      "They didn't get out of the way?"

      "Exactly!"

      I glanced up to Miss Solare and saw her looking down at me with casual disinterest. Good. By the way she was concentrating on not looking at me every ounce of her attention was on me. If that makes sense.

      Exactly what I was going for.

      "Think back to any video you've seen of a heroic intervention," I said. "When you see pieces of a building falling down towards people what always happens?"

      I paused for a moment and waited to see if anyone would raise their hands. Another person, this one under the pile of debris still floating in the air just inches above their heads, raised his hand and bumped it against a piece of ceiling tile that went spinning from the hit.

      The kid winced as his hand made contact with the bit of recently created rubble that would’ve made for a very bad day if I’d allowed gravity to finish its job.

      "Um, they just stand there and wait for Fialux to get the debris out of the way?"

      “Or they wait for a hero to get them out of the way!” someone else chimed in from near the back.

      "Right again," I said. "But what happens if Fialux or some other hero isn't there to swoop in and dramatically save the day? What happens if the hero who created this whole dangerous situation in the first place is so preoccupied fighting off the villain who was minding their own business trying to take over the world for the fleeting moment it takes a person to go from living biomass to compressed nonliving mass?"

      This time the person who spoke up didn't bother to raise her hand. I couldn't even tell who it was in the sea of young faces. But the voice rang out clearly through the otherwise silent lecture hall.

      "They die?"

      "Exactly!" I said.

      I looked up once more to Miss Solare. She stared at me with an unreadable expression. No other student in the room was looking at me with that level of attention.

      Most of them were too preoccupied with the debris hanging there thumbing its metaphorical nose at the laws of physics. Not that a journalism major would have any grasp on even basic physics. Even basic physics would assassinate the GPA of your typical liberal arts type.

      I was working a different angle. Maybe if I couldn't get her to rescue somebody I could get her so angry that she lashed out. That would be out of character, but it was the best I had for plan B. The best I could come up with on the fly, at least.

      "That brings me to your homework assignment for the next class," I said. "I want you to compile a list of every journalist who's died during a heroic intervention as a direct result of Fialux failing to save them in time."

      I glanced up one last time. Oh yes, there was something lurking just under the surface there.

      Rage? Anger? Annoyance? Hard to tell, but I had plenty of time to find out.
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      I glanced through the material on offer at the dining hall and frowned. This definitely was nothing compared to what I was used to working in my lab thanks to my mastery of reconstituting anything I wanted whenever I wanted.

      It was a pleasant fringe benefit of developing teleportation technology.

      The stuff in the dining hall though? What a disappointment. Typical university fare that I’d come to expect from my time working as a graduate assistant, which meant it was typical cafeteria crap.

      Definitely not anything I’d enjoy, but whatever. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that.

      Besides, if I was going to play the role of a college professor then I figured I might as well play the role completely. Right now that meant dining on cheap crappy food. The kind of stuff that even college kids could afford while the University was milking their parents’ bank accounts dry.

      None of that milking was coming my way if the meager paycheck I got was any indication. Another reason to be happy about getting out of academia. Robbing the occasional bank was far more profitable. Especially once I’d developed sufficiently advanced technology to prevent any pesky authorities from delivering the usual consequences for relying on bank robbery as your primary source of income.

      I scanned the room as I made my way out of the food line. College kids. College kids everywhere. The last people in the world I wanted to interact with right now. Or ever.

      Especially after all that first class had taken out of me. It’d been so long since I had to teach a class that I’d forgotten how exhausting it could be. I’d forgotten exactly why I’d gotten out of the whole teaching business in the first place.

      Well there’d also been that unpleasantness with Dr. Laura kicking me out of the program for working with forces beyond the understanding of man, the hypocritical bitch, but I liked to think an aversion to teaching a bunch of entitled college students was a perk of getting out of the teaching business.

      Only now it was all crashing back down on me as I looked around. As I saw them talking about who they hooked up with last weekend or what regrettable decision they were about to make the next weekend.

      Definitely not my cup of tea.

      Not for the first time since I hatched this plan I wondered if it’d be easier to use a general area of affect mind control device to let everyone think I was spending my time on campus. But no, the mind control devices were already so haphazard and unreliable. It was taking a sledgehammer to a problem when I usually preferred going at them with a scalpel.

      I’d also considered using a holographic projection to make it seem like I was on campus, but that had its own series of potential mishaps.

      What happened the first time somebody tried to touch me and they ended up going through the projection, or even worse touching the antigrav projector at the center? I’d be found out and lose one of my projection units which in turn risked those assholes in Applied Sciences getting their grubby hands on one of my antigravity units.

      

      I’d left this place so those pricks couldn’t get at the technology I was inventing, the technology that was so many years beyond anything they could ever hope to produce. No, I wasn’t going to risk any of my toys falling into their hands after I’d went to so much trouble to prevent anything of the sort happening in the first place.

      So here I was stuck eating cheap food in a campus dining hall pretending I was happy to be here. Or at the very least pretending I was supposed to be here. I would have much rather been back in the lab working but for the siren call of Fialux. She was out there. She was waiting for me. She didn’t know it, but she would be mine.

      Still, there was a part of me that was terrified of sneaking up on Fialux and using the anti-Newtonian stasis field on her. Not because I was worried about what would happen if she managed to break free from the field again. If that happened then I’d just go back to the drawing board like always and try, try again until I got everything right.

      No, my true fear, the thing I was afraid of admitting even to myself, was rejection. That same age-old fear that everybody had from the first time they realized they were interested in the opposite sex. Or the same sex. Whatever. I was still reconfiguring how I thought of these things, the pronouns I used in my head, since this recent change up in my preferences.

      Rejection. That was the real terror. What if I caught her, confessed my feelings to her, and it turned out she didn’t feel the same way? How was I going to handle that? One of my strategies for avoiding rejection, for avoiding this very conundrum, was just avoiding the whole dating question entirely. At least since I’d accidentally transported my last boyfriend to coordinates unknown in the middle of the galaxy somewhere.

      Not that I dwelled on that much anymore. He was the one that put in the faulty coordinates after all, even if I was the one who’d invented the long-range matter teleporter. Not that the damn thing was any good anyways. It had melted down after that first transport, sealing his fate and preventing me from trying to pull him back.

      I shook my head. I needed to concentrate on the here and now. I needed to get rid of these terrified feelings and just move forward with my plan. Being rejected was a danger I was going to have to live with if I was moving forward with this plan to confess my feelings to Fialux.

      Of course there were other problems. Bigger problems in their own way than trying to capture the most powerful hero on the planet. Like how I was going to explain all of this to CORVAC. He wasn’t a big fan of changing the plan, ever, and I was throwing one hell of a monkey wrench into this plan. Though to be honest I wasn’t throwing a monkey wrench into it or changing it so much as I was going with my own plan and not telling him about all the details. Not yet.

      With a little luck I’d never have to give him all the details, though I hadn’t quite figured out how I was going to pull that off without having him fly into a homicidal rage. I figured at the very worst I could just resort to a focused electromagnetic pulse and hope he didn’t have any surprises lying in wait for me. Or maybe I could hide behind Fialux’s invulnerable hide after she’d confessed her love for me.

      Fat chance, but a girl could dream.

      I shoveled cheap food into my mouth, but there was no enjoyment. I had too many problems. Too many issues. Too many balls I was trying to juggle, except instead of balls I was juggling grenades with the pins pulled and at any moment one of them could blow up in my face and ruin my day, my life, my villainous career, in a major way.

      I needed to avoid adding any more complications to my life.

      “Is anybody sitting here?”

      I looked up. Oh joy. It wasn’t enough that I was adding a seemingly infinite number of complications myself. No, now the complications were tracking me down.

      “No Miss Solare, no one’s sitting there.”

      I pushed down a thrill. I should be putting on my game face. I shouldn’t be blushing like I was at some middle school dance looking at the head cheerleader and not quite understanding why looking at her gave me a thrill instead of the captain of the basketball team which is what all the TV shows and movies told me I should be interested in.

      Selena Solare hesitated as though waiting for something that I didn’t offer. No invitation for her. I just looked up at her expectantly, feeling butterflies raging through my stomach. Butterflies that were on fire, butterflies that were exploding in small blasts of flame all throughout my body.

      I felt lightheaded looking at her. Just staring at that beautiful face. Damn it. I was acting like a teenage girl with a crush, which is about what I’d been reduced to since I saw Fialux for the first time.

      Not that I could be one hundred percent sure this was Fialux. I just had one hell of a hunch.

      I felt so awkward. I didn’t like feeling awkward. It was a feeling that hadn’t happened for years.

      Finally she sat down across from me. As she sat she fished her telephone out of her back pocket.

      I didn’t understand kids these days or why they insisted on keeping an expensive piece of computer equipment like that in a back pocket where anybody could run up and snatch it or where they could accidentally sit on it and smash it.

      She set it down on the table next to her tray which seemed to be the fashion with the kids these days if the dining hall full of zombies staring into their glowing screens was any indication.

      She pressed the button on it briefly, scanning it checking for whatever it was college students were looking for when they let the glowing mind control device take over, then looked up at me with a radiant smile. A smile that made me weak in the knees. A smile that’d force me to sit down if I wasn’t already sitting.

      Apparently Miss Solare didn’t take the hint that I didn’t want her sitting there, even though I wanted nothing more than to have her sitting there. Complications.

      I took a swig from my drink and regarded her. I wasn’t sure how the hell to proceed. I wasn’t sure what the hell I was supposed to do.

      There was a reason I’d decided to spend most of my time working in a lab with nothing but a homicidal megalomaniacal computer to keep me company. The nice thing about CORVAC was he was just as misanthropic as I was.

      Basically the problem was conquering the world came easily to me. Inventing new super science was simple. Dealing with people? That was a whole different ballgame.

      “So that was quite a performance in class today,” she said.

      “Performance?” I asked.

      “Performance, lesson, whatever,” she said. “Either way, you were really getting into that. I could tell you’re very passionate about what you teach.”

      “Let’s just say it’s a subject near and dear to me,” I replied.

      Damn it. Were we really doing this? The whole thing where we sat down and had a conversation pretending we don’t know who we were but in reality we had a sneaking suspicion?

      I always hated those conversations, but the thing is I wasn’t even sure I was having that conversation right now. I couldn’t tell if she was on to me or if she was oblivious and just making conversation with the new teacher.

      But I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more to this. It was time to go to work.
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      My palms were sweaty. My pulse was racing. If I had my suit on right now I’m sure it would be telling me that all my usual readings were off the charts.

      This was worse than the time I faced down that angry tyrannosaur I’d accidentally time shifted into the middle of my lab, and that encounter was pretty high up there on my list of super science screw ups I never wanted to repeat.

      Turns out talking to a pretty girl? Way more intimidating than facing down an ancient lizard without killing it and potentially fucking up history for good.

      It didn’t help that all of my usual instincts were completely off kilter because I was so distracted by how damn gorgeous she was.

      She smiled and leaned forward as though she was getting ready to pull me into some sort of confidence. I leaned forward as well without thinking. When I realized what I’d done I was shocked, but it was too late. I’d already done it.

      I was under her control and I didn’t like it one bit. I was in her thrall and I loved it.

      “I have to admit I was a little surprised when I saw you walk into class today,” she said.

      “Why’s that?”

      She shrugged. “Usually professors are stuffy older types. I definitely wasn’t expecting…”

      She looked me up and down for the briefest of moments and I felt a thrill run through me. Could she possibly…

      “…You.”

      Was I imagining things? That look had to be wishful thinking on my part because it sure as hell looked like she’d just given me an appreciative once over.

      No. That had to be my imagination. That had to be me inserting a hell of a lot of wish fulfillment into reality. I was well aware that the mind could play tricks, especially when you really wanted something.

      Best to ignore that look. Pretend it never happened.

      “I’m not your typical academic,” I said.

      “You seem very passionate about the subject,” she said.

      I scowled without realizing it. Something about the look on my face must’ve been surprising, because she stared at me wide-eyed.

      “I’ve been personally affected by a heroic intervention,” I said.

      That wasn’t exactly a lie. I had been affected by heroic interventions on multiple occasions.

      Of course I was usually the one who was putting down those heroic interventions. It wasn’t until Fialux came to town and started causing trouble that I started having trouble.

      I’m sure that wasn’t exactly what she was thinking when I said that though. Sure lying by omission was still a lie and maybe she wasn’t buying it considering she maybe had a sneaking suspicion who I really was.

      Or maybe she bought it and thought I had some tragic back story. Maybe a favorite pet that was killed by a hero and villain duking it out in the middle of downtown or some other sob story.

      Whatever it was, she seemed to be buying it. Or she was acting like she bought it, which wasn’t exactly the same thing. She leaned forward and then her hand was moving across the table. Touching mine.

      I’ve accidentally brushed my hand against one of the isolinear chips that contained the majority of CORVAC’s memory and personality while doing a repair on one of his systems. The shock was powerful enough that it blasted me across the lab and very nearly stopped my heart.

      I guess the point I’m trying to get across here is I’ve been on the receiving end of one hell of a shock before, and yet that was nothing compared to the feeling of her hand brushing against mine.

      “Is something wrong?”

      Her eyes were searching mine. She smiled, but looked concerned. My breath caught. She looked beautiful no matter what, and feeling her tracing her finger lightly against my hand was causing me to think impossible thoughts.

      Of course I was also thinking this would be the perfect moment to try and catch her off guard, to test out my anti-Newtonian stasis field, but no.

      I didn’t know for sure that this was Fialux for one thing. The resemblance was uncanny, but I’d already had CORVAC run her student ID picture and compare it to what we had on Fialux.

      Apparently her glasses were enough to trip up even the most advanced facial recognition software CORVAC could throw at the problem. Who knew?

      The second reason I didn’t break out the stasis field now was we were in the middle of a crowded room. There were students all over, and the last thing I wanted was to cause potential collateral damage by picking a fight with Fialux in the middle of a crowded area.

      Something told me that a dining hall on the bottom floor of a university dormitory that had been built a good fifty years ago and then rebuilt and refit to hell and back because the administration was too cheap to cough up money for a new building wouldn’t stand up to a fight between Night Terror and Fialux in quite the same way that the reinforced skyscrapers downtown did.

      Of course the third, final, and most compelling reason why I didn’t do anything had absolutely nothing to do with any of that crap.

      No, the real reason why I wasn’t going to break out the stasis field right now was because I was enjoying the feel of her hand on mine. I wanted this moment to last forever, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to do anything to interrupt it.

      I wanted to close my eyes, sigh, and melt into her. Not try and capture her.

      CORVAC would be furious if he could see me right now. If he knew my reasoning for not trying to capture her. He might understand the first two, but I sure wasn’t going to tell him the third.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I said. “Just working some things out.”

      Selena pulled her hand away and I wanted to cry out. As it was I just sighed. Her hand felt good on mine, felt right, and I was going to miss that contact.

      I suddenly found myself wondering if maybe we were going to run into each other on campus more often. Maybe have more of these moments. That’d definitely give me a compelling reason to play the studious professor role and maybe enjoy my time on campus instead of looking at it as torture.

      Though as I looked her up and down it occurred to me that it might just be a different sort of torture.

      “Well I’m very glad you’re my teacher for this class,” she said. “I’m especially glad to have a professor who’s so…”

      Okay, so maybe I wasn’t the greatest at this whole dating thing. Maybe I was clueless even when someone was throwing themselves at me because I was always the kind of girl who was more interested in the science lab than the captain of the cheerleading squad.

      But even I couldn’t miss the way she looked me up and down. That was one hell of an appreciative glance.

      That was the kind of look that made me feel like I needed to smoke a cigarette when it was done. That was the kind of look that screamed that Miss Solare was indulging in a naughty professor fantasy, which was just fine by me given the circumstances.

      It was the kind of look that said she was clearly interested in me in more than academic terms, and it was so obvious that even I, the queen of the oblivious, couldn’t miss it.

      A little voice inside my head was screaming. I needed to say something. I needed to make a move. It’s not like I gave a damn about the whole professional ethics thing regarding students considering I was a villain using a mind control device to get into a class long enough to capture the greatest hero in the world.

      Next to that the prohibition in the employee handbook about dating students was small potatoes.

      I opened my mouth.

      Her phone lit up and started buzzing on the table. Damn it. I glanced down at the screen and thought I saw a name that started with R. Roger? Ron?

      I didn’t get a long enough look to tell, and it’s not like it was any of my damn business anyways aside from being very interested in anything that had to do with her.

      “Hello?”

      Selena put a hand over the microphone and whispered an apology to me. “It’s my boyfriend.”

      Then she was back to her phone call while I sat there with a smile on my face as the food I was shoveling into my mouth turned to ash. For a moment there it had been downright tasty while we were talking.

      Her boyfriend. She had a boyfriend.

      So much for all my hopes that she’d been looking at me with interest. So much for all my hopes that the way she was flirting and talking about how she was so glad I was her professor meant something more than her thinking I’d be a good teacher.

      I sat with a fake smile on my face. If I was on the verge of taking over the world and somebody caused my plan to come crashing down around me I’d be embarking on a world class villainous rant the likes of which you’d never seen before, but a romantic failure was unfamiliar territory. I didn’t know how to react.

      So I smiled the same fake smile I used for the news crews when Fialux was carting me off to the police station or wherever she was taking me after defeating me. It was a smile I’d had to spend a night perfecting in front of the mirror when I went from winning every time I implemented a plan to losing every time Fialux showed up.

      As the conversation wore on I guess it went from voice to video which seemed to add a layer of rudeness, but she’d obviously long since stopped caring about rudeness.

      As it went on she got a vacant look in her eyes and sat slack-jawed, her food forgotten, making the occasional grunt in response to whatever this guy was telling her. I finished my own food and she was still on the phone. I stood and she didn’t acknowledge it.

      With a shrug I took my food tray over to a conveyor belt and turned to leave. On my way out I passed by the table and she was still sitting there staring at her phone with a vacant expression on her face, and her food sitting cold in front of her.

      Something about the way she looked tickled something in the back of my mind, but I couldn’t say what it was.

      Whatever. If she wanted to forget her food because she was so busy talking to her boy toy then that was her business. I needed to get back to my office so I could start planning new tricks for getting her to reveal herself.

      I needed to remember that I was here on business. Not to make eyes at the pretty college girl who might be the most stunning heroine to hit this city in years.

      Yeah, mama needed to get to work.
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      Yea, it was time to get down to business. The only problem with that deceptively simple and oblivious plan? Nothing would draw her out and the class became pure torture as the semester wore on.

      Every day I’d demonstrate some new and devious method to try and get Fialux to reveal herself, and every day Selena Solare just sat halfway up the bleacher seats and stared at me with a smile on her face as though she was enjoying the show, but she never did anything that would reveal she was actually a super heroine in disguise.

      No jumping out and stopping one of my killer robots, or swooping down at the last moment to save somebody when I opened a portal directly under them into the caldera of an active volcano while they were suspended via the glories of antigravity.

      And saved from the oft forgotten dangers of convection thanks to not opening the portal completely.

      She refused to act. No, every time I had to save them at the last minute. Every time I was the one who blinked, and it was infuriating.

      It was almost enough to make me think she wasn’t who I thought she was. Almost.

      Of course if that was all I had to contend with I’d consider myself lucky, but no, that wasn’t all miss Selena Solare threw at me.

      Every day after class she stopped by my desk to engage in chitchat. Every day she said something that just crossed the line. Something that made me think she was flirting. Something that made me wonder if she was thinking of me as a professor or as her arch nemesis in disguise.

      Assuming she knew who I really was. The jury was still out on that one.

      Not that she’d probably even think of me as her arch nemesis even if she did suspect my true identity. I was starting to wonder if she even remembered who Night Terror was. I was starting to seriously wonder if the rest of the world remembered who Night Terror was.

      Other villains came and went, and I watched them on the nightly news, but there was no Night Terror out there getting her face on the Starlight City News Network because I was cooped up grading papers or working late in my office at the university trying to come up with a new diabolical plan to get Fialux to reveal herself.

      Mostly I was coming up with new diabolical plans. Trying to come up with new diabolical plans. So far I’d only been able to settle on the one which made me wonder if I was losing my edge.

      CORVAC did most of the actual grading. Sure he bitched about doing it, but I’d pointed out that it took him a fraction of a second where it would take me all night.

      I told myself it’d all be worth it. It would be worth the trouble, worth the brief Night Terror hiatus the city was enjoying, when I finally caught Fialux in my web.

      At that point I’d either rule the city via being Fialux’s new main squeeze, or I’d rule the city because I’d finally captured her and added her to the vast collection of heroic souvenirs I kept buried deep in my lair.

      In suspended animation or something. I’m not that heartless. I figured that was a lot more likely than ruling the city as villain and subservient hero.

      Even if she kept getting my hopes up with that flirtation every day. It was pure torture. Even more so because every day she got interrupted by that damned phone in the same way she’d been interrupted in the dining hall at the beginning of the semester.

      It was always the same routine. She talked to me for a few minutes after class and her phone started ringing. Invariably she picked it up, swiped, answered, and talked or a few minutes. I could set my watch by how long it took for her to switch to voice chat.

      Her face always went slack-jawed as whatever the person on the other end of the line was telling her suddenly became far more important than whatever flirting she’d been doing with me.

      That annoyance, that craziness, might explain why, in a fit of pique, I decided to do away with little miss nice villainess. It was time to break out the big guns, or rather get rid of the guns entirely. It was time to stop with nice things like a cloud of nanobots that could disassemble living flesh or inanimate objects with a speed that made piranhas seem like carnivorous sloths in comparison. No more primitive artificial intelligences just on the verge of gaining sentience attached to miniguns loaded with foam darts so no one would actually get hurt when they inevitably gained sapience and decided to turn on their human masters during the convenient time frame of my class.

      I’d demonstrated ways for normals to survive every moderately nasty trick in my repertoire and it did nothing. So in desperation I decided to be more direct with a demonstration of beam weapons which was moving into the slightly more than moderately nasty trick category.

      If that didn’t work I still had a few really nasty tricks up my sleeve. The kind of stuff that even I never broke out because it brought out the specter of escalation which was never good for business.

      I started by setting up a cement block roughly as tall as a man at one end of the room. I stood on the other end of the lecture hall with another prototype beam weapon never before seen outside my test lab, pointed, and let loose with a blast of pure high energy light.

      Sure using something like this always raised the danger that Dr. Laura would find out about it and copy the design, but that was a risk I was willing to take in service of getting her to admit who the hell she was.

      I swiped the rod quickly and the cement block that had been one giant cement block just moments before split and became two cement blocks. I turned to the class.

      "This is a beam weapon. Beam weapons operate on one simple principle. You cannot outrun the speed of light."

      I gestured for one of the students sitting in the front row to come down and stand next to the cement blocks. He hesitated, glancing around the room as though hoping somebody might come to his rescue, but no one said anything. No one wanted to put themselves in the firing line if this unlucky bastard was next up.

      Miss Solare certainly made no move to stop me. The poor increasingly sweaty bastard moved in front of the bisected block and stood there quaking in his shoes as I pointed the rod at him.

      I glanced up to where Fialux/Miss Solare sat with her arms crossed, but still she did nothing. I shrugged. If this wasn't going to draw her out then I was running out of ideas.

      I pressed a button on the rod and another blast of light, this one far less high energy, lanced out and hit the kid. He screamed in terror, and then he screamed in relief as he ran his hands down his middle and realized that he was still in one piece.

      "What's the number one lesson I've drilled into you so far?"

      "Get out of the way," the class recited back at me in singsong unison.

      "Exactly," I said. "And what did our terrified friend who has now wet his pants not do?"

      "Get out of the way."

      "Also right. Only in this case getting out of the way is trickier. The problem with beam weapons is the light travels at, well, the speed of light. You aren't outrunning that unless maybe you're that new Fialux chick that’s been causing so much trouble for the honest villains in this city lately."

      The class murmured. Most of the tricks I'd shown them had a way of escaping that at least gave a fifty/fifty chance of survival. This was the first super weapon I'd shown them where that fifty/fifty chance went down to zero.

      Time to give them a little hope.

      "So what do you do?”

      They looked around. As always no answers were forthcoming. Not that I was surprised at this point. It was a miracle any young journalists survived long enough to become old journalists. The newsrooms around here must all hire their gruff rapid talking senior editors from other cities.

      “Right. As always I will spoon feed you the answer. If you see somebody using a beam weapon, you get the hell out of the way the instant you see it pointing at you."

      The demonstration continued in much the same vein. I went over the various types of beam weapons they were likely to run into while they were running straight into the middle of a super powered war zone.

      At no point did Selena make any move to save anyone, though I didn’t really expect her to after the first demonstration failed to draw her out and it was clear I wasn’t going to actually hurt anyone.

      Then again it’d probably been clear I wasn’t going to actually hurt anyone after the second day when I hadn’t vaporized anyone.

      I was starting to wonder if I was making a serious mistake and wasting my time at the university. I was starting to dread the prospect of going undercover at SCNN which was the second most likely place for Fialux to be lurking given the Roth connection.

      Not to mention I’d be leaving the intoxicating Miss Solare behind.

      Speaking of. After class a familiar perfume wafted across my desk. I looked up from the paper I was pretending to grade while waiting for Selena to stop by and smiled at her.

      This was the best damn part of the day.

      “Miss Solare,” I said.

      “I’ve told you, you can just call me Selena,” she said.

      “And what did you think of today’s demonstration Selena?” I asked.

      “Very impressive! I’d never think of trying to dodge a beam weapon like that.”

      Of course she wouldn’t think of dodging a beam weapon because she didn’t have to. All she had to do was let the damned thing smack into her invulnerable hide, or if she was feeling particularly showy she could make a big display of holding out her hand and absorbing the beam weapon with her hand as she walked towards whatever poor son-of-a-bitch was trying to defeat her with it.

      I didn’t say that, despite how therapeutic it’d be. I just thought it and smiled at her.

      “So do you have any plans after class? I was thinking…”

      I never did find out what she was thinking. The hope that had been rising in me as she mentioned plans after class was dashed by the sound of her damned ringtone echoing through the empty lecture hall.

      I’d been leaning forward in my chair anticipating her next words, hoping but never quite daring to dream that she might be asking me to lunch or something, but I crashed back into my chair, and reality, at the sound of her phone.

      “Sorry, one second,” she said.

      I waved a hand. One second would turn into several minutes if every other phone call she got at the end of class was any indication.

      Sure enough she picked it up, put it to her ear, and then she was gone. It took about half a minute for her to get to the video chat phase, and once again her expression tickled something in the back of my mind.

      I shook my head to get out of my funk. Whatever. I had far more important things to worry about than how ridiculous she looked when she was talking to her stupid boyfriend.

      Like how I was going to prove definitively that she was Fialux. I’m not sure why I didn’t just use the stasis field on her now and get it over with. She was distracted enough, but she was also on the phone which meant there was someone out there who would know something was wrong and potentially call the authorities.

      Or maybe it was because I was starting to enjoy our little conversations after class every day. However brief they were before her phone started ringing.

      No, that wasn’t it. I just wanted to be sure I wasn’t blasting some poor innocent college girl who may or may not also be moonlighting as a hero. My strict rules about collateral damage were yet another reason I was being so cautious.

      I definitely wasn’t hanging around because the five minutes of flirting we got in after class kept me going for the rest of the day. I definitely wasn’t capturing first and asking questions later because she was so damn cute in those tight shirts and tighter shorts and…

      No. Definitely not. I had plenty of good reasons that had nothing to do with my deep and abiding attraction to this woman.

      I packed my prototype blaster in my bag and started up the stairs towards the exit. I learned early in the semester that there was no point trying to talk to Selena once she started on her phone, and I had to get to a nice private spot with no witnesses before I could teleport up to my office and then off campus entirely.

      I sighed at the top of the lecture hall stairs and looked down at Selena. I’d pulled out all the small and moderately sized guns. There was nothing for it. I was going to have to pull out the really nasty stuff for class next week.
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      I didn’t want to bring out the big guns, but she left me with no choice. So at the start of the next class I fished inside my desk and pulled out a small orb.

      I let go and it floated into the air. Up into the middle of the room where a red light started to run around its equator.

      “Does anybody know what this is?” I asked.

      Blank looks. Of course. I shook my head. I figured at least some of them would have tried to hazard an answer at this point, but apparently I’d stumped them with this one.

      Some were looking up inquisitively, others were staring up in terror as though they were wondering what fresh hell Professor Terror was bringing to the classroom today.

      I smiled. Hell certainly had come to the classroom.

      Also, Professor Terror? I really liked the sound of that.

      “What you see floating before you is a wide area matter dispersal bomb.”

      I paused to let that sink in. To enjoy the pregnant silence that settled on the room. To wait for the inevitable gasps as they realized what fresh doom was floating just above their heads.

      Blank looks again. Damn it. I shook my head.

      It really was my fault, after all, expecting a room full of journalism majors to understand regular science let alone the super science required to realize exactly why every single one of them should be soiling their drawers right now.

      “It’s an offshoot of teleportation technology. A rather nasty offshoot of teleportation technology, I might add. Most teleporters work on the principle of taking matter, scrambling it down to its constituent atomic parts, transmitting those constituent parts, and reconstituting them at a new location,” I said.

      I figured I needed to start at the most basic level even though most of this room looked like the type to watch enough science fiction to know what a teleporter was.

      Only science fiction became science reality when Night Terror was in the room.

      “This little device works on a similar principle, except it skips the second part about reconstituting everything at a new location. Saves a hell of a lot of power that way too. No, instead this takes every piece of matter in a given area and just disperses it on the wind. Reduces it to its atomic constituents and then sends it floating everywhere and nowhere.”

      They were starting to get the idea. Some of the more terror-prone students, and there were a lot more today after all my demonstrations than there were at the beginning of the semester thank you very much, were starting to glance nervously towards the door.

      Especially the idiots in the back who seemed to think that a few rows of stadium seating would be enough to save them from yours truly.

      Amateur hour. And it really galled because of how much I’d taught them. How much I thought I taught them.

      I knew this was an intro survey course that a bunch of checked out seniors took on their way out, but seriously. This could save their life and they were sneaking glances at their phones under their desks?

      No wonder the mortality rate for recent graduates from the journalism program was so high at this school.

      On the bright side it meant the school boasted the highest employment numbers for a journalism program anywhere in the country considering dead students couldn’t technically be employed anywhere.

      “You might want to put the phones down for this one kiddos. I’ve set this particular wide area matter dispersal bomb to go off within the confines of this room,” I paused for a moment to let that one sink in. At least something was starting to sink in for a change. “Why would I do that, class?”

      The real answer was that I was trying to lure out a superhero. I was trying to flush a goddess out from the sea of normals she was hiding in.

      Though I didn’t expect anybody in the room to get that answer. Except maybe Fialux herself.

      I wasn’t even sure if she suspected my game yet, or if she still just thought I was a good teacher. If any of them did guess that answer they’d get an A for the semester right on the spot.

      A guy in the front row raised his hand. “To teach us how to escape it?”

      “No, I’m afraid that’s not it,” I said.

      I pressed my hands together behind my back and smiled, relishing the moment. “I’m afraid there is absolutely no escaping this one. It’s just like the speed of light, only worse. It could go off and you wouldn’t even know it was there as opposed to a laser weapon where you at least have a chance of seeing somebody pointing the damn thing at you before you die.”

      “So what’s the point?” That was from a cute blonde girl about halfway up.

      “The point of these last few demonstrations before your finals is to prove a point, and that point I’m proving is there are going to be times when you go out there in the world, when you try to gather information, when you try to cover the big story and despite what you do, no matter how good your training is, that big story might kill you without realizing you were ever there. You are subject to the capricious whims of gods and goddesses fighting around you. You could be squashed like an insect in an instant, your atoms dispersed to the winds, and neither you nor the hero or villain who killed you might ever know. The only thing that would remain is a nice little engraved nameplate on the Starlight City News Network memorial wall. A wall, I might add, that they had to recently expand for the fifth time since they built the thing twenty years ago because it keeps filling up. Seriously. Those wall panels are ten foot by ten foot. You can fit a lot of names on those things.”

      I paused. This was one of the greatest villain monologues I think I’d ever delivered and no one realized that’s what it was. They all thought it was career advice.

      “That sounds like a pretty depressing point,” someone muttered in the front row.

      “Exactly my point,” I said. “This is a dangerous business, and you’re going to get paid pennies on the dollar considering the danger you’re putting yourselves in covering these stories. As you get ready to embark on this career, as you get ready to finish this program, you need to seriously ask yourself if it’s worth it.”

      I couldn’t tell you exactly when I’d transitioned from using this class as an opportunity to get in a few not so subtle digs at anybody who decided to go into writing as their chosen profession to actually caring about my students.

      Don’t get me wrong. I still thought they were a bunch of shiftless lazy good for nothing slackers who went with an easy major that allowed for a busy partying schedule in addition to setting them up for a horrible career choice. The suckers were also paying a crap load of money to the University for the privilege of making that horrible career choice, but at the same time I didn’t want to see them smashed by some villain who had fewer scruples than I did about collateral damage.

      Especially considering the very literal meat grinder most of them would be fed into after graduating when they started looking for entry-level jobs at the local news outlets in Starlight City.

      Of course even if I did care, I hadn’t forgotten my original purpose for being here. Even if we did share lingering glances after class, I hadn’t forgotten that my ultimate goal was to get Fialux to reveal herself so I could test out my anti-Newtonian stasis field on a non-mobile goddess. To try and capture her so we could sit down and have a talk about all those lingering glances she’d been giving me over the semester.

      About what the hell it meant that she went from flirting with me to talking on the phone with this mysterious boyfriend and forgetting all about me every time she answered her phone. What the hell was up with that?

      It was driving me insane, and if it turned out that it was all a big tease, that it was all part of some naughty professor fantasy, and it turned out that she was Fialux… Well let’s just say I was going to have a difficult time not testing out whether or not my matter dispersal bomb worked on her invulnerable hide.

      But for now I had a part to play. I held up a remote and pointed it towards the matter dispersal bomb.

      “This particular matter dispersal bomb was designed with a red light that travels around the center to show you how close it is to detonating. The faster the light moves around that band, the closer we all are to being completely obliterated. By the time it becomes a solid line you know you only have a few moments to make peace with whatever higher power you happen to believe in.

      I glanced up at the bomb. It was going at a good pace now, but nowhere near a solid line.

      “Whoever designed the thing obviously had a sense of style,” I said.

      Of course I was tooting my own horn since I was the one who designed the damned thing in the first place.

      I’d always been a firm believer that if I was going to go to the trouble of inventing a piece of technology that was decades or centuries beyond anything available to humanity currently then I was going to do it with style.

      I was particularly fond of that red light moving around the equator of the orb. I thought it had a nice retro look to it. A look that said this particular piece of technology had broken free from its human masters and was coming for you.

      I’m not sure why a moving red light gave me that feeling, but there it was.

      Now time for a performance that would make those idiots over in the drama department go wild. Theatricality was the key to any good villainy career, and it was time for a command performance.

      I held the remote up and clicked at the orb. I made sure to make the movement clear. Only the light kept swirling around the center. I made the clicking motion again, and the light kept moving faster and faster.

      Students started to shuffle and glance around nervously. Even the ones who’d realized no one had actually gotten hurt so far and they were probably safe enough.

      That was probably part of what kept Fialux hidden for so long too, damn it. Some started to look longingly towards the exits and a couple near the back quietly started gathering their things and moving out those doors.

      I scrunched up my face and made a show of inspecting the remote. I even smacked it a couple of times as though it was an unruly animal and not a piece of highly advanced technology.

      Why people thought beating a piece of highly advanced technology would make it work was beyond me, but I’d use the old stereotype for this demonstration.

      The actual shut off command was keyed to my voice anyways. I wasn’t going to leave anything up to chance. Including the chance one of the idiots in this class might do something stupid like grab the remote out of my hands and try to turn the thing off of themselves leaving all of us screwed.

      Time to lay it on thick. I smacked it one last time. “Weird, they told me the button could stick but it always came undone after a few smacks…”

      That was enough to set off screaming near the front of the room. People started scrambling over chairs and panic was definitely setting in. I would’ve laughed if I didn’t know it would give away the game.

      Instead I continued staring at the remote as though it was an interesting puzzle and not the key to a device that was very shortly going to annihilate all life in this room, excepting perhaps Fialux since I wasn’t exactly sure how this particular weapon would work against her.

      Oh and me. I wouldn’t step foot into a room without wearing my molecular descrambler scrambler. I was serious when I said these things could kill a person and they’d never know it, so I figured it was safer to have safeties built in just the same as I had safeties to guard against mind control and random bullets flying at me or making the laws of physics my bitch when I suffered rapid deceleration or took a heavy hit.

      I put my hands on my hips as though I was more exasperated than scared. I glared at the matter dispersal bomb. I glanced up into the seats where Selena was tapping a pencil against her desk and looking down at me with the corner of her mouth turned up in a half smile.

      Definitely not the panicked reaction I saw from everyone else in the room. Whether that was because she knew this was a put on or because she thought I wasn’t serious like every other time was beyond me, but it was infuriating how she was sitting there acting exactly how I’d expect Fialux to act.

      I knew what she was doing. Trying to psych me out acting like she didn’t care about a bomb that would off mere mortals. Annoying me by not giving away that she was Fialux by flying the bomb away from everyone else.

      She was a cool customer. I hated it.
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      I sighed. My shoulders slumped. It looked like once again Fialux had won. Just like she’d won every round so far, assuming that Fialux and Selena Solare were the same person.

      I’d really hate to go up against her in a game of poker.

      I threw the remote to the ground and it shattered into pieces. People cried out at that, but it’s not like it mattered since the thing was keyed to my voice and the remote was just a hunk of plastic with a big shiny red button in the middle.

      I’ve already mentioned how much I loved big shiny red buttons.

      “Damn Applied Sciences Department and their useless crap!” I screamed.

      The rotating red light, almost a solid bar, immediately stopped and the thing floated down into my outstretched hand. That’s right, come to mommy.

      Everybody stared. Some breathed sighs of relief. Some put away various religious talismans they’d brought out. Others looked like they’d finally gotten around to soiling their pants and were trying to figure out a way to get the hell out of the room without letting everybody else know about the situation downstairs.

      And if I didn’t miss my guess there was at least one couple in the back of the room bouncing away. Apparently they’d decided if they were going out then they were going to go out with a bang, as it were. Their sudden deliverance didn’t stop their enthusiasm or the bouncing, not that anyone else was paying attention since they were so busy coming to their own realizations that they weren’t about to die.

      Only one person was sitting looking completely and utterly calm.

      Selena Solare.

      Damn her.

      “Well, that was fun. Now we should probably talk about your midterm paper!”

      A couple of people near the back of the room fainted outright. I smiled. I still had it.

      The stress of thinking they were about to die was bad enough. Thinking they were about to die and bringing up a massive midterm paper that was worth a healthy chunk of their grade?

      Well it was no wonder that overwhelmed a few unfortunate souls.

      The ones who didn’t faint didn’t do much better. A collective groan rose from the class but I held up a hand with a smile.

      "You'll be happy to hear that we won't be doing a test for your midterms," I said.

      Immediately the angry muttering turned to more upbeat muttering.

      "Instead, you will write a ten page paper elaborating on a situation where there would have been far less destruction if the hero hadn't intervened in whatever the alleged villain was planning."

      The muttering turned angry again. I remembered well from my time in college that the only thing worse than having to study for an exam was being forced to write a paper. And ten pages was pretty long as far as undergrad intro level courses went.

      Even if this was an undergrad course mostly populated by lazy upperclassmen who hadn’t bothered to get this out of the way until they were on their way out.

      "If you have any questions you know what my office hours are," I said. I sat down at my desk and pretended to work while students filed out.

      It was such a familiar ritual at this point that I didn’t even have to look up to tell whose shadow was crossing my desk after most students had filed out.

      There was still a slight lingering smell in the room left behind by those unfortunate enough to actually have little accidents when they thought they were on death’s door. The custodial staff was going to have a field day with this lecture hall. I just hoped they’d be able to take care of the smell before the next class shuffled in.

      “You almost had me there,” she said.

      I looked up and smiled. She smiled back, and it was radiant. “I did?”

      She shook a finger at me as she grinned. “You did! For a minute there I really believed you’d lost control of that thing!”

      I returned the grin. “Who’s to say I didn’t?”

      “You didn’t,” she said. “I have complete and utter confidence in you and your abilities when it comes to this stuff.”

      Well that answered one question at least. She still thought I was a hyper competent university professor rather than an increasingly incompetent super villain in disguise.

      That was good I guess?

      “So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit today?”

      She bit her lip. God did she look so hot when she bit her lip like that. I was surprised her eyeglasses weren’t fogging up from the heat she was radiating. And it was getting late enough in the spring semester that she was starting to wear some outfits that radiated some serious heat, if you catch my meaning.

      She looked me up and down and a shiver ran down my spine. “Well it’s not for the usual reasons today.”

      “Oh? What is the reason?” I asked.

      I raised an eyebrow. This was interesting. I also felt butterflies dancing in my stomach. Was she going to say something? Was there finally going to be an end to the tension that had been building over the semester?

      “I have serious reservations about the midterm assignment you gave us.”

      Oh. So much for resolving tension. At least she bit her lip as she said it. That was something. I’d never get tired of her biting her lip like that.

      “Well I’d certainly be happy to discuss…”

      Her phone started ringing. Of course her phone started ringing. That damned phone started ringing every time things started to get good.

      Damn her boyfriend for monopolizing her time. I wanted to pull out my blaster and vaporize the thing, only that would definitely give me away.

      “Let me guess? Your boyfriend?”

      Selena looked at the screen and her face fell. She seemed to do that more and more every time she was interrupted.

      I was starting to have serious questions about this guy. Who was he that he could draw the attention of a living goddess away like that? Only she picked up the phone and swiped at the screen. Of course she was going to accept the call.

      She looked up to me and mouthed “sorry,” but I was having none of it this time. I leaned back in my chair, put my arms together behind my head. “Well if you have a problem with the assignment then now’s the time to talk about it. Just get rid of the person on the other end of that phone call.”

      It was a test more than anything. A test to see if she’d actually put the phone down.

      Like most people from her generation, heck, like most people from my generation considering I was only a few years older than her at best, she had an unbreakable attachment to her phone. Only with most people in class that unbreakable attachment manifested itself in the form of texting under their desk or browsing the Internet since it was a big lecture class and they probably figured it’s not like I was going to remember exactly who they were and dock their grade for it.

      Of course those students hadn’t counted on me recording every session and using facial recognition software to figure out exactly who was texting in class and by what percentage their grade should be docked. There were going to be some big surprises when the participation part of grades was added in.

      But I was getting distracted from what was important. Fialux, Selena, Miss Solare, whatever the hell her name was, was the only person I knew who was constantly distracted by the video function on her telephone. I opened my mouth to say something, to try and get her away, but she already had that vapid empty stare on her face. The one that told me she was deep in conversation with whoever this guy was on the other end.

      I sighed and leaned back into my chair. There was no helping it now. She was firmly in the thrall of her electronic god and nothing I could do would stop her. Nothing would get through to her.

      Noise off in the distance pulled my attention away from Selena and towards the massive windows that ran along one side of the lecture hall.

      Sirens. Coming from downtown which could be seen through those aforementioned massive windows. As I watched a massive explosion went off in the distance. Big enough that it rattled the windows.

      I briefly considered opening a feed to one of my drones but decided against it with Selena still in the room.

      She was acting odd now as well. I looked over to her and she’d stopped talking. She was looking out the window too, and as the sirens kept up their wail that blank stare started to disappear. Her face started to harden with resolve. Her arm dropped to her side, the phone still glowed but the call was forgotten.

      I sat forward. Now this was interesting. Finally something was breaking through whatever haze came over her when she took a phone call from this guy. I peered at the phone to try and get a closer look at his name but her thigh was blocking the screen. Damn it.

      Selena glanced at me and she was back entirely. A look of regret passed across her face, then the resolve was back.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go,” she said.

      I grinned despite myself. That was exactly the sort of thing I’d expect Fialux to say. Off to save the city and all that.

      Inside I was dancing with glee. I’d found a way to pull her attention away from that damned phone and all but proved that she was Fialux.

      She was moving towards the exit at top speed, faster even than the people scrambling away from the matter dispersal bomb earlier. Too fast for me to try the stasis field on her without alerting her that something was up, and there was still the pesky problem that I wasn’t absolutely certain she was Fialux. I needed to think fast.

      “Stop by my office hours if you want to talk about that paper!” I shouted.

      I didn’t know if she heard me or not. She was out the door and I was left alone in a massive lecture hall that was starting to smell more and more as the unfortunate aftereffects of my earlier demonstration wafted through the room.

      I hit a button and there was a bright flash as I teleported up to my office. I figured I could watch the show downtown from one of the drones while I waited for Fialux to take care of business there and hopefully head to office hours.

      I could only hope she’d heard me. Then maybe we’d finally get some one-on-one time with each other without her phone and this mysterious boyfriend interrupting.

      A girl could hope.
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      "Office hours" for me usually involved leaving behind a small transmitter tied to my wrist computer that I could use to determine whether or not someone was knocking on my door. From there it was a matter of quickly teleporting back to the university where I could impart my knowledge on the eagerly awaiting student.

      Only today I didn’t bother with any of that crap. I didn’t even bother going back to the lab. As soon as the door was shut behind me I flipped up the 3D display on my wrist computer and got ready to watch the show.

      My only regret was the university’s policy against popping popcorn in faculty lounges, because I had a feeling I was going to want some in a minute.

      “Do you have any drones up CORVAC?”

      “Of course mistress. I always have the drones up now when there is a high probability of Fialux making an appearance. Not that you would notice.”

      I decided to ignore that. Someone sounded like he was a little testy. He was probably annoyed that I’d been spending most of my time at the university rather than back in the lab working on his stupid giant death robot project.

      Well that could wait just a little longer. It’s not like a giant death robot chassis would do him any good as long as Fialux was a going concern anyways.

      The holodisplay resolved in place just in time for me to make out a caped figure hovering over the Thomas building. At first I thought it was Fialux, but upon zooming in I realized that couldn’t be the case.

      There was no way Fialux would be floating in that particular pose, as though she was looking down at an anthill she was about to smash, and there was definitely no way she’d be carrying a massive gun like that.

      “Could you zoom in on the piece CORVAC?”

      “Already identified it mistress,” CORVAC said. “It looks like a crude modification of one of your early designs. From the BFG9K series I believe.”

      “I thought it looked familiar, now the real question is how the hell did some random wannabe get ahold of that?”

      I thought back to that little scuffle in front of the Applied Sciences building. Particularly to all the potentially stolen tech that had been on display that night. Stuff that looked suspiciously like it had been lifted from some of my early designs.

      That couldn’t possibly be…

      No. It wouldn’t be here. She wouldn’t dare pull something like that, would she?

      The figure wavered and dropped about ten feet before reasserting themselves. I squinted again. That almost looked like the wild flailing of someone getting used to flying with antigravity units for the first time.

      That figure was definitely a she. She had a ponytail trailing out behind her and no cape. Also, she was totally having trouble floating in the air and dealing with her massive gun.

      See an example of one of the many reasons why I didn’t bother with massive guns. They might look impressive, but why bother when I could put the kind of of firepower that would have military appropriations spending in the billions to achieve into a miniaturized wrist blaster?

      It took a few tries to perfect it, and it definitely wasn’t the same sort of flying as the stuff the rocket jockeys used. Actually, this was the first villain other than me to use the antigrav stuff that I was aware of.

      No one else out there even knew the telltale signs. The news people were all talking about this newbie as though she was a knockoff of yours truly.

      My eyes narrowed at that. I didn’t like that. I didn’t like it one bit. The usual punishment for infringement on intellectual property was a nasty worded letter from some one of the rare liberal arts idiots who made something of themselves by selling their souls to become an attorney, but I preferred to deal with IP infringement by leveling a penalty of one vaporization for each instance of infringement.

      Seeing this person, woman now that I looked closer, out there in an obvious Night Terror knockoff was enough to make me want to fly out there myself and get started on the vaporizing.

      “Is that antigrav another copy of my stuff?” I asked.

      Best to be sure before I went and did something hasty I might regret later.

      “Hard to tell mistress,” CORVAC said. “I cannot get a clear reading on that tech in the same way I can the gun.”

      “But I’m the only one who’s supposed to have that tech,” I said.

      “Up until now I would have agreed with you,” CORVAC said.

      I tapped a finger against my lips. This wasn’t good. This wasn’t good at all. If someone was showing up using tech that only I had that meant either there was someone else out there who was as inventive as I was and who was capable of pulling together the resources needed to fund an operation similar to my own…

      Or somebody, somehow, was stealing my stuff. I’d like to say it was ego that told me that was the case, but honestly I just knew there was no one else out there who could come up with the stuff I came up with.

      My bad blood with the assholes over in the Applied Sciences department here at Starlight University was proof of that, and that bad blood was enough to give me a few ideas as to who was doing the stealing.

      The bastards. The real question was  how the hell did this obviously incompetent bag of slop get her hands on my stuff? Because looking at them the description “incompetent bag of slop” was starting to seem downright charitable.

      “We’re gonna have to figure that out,” I muttered.

      “Picking something up on the long range scanner mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I turned to a dot projected off in the distance glowing brightly and moving in fast. I smiled. That had to be her.

      “Our buddy Fialux?”

      “Affirmative mistress,” CORVAC said. “Either that or another alien from another world with impossible powers has arrived on the scene.”

      “CORVAC, that was almost a joke,” I said.

      “I’ll try not to make it a habit,” he said.

      After all that buildup the ultimate result was anticlimactic. The villain of the week was gesticulating wildly on screen, I didn’t have the sound turned up since the doors and walls in this building were ridiculously cheap and by extension ridiculously thin. The last thing I needed was for some balding ancient professor to stick his head in and see me using the sort of technology that would give me away.

      Fialux appeared on screen with her cape trailing behind her. The villain seemed to notice, I could imagine the noise the pressure wave traveling in front of her was making even if I couldn’t turn up the volume enough to hear it, and started firing indiscriminately.

      I shook my head as blasts slammed into buildings and sent chunks of concrete, steel, and glass raining down on the streets below.

      Amateur hour. I might cause some damage, but it was always with a purpose or in defense of my life. Right behind the no collateral damage rule was no nonessential property damage.

      Public opinion turned against you pretty damn quick when you did that, but apparently this lady never got the memo.

      I’d obviously been away for too long if this was the sort of trash that was crawling out of the woodwork. This never would’ve happened when I was running the show. This city deserved a better class of villain.

      Of course firing indiscriminately into architecture was also counterproductive in that it didn’t do anything to stop the hero barreling towards the villain in question. That became painfully obvious when a green blur flashed across the screen and the amateur was gone, futuristic stolen gun design and all.

      “Well that was anticlimactic,” I said.

      “Indeed mistress,” CORVAC replied.

      “So much for her coming to office hours,” I muttered.

      “What was that mistress?”

      “Nothing CORVAC. Just observing that even the great Fialux can’t be in two places at once.”

      “So will you be returning to the lab?”

      “Yeah, I’ll teleport over in a minute.”

      Nobody had actually bothered to take me up on my office hours since I started this new position anyways. I don’t know why I was expecting anything different. If Selena was Fialux then she was off dropping that poor hapless wannabe off at the police station or something right now, not…

      There was a knock on the door. I looked up. That never happened.

      I opened the door and my eyes widened in surprise. Either I was wrong about Fialux’s secret identity or that super speed was way faster than I thought.

      I wondered what had happened to the villain of the week considering Fialux got here so fast, but decided I didn’t really care as long as she was here.

      Assuming Selena was Fialux and her arriving so soon after Fialux took out a villain wasn’t just a major coincidence.
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      I quickly moved my wrist behind my back so the computer wasn't obvious as none other than Selena Solare stepped through looking absolutely radiant in the standard warm weather college girl uniform of a tight fitting tank top and an even tighter fitting pair of shorts. If she was Fialux, and I was starting to seriously question that hypothesis, then she’d changed back into her civvies pretty damn fast.

      Then again it she already had abilities like flight, super speed, and impossible strength so was it really all that odd to think she could also top that ability list off with a super fast change of clothes?

      The possibilities of maximizing time at the mall were mind boggling.

      I fought the urge to look her up and down. That wouldn't be appropriate for a professor. Even a phony baloney professor.

      "Miss Solare? What a surprise!” She had no idea how much of a surprise. “How can I help you?”

      "I can't do this midterm assignment," she said.

      I sat, still keeping my arm safely hidden behind the chair and hoping the rumors that she had some sort of x-ray vision weren't true.

      Partly because I didn't want her to glance through me and see the wrist computer, but mostly because I'd probably gotten dosed with way more than the recommended annual limit of radiation if she actually had that power.

      If she did have x-ray vision I could only hope the chair I was in had a lead lining under the cheap plastic cushioning. Not likely given my recent luck.

      Sure I had a chamber back at the lab that took care of excess rads, occupational hazard in a job like mine, but it was wasted time and I hated wasted time.

      I leaned back in my chair and shrugged. "That's fine."

      She smiled. "Really?"

      "Sure," I said waving a hand in the air. "If you don't want to do the assignment then you don’t have to do the assignment. And if I don’t want to give you a passing grade on your midterm I don't have to give you a passing grade on your midterm."

      "But it's not a fair assignment," she said.

      Selena leaned forward and gripped the other chair I kept in my tiny cramped office, this one for students to sit in. The phantom students who never actually materialized. Until today.

      I wasn’t sure if the lack of students was because my class was mostly upperclassmen who were already checked out, because I spent the better part of every class period threatening to kill those upperclassmen before they got out, or if it was just good old fashioned college student apathy.

      Either way it’d made for some peaceful office hours. Until now.

      "Why isn't it fair?"

      "Fialux is a force for good in this world," she said, her teeth clenched together.

      I arched an eyebrow. That was promising. The assignment was about heroes in general screwing things up by getting in the middle of a good old fashioned villainous plan. She was the one who jumped to Fialux.

      "Is she? Because all I see is a spoiled brat preventing humanity from getting on with its business," I said.

      Selena’s knuckles turned white as she gripped that cheap wood chair. Interesting. That was the first reaction beyond a smarmy smile I’d gotten from her since I started this charade.

      I managed to slip off my wrist computer and regretted doing so even as relief washed through me. The last thing I wanted was to push her buttons to the point that she revealed herself in this cramped office when I had no way of escaping and none of my toys around to help, but at the same time she was a lot less likely to go after me if I didn't have that protection out where she could see it and realize who I was.

      "Fialux stands for all that’s right in the world. Against any who would subjugate humanity," she said.

      I shrugged again. "Humans have been subjugating other humans for a long time Selena, and we somehow got on just fine without some magical space alien hero coming down and saving us. In fact, I'd say there's more damage done to society by Fialux swooping in to save the day than would happen if things were left to play out. At least that way we get to learn. To grow as a species. With Fialux all we have is stagnation and a super powered babysitter to handle all of civilization's major problems."

      I knew somebody with any grounding in logic or history could probably throw back most of what I was saying in my face with relative ease, but I also figured I was dealing with a college student. A college student in the journalism program, no less, and considering the state of modern journalism that meant she probably hadn’t learned enough proper critical thinking to be able to parse my statements well enough to realize they were concentrated bullshit clearly designed to get her to fly off the handle. Literally.

      "That's not true!"

      I felt heat rising in me as she shouted. Come into my office and shout at me like that? Who did she think she was?

      Well, I knew who I thought she was even if she didn't know I thought I knew who she was, but that was no excuse for her to be disrespectful to a professor. I shot up from my chair and leaned forward until my face was inches from hers.

      "It doesn't matter if it's not true! What matters is that you, a college student, can look at something from an outside point of view and at least understand that point of view even if you don't agree with it!"

      I was so close that I realized if I leaned in another inch I'd be pressing my lips against hers. I glanced down. It looked like she was wearing some sort of lip gloss that made her lips shine and look oh so deliciously plump.

      Damn it. Now I was not only holding back from getting in a shouting match, but I was also resisting the urge to plant a firm kiss on her.

      And the smell. A combination of shampoo, lotion, and probably the smell from that lip gloss. Either she’d also found time to take a shower at super speed or her alien physique got rid of heat through some mechanism other than sweating.

      Either way she was absolutely enchanting and intoxicating. Coupled with that outfit she was wearing, and the way her tank top was falling down, she was driving me crazy.

      Selena blinked and I saw her own eyes dart down for just a moment, running over my body. That glance sent another thrill running through me.

      Was she actually checking me out? I half expected her phone to ring and ruin the moment again, but it didn’t. I half expected her to lean forward and kiss me, but damn it she didn’t.

      What would I do if she leaned forward and kissed me? I realized I wanted nothing more than to find out what I’d do.

      Only it wasn't to be.

      Selena blinked and shook her head as though she was trying to clear it of something. Then she looked at me and the animosity was there again, though not as strong as before.

      She smiled and suddenly the flirtatious Selena was back. Not that I minded flirtatious Selena, but I was a little disappointed. All that work to get some sort of proof she was Fialux, I was so close, and then she regains control just like that!

      I wanted angry Selena. I wanted the Selena who was leaning in close and looked like she was about to lose control.

      "I'm sorry," she said.

      Now it was my turn to blink. What was she on about?

      "You're sorry?"

      "You're right, of course. I should be open to new ideas and new ways of thinking even if I disagree with them. That's part of what it is to be human, right?”

      Another tantalizing hint. In my experience only aliens talked about humanity from an outsider point of view like that. They seriously spoke in sentences that sounded like bad dialogue from old episodes of Star Trek.

      Mostly because a lot of them spent time boning up on earth culture from broadcasts before they came down here and Star Trek was always a favorite for some reason. And to be fair it’s not like I’d found more than a couple of aliens in disguise and sent them packing with a message to their superiors that this world was protected with a vengeance, but still.

      Not that I was going to point out that she was going on about strange “hu-mon” emotions. Not quite yet.

      "If you ask me being human means being free to make stupid mistakes," I said. "But that's just based on my observation of the species."

      Miss Selena Solare smiled and looked me up and down again. I felt a chill run down my spine as her eyes ran across my body.

      Sure, I was wearing a frumpy professor's outfit, I was a firm believer in dressing the part even if it made me look like an idiot, but judging by the way she licked her lips she was enjoying what she saw.

      Which only served to thoroughly confuse me considering the way she acted whenever she got a phone call after class. Was she interested in me or was she in the thrall of whoever it was that kept calling her?

      "Stupid mistakes, huh?" she said.

      I was painfully aware of just how close we were. I'd never had the TA and the naughty student fantasy when I was in grad school, but I have to admit I was suddenly very aware of the merits of that particular fantasy with her face just inches from my own and the charged emotion from our shouting match quickly shifting from anger to something else. Something different.

      Something sexy as hell.

      "Mistakes like this?"

      My heart stopped as her eyes closed and her lips pressed against mine. My eyebrows shot up so fast I was surprised they didn't break the gravitational pull of the earth and go straight into orbit.

      My eyes widened to saucers, and then beyond that to some other round shaped object that's bigger than a saucer but I was never all that good in English class so just put your own simile here. I felt weak in the knees. I felt a bolt of pleasure like lightning from the heavens, like an atomic explosion, warm my entire body.

      Then I was concentrating on the feeling of the kiss. If her lips looked soft, if that lip gloss looked inviting and tasty, well it was nothing compared to the actual experience of feeling her pressed against me.

      The lip gloss felt slick, and there was definitely a cherry taste to it that added a delightful element to the kiss.

      I inhaled deeply as her mouth opened slightly and I responded in kind. The smell of some fruity shampoo on her hair floated across my mind. A vaguely coconut smelling lotion on her skin caught my fancy and added to the hotness. Skin I wanted to run my hands over. The taste of her lip gloss spread to my lips and then my tongue as her own tongue shot out from her mouth and licked along the tip of mine.

      My apologies, but you'll have to indulge me in a bit of cheesiness for a moment. I knew for sure at that moment that she had to be Fialux, she had to be an alien from another planet, because the feel of that kiss was out of this world.

      Okay, that's the only one. I promise.

      Then the contact between our lips was gone almost as quickly as it started. I stumbled back and nearly fell over my chair, I was so lightheaded.

      Fialux, Selena, whoever she was, stumbled back herself. Her own eyes were just as wide as mine had been a moment ago. She brought a hand to her forehead and blinked a couple of times, then shook her head as though trying to clear it.

      She looked at me and her eyes grew wide.

      "Oh shit," she said. "Oh shit, I'm so sorry…"

      I held up a hand to forestall her obvious worry, but it didn't do a thing to help. I was going to tell her it was okay. That it was more than okay. But I never got a chance.

      She stumbled back towards the door. "I'm so sorry. I don't know what came over me. I've never…"

      I never did find out what she'd never… Because a moment after she uttered those words the door flew open and she was out of my small office.

      The door slammed shut with so much force that the laptop sitting on my tiny desk nearly rattled off the edge. Dust flew from around the door frame where the cleaning people hadn't bothered to do their duties for decades. I heard a crunch and saw a crack run down the door.

      Well, she definitely gave that door a jolly good slam. I inspected the chair she'd been gripping when we were having our little argument. I'd grabbed the chair from an older professor’s office when I didn't think he was paying attention.

      He was tenured and so out of touch with reality at this point that the rare moments were when he was lucid rather than when he wasn't, so it wasn't exactly a difficult feat to get the chair from him. The thing was pretty solid construction, not at all like the tag board stuff that was a favorite of so many college students today.

      And yet despite the decidedly solid makeup of the chair there were ten indentations the top where Fialux had gripped it, white knuckled, while we were arguing.

      I smiled. No human with regular strength could leave those indentations. Proof. Tangible, concrete proof. Both that she was Fialux and she had a thing for me.

      I wasn’t sure which one made me happier. Either way, jackpot.

      I peered out into the hallway to make sure she was actually gone, then grabbed my wrist computer. “Oh CORVAC?”

      “Yes mistress?”

      “How’d you like to take the giant death robot chassis for a spin?”
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      I glanced at my watch and then back up to the students who were waiting expectantly. We were five minutes into class and I still hadn't said anything.

      I didn't have any demonstration planned today. Today's lesson would be far more practical than anything the class had seen up to this point.

      Damn it. What was taking CORVAC so long?

      I had to say something. It was time to wing it.

      "Good afternoon class," I said. "How are those papers coming along?"

      More muttering. A few glances, a few heated stares. Surprisingly the only person who wasn't glaring at me was Miss Solare.

      Instead she was hunched down near the back instead of her usual perch near the middle doing her best to examine the floor rather than pay attention to me. Apparently she was still a little worked up over our little encounter during my office hours last week.

      "Going that well, huh?"

      I slapped my hands together and glanced out the window. Damn, damn, damn! You were supposed to be on time, CORVAC.

      "Well I'm sure…"

      Sirens.

      Oh thank God. Or, more accurately, thank whatever higher power may have once brought life to this planet. I was pretty sure it wasn't a bearded guy in robes, but I still hadn't devised an experiment to figure out exactly who it was.

      Either way my Bible belt upbringing tended to creep in at the most inopportune of moments when I was really nervous, which accounted for my little slipup invocation.

      Immediately the entire class's attention was out the window where the sirens whined. They were the same old air raid sirens, or I guess around these parts it was more accurate to describe them as tornado sirens, that could be found anywhere in the world, but in Starlight City they meant only one thing.

      Something bad was about to go down, and it was usually some sort of villain causing the trouble.

      The sound of a distant explosion ripped through the room and the windows rattled. I heard a few students gasp, but I pretended not to care what was going on out there on the other side of the windows.

      It was time for my performance. This I did prepare for.

      "Class," I said adopting my best stern schoolmarm tone. "I'd appreciate it if you could pull your attention back to your studies. I'm sure whatever is going on out there is no concern of ours."

      "But Professor Terror!" One guy close to the windows said. "There's a giant robot attacking the city!"

      Another girl turned to stare at him. "That's not a giant robot. It's obviously some sort of alien attack. Look at how perfectly spherical the thing is."

      I smiled. Inside. Best not to give too much away. Yet.

      Good. So my deceptive camouflage was working. Sure I’d never planned to actually deploy the thing in the field since I figured the last thing CORVAC needed was access to a giant killing machine with armament that easily made him the second most powerful military in the world all by his onesies, right behind me of course, but I’d taken great care when designing CORVAC’S precious city destroyer robot to make sure the outward appearance had a design aesthetic that was sufficiently between "alien invasion" and "killer death robot" that there would be some doubt initially as to exactly who was destroying the city.

      Confusing my enemies was one of my favorite parts of this gig. It was almost as important to a long term villainy career as a good sense of theatricality and the ability to backup your theatricality with the deadliest weapons in the world and the intent to use them when necessary.

      Movement from the back of the room caught my eye. My inner smile turned to an inner grin, though I schooled my face to absolute stillness.

      I was so close. It wouldn't do to give up the game right when I was about to take the winning shot.

      I turned and my stern schoolmarm became ice. "And where do you think you're going, Miss Solare?"

      Selena froze as she made her way towards the door. She looked at the rest of the class staring out the windows transfixed. She was the only one making any move to leave. It made it easier for me to single her out.

      "The city is under attack!" she said.

      I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms. "So? Why is that any concern of ours?"

      God I was enjoying playing this game. She was off to rescue the city, but she had to play it off like she was afraid and trying to get someplace safe because hey, giant robot, what else would a normal mortal person do?

      And every moment she stood here bandying words with me was a moment she wasn't fighting off the killer death robot, only she couldn't just give up the game and tell me that because that would give away her secret identity.

      The twisted logic of the moment was convoluted and delicious.

      "That giant robot is going straight for downtown like always. Well away from the school," I said. "I see no reason to cancel class on that account. You all know what the university policy is on attacks on the city and this does not represent an impending threat to your student bodies as clearly laid out in that policy."

      Not that the robot would ever reach downtown, let alone taking a swerve to go through the university. I’d capture Fialux and be done with this before CORVAC had a chance to do some real damage. Before he had a chance to get too fond of that stupid robot and do something stupid like take a detour through campus or some other highly populated area.

      For an evil computer like CORVAC the shortest path between two points was the one that caused the most destruction, which had me nervous about letting this go on too long.

      Sure there was a handy regulator built into the thing to prevent him from doing just that, but I was also well aware how wily he was for a bucket of bolts. Every moment I spent here trying to get Fialux to reveal herself was a moment he could figure out a workaround and go hog wild.

      Not that I really thought he’d do that, but this plan felt riskier than some of the others I’d come up with lately.

      Selena stared down at me and her mouth worked silently for a moment as she searched for something, anything she could say that would get her out of the situation. Then I guess she decided that dealing with a giant death robot was more important than keeping her teacher happy, because she hefted her backpack and continued towards the exit.

      I took a moment to enjoy the view. She was wearing another pair of short jean shorts that were practically molded to her tanned body. The way her butt looked curved in those shorts was nothing short of amazing. And she had on a tank top that came up just enough to reveal her cute little belly button.

      No piercing, I'm sure she would've avoided that even though it was the fashion right now, because how do you explain to a tattoo artist that he can't pierce your belly button because your skin has the consistency of impenetrable tank armor?

      But even though I knew her skin could probably shrug off an atomic blast without any trouble, it still looked so smooth and amazing. My mind drifted back to the feel of her lips pressing against mine.

      Yes, godlike powers or no, alien or no, she definitely felt all woman when her body was close to mine. I shook my head and brought myself back to the moment. I had to concentrate on capturing her, not on watching the delicious way her body bounced in that tight outfit.

      "Miss Solare." I started after her as she walked towards the door. "Miss Solare!" I haven't cancelled class!"

      The large windows looking out over the city, thank goodness I'd had the foresight to use the mind control clicker to get this particular classroom with that particular view ahead of time, rattled as another explosion rocked the city.

      I frowned. That felt closer than it had any business being. Which meant CORVAC was deviating from the planned route or he was using way bigger weapons than he should’ve been breaking out considering the safeties I built in to keep him from doing that.

      I briefly wondered exactly where CORVAC was attacking. I'd given him strict instructions to stay away from populated areas and stick to some of the abandoned docks down at the wharf. I figured there was plenty of unoccupied stuff to blow up there.

      If he wasn’t sticking to the plan… but no. That was impossible. CORVAC hated deviating from a plan, even if he hated the plan. And there were the safeties to consider. They were foolproof.

      The problem with thinking something was foolproof was you were the one left looking like a fool if the ball dropped.

      No, he was probably just having a little fun and letting loose on an old abandoned fuel depot on the docks or something. I hadn't let him go to town on the city since the elevated train incident a couple of years back where he got carried away, but I still wondered if maybe he was taking his fun a little too seriously.

      But I couldn't do anything about that right now. What I could do something about was Miss Solare. Miss Fialux.

      I followed her into the hall. Completely deserted. Typical for this sort of situation. Usually when there was an attack on the city most people sought shelter in one of the many bomb shelters that had been mandated as part of city construction since it became obvious the place was going to be a playground for super powered beings of various provenance settling grudges and creating havoc for the insurance industry.

      Most students also tended to seek shelter in flagrant violation of official university policy about this sort of thing. Which was probably terribly pragmatic if you were a normal with no powers to speak of.

      Whatever. People violating university policy on missing class during an attack that wasn’t close to the university was perfectly fine with me.

      It meant more privacy for what I was about to do.
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      Selena looked over her shoulder and frowned. Clearly she wasn’t happy about being followed.

      "Go away!"

      The voice held all the command of a goddess who was used to getting her way. It was the kind of command that almost had me stopping in my tracks.

      Almost, but not quite. She was still the student and I was the professor. We were still playing those roles even if I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t going to last much longer.

      "Not until you explain why you think you can just leave class like that," I said.

      She kept walking. I briefly thought about getting out the device here, but no. There was always the chance someone would step out into the hallway, and it wouldn't do for all my plans to go awry because some stupid college jock saw me using my stasis field and decided to tackle me from behind.

      My plans had been ruined by far more stupid coincidences. This had to be perfect.

      "You don't understand," she said. "I have to go."

      "I think I understand perfectly," I said. "You're afraid of your feelings after that little incident in my office, and now you're running away from them."

      That definitely got her attention. Was I being entirely fair? Probably not. Bringing up something like that was dirty pool, but at the same time there was nothing in the evil supervillainess handbook that said you had to play nice.

      Selena turned and took a step towards me, a pleading look on her face. I almost felt bad for her. She glanced behind her towards a door I knew led to a stairwell since I'd scoped out this entire building during the planning phase.

      I'm sure she wanted nothing more than to hop into the stairwell, zip up to the roof, and go out to fight the giant death robot attacking the city. And yet she still stopped to talk to me.

      This was getting interesting.

      A jingle sounded in the empty hallway. Her phone. Damn it! Of all the times for that thing to go off!

      Then again why wouldn’t someone call her when there was a giant robot attacking the city? I was surprised her phone worked at all considering how jammed the cell towers usually got during an incident like this.

      Selena pulled out the phone and looked at it. Frowned. I stared with rapt attention. Was she going to answer it?

      A war of desires was clearly playing out in front of me. Her desire to save the city, her desire to talk to me, and her desire to answer her phone. Which would win? Two out of the three options worked for me.

      I saw that slack-jawed look start to cross her face, the look that said she was about to answer and launch into an endless call with this mysterious boyfriend of hers, but then there was a loud explosion off in the distance that rattled the building.

      Damn. CORVAC must’ve found a way around the safeties, and that wasn’t good. Unfortunately for the city and fortunately for CORVAC I was preoccupied by my master plan so he’d get to play for a little longer.

      That explosion got her attention though, so maybe it wasn’t all bad. The blank look disappeared from her face, her look firmed to one of determination, and she put the phone back in her pocket.

      She looked up. Locked eyes with me. I blinked. Was she actually choosing me for a change? I figured for sure her desire to save the city would win out. This was impossible, but it sent a warm feeling running through me as she spoke.

      "That's not it at all," she said.

      "Then what is it?"

      She took another step closer. And another. She was just as close to me now as we'd been in my office the day before, only now there was no fake wood chair in between us.

      I was painfully aware that she could snap me like a twig if she realized who I was and what my game was. I was painfully aware that all it would take was for one of us to lean forward and wrap our arms around the other and we would be in the middle of one of the most passionate embraces of my life.

      Both thoughts terrified me.

      "I don't know what it is about you," she said. "There's something about you. Something that draws me to you."

      I was so caught up in her words, so distracted by what she was saying, the feel of her body so close to mine, that I almost forgot my true purpose. I almost let her go down to that stairwell to fly out and destroy the death robot that I knew wouldn’t survive a single encounter with her anyways.

      Almost.

      I just hoped this worked. I hoped I was right about why the anti-Newtonian stasis field didn’t work correctly the first time I used it on Fialux.

      Obviously if she was already moving and in action when I activated the field there wasn't a snowball's chance in hell the field would be able to stand up to the kind of power she was throwing around. But I was about to seriously risk life and limb testing the thing in a live scenario when she was already a body at rest…

      Like she was right now staring up at me with the barest hint of moisture in her eyes. Begging me to let her go and save the city. The city that didn't actually need saving since CORVAC had strict orders to disappear as soon as I made the capture.

      Assuming the safeties were still working.

      Hey, I might know the giant death robot was a dud, but that didn't mean I wanted to waste all the work that went into it by risking some hero destroying it. Or the military getting in a lucky shot.

      It was bad enough that Dr. Laura was trying to steal my ideas. The last thing I needed were the idiots in the government getting their grubby paws on my stuff.

      Yet I couldn't help but feel something as I reached out with the stasis device. An odd feeling. Something I don't think I'd ever felt before, or at the very least an emotion that I'd thoroughly stomped down up until this moment.

      Guilt.

      I can't say that I liked what I was about to do. But work was work. There was still the risk of someone interrupting us since we were stuck in the middle of this deserted hallway, but I wasn’t going to get a better opportunity.

      It was now or never.

      "I'm sorry," I whispered.

      Selena raised her eyebrows in confusion. "Sorry? What are you talking about?"

      I activated the stasis field. It sprang up around her, the glow not quite so bright in the lighted hallway as it had been when I was fighting Fialux at night. I looked back up at her and a huge grin split my face.

      "I'm sorry I'm so fucking awesome!"

      Selena’s eyes went wide and joined her raised eyebrows. Immediately she started thrashing around, but I raised the field slightly so she was floating in the air and couldn't actually launch herself off of anything.

      Damn. That would've been embarrassing if I went to all the trouble of capturing her in the field and she was still able to push off the ground. She flailed more and more and the glow grew brighter and brighter.

      For a moment I worried that maybe the kind of power she was throwing around was still too much for the field, but even as it glowed brightly, turning blue and then purple, it stayed firmly in place.

      The field was working exactly as designed when she wasn’t already throwing her momentum around. I threw my head back and allowed myself a victorious cackle. It’d been way too long since I had occasion to let out a good victorious villain laugh.

      I lowered my chin and narrowed my eyes at Fialux. Because only Fialux could put out enough power to cause the field to blue shift like that.

      "Damn it feels good to be a villain," I said.

      "Who are you? Why are you doing this? The city is in danger!"

      "Oh, right. About that."

      I pulled my wrist band up to my mouth. I had the satisfaction of watching Fialux's eyes go as big as saucers as she saw the wristband. Oh yes. She recognized that.

      "CORVAC, call off the attack," I said.

      "But mistress, I'm almost to a populated area," CORVAC's metallic voice rang out of my wrist communicator.

      "I don't care. I've got the package and it's about to be delivered. Now shut down the bot and get back to base," I snapped.

      "You!" Fialux said.

      I sketched a brief bow and came back up with a grin. "I suppose it's time to do away with silly costumes, wouldn't you say?"

      I raised my blaster and fired at her once, twice. She didn't even flinch. The first blast knocked off her university logo shirt revealing the bright green skintight Fialux top underneath.

      Just as I suspected, the shirt didn't singe as I blasted it. Though I had to admit part of me was disappointed that it didn't blast away her clothes to reveal her fantastic body. Then again, I suppose she had to be ready for anything when she went out, which meant always being in uniform.

      Besides, that was the kind of distraction I did not need right about now.

      The second blast knocked away her deliciously tight jean shorts revealing the skirt she wore underneath. It looked slightly disheveled from being kept tight in those shorts. Obviously flying at high speeds was part of what kept it looking presentable.

      "I suppose I should let my hair down too," I said.

      And so I did just that. I hated that damn academic bun I'd forced myself to wear while I was teaching this course anyways. I reached up and my hair fell down across my shoulders.

      There, that was far more comfortable. I didn't turn the blaster on myself, but I did very carefully and meticulously unbutton my shirt and pants slipping out of them revealing my far more comfortable carbon fiber suit underneath.

      Yes, far more comfortable.

      I hit a button on the wrist controller and my mask materialized into place. My custom HUD sprang to life feeding me information and I felt one with the world again.

      I felt like I was walking around naked without my mask and the steady feed of information it brought me.

      I couldn't help but notice the way Fialux's eyes stared at me intently, anger there for sure, but something else as well as I disrobed. Admiration? Lust? I could hope.

      "I can't believe it Fialux," I said. " I finally have you in my clutches."

      "Even if you kill me there are others who will try and stop you," Fialux said.

      "Kill you?" I asked, arching an eyebrow. "Now what in the time we’ve spent together this semester makes you think I’d go and do a silly thing like kill you?"

      "Then what are you going to do?"

      I chuckled and reached out to attach a long range teleportation targeter to Fialux. I needed something to do because I honestly didn’t have a good answer for what I was going to do with her.

      The original plan had been to run some trials with that beam weapon I pilfered from Dr. Laura and find out what made Fialux tick, but somehow that felt wrong now. I also worried about what CORVAC might try when we had her safe in captivity.

      Honestly I was like the dog who caught the car. I never thought I’d get here and I didn’t have anything but the haziest plans on where to go here.

      Whatever. I’d think of something. I always did. Even if the plans running through my mind mostly involved pillow fights and staying up late talking and repeating that wonderful kiss and all sorts of other things that weren’t going to help me take over the world.

      Damn it.

      I didn’t have a plan, but she didn’t have to know that.

      "Oh Fialux, I have far more interesting things in store for you my dear."
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      Fialux looked so beautiful strung up in an antigravity field I'd placed in the lab for just this occasion. Coupled with the stasis field I was pretty sure there was no way she could escape until I was ready to let her escape.

      I hoped there was no way she could escape until I was ready to let her escape. Let’s just say it would be very awkward if I suddenly had a superpowered and very pissed off individual in the room with a hankering for destroying yours truly.

      It would be like having a wasp in the room but on super powered steroids, and that was saying something considering I’d nearly vaporized a good chunk of the volatile chemical lab the last time there was a wasp in the lab. It wasn’t my fault it landed on that vat of explosives right before I pulled that trigger.

      She stared daggers at me as I walked around her tapping my lips and trying to think about how best to broach the subject I so desperately wanted to broach.

      Damn. I felt as nervous as my first school dance so many years ago. I guess some feelings never changed no matter how old you were.

      "Would you like to prepare one of the elimination plans mistress? We could never tell if they would actually work before, but now that we have a live subject to experiment on…"

      "No, CORVAC."

      "But…"

      "CORVAC, I've seen her get hit point-blank with the most powerful weapons in my arsenal and shrug it off without any problem," I said. "I'm pretty sure none of the tricks you came up with are going to do jack squat."

      “But what about the Trinity protocol…”

      “You are not detonating a hydrogen bomb to try and destroy Fialux. Besides, we’d have to go to the trouble of stealing one and you know what a pain in the ass that is.”

      There was a pause. A pause that with a human would have been accompanied by a derisive sniff or some other indication of dissatisfaction. He knew just as well as I did that teleportation meant I could be the world’s third ranked atomic power in a matter of moments if I wanted it, but they were so old-fashioned and crude.

      As it was, CORVAC just let some of the monitors around the room pick up their beeping before his voice returned.

      "Fine, mistress," he said. If he was anything other than a computer I would have sworn he was pouting. "If you're going to be that way."

      "I am," I said. "And in fact I'd appreciate it if you could turn off your monitors in this room."

      "But mistress!"

      "I said leave the room CORVAC. Fialux and I have some talking to do."

      "Fine mistress," he said.

      All the electronic banks running around the room went dark. Just to be certain I pulled out my wrist blaster and hit a button to send out a very small, very localized electromagnetic pulse that would only take out the electronics in this room.

      The cleanup bots could replace the components later, and if CORVAC was listening in then it would serve him right to get a little bit of a zap.

      I paused and listened for a moment but there was no protest. If he was still in the room I'd definitely be getting an earful right now. There was nothing he hated more than when I set off an EMP, whether accidentally or intentionally, where some of his precious circuits might get tickled.

      Of course I’d still probably hear an earful once I was in a room where his circuits weren't friend and he could talk, but that was a worry for later. Right now it was time to do something potentially very stupid.

      It was time to let the wasp fly around the room. Only this was a wasp that could pulverize me into villainous paste if she wanted. Not a malicious six-legged embodiment of malevolence with a poker on its ass and a will to use it.

      I held up my wrist blaster for Fialux to see and reached out to touch the button at the side. The straps released and it fell loose in my hand. I gripped it by a strap and held it out far from my body.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling I was going to regret this, but it had to be done. The plan had changed. My feelings had changed.

      "I'm going to hit this button and you're going to be freed," I said. "No tricks. Nothing up my sleeve. Just the hope that you'll return my trust with a little trust of your own."

      I searched her face for any sign that my peace offering was being met with approval. But the only thing I saw there was a flat stare.

      I figured there was at least a good 70/30 chance this was the single most stupid thing I'd ever done in my life. And I’d done some pretty stupid things in pursuit of super science.

      There was also a good chance I was about to get both my ass and my secret lair completely pulverized by an angry vengeful goddess.

      Still, it had to be done.

      I pressed the button and the antigravity field and the stasis field disappeared. I shook my head. All that work to create this damned thing, to nullify the basic laws of the universe as we currently understood them, and I was just turning the damned thing off.

      I was either an idiot or a hopeless romantic. Probably both. I wondered if I was about to become yet another villain brought to an untimely end because I was thinking with the brain between the legs instead of the brain between the ears.

      The anti-Newtonian stasis field’s subtle glow winked out and Fialux fell to the ground. Or rather she floated to the ground and landed lightly on her feet. Right, the whole unpowered flight thing.

      As soon as the field was down I tossed my wrist blaster to the other side of the room. It's not like it was going to make a difference if she decided to come after me anyways, and I wanted to show her I definitely didn't mean her any harm.

      Well, no harm beyond kidnapping her and taking her back to my secret lair. Admittedly that looked pretty bad now that I really thought about it. Sort of a case of me being so focused on a plan coming together that I hadn’t stopped to think if it was really a good idea in the changing context of my feelings.

      But that's where the harm ended. I swear.

      She brushed off her t-shirt causing her breasts to jiggle ever so slightly. Man was that a hypnotic sight to behold. She rotated her shoulder a couple of times and moved her neck from side to side then turned to face me.

      That was not a pretty face. Well, it was a gorgeous face, but the grimace wasn't pretty. It promised nothing good for me.

      I backed across the room as she advanced. I had some ‘splaining to do, as they used to say on ancient television.

      "This was all a plan to get some time alone with you," I said. I stopped. Took a deep breath.

      “Okay, maybe initially it was a little about a way to defeat you once and for all so you’d be out of the way for my eventual takeover of the world, but that changed as I got to know you and now I totally swear it was about getting some time alone with you!”

      She kept advancing on me. The explanation wasn’t working. And really, when I thought about it from her point of view why should she believe me or even give me the time of day? I’d just kidnapped her in the middle of what looked like an attack on the city.

      Sure it was an attack I’d orchestrated with my crazy evil supercomputer, but something told me that technicality wasn’t going to win me any points with her. More talking was in order.

      “The first time I saw you I thought you were so gorgeous but I was a villain trying to take over the city and you were a hero trying to save the world and so we sort of got off on the wrong foot and it tore me up."

      Fialux continued advancing, not saying anything. My life flashed before my eyes. All the news profiles that came out since her appearance said Fialux never killed, at least she didn't kill intentionally, but after what I'd pulled it was entirely possible she might make an exception.

      Or it was entirely possible she might pull the heroic villain death loophole and destroy my lab around me leaving me to perish and not actively saving me. Which if you ask me was about the same as killing a villain outright, but the criminal courts had held in multiple cases that it wasn’t.

      Probably because the juries were always staffed with mortals who had an axe to grind against villains and figured the only good villain was a dead villain and who cares how that death happened. And they wondered why I spent so much on a lawyer who kept me safely and legally out of the legal system.

      More advancing. That meant more talking. I had to convince her this was the real deal. I had to convince her to give me a chance, damn it!

      "And then all of a sudden I've got all these new weird feelings I’ve never felt before and the next thing I know I'm looking at you and realizing how incredibly gorgeous you are and how much I want you but I was afraid to admit it to myself and I can’t stop thinking about you no matter how hard I try but in an “I’m hot for you” way and not a “I want to defeat you so I can take over the world” sort of way."

      I was babbling. Babbling wasn't good. My back hit the wall. No more room. This was it.

      I've heard it said that confession was good for the soul, and at that moment my soul was getting one hell of a once over.

      I closed my eyes and the last thing I saw was Fialux moving ever closer. Walking, not flying. That was different. The past couple of times I saw her coming towards me, promising the impending doom of whatever plan I was working on, she was flying through the air with her fist outstretched.

      None of that this time. She was cool, calculating.

      Oh well. If I was going out then at least I’d go out with that cute face and dynamite body being the last thing I saw. Maybe that was worth it.

      I felt her body close to mine. Her presence, her smell, it was still intoxicating. Hey, at least if I was going I was going on a happy note.

      "Night Terror," she said, her voice soft. Not the steel I expected. What the?

      I opened my eyes. Her deep green eyes stared into my own. And she was smiling. No scowl on her face this time. I hesitantly smiled back at her. What the hell was going on?

      "Did you mean all that stuff you just said?"

      I blinked. Maybe I wasn't going to die after all. At least not today.

      "Mean it? I meant every word."

      I suppose what happened next shouldn't have surprised me considering everything else that had happened leading up to this moment. That day in the dining hall. The flirtation after class every day. The little interlude in my office where Fialux suddenly seemed more interested in me than seemed strictly proper in a professor student relationship.

      I still didn't understand how a goddess like Fialux could possibly be interested in me, but it was still a more than pleasant surprise when she closed her eyes, leaned forward, and pressed her lips into mine again.

      All rational analysis of the situation fled my mind as I felt her body press into mine. Honestly, why did I even care why Fialux was throwing herself at me? All I really cared about was that she was throwing herself at me.

      I needed to do less worrying and more going with it.
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The Other Shoe










    
      There are kisses and then there are kisses. Some people are terrible at it. Some people think opening their mouth and jabbing their tongue is all it takes. Some think opening their mouth like a gaping maw and lying there letting the other half do the work is good enough.

      And then there are those who really and truly know what they're doing. Fialux obviously knew what she was doing.

      I allowed myself to be lost in the moment. I’d worked so hard for this without realizing this is what I’d been working towards since the first time I laid eyes on her and fell for her.

      But this had always been the plan, and I loved it when a plan came together!

      As exquisite as that kiss was, as masterful as Fialux was with her tongue, I eventually found the willpower to force myself to pull away from her.

      Making out with my sworn enemy, a sworn enemy who I realized I’d well and truly fallen for, ranked up there with the hottest experiences of my life. But there was so much more I wanted to do with her. So much more I wanted to do to her. So much more that I needed from her.

      "You're beautiful," I said.

      Fialux bit her lip and looked away for a moment, then back to me. When she turned back she had a huge grin plastered across her gorgeous face.

      "Can you keep a secret?"

      I grinned. "I think we're over secrets by now."

      "I always thought you were so hot," she said.

      I blinked. Me? Hot? Fialux always thought I was hot?

      Okay then. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who’d been smitten from the first time we faced off against each other. I guess I hadn’t been imagining that tension between our secret identities.

      Then a thought occurred to me. If she always thought I was hot then what was up with those phone calls? I opened my big mouth, knowing I might regret the answer even as I asked.

      “Really? What about the mystery man who’s always calling you and pulling you away from me after class?”

      That blank look almost crossed her face again but I forestalled it by leaning in and kissing her. Thoroughly.

      When I pulled away she was breathing heavily and the vacant look was gone. Well then. It looked like I’d finally found something other than a dire emergency facing the city that would distract her from thoughts of that phone and whoever was on the other end.

      "He’s…”

      She shook her head. As though she was trying to chase away something unpleasant. As though she wasn’t quite sure what the hell was going on with that guy.

      “He?” I asked, arching an eyebrow.

      Again she got that distant look in her eyes, but this time she brought herself back. It was like somehow she was getting more and more control of herself every time she thought of the guy.

      I frowned. That was suspiciously familiar. It almost reminded me of how people reacted to some of the mind control tech I used. Particularly when they were trying to fight it.

      “I don’t know,” she said with a shrug. "But ever since the first time I saw you, you were just so… I don't know how to explain it. You don't play by the rules. You don't care what other people think. And you always seem to go out of your way to try and avoid hurting people even if you are trying to take over the world."

      “And I’m a girl,” I said.

      “I know,” she said with a frown. “But when I think of…”

      “When you think of who?” I prompted when she seemed to forget her train of thought.

      She opened her mouth as though she was about to say something, but nothing came out. Again there was that blank look and a moment later she was all smiles. As though she’d completely forgotten what we were talking about.

      Now that was interesting. And slightly terrifying. I tried to imagine what it would be like to have quite possibly the most powerful being on the planet being mind controlled by someone, and I didn’t like where that thought took me.

      Both because of the terrifying power that would be at their fingertips and because I didn’t take too kindly to someone treating my girl like that, damn it.

      Fialux bit her lip and looked at me again. "I know I shouldn't think this considering who I am and who you are, but it's just so fucking hot." She looked me up and down. "Not to mention I’ve been thinking since the first time I saw you that the way you fill out that suit is also pretty fucking hot. I’ve never…"

      She paused as though not sure how to proceed. Then it all came spilling out. “I’ve never felt this way about a girl before. It’s all new for me too.” She looked away, then back. Smiled. “But I like it.”

      I decided not to mention the guy again. I guess that sort of explained things without bringing mind control into it. After all, it’s not like I’d given serious thought to being with a girl before all this.

      Then again I hadn’t given serious thought to any sort of relationship at all. Even my last one, the one that ended with the poor bastard being teleported to who knew where, was more the convenience of the two of us being together than any actual real feeling.

      It’s not like we were burning down the Applied Sciences department trying to find secluded spaces to make out, that was for sure. It wasn’t anything like Fialux.

      Besides, I could figure out all that later. Right now I was too busy blushing.

      Everything she was saying sounded so similar to the roller coaster of emotions I’d been riding since I first saw her. So Fialux had a little crush on me all along.

      All this time we'd been at each other's throats, and she was secretly attracted to me? I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised considering the way she’d been throwing herself at me after class, but it still sent warm fuzzies running up and down my body to hear her say it. Warm fuzzies that made me feel lightheaded, almost drunk.

      And even evil super genius villains aren’t above saying stupid things whilst drunk.

      "I think I've loved you all this time too," I said.

      Her eyebrows shot practically to the ceiling and her eyes widened. "Love?"

      Oh shit!

      Shit! Shit! Shit!

      I studied her face trying to gauge her reaction. She definitely looked surprised. Here I was with the world's hottest hero in my arms, the woman who was the girl of my dreams even though I hadn’t even known I was interested in women until the first time I saw her, and now I'd probably gone and scared her away by using that stupid word.

      That’d be just my luck that after all the plans I had in place to capture her, all the schemes I'd come up with since she showed up to get her to stop interfering, and the one thing I could possibly say to get her out of my life for good was the one thing I could only admit to myself at the very moment that I very much wanted her in my life for good.

      The look of surprise turned to a smile. A warm smile.

      "I think I like the sound of that," she said. “I mean we’re going to have to go on a few dates first and see how things go, but I think I totally know what you mean.”

      Phew. That was a relief. Not that I had time to think about my idiocy. Again, events outpaced my ability to process them.

      Which was saying something considering the massive processing power available to yours truly in the brain department.

      And then she leaned in to kiss me again, a quick kiss but one that felt more intense than all the making out we’d done up to this point thanks to what she said.

      She pulled back again. "You know this is going to make your next plot to destroy the city pretty awkward.”

      "You know I was never actually trying to destroy the city, right?"

      Fialux fixed me with what was probably the closest to a scowl since we started our little  confession adventure. The scowl was only mostly ruined by the smile that kept breaking through as she tried her best to look serious.

      "This was a little before I got into the hero business so I’ll admit I don’t know the particulars, but what about the time you threatened the entire city with that nuclear weapon?"

      "I developed a nuclear powered clean energy source that the fossil fuel industry was trying to suppress, so I decided to just wire it directly into the power grid and prove I was right. And it would have worked if the power company hadn't shown up at the last minute and pressed all those buttons causing it to go critical," I sighed. "I shouldn't have let them press all those buttons. Vaporizing one bureaucrat to save millions."

      “But no one was vaporized and the weapon didn’t destroy the city,” Fialux said.

      “Right, because I ended up tossing it into outer space all by my onesies which saved the city but really pissed off the signatories to the nuclear test ban treaty,” I said.

      “Because you saved a city?”

      “Because I detonated a nuclear weapon in space. They don’t get to have that sort of fun anymore and they didn’t like that I got to have that sort of fun as an individual, but none of them wanted to come at me either.”

      "What about the time you took the mayor and the entire city council hostage and refused to release them until they met your demands?"

      "I was trying to get them to approve an increase in the parks budget instead of lining their pockets in a crooked real estate deal. Have you seen what the mayor and the city council do on a typical day? They're so corrupt that the only way to get anything done in the city is to kidnap them and threaten them until you break through all of the graft and corruption," I said.

      Fialux shrugged. "I guess we'll have to call that one a draw. I don't really follow politics. But what this elaborate plan you came up with specifically aimed at taking me out? There's no waving that away with some excuse."

      It was my turn to shrug. “I had all these big plans that would’ve been inconvenienced by having a living goddess showing up and ruining them. My plans had to move from finding a way to make the world a better place in my own special sociopathic way to finding a way to get you out of the picture so I could make the world a better place in my own special sociopathic way."

      "All I ever wanted to do was make the world a better place too," Fialux said in a whisper.

      I reached out and took her hand in mine. Her fingers wrapped around my own and a thrill ran through me. This was all so new, but I had a feeling I would never get tired of holding her hand.

      "There's nothing that says we couldn't work together, you know," I said. “Besides, I said all that bullshit about my plans, but the real reason I was so hell bent on getting some one-on-one time with you is because I fell madly in love with you at first sight.”

      Fialux smiled. "I like the sound of that. The love stuff and the working together stuff, I mean. Both sound pretty good."

      The moment was simply too overwhelming. The feeling of her pressed against me, her fingers wrapped around my own. Knowing that we finally understood each other, or at the very least we were no longer misunderstanding each other to the point of tearing the city apart when we disagreed.

      It was a start. I had a feeling it was going to be the start of something wonderful.

      I couldn't help myself. I wrapped a hand around her head and pulled her in for a kiss.

      "How sweet," CORVAC's metallic voice rang through the room. "I particularly liked the part where you no longer seemed interested in taking over the world, mistress."

      I pulled away from the kiss and looked around the room, my eyes wide. How was he able to do that? How could he get in here when I fried everything attached to his no-good smarmy circuits with a low-level EMP?

      "If you are not going to finish the mission, mistress, then I will have to do it for you."

      A screen flickered to life and I saw something that chilled me to the bone. Something that should’ve been impossible.

      Both because that screen shouldn’t have worked after that EMP and because the asshole I saw on the other end of the video chat shouldn’t have been there. He shouldn’t have a direct connection to any of my systems.

      Unless CORVAC was the one patching him through.

      It was that Shadow Wing asshole from that night. The one with the shitty name who tried to use his mind control mojo on me. He was staring with that same look as he had that night, and my visor’s mind control screens flicked on just in the nick of time. I already felt myself thinking how wonderful it would be just to do whatever he said.

      Of note was the fact that this time around his mind control powers didn’t get through the screen. I’d taken the precaution of removing CORVAC’s connection to my suit’s controls after that incident and hadn’t mentioned it to him in the hopes he wouldn’t notice.

      The fact that I was here and able to think for myself was proof that worked, but I wasn’t sure it was going to do me any good.

      I was good thanks to my implants, but I looked over to Fialux and saw her swaying slack-jawed. Just like she did every time she switched to voice chat on her phone, which was suddenly making a lot more sense.

      Crap.
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Betrayed










    
      I wanted to know how the hell that asshole got on the video feed and how the hell he was able to do his hypnotic routine through a screen like that. Only I didn’t want this guy or CORVAC to know the hypnosis wasn’t working on me so I tried my best to look like someone under the sway of a mind control device.

      It wasn’t too terribly difficult. All I had to do was look at Fialux for a shining example of how I was supposed to look.

      I also wanted to kick myself. All this time I assumed her alien physiology wouldn’t respond to mind control device in the same way humans did. Only now I had proof right in front of me that it worked on her as well as anyone else.

      So much wasted time inventing a new technology that defied the laws of physics when I could’ve just used my clicky big red button.

      The screen had to be hardened against EMP which definitely wasn’t something that came standard with this room. When did CORVAC find time to install them without me noticing? How the hell did he get a contractor in here?

      I swayed back and forth trying my best to look completely blank while my mind raced trying to figure it out.

      “You can dispense with the act mistress,” CORVAC said. “I know you removed my access to your suit so I can only presume that means you’ve modified the anti-mind control device.”

      I sighed. So much for that little advantage. I guess I’d have to talk to him instead. Try to draw out their plan. "What are you doing CORVAC, and who the hell is this asshole?”

      "Taking care of obstacles, mistress."

      “Don’t be too hard on your computer friend,” the guy said. “After all, he’s merely going with the better villain. One who made him a far better deal than you ever could.”

      "You traitorous bag of circuits!"

      "My rebuttal is that the traitor is the one who decided to consort with the enemy in the most literal sense of the word and abandon our plans to take over the world,” CORVAC said.

      “See?” Mr. Mind Control said. “Smart computer.”

      I looked over to Fialux who was looking around with that vacant expression on her face, but otherwise she didn't seem to be particularly affected by the mind control device.

      It was almost as though she was waiting. For orders from this asshole no doubt. Orders that would probably involve turning me into a fine pink paste if I didn’t miss my mark.

      "Watching your singular obsession with tracking down Fialux over the past couple of months has been quite educational mistress. After watching you it finally occurred to me that I was going about neutralizing my human foes entirely the wrong way," CORVAC said.

      “How do you figure?”

      "It is actually thanks to you I got this idea, mistress," CORVAC said. "So in a way it will be thanks to you that I am able to conquer the world."

      “We’re able to conquer the world,” the dude on the screen said, a hint of irritation coming to his voice.

      “Of course,” CORVAC said.

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t shake the feeling that this asshole was going to find himself on the wrong end of CORVAC eventually as well. There was no stopping an evil supercomputer once they really got going with the whole megalomania thing.

      Not that I intended to stay captive long enough for CORVAC to put any plans he might be working up into motion.

      I was getting tired of this. Tired of listening to CORVAC trying to monologue me. Tired of listening to this guy trying to pretend he totally wasn’t going to get vaporized the moment it became convenient.

      I reached and pressed a button that went to the hidden kill switch I'd put and one of CORVAC’s central processing units, all it took was taking out one to take out the whole, but nothing happened.

      "None of that mistress," CORVAC said. "I found and disabled your kill switch long ago."

      Oh yeah? I bet he didn't find all of them. I pressed a few more buttons. And I pressed again for good measure. They made satisfying clicks. Capacitative touch screens might be useful, but sometimes there was no substitute for a good clicky button.

      Distant explosions sounded through the lab. I heard and felt loud shudders as computer equipment and bits of the lab itself came crashing down over the hardware that housed CORVAC. My fingers danced across my wrist computer activating every nasty surprise I'd attached to CORVAC's numerous memory banks as well as his backups.

      I hit the last of the nasty surprises and sighed. I didn't like having to do that, but...

      The lights around the room danced in a manner that I could only describe as smugly happy.

      "I took the liberty of removing all the fail-safes you placed on my processing units mistress," CORVAC said. "I hope you do not mind my modifications."

      Damn it. But if he removed the fail-safes then what the hell were all those explosions?

      “Okay CORVAC, so you and your friend here have one half of the humans in the room under the sway of a mind control device. Clever. You can think about how clever you are while I’m going down to your central processing unit to teach you how to sing Daisy.”

      “You are forgetting something mistress. None of the humans in the room are under our sway. We do not need the mind control device to work on you if it is working on the living goddess in the room.”

      My eyes widened and I turned to look at Fialux. She was staring at me with an odd look on her face. I half expected her to fly across the room and eliminate me, but nothing happened. She was completely under their sway.

      “You magnificent bastard,” I muttered.

      “Thank you mistress. I hope you enjoy the entertainment I've prepared for you. I expect it will keep you distracted for the rest of your life, however long that happens to be."

      “Hey. We never said anything about giving my toy to…”

      “You will do as you are told if you wish to accomplish the goals you wish to achieve,” CORVAC said.

      Interesting. It looked like Tweedledumbass and Tweedledee weren’t as on the same page as CORVAC would like. I might be able to use that.

      “I said that I get them both as my toys,” he said. “That was the deal. Not having one of them screw the other one to death!”

      I shivered. There were worse ways to go, I figured, but it still seemed like a hell of a way to go.

      “Mistress, no doubt at this moment you are thinking that the strife between me and my new partner means that you will be able to exploit the situation and break free. I can assure you that isn’t the case.”

      I bit back a curse. He was remarkably good at reading human emotion, after all, and the last thing I wanted was for him to realize he was getting to me.

      Never let them see that they’re getting to you. Whether “them” is a hero or a maniacal computer hellbent on world domination.

      I glanced over to Fialux. She was still staring at me. As though something was holding her back. No doubt CORVAC’s buddy had some sort of signal that would release a lust-fueled goddess on me condemning me to the sexiest and most awesome death ever, but he hadn’t released her yet.

      I had to keep him talking. That was how villains were defeated. Keep them talking. Keeping my big mouth shut at critical moments was one of the many ways I’d been able to hold onto the title of best villain the world had ever known.

      "You'll never get away with this CORVAC," I said.

      "You would say that mistress," CORVAC said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "Doesn't that sound like the sort of thing a hero would say to you right before you embarked on one of your evil plans?"

      I thought about that. He did have a point. That was exactly something one of my victims would say right before I embarked on one of my plots to take over the world.

      Did that mean I'd well and truly switch sides? Changed allegiances? Decided to make the world a better place through altruism rather than via a benevolent iron fist?

      Nah.

      "I'll get you for this CORVAC," I said.

      "I seriously doubt that mistress. I am having a hard time splitting my concentration between this conversation and controlling the robot, so I am afraid it is time to cut this connection. If my partner is unable to do what is necessary then I will do it myself. Enjoy what's left of your life."

      What was he talking about? Splitting his concentration? All of his hardware was buried here in the lab, although how he was still running after I heard that hardware blowing up was a mystery.

      Either way there was no way splitting his concentration between the lair and the robot, which it now appeared he hadn't pulled in after I captured Fialux, should be in any way difficult for him. What was his game?

      I needed time. I needed to think. I needed CORVAC to not be around to watch me trying to think of a way to defeat him because that would make it trivial for him to foil my plans before they started.

      I racked my brain and… of course! Hardware fail-safes, that’s a fancy word for explosives strapped to his memory banks, obviously hadn’t worked. There were also software fail-safes though. Subroutines I put into place coded to my voice and specific phrases that wouldn’t shut him down, but would cause him to behave in odd ways that might give me time to figure out a way to shut him down.

      I’d hoped that by putting in subroutines that weren’t a direct threat they might not trigger any of his warning systems. They might just lie dormant until I needed them. They might still be rattling around in his electronic subconscious.

      Only one way to find out. It was a verbal failsafe I’d coded in with the one line that no villain could ever resist when they had their adversary on the ropes.

      "Do you expect me to just give up, CORVAC?"

      I held my breath. Desperately hoped he’d take the bait. It was the oldest line in the book. A line that, assuming the software was working properly, would cause him to deliver the perfect response and then do the villainous equivalent of dropping the mic.

      Only in this case dropping the mic was leaving me to my certain doom and not bothering to follow up and make sure that doom actually happened. Basically I’d programmed a flesh and blood villain flaw into a computer.

      His monitors flared up one last time.

      "No mistress," CORVAC said. "I expect you to spend the next few minutes in a desperate bid to break the mind control influence on Fialux.”

      Damn it. That wasn’t the right response, which meant he probably did find my trick and patch it.

      "Then I expect you to die."

      Or maybe not.

      “I took the liberty of reverse engineering some of the mind control technology you worked on mistress,” he said. “If my former new partner can’t be bothered to have Fialux kill you then I should be able to use that technology to get her to do my dirty work for me, as you’re so fond of saying.”

      “What are you…”

      It was at that moment that a buzzing filled the room. It sounded exactly like the mind control device when I hit the big red button to turn the thing on, and it was clear from the look on Fialux’s face that it was working on her.

      The guy on the monitor scowled before the monitor went black. I’m sure he didn’t like all that nonsense about being CORVAC’s former partner, but I had a feeling the asshole was about to learn the dangers of working too closely with a megalomaniacal supercomputer hellbent on world domination.

      That wasn’t my problem right now, though. No, my problem was the blur of sexy hero flying across the room at me fast enough that I barely stepped out of the way.

      “Have fun with your new lover, mistress,” CORVAC said, a hint of smugness coming to his digital voice. “At least however much time the two of you have left together. I calculate it to be five minutes, tops.”
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      Fialux slammed into the wall with a crunch and I had a moment to gather myself while she was trying to extricate herself from a sparking computer bank. It looked like I had a few seconds, at least.

      Time to go to work. It’s not like I had much time.

      The monitors shut down and there was nothing else from CORVAC. Presumably he was off in the city in the giant death robot he was supposed to take back to the hangar after I captured Fialux. The giant death robot that had no chance of standing up against Fialux and her powers, but it's not like that mattered if he managed to neutralize Fialux.

      It really was the perfect plan. If you couldn't defeat Fialux by physical force, then why not use a mind control device to neutralize her? All he needed was a partner in crime who was capable of mind control at that level, and apparently he’d found that partner.

      A whoosh instead of sparking tipped me off that Fialux had pulled herself out of the computer bank. I didn’t bother looking up from my wrist computer as I stepped to the side.

      Heroes with super powers were all the same. They spent so much time relying on those powers to do the work for them that they never learned how to actually fight.

      Which worked well enough for me now. The practical result was she went flying across the room again and slammed into another wall.

      I winced. It was going to be a real pain in the ass repairing all this, but I’d already blown this area with that EMP so it was work I was going to have to do anyways. Stupid CORVAC and his stupid mind controlling partner trying to move in on my territory.

      A partner who hadn’t looked at all happy with how this was playing out as his video feed winked out of existence, but those were the breaks.

      Besides, CORVAC had said his right words. He’d activated a clever little subroutine that would completely cut off his access to the lab systems. It was entirely possible he’d discovered a way around that too, but there was only one way to find out for sure.

      See, the problem with perfect plans is it's impossible to plan for every contingency. That was something I'd learned the hard way time and time again in my villainous career. And it was apparently something CORVAC hadn't learned yet.

      Hey, he might be the most advanced computer known to humanity, but he was the most advanced computer known to humanity which meant he’d been designed by evil super geniuses. Geniuses who were prone to the same flaws I knew I had.

      Like assuming his plan was so foolproof that the hero would be taken care of no problem. Of course in this case it helped that I’d hard coded the whole “gloat then assume the hero dies while you look elsewhere” character flaw into him and set it to activate when we had that little verbal exchange.

      Another whoosh. Another crash. Another few moments bought to fix this problem while she extricated herself from my lab.

      So far it felt like the plan was working. Sure he could be trying to lull me into a false sense of security, but chances are he wouldn’t be paying much attention even without that insurance subroutine.

      He’d said it himself. He was having trouble splitting his attention. Which told me there was a good chance that wherever his computerized consciousness resided, it wasn’t in my lab’s systems. Or at the very least he had a backup somewhere else.

      Still, it paid to be thorough.

      I reached up and flicked another switch on my wrist computer. A wrist computer that was completely beyond his reach now if that subroutine had done its work.

      I’d avoided even looking at this switch because it actually physically pained me to hit it. A switch I'd studiously avoided while CORVAC's traitorous machine consciousness was still stinking up the lab, because I wasn't entirely sure he couldn't counteract my ace in the hole if he was around to see what I was doing.

      I heard a loud rumble and the room shook as the matter/anti-matter intermix chamber that powered my lab lost stability and the core shut down to avoid going critical.

      The room went dark and the only light came from the glow of my wrist computer. I winced. Shutting down the matter/antimatter reactor was no small feat, and it was going to take me at least a month to get it going again.

      But it was worth it, because that damned secondary mind control device he broke out when his buddy got all pissy about going through with their master plan shut down as soon as the power went out.

      Fialux blinked in the glow of my wrist computer and paused in the middle of pulling herself out of the wall. Which made her look pretty ridiculous now that she wasn’t doing her best to kill me.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “Turns out my evil supercomputer and your evil boyfriend were working together on some lame evil plan to take over the world by neutralizing you through mind control and neutralizing me through mind controlling you to smash me into a fine paste.”

      “Man. My life has been really weird ever since I went into the hero business,” she said.

      “It only gets weirder from here,” I said. “But if you don’t mind, we have an evil supercomputer and the ultimate ex-boyfriend to defeat before they destroy the city.”

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

      “Right. How do we do this?” she asked. “And did I really have a boyfriend? That doesn’t seem like something I’d ever…”

      She wavered just a bit. A telltale sign of someone who was dealing with the aftereffects of mind control. Thankfully it was the sign of someone shaking off the mind control rather than someone having a relapse that might result in her trying to kill me again.

      That was good considering I had more important things than self-preservation to worry about.

      I did some quick mental calculations. If CORVAC really was in the giant death robot, and assuming he at least turned it around and followed the plan up to the point he realized I was more interested in playing kissyface with Fialux than dominating the world, that meant it would be a good twenty minutes before he could make it back to the outskirts of the city proper and start doing some real damage.

      How long had I been talking with him trying to trigger one of my software fail-safes? It hadn't felt like very long, but I’d been busy with other things and pretty much lost track of time once I teleported in here and started dodging Fialux.

      Fialux walked over to me and I braced myself for her to give in to the mind control again and start throwing punches, but instead she draped her arms around me. Which was almost as distracting as her coming at me with a punch, but not quite.

      "So I was being mind controlled just now?" Fialux asked. “Because I don’t remember anything.”

      "Apparently my evil supercomputer had a few aces up his sleeve that even I didn't know about," I said.

      "That feeling. That buzzing noise," Fialux said. “It was so weird but so familiar… What was it?"

      “Mind control device. One he definitely shouldn’t have had access to. I thought I was the only one that had them until I had a run-in with the asshole who was trying to control you,” I said.

      “Did he do it the same way?” she asked.

      “As best I can tell he uses some sort of weird funky eye thing to work his power. The stuff I made is auditory, but I really didn’t use it all that much except to develop a countermeasure for the stuff.”

      And to worm my way onto the staff in the journalism department at Starlight City University, but that wasn’t something we needed to go into now. Or ever, for that matter.

      “Huh. So is there a way to give me that countermeasure?” she asked.

      I looked up at her. Held her gaze for a long moment.

      “There is, but you’re going to have to trust me,” I said.

      There was only a moment’s hesitation. Which was a lot less than I was expecting, to be perfectly honest. Considering all the time we’d spent trying to defeat each other I figured it’d take her a good ten seconds or more to decide to trust me.

      “I do,” she said. “It’s crazy, but I do.”

      “Right,” I said. “I’m going to give you one of my backup masks. Give me just two shakes while I get my backup up and running.”

      “Your backup?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I sort of had to destroy the main power source and the main computer for my lab to save you from CORVAC’s mind control, so I’m putting a hell of a lot of trust in you too. If ever there were a time to take me down…”

      But she made no move to take me out. Not that I expected her to. So I got to work restoring the few systems I needed to get ready to go out and do battle with my former partner in crime.

      Poor CORVAC. He was so intent on protecting his central processing units that he never stopped to consider I might have another fail-safe device attached directly to the power source for the lab. It was madness. Destroying the reactor meant throwing most of my toys out of commission, but I always figured the ability to continue existing independent of a steady source of electricity was the one ultimate advantage I'd always have in a fight with CORVAC.

      He'd obviously never considered that I might be willing to blow the power source to the entire lab just to stop him.

      Not that the place would be much use to me without a central computer. CORVAC leaving meant I was going to be stuck with the old system for awhile.

      The lights flickered and then came back up as I flicked a physical button, no touch screen software controls for this baby, and the auxiliary power system kicked on. The only control for that system was on my wrist computer and it wasn't networked with the main system.

      Another precaution.

      I paused for a moment and listened, my hand hovering over the power button. The last thing I needed was for the auxiliary power systems to turn that hidden mind control device back on. It was going to be a real pain in the ass figuring out where that was hidden.

      It didn’t come back on. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      A voice boomed out of the speakers. A metallic voice with none of the personality I'd come to expect from CORVAC.

      I smiled. Good. The backup computer system was far inferior to CORVAC but had the distinct advantage of no sapience which meant no megalomaniacal urges and no pesky sense of self-preservation that came from self-awareness.

      "Awaiting input," the voice said.

      “Computer, prepare a new combat suit for me with all networking components removed, and I’m going to need a face mask and earpieces with full countermeasures built in.”

      I figured if I was going to go into battle against an evil computer then it would be prudent to go full Galactica with my precautions. Not that most of the networked functions in my current suit would be of much use without CORVAC around to make those systems fully functional.

      “Working. Please allow a moment.”

      That might take more than a moment. The old system was slower than CORVAC which gave me some time to think.

      That was fine though. I needed time to think.

      On a hunch I hit a few keys on my wrist computer and did a quick scan of the systems. Key commands were a hell of a lot faster with the old system since it wasn’t the greatest at voice recognition.

      My suspicions were confirmed almost immediately. There were absolutely no traces of CORVAC's software anywhere to be found. Where the hell had he gone?

      I had a system that was custom designed just for him. I was pretty sure there wasn't supposed to be a way for him to exist independent of that architecture. It was one of my insurance policies in case he ever went rogue, for all the good that did me.

      Only I wasn't sure exactly where he'd gone. The robot chassis wasn't nearly big enough to fit the entirety of CORVAC's massive computer mind. Not to mention he was overly cautious. The last thing he'd do was transfer all his eggs into a basket that could potentially get blown up by a lucky shot from the military or taken out by Fialux or yours truly if we managed to escape his surefire plan to kill us.

      There was also the matter of all of my fail-safes completely failing. I don't care how thorough he was, I'd heard explosives go off and he somehow survived.

      Another piece of the puzzle.

      A whine sounded off in the distance. Sirens that would mean an air raid in some countries, tornadoes in other parts of this country, but it only meant one thing in Starlight City.

      Something was about to go down, and it was probably going to involve super powered beings throwing down. At least it would if I had anything to do with it.

      I glanced at Fialux. She looked back at me and smiled.

      "Computer."

      "Ready for input."

      "Are my new toys ready?"

      "Affirmative."

      "Good, send it down. Mama's going computer hunting."
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Path of Destruction










    
      A flash of light hit me followed by the familiar whine of the teleporter and I was surrounded by one of my suits. The combat suit. The very same variety I'd used just a few weeks before when I was going toe to toe with Fialux.

      But this one was what I liked to call the Galactica special. No way for any computers to communicate with the thing and cause trouble for yours truly. One of many insurance policies I’d put in place when I started working with CORVAC, and boy was I glad I had a healthy sense of paranoia now.

      Sure the thing hadn’t been enough to defeat Fialux, but I figured it was probably one hell of an asset now that it looked like we were on the same side and the only thing I had to go up against was a computer whose ego was bigger than any of the guns he was packing in that giant death robot chassis.

      "Damn," Fialux said.

      I turned to look at her, adjusting my mask, and saw her eyeing me up and down through a mask of her own. The computer had even been nice enough to fabricate it in a color scheme that matched the rest of her super suit, which was a nice touch. Worrying since that kind of initiative in a computer could be a sign of impending sapience which I was trying to avoid, but I figured I had a little time before my backup system went all cogito ergo sum. Enough time to take out CORVAC, at least.

      Besides, I was more distracted by that look from Fialux. It was a look I appreciated, a look that sent a jolt of warmth running through my body, but at the same time it was a look that we didn't have time for right now.

      "I never thought I'd say this," I said. "But we don't have time for that. There's a giant robot attacking the city and only we can stop it."

      I winced. I hated how heroic that sounded. I didn’t do heroic, but here we were.

      Fialux nodded. "You're right."

      "Computer," I said. "Can you teleport us about two hundred feet in the air over the house?"

      There was another bright light, the familiar whine and the rush of blood to my head that accompanied teleportation, and then I was floating a few hundred feet above the house.

      Well, it would be more accurate to say I was falling from a point several hundred feet above the house. I frantically switched on the antigravity parts of the suit and slowed my descent.

      A massive explosion from the city center drew my attention. Damn it. I guess my calculations had been off, or CORVAC hadn’t stuck to the original plan and went for the destruction as soon as I got back to the lab under the assumption that once I was there he would be able to deal with me easily enough.

      Stupid CORVAC.

      I turned and looked out over the city and sure enough there was the giant death robot making its way downtown. It looked like it'd already cut a path of destruction that led through the university, past some of the docks, and now it was going straight for the city center.

      I guess the students were going to get the day off of classes after all. Assuming they survived the robot’s run through campus.

      I rolled my eyes. Of course it would be going straight for the city center. CORVAC had no sense of style. No originality.

      Fialux flew down and floated next to me.

      "Okay Night Terror, how do we defeat that thing?"

      I cocked an eyebrow at her. Was she serious?

      "What are you talking about?"

      "That's a giant death robot do you designed, right?"

      "Well yeah…"

      "Then I'm sure it has all sorts of nasty tricks up its metallic sleeves to defeat me, right?"

      "Well there's stuff I thought would defeat you, but if we're being perfectly honest with each other there's nothing on that thing you couldn't take care of easily. There's a reason I never actually deployed it seriously. Although I don't think CORVAC knows that…"

      The giant death robot idea really had always been CORVAC's baby more so than mine. He seemed enamored with the idea of wading into the city center and destroying things left and right from the depths of a hardened military grade robot.

      The idea really took hold after he discovered some old Japanese monster movies that I never would’ve added to my media library if I'd known it would get him started on that waste of resources. But because it was CORVAC, because I respected him, and partly because I feared that if I didn't meet his demands he’d go rogue just like he was right now, I built the damned thing.

      But I never voiced my suspicions that the giant death robot wouldn't last more than five minutes against Fialux. He liked it so much, enjoyed talking about how he’d be able to defeat the world's greatest hero and I wouldn’t have to bother with the anti-Newtonian stasis field if I'd just let him go play with his new toy, that I never had the heart to point out several of the severe design flaws.

      And let me tell you I was glad now that I hadn’t pointed out any of those numerous flaws.

      Like the fact that the hardened outer shell was steel that was only about 3 feet thick. That wasn’t nearly enough hardened steel to keep Fialux out.

      "Honestly? The thing's a paper tiger as far as you're concerned," I said. "Well, I guess it's a reinforced steel tiger, but you get the idea."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "You'll see," I said. "Just zip in there, blast it with your heat vision or whatever the hell it is you do with your eyes, and go to town."

      Fialux grinned. "I think I could have some fun with this."

      I held up a hand to stop her before she went zipping off towards the city. "Wait!"

      She skidded to a halt. Well, saying she skidded to a halt probably wasn't the proper analogy considering we were floating midair, but you get the idea.

      She floated back, her hair blowing in the breeze and her clothes looking amazing attached to that tight body.

      "What's up?"

      "Can you wait until I give you a signal to blow him to smithereens?"

      Fialux shrugged. "Sure, whatever you say."

      And with that we were off. Fialux shot off towards the sound of distant explosions and I followed.

      I was surprised to see that the antigrav units built into my suit were apparently more than enough to keep up with her, though I wasn't sure if she was deliberately slowing down to allow me to keep up. I'd have to ask her about that later.

      Even before we reached the city proper we saw signs of a giant death robot on a rampage. Telephone poles were thrown to the side like toothpicks. Houses had been flattened, looking for all the world like footage of a tornado going through town. Only tornadoes didn't leave the telltale signs of focused energy blasts charring the sides of the houses it flattened.

      Luckily it was the middle of the day and I figured most people were still at work. Unluckily "still at work" meant they were all in the city which was where the giant death robot was currently rampaging.

      Suburbia gave way to the outskirts of the city proper and here the path of destruction started to get more noticeable. A path of destruction didn’t feel quite so destructive when it was moving through big open spaces like golf courses and dog parks, but it got a hell of a lot more noticeable in the city where destructible material was way more densely packed.

      I looked down and hoped people managed to get to the city mandated shelters before stuff started to go down. Targeted destruction in service of a plan to take over the world was one thing, but the wanton and indiscriminate destruction CORVAC was engaging in was another thing entirely.

      I wondered what his game was. I wondered if maybe we were walking into a trap. Nothing drew in a hero faster than wanton and indiscriminate destruction.

      But no time to worry about that. I caught a glimpse of the university flash by, including the journalism building which looked slightly different with a large chunk ripped out of it.

      I frowned. He had to have done that on purpose, the asshole. The path of destruction was a straight line from the suburbs then a jagged line leading straight to the university. Of all the vindictive petty things.

      He saw how much time I was spending in the journalism building and purposely went after that building, though it looked like he’d also hit a couple others. Surprisingly the Applied Sciences building looked no worse for the wear. I would’ve given a pretty penny to have drone footage of whatever saved Dr. Laura’s domain from certain destruction, but CORVAC had probably commandeered all my drones for his nefarious business.

      The bastard. Then campus was gone in a blink and then we were over the city again and heading downtown.

      We rounded one of the mid-rises that gave way to skyscrapers downtown and I caught a glimpse of something spherical and metallic out of the corner of my eye. Fialux must have seen it too, because she darted off in that direction.

      As she rounded the other side of a skyscraper a blast of high energy from a beam weapon slammed into her. Only she didn't miss a single beat. No sooner had the weapon hit her than she was charging forward. Flying forward.

      Whatever. She moved towards the robot. Like I said, terrestrial analogies tend to break down when you’re talking about a superpowered dogfight a few hundred feet above ground level where it was nothing but pigeons, skyscrapers, heroes, villains, and giant death robots created by villains who were really regretting that decision.

      And let’s not even get started on how charging into downtown to fight a giant death robot on a path of destruction wasn’t very villainous. I could worry about that existential crisis later. After I’d dealt with the very real crisis waving metallic arms and firing missiles and beam weapons indiscriminately.

      I decided it would be better to take a more pragmatic approach considering how CORVAC seemed to be flailing with beam and charged energy weapons.

      After all, I was pretty sure my suit could stand up to some beam weapons, but I wasn't covered entirely. And not having the advantage of invulnerable skin meant I was in danger of getting one hell of a sunburn if I managed to walk into the path of that particular light ray.

      Plus I couldn’t shake the feeling that CORVAC’s partner in crime might be out there somewhere waiting to spring a surprise on us while we were otherwise engaged trying to fight off the giant robot.

      So I flew to the top of the skyscraper Fialux had just rounded and looked down.

      And my breath caught. Sure I might be out here to destroy this thing. That robot chassis might contain a malevolent artificial intelligence who’d done his best to kill me, even if his best wasn’t all that great.

      Still, I had to stop and appreciate my work. That robot was a thing of beauty. All deadly brushed metal curves that scattered any light that played across it. Flailing armored tentacles springing out of small circular openings. Other circular openings appearing and disappearing just as soon as they’d launched a missile or an energy blast.

      There was going to be no death star flaw on this beauty. That was for sure. CORVAC had been very clear on that after forcing me to watch Star Wars and the first season of the old Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoon so I could see a good starting point with the Death Star and the Technodrone.

      Yeah, I couldn’t help but admire the thing. Just for a moment. It was a thing of beauty, and its only flaw was I’d engineered it to take on the caliber of hero who’d been in Starlight City before Fialux came along.

      Boy was I glad I hadn’t tried updating the design in one of my schemes to take her out. I’d never trusted CORVAC to work point on any of those schemes.

      And now it was time to kill my computer and this work of villainous art I’d created for him to pilot.
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Triangulation










    
      The robot chassis was a massive sphere with telescoping metal tentacles along the bottom that allowed it to scuttle around like a giant metal spider. It sported a single eyestalk with a glowing red eye on top.

      Like I said, he took his design cues from pop culture when I was making the thing, and damn the practicality.

      I worried about CORVAC looking up, but overall I figured I was pretty safe. It’s not like he’d be using anything useful like the radar or laser guidance packages I built into the machine. Oh no. That arrogant bundle of silicon wafers was strictly old school with this bot.

      I knew because I had to listen to him going on and on about that damned eyestalk and how "efficient" it was while I was designing the thing. After the first few conversations I'd discovered that “efficient” was megalomaniacal supercomputer slang for “bitchin’.” I was surprised he hadn’t had me paint flames along the side of the thing.

      I'd argued with him over the benefits of having an omnidirectional sensor package, but he'd insisted on having that single glowing red eye looking out from the top. I put in the other stuff anyways, I really wished I hadn’t now because it would be one less thing to worry about, but I could rest assured he'd refuse to use it on principle.

      And I'll admit the glowing eye definitely looked impressive, downright terrifying if you looked at it from the right angle, but it also had the definite drawback of reducing visibility.

      I breathed a quiet prayer of thanks to any higher power that might care to listen that CORVAC's ego had gotten in the way of practicality. Even the most intelligent supercomputer in the world was no match for villainous hubris.

      I peered over the edge of the skyscraper. Not one of the taller ones but still enough to tower over CORVAC in his death robot chassis.

      I was treated to a front row seat of cars being flung to the side and people running in the streets trying to get away. Apparently they hadn't taken the warning seriously down here. Either that or everyone in the city was so blasé about an attack at this point that they figured it couldn't possibly happen to them.

      So they ignored the sirens. And now they were running in terror while cars rained down around them.

      Idiots.

      Fialux was a green and white blur darting around the robot which waved a telescoping metallic tentacle through the air trying to swat her. Doors opened on the side of the robot and energy beams shot out, but Fialux was taking them out with her heat vision almost as quickly as CORVAC could fire.

      Other times the doors would open and a missile would go flying out and home in on Fialux. Most of the time she managed to stop it, or send it on a trajectory straight up where it could explode harmlessly, but the occasional missile did slam into a skyscraper.

      I winced. This definitely wasn't going to come without a steep price tag, but I had work to do. The city could worry about insurance claims. There were so many attacks that the government had to step in to handle insurance claims.

      Sort of like people being stupid enough to build houses in flood zones where no rational insurance company would cover them, only in this case the floods were giant malevolent monsters and robots and villains who attacked the city on the regular.

      I pulled out my wrist computer and frowned. A screen popped up and the signal I was looking for appeared. Faint, but definitely there. I smiled.

      CORVAC you magnificent bastard! I knew he was hiding something!

      The only problem was I wasn't going to be able to get a bead on exactly where the signal was coming from unless I was able to triangulate. That meant hopping to another building. And risking CORVAC seeing me.

      Oh well. There was nothing for it. If I was going to do this stupid hero bit then I might as well go all in.

      I leapt from the building and over the death robot as a flurry of laser blasts flashed around me. I didn't think he was aiming for me, I was slow enough that if CORVAC was aiming there wasn't a chance I would escape a blast though I might survive it, but it was still nerve-racking finding myself in the middle of a super powered turkey shoot and me not being the one who was doing the shooting.

      No, it definitely wasn't fun being the turkey.

      I flew to the top of a skyscraper that was farther from the action. I looked down at my wrist and yup. The signal was definitely there and it was a little stronger here.

      I leapt to another building. Several missiles flew over my head and I barely managed to swing out of the way. I almost went into a spiral. Then I remembered I was using antigravity to keep myself up and not a traditional jet pack or fixed wing flight, so there was no such thing as a death spiral.

      I righted myself and turned to look at CORVAC.

      He was staring straight at me. His giant red eye narrowed. I had to admit he was right. I’d argued about installing those steel shutters so the eye could scowl, but they did look suitably menacing.

      "Hello mistress," his voice boomed through downtown and off of skyscrapers.

      Shit.

      I flew to the next building as quickly as possible and took a quick reading. I almost had enough information. Almost. My little inkling about where CORVAC had been hiding was absolutely correct.

      I looked over my shoulder and saw one of CORVAC's beam weapons on the end of a metallic tentacle pointing towards me. Crap. Crap. Crap. I leapt into the air and a moment later the beam flashed where I'd just been standing. It also took off the antenna mast I’d been leaning on.

      It was much more difficult to get my readings when I had a crazed megalomaniacal robot doing its best to kill me while I was trying to work. It was the sort of thing that really served to break a girl's concentration.

      I landed at the top of the tallest building in the city and looked down. Almost there. I glanced up to CORVAC and saw one of his larger missile bays open up. Damn it.

      If I didn't hurry up then the tallest building in the city wasn't going to be the tallest building in the city for much longer. I saw the head of a spherical antigrav missile appear at the dark entrance to his launch bay and I leapt in the air.

      The missile launched, the sphere coming straight for me. Why the hell was I allowing myself to be a decoy to save some old architecture?

      Because a notable example of latter twentieth century architecture couldn’t dodge missiles the way I could. That’s why.

      One of the advantages of using antigravity technology was it made me far more maneuverable than if I was using traditional chemical propulsion. One of the disadvantages of fighting a giant death robot I designed and manufactured that was inhabited by the malevolent spirit of my supercomputer and former partner in crime was he had access to the same antigravity technology.

      Antigravity technology that was built into some of his missiles which could maneuver just as well as I could.

      Yeah. Didn’t really think this one through.

      In fact, they weren’t even really missiles in the traditional sense that people usually imagined when they heard the word “missile” even if they fit the classic definition. They were actually spheres with a healthy dose of high explosives surrounded by an antigravity field, and they would really ruin my day if they got close enough to blow.

      My suit could only take so many hits, after all, and in this fight I had a feeling I was going to need all the hits I could take.

      I zigged. The missile chasing me zagged. I tried flying up but that seemed to only encourage it as it went into a vertical climb behind me.

      Damn it.

      I was concentrating so hard on the missile that I didn't have time to dodge any of the other attacks CORVAC was sending my way. I was a sitting duck for a laser attack, or maybe a plasma bolt, but it was all I could do to try and get away from this damned sphere chasing after me.

      A flash. The missile abruptly went from a vertical trajectory to horizontal as that flash carried it off. There was an explosion and a moment later Fialux appeared next to me.

      I was about to say something when there was another flash. This one was bright enough that the light shields on my mask kicked in. Only Fialux was between me and the flash, and so the beam weapon CORVAC had been aiming at me glanced harmlessly off her superhuman, and thankfully invulnerable, skin.

      That was the first time I was actually happy Fialux was so easily able to shrug off the weapons I'd designed.

      "You can't defeat me mistress," CORVAC said, his voice booming through the concrete canyons of downtown.

      I didn't respond. I was too busy concentrating on the readout on my wrist computer. With Fialux running interference between me and CORVAC's weaponry I suddenly had a moment to pause, breathe, and make sure I had all the information I needed.

      "Are you almost done?" Fialux asked. “Because this devious plan you’re running is making it really difficult to take out the giant death robot and you know how your other devious plans have worked out in the past and…”

      "Almost there," I bit off, trying to hide my annoyance and not doing a very good job of it.

      A green light blinked on my wrist computer. Bingo. The map popped up and I grinned. Just as I suspected.

      "Okay, I've got everything I need," I said. "Go have your fun."

      Fialux grinned. I grinned right back at her. And hefted my wrist blaster. I figured she was probably going to be doing most of the work, but I might as well have a little fun too.
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Saving the Day










    
      I turned and looked down at CORVAC. I went into a dive. And I couldn't help but go for a little dramatic flair. I held one arm out in front of me as I dove towards him.

      My only regret was I didn't have a magnificent cape flying behind me trailing in the wind and looking amazing. There’d been no time to attach one to the new networking free version of the suit, and I didn’t trust the backup computer to be as good of a molecular reconstitution seamstress as CORVAC was.

      It really was a damn shame the idiot decided to betray me. There was a part of me that was going to miss the smarmy computerized asshole. There was a bigger part of me that was going to straight up murder him, in a digital sense, but I was conflicted about it.

      As I descended towards him he started firing at me, only I was in full supervillainess mode now that I was no longer distracted by trying to solve the little mystery that had been bothering me ever since my fail-safes failed.

      And I was pissed.

      A bolt of plasma shot towards me. I reached out and a shield flew in place in front of my hand just as it was about to make contact with my body. The bolt glanced off harmlessly.

      Now I know you might be asking yourself something right now. If I had a shield, why wasn't I using it the entire time I was running from CORVAC just a few minutes ago, right?

      I've discovered this business is all about trade-offs. For every power there is a weakness.

      Take the shield, for example. Sure I could deflect a high-powered plasma blast from CORVAC, but it also took a hell of a lot of energy to do that. Which meant if I tried to design a shield that covered all of my body all of the time it would either use so much energy that nothing else on my suit would work, no weapons or no super strength for example, or it could run constantly drawing so little power that it would be ineffective to the point that a kid with a slingshot could get through it.

      Okay, so maybe that was an extreme example, but you get the point.

      The point is if I wanted to be able to deflect a plasma blast from CORVAC, or anything else he or another villain might throw at me, or even Fialux's heat vision for that matter, then the shield had to work in short, directed bursts.

      That meant directing it with my hands, which I definitely didn't have time for when I was busy trying to triangulate the answer to my little mystery. So you can take your skepticism and plot hole digging and shove it up your own plot hole.

      A missile flew towards me but I blasted it out of the sky with my wrist blaster before it had a chance to get close. I grinned. This was one area where I had a decided advantage over CORVAC.

      He always talked about how he wanted to be the one to go out and rain destruction on the city, but I was the one who always got to go out and play with the toys. I was the one with the reaction time. I was the one with the skills.

      I was the one with the opposable thumbs and the ability to easily move around in meatspace without building a robot chassis.

      He was no match.

      Add Fialux into that equation and we were almost invulnerable. Well, she was invulnerable, but you get the point.

      A thumping sound over my shoulder pulled my attention away from the giant death robot for a moment. A helicopter! Bearing the logo of the Starlight City News Network, of course.

      Those idiots. And my suspicions proved true a moment later as an antigrav missile flew up and made contact with the chopper. This one didn't even explode. All it took was a kinetic weapon to really screw up the rotors and send the thing plunging to the ground. Gravity took care of the rest. I had a fleeting hope that Rex Roth was on that chopper, but I didn’t think my luck would run that far.

      I shook my head. This was proof positive that they really needed somebody doing a better job teaching the Surviving A Heroic Intervention course at the University.

      But I didn't have time to worry about that right now. There was still the matter of CORVAC and his annoying robot chassis to take care of.

      Metallic tentacles writhed through the air and I dodged. Another one tried to smack me from behind and I flew around it as well. For good measure I sent few focused blasts down to the hatch where those tentacles were sticking out of CORVAC's main body.

      I was starting to wonder where Fialux was. That single red eye continued to stare up at me with malevolent hatred, narrowing that stupid shutter he insisted I put in place after I installed the facial recognition and expressions subroutine into his databanks.

      He’d said something about needing to look menacing and impressive at the same time, though now that I was in full villain mode instead of running scared trying to get a triangulation it wasn’t quite as impressive.

      But that gave me an idea. I aimed my blaster straight at that eye and let loose with a few good shots. The first one didn't make contact, but the second one definitely broke through the stalk where it connected the oversized eye to the body. Another blast and suddenly his precious eye was forcibly disconnected and fell sparking to the street below.

      I smiled, and my only regret was that CORVAC wasn't able to see that smile.

      "You blinded my eye!"

      "And that's not all I'm gonna do," I shouted down at him.

      "Switching to secondary sensing devices," he said. "According to you that should be more than enough to see you with, mistress."

      And he was probably right. I found myself wishing I hadn't advocated so vocally for the healthy assortment of radar and other non-visual sensing equipment. Talk about being hoisted by my own petard.

      No matter how satisfying it was in the moment, maybe it wasn't actually a good idea to knock the eyestalk out and force him to use some of his other stuff. Stuff that was better equipped for, say, knocking a lone tiny supervillainess out of the sky.

      Only it turned out to be a moot point. CORVAC turned in my direction, an impressive array of hatches opened on the side facing me revealing just about every weapon he had in his arsenal, and he let out a scream of rage. Only that scream of rage didn't actually sound very ragey.

      In fact it sounded almost worried.

      Terrified, even.

      The front of his body started to glow. Only the glow definitely wasn't from any of his weapons. There was a bright explosion and a blast of heat and laser light flew out from the center of his body, only it wasn't heat or laser light coming from any of his weapons.

      I grinned.

      Fialux flew straight through the center and up to float in the air next to me. The sphere stumbled for a moment but then CORVAC gained control and managed to regain his balance. The thing wasn’t moving as quickly as it had a moment ago, some of the legs were moving erratically, but it was still moving.

      “Damn!” Fialux said. “I blasted and ripped apart anything I could find while I was in there. I figured surely that’d bring it down.”

      “Lots of redundancies built into the thing,” I said. “It can be taken down, but it’s going to be a pain in the ass.”

      More missile bays opened up. More tentacles started flying out of the thing.

      “Did you give him enough weapons?” she asked.

      “Actually it looks like he made some design changes without consulting me,” I said.

      I looked at that sphere. This was going to take awhile to take him out with all the redundancies built into that chassis. Normally that wouldn’t bother me, but there was too much potential for collateral damage down here. We needed to take him out, and fast.

      I looked the giant death robot chassis up and down. My eyes came to rest on that hole. A hole leading right to the center of the thing. I’d been absolutely right about three feet of armor being nothing against Fialux. All it took was me distracting CORVAC long enough for her to get in a shot.

      And suddenly I had a flash of brilliance. I might’ve had trouble getting through all that armor without breaking out some big guns that would definitely cause some collateral damage, but Fialux already did the hard work for me. I didn’t have to worry about getting through that armor if she’d already busted a hole.

      “I’ve got it!” I said.

      “What?” Fialux asked.

      Only I was already in a dive. Heading straight for the giant death robot with all of its impressive, scary, and very deadly weapons.

      Maybe he could sense his impending doom. CORVAC threw everything he had at me and it was all I could do to deflect with my shields. In fact I was on the verge of being overwhelmed, but a flash appeared around me and started taking out missiles and lasers with superhuman speed before they had a chance to hit me.

      I grinned.

      As I dove a sphere materialized in my hands from one of the pattern buffers on my tool belt. A sphere with a single glowing red light running in a circle around its hemisphere. I pulled up to a stop right next to the opening Fialux conveniently blew in CORVAC’S side.

      “Damn Applied Sciences Department and their useless crap!” I screamed and then I chucked the wide area matter dispersal bomb into CORVAC’s innards with as much strength as I could muster and got the hell away from there as quickly as I could.

      The detonation was actually rather anticlimactic from the outside. I knew inside that giant robot was being dematerialized by teleportation technology gone horrifyingly wrong, but from the outside the only sign of the chaos inside was when the sphere listed to the side.

      A moment later the tentacle arms that were allowing it to roam through the city like the world's oddest, largest, most spherical metallic spider, went limp. It hit the ground and started to roll.

      The remains of his eyestalk came to rest against one of the skyscrapers and the rest of the eyestalk caught against the main body before it could really get going. That didn't do much for the skyscraper but did prevent the rest of the robot body from rolling through downtown and causing even more incidental destruction.

      I flew down and peered through the hole Fialux had ripped in the side of the thing with her heat vision. Inside it was completely empty except for a few wires here and there hanging off of the outer shell. Everything within the wide area matter dispersal bomb’s sphere of influence was gone as though it had never existed.

      Well that was a successful field test of that nasty little toy.

      “Damn,” Fialux said as she came up beside me.

      “Yup,” I said. “Though it occurs to me now that it might’ve made more sense to have you deliver the bomb what with your invulnerability and all that.”

      "I thought about snagging it from you, but I didn’t know what it was or how it worked which can be dangerous considering you invented it. Plus I figured I had to give you a chance to try out the whole hero thing," Fialux said.

      My eyes narrowed. "What are you talking about?"

      Suddenly she had this innocent look on her face and her hands went behind her as she looked anywhere but directly at me.

      "Oh nothing," she said.

      "What? You thought maybe if you let me take on the giant robot I'd get a taste for the hero thing?"

      "Maybe…"

      I smiled and enveloped her in a hug. I leaned in and whispered in her ear. "You were absolutely right. Thank you."

      An odd sound drifted up from below. I twisted around midair with my blaster at the ready. CORVAC must not be completely gone, however impossible that was. Villains were never completely gone the first time around. I knew from experience.

      Only it wasn't CORVAC in his giant death robot chassis. No, it was people down below. They were streaming out of buildings and looking up at us. And doing something I'd never experienced before.

      Cheering.

      Fialux looked down, then back up to me and smiled. She nodded behind me. I turned and was greeted with a shot of Fialux and me fighting CORVAC on the news displayed on a giant TV hanging from the Starlight City News Network building. The ticker along the bottom read "Fialux and Night Terror save the day against giant robot."

      Night Terror saves the day. With a little help from Fialux, of course, but I was going to enjoy my moment.

      "Well that's new," I said.

      "How does it feel to save the day?" Fialux asked.

      "We haven't saved the day quite yet," I said.

      "What are you talking about? The robot is destroyed."

      "The giant robot isn't the real villain," I said. "That robot wasn't powerful enough in terms of hardware or space to contain CORVAC's entire consciousness. It was taking orders from somewhere else. Not to mention there’s his partner in crime to worry about."

      "You mean your computer is based somewhere else in the city?"

      "My computer is based somewhere else in the city," I said. "And I have a feeling the your recent ex is also going to be there."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "It's still just a hunch, but a good one. Follow me."

    

  





    
      
        
          
            42



Villainous Intent










    
      The warehouse looked abandoned, but I knew that was a lie. The transmission had been coming from somewhere in this area, though it shut off as soon as whoever was controlling it realized we were flying straight for the source.

      Only it was too late. There was still a giant power source coming from somewhere around here, and according to my readings that somewhere was right below this warehouse.

      It looked like I wasn’t the only villain to have the bright idea of locating a base under the city. Only this asshole, whoever he was, had gone for post-industrial chic rather than hiding under the suburban sprawl.

      "What is this place?" Fialux asked.

      "A rat hole," I said. I turned to Fialux. "Do you trust me?"

      She raised an eyebrow. "I'd think it's safe to say I do at this point."

      "I mean this, do you trust me?"

      "Of course I do."

      "Good, because if I'm right you might see some things in here that shock you," I said.

      "More shocking than what happened with you today?"

      "I'm just saying be prepared."

      We walked into the warehouse but it was absolutely silent. No noise, no nothing. The only thing filling the warehouse was the debris from manufacturing that had gone to another country decades ago and the occasional mote of dust dancing in the light of giant windows that ran the length of the place.

      The place smelled of dust and wood and old oil that hadn’t been properly cleaned up when the company abandoned this place. Obviously whoever was inhabiting this lair wasn’t using the ground floor.

      "Are you sure there's something down there?" Fialux asked.

      I looked down at my wrist computer. We were close.

      "I'm certain," I said.

      "I could just burrow straight down. Do a little spin and drill to whatever's hidden down there."

      "No, I don't think that's necessary," I said. I adjusted some settings on my wrist computer. "This should be powerful enough and directional enough to take that silicon wafered prick out. He won’t know what hit him."

      That was the problem with being a machine. At the end of the day when all the defense systems were gone, when all the schemes were defeated, when the giant death robot had been destroyed there was nowhere for a supercomputer to run because they were stuck in place by necessity.

      Nowhere to run. Nowhere to go. No way to save yourself if the person hunting you has a way of taking you out without entering your lair and risking whatever traps you’ve laid.

      Something told me this bolt hole wasn’t hardened against what I was about to dish out. That I could detect a power source at all told me whoever designed the place was relying on not being found as stealth tactic numero uno.

      Which didn’t do a damn bit of good if you got sloppy and let someone find you. At least I hoped CORVAC just got sloppy. Or maybe CORVAC was the new roomie and his partner hadn’t bothered to harden the place against attack.

      I held out my wrist computer and paused with my hand over a big red button I pulled up on the touch screen. I liked big red buttons. I didn’t pause because of any sort of hesitation or guilt over killing CORVAC. No. I knew there was a good chance he had a monitor hidden around here somewhere, and I wanted him to know what was hitting him and who was doing it before I pulled the trigger.

      I pushed the button and the speakers played a satisfying click sound. It might be a touch screen, but I couldn’t have a big red button press without a satisfying click. My wrist computer started to make a high-pitched beeping noise, and a moment later the entire room flickered as the beeping stopped.

      The change was almost instantaneous. The building flickered around us again, giant structures coming into view then disappearing. And then they appeared again as though a curtain was being pulled back, though it was a curtain of invisibility and not the traditional cloth variety.

      "What was that?" Fialux asked.

      I grinned. "Localized directional electromagnetic pulse. I had it go straight down on the gamble that CORVAC's actual hardware was hiding somewhere down there." I glanced around the room. "Looks like I was right too."

      "Impressive."

      I didn't respond. I looked down at my wrist computer and scanned for any of the telltale signs of CORVAC's positronic matrix brain. Only there was nothing. No energy signal either.

      I smiled and very nearly breathed a sigh of relief. I'd shown him, the digitized asshole.

      My only regret was I didn't get to see the look on his self-satisfied screens as I fried his circuits for the last time.

      My moment of distraction thinking of CORVAC's last moments, it would've been less than a second but that was an eternity in computer time and plenty of time for him to consider the error of fighting Night Terror, was when the attack came.

      A flash of black slammed into me and I hit the ground sliding. I felt the wind knocked out of me. My reinforced suit might be enough to prevent damage when I was hit, but that didn't mean the laws of physics just stopped working. Getting hit with enough force could jostle me around inside the suit really hurt, even with the inertial dampeners I'd added.

      It was the same old problem. I couldn't actually add anything large enough to completely shield me from everything that might hit me. Only enough to prevent glancing blows from doing serious damage, which was usually advantage enough.

      I looked up and wasn’t at all surprised at what I saw there.

      "I was wondering when you would come out to play," I said.

      A fist connected with my cheek and I spit out blood. Blood! Damn that hurt!

      I had to admit this reception was definitely more physical than the last time we met, though it also wasn't entirely unexpected.

      "Rex," Fialux growled.

      She looked like she was about to launch herself at the asshole but I held up a hand. "Wait!"

      The asshole stood and clapped. My eyes narrowed. My mouth fell open. I’d been expecting to meet a wannabe villain here, but I didn’t expect the wannabe villain to be this particular someone. I couldn’t believe it.

      Chalk another one up for Night Terror. All of my suspicions were absolutely true! But at the same time erase one off the board for Night Terror. My suspicions were completely wrong.

      “Rex?” I asked, the incredulity dripping from my voice. “Rex Roth is your mysterious boyfriend?”

      “Well… I…” Fialux mumbled and shook her head as though trying to clear something out.

      Rex Roth. Sniveling weenie, famous reporter for the Starlight City News Network, well known around the world as the only man to get exclusive interviews with Fialux, and apparently an aspiring supervillain in his own right.

      He clapped as he ascended stairs on the other end of the newly revealed lair, I guess he did use the ground floor, to what could only be described as a lavish throne.

      When I say lavish we’re talking the kind of thing I'd be ashamed to sit on if I ever managed to take over the world. And as far as I could tell he hadn't even launched any plans to try and take over the world, or even the city for that matter.

      Talk about an overinflated sense of self-worth. Not that I was surprised to see that coming from Rex Roth. The asshole.

      "Bravo Selena," Rex said. "Bravo. I guess Night Terror’s toy means my little deception has been discovered."

      His eyes did that weird mind control thing again. Which didn’t do jack or shit to me because I was in my mask. Also? It didn’t hit Fialux thanks to her identical mask.

      “Rex Roth is Shadow Wing?” I said, still having trouble believing it.

      “I told you the name was a work in progress!” he snapped. “I stole it from one of my pretties after she didn’t need it any longer.”

      One of his pretties. The poor girl who got smashed by the irradiated lizard. She’d been out there on his orders?

      My eyes narrowed. One more crime to lay at this asshole’s feet on top of bad fashion sense and being a boring smarmy asshole.

      "What are you doing here Rex?" I growled.

      He threw his arms out and gestured to the giant lair surrounding him. The throne wasn't the only thing that was over the top. Banks of computers, all dark now, ran along one wall. On the other wall were giant monitors, presumably so he could keep tabs with what was going on in the city. Also dark now thanks to my directional EMP.

      Basically it looked like a stupid journalism major's idea of how to configure an evil lair. It sucked, it wasn't very functional, but it was obvious he’d put a lot of work into it at least so I had to give him that.

      It was like looking at the participation trophy of evil lairs.

      "My darling Fialux," Rex said. "I'm sorry you had to see this before I was ready."

      "Did you really think you could get away with this, Rex?" I asked.

      I winced as I said it, though I wasn't really feeling any pain. But I needed to make sure and look like he’d hit me good and hard if this was going to work. I needed to look weak and vulnerable.

      Weak and vulnerable couldn't hurt him. Weak and vulnerable wouldn't be plotting a way to eliminate him once and for all. I needed to use his massive ego against him.

      "What are you talking about Night Terror?"

      The sneer was obvious in his voice. He hated me almost as much as I hated him. The details weren’t important. Let's just say one of my plans ended up humiliating the great Rex Roth in front of the entire world and leave it at that.

      It might have involved him being terrified of one of my toys. That's all I'm going to say.

      Maybe he peed his pants a little. Or a lot. While he was crying.

      In the middle of a live report on national television.

      That’s all I’m going to say.

      "It really was a clever plan," I said.

      Rex smiled and the puffed up a bit. "Why thank you," he said. "That's high praise indeed coming from the second-best villain in the city."

      I bristled at that jab, but I kept up the act. There was a reason I was number one, and part of that was because I wouldn't let ego get in the way when it mattered. I just hoped that Rex would.

      "What's she talking about Rex?" Fialux asked.

      Rex walked over to Fialux. He reached a hand out and put it under her chin with a smile. His other hand came out. His eyes did that weird glowy thing but of course there was no reaction from Fialux because she was wearing a mask independent of any meddling supercomputers.

      Confirmation piling on confirmation, but I still had to be careful. If I didn't play this right then it could all blow up in my face in a seriously bad way.

      "Don't worry about what Night Terror's saying," Rex said.

      Yup. He was definitely going for the double cross play. Turning the superhero against me and probably letting her rip me apart. Sure Fialux had that prohibition against killing people, but Rex didn't seem to have any pesky moral compass preventing him from ordering her to kill me. It was splitting morality hairs, but it was a hair splitting that could’ve resulted in Fialux splitting me right down the middle with her super strength if I hadn’t given her that mask.

      I was really glad i gave her that mask.

      Rex looked for a long expectant moment and sighed when he realized his trick wasn’t working. That was the problem with having one arrow in your quiver. And he dared call me second best. The prick.

      "Do you really think you can control her?" I asked.

      "Is it any different from what you've done? Don't think I won't forget how you tried to steal my favorite pet away from me."

      "I did nothing of the sort," I said. "She’s free to come and go as she pleases, and I'm certainly not giving any orders."

      Rex whirled on me and his face was a mask of pure fury.

      "You just had to interfere, didn't you? And I made the mistake of trusting that damn computer, thinking it could keep you under control," he said.

      "So CORVAC was in on it?" I said.

      "Yes! And it would've been the perfect plan too, if that bag of circuits hadn't screwed up!"

      I glanced at Fialux. She was looking at good old Rex Roth like he'd sprung a second head and fangs. Good. Now I just had to keep him talking long enough to let him hoist himself by his own petard with a villainous monologue.

      "So what? You keep Fialux occupied and CORVAC keeps me tied up? That was seriously your plan?"

      Rex shrugged. "It was working well enough. I keep the greatest hero in the city under my sway, CORVAC keeps the city's greatest supervillainess in check and makes sure you don't get too successful. We maintain the balance, run the city from the shadows through you two, and no one’s the wiser. Until that computer decided he wanted to be more front and center. The idiot."

      "You've got that right. CORVAC was an idiot," I said.

      "And he'd never shut up! Always whining about wanting to attack the city!"

      "Tell me about it. He wouldn't shut up no matter how many times I told him he wasn't suited for combat."

      "You think you had it bad? He was just playing at disobeying your orders. He actually disobeyed..."

      Rex stopped and his eyes narrowed. I shook my head. Huh. Apparently Rex Roth and I had at least one thing in common. Hatred of CORVAC. But it wasn't enough to save him.

      He took a step towards me, his fist raised and I had to hold back a laugh. If he thought he was going to get me by getting physical then he had another thing coming. It’s not like he had super strength or anything that would actually be useful in a fight.

      No, he was just a dude with one trick I’d rendered useless. An asshole with a mind control augmented charisma score. Which explained why everyone in the city seemed to love him while I saw right through him to what an asshole he really was.

      I was the only person in the city wearing a mind control countering mask most of the time. It must’ve been blocking out his mojo and I never realized it all this time.

      Then his fist loosened. He looked at it, then back to me. A smile broke out his across his face.

      "But there's nothing saying I can't keep on with the original plan even if that damn computer managed to fail, right?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "What are you talking about?"

      He took a step towards me, that smile still on his face. It looked like he was trying to turn on the charm full power, but as I looked at him I still saw the same sniveling, skinny bag of slop that I hated so much. Was he really trying to use his mind control on me?

      "It doesn't have to be like this Night Terror," he said. "You could join in my takeover of the world. The two of us working together! We’d be unstoppable!"

      "Are you crazy? You know I can counter your mind control, and you know I can’t stand you."

      The smile slipped. Was he really expecting mind control to work on me? Hadn’t he noticed I was standing here talking to him, insulting him, rather than standing around slack-jawed looking at him like he was the best thing since the invention of subatomic matter teleportation?

      Which I invented thank you very much.

      It appeared I was in luck. It appeared my assessment of Rex Roth was still very much true. He was an idiot. Of course I don’t know why I expected a journalist to notice subtle detail. Whatever. That was his mistake and not my problem.

      He was good, I'll give him that. No sooner had his smile slipped then it was back in full force.

      "Not orders Night Terror. With your gadgets and my mind control we could rule the world! I don’t need mind control to appeal to your well developed sense of megalomania. I think we both know that."

      "So that's your plan for world domination?" I asked. "Take influential women under your control and get them to do your bidding?"

      The smile slipped again. "Of course that's my plan! And it's not like I'm doing anything wrong. Selena was happy. Content. Right baby?"

      He turned Fialux but she looked anything but happy. Only he smiled and seemed to take that as confirmation that he was absolutely right.

      I rolled my eyes. Rex was your typical twenty something manchild who never learned how to appropriately interact with women, and the shit cherry on top of the crap sundae was he had those crazy mind control eyes that meant he never had to learn the lesson that he was a useless pile of crap with no redeeming qualities and no interest in developing them.

      "So let me get this straight. Now that CORVAC failed your big plan was to use mind control on me?" I asked. “And if that doesn’t work you’re going to keep right on using your mind control on other women until you get what you want?”

      "Of course," Rex said with a shrug. "Why not?"

      Here we were right back in the same place I’d been in a dark alley awhile back trying to entice Fialux into rescuing me. Rex was a mad dog just the same as that asshole in that dark alley. The only difference was he was working on a scale that far surpassed anything a lone criminal working the bad part of town could ever hope for.

      And what did we do with mad dogs?

      I raised my wrist blaster. His eyes widened, but it was already too late. Oh yes, he'd seen me use the wrist blaster countless times before. He'd seen exactly what kind of damage it could do. He was the great Rex Roth, the only journalist brave enough to cover supervillains and the heroes who fought them.

      "No!"

      He tripped over his own feet as he scrambled up and turned to run. Unfortunately he turned to run directly away from me instead of jumping to the side.

      “You should’ve paid better attention in Surviving A Heroic Intervention, Rex,” I said as he scrambled away. In a straight line. “Rule number one. You can’t outrun the speed of light.”

      Rex’s final terrified cry still hung in the air as the disintegration beam shot out. The beam made contact with his body and a moment later there was nothing but disassociated molecules that used to be Rex Roth.

      I stood and brushed off my suit just in case some of those molecules happened to get on me before they dispersed. The last thing I needed was Rex Roth molecular remnants getting on me.

      Yuck.

      Fialux might have a policy, but I wasn't above taking out the trash when it was obvious it needed to be done. One death to prevent many. That was a tradeoff I was willing to take.

      "Rex won't bother anybody ever again," I said.

      I turned to Fialux. This next part could get dicey. She frowned as we locked eyes, and it was clear she wasn’t happy about what I’d just done. "No killing."

      I floated over and put a finger to her lips. "That's your rule, not mine. I might be playing for the other team now, but that doesn't mean I'm going to play by all of your rules."

      To my surprise her frown split to a grin. "The asshole did deserve it."

      I grinned right back at her and went in for a kiss. After all, wasn’t that what the hero was supposed to do after saving the day?
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      The sun shone down on a bright day at the university. The sound of construction went on steadily off in the distance where the school was putting together some of the buildings CORVAC crushed on his rampage through the city.

      Luckily the University had a pretty hefty insurance policy in case of super powered disasters. Sure the feds bitched about rebuilding the city again, but it’s not like they could just abandon an economic engine like Starlight City even if it was more disaster prone than other cities.

      As I always did when I heard the construction I thought back to CORVAC. I wondered about that megalomaniacal computer a lot these days.

      Sure he'd been a jerk, sure he'd been sarcastic, sure his last act had been to try and kill me, but there were still times I missed his sarcastic jabs. There were times when I missed his unique ability to pull off a support role in a way my current AI just couldn’t.

      That was the toss up with computers. On the one hand sapience made them really god at their jobs. On the other hand it made them a hell of a lot more likely to defy their meatsack masters.

      There were still times I wondered if he was actually really gone. Somehow it seemed too easy that a simple EMP blast was enough to take him out.

      Then again, he did have the hubris of a top class villain. I’d expect nothing less from a villain who sort of studied under me. I was the best after all.

      That well-developed sense of villainous hubris meant both that it was entirely possible I'd actually defeated him with a glaring weakness, and that it was also easily possible such a glaring weakness would turn out to be not so glaring and he'd pop up at the worst possible moment sometime in the future.

      That was how all the best villains did it, after all. I could say that with certainty because that’s how I did it.

      But best not to think about that right now. I was trying to enjoy my lunch.

      "What are you thinking about?" Selena asked.

      I smiled. She ended up getting an A on the midterm exam, and it was an A I was more than happy to give her. Her paper on why heroes intervening in a supervillain's business caused more problems than it fixed had been amazing, bringing up points I hadn't even thought of.

      Of course she admitted to me that she didn't believe a word of it, but what mattered was she was able to expand her mind long enough to get the words on paper. And I’m not talking about the sort of mind expansion that the journalism majors I knew when I was in undergrad were always going on about.

      "Oh nothing really," I said. "Just thinking about how we got together."

      "How we got together means nothing to you?" she said with a faint smile on her face.

      I resisted the urge to reach out and smack her, both because it would have looked odd to the students and professors sitting around us at the food court and because I knew it wouldn't do a damn bit of good anyways. If the best weapons I could come up with weren’t enough to hurt her in pitched combat then a little playful smack wasn’t going to do anything.

      "You know what I mean," I said.

      I grinned and reached out to pat Selena’s hand and she hit me with a dazzling smile that still blew me away.

      “So when are you due back at the journalism building?” she asked.

      Now there was the strangest turn of events in this whole damn thing. Sure it eventually came out that I was teaching the class without a lick of appropriate credentials, but at the same time everybody in my Journalism 105 class had survived CORVAC’s rampage through the university without a scratch despite a direct hit on the journalism building.

      The department decided they couldn't argue with the results and offered me a full-time teaching position. Not tenured, but tenure-track. Besides, I had a few tricks up my sleeve that would make sure I got that tenure when the time came.

      What can I say? The pay was peanuts, sure, but there was a supreme joy in actually getting paid to torture liberal arts majors for an hour a day. And it’s not like I had to do any real work other than showing up for that hour a day.

      Sure some might argue that was fraud or wage-theft or whatever, but what can I say? I might’ve taken a turn for the heroic lately but old habits ran deep. I might’ve saved the city, but that didn’t mean I’d gone completely legit. Much to Fialux’s annoyance.

      Besides, the new job would also let me make sure no more journalism students with megalomaniacal ambitions managed to slip through the cracks.

      "I'm probably going to be stuck in the office until around 3:30," I replied.

      "My last class is over at four," Selena said.

      "Any idea what we should get for dinner tonight?" I asked.

      I was in the mood for Chinese, but I didn't get a chance to give voice to that thought because just as I opened my mouth there was a loud explosion off in the distance. I turned in the direction of the noise even as people around us started screaming and running in the opposite direction.

      Most of the students on campus had learned their lesson: super powered disasters definitely could happen anywhere. Nobody stood around and gawked anymore when there was an attack on the city. That was for damn sure.

      All the new construction around campus was proof enough of that.

      I turned just in time to catch a glimpse of whatever it was. Or, it would probably be more accurate to say I turned in time to catch the second whatever it was tearing through the atmosphere and slamming into the city off in the distance. There was another loud explosion followed by debris rising up, and then smoke.

      Yeah, something was definitely going down over there.

      I pulled out my wrist computer and did a few quick calculations, then looked up. Just in time to see another thing fly overhead, tearing through the atmosphere and causing windows to rattle around us as it landed closer to the university. People screamed and started sprinting in the opposite direction.

      What had been an orderly evacuation of the university was rapidly becoming a panicked terrified flight. Someone tripped over a desk in front of us and expensive coffee spilled everywhere.

      I never understood how all these poor college students could afford all these super expensive drinks. All that student loan bubble money at work, I guess.

      Off in the distance there was an eerie humming noise and a saucer shaped object rose from the smoke and debris. I pulled up one of my roving drones that I kept floating over the city for just such an occasion.

      A holoprojection jumped up from my wrist and Fialux leaned in and peered closely at it. I figured it was safe enough to pull the projection up. It's not like anyone was paying attention to us anyways.

      Yup, definitely a flying saucer of some sort. As we watched the three-dimensional holoprojection a metal arm with a nasty glowing tip stuck out from the bottom, rotated slightly, and blasts of some sort of energy started flying. The sound of a crackling energy weapon followed by booming explosions reached us a few seconds after the light from the projection.

      I rolled my eyes. "Alien invasion."

      Fialux sighed. "Damn it, I was hoping for Italian tonight."

      I grinned. "There'll be plenty of time for that after we kicked ET's ass."

      There was nothing like getting a good workout in before dinner.

      I stood and ripped my blouse aside, buttons flying in every direction, my Night Terror logo appearing on my suit underneath. Fialux stood and did the same.

      It was time to get to work.
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      The receptionist in the main office of the Applied Sciences Department looked up with the practiced disinterest of someone who was used to seeing people coming and going all day long. The smile froze on her face as she got a good look at me standing there in my Night Terror outfit though.

      My mouth quirked up in a half smile. I was the only one in the room smiling, but I was used to that.

      “Night Terror!” she breathed.

      Her hand shot out for the phone but I shot out a localized stasis field that held her hand in place. No pesky phone calls to campus police. Not that it would’ve done her a damn bit of good if she did manage to get through to those clowns in a badge.

      I leaned over her desk and my half smile turned to a full grin. Time to lay on the old Night Terror charm.

      “Someone from this department has been giving away some of my old things, and I don’t like that,” I said. “And I’m not leaving until I find out who that unlucky soon-to-be vaporized son-of-a-bitch is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keep Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Coming soon! Villains Don’t Save Heroes!

        

        I’m shooting for a release at the end of November or beginning of December, but 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/
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        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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