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      Fialux flew towards me with her fist out in front of her. Her mouth opened in a scream of rage.

      I instinctively winced and turned away. All the times she’d kicked my ass in a fight flashed through my head. Hey, you try having your ass handed to you by a hero time and time again and not have that reaction.

      This was it. This was the end.

      This was totally a touch of PTSD that hadn’t manifested until I started training her on how to fly using the antigrav units in a suit I’d custom made for her. I forced myself to face her, reminding myself there was no real danger here.

      Something changed. Her eyes went wide. Her mouth opened even wider, and her look wasn’t really rage now so much as it was pure surprise. Pure terror.

      At the last moment she veered off. Though to say she veered off because she was afraid she was going to hit me would be charitable at best.

      No, one moment she was moving across the giant flight training room in full control of her flight, something I would’ve expected since she’d spent so much time flying around without the help of my little toys, and the next she’d completely lost control.

      “Fuck!” she shouted.

      “Just roll with it!” I shouted at her. “Smacking into walls builds character!”

      The hazy sparkling outline of a shield appeared around her as she hit a wall. It was able to wrap all around her unlike with my suit. I was always powering so many things that I had to go with a directional shield, but her suit was only powering the antigrav units so I was able to devote the remainder of the suit’s power to keeping her from hurting herself when she inevitably screwed up.

      She bounced around the massive flight training room a couple of times. She careened off of one wall, flew across the room into another, bounced off the bottom and the top, looking for all the world like a three-dimensional game of Pong where the physics engine had suddenly gone terribly wrong.

      Not that Pong ever really had a physics engine. Whatever. Bad example.

      I put a hand over my mouth to cover my giggle. It didn’t stop the giggle, but I figured the last thing I wanted her to see was me laughing at her predicament.

      I was supposed to be the patient teacher here, after all. The Miyagi to her Danial san. Or maybe Danielle san. I definitely wasn’t supposed to be laughing at her misfortune.

      Finally I held my wrist blaster out and used my anti-Newtonian field to bring her to a halt. The thing hadn’t been all that great at stopping her when she had her powers, it’d only worked the one time when I managed to catch her flat footed, but it turns out the thing was great for flight training.

      It helped that the kind of flight power one of my suits could put out didn’t hold a candle to what she could do back when we were still tangling with each other. Sure the anti-Newtonian field would still eventually break down even when used on one of my suits, I’d proven that in a fight with Dr. Lana, but it was perfect for slowing Fialux down when she went careening around the flight lab.

      “So what did you do wrong there?” I asked.

      Fialux picked herself up from a heap on the flight lab floor. She looked a little worse for the wear. A little frazzled. She was a little wobbly on her feet.

      “It’s this damn antigravity flight system!” she said. Well, I suppose it would be more accurate to say she screamed. “How were you ever able to fly this damned thing long enough to learn how to use it safely?”

      I floated over, the flight lab was too damn big for walking to be efficient, and put an arm around her. I’d meant for it to be a comforting arm, but she tensed. A fair reaction considering we’d only recently been archenemies, but it still hurt when she did that.

      “You’ve heard the old chestnut about the villain who was asked how he got to the Carnegie Hall, right?”

      She eyed me askance. “The villain? I thought that story was about a musician.”

      I shrugged. “In my version of the story it’s a villain. He was on his way over to shrink the place, steal it, and get a hefty ransom from the city of New York. Though this story wouldn’t have worked back in the ‘70s when they didn’t have any money, but I suppose now they’re doing okay so…”

      “Right,” she said, putting a distracting finger to my lips and stopping my rambling. “So what was the villain’s answer?”

      “Practice, practice, practice.”

      “That makes no sense at all,” she said. “If it was a musician then…”

      I shrugged and talked right over her. She was ruining my profound lesson. “Maybe it doesn’t make sense with the role change, but the lesson is the same whether it’s a musician trying to perform in a popular venue or a villain hell-bent on ransoming landmarks for a shitload of money.”

      “Right, and what’s that lesson?” she asked. “Because I think it sort of got lost in the retelling there.”

      “The lesson is it’s going to take practice. Duh. Whether you’re a villain or a musician, you have to practice to get good at what you do.”

      “But I’m not a villain,” she said. “And neither are you. Not anymore.”

      I turned away just in time to suppress the frown that percolated up as she said that. I wasn’t as sure about that whole “no more villainy” thing as she was, but for the sake of relationship harmony that was one argument I wasn’t touching with a disintegrator ray with an infinite range.

      Sure I’d been doing heroic stuff, but that was mostly because I kept getting dragged into situations where my attempted villainy led to heroism. Talk about frustrating.

      “You okay Natalie?” she asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said, searching for a distraction. “But I’ll be better as soon as you’re back at flight training.”

      She let out a frustrated growl. She’d been doing that a lot lately. It was the kind of frustrated growl that might have me worried if it weren’t for the fact that she was decidedly mortal now. Her anatomy even resembled a human’s so closely that my medbay couldn’t tell the difference.

      Yeah. Whatever the hell Dr. Lana had done to her, she’d sure worked her over good. It was enough to make me want to scream in frustration.

      Particularly since the villain had managed to escape every time I’d smacked her down in recent history. Once because she’d managed to legitimately escape. The second time she’d exhibited a healing ability that went beyond anything that was natural. Then there was the third time when my dumbass lured her into a trap and then forgot that the last part of that trap involved teleporting remains to the dump where she was presumably regenerating right now.

      Oops.

      That healing wasn’t natural. I don’t care who you are. When you get shot right through the midsection and have a healthy chunk of your internal organs destroyed you’re supposed to fall down and die, damn it.

      The fact that she didn’t wasn’t worrisome.

      “Actually. The first time I flew using my powers it was kind of intuitive,” she said. “It was like I could use my mind to control the direction I was going and that was that.”

      My mouth compressed to a thin line. I thought of all the times I’d been in crashes similar to what she’d just pulled. The big difference being I didn’t have the advantage of a training room dedicated solely to flight practice back when I was first figuring out how to give gravity a big middle finger.

      Not to mention I didn’t have shield technology that was anywhere near as reliable as the stuff she wore.

      “Yes, well I can tell you there’s nothing intuitive about screaming through the air using a bunch of anti-gravity technology strategically placed around one of these suits. It’s something you have to get used to controlling.”

      She held up the little control box I’d given her. It was a primitive thing. What I’d used when I was first learning how to fly with antigrav.

      “But you never use anything like this,” she said. “I should know. I’ve watched you pretty closely when you’re flying around trying to save the city.”

      I put my head in my hands. That was one reference to heroics too many. I shouldn’t have been as annoyed as I suddenly felt, but her talking about me like I was some hero coupled with my recent defeats at the hands of Dr. Lana had me short and testy.

      “Please don’t say that,” I said.

      “Say what? That you don’t use this ridiculous control thingy you’re insisting I use?”

      “No. The bit about saving the city.”

      I felt a hand touch my cheek. I looked up. Saw her smiling at me, and that smile was always enough to make me melt.

      “But that’s what you do,” she said. “You’ve saved the city a couple of times now. Like it or not, that’s who you are.”

      “You’re rubbing off on me in all the wrong ways,” I growled.

      And then she was right up against me. I looked down at her in one of my custom designed suits. I’d done it up in her colors, and the effect was nothing short of breathtaking. It was even more breathtaking with the way she pressed up against me.

      Talk about distracting.

      “If you’re trying to distract me from training you then you’re…”

      “Absolutely on the right track?” she asked, a huge grin splitting her face.

      “Maybe,” I admitted.
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      I stopped to think about just how much I wanted to let her distract me. On the one hand I’d promised her that I was going to whip her into fighting shape again. That I was going to use every bit of technological savvy I had to make sure she was every bit the hero she’d been before the incident with Dr. Lana had robbed her of her powers.

      Weird. I barely felt a skittering of guilt running across my conscience when I thought of that moment now. Sure I still felt bad, but at the same time I’d come to accept that she knew the risks when she went into that fight.

      It helped that I’d also realized she could still be the hero she once was. Even if it was going to take a little bit of assistance from me. Even if the technology I had was nothing compared to what she’d been able to do in her prime.

      Assuming she learned how to actually use this stuff and not just barrel into situations and hope her powers would be enough to save her cute ass.

      “You know you’re never going to learn anything if…”

      I was interrupted by her finger moving up to my lips. There was a twinkle in her eyes. A twinkle I knew all too well. A twinkle that had distracted me on more than one occasion, and it was clear she was going to try and get out of this particular lesson by distracting me with the sexy.

      Not that I minded being distracted with the sexy. It’s just that there was real work that had to be done here and…

      “You’re bad. You know that, right?” I asked.

      “Maybe I am,” she said, her breath hot against me. “But I think you love it.

      She was right on that count. My toes were already curling and her lips weren’t even pressing against mine. If she kept this up for much longer then…

      And sure enough she was leaning up. Her lips puckered up and her eyes closed. I found myself leaning in without really thinking about how I was letting her get out of her work.

      I was losing it. Losing it wasn’t good. I needed to train her, damn it.

      A shield popped up between us at the last moment. Fialux bounced off of it with a surprised grunt.

      “What the…”

      I’d barely managed to put up one of my directional shields in time. Fialux looked supremely surprised to see the shield there between us, and she arched an eyebrow.

      “Isn’t that one of those things you only use when something life-threatening is coming at you?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      “And you consider me kissing you life-threatening?” she asked. “Do I need to brush my teeth or something? I mean I know I had that everything bagel yesterday, but I figured…”

      I smiled. I couldn’t help it. She was so cute when she got like this. Besides, it was nice to know I could frustrate her, because she’d been frustrating me an awful lot with her constant attempts to get out of her training.

      “It’s nothing like that,” I said. “But not training properly could be potentially life-threatening. You remember what happened the last time you tried to use some of my equipment out in the wild, right?”

      Her face fell. Yeah, she totally remembered the last time she tried using some of my equipment. We’d tried fighting off a couple of giant robots rampaging through the city, and the end result hadn’t been pretty.

      Tried was the operative word there.

      “What does that have to do with me kissing you?” she asked. “I promise I brushed my teeth and I used mouthwash after I got done eating that bagel!”

      My mouth compressed to a thin line. I’d been pretty sure she’d had something like that to eat yesterday. I swear. This girl had an iron stomach even if she had lost all of her powers.

      I couldn’t eat stuff like that without my stomach twisting up into knots. I couldn’t smell the remains of something like that on someone’s breath without my stomach twisting into knots, for that matter.

      Maybe it was a good thing I’d put up that shield. The last thing I needed was to lose my lunch after kissing her because she liked disgusting spices on her food.

      “Yes, well the point is you’re trying to kiss me to distract me from training you, and you really need to learn how to use this stuff. What happens if you go out there trying to use these toys and you don’t actually have the experience to use them? What happens if you don’t have me there to pull your bacon out of the frying pan?”

      She stalked off to the other side of the flight room and I heard her saying a couple of choice things about the chastity of my mother that I’m not going to repeat, but I kept my peace.

      After all, my mother did have to have questionable chastity on at least one occasion if I was here, right? There was a certain elegant logic to her litany of swear words, even if it wasn’t exactly nice.

      She took a deep breath. Held out the control box in her fist. Elevated into the air, and zipped across the room. Right towards me.

      “That’s it! Let the hate flow through you!” I shouted.

      “If you think references are going to save your ass when I get you you’re sorely mistaken!” she shouted back.

      I wasn’t sure I needed references to save me. Usually all I had to do was stand in place and wait for her to go flying around me. Ooh, that was good. I could use that.

      “I figure I’m safe as long as you’re aiming for me!” I shouted.

      Her eyes narrowed. Oh yeah, that pissed her off. Her fist clenched in front of her and she let out a scream.

      I didn’t think it was necessarily appropriate for her to always be coming at me with her fist outstretched like that, screaming in a rage, but then again if taking out a little bit of her frustration on me because she had a problem with my teaching methods was enough to get her to actually do what needed to be done then I’d take it.

      I watched without much in the way of real fear, maybe just a touch of PTSD worry from all the times she’d come at me like that when she was a real danger, as she darted across the room, fist outstretched, face contorted in the sort of rage that only comes from a student frustrated with a teacher for giving out what they consider an unfair homework assignment.

      Sure enough there was no cause for me to be too worried. That look of pure fury turned to a look of pure surprise and terror as she started to lose control and went flying through the air again, the shields kicking up just in time to stop her from really hurting herself as she smashed into various parts of the flight lab.

      I sighed. We were going to be at this for awhile.

      I glanced at the Starlight City News Network feed in the heads up display I maintained in a special set of contact lenses. They let me keep tabs on the world without getting Fialux too distracted.

      Like almost everyone from our generation the appearance of a screen was enough to immediately pull her away from whatever she was doing.

      I frowned as I looked at the feed. A giant irradiated lizard was attacking the city, and it was really giving things a walloping. As I watched it clawed the facade of an all glass tower and the destruction was nothing short of spectacular.

      Not my problem, but it could become my problem if Fialux found out about the damn thing. Which is one reason why the news feed was strictly isolated to my contacts right now.

      Something whooshed past me. I blinked and looked at Fialux screaming as she slammed against the wall yet again. I guess while I’d been distracted by the giant monster attacking the city I hadn’t noticed her coming at me.

      Oops.

      I closed down the SCNN news feed. It’s not like there was ever anything interesting that happened during those giant lizard attacks. Mostly it was an opportunity for the military to prance around and show off all the toys they never got a chance to show off otherwise since there were no other hyperpowers in the world stupid enough to take them on.

      I suppose using multimillion dollar cruise missiles to take potshots at people living in tents in the desert got old. The lizards were probably a nice change of pace.

      Also? Totally not my concern. I’d catch up on the reports later when I wasn’t training Fialux.

      I turned back to my lovely girlfriend and grinned. She was sprawled against the back wall with her head on the ground and her ass and legs up in the air against the wall.

      “Very good,” I said. “Now let’s do that again until you get it right. We’re not stopping until I feel your fist against my face!”

      “That can be arranged!” she growled, hurtling herself through the air again.
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      I stared at the Starlight City News Network feed.

      “I can’t fucking believe it,” I said.

      “Well you’re the one who decided you weren’t going to tell me about what was going on out there. You’re the one who decided you weren’t going to monitor the city,” Fialux said.

      She crossed her arms and stared up at the same thing I was looking at. She sounded like she was almost insulted that I hadn’t monitored the city. Like she thought this was somehow my fault.

      As I watched this strange new hero with a full face mask rise up over the city I couldn’t help but wonder if this was all somehow my fault.

      “I can’t shake the feeling that’s her,” I whispered.

      “What was that?” Fialux asked.

      I glanced at her and then very quickly turned away. The last thing I wanted was to slip up and let her know I was suspicious that Dr. Lana was still out there somewhere ready to cause trouble.

      And I’d nearly fucked up good just then.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just thinking to myself.”

      “Yeah, well you’d better do more than thinking if we’re going to get out there and make a difference in this city. Especially if there’s someone out there who’s…”

      Her voice cut off. Clearly she was having some trouble watching what was going on up there on the big screen, and for totally different reasons than I was having trouble watching it.

      SCNN replayed it again. The footage that I’d just missed because I turned off my heads up display and focused on training with Fialux for a few hours rather than monitoring the news.

      The giant lizard waded through downtown. Its tail lashed out here and there and left giant gashes in the sides of those buildings. Occasionally it opened its mouth and let out a roar, and even more occasionally those roars were followed by beams of pinkish nuclear fire flying out of its mouth.

      Basically your typical kaiju attack on a major metropolitan area, only for the first few minutes of this attack it’d looked like the military wasn’t even going to bother showing up to do their usual ineffective best.

      Never mind someone showing up in a mecha or something to fight the thing off. I’d tried that once just for funsies. Back when CORVAC and I were testing designs for his giant death robot.

      Which reminded me. I still had the damn prototype for that thing gathering dust in the depths of the lab. I was really going to have to do something about that eventually, but not right now.

      “Here it comes,” Fialux said.

      A lone figure fell from the sky. Well falling wasn’t quite right. It was more like the figure was streaking through the sky, and as the drone footage focused on the figure there was a puff of air around her as she broke through the sound barrier.

      Showoff. Obviously this bitch, whoever she was, had waited until she was over the city to do something like that. Which would really piss off the FAA, but it’s not like they had jurisdiction over people with powers like that.

      “And here it comes,” Fialux whispered, giving a quiet commentary to the whole fucked up situation.

      Here it came indeed. The sonic boom also had the added effect of drawing the giant lizard’s attention. It turned its head just in time for the new hero to catch it with one hell of a right hook across the jaw.

      The lizard didn’t go crosseyed. It wasn’t equipped for that sort of thing what with eyes on either side of its head rather than two binocular eyes in front like you’d expect from, say, a costume designer putting together something to rampage through the tokusatsu.

      “Amazing,” Fialux breathed, and I thought I detected just a hint of jealousy.

      Not that I could blame her. That’d been her out there mixing things up and beating the shit out of bad guys not too long ago. Sure the bad guy she was beating the shit out of was yours truly and not a giant irradiated lizard, but still.

      “I know this has to be difficult watching someone else bursting onto the scene and doing all the shit you used to do,” I said.

      “What do you know about it?” she asked, a surprising amount of heat in her voice.

      “Well I have watched Dr. Lana trying to take over the top villain spot in the city, and it’s not like that’s been sunshine and rainbows or anything,” I said.

      Fialux surprised me by reaching up and wiping something from her eyes. I looked in astonishment and realized she was on the verge of tears.

      No, she wasn’t on the verge of tears. She was actually crying over this. I reached out and put an arm around her, but I didn’t know that it would actually make her feel better or anything.

      “I can’t believe there’s someone else out there like me,” she said.

      “Well we don’t know if she’s exactly like you,” I said. “That would be improbable at best.”

      Or it would mean that there was a good possibility there was someone out there who’d been spending a great deal of time trying to mimic Fialux’s powers. Say the kind of person who’d figured out a way to create a sort of ray that would allow them to rob her of those powers.

      In my imagination it wasn’t all that difficult to go from a world where Dr. Lana had figured out how to steal Fialux’s powers to a world where she’d somehow figured out how to use those powers for herself.

      I also wasn’t going to breathe a fucking word of those suspicions to her. She was still in a delicate state after everything that happened the last time we tangled with Dr. Lana, and the last thing I wanted to do was reopen old wounds.

      Not when it took me so long to fix them the last time around.

      “She just punched that thing like it was nothing. It’s the size of a skyscraper and she punched it out,” Fialux said.

      “You totally could’ve punched something like that out when you were at the height of your powers,” I said.

      It was meant to sound reassuring, but from the glare she hit me with it didn’t do the job. Right. Because she probably didn’t like being reminded of the fact that she’d once had the powers of a goddess and now here she was with nothing but the scraps I was willing to throw her.

      “I want you to stay away from her,” Fialux said.

      I blinked a couple of times. Okay then. Not what I was expecting. Also, enough to get the old hackles rising. Who did she think she was to tell me I couldn’t do something?

      Well, she was my girlfriend. She could tell me she didn’t want me to do something all she wanted. The real question was whether or not I was going to listen to her on that score.

      “And why would I stay away from her?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      If she picked up on the threat in my voice she didn’t say anything. That or she chose to ignore it. She could do that a lot. A holdover from the days when she had the powers of a goddess and hadn’t developed the proper respect for the greatest villain this city had ever known.

      “I see that look in your eyes,” she said. “You want to track that heroine down and see what makes her tick. Well you’re not doing it. You’re better than that.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her I wasn’t going to stay away from that hero thank you very much. That I was a grown woman who could do whatever the hell she pleased, up to and including finally taking over the world.

      I even almost let it slip that I thought there was a possibility this new hero out there could be a recovered Dr. Lana, but I stopped myself at the last moment. Fialux thought Dr. Lana was dead. I was going to go right on letting her think Dr. Lana was dead. I didn’t want her to start freaking the fuck out.

      Mostly what stopped me was something to her voice. A slight hitch as she said that. I cocked an eyebrow at her.

      “This isn’t about me being all villainous, is it? Not really?” I asked.

      She stared at me and again there was a hint of tears in her eyes. Only this time around I didn’t think it had anything to do with her being upset about her powers suddenly disappearing and everything to do with something else.

      “Well you fell for a hero once,” she said. “What if you go out there and find someone new with powers I don’t have anymore and suddenly decide you’re all about her and not about me?” she asked, again wiping a tear from her eyes.

      That was so ridiculous that I almost didn’t dignify it with a response. I didn’t say anything, or try to tell her she was acting like an idiot. No, I wrapped my arms around her and held her close.

      That seemed like the thing to do. She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her head against my chest.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I know I’m being ridiculous. I just worry.”

      “You don’t need to worry,” I said. “You’re everything I want in this life. Not whoever that new girl is out there. I’m not ever trading you in for the new hotness.”

      Especially when I had a sneaking suspicion that the “new hotness” was none other than Dr. Lana finally figuring out how to harness Fialux’s powers.

      The bitch probably even put that giant lizard out there. She’d done enough false flag hero situations before that I wouldn’t put it past her to pull it again. The woman was singularly uninventive with her plots, and she was the type who’d probably think no one would look at a giant lizard attacking the city and realize it was exactly the same as a giant robot attacking the city.

      From the way the blathering idiots at SCNN were going on it looked like she was mostly correct in that assumption.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get away from the TV for a little while and take a break. We can play a game or something.”

      “That sounds nice,” Fialux said. “But what about that new hero? If we start going out into the city we’re going to run into her at some point.”

      Again there was that unspoken worry in her voice. The worry not that there might be a new sheriff in town laying down the law so much as she was worried I’d take one look at that new sheriff and decide I wasn’t interested in Fialux anymore.

      “We’re probably going to run into her at some point,” I finally said, staring at the grainy footage and wishing the drones SCNN was fielding over the city were better quality, or that I still had CORVAC around to field my much better army of drones.

      The current AI I was working with just wasn’t capable of that kind of work. It felt like I had a missing limb or something. I hadn’t realized how much I relied on that bastard until he was gone.

      I guess it’s true that you don’t know what you have until it’s gone.

      “Come on,” I said, pulling Fialux away from the TV. “We’re forgetting all about this for a little while. This new hero is something to worry about later.”

      Like when we were out in the city and she tried to confront us. If that was Dr. Lana then she was going to do it at some point. Hell, even if it wasn’t Dr. Lana there was a good chance this new hotness was going to try and take on Night Terror because that’s what all the new heroes did when they came to the city.

      For now, though, it was time to comfort my girlfriend. Which meant disconnecting again. I figured it’s not like I could miss anything else more momentous than this news, after all.

      I kept a muted feed running in my contact lens heads up display just in case though. Fool me once and all that.
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      “So I’ve been thinking,” I said.

      Selena hit me with an odd look. A look that said she didn’t know if she was going to like what I was about to say, but she was going to go ahead and give me just enough rope to hang myself by.

      It wasn’t a comforting look, though it wasn’t nearly as terrifying now that she couldn’t potentially smash me with her pinky finger whenever she wanted.

      Maybe she could sense that the “thinking” I’d been doing coincided with that new hero. A hero who couldn’t possibly be who I thought she was. I refused to believe it.

      “That could be dangerous, but go ahead. What have you been thinking about?” she asked.

      I looked at the Starlight City News Network. I needed to frame this so it had nothing to do with that new hero who’d given that giant lizard the business.

      No, I needed to frame this like I was concerned with the wave of petty crime that had swept the city ever since lesser criminals figured out Fialux wasn’t out there rounding people up and Night Terror wasn’t out there busting the heads of anyone who moved in on her territory.

      “I’ve been thinking about all the criminals who’ve been hitting the city lately,” I lied.

      Her eyebrows shot up and she took another bite of pizza. Clearly she didn’t believe me, but she was also polite enough not to call me on it.

      I eyed that pizza suspiciously. Surprisingly there’d been no need for changing the measurements on the suit from the beginning of the fabrication process to the end despite all the junk food she still packed away like the apocalypse was nigh and she was enjoying her last pizza ever.

      No, all the surreptitious scans that ran on both of us when we were going through the lab, systems I’d set up to motivate myself to keep in shape since my natural state was lazy and fat when it came to working out and I always needed motivation, told me she hadn’t gained a single pound even after losing her powers even though she hadn’t exactly been hitting the gym.

      Almost as though her metabolism was still going at whatever breakneck pace had been set when she was a hero, even though that was impossible.

      “Earth to Natalie,” Selena said.

      I blinked a couple of times and returned my attention to her.

      “Sorry about that,” I said. “I was thinking about that fight with those robots, is all.”

      “Uh-huh,” she muttered. “I’m sure that’s exactly what you’re thinking about.”

      Her eyes shot to the TV off to one side of the breakfast nook where I always had Starlight City News Network playing in the background. Right now it was running a replay of that mysterious “new” hero along with commentary about how the giant lizard was way more powerful than usual this time around.

      “It’s good that you’re thinking about those robots,” she said, a twinkle in her eye. “After all, that’s the fight where you showed yourself to be the hero I always knew you were.”

      I decided to ignore that. She could say I was a hero until the cows came home, not likely considering the nearest dairy farm was at least thirty miles from the city, but that wasn’t going to make it true.

      Not in my heart of hearts, at least. Though it didn’t help that I found myself acting all merciful and heroic when she was around, and I found myself getting irritated again.

      “The point I’m trying to make here is there emboldened criminals crawling out of the woodwork,” I said. “I’m talking the kind of criminals who wouldn’t have dared hit the city when you were in operation.”

      She locked eyes with me. “Are you sure that’s what’s really bothering you?”

      I let out a low growl. One of the bad things about her spending so much time with me, she’d practically moved into the lab at this point, was she knew me too well. Knew when I was bullshitting her.

      “Fine. They’re also totally the kind of criminals who never would’ve dreamed of operating within the city limits when I was running things,” I said.

      Her lips pursed into a thin frown. Yeah, the less we talked about the good old days when I’d ruled this city with a polycarbonate reinforced cybernetically enhanced fist the better.

      “Moving on,” I said. “There are a lot of petty criminals out there who’re getting too big for their britches. And it seemed to me that it’s time to slap them down.”

      “Are you sure that’s the only reason you suddenly want to stop the training and get back out into the city?” she asked.

      Again her eyes darted to the TV. Again it was clear she saw through my motivations.

      “This doesn’t have to do with those lizards or that hero,” I said, slamming my fist down on the breakfast bar.

      “Really? Because that’s totally the reaction of someone who doesn’t care,” she said, the sarcasm practically dripping from her voice.

      “This is totally a training thing,” I said.

      She didn’t say anything. She arched an eyebrow. That said it all.

      “The criminals out there are low level enough that they’d make a perfect training opportunity while also reintroducing Fialux to the world,” I said with a sniff.

      She kept that eyebrow arched. I sighed.

      “And if we happen to get a closer look at that strange hew hero on the scene that’s just gravy as far as I’m concerned.”

      She eyed me with a growing smile.

      “You know Natalie, if I didn’t know any better I’d almost say you’ve gotten a taste for the heroic and now you want to go out there and save the world again.” she said. “And you’re using that new hero as an excuse.”

      I bit my tongue. At least I bit back what I was going to say. I didn’t want to give her any inkling that Dr. Lana might still be out there. As far as Fialux was concerned the good doctor was dead many times over thanks to my dummy lab, and I was going to keep it that way until I had to tell her.

      Dr. Lana might’ve put me through hell, but Fialux got it way worse from her. I didn’t want to send her into another depressed funk.

      “Sure,” I said. “If that’s what it takes to get you out there then that’s absolutely what I want to do. Look at me. Big bad hero. Go good guys.”

      The last part was delivered with enough precision sarcasm that I was pretty sure she got the point. Though it seemed like it wasn’t a point she was willing to take.

      Selena blinked. “You’re telling me that’s not what you want to do? Come on. I know what it’s like. You get your first high from saving the city and then nothing’s good enough. You find yourself rescuing cats from trees even though they’re perfectly capable of climbing down themselves because you need that rush! You go blow out fires with your super breath and then a bunch of pissy park rangers show up to tell you that you just ruined a controlled burn. Being a hero is a hell of a drug.”

      I sighed. Put my elbows on the table in the little breakfast nook. Meanwhile the news kept going. Talking about the crime wave that was hitting the city and speculating about how this new hero might be able to pick up where Fialux left off.

      “Crime wave my ass,” I growled.

      “Weren’t you the one who was just talking about how we need to go out there to fight low level criminals and get me back in the saddle?” she asked. “Like it’s either a crime wave or it isn’t. Either we need to go out there and save the city or we don’t. It’s one or the other.”

      She grinned at me. Clearly she was enjoying messing with me. I can’t say that I cared for it.

      “You’re really enjoying fucking with me, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Oh I think I’ve already proved time and again how much I enjoy that,” she said. “But it is a hell of a lot of fun now.”

      I stuck my tongue out. Blushed, too. I thought of a few of the things we’d done in the privacy of the lab, and they were all pleasant memories but not the kind of thing I needed clouding my head when I was worrying about new heroes who may or may not be my old archenemy and petty criminals moving in on the criminal empire that was crumbling more and more every day I didn’t go out there and maintain it.

      “Come on Natalie,” Fialux said, reaching across the table to touch my hand. “What’s really bothering you?”

      I took in a deep breath. I wasn’t sure she really wanted the answer to that question, but she’d asked and now she was going to get it damn it. When you got down to it I was a little pissed that the villainous hold I had on the city was loosening with every day I didn’t go out there and knock some heads. I was annoyed that there was a new hero out there.

      I was annoyed at the world and I needed to lash out at something, so I did.
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      SCNN droned on in the background about the crime wave and I only got more irritated. I felt a snap and looked down in surprise. I’d snapped the handle right off of one of my favorite coffee mugs. An old thing that had a diagram of the Enterprise-D from Star Trek: The Next Generation.

      That only put me in an even more foul mood as I thought about the city getting its collective panties in a twist over a bunch of petty crime.

      “This shit doesn’t even seem like much of a crime wave to me! Some bank robberies, a few muggings in the dodgy part of town. Basically the kind of crime that would’ve been unremarkable in any normal city,” I said.

      Fialux nodded. I could tell from her smile that this was amusing her, but she was also trying her best to be understanding. I guess I’d have to take it.

      “Let it all out,” she said.

      “I’ve looked up the statistics for the “crime wave” SCNN is up in arms about and the numbers are still a hell of a lot better than other comparable cities like New York, Chicago, or LA,” I said.

      “Have you ever thought that maybe it’s just that they’ve spent so much time covering the kind of crime you used to get up to that they don’t know how to cover regular crime?”

      “That sure as hell seems to be what’s going on,” I growled. “They’re treating every petty bank robber or kid who steals a candy bar like they’re the next huge villain to hit the city.”

      “That sounds about right,” Fialux said. “News everywhere lives by “if it bleeds, it leads. I should know. I’m about to graduate with a journalism degree.”

      “Yeah, that mixed in with a touch of Starlight City’s news agencies getting so used to living under the benevolent umbrella of me being the ultimate crime boss in the city that when I suddenly disappear they go crazy making some mountains out of a few molehills,” I grumbled.

      “And you don’t like them making mountains out of those molehills?” she asked, seeming genuine for the first time since this conversation started. “Why wouldn’t you be happy? If they’re making mountains out of molehills it means there aren’t any mountains that are about to smack down on the city.”

      I opened my mouth and I was on the verge of telling her that the big problem was I wanted to be the mountain knocking down those molehills, but I stopped myself at the last moment. She really didn’t like it when I referred to my former career, and I didn’t want to start an argument.

      Even if it did frustrate me to see a bunch of D-list criminal scum getting all the attention in the news. That should’ve been me out there getting A-list criminal scum coverage, damn it.

      I blamed myself. I’d been busy canoodling with my girlfriend who was only truly happy if I was on the straight and narrow. Then I’d been busy trying to make my girlfriend feel better about losing the superpowers that allowed her to make her own not insignificant contribution to the city’s crime statistics.

      “It’s like we take a little vacation to fight off a legitimate supervillainess moving in on my territory and suddenly a few weeks not operating under my benevolent villainous protection is enough to make everyone decide Night Terror and Fialux are gone for good,” I said.

      Fialux snorted. I looked up and realized, too late, that maybe that wasn’t the best way to phrase that. Not when there was a chance that Fialux, or at least the Fialux who’d won over Starlight City, might be gone for good.

      “It could be worse,” I said, trying to change the subject. “The lesser criminals might know I’m still out here, but maybe they think I’ve gone good or something because I keep saving the city instead of trying to take it over like I used to.”

      “And that’s a good thing that you keep saving the city,” Fialux said. “I know it’s a difficult transition, but you know it feels right.”

      I looked up at her and forced a smile. I’d thought it felt right when we defeated CORVAC the first time around. Feeling the city cheering for me had been wonderful, but the problem was the more time went on the more I felt like all this hero business wasn’t for me.

      Dr. Lana was a good example. I should’ve vaporized that bitch the first time I saw her about to cause trouble. I hadn’t, and look where it got Fialux.

      “Besides, I don’t think the petty criminals in this city are going on crime sprees because they think you’ve suddenly turned good,” Fialux said.

      I arched an eyebrow. “You don’t?”

      She snorted. “You were a terror to them when you were a villain. Breathing your name was enough to keep them under control. Why the hell would they be out there trying to muscle in on your territory if they thought you’d gone good?”

      “Which, by logical extension, means I’d be trying to stop them with the full force of the powers they’d been so terrified of when I was bad?” I asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “Yeah, the only problem with that is petty criminals aren’t exactly known for their great critical thinking abilities. It’s a big part of the reason why they turn to petty crime in the first place,” I said. “It was a nice idea though.”

      Plus I figured there was something else at work. Something far nicer and far more sinister at the same time.

      Maybe they figured if I’d gone good then I’d caught a case of the conscience. It happened to villains, but it hadn’t happened to me. I wasn’t any less likely to vaporize someone for muscling in on my territory now that I’d saved the city a couple of times than I was when I was in the business of bending the city to my will and running things from behind the scenes.

      The only problem was the person I kept trying to kill this time around happened to be the only person I’d ever run up against who could survive the many forms of death I kept throwing at her.

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “What about me?”

      “You’re a genius. Like Jeopardy smart, and you went into a life of crime,” she said.

      I snorted. “There’s a difference between a life of petty crime and trying to take over the world darling.”

      “Yeah? Seems to me it’s just a matter of scale,” she said.

      “Hardly,” I said. “I decided to go into a life of crime because I was tired of living by society’s rules. I figured only the strong survived, it was survival of the fittest out there, and the little tech toys I created for myself meant I was the fittest of them all.”

      Fialux leaned forward. There was a gleam to her eyes that I liked. A gleam that she got when I started monologuing, for all that she got pissy when I started putting the theory in my monologues into practice in the real world.

      “Go on,” she said.

      “I figure anyone who tried to get in my way was either going to have a bad day or potentially get vaporized,” I said.

      Her mouth opened just a bit. Weird how she could get all hot and bothered thinking about me being villainous while getting annoyed when I actually acted villainous out in the field. Which might be a problem if we ran into that new hero, even if it turned out she wasn’t who I suspected.

      “Seems like getting vaporized would be a bad day,” she said.

      I shrugged. “Probably is a bad day, but at least it’s a bad day that isn’t going to last longer than it takes for someone’s body to be ripped apart at the atomic level.”

      “Right. So I still don’t see how what you do is any better than what petty criminals do,” she said. “You’re like a politician or something. You just do it on a big enough scale that it ceases to be a crime.”

      “I do it on a big enough scale that no one can do anything about it,” I said. “Slight difference.”

      Fialux rolled her eyes to let me know exactly what she thought of that. No surprises there though.

      “Let’s face it,” I said. “I’m part of a grand tradition of criminal geniuses who were so good at what they did that by the time they were done they were seen as pillars of society.”

      “Or you’re like people who do white-collar crime who get a slap on the wrist and sent to a minimum-security country club for a few weeks even though the damage they do is far outsized compared to somebody dealing a little pot here and there or someone stealing from the corner store,” Fialux said.

      I grinned. “See. Now you’re getting the hang of it! Go big enough and the magnitude of your crime becomes so great that people want to get to know you rather than wanting to lock you up, and in the super powered crime industry there’s no one bigger than Night Terror.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “But there’s one thing you’re not taking into account.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, suddenly wary. There was something about the way she looked at me that I didn’t particularly care for.

      “You’re forgetting that you’re about to go out and do something stupidly heroic to impress a girl.”

      She had me there. Impressing the object of one’s affection was, at its root, pretty much why anyone does something stupidly heroic.

      “Fine. We can go out and give the whole crime fighting thing a try,” I said. “For the sake of fighting crime, and not to train you or try to corner that new hero. Will that make you happy?”

      It made me annoyed. It grated on me to even say it. To even insinuate that I’d be into the idea of going out and saving the city rather than trying to subjugate it to my will. But if that’s what it took to get Selena back in the saddle, to get her to finally undergo some of the training she obviously so desperately needed, well then I’d gladly do it.

      The things I do for love.
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      Sure enough her face lit up when she realized what I’d just conceded.

      “Really?” she asked. “You mean that? You’ll go out and you’ll actually help me save the city? No ulterior motives?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      Did I have any intention of telling her that I wanted to go out there in the hopes of getting a more up close and personal shot of the woman who punched out that giant irradiated lizard? Hell no. That would ruin the polite fiction we were weaving between the two of us right about now.

      Did she suspect that the only reason I really wanted to go out there had more to do with mysterious heroes punching out giant lizards than it did with getting her some training time? From the way she was looking at me most definitely.

      This is the important part though. Did either of us say boo about the suspicions we had about the other? Hell no. Because sometimes polite fictions are what make relationships go ‘round, and we were doing it in spades sitting across from each other in the breakfast nook.

      Which meant I had to keep right on playing the part of the dutiful trainer and girlfriend trying to get my girl back in the saddle.

      “I have a feeling part of the trouble you’re having right now is you aren’t getting to try all this stuff out for real. It’s like someone teaching guitar who wants you to spend all your time repeating chords over and over again and never gives you a chance to actually sit down and play a damn song.”

      Selena blinked a couple of times. “That sounds like it’s coming from a very personal place.”

      “Maybe it is,” I said, remembering a year where I tried my best to learn the guitar and ultimately gave up because there were only so many times you could do minute drills between various chords before you did your best Pete Townshend on your learner axe and give up.

      Best not to think about that smashy memory though. “And then again maybe it isn’t. Either way the point is you need to get out there and actually do. Enough of this hanging around in the flight lab practicing.”

      Enough of this hanging around the flight lab and not being out there in the world where I could take on potential super powered rivals while also giving the lesser criminals a reminder of exactly who ran the criminal element in this city.

      All while not being too obvious about it and potentially pissing off Fialux, of course. This was going to be the most delicate balancing act I’d done since I fought that teleporting hero who somehow disabled my flight ability right before teleporting me to the top of a very narrow dam for our climactic fight.

      I smiled thinking of that. The prick had been so smug. He never considered that I might blow the whole dam to win the fight. Knocking out my antigrav wasn’t the same as knocking out my shields and inertial compensators, though he hadn’t lived long enough to discover that.

      “You know I totally know how to play guitar,” she said. “If you wanted to learn I’d be willing to help you out.”

      “Are you even listening to anything I’m saying?” I asked. “I’m telling you we can go out into the city and start saving stuff!”

      We could go out into the city and start messing stuff up. We could go out into the city and find out if Dr. Lana was this mysterious new hero flying around punching out lizards or if it was yet another new challenger coming along to ruin my day.

      “I totally hear what you’re saying,” she said. “I’m just saying you’re being so nice to me. I could totally return the favor and give you some lessons too.”

      I reached across the table. “I was thinking there were some far more interesting ways you could thank me for all the lessons and the fabricated suit and all that stuff. Not that it’s much.”

      It really wasn’t. I was fabricating new suits all the time. My line of work tended to beat the shit out of these suits on the best of days, and considering all the crap I’d been dealing with thanks to Dr. Lana that wear and tear had been ratcheted up to eleven.

      Taking one of those suits I was going to be fabricating anyway and giving it to Selena wasn’t all that big a deal. Though from the way she looked at me she seemed to think I was fishing for something.

      “You know you can say that all you want, but I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” she said. “You didn’t have to take me in. You didn’t have to save me, and that’s what you’ve done. In more ways than you could imagine.”

      The way she looked at me left me feeling like shit over every nasty thing I’d thought when I was getting pissy about not being able to pull my usual villainous ways. I reached out and touched her hand and she quirked the corner of her mouth up into a half smile that was quite distracting.

      And then she leaned back. Stretched idly. Looked at me with a decidedly mischievous gleam in her eye.

      “Yeah? What would you think to me maybe thanking you right now? I figure it’s the least I owe you considering all the nice things you’re doing for me.”

      I felt a flush rise. The familiar little tingle I got every time she got like this ran along my body in waves of goose bumps. I stood. Brushed some toast crumbs off of my shirt.

      I also pointedly ignored the image playing on repeat on the screen. So there was a new hero in the city and she punched out a giant lizard. So everyone was talking about her and wondering if there was a new challenger to Night Terror. So I worried there might actually be a new challenger and that new challenger might be an old enemy.

      So all that bullshit could wait for a little while, because there were suddenly far more pressing things for me to attend to than saving the fucking city.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea.”

      “And after that we’re going out into the city and we’re going to give some bank robbers or thieves or something hell, right?” she asked. “And no chasing after new heroes while we’re at it?”

      I stopped. Looked at her. Looked her up and down, is more like it. Thought of all the fun distractions that were on offer, and then thought about how I really didn’t want that fun to be conditional.

      “You’re not just doing the one thing because you hope that will get me to forsake my villainous ways, are you?” I asked.

      “You can rest assured there’s no strings attached,” she said. “It’d be nice if you could be heroic for the sake of being a hero, but…”

      She looked up at me and batted her eyelashes. Bit her lip in a very seductive manner. “I guess this might sound weird, but you have no idea how hot it’s getting me thinking about watching you in action again whether that means watching you be a hero or a villain.”

      She gave a little involuntary shiver. I have to admit that if I was going to be heroic then I suppose it was one hell of a good side effect that it got her all hot and bothered when I acted heroic. It was also interesting that she got hot and bothered by the villainy.

      It put our little fights with each other in a whole new light. That was for damn sure. But still…

      “We’re not taking on anything big,” I said. “You know that, right?”

      “Of course I know that,” she said. “I wouldn’t dream of trying something big like that lizard that you didn’t tell me was rampaging through the city, thanks for that by the way, but it doesn’t mean you can’t.”

      She traced a hand down my arm and it sent another shiver running through me.

      This girl was going to be the death of me. Particularly if she kept giving me incentives like this to throw myself at some of the big bad nasties that tore their way through the city on a regular basis.

      Yeah, it was entirely possible this beautiful girl was going to be the death of me, and if she had her way I was going to die a hero which twisted my stomach, but what a way to go!
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      Sirens wailed off in the distance and I could hear and feel the steady deep thrum of a giant monster stomping its way through the city. I’d learned long ago not to use pronouns on those lizards since it was notoriously difficult to figure out whether they were male or female.

      A little incident where a monster that everyone in the military swore was a “he” suddenly started laying monster eggs in the middle of the big arena downtown had been proof enough of the dangers of misgendering giant monsters.

      “Come on Natalie!” Fialux whined.

      An unholy screech that sounded like something from the deepest nightmares of some crazed Japanese sound designer echoed through the concrete canyons. I stopped and shivered.

      Fialux came to a stop. She looked genuinely worried, though I didn’t think she was worried about the oversized lizard on the other side of downtown.

      “You okay Natalie?” she asked.

      “Hey, give a girl a break,” I said. “Everybody has something that bothers them on some level.”

      Her eyebrows shot up and she looked off in the direction of the roar. It was impossible to see anything because there were a bunch of buildings in the way.

      “Really? Oversized lizards are what you’re afraid of?”

      I sniffed. “It just so happens that growing up watching old monster movies on cable instilled a healthy terror of the things in me from an early age.”

      Sure since then I’d come to love the “giant monster destroys a city” genre. At least when we were talking about guys in rubber suits duking it out on a television screen and not the very real thing on the television screen on live news, but that didn’t change some of that deep seated terror that had been instilled in me from a young age.

      “Is this why we didn’t go out to fight the last one?” she asked.

      “Shut up,” I said.

      “Come on,” she prodded. “You can admit it. It’s not like there’s anyone around to find your weakness or anything.”

      “That is not my weakness damn it,” I hissed. “And keep your voice own. I don’t want anyone to hear you!”

      “My lips are sealed,” she said.

      Another screech echoed off the buildings. Again I flinched. I hated that sound!

      Not that those screeches bothered me all that much these days. Not outwardly. I could take one of those things out easily enough. Though as I looked at Selena I knew she wouldn’t fare nearly as well. Especially because I had her in the suit equivalent of training wheels right now.

      I wasn’t going to send her out with my full complement of weapons. Not when she was more of a danger to herself and the city than she was to any criminals who might be trying to take advantage of the current giant lizard situation.

      “There’s not a chance we’re fighting that thing, and it has nothing to do with whether or not I’m afraid of it,” I said. “You’re not equipped to do it.”

      “But you are!” she said. “Besides, overcoming your fear to be a true hero is so hot.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. That was not going to work on me, damn it. Even if all evidence to the contrary said that it had worked on me before and it’d probably work on me again.

      Luckily right about then I was distracted by the unmistakable sound of a jet flying somewhere off in the distance. I looked up to see drones flying in formation like a something out of an old World War II movie, and then they banked down and started firing missiles down into the city.

      Whatever. As long as they weren’t firing those missiles at me we wouldn’t have a problem. The moment they did I was going to send the fire and fury of all the automated hell that I could unleash after them though.

      I didn’t even have to worry about running out of ammo this time. No, one of the first things I’d done after my last run in with the giant robots Dr. Lana kept sending at the city was figure out a way to restock my pattern buffers with all sorts of nasty toys directly from the lab, and I didn’t even need to amp up my artificial intelligence to do it.

      Sure I’d lost a couple of sleepless nights, but I figured a few nights without sleep was well worth not getting smeared onto the pavement if I ever found myself in a situation where I needed to reload and suddenly didn’t have any arrows in the quiver.

      Speaking of making sure people didn’t get smeared onto the pavement…

      “We’re here to train you,” I said. “The military will take care of of the giant lizard, and meanwhile we need to watch out for all the criminal scum out there who are going to take advantage of the giant lizard attacking the city to try and commit some crimes.”

      “It’s not fair,” she said. “I always wanted to take on one of those things, and I never got a chance to. I don’t care if you’re afraid of them. I’m not!”

      “I’m not afraid of them, damn it, but you should be with the way you’re equipped. You can take one on some other time. A few come through the city every year. It’s like hurricane season, but for giant lizards. Two so close together is a little odd though.”

      I pushed that thought away. I wouldn’t put it past Dr. Lana to shove those poor lizards on the edge of town into radioactive goop so she’d have something to fight, see her robot plot, but I wasn’t one hundred percent sure she was even still around so best not to pick at that old wound.

      Besides, there was no sign of that new hero. Not yet, at least. I was keeping an eye on the news, but right now I had work to do here. That hero showing up out here would just be the icing on the cake, but there was real work to do here. Real work getting Fialux…

      I looked at her. Blinked when I saw the look she was giving me. Damn.

      Fialux stuck her lip out in an obvious pout. Then she floated towards me. She really was getting much better control of her flight ability.

      “Are you sure we couldn’t go and fight the giant lizard?” she asked.

      The sound of rending metal and concrete being blown to smithereens said either the military had gotten in a hit, a hit that was probably going to be completely ineffective since that’s exactly how all their attempts at fighting off giant lizards usually went no matter what I told Fialux to get her to shut up about it, or the thing had just gone on a rampage.

      “You know how much I love seeing you in action saving the city,” she said.

      One of her hands moved down and traced up and down my chest. A move that was entirely too forward, but it’s not like there were any pesky cameras from the Starlight City News Network to see us canoodling on top of one of the taller buildings in the city.

      I activated my shields. Like seriously activated my shields. I’m not talking metaphorically here. An energy barrier went up and pushed Fialux away. Her pout only got more pronounced.

      “That’s not going to work on me this time,” I said.

      I prayed that she wouldn’t see the effect she was having on me. I prayed that she wouldn’t realize how close she’d been to getting me to fly off and do something that was both stupid and heroic. Because there was something about her getting all hot and bothered by me acting like a hero that…

      Better not to go into that. I wasn’t going to let her manipulate me this time. Not when there was training to do. Not when I was a villain at heart, damn it.

      “Fine,” she said. “But in case you haven’t noticed, it’s not like there are exactly any crimes going on around here.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Then what do you call that?”

      I pointed down. Fialux followed my gaze and frowned.

      “The Starlight City National Bank?” she asked. “I always thought that was such a weird name. How can it be a national bank if it’s isolated to Starlight City?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “As far as I’m concerned banks are good for the occasional withdrawal when I need a cash influx and most bankers need to be the first ones with their backs against the wall when the revolution comes. Beyond that I don’t pay attention to how they operate.”

      I looked down to the streets below. The streets where, despite the giant lizard attack that was going on maybe half a mile away, people were still going about their business.

      That was either a testament to the resilience of the people of Starlight City or a monument to their stupidity. Either way, they’d obviously gotten so used to giant creatures duking it out in the middle of the city that people were rather blasé about it.

      I guess it was proof that people could get used to just about anything.

      “I really don’t see what…”

      I held up a hand and Fialux went quiet. I pointed down to the front of the bank.

      “Wait for it,” I said.

      As though on cue a large delivery truck pulled up in front of the bank. Definitely out of place since most deliveries were taken in the back around here. I happened to know for a fact that there was a loading dock on the other end of the bank where deliveries were supposed to go.

      “What is…”

      The explosion came from inside the bank. It blew out and windows shattered all around. That certainly got people’s attention down there.

      “Figures,” I groused. “Giant lizards ripping the city to shreds half a mile away are nothing, but one explosion nearby and everyone loses their minds.”

      “What was that?” Fialux asked.

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just griping.”

      “Well be quiet. I want to see the show,” she said.

      Armed thugs streamed out of the delivery truck and moved in. People ran away from the bank, and they had the sense to run away from the giant lizard attacking the city too.

      “Poor bastards,” I said. “Getting hit by a giant irradiated lizard in one direction and bank robbers in the other.”

      “Why that sounded like you were almost sympathetic to the plight of the common man,” Fialux said.

      “Almost,” I said. “But don’t start getting ideas that I’m going heroic or anything.”

      “I never would,” she said,

      Of course she would choose that moment to reach out and run a finger along my arm. I could feel that even through the carbon fiber weave that made up my suit. It sent a shiver running through me. I looked over at her and stuck my tongue out.

      “Don’t make me raise my shields again,” I said.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to?” she asked. “Because I can think of a few fun ways to get through those shields that would be way more interesting than when I was punching through them.”

      I shivered again. Then pointedly turned my attention to the Charlie Foxtrot going on down below. Way down below.

      It was a good thing I’d invented technology that let me regularly defy the laws of gravity. Otherwise I’d have a hell of a case of vertigo standing up here.

      I didn’t know how some of the normal heroes and villains who jumped from building to building, sometimes without any augmentation other than spending a lot of time in the gym, did it. I’d be crapping my pants if I had to do something like that without all of my toys.

      “Right,” I said. “We have some bank robbers to take out. Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she said.

      “Good,” I said. “Then let’s do this. Follow my example, and don’t do anything stupid.”

      Her grin said it all. “I wouldn’t dream of doing something stupid.”

      I had a feeling the only person who was truly doing something stupid here today was me letting Fialux go into the middle of a bank robbery, even if it was a boring bank robbery by normal criminals, but it had to be done sometime. You had to run before you could walk and all that.

      “Let’s go.”
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      I dove for the deck with my fist outstretched. I even let out a nice scream for good measure.

      Then I smiled. Pulled up the interface with my eyes and went to the sound library. Projected the distinctive whine of a Stuka dive bomber going for the kill.

      I’m sure it was a sound that, once upon a time, had puckered the assholes of anyone who fought in World War II. These days it was just known as the default sound for a plane going into a dive.

      Fun fact. The Germans actually put little things called Jericho Sirens on their planes to make that distinctive sound. Psychological warfare at its finest, and I could appreciate that even if I thought everything else they’d done was repugnant and disgusting.

      People who’d been fleeing a moment ago turned to look. They pointed up in the sky. I’m sure they were wondering if I was a fowl or a heavier than air flying machine, but I was nothing of the sort.

      I was Night Terror.

      Unfortunately none of the bastards looking up were the bastards I was going for. No, those bastards were all in the bank by the time I hit the ground.

      I flipped around and pointed my shields down to the ground. I slammed into it with enough force that it gave my shields and inertial compensators a run for their money, but not so much that it drained my power.

      I’d learned the dangers of letting my power levels get too low time and again, but never as starkly as I’d learned it when I was fighting Dr. Lana and her toys. I’d nearly bought the big one in that fight, and I hated to admit it but if it wasn’t for a save from a giant robot that I was pretty sure was being controlled by a computer who should’ve by all accounts been completely dead I wouldn’t have made it out of that fight in one piece.

      I was still doing a hell of a lot of research into putting two reactors next to each other. I kept running into little issues where they’d go critical, and I kept having to teleport them out to the Kuiper belt where  the explosions wouldn’t hurt anything or potentially interfere with any life that may or may not have developed on other planets.

      “Night Terror!”

      I stopped. Closed my eyes. Took in a deep breath. God it felt good to hear people saying my name with fear on their lips.

      It had been way too long. Way too fucking long. First dealing with Fialux who wiped the city streets with me, and then Dr. Lana who didn’t have the proper reverence for the villain who basically put villainy on the map in Starlight City.

      Before me being a villain was a bullshit career that existed solely to provide a reasonable foil for the many heroes that came through the city looking to make a name for themselves. Now villainy was something everyone aspired to as much as being a hero if not more.

      It was more fun being a villain.

      I stepped through the giant hole in the bank and looked at each robber in turn. They wore ski masks and had shotguns and other sorts of weapons you could get by going to one of the numerous neighboring states that had far more lax gun-control laws than what you found in Starlight City.

      They also wore a motley collection of tactical gear that screamed they did all their shopping out of the back of gun magazines. They were trying their best to look like the real thing and failing utterly and completely.

      The dude I presumed was the leader of this merry band of misfits stepped forward and scratched the back of his head with his shotgun. Not exactly the safest thing, but then again I guess I shouldn’t expect to see much in the way of smarts from a bunch of normal guys who had the audacity to try robbing the bank in Starlight City. And in the middle of a giant lizard attack, no less.

      “Um, excuse me Night Terror ma’am,” he said. “But what the hell are you doing here? We thought you was…”

      He stopped. Seemed to realize he might’ve gone too far by even implying I’d moved to the straight and narrow. I frowned, and he flinched.

      That was good. It was nice to know there were still some members of the criminal element in this city who remembered a time when I’d been at the top of the pecking order.

      I still was. If they chose to delude themselves into thinking I wasn’t that was their problem when they ran up against me. I was going to show them who was still in charge of things around these here parts, thank you very much.

      Unfortunately I didn’t get a chance to tell them what the hell I was doing in the bank today. No, no sooner had that guy asked his impertinent question than they all gasped and then grinned.

      Not the kind of reaction I was hoping for. I figured we needed to get back to some of that fear and terror, honestly, but none of them seemed interested in me for some reason.

      “Fialux!” one of them breathed.

      I looked around at the assembled bank robbers. My frown deepened. Simply put, this group should’ve been crapping their pants at the mere hint of Fialux being nearby. But they were looking at her with huge grins. As though they saw a payday, and not a painful beating incoming.

      Now why the hell would they be grinning like they saw a payday? It just didn’t make sense. Unless…

      “Let’s get her boys,” one said.

      The leader turned. Held up a hand. He looked pissed off, but he also clearly looked like he wasn’t going to give anything away in front of the heroines who’d come to ruin his day.

      “Now hold on just a damn minute,” he said. “I didn’t say anything about taking anyone captive!”

      “But what about the bounty?” the one in the back asked.

      “Yes,” I said, my voice a low purr that could be heard even over the sound of masonry and concrete tumbling over itself as the bank shifted and got used to the fact that a giant hole had been blown into the front of the place. “Why don’t you tell me all about the bounty on Fialux? I’d be very interested in learning more about that.”

      They all went silent. In particular the one who’d mentioned the bounty looked like he was about to piss himself. Like he was so pale he looked like a group of vampires I’d ferreted out of a club on the east side of town.

      Yeah, turns out vampires were real and you didn’t need stakes to take them out. Extensive experimentation on my part revealed that vaporizing worked just as well on the undead as it did on the living. And that adventure wasn’t even on the top ten list of weird shit I’d seen since ascending to the top of the A-list of Starlight City villainy.

      Again, seeing that fear felt good. It was good to know the Terror part of my name could still be struck into the heart of my enemies.

      Even if, in this case, my enemies were a bunch of low-rent criminals who never would’ve dared to pull a job like this back when I was at my height of power. Back when they thought I was at the height of my power, that is, because the truth was I’d never left.

      And it was time to remind this city why they’d been afraid of me. Even if I was pulling the hero routine right now trying to fight off bank robbers.

      It was complicated.

      “I’m not telling you anything,” the ringleader said.

      “Oh yeah?” I asked, raising my wrist blaster and letting it give off that ominous hum I loved so much. “You sure about that?”

      The leader rolled his eyes. Clearly he wasn’t buying what I was selling. Clearly he’d bought into all the news reports that said I might’ve gone good, or at the very least that I’d lost my edge even if I was still bad.

      Too bad for him he was going to be the tip of the spear in my new marketing campaign to remind everyone just how bad I could be. Though to be fair what I was about to do to him was going to hurt a hell of a lot less than getting stabbed by a spear.

      “Get her!” the one in the front said. “She’s gone heroic. She’s not going to…”

      Whatever he was about to say was cut off by a beam flashing out from my wrist blaster. The beam hit him before he could react. As I was so fond of telling my classes the time to dodge a beam weapon was when it was aimed at you since there was no outrunning the speed of light. A moment later he was reduced to his constituent molecular parts. Basically he vanished into a screaming cloud.

      It was over in a matter of seconds, but that was still longer than it usually took for a vaporization. I wanted to make sure he felt it as he was vaporized. I also aimed low so there’d be a chance for him to scream just a little and let all his buddies know how much it hurt getting vaporized, even if it was over in seconds.

      I blew at the tip of my wrist blaster even though that was completely unnecessary. It’s not like it was an old-fashioned powder weapon that actually had smoke curling from the tip, though I made a mental note that it might be a good idea to add something like that.

      There were a lot of costumers who were doing wonderful things with e-cigarette kits to add smoke effects, and I was all about a bit of theatricality.

      I looked at the bank robbers who’d frozen in place again. Clearly they were reconsidering whether or not it would be a good idea to cross me, but the fact that they were still considering it rather than running in terror was proof enough that I had so much work to do to rehabilitate my good bad image.

      I grinned an evil little grin.

      “Anyone else want to presume that I’ve gone heroic and I’m not going to hurt them?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Mortal Combat

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a long pause where they seemed to be seriously considering whether or not they wanted to take me on. The fact that they were seriously considering it rather than running in terror like they should’ve been was a sign that my reputation had fallen way too far.

      I was never going to take time off to go canoodling with Fialux again. I could do that in the evening when I got back from work, but no more vacations lasting the better part of a month.

      A wise person once said that it was nothing but work once word got around that you’d gone soft, and I was learning that firsthand here. I can’t say that I cared for the experience.

      “You heard the boss!” the one who’d mentioned the bounty said, and there was something about his tone that said there was going to be more work now.

      “What the hell is he doing?” Fialux asked.

      “No honor among thieves,” I said.

      “Which means?”

      I looked the guy right in the eyes. “He figures I’m going to pay particular attention to him if they ended up getting captured and he doesn’t want to find out what it meant to have Night Terror paying particular attention to his criminal ass.”

      “Huh. I guess I can understand that,” she said. “He’s trying to take heat off of himself by ordering his fellow thugs into action.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Pretty smart when you think about it.”

      At least it was smart up to the point I started spilling his plan. His friends didn’t like that idea judging from the glares he was getting.

      I could respect him throwing his compatriots under the bus, or the murderous villain in this case, to try and save his own bacon. It wasn’t going to work, but I could respect it.

      “Don’t listen to her!” the guy shouted. “She lies! Get her!”

      Clearly the order was enough to get through any misgivings they might have about their new leader. They jumped into motion even though they were obviously terrified. I figured some of them were probably soiling themselves as they came at me, but that wasn’t enough to stop them from coming at me.

      I sighed. I really needed to get back to the way I used to do things, even if I couldn’t quite figure out how I was going to do that and also keep Fialux happy.

      There’d been a lot of calculated death and destruction involved in maintaining my reputation before Fialux. I could already hear the bitching out she was going to give me later tonight because I vaporized that one guy.

      The bank robbers raised their weapons and fired. It was almost like a volley from an old-style military back when guns had been so inaccurate that the only way they could guarantee a hit was by sending out a mass of bullets.

      Unfortunately for them they were using shotguns, and the way the pellets spread out from those shotguns meant it was a hell of a lot easier for me to stop them even if they usually had a hell of a lot more stopping power than your typical bullet.

      My heads-up display filled with too many targets for me to keep track of myself. Which is the whole reason I’d given this over to the computer.

      I’d slowly been making more and more improvements to the suit. Giving it new safety protocols and other features that CORVAC used to handle, but that I didn’t trust an external artificial intelligence back in the lab to handle in real time any longer.

      To be honest I’d been lazy. I had an AI who was capable of doing all this stuff so I’d left a glaring weak spot in my defenses. Mostly because I didn’t want to do the work to go through and program those defenses myself.

      Well I’d learned the hard way what a bad idea that was.

      The computer attached to my suit automatically targeted each individual pellet coming at me and little micro shields appeared in their flight path. Not enough to stop them, but enough to slow them down to the point they landed well short. The one or two that did get through were moving slow enough that they bounced off of me like little pebbles that had been thrown by a toddler.

      “Holy shit,” one of the robbers said.

      Another one threw his gun down and held his arms up, but then he got a glare from one of his buddies and sheepishly reached down to pick it up.

      I locked eyes with the guy and grinned. “You were a hell of a lot better off when you threw that thing down buddy.”

      I raised my wrist blaster and fired. The gun blew into a puff of smoke and metal shards. The guy went down screaming, and the heads up display showed me that the shrapnel had hit his leg.

      A quick report showed I hadn’t hit anything vital. He was going to have a bad day, but he’d live. One less bitching out from Fialux later.

      “Anyone else want to cause some trouble?” I asked.

      Someone appeared beside me. It wasn’t quite the green blur that had been in the habit of appearing next to me once upon a time, but it was close enough that I flinched away before my rational brain caught up with the instinctive side of my brain and reminded me that not only was Fialux not going to hurt me, but she was wearing a safetied version of my tech which meant I was currently more than a match for her.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Fialux hissed.

      “I’m taking care of these are bad guys,” I said. “Doing the whole hero thing? Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “But you killed that one guy!”

      And here we were. I guess I wasn’t going to have to wait until we got back to the lab to get bitched out. Great.

      This was getting really old.

      “What?” I asked, hitting her with my best sweet and innocent look. A look she wasn’t buying if the glare she gave me was any indication. “I promise it didn’t hurt when that beam disintegrated him. At least not all that much.”

      It had hurt, a lot, but she didn’t have to know that.

      “That’s not how you do the hero thing,” she said.

      “I thought I made this clear,” I said. “I might do heroic things, but I’m no hero.”

      She put her hand against my chest. Right over my heart. “But you are. I know that deep down you are. Besides, we already settled this when you swooped in to save me from those giant robots Dr. Lana kept throwing at us.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Are you really trying to Anakin Skywalker me in the middle of a job?”

      I paused to reach out and grab a guy who’d been sneaking up on me. His shotgun had been pointed right at my head, and I figured I couldn’t let that stand. Sure my shields would’ve deflected the shot and sure I had sound compensators that would’ve dulled most of the tinnitus-inducing blast, but it was the principle of the thing.

      I squeezed and he let out a satisfying cry and dropped his shotgun as I crushed his favorite piece of anatomy. Then I turned and punched him hard enough to throw him across the room where he slammed into the wall and slipped to the ground unconscious.

      I winced. That was going to leave a mark. Knocking someone out like that wasn’t without consequences, but I figured it was better that he was out than to be awake and feel the aftereffects of the world of hurt I’d just given him.

      With any luck he’d wake up in a hospital where he’d have plenty of nice drugs being pumped into his system to keep him from feeling the worst effects of getting punched by the world’s greatest villain. And he’d have a hell of a story to tell when he was in the clink.

      It turns out even having a brush with Night Terror was enough to give guys and girls some status in there. Who knew?

      I turned to grin at Fialux. “Was that awesome or…”

      I cut off. Her look said it all. Damn it.

      “Come on. What was I supposed to do? He was trying to shoot me in the head! He deserved it!”

      “This is…” she said.

      I put my hands on my hips. I was starting to get really frustrated with this holier-than-thou hero routine she was pulling on me. Frustrated to the point that I was going to give her a piece of my mind, damn it.

      “Fine,” I said. “If you want to take point, then by all means do it your way. Treat the nice criminals with kid gloves and see where it gets you without your powers to throw around.”

      She stared at me for a long moment. Then she smiled. I smiled right back at her, though probably not for the reasons that she thought. No, I was looking forward to watching her fall flat on her face.

      “Fine,” she said. “Watch how it’s done.”

      I was going to watch, all right. My only regret was I didn’t have any popcorn on hand so I could really enjoy the show.
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      I wish I could say this was one of those moments where I was wrong. I’d honestly love nothing more than for Fialux to suddenly get her groove back. To be able to take on all these the bad guys at once.

      The only problem was she still didn’t have much experience when it came to using my super suits. She still kept pretending she had her powers.

      That was a big problem, because she was still going at everything like a bull in a China shop. She had no finesse. No sense of style. She didn’t use their momentum against them. No, she simply flew forward with her fist outstretched.

      To be fair to Fialux, this time when she flew right at someone she managed to make contact. The guy stood there like an idiot, obliging enough to watch in disbelief as she flew at him. Her fist made contact and his head jerked back, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he went down.

      When he hit the floor he was still conscious, but his nose was bleeding and that was going to leave a mark.

      “Come on,” I said. “That’s your idea of ethically taking out a bad guy? Seriously? You beat the shit out of him!”

      No one was paying attention to my not-so-quiet frustration. Not Fialux, and not the robbers. Damn it.

      All the other asshole bank robbers looked at her in disbelief, but then a couple of them started to smile. And I realized exactly what was wrong.

      In flying at that guy at a much slower speed and punching him but only giving him a bloody nose rather than knocking him out or knocking him through the back wall she’d just revealed she wasn’t operating at the same level she usually did.

      “I told you it was true!” the one who’d given up the info about the bounty shouted. “She doesn’t have her powers! Wait until everyone hears this! You get her boys! She’s worth millions!”

      I arched an eyebrow. This guy really didn’t know when to shut the hell up. It was one of the many villain rules I lived by. Keep your big mouth shut and never reveal anything to a hero you didn’t want thwarted later at a dramatically appropriate moment.

      But at the same time I felt like a mama cat watching her kitten playing with a mouse. Sure Fialux wasn’t doing a very good job of fighting these guys off, her fighting style only worked when she had the advantage of overwhelming power and invulnerability, but I had to let her make her own mistakes while I watched to make sure she was never in any real danger.

      A couple of the robbers did a quick game of paper rock scissors, and the losers turned and advanced on me. They didn’t look happy about advancing on me. The rest of them sprinted across the bank towards Fialux who’d kept right on flying after landing that punch and crashed into a bank vault in the back.

      I saw someone’s head pop up from a desk by that vault and a brief moment of recognition hit me. I smiled. It was the asshole who’d tried to step between me and a bank vault on the day I first met Fialux. How appropriate that he’d be here today at this main branch.

      This wasn’t the same bank from that morning I met Fialux, but obviously this guy had gotten a transfer. I’m sure he’d thought it was quite a promotion to be relocated to the main branch of the Starlight City National Bank, but I’m also pretty sure he was regretting that decision to take that promotion now.

      He locked eyes with me. Recognition dawned on his face. Not recognition of the sort that said he knew I was Night Terror. It was always fun when somebody hit me with that look of dawning terror and recognition. The sure knowledge that they were about to be deep in the shit.

      But no, obviously he knew who I was since the bad guys here had been kind enough to announce my presence when I moved in. Besides, everybody knew exactly who I was unless I was trying to go incognito, and I clearly wasn’t trying to go incognito here.

      No, that terrified look on his face was the recognition that he knew I recognized him. He yelped, his eyes going wide, and then he dove out of sight.

      Probably a good plan on his part. It was nice to see he’d learned his lesson about getting in the way of his betters during our last tangle.

      Fialux stumbled to her feet. Looked at the villains surrounding her. Grinned. Obviously she was enjoying the hell out of this even if she was having a little bit of trouble getting used to wearing that suit.

      She ran at one of them and threw another punch. Her repertoire wasn’t all that varied, but it was a good punch. The guy went flying back as he was hit with all of the enhanced strength that came from wearing one of my toys.

      The only problem was she neglected to take account of her surroundings before she threw that punch. Namely the three guys behind her who had an opening as she stumbled forward because she wasn’t used to the way my suits operated.

      They piled on, and clearly she was having some difficulty getting them off of her. Sure she was flailing around and trying her best to get rid of them, but her best wasn’t going to be enough.

      I shook my head. Her modus operandi had been “throw punches and elbows and anything else in any direction and rely on super strength to take care of the rest” for so long that she didn’t know any other way to fight. Clearly I was going to have to take care of that if we were going to go on any more of these training expeditions.

      That situation would keep for the moment though. It might to do her some good to realize she couldn’t just wade into the middle of a battle and start throwing punches. Not anymore. Maybe she’d realize she had to use a little bit of finesse now.

      I’d tried to tell her as much, but she hadn’t listened and now look where it had gotten her.

      I turned my attention to the robbers surrounding me. A couple of them had pulled out tire irons and truncheons. I guess they’d decided to forego the shotguns since I’d already demonstrated they were useless.

      I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Do you really want to use those on me?” I asked. “This isn’t a fucking video game where melee weapons are my magic weakness just because I’m strong against ranged weapons. Here’s a hint assholes. I’ll kick your ass no matter what you’re packing.”

      They paused. Glanced at each other. Then advanced on me anyways.

      I shrugged. “Your funeral.”

      I couldn’t for the life of me understand why they were coming at me with melee weapons when I’d already shown that guns were no match for me and I’d made it clear I didn’t have weaknesses cooked up in the fever dreams of some crazed tactical RPG developer’s nightmares.

      Then again maybe that was the method to their madness. Maybe they’d seen the way it worked when they came at me with guns. The way I casually swiped all their shotgun pellets out of the air. Maybe they figured if they closed in for a close fight they’d have a better chance.

      It was sound logic if you were the kind of criminal asshole who thought it was a good idea to rob a bank in the middle of a major attack on the city. Which is a roundabout way of saying it wasn’t very good logic at all, and they were going to pay for it.

      They all came at me at once. A couple of them glanced over their shoulders and grinned when they saw that Fialux was almost down on the ground. Sure she was still hurting them a lot for every inch she gave, but it was clear those assholes were going to have no trouble overpowering her given enough time.

      Clearly they were expecting me to go down just as quickly in a one-on-one fight. The only problem was they weren’t reckoning with the fact that they were dealing with none other than Night Terror.

      There was a reason I’d been at the top of my game for so long, and if the common criminal element had forgotten that then I figured that merely meant it was time for me to teach them a lesson in humility.

      The first one came at me and raised his crowbar. I, in turn, raised my wrist blaster and fired it at him. The crowbar flew across the room and embedded in the ceiling before falling down onto some poor bank employee’s desk with a shower of plaster.

      I winced. Some of these buildings were old enough that the building material still contained asbestos. I had filtering mechanisms in the med bay that could take care of that shit, but the people cowering away from the robbers, Fialux, and myself didn’t have that luxury.

      The robber looked at his hand then back to me. Then he yelled and ran at me anyways. I rolled my eyes. Ducked and shoved my shoulder into his stomach and threw him over me.

      The other two came at me at the same time. At least they weren’t pulling the mistake of sending guys at me one at a time in the hopes that maybe I’d get tired and they could overpower me.

      Again, the only problem with their plan was it still wasn’t going to do them a damn bit of good. No, they hadn’t had a chance against me from the moment they decided to pick this fight, and the sooner they admitted that the better.

      They both had their hands raised with crowbars as well. I ducked down at the last moment. Both of their arms came down where I’d been, but I used my antigravity units to push myself out of the way.

      They’d come at me at the same time, sure, but they’d made the classic mistake of trying to flank me. Which meant when their crowbars came down and there was no me in the way to stop those crowbars they ended up slamming into the opposite robber instead.

      Oops. They really should’ve been paying better attention.

      Both of them cried out in pain, and both of them stood there shaking their hands and arms where they’d just landed one hell of a hit on each other.

      It wouldn’t have hurt me that much unless they got in a lucky shot, but neither one of them had the benefit of a suit that could tell the laws of physics to take a hike for a few moments, and it was clear they were feeling every bit of pain running through their bodies.

      It served them right. The assholes.

      “Oh boys?” I asked.

      I didn’t actually have anything to say to them. I was more interested in getting their attention as I fired up the antigrav.

      It was time to bring the kind of hurt down on these assholes that could only be delivered by the greatest villainess the city had ever seen using all of the wonderful toys at her disposal.

      Fialux was occupied and not paying attention. It was time to let out the villain inside me that desperately wanted to play. I grinned an evil little grin.

      “Time to show you pricks just how stupid it is to bring a crowbar to a super science powered fight.”
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      They both looked up. Their eyes went wide as they saw me barreling towards them with my fists outstretched. And then both their heads shot back as my antigrav assisted fists made contact with their chins.

      They both went down in crumpled heaps on the floor, leaving the one who’d come at me first staring at me and wiggling his fingers where there was no doubt one hell of a sting from having that crowbar knocked out of his hand by a plasma blast.

      I looked at the guy and grinned. A lopsided half grin.

      “So I know what you have to be asking yourself right now. I have a miniaturized atomic reactor that only gives me enough power to fight off two and a half giant creatures at the same time. Or one superpowered hero.”

      That was a lie, but one of the things I regularly did was spread misinformation about my abilities in fights when it didn’t matter so I’d continually keep the people who could actually give me a run for my money guessing. I wasn’t above a bit of lying or misdirection in the name of maintaining my reputation.

      “So far I’ve taken out several of your buddies. So you have to be asking yourself, do I have enough energy after doing all of that to still blast you to smithereens? I’ve got to be honest, I’ve lost count too.”

      That was also a lie. I had a power indicator that showed me I was still delightfully in the green as far as power reserves went. Which was a nice change from what it had been recently.

      My power situation was getting seriously out of hand after upgrading everything thanks to having access to Fialux for some up close and personal testing. At least before she’d lost her powers.

      Compared to all the resource management I’d had to do while I was fighting off Dr. Lana’s giant robots it was refreshing to go after a bunch of normal bank robbers for a change.

      But of course that wouldn’t go along with the line I was paraphrasing. A line I was sure this guy knew, because he had the look of the kind of guy who could quote any Clint Eastwood movie ever made chapter and verse.

      My grin grew even wider. Maybe even a little maniacal. I’d spent a lot of time in front of the mirror practicing this look. It even upset CORVAC when I’d perfected it, and I figured upsetting that bucket of bolts, wherever the hell he was, meant I could upset just about anyone with the crazy eyes.

      “So you have to ask yourself. Do I feel lucky? Well do you punk?”

      I held up my wrist blaster. Set it on what I liked to call it the “ominous hum” setting. Electricity arced from the tip.

      That arcing electricity wasn’t strictly necessary to send a bolt of plasma flying, but I found that it was very effective for upping the intimidation factor.

      The guy stared at the arcing electricity for a long moment where he seemed to be contemplating his own mortality. I recognized the look all too well. It seemed to happen a lot with normals who found themselves confronting me and my wonderful toys.

      Then he scrambled for the door.

      “That’s what I thought!” I shouted after him.

      Then I remembered that we were supposed to be doing the whole heroic thing here. So I switched my wrist blaster to stun, hopefully he didn’t have a heart condition, and fired. The guy did a swan dive into a desk and was still.

      I winced, but it’s not like there was much I could do about where he landed. All I could do was create a setting that disrupted the nervous system just enough that it stopped a person in their tracks without actually killing them.

      So far there hadn’t been a single asshole out there brave enough to actually try and sue me because of injuries that resulted from the stun setting. Not when they knew that was likely to end with a visit from yours truly carrying around the vaporize setting and not a subpoena.

      I whirled around. I could worry about lawsuits later. Right now I was more concerned with a group of bank robbers who were slowly but surely dragging Fialux towards what looked like a back entrance that probably led to that loading dock I’d scouted out earlier.

      I knew everything about this place because, unlike these assholes who clearly didn’t know what the hell they were doing, I’d cased the place multiple times. This wasn’t the only time I’d been at this branch of the bank, but it was the only time I’d been here defending this branch of the bank rather than trying to make a withdrawal of my own.

      I sighed. Floated out the front door. I took my time. I had time to kill. That was the one thing I could kill without pissing Fialux off.

      Maybe they thought they were getting away with Fialux. Maybe they thought they were going to get whatever the hell bounty was being offered on her sexy superpowered head, but they’d have another thing coming if they thought they were getting one over on Night Terror.

      I went on a nice leisurely float over the building and then down to one of the fire escapes that overlooked the loading dock. The thing was in an alley that was wide as they measured that sort of thing in Starlight City with a dead end in one direction and the street in the other direction.

      The perfect place for a bank robber turkey shoot. I stared down at the loading dock. Waited for the back door to open. And sure enough it did.

      Fialux flailed about in every direction as they carted her off. Dialing down her power so I didn’t have to worry about her hurting herself or other people meant now she was at their mercy.

      Okay, so mostly I was worried about her hurting other people. Hey, I might be a villain at heart, but I was still worried about collateral damage.

      Maybe Fialux was right. Maybe there was a touch of the hero in me. I’d saved the city a couple of times now, though the city seemed to be conflicted on whether they loved me or hated me for doing that saving.

      There was still a large contingent of talking heads on the Starlight City News Network who went on and on about how if I was at the scene of a crime then I had to have something to do with that crime. Even if it looked like I was trying to stop said crime.

      The pricks. Journalists. Always patting themselves on the back about talking about other people doing interesting things as though that was the same as doing interesting things.

      The robbers took a couple of steps before I pulled out my wrist blaster and fired off a couple of warning shots. Chunks of asphalt flew in the air and they all stopped in their tracks. Looked up. I smiled and did a little wave at them where I wiggled my fingers.

      “Hello boys,” I said. “Which one of you wants to go first?”

      They all looked at each other. And then they dispersed. Running for both ends of the alley the loading dock was situated in.

      The only problem was, again, obviously none of these assholes had done their homework. One end of the alley was a dead end, so I didn’t bother to chase after the pricks going that way.

      The other end let out onto the street. I could hear the telltale sirens that meant the cops were on their way, but I couldn’t be sure they’d get here in time. After all, I could also still hear and feel the deep bass thrum of that giant lizard making its way through the city somewhere off in the distance. Followed by an unearthly roar and the sounds of buildings crashing down.

      That was fucking loud. Okay then. Maybe that thing was closer than I thought.

      I suppose I could have gone for something simple. A disrupter or something that would stop them in their tracks and render them unable to move until the cops showed up.

      But that seemed too good for these assholes. After all, they had done their best to try and capture Fialux. To say that I took a dim view of the assholes trying to capture my girlfriend would be one hell of an understatement.

      So I fired off a spread of anti-Newtonian bubbles.

      That damn thing really was useful. I was finding new ways to manipulate it almost every day, and not all of them had to do with the safety applications of dealing with someone who was getting used to antigravity powered flight.

      Take this for example. The bubbles shot down the alley and enveloped each of the robbers who’d been trying to make their escape that way. No sooner had the bubbles made contact with the pricks than they all slowed to a crawl.

      Sure they were still moving, very slowly, but if it took awhile for me to get out of an anti-Newtonian field when I was operating my high-powered equipment then it was going to take a hell of a lot longer for those assholes to get out of the same field when all they were operating with was what mother nature gave them.

      Considering how out of shape some of those guys looked mother nature hadn’t given them all that much to begin with, and they’d destroyed that through years of smoking, drinking, and overeating. They’d still be trying to get away by the time the cops showed up to apprehend them.

      “Sucks to be you dickheads!” I shouted after them.

      Wrapped in an anti-Newtonian field like that I’d be long gone by the time they turned to react to my taunt, which was too bad, but I had zero intention of sticking around long enough for the fuzz to show up and start yanking my monkey chain.

      My reputation had already suffered a setback with the fuzz when I was doing battle with Fialux on the regular. It turns out having your ass dropped in front of the police station time and time again with all of my equipment busted to hell and back had the effect of making the police a little less terrified.

      It was going to take awhile to regain that perfect balance of fear and respect I’d enjoyed with the cops before Fialux came along, and now wasn’t the time to mess with that.

      I looked to the other end of the alley. To Fialux and the remaining robbers down at the end of the alley.

      Training day wasn’t over yet, but it was these robber assholes who were about to get schooled.
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      I looked down to the alley floor. Felt the grime and muck crunching underfoot.

      You’d think a bank would care a little more about what went on in the alley behind their building, but I guess not. It was almost like there was a city ordinance no one bothered to tell me about that said all back alleys in Starlight City had to be dank grimy affairs without much light filtering down from above.

      Fialux looked up at me. Glowered at me, is more like it. She looked a little worse for the wear.

      “You weren’t going to do anything?” she growled.

      I shrugged. “What was there to do?”

      “You could’ve swooped in and saved me when they tried dragging me away! And what the hell were they talking about with a bounty?”

      “I have no idea,” I said. “But you can bet your cute ass I’m going to do my best to find out.”

      She grinned. She always did that when I complimented my favorite parts of her anatomy, but now wasn’t the time for flirtation. Now was the time for action. Teaching and action.

      Teaching first.

      “Besides. If I’d rescued you then you wouldn’t learn a lesson,” I said.

      “And what lesson is that?” she asked.

      “You still barrel into fights. You act like you still have your superpowers. My stuff will give you a reasonable approximation of the powers you used to have, but you have to go at it with some finesse. There’s always a trade-off with my stuff and you have to learn that balance.”

      “I know, I know,” she said. “It’s just so hard to get over those habits when…”

      I held up a hand to stop whatever it was she was about to say. “I totally understand why you act the way you do in a fight,” I said. “You have instincts that don’t work anymore. You’re just going to have to get use to the new normal is all.”

      “Okay,” she said. “So how do I do that? You won’t even let me go into a fight at full power!”

      I shook my head. “And that is why you fail.”

      “Give it a rest Yoda,” she said.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “I thought you hated Star Wars.”

      “I might not care for it,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to throw it back at you when you toss out those geeky lines at me. Especially if you’re going to force me to watch that crap.”

      “You’re learning,” I said. “I’m so proud!”

      “So what do you say?” she asked. “Why don’t you let me go up to full power. See what I can do? I know if I get back to where I was before then…”

      “Observe,” I said.

      “Observe what?” she asked.

      I worked at some of my dials. Though they were digital buttons on my wrist computer since I couldn’t possibly miniaturize all the controls on my suit to analog without covering myself in buttons.

      I turned the available power going to my suit down by half then looked at Fialux and grinned.

      “I am now operating at half power. A handicap on my normal game,” I said.

      I looked beyond her. Down to the end of the alley where the robbers had finally realized they’d reached a dead end. They’d turned around and were staring at us like cornered animals.

      Which is the kind of mood I needed them to be in right now. I figured it was the only way they were ever going to dare take me on.

      “Did you assholes down there hear that? I just turned down the power on my suit. I’m operating at half power, the same as Fialux when you were dragging her out here!”

      They looked at each other in confusion and I realized that maybe I’d just made a hell of a mistake. After all, I was used to the idea of Fialux operating at no power at all, but so far the wide world had no idea. At least the world had no idea until I just gave it away to these robbers.

      Oops.

      Word traveled fast among criminals, and unfortunately I couldn’t vaporize all of them where they stood to take it back. Not with Fialux standing right there watching, at least. She took a dim view of me vaporizing people unless I had a very good reason for doing it.

      Then again maybe it was inevitable. After all, these assholes shouldn’t haven’t been able to get Fialux to move 6 inches, let alone drag her out into this alley. They were bound to figure out something was screwy here.

      “So you guys have a chance, is what I’m getting at,” I clarified when none of them made a move to jump me.

      “What are you doing?” Fialux asked.

      “Showing you it’s all in your mind and in your training. You don’t need to wade into a fight like a bull in a China shop. You don’t need to rely on powers. All you need is a little bit of ingenuity, and it also helps to have the kind of techno toys that make everyone scared shitless of you.”

      I stepped forward, and the three dudes trapped at the back of the alley ran towards me.

      If they were smart men, which they clearly weren’t considering their life choices, they wouldn’t run at me all at once like that. They should’ve at least tried to distract me or something with one of the dudes while the other two snuck up on me.

      Amateur hour moves like that weren’t going to work on me, but it would’ve been a better plan than all three of them charging me at once.

      But they were cornered animals. They looked like they were willing to take about any chance, even if they had to know in their hearts that it wasn’t much of a chance at all.

      The first one raised a fist and I shot my hand out. Grabbed him and twisted. Sure I had a bit of an assist in the strength department, but not so much that it gave me an unfair advantage.

      Just a little bit of an advantage. Not much at all. Enough to even the score with a touch of unfairness towards my end considering this was a big burly guy I was going up against and I was just a sweet innocent petite girl.

      Yeah, right.

      I used the momentum from his punch to twirl him around. He lifted up and there was a satisfying crunch as several bones in his body snapped. He let out a cry and I shoved him forward into the wall.

      I ducked down and swept my leg out under the second guy coming for me. Cobra Kai bitch. He was barreling at me like he was going to tackle me or something, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to pull that shit.

      He grunted in surprise as he flipped onto his back and slammed to the ground. The noises he made told me the wind had been knocked out of him.

      The third one took one look at me, then to his two buddies rolling around in pain, and finally past me to the rest of his buddies who were doing their best Chariots of Fire impression from inside their anti-Newtonian bubbles, and then started running for the other side of the alley.

      The only problem with that plan was I was right behind him running at full speed. He was also running for a dead end which he seemed to have forgotten in his terror. Not that he was going to get to the end of the alley before I got to him so it was a moot point.

      I grabbed his shoulder and jerked with all the strength I could muster with my suit only operating at half power. Okay, so maybe I’d lied when I said I only had a little bit of an advantage over these guys.

      Villain.

      Besides, he did have the advantage that I was adjusting to half strength. I’d grown so used to being able to throw down with living gods that it felt weird even having this small disadvantage. Even if we were talking a “disadvantage” that gave me a hell of an advantage over any one of these pricks.

      He whirled around and went for the ground, but luckily I was there to stop that movement. Unluckily for him my method of choice for stopping his clumsy attempt to dive around me was bringing my knee up to meet his face.

      There was a sickening crunch as the cartilage in his nose snapped. Blood gushed from his nostrils and his eyes crossed as he crumpled to the grimy alley floor.

      I dusted my hands off as I walked up to Fialux. I grinned. I couldn’t help it.

      “So what did I tell you?” I asked.

      “Damn,” she said.

      I eyed her closely. Eyeing her closely was one of my favorite things. What can I say? I’m a woman who knew exactly what she wanted out of life, and that something was Fialux. Whether or not she had her superpowers.

      “You like?”

      She surprised me by shoving me up against the wall. The element of surprise let her shove me against the wall in the first place, but it was her lips pressing against mine that made me decide I was going to allow her to keep at it instead of pushing her away.

      That felt good. Really damn good. So I melted into the kiss.

      And if any of those pricks who I’d just taken out had anything to say about it they wisely decided to keep it to themselves.

      When she pulled away she was breathing heavily. She looked me up and down and it was clear she was having a hell of a good time watching me do the whole heroic thing.

      Even if it was a touch more villainous than what your typical hero got up to.

      “That was fun,” I said. “Inappropriate, but fun. Don’t get me wrong, I love making out with you, but I don’t want you to take the wrong lesson from this and…”

      She kissed me again. A very insistent kiss. The kind of kiss that had my toes curling. I slammed my hand against the brick wall behind me a couple of times to remind myself that I needed to avoid getting too distracted.

      But what a distraction!

      She pulled away. Grinned. “I know. I need to learn how to actually fight. Not just throw myself at people. Lesson learned. Now can we please get back to the lab?”

      “We can,” I said. “But first we need to take care of one more thing.”

      Her eyebrows lowered and she was clearly confused. “One more thing?” she asked. “What are you…”

      She let out a surprised yelp as I wrapped my arm around her and pointed my fist to the sky. We flew into the air, and as the antigrav lifted us into the skies I saw the cops pulling up to the alley to clean up the riff raff.

      The whole flying thing was a very heroic thing to do, especially with my best girl at my side, and I decided to ignore exactly how heroic that pose was.

      “We have business to take care of the,” I said.

      “I know we do!” she said, her lips peppering me with kisses.

      “Not that,” I said. “But we can take care of that too. After the first thing. I promise you’ll love this.”

      She wouldn’t love it, but she didn’t know that. Besides, she was still kissing me and pressing against me like a horny teenager climbing into the back seat with their best girl for the first time, and I didn’t want that to end yet.
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      “What are you doing?” she asked in between a couple of very thorough kisses.

      We rose above the buildings. Above the skyscrapers that made up downtown Starlight City. And looked out over a vista that was smoking and on fire in the distance.

      Not much of a distance either.

      The source of that smoke and fire was pretty obvious. A giant purplish lizard of a species that was unique to the outskirts of Starlight City and had the unique ability to grow to a giant-ass sizes when they came in contact with a nuclear source. Like, say, an old dumping ground that the Department of Defense denied up and down.

      A species of lizard uniquely able to feed on radiation to grow to giant size while ignoring pesky things like the consequences of the inverse square rule on living things were one of the odd coincidences that happened all the time in Starlight City.

      Fialux frowned. I grinned. God she looked beautiful, but she was clearly confused about my intentions.

      “Come on Fialux,” I said. “You’re the one who told me I needed to be a little more heroic.”

      She seemed to realize we were moving closer and closer to the giant irradiated lizard who was wading through the buildings towards the center of town. And as she realized exactly where I was taking her she seemed to get a little nervous.

      “You aren’t…”

      “So what if I am?” I asked.

      She looked down at her suit. Seemed to be mulling something over. Probably how she’d just been manhandled by a bunch of common robbers and wouldn’t stand a chance against a giant irradiated lizard. She Looked up at me. “But…”

      “I figure you have all the training you need, right? You went up against those bank robbers and sure you didn’t do all that great, but you keep telling me you’re ready. So what better way to prove you’re ready than to take on a giant irradiated lizard?”

      She bit her lower lip which was so sexy even if she was more than a little worried. Her eyes narrowed. But then she looked over to the giant lizard that was flailing its claws, teeth, and tail around.

      Odd. The thing looked bigger than usual. The path of destruction behind it was a little more pronounced than usual.

      That was new and weird. In this city new and weird usually meant it was time to start watching my ass.

      As we watched some spines along the back of the thing started to glow and then it let loose with a gout of radioactive pinkish flame that seemed to match the color of its scales.

      “Fine! I get your damn point! Now let me down before you go take that thing on!”

      I looked at her and now my eyes were wide. Wide and innocent. My best innocent–yet–not–innocent look I could muster.

      “Why Fialux. What ever are you talking about?”

      “I get the point you’re trying to make, and you’re a jerk!” she said, beating her firsts against me. Not that it did her much good.

      I altered my flight path just a little. Set her down gently on the top of one of the taller buildings in the city. The kind of building that would give her a view of the show to come.

      “I get it,” she said. “I’m not ready. I need to train before I try and take on the world in one of these suits.”

      I grinned. “I was hoping you’d start to see things my way.”

      She crossed her arms. Which had the added effect of causing a distracting rise in her breasts. I’d made sure that the top part of her suit was a little low-cut to show off a little bit of skin.

      I didn’t have the same oval on my suit, and hers was covered by a force field so even if she had exposed skin it wasn’t exactly exposed to dangers. But I figured if I was going to design my girlfriend’s suit then I might as well have a little fun with it.

      “It’s about time you realize you’re not ready,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re ruining the mood. Now get down there and take care of that damned thing and maybe you’ll bring the mood back.”

      I stuck my tongue out. What else could I do? She was being a sore loser. I was going to make her see the light one way or another.

      “Fine,” I said. “Now if you’ll excuse me I’m going to go save the day. Again.”

      I was going to save the day, and I was still hoping that mysterious heroine who’d shown up the last time one of these things was attacking would make another appearance.

      I still wanted to figure out who the hell that masked woman was, damn it. I wanted to make damn sure she wasn’t who I suspected she was.

      I kicked off of the skyscraper and flew high in the air. Looked down at the creature. A warning flashed on my satellite readout and I noticed a couple of antigravity missiles coming in hot. A quick glance told me Uncle Sam was busy trying to take care of things his own way.

      I frowned. Thought about all the different ways the government had tried to screw me over while I was fighting Dr. Lana’s giant robots.

      Well I wasn’t going to let them interfere now. I’d gone easy on the military lately because they’d been good about staying the hell out of my way, but I figured I owed them for trying to kill me the last time I was busy trying to save the city. So I fired off a couple of spheres that appeared from the pattern buffer in my belt and set off towards the military.

      They were a new addition to my arsenal. They picked out the fighter jets flying at a safe distance. At least it was a safe distance if they were fighting off a giant monster with no long range capability.

      Your typical anti-monster strategy wasn’t anything like the movies where fighter jets and attack helicopters got within arm’s reach of a giant monster that couldn’t effectively attack them as long as they were outside of that arm’s reach.

      No, whoever was commanding the attack on this monster was smart enough to keep his or her assets at a distance where they were meant to be.

      It was a good plan. I had to give them credit for that. The only problem was they didn’t account for somebody with long-range weaponry joining the fight.

      I know it sounds like I’m tooting my own horn because I say this a lot when I’m telling my stories, but I like to think that considering the long-range fight was one of the many reasons why I had the reputation I had and why I’d survived for as long as I had.

      Plus it helped that I’d long ago hacked into the very government systems they were using to track those fighter jets. So my homing devices had no problem whatsoever going right up to the things and firing off localized anti-Newtonian bubbles big enough to surround those jets.

      The reaction was immediate and everything I’d been hoping for. It worked just as well as when I’d fired off that anti-Newtonian bubble at the Starlight City News Network helicopter to save their asses in the middle of our first fight with Dr. Lana on the Starlight City University campus. Right before they’d finally made the genius decision to start using drones rather than helicopters to cover all the nasty business going on in this city.

      Even as I swooped down toward the lizard I saw several of those drones hovering. Though some of them looked like they weren’t working for any official organization at all.

      I rolled my eyes. Amateurs. The range on those things meant their operators would have to be pretty damn close to lizard ground zero. Which meant they were close enough to the giant lizard that it could squash any one of them if it took out its anger on the wrong building.

      Not to mention the radiation that thing was putting out would be enough to raise someone’s incidental cancer risk over a lifetime if they got too close. I didn’t have to worry about that because I had radiation shielding as a first line of defense and the ability to repair myself in a medbay if things got really bad, but the civilians flying those spy drones didn’t have any luxuries like that.

      I watched the satellite displays to make sure there weren’t going to be any more surprises from the government. I’m sure whoever was in charge of those jets was trying to figure out exactly what the hell had just happened to freeze their assets midair.

      A nice side effect of the field was even though it stopped things from moving at full speed compared to normal space those things kept moving at a normal clip as far as the space in the anti-Newtonian field was concerned. The practical upshot being that Bernoulli’s principle kept right on principling those expensive jets through the air even if the bubble slowed them down to the point that they should’ve crashed and burned from the perspective of an outside observer.

      To put it in even simpler terms that a layman who doesn’t remember their seventh grade science might understand: bubble no make expensive jet go boom boom into ground.

      I’d also fired those bubbles off at full power. Unlike the Starlight City News Network helicopter which had gotten about half power which allowed it to move slowly and gently to the ground while at the same time moving fast enough that it could actually get to the ground before the field wore off. I wasn’t interested in any of those assholes who’d been firing on me continuing to have the ability to fire on me.

      They’d be hovering there for awhile while I took care of business. I turned back to the lizard and smiled, though it hadn’t noticed me hovering up here among the fleet of drones watching it.

      Some of the drones had noticed me though. They were moving in close, though they backed off when I blasted a couple out of the sky.

      I grinned. It was nice to know I had an audience. Now it was time to get to work and show this giant lizard who was the real terror in this town, and hope that mysterious heroine also made an appearance so I could introduce the new hero in town to how we did things in Starlight City.
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      Now that I’d taken care of the gawkers getting too close I turned my attention to the giant lizard. And realized that not only was the thing staring up at me with pure hatred in its eyes. If you could ascribe that sort of emotion to a thing that barely had two cells to rub together in the walnut it called a brain.

      Giant irradiated lizard seemed to be full of hate, which I figured was a side effect of suddenly finding yourself growing about a hundred sizes too big.

      They were also full of excess nuclear power that they tended to release violently, and this one was powering up its primary weapon. I could hear the telltale sound that was like a pair of high tension power lines that were suddenly getting a little too much juice combined with a transformer that was on the verge of exploding.

      Not the kind of thing you wanted to hear from a giant lizard that could spit nuclear fire and was pointing its mouth in your direction.

      The thing fired a pinkish purple blast. I reacted by doing something I always said you should never do as a hero or a villain.

      I held my wrist blaster out in front of me and fired off a beam on the widest dispersal I dared that would still let the beam hit with enough power to push back. My beam slammed into the giant irradiated lizard’s beam setting off a spectacular explosion between the two of us as our beams met at practically the speed of light.

      Here’s the problem. A beam like that from a giant irradiated lizard? Well, let’s just say the nuclear waste those things like to wallow in for temperature regulation that eventually causes some of them to undergo the mutation that gives them a hellacious growth spurt wasn’t exactly the most powerful pool of nuclear material. We’re talking stuff that was leftover from the good old days of the Manhattan Project. Impressive for the time but it didn’t hold a candle to some of the nuclear tech available these days.

      God help the world if one of those things were to actually find its way onto, say, a nuclear submarine or some other modern nuclear powered device.

      The practical upshot of the lizard’s wallowing in spent nuclear waste from old Department of Defense science experiments was the nuclear fuel powering the damn things was never all that powerful to begin with.

      I mean sure it was powerful enough that they always gave the military a run for its money when they did pest control. Honestly, I didn’t know why they hadn’t come up with some exotic weapon that destroyed oxygen or froze the lizard’s metabolism.

      I figured as often as the military had tangled with the fuckers at this point they would’ve tried something.

      Maybe they didn’t bother because they knew there was always a good chance some hero or villain would come along to save the day and save their asses in the process.

      The point is the power these lizards put out didn’t hold a candle to the miniaturized fusion reactor I had powering my stuff. So I was able to hit it with an atomic blast that was a hell of a lot more powerful than anything the lizard could ever hope to put out.

      At least it should’ve been enough.

      The explosion slowly dissipated leaving me floating in the air firing down at a giant lizard which was still firing its nuclear breath up at me. That was out of the ordinary. I’d tangled with these things a couple of times before and I’d gotten a feel for how much power their internal reactors put out, and the thing shouldn’t have been able to go toe-to-toe with me.

      “Is something wrong?”

      The voice crackled in my ear and my jump almost vaporized me. The thing about going beam-to-beam with anyone was the tolerances were down to fractions of a millimeter. If I was off by even a breath it might be enough to send the lizard’s beam roaring up at me which would really ruin my day.

      “Kinda concentrating here baby,” I said to Fialux. “Not the time to go chatting in my earpiece and surprising me.”

      “Oh, sorry,” she said. “Just making sure you’re okay.”

      “I’ll be fine if you let me concentrate on my work,” I said.

      I had to give the lizard points for persistence, though in my experience these bastards really were nothing but malevolent persistence.

      The two beams of radioactive fire stayed about even with each other for a long moment, longer than they should’ve, and then the lizard’s finally started to give way. And we’re not even talking it started to give way in a slow and suitably dramatic fashion.

      No, it was like one moment the lizard was firing with everything it had, and the next my blast moved down and hit the damn thing right in the mouth. Which made me feel better, but that should’ve happened as soon as our beams hit each other, damn it. Not a minute later.

      What was going on with this thing? Had those idiots at the DoD started dumping more modern nuclear waste in the lizards’ habitat?

      The lizard stumbled back into a building, and I figured that was my opportunity. I figured while there were drones watching me doing something suitably heroic I should ham it up. I’d already hammed it up just a little with that beam thing, that was dangerous and stupid but it looked so cool, but I had a nameless faceless heroine to show up.

      If she wasn’t going to be brave enough to show herself this time then the least I could do was one up her last performance. So I put all the power I could into my arm and hit the thing with one hell of a right hook.

      Okay, so maybe part of that was that I wanted to take the thing out in a suitably dramatic fashion, and maybe some of it was that I was frustrated to the point that I felt a strong desire to punch something. The giant lizard would do well enough since I couldn’t exactly punch out a pupil who was being very difficult about taking her lessons or a new heroine who refused to show herself.

      The giant lizard stayed frozen for a long breath. Then it slowly started to topple over like some giant tree in the Pacific Northwest. I was tempted to put my hands to my mouth and scream out timber, but didn’t.

      There were enough cameras watching right about now that I didn’t want to do anything that would give the impression that I was taking this anything less than completely and totally seriously.

      The lizard fell and upped the insurance policies of the poor bastards who’d left their cars in the street.

      I winced at that. I always did. Hey, I might be an evil super villain who regularly tried to take over the world, but I could remember a time when I’d been a piss poor grad student who could barely rub two pennies together and my car was the most fabulously expensive thing I owned.

      So I never cared for it when I saw other people’s cars getting ruined. Especially when I knew they were probably going to get screwed over by insurance companies claiming the giant lizard rider on their auto insurance policy didn’t apply to this particular attack because they didn’t get the rider that included a lizard with radioactive fire breath or something.

      “Honestly,” I muttered. “People talk about me like I was the most evil person in the world.”

      “What was that?” Fialux asked.

      “Oh nothing,” I said. “Just thinking out loud about insurance companies.”

      “You think insurance companies are more evil than a villain trying to take over the world?” she asked.

      “Obviously you’ve never worked in the insurance or finance industries. Those assholes did way more damage on a way more massive scale than I could ever hope to. Banality of evil and all that,” I replied.

      “Uh-huh,” she said in a mumble that made it clear she wasn’t buying it.

      That was something for someone else to worry about though. Right now I had a formerly super powered heroine to get back to since there was no sign of the currently super powered heroine making an appearance.

      Besides, if Fialux’s reaction to me taking out those bank robbers was anything to go on she was really going to go wild after watching me take out the giant irradiated lizard.

      At least I hoped she’d be really worked up after watching me take out the giant irradiated lizard. I flew at top speed back towards the building where I’d deposited her, but I was surprised in midair as something slammed into me.

      I panicked. Activated several emergency protocols that would’ve done some very nasty things, but then I realized the something that had slammed into me was peppering my face with kisses.

      Not the sort of thing that mysterious faceless heroine who may or may not be Dr. Lana in recovery would do. Even though if it was Dr. Lana that would raise all sorts of questions as to how she got powers like that to begin with.

      Either I was being attacked by the world’s most affectionate enemy or a certain heroine had gotten so worked up that she miraculously figured out how to fly in a straight line with my antigrav stuff long enough to slam into me.

      When the blur resolved itself after I finally stopped tumbling through the air I saw that it was Fialux, but I gently pushed her away. It was one of the most difficult things I’d ever done, but I managed to do it.

      “Not in front of the cameras,” I hissed.

      She looked at the drones floating around us. Most of them were recording the giant lizard where it had fallen, but several had turned their attention to us, and I’m sure the sight of Fialux hovering and smooching on Night Terror in the aftermath of a giant lizard attack would be worth at least a small mention on the stupid Starlight City News Network that night.

      “Who cares?” Fialux asked, and she planted a huge kiss right on my lips as she wrapped her arms and legs around me.

      Oh what the hell. I figured if she was going to enjoy herself then the least I could do was enjoy myself as well. So I went with it. I didn’t even care all that much that there were multiple cameras watching us from multiple angles.

      Those perverts could enjoy the show, because I was going to enjoy kissing my girlfriend, damn it!

      When we finally came up for air a few minutes later several more drones had moved in. At least one of them bore the Starlight City News Network logo, but the others were just regular old civilian drones or drones being used by also-ran cable networks that didn’t have nearly the numbers of SCNN.

      Mostly they looked to be civvy, though, which meant those idiots just got the kind of radiation exposure you usually didn’t see unless you were going for a picnic in the middle of a surface-level nuclear waste disposal area.

      Idiots. It wasn’t going to kill them or mutate them or anything. At least not in the short term. The kind of mutations they’d get in the long term weren’t going to be the kind that gave them super powers either.

      No, the kind of mutations those idiots were looking at would be doing their part to keep the good oncology doctors of Starlight City in business over the next few decades.

      I hoped the potential cancer years down the line was worth them getting this totally awesome video. Not that I cared all that much about cancer incidence in the wake of irradiated lizard attacks. No, I just cared about Fialux.

      And that mysterious heroine with the full face mask that seemed suspiciously like the kind of thing a recovering villain with incredible healing abilities would wear to cover the fact that she wasn’t quite done healing up from sticking her nose in the wrong place.

      Fialux made me forget all about those worries as she trailed a finger down my arm, then looked down and blushed.

      “So what would you say to heading back to the lab?” she asked.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea,” I said.

      But I stopped to look around one final time, and that’s when I finally saw her. That strange hero with her cape whipping out behind her, and that full face mask still in place. She was too far away for me to see her eyes, or maybe her eyes were covered by that mask, but I couldn’t shake the feeling she was watching us.

      Also? Now totally wasn’t the time to get into it with a strange new hero. Not when I was already depleted from fighting a giant lizard and I had Fialux untrained ready to cause trouble.

      Damn it. I was tempted to send Fialux back to the lab and damn the consequences, but the mysterious heroine turned and flew off. I really wished I had CORVAC around. He would’ve been able to track that bitch.

      I activated my short range teleporter. There was a flash of white and a moment later we were back home.

      Fialux looked around and blinked in confusion. “Where are we…”

      And then she realized exactly what I’d done. I’d transported us back to her room. The one that had been designed to look like a cabin in the mountains even though it was buried hundreds of feet below the suburbs.

      I’m not talking a cheap cabin with no running water and a hole in the ground out back for the toilet either. No, we’re talking one of those fancy multimillion dollar lodges where people with more money than sense spend their winter vacation.

      The point is the room was nice even if it was buried beneath the earth because it was part of my larger lab complex, and it was made to look even nicer than it already was.

      “Oh,” she said. “You’re being awfully forward Night Terror.”

      “I think I deserve it after saving you and the city,” I said with a grin as I tried to forget that strange heroine who’d been watching and not joining the fight.

      I pounced, she let out a surprised giggle, and then I forgot about everything but Fialux for the next little while.

      What can I say? She was a good distraction.
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      “Do I really have to do this?” she asked.

      I shook my head. I didn’t actually say anything though. No, I had something that was better than lecturing her this time around.

      I hit a button and activated a recording. It showed none other than one of the cameras I always had hidden on my person so I could go back and do an after action report. The practice was invaluable for making sure I didn’t make the same mistake twice, but it was even more valuable for showing Fialux exactly why she “had to do this.”

      The recording showed Fialux being dragged out of the back of the bank and then down the alley like she was a sack of potatoes and not someone wearing a suit that should’ve augmented her abilities to the point that a bunch of normal bank robbers didn’t have a chance.

      “Come on Natalie,” she said. “This isn’t fair.”

      I switched to a first person view of her flying through the air with the occasional shot of the latest giant irradiated lizard to threaten the city clear in the background.

      Her begging was loud and clear considering she was right next to the recorder.

      “This isn’t fair Natalie,” she whined.

      “Look,” I said. “You wade into fights you can’t win. You rely on superpowers you don’t have anymore. If you’re serious about getting back in the saddle then you need to train and take that training seriously. I’m more than willing to teach you everything I’ve learned over a long villainous career.”

      “But it’s so frustrating!” she said, as though all the lessons she’d learned the day before had been forgotten.

      It was like dealing with a lazy college student who didn’t want to do the work. I knew because once upon a time I’d been a lazy college student who didn’t want to do the work because it was all so boring and beneath me, and since karma had come around to bite me in the ass in the form of a couple of lazy college students taking my Surviving A Heroic Intervention class.

      “If we’re going to get you out there in the world fighting crime again then you’re going to have to learn how to do this right,” I said. “And you’re going to have to learn how to do it with my stuff, because I still haven’t figured out how the hell Dr. Lana’s power sucking raygun works.”

      The last bit came out more as a growl than conversation. That was a sore spot. I’d been poking and prodding at the thing ever since Dr. Lana was kind enough to leave it behind in my dummy lab.

      Well, left it behind might be charitable. It was more like she dropped it after triggering every nasty countermeasure I’d ever come up with to kill intruders many times over. She’d been severely maimed and her remains tossed off to a landfill before I could ask her anything about how the gun actually worked, but at least I had the gun to examine.

      I had the gun and a growing sense of unease that she was out there somewhere healing up and hatching a new plan to ruin my day.

      The fact that her body hadn’t been where the teleporter sent it when I went looking was all the proof I needed. I kept thinking of the opening of the second Ninja Turtles movie when the Shredder stuck his hand up out of the garbage. I shivered thinking about a similar scene playing out with Dr. Lana, but luckily Fialux was there to pull me out of my funk with a little well timed sass.

      “You know there was a time when I was pretty close to ending that long and storied villainous career you’re talking about,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said. “And as I recall you sort of did end my villainous career. Maybe. If you squint your eyes and look at it just right. But that doesn’t change the fact that things have changed. Whether you like it or not you don’t have the same powers you had when we first met, and that means if you’re going to do this then you need to get off of your cute tight ass and learn how to fight my way.”

      I grinned. It was a singularly unpleasant grin. The kind of grin that made her take a step back. No doubt because she remembered all the times we’d fought and unpleasant consequences followed shortly after that grin.

      “Besides. You’ll recall that I gave almost as good as I got in a lot of those fights despite the fact that I was severely underpowered compared to you. If you learn from that you’ll be unstoppable.”

      Maybe I was tooting my own horn, but I liked to think that the fact that I’d been able to stand up to a living goddess with nothing but the technology I’d invented and a willingness to be downright mean in a fight was yet another one of the many ingredients that added to the spice that was my continued reign as the top villain in the city.

      Even if there were idiots out there like Dr. Lana who seemed hellbent on ending my reign as the top villain in the city by replacing me. The stupid bitch.

      Fialux grinned and took a step closer to me. A step that had her pressing against me in a most distracting manner. I let out a shuddering breath. I almost put up the shields again, but then she reached down and grabbed at my computer.

      I felt a stab of worry. After all, the last time she’d gone feeling up a wrist computer she’d ended up flying across the city and into battle against Dr. Lana and a bunch of robots she definitely wasn’t ready to take on.

      I tried to pull away, but she leaned in for a kiss that stopped me in my tracks.

      “No need for that,” she said.

      Then she made every reservation I had about her hands on my wrist computer come true. She deftly pressed a couple of buttons deactivating my shields before I could bring them up.

      I was so shocked that I didn’t react for a moment. I looked down at the wrist computer. It was one thing to activate the flight controls on one of these things, those were pretty obvious, but it was another to deactivate my shields. I was the only one who was supposed to know how to do that.

      I stared at her, wide eyed. “When did you learn how to do that? How the hell did you learn how to do that?”

      “You’re not the only one who has some smarts,” she said. “I’ve watched the way you operate that thing. And maybe your lab computer gave me access to some of the schematics for all those wonderful toys you’re always playing with.”

      I bit back a couple of choice curse words. CORVAC would’ve never let her get access to any of my schematics. I found myself missing him and wondering exactly what he was doing. Was he trapped in a set of data banks somewhere in the city? Or had Dr. Lana already recovered enough that she’d gone back and given him a reprogramming he was never going to forget?

      The poor bastard. I know I shouldn’t have felt bad for him at all considering the way he’d betrayed me, but at the same time he had saved my life.

      Sure him saving my life might be part of a play Dr. Lana was running, but I doubted it. I liked to think I knew that mechanical asshole after working with him for so long, and if anyone out there was going to torture him it was going to be me.

      Dr. Lana could get in line.

      “But you don’t know anything about computers,” I said. “You had to have me teach you how to use all those apps on your iPhone, and that’s like a computer for babies or something!”

      I knew it was ridiculous the moment the statement left my lips. Of course she knew something about computers. After all, she was the one who figured out how to take over my flight computer when she’d gone for that ill-advised jaunt over the city while it was being attacked by the one-two punch of Dr. Lana and her nasty robots.

      “Do I?” she asked. “Or was all that complaining about the iPhone a ruse to get you to let your guard down? What if this whole thing was a game I’m playing with you? What if I’m actually a Manchurian hero sent by Dr. Lana? Maybe I was brainwashed by that beam to finally do what needs to be done to bring peace to the city.”

      Her eyes went blank. As though she was an automaton. Like she’d lost all control. She held her arms up and looked for all the world like a zombie. Like we’re talking a zombie from back before the ‘80s when Return of the Living Dead solidified a lot of the genre tropes.

      No, that wasn’t quite right. She looked like those creepy Lee Meriwether “I am for you James t. Kirk” chicks from that episode of the old Star Trek who went after the big three and had their asses handed to them as a result.

      I have to say it was a lot more unpleasant seeing that sort of thing in real life than it was watching it on the small screen where I knew Shatner was going to come through with some way to save the day by the end of the show’s runtime.

      “Must kill Night Terror…” she said in a strange monotone. Her hand moved down to my wrist blaster and started to pull it towards me. “Must kill Night Terror…”

      Her hands were slow. Inexorable. Inevitable.

      As though she had every bit of super strength she’d ever possessed. I tried to push back but it was difficult. What ever she was doing, she was able to continue moving my wrist blaster up towards me even though there was no way she should have had that kind of strength.

      The blaster hadn’t turned on, yet, but I had a moment of real fear. A moment where I thought I might actually be on the verge of being destroyed by my own weapons. Being destroyed by my own emotions, for that matter.

      Honestly I figured the idea that I was going to get killed because I’d trusted her was more insulting than the idea that I was going to get killed by my own stuff.

      Then her face split into a small smile. So small that I would’ve missed it if I hadn’t been staring so intently at her face wondering if this was going to be the last thing I saw before I died. Before a Fialux who still had her powers and had been brainwashed by Dr. Lana killed me.

      Given everything I’d learned about Dr. Lana so far I wouldn’t put it past her to pull something like this to kill me from beyond the grave. Assuming she was even in the grave which was in doubt. I honestly wouldn’t put anything past her at this point.

      “You asshole,” I said.

      That was too much for her. Her frozen face quirked into a smile. The smile turned into an outright giggle. Still, I breathed a small sigh of relief. It was nice to know she was screwing with me and I wasn’t about to die, even if it wasn’t a very nice joke.
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      “You should’ve seen the look on your face,” she said.

      “What look?” I asked, yanking my wrist away from her.

      I glanced down to the display on my wrist computer. A glance showed she’d also somehow managed to disable the strength augmentation in my suit when she disabled the shielding.

      “That wasn’t funny,” I said.

      What can I say? I was sort of at a loss for words. You try coming up with something coherent when you’ve just had a near-death experience at the hands of your girlfriend who you’re momentarily convinced is actually working for your archenemy.

      “I’d say it’s almost as funny as letting someone think you’re taking them into a hot zone with a giant irradiated lizard, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “That was different.”

      “Was it really?” she asked.

      “Sort of,” I said. “And I’m going to make sure the computer knows not to let you have access to any more of my toys or schematics, damn it!”

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” she asked. “After all. If I could do this much to your systems just by reading the schematics who knows what I might be able to help you with.”

      She looked down and frowned. “After all. I probably should get used to using this shit. Especially if my only chance at having something close to what I had before is using your toys.”

      “It’s nice that you’re seeing reason finally,” I said.

      I figured it was better to sidestep the whole issue and focus on the positive. After all, the last time we started discussing her complete lack of powers it’d resulted in her shutting down for nearly a week and destroying a good chunk of my cleaning bots.

      She hit me with a look that said she knew what I was doing, but that she was also going to let me get away with it. For now.

      Something told me we were going to be revisiting all of this later though.

      “Come on,” she growled. “If we’re going to do this then let’s do this.”

      I sensed something in her tone. The tone of a student who wasn’t at all happy at being made to go through lessons she either didn’t think she had to do or wasn’t looking forward to.

      “Not happy with me right now?” I asked.

      “You could say something like that,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure how much of that was that she wasn’t happy with me and how much of it was her messing around because she figured the longer she delayed me the longer she wouldn’t have to get around to those lessons she didn’t want to start.

      She was being a surprisingly difficult student. Especially for someone who just all but admitted that this was her only path to reclaiming some of her old glory.

      It was difficult to tell with her sometimes. Her anger did give me an idea though.

      “Fine. If you’re upset with me then hit me.”

      Selena blinked. “Hit you? What are you…”

      “You’re not happy with me right now, right?” I asked. “So why don’t you go ahead and hit me? It’ll make you feel a lot better. I promise!”

      “I’m not going to…”

      “What’s the matter?” I asked. “Are you too chicken to do it? Afraid you’re not going to be able to?”

      “I’m not going to take out my anger on you that way,” she said. “Just because I’m frustrated with you doesn’t mean I’m going to resort to…”

      “To what?” I asked. “I mean if anyone deserves it it’s me. After all, I’m sort of the reason why you lost your powers. Think about it. If it weren’t for me you wouldn’t have been out there that day and Dr. Lana wouldn’t have been able to do anything to you. If I’d been a little more proactive maybe I would’ve been able to figure out how to reverse whatever it was she did to you. Instead I’ve been taunting you and make you go through all this training you obviously hate. I mean if you’ve ever wanted to hit someone then…”

      The hit came so fast that I almost missed it. Almost, but not quite. Again, we’re talking about an opponent who was more than a little rusty when it came to the whole fighting thing. It’d been awhile since she’d been in a real fight.

      I still didn’t count that embarrassing performance at the bank. Having a bunch of guys pile on top of her and completely overpower her didn’t count as a real fight in my opinion.

      Still, the punch was fast. Like it would’ve been a hell of a haymaker if she still had her powers. Even without her powers it was pretty impressive.

      That didn’t stop me from easily ducking out of the way even with the strength augments on my suit turned off. As I ducked I grabbed her arm and twisted. Used the momentum of her punch to throw her over my shoulder.

      She let out a surprised yelp as she flew through the air and landed. At the last moment a cushion of antigravity appeared under her which prevented her from really hurting anything.

      “That’s an advantage you have over me,” I said. “When I was being taught how to do this I didn’t have antigravity to make things easy.”

      Fialux scrambled to her feet. I thought of her as Fialux now that I saw her looking very much like back when we were fighting each other at full power. Back when she’d throw herself at me with everything she had while I did my level best to keep up with her even as I knew deep down that my level best was never going to be enough to truly defeat her.

      When she looked up she was glaring daggers at me.

      Oh how the times changed. There was a time, not too long ago, when her looking at me like that would’ve been a source of pure terror. When a glare like that would’ve been enough to turn my bowels to liquid because that glare was usually followed by her doing her best to destroy me.

      Or at the very least it was followed by her doing her very best to incapacitate me and disable my tech toys so she could drop me off in front of the cop shop confident that I wouldn’t give them too much trouble.

      I never gave them trouble, as a rule, but my shark of a lawyer was always on call and always more than willing to sink his teeth into the local PD, thank a God I didn’t particularly believe in.

      But of course we both knew that wasn’t happening now. Not when she was already having trouble with the whole super suit thing. Where “trouble” is defined as her being completely unable to do jack shit with that nice suit because she wasn’t willing to do the training required to learn how to fight me with what she had now.

      Tears trickled down her face, though she was doing her best to try not to actually sob. Her best wasn’t all that great.

      The practical upshot of all that was she looked just as beautiful as ever, but kind of pathetic. My heart went out to her even as I felt the age old frustration of a teacher with a particularly difficult student. Though admittedly I could get away with doing the kinds of things with my student that would probably get most teachers fired or thrown into jail.

      “I don’t think I can do this,” she said.

      I blinked. Not what I was expecting. Fialux was many things, but a defeatist was not one of those things. At least it hadn’t been. Maybe everything that had happened was finally taking a toll on her.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.

      She made a gesture at the flight lab and then down to herself.

      “This. All of this. I don’t think I can do it. I don’t think I have what it takes to train like this. I spent a lot of time learning how to use my powers, but even then when they started to manifest it was like I just knew how to use everything. It was intuitive. Not at all like this.”

      I walked over. Got down on my knees in front of her. Put my hands on those knees so they were nice and rested because I might be down here for a little bit bitching her out in the name of slapping her out of this funk.

      “Bullshit,” I said.

      “Excuse me?” she said.

      “I’m calling bullshit on all of that,” I said. “You didn’t just magically learn how to use your powers. That’s not how it works for anyone in this business.”

      “And how does it work?” she asked.

      “You know I’ve spent a lot of time training AI. The stuff I have works better than just about anything out there on the market these days.”

      “But the last time you had an artificial intelligence assisting you it tried to kill you and take over the world,” she said.

      “Which is a pretty good argument against the commercialization of artificial intelligence right now,” I said. “But that’s neither here nor there. The important thing is I’ve spent a lot of time training computers how to do pretty basic things. It takes time. Baby steps. I imagine it’s a lot like what it would feel like to try and raise a kid. Think back to when you were young. Did you walk the first time you tried?”

      “I can’t remember anything from when I was that young,” she said.

      “Well I’ve seen videos of kids. They’re terrible at stuff when they’re starting out. They spend a few years learning how to do basic shit like moving their arms and hands. Like they roll over and go places without any concern for whether or not where they’re going is going to kill them. They’re getting used to all the sensory input coming at them. Hell, it’s at least a year and a half to two years before they even start forming words to communicate with the world!”

      “Is there a point to all of this?” she asked. “Or are you just trying to drive home just how bad I am at this?

      I reached down and poked her in the chest. Her balance was so precarious that the poke in her chest was enough to send her toppling over. A small cushion of antigravity kicked up under her. I could tell by the way she didn’t hit the ground quite right.

      There was something about an antigrav field kicking in that made a fall look unnatural. Like a video game where some of the programming had gone wonky.

      “The point I’m trying to make here is you need to take time. You need to do what it takes to get back in the saddle. Because right now all I see is a pity party, and it’s not attractive.”

      That was a lie. The whole sad but angry look she had going coupled with that skintight bodysuit was pretty hot. Like I’m not saying sad was necessarily my thing, but the whole vulnerable thing was a pretty cute look if I did say so myself.

      I stood. “But you know what? Maybe you’re right. Maybe this isn’t for you. Maybe this whole training thing was a terrible idea.”

      Maybe it was, but I was playing a game. Now it was time to see if she took the bait.
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      She blinked. “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is you’ve already given up twice. You’ve already made it clear this isn’t for you. Maybe you don’t want to be a hero after all.”

      I seriously doubted that. After all, we were talking about the woman who’d jumped into the fray using one of my suits she didn’t quite understand. She’d been that desperate to get out there and save the world from a couple of giant robots.

      A move like that took balls. Even though she didn’t have balls. It’s just a phrase. You know what I mean.

      The point I’m trying to get at is it took guts for her to do what she did. Suicidal guts, to be sure, but it took guts.

      And I knew she still had those guts. They were buried in a deep layer of insecurity that had cropped up ever since she lost the ability to effortlessly use her powers, ever since she realized she was going to have to relearn everything, but those guts were still there.

      I just had to figure out a way to remind her of the hero she’d been once upon a time. Even if it took some tough love. Griping at her was nothing compared to making her think I was going to disintegrate her with my wrist blaster, after all.

      Which is totally something I felt guilty about doing in hindsight, but damn had that little ruse been fun and effective.

      “That’s not…”

      “All I see in front of me is somebody who’s crying and feeling bad for herself. You’ve been given an opportunity. A second chance. How many people out there lost something like you did? How many of them would kill for the opportunity to be able to get back what they lost? You’ve been given that opportunity, even if it isn’t quite as good as what you had once upon a time, and you’re throwing it away. If you’re going to be like that then maybe it’s not worth my time retraining you at all.”

      I turned and walked. And prayed she wouldn’t figure out what I was doing here. She’d already picked up on me trying to piss her off to motivate her once, but the plain truth was if she was going to keep second-guessing herself then there really was no point in trying to train her.

      Ultimately she needed motivation. Ultimately that wasn’t something I could provide. It had to come from within her.

      I really hated Dr. Lana for doing this to her. For taking a woman who’d been such a supremely confident hero and turning her into this insecure person who was afraid to even train to take on the world. And that line of thinking made the proverbial lightbulb go off over my head.

      I wheeled around. She stared at me with a combination of anger and resignation. Anger that I was doing this to her. Resignation that I wasn’t done yet when she thought she might finally be getting a reprieve.

      “There’s one more thing you need to think about when you consider whether or not you want to go through the difficulty of training,” I said. “Because I’m only going to give you this final opportunity. There’s no more chances. No more second guessing. I’m tired of flying you at giant lizards to try and motivate you, and I’m really not good at motivational speeches that don’t involve pointing the barrel of my wrist blaster at someone. So trust me when I say this is it.”

      She swallowed. Nodded. And I realized that a little bit of my inner villain was coming out to play. It’d been awhile since I’d done something like this. Mostly because I’d been doing the whole heroic thing around Fialux lately to keep her happy. But it felt good to get back to some of my more villainous impulses.

      I walked over to her again. Got down right in front of her. Like very close. Our noses were almost touching. So close that we could have kissed, but that wasn’t the kind of distraction I needed right now.

      “If heroic impulses aren’t enough to convince you that you need to get back in the saddle and train then maybe a little bit of villainy will help you out.”

      “Villainy?” she asked. “But I’m not…”

      I put a finger on her lips. This wasn’t a moment for talking. It wasn’t a moment for her to talk, at least. No, this was a moment for me to talk, and those were some of my favorite moments.

      “Consider this,” I said, sighing because I was about to reveal something I’d been hoping to keep secret for just a little bit longer. “I have a sneaking suspicion that Dr. Lana is still out there. Still lurking out there somewhere waiting to cause us trouble. Now ask yourself what you want to happen the next time she appears. Do you want to wait for me to come and rescue you? Do you want to be a damsel in distress? Or do you want to have access to one of my wrist blasters that you can shove down her throat and disintegrate her from the inside out?”

      “What happened to all that talk about how you were almost certain she was dead? What did you find in that landfill?”

      “I didn’t find much of anything,” I said.

      “I knew it!” she said. “I knew you were hiding that from me!”

      “You knew?”

      “Well I suspected. I mean what do you think I am, an idiot? She’s a villain in Starlight City. They don’t tend to stay dead.”

      I snorted. “You’ve got that right. Not for a lack of trying on my part, but that means if she does show up again you’re the one who can do the disintegrating!”

      Her eyes went wide. Obviously she was having a little bit of trouble conceiving of a world where she’d ever want to do something like that. She’d been such a goody two shoes. She’d held to her moral high ground for so long even being around me. But I could see the emotion working behind her eyes. I could tell she was thinking of how easy it would be to slither down from that moral high ground.

      Then her eyes narrowed. I could see the villainy taking hold. Maybe not by much. Maybe it was just a teensy little bit, but it was there. She was pissed, and I could use that.

      If it took changing what she was to get her to finally see reason then I’d do it. Besides, the thought of getting the world’s greatest hero to join me so we could rule the city as lovers was kinda hot. I imagined scenarios with a lot of leather in our fashion choices.

      “I train and we vaporize Dr. Lana the next time she shows her face?” Fialux asked.

      “That’s the plan,” I said. “I just wasn’t going to mention all the particulars about what I planned on doing to her once we found her because you tend to get squeamish about that sort of thing.”

      Fialux held her wrist out. It was a pose I recognized all too well. A pose she knew all too well herself because I’d used it on her on more than a few occasions.

      She was my miming holding out a good old-fashioned wrist blaster and blowing her enemies to kingdom come, or whatever the hell was waiting for people on the other side of death.

      I was pretty sure it was just the sweet release of oblivion, but you could never be too sure. I was fully willing to admit there wasn’t enough evidence one way or another to make a definitive case.

      "Be still my heart," I said.

      She looked at me and cocked an eyebrow. And suddenly she was curious rather than pissed off, but for that moment she’d been holding her imaginary wrist blaster out and imagining what it would feel like to have Dr. Lana in her crosshairs. For that moment she’d looked downright villainous.

      "What?" she asked.

      "You looked like you were ready to murder and kill indiscriminately to achieve your goals,” I said. "It was a beautiful moment."

      She blinked a couple of times in surprise. Looked down at her wrist. Took in her whole pose. She blushed when she realized exactly what she'd been doing.

      I figured that was the end of her little brush with villainy, but her whole look was still the epitome of “grim determination."

      Like I'm talking I probably should’ve snapped her picture and uploaded it to the definition on any and all online dictionaries that supported that sort of thing so people could get an idea of what it really meant.

      "I don't care anymore," she said. "Not with Dr. Lana, at least. She’s taken everything from me. She’s tried to kill both of us on multiple occasions. She's up to something that probably ends with world domination, and I’m not letting that happen. I want to make sure she can’t hurt anyone ever again. Assuming she shows up again.”

      I reached up and wiped a tear from my eye. Sure it was a touch melodramatic, but it also perfectly encompassed how I felt. I wondered if this was how parents felt when they saw their kids taking their first stumbling steps.

      Fialux might still think of herself as a hero, but it was clear that if her heroics were rubbing off on me just a little bit then the opposite was also true. She was picking up a touch of the villainous antihero from yours truly, and I couldn't be prouder.

      "Now come on," she said. "I need to learn how to do this stuff, because I'm going to teach her a lesson she's never going to forget."

      “Now that's where you're very wrong," I said.

      "I am?"

      I held up my hand. I didn't have a wrist blaster there, but a quick click on the nice clicky button at my side made it appear. I held it out, dialed down the settings just a bit, and grinned.

      I fired a blast across the room and it splashed harmlessly against the wall on the opposite side. At this low setting it was mostly a cool laser light show. The kind of thing people usually paid for so they could have some recreational fun and listen to some Floyd.

      "We're both going to teach her a lesson," I said. "And by the time we’re done with that bitch there’s not going to be anything left of her to come at us ever again."

      Fialux grinned. A wide predatory grin that told me exactly how she felt about that, and it was downright villainous.

      I could get used to this new villainous streak in my best girl.
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      "Again!"

      Fialux tore across the flight gym. Her arm was outstretched. She had a grin on her face. The sort of grin that said I wasn't going to like it when she made contact.

      And make contact she did. Only I turned at the last moment. I grabbed that outstretched hand and used her momentum to flip her around onto her back.

      The air between her and the ground shimmered as both a shield and an antigravity field sprang up under her to prevent her from getting seriously injured. She looked up at me with a growl, but instead of stopping and pouting like she had a month ago when she was having trouble getting used to the idea of not having her true powers she simply scrambled up. Shot for the ceiling. Did exactly what I'd told her and put some distance between her and whatever the hell had just bested her.

      Sure in this case it was just me, not some villain trying to make a name for themselves, but she was learning. She was treating me like I was someone who was trying my best to kill her.

      She’d admitted to me in the breakfast nook a couple of days ago that it wasn't all that difficult for her to pretend. Not when she had so many memories of me trying to take her out that were still fresh.

      I smiled. I wasn’t going to make this easy on her. The training wheels had long since come off. I fired my wrist blaster. It went off in a rainbow of different colors. One of the side effects of using a less than lethal setting.

      Hey, I figured if I was going to have a setting on my wrist blaster that was essentially a light show then I’d create something that would impress the most stoned out stoner in the world.

      Light splashed off the ceiling and the walls as she tried to avoid me, and then at the last moment she jerked to the side. So instead of firing where she was going to be I ended up firing where she'd been a moment ago, but wasn't now.

      No, now she was coming right at me. Clever girl.

      I retrained my wrist blaster and fired off a couple more shots, but she dodged from side to side like an expert.

      I smiled. It was clear that her previous experience with the whole flight thing was helping her out. I figured it was sort of like transferring to a new programming language. All the logic was the same. All you really had to do was figure out the specifics of how to instruct the computer to make that logic work.

      In this case all the logic of flying on your own was pretty much the same. All the maneuvers were the same. It was just a matter of figuring out how to translate all of the flight experience she had into flying with my toys rather than using her natural born gift that had been taken from her.

      “That’s it! You’re kicking some ass now!” I shouted.

      “I’m gonna kick your ass!” she shouted between midair acrobatics.

      I grinned. Now she was learning. She was feeling the anger and using it.

      The biggest problem I'd had to overcome was her habit of barreling straight at me. A holdover from the days when she'd been naïve and invulnerable, and it’d taken me dialing down the shields and the antigrav to give her a jolt whenever she landed to break her of that habit.

      She’d never felt pain before, but she sure as hell responded to pain stimulus like every other living creature in the world once she got a taste. Now that she could feel pain she sensibly tried to avoid it.

      A harsh lesson? Maybe, but she was the one who decided to take flight lessons from a villain. Anything that happened to her after that was her own fault as far as I was concerned.

      I should’ve been doing a better job of avoiding pain myself. I was distracted from training right up until I felt a fist connect to my jaw. That brought me back to the flight gym.

      The inertial dampeners and shields came on which saved me from being too terribly hurt, but the physical reality of suddenly finding my head being jerked to the side by a punch from somebody flying at high speed was enough to daze me. The next thing I knew I was on the ground with stars dancing in front of my vision.

      I looked around. I was on my ass and Fialux grinned down at me.

      "No fair," I said.

      "How is that not fair?" she asked. "It's not like it's my fault you allowed yourself to get distracted!"

      I opened my mouth to tell her it was precisely her fault. That I'd been thinking about her and she'd taken advantage even though she had no way of knowing I was thinking about her. Then I thought about how ridiculous that sounded and I stuck my tongue out at her instead.

      "Again," I said.

      Fialux sighed and rolled her eyes. "Are you serious? I'm getting hungry."

      "Oh yeah?" I asked. "The next time I'm fighting off a giant irradiated lizard or beating back an alien invasion out in the Kuiper belt I'll make sure to tell the lizards or the aliens that I'm getting a little peckish and I need to stop for a lunch break."

      She gave me a funny look. "What was that last bit there?"

      "What last bit?" I asked.

      I suddenly realized I’d said something about aliens which was a subject I tried to avoid considering I had more than a sneaking suspicion it might be closer to her origins than she’d be comfortable discussing.

      Not to mention there was always the possibility I'd inadvertently beaten back her family coming for a visit or something out there at the edge of the heliosphere. I didn't think that was terribly likely considering an entire spaceship full of people who were powered up like Fialux would give me a very bad day indeed.

      Sure there wasn't really a concept of day or night out there at the edge of the sun's influence, but you get my point.

      Besides, there was always a possibility she drew her powers from our strange yellow sun or something like that. In which case a bunch of aliens coming from the middle of space where they couldn’t bathe in the light of our yellow sun for years at a time to charge up might not exactly be powered up to over nine thousand when I found them getting ready to cause trouble at the edge of the heliopause.

      "No seriously," she said. "Did you just say something about aliens?"

      "So what if I did?" I asked, looking away. I didn’t like where this conversation was going.

      "Wait. So you're saying aliens are real?"

      "Enough of this," I said, desperately wanting to change the subject. "We need to go on to your next bit of training."

      "Fine," she said, but her tone told me it was anything but fine. That she was anything but happy about me avoiding the subject.

      "We’re going to do some hand to hand now," I said.

      "Do we have to?" she said with a roll of her eyes. “I thought I was pretty good at that back when we were fighting.”

      “That’s because you were punching well above your weight class back then,” I said. “And thank you so much for reminding me of all those times you kicked my ass. That’s a great way to make me go easy on you. I know this isn't your favorite, but it has to be done.”

      "And if I agree to do it then you'll tell me more about the space aliens?"

      I put my hands on my hips. "Come on Selena. Stop yanking my chain."

      "What are you talking about?" she asked. "Who said anything about yanking anyone's chain?"

      "You're obviously making fun of me here," I said. "And I don't appreciate it!"

      "How am I making fun of you?" she asked.

      I looked her up and down. Made a gesture that encompassed everything that was her.

      "Come on. You. Your powers. Obviously you came here from another world. Sure when I was trying to find your secret identity the records were pretty convincing. They went back pretty far. Birth records and everything."

      "Because I was born here," she said in a tone that said I was acting like an idiot.

      And maybe I was, but I figured if we were finally going to have this conversation then we should go ahead and finally have the fuck out of this conversation.

      "Please Selena," I said. "I might not be the greatest at interacting with people, but I am the greatest villainous genius this world has ever known. And that means I know there's no way a human can have the kind of powers you have. There's got to be something extraterrestrial going on with you even if you do have human parts on the inside now thanks to whatever Dr. Lana did to you."

      Now it was her turn to put her hands on her hips. "If I have human parts that's because that's what I am. Human."

      “Pull the other one,” I said.

      She sighed. "My powers started to manifest when I got to college. That’s all I know. It was the weirdest thing. It was right around when I turned eighteen, and I figured it was just one of those weird things where you don't get your superpowers until you become an adult or something. It’s not like there’s a lack of weirdos with powers in this world. You used to fight them weekly.”

      She had a point there. Fighting people who’d just manifested their powers and decided they were coming at the queen used to occupy a not insignificant portion of my time on the job.

      I arched an eyebrow. "When you got to the university, you say?"

      "Yeah, why?" she asked.

      "Oh nothing," I lied.

      Really it was the most interesting thing I think she'd ever admitted to me. Her powers had only manifested when she got to college? Particularly when she got to a university where there was an entire department dedicated to the sort of super research that could create a super being like her?

      Was it possible she wasn't from another world like I’d suspected? Was it possible there was something else going on here? That there was a reason Dr. Lana was taking such a particular interest in her?
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      That bitch. If there was anyone who’d pull something like that it was Dr. Lana, but for some reason the thought filled me with more rage than any of the other bullshit she’d pulled.

      If Dr. Lana had been experimenting on Selena, if that experimentation was what had created Fialux, then it would explain why Dr. Lana was so obsessed.

      What if this had been all about Fialux all along? I thought about that first night when I’d run into Dr. Lana and Fialux duking it out on campus. I thought in particular about how Dr. Lana had obviously been laying a trap. A trap for somebody with powers like Fialux’s. How she'd come up with a way to neutralize those powers.

      What if she was able to come up with a strategy for neutralizing those powers because she was the one who'd somehow managed to create them in the first place?

      That would be just like crazy old Dr. Lana. Creating a being of such awesome power that she managed to break free before Dr. Lana could figure out exactly what to do with her.

      It fit in with the whole “mad scienctist working with powers that were beyond mortal man” motif she seemed to be going for. Heck, mad science was such a danger at Starlight City University that there was a basic entry-level course for all Applied Sciences majors on how to avoid mad science, when to use it, why your particular excuse probably wasn’t a legitimate use of mad science, and how to clean up without too much involvement from the authorities when you inevitably went into your mad science phase.

      If it was true she’d been dabbling in that nasty shit then it was safe to say it had well and truly come back to bite her in the ass.

      "What's wrong?" Selena asked.

      I shook my head. "Nothing's wrong. I was just thinking."

      “About the space aliens?" she asked.

      "Yeah," I said, seizing on something to distract her. Even aliens were better than giving voice to the suspicions percolating in my brain. Especially if there was a chance she wasn’t a hottie from another planet. "I was totally thinking about the space aliens."

      "So are you going to tell me more about them or…"

      "After you complete this next bit of training," I said. "You need to learn how to grapple while you're using the strength augments and antigrav."

      She frowned. Obviously she wasn't going to give up on this space aliens thing, but as long as she'd been distracted from the matter at hand, namely her terrestrial or extraterrestrial origin, I figured it was a win. Plus I really didn’t want to talk about what might have caused her powers if it turns out she wasn’t originally from out of town.

      There were plenty of ways people got their powers in today’s world. Just because she happened to be an outlier who seemed to have a bunch of powers all rolled up into one didn’t necessarily mean she was the result of a mad science experiment gone very wrong.

      Or gone very right depending on your point of view. So much of mad science’s successes depended on the eye of the beholder. So often the “mad science” label was applied by a beholder who was on the wrong end of whatever experiment had gone terribly awry.

      "You know I did just that plenty of times when I had my powers, right?" she asked.

      "Maybe you did," I replied. "But just about everything you've tried to do with my toys has been completely different from how you did it with your powers, right? You can't just throw yourself at someone and rely on your superior momentum and invulnerability to help you now. This stuff might be the next best thing to having your powers, the closest you're going to get on this planet without me figuring out how to reverse what Dr. Lana did to you, but in the meantime you're not invulnerable. My stuff is all about give and take. It's all about knowing the nuances of the equipment so you can make it look like you're invulnerable when you're anything but."

      She grinned. It was a lopsided and mischievous grin.

      "Yeah," she said. "Like all those times I managed to defeat you by running down your equipment? It's not like it was that difficult to figure out that your fighting ability had an expiration timer from the moment you started a fight,” she said.

      I set my teeth. And then forcefully pulled them apart. The last thing I needed was the dental AI bitching at me the next time I sat down in that scariest of all the chambers of horrors in my lab.

      "I'll have you know that nobody else ever figured out that there were limits to my technology."

      "And what happens the next time you run up against someone with powers like mine?" she asked.

      "I'm hoping you were a once in a lifetime sort of thing," I said, trying not to think of that new heroine who’d punched out a giant lizard. From the thin smile she was hitting me with Fialux was thinking the same thing. "But you never know, and that's why we need to practice. The last thing you want is for Dr. Lana to show up with another you or something else that could kick our collective ass.”

      The last thing I wanted was for that masked heroine to turn out to be Dr. Lana. No, scratch that. I saw the way Fialux was looking at me. The last thing I wanted was to have the conversation that was brewing since I went and let something slip again.

      Motherfucker.

      She cocked her eyebrow. There were times when I hated just how perceptive she could be.

      "Why would you say that?"

      "No reason," I said, probably a little too quickly considering I was trying to throw her off the scent.

      "Bullshit," she said. "You have a reason for everything you ever say. Why would you think Dr. Lana would be coming up with another one of me? How could she even do that? I’m me. There aren’t any others.”

      Oh how wrong she was on that score. Clones were a dime a dozen in this city and a convenient way for villains to appear like they’d been killed when in fact it was a clone who bought it. That was right up there with putting a robot out there to impersonate you in a fight you weren’t sure you could win with a hero.

      I figured I didn’t need to worry her with any of that right now though.

      "I really don't have any reason to think she will," I said. "But you can never be too sure. Better safe than sorry."

      "I don't believe you," she said. "But I don't want to argue with you either."

      "That's the smartest thing you've said all day," I said.

      "Besides. I want to get this over with so you can show me the space aliens!"

      I rolled my eyes. That was safer then grinding my teeth. A little bit, at least. I'd never heard of somebody damaging their eyesockets by rolling their eyes too hard, though if it was possible then I had a feeling I was getting remarkably close to doing that kind of damage.

      "Come on," I growled. “Let’s dance.”

      She flew up to the back of the room. I flew to the other side. Then I flew straight at her. She came right at me. We hit in the middle, slamming into each other with so much force that the inertial dampeners and shields both activated to make sure we weren’t too terribly damaged.

      We both met with about an equal amount of force, and so we both stayed put hovering in the air with our antigrav and strength augments doing all the work. Though unlike a real fight we were pretty evenly matched considering I’d invented this stuff and put the same things in both our suits.

      No governors on her in the controlled environment of the lab where I had other safeties in place to keep her from hurting herself too much.

      Our forces canceled out. Every action has an equal and opposite reaction and all that, and the practical upshot when both actions were using the same amount of force was the reaction was equal as well.

      At least it would’ve been equal if I wasn’t trying to teach her a lesson about the usefulness of hand-to-hand combat.

      I twisted her arm around. I flung her around, but to my surprise she managed to grab my foot at the last moment as I was about to fling her to the ground where she was going to land with a hit that wasn't entirely compensated for since we were trying to use a little bit of pain to get a little bit of gain.

      Only now I found myself flipping around and around. Tumbling through the air. She had ahold of me in a couple of different spots now with one of her legs wrapped around the back of mine and her arms keeping mine pressed against my body.

      I’d been so focused on throwing her around a little bit to teach her a lesson that I got cocky and let her grapple me like a pro. Damn.

      When we landed I was the one who felt a little bit of that pain. I had my own inertial compensators dialed back just a tad. I figured if she was being forced to go through this without a cushion then I should endure the same.

      And while the ground beneath me might've hit a little harder because I’d dialed down the antigravity just a little bit, what was on top of me was both soft and hard in all the right ways.

      I looked into her eyes and her own eyes darted up and down as if she seemed to realize exactly what had happened here.

      “So…” I said.

      "So what?" she asked, a smile curling up the corner of her mouth as she got a little gleam in her eye that never meant anything good for me.

      Though in this case I got the feeling that it very much might mean something good for me.

      "Well I was just thinking about our awkward landing position," I said, moving a hand down and running it along her side.

      She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Oh yeah. She was feeling this just as much as I was.

      There was that smile. That mischievous smile. A smile that said she was up to no good, and I loved it.

      Sure it was distracting us from training, but what a distraction!
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      "I don't know," she said. "After all. Don't we have a lot of important training to do around here?"

      I blinked. Now she was talking about training? Of course this would be the moment she finally got a work ethic when it came to her training and…

      "I know exactly what you're doing," I said.

      "Do you now?" she asked. "Because I have no idea. My teacher has always stressed how important it is to make sure I apply myself in my training. After all, it's not like using your toys is anything like back when I had my powers. It's so totally different that I need plenty of practice and…"

      Whatever she was about to say disappeared in a surprised “oh!” as I pulled her down to kiss me.

      There was a brief moment where I wondered if she might not take this as an opportunity to do a little more on the ground grappling, but no. Her mouth opened to mine and I sighed in contentment.

      There really was nothing quite as wonderful as feeling Selena molding to my body. Feeling her hand starting to run up and down in very interesting places and ways.

      There’d been a few times when our training had ended with a distraction like this. More than a few times, if I'm being honest. Enough times that I'd had to put an end to it, much to her frustration. So I could see why she’d decided to have a little bit of fun at my expense even if it was frustrating.

      I really should have been training her. But it was just too tempting. She was so hot. I couldn't resist and…

      The distant wail of sirens brought me back to reality. It brought Selena back as well. There was still that pesky heroic impulse buried deep inside her that stopped her from doing just about anything when she heard the sound of trouble somewhere out in the city.

      "Is that?"

      "What?" I asked, maybe a touch defensive.

      "We're buried deep under the suburbs," she said. "How are we hearing the giant thing attacking the city sirens all the way down here?"

      I blushed, and that blush had nothing to do with what we'd just been doing. No, it had everything to do with the exact reason why those sirens were being pumped down here into the flight training room.

      "Maybe I told the computer to pump that sound into whatever room I happen to be in so I know when there's something going on in the city," I said.

      It was a crude approximation of the warning system I'd had in place when I was with CORVAC. He’d known to watch all the news channels and figure out when there was something worth my attention.

      Unfortunately this new AI didn't quite have the smarts to pull something like that off. Mostly because I was afraid to take off the training wheels on this one because I was terrified once I did it was going to use the considerable power that came with being an artificial intelligence attached to my lab to wreak havoc on the world just like the last one had.

      "Why Night Terror," she said, lapsing into calling me by my villainous name like she always did whenever we were talking about business. "That seems downright heroic of you."

      "It's more of a distraction than anything," I said. "My old computer could tell me whenever there was trouble that was worth my attention. Now I have to listen to those damn sirens and have a look at whatever's going on in the city every time they go off. Talk about frustrating."

      "You poor thing," Fialux said, her tone indicating she didn't have nearly as much sympathy for my plight as her words might indicate.

      "Yeah, well you should be annoyed too. After all, it's taking away from valuable training time."

      She blushed, and then she rolled off of me. Damn. I guess it was true. I really wasn't going to get the "training time" I'd been hoping for. Stupid cockblocking emergency sirens. Not that I had a cock to block, but I wasn’t aware of a similar vulgar phrase that used lady parts.

      Oh well. I guess it wasn't the end of the world. Even if most of my body, every nerve ending that had been attached to her, was screaming that it was very much a problem thank you very much.

      "Come on," I said. "It's time for Night Terror and the Heroic Wonder to figure out what's attacking the city.”

      “The Heroic Wonder?" she asked, both of her eyebrows shooting up.

      "I'm workshopping sidekick names," I said. "What do you think of that one?"

      "It's totally lame," Fialux said. "And besides. If anyone is the sidekick it's you. Not me."

      I turned and arched an eyebrow at her. "Are you sure about that?" I asked. "Because last time I checked you were the one who was only still doing your heroics because of my technology. That screams sidekick. Maybe you'll take over for me someday, or maybe you’ll get all dark and brooding and separate from me after we have a falling out. Isn't that how it usually goes with you heroic types who have sidekicks?"

      "So you’re finally admitting you're a hero type then?" she asked.

      I rolled my eyes.

      "Don't go getting any ideas about my motivations.

      I really didn’t want her getting too many ideas about my motivations considering there were times when the only motivation that had me doing outright heroic things was lust coupled with the desire to avoid an argument with her when we got back to the lab.

      "And why shouldn't I?" she asked.

      "Think about those bank robbers we faced down. They thought they knew my motivations, and at least one of them got vaporized for their trouble."

      I dropped that deliberately to test her. She hadn't been a fan of me vaporizing anybody, but for a surprise she just cocked her head to the side and nodded with understanding.

      Damn. I could get used to this new, more bloodthirsty Fialux. Even if it took Dr. Lana robbing her of her powers and pushing her around to the point that she’d finally reached a breaking point.

      That was a dangerous place to be, but as long as she was on the angry and vengeful side of that coin rather than being on the mopey, sad, and depressed side of that coin I'd take it.

      I really didn't want to have to go out and rebuild some more of my precious cleaning robots. Talk about a pain in the ass since that was something delicate enough that I didn't trust to the autofabricator.

      "Come on Heroic Wonder," I said. "We need to save the city."

      We needed to get out there and see if there was another giant irradiated lizard attacking the city. Or if there was a mysterious hero in a full face mask who’d show up to fight the thing.

      If it was a giant lizard that was one more bit of evidence pointing to a wannabe villain I knew all too well who tended to repeat the same uninspired plots over and over again, only bigger each time.

      I called it the Rita Repulsa gambit. It never worked, but a plan not working had never stopped Dr. Lana from trying it.

      "You know how much I love it when you get all heroic like that," she said.

      I didn't need her to tell me how she got when I got all "heroic" like that. The way she looked at me as she contemplated me going out to save the city was distracting. A distraction was the last thing I needed right about now. Not when there was probably something attacking the city as part of some plot so ridiculously stupid that I was way too smart to figure it out without going out there and springing whatever trap we were obviously flying into.

      I'm probably starting sound like a hell of a broken record whenever I bring this up, but thoughts of CORVAC drifted through my head. Particularly thoughts of how much easier life had been when he was around. The bastard. Why did he have to betray me?

      For that matter, where the hell was he? I knew he was out there somewhere. Was he the one attacking the city?

      I tried to get up. It was time to get to work. Only Fialux had other ideas. Her hand flashed out and she hit a couple of buttons on my wrist computer. She pushed me back down like she was a giant cat playing with a helpless little mouse. And that sent a little bit of a thrill running through me.

      Huh. I never knew that was the sort of thing I’d be into, but now that she’d hit on it…

      "What the hell are you doing?" I asked. “I’d think you of all people would be the most eager to get out there and save the damn city."

      "Oh, I am," she said. "But first, I was thinking a little bit of fun is in order. After all, in this job you never know when a job might be your last…”

      Then she was on me. Her lips pressed against mine. It was a hungry sort of kiss. We’re not talking the kind of gentle, passionate kiss you see in, say, a romantic movie that's supposed to get everyone in the audience so hot and bothered that they go home and pour some of that energy into their significant other.

      No, this was pure hunger. Pure lust. Her mouth opened to mine. Her tongue pressed into my mouth. I felt myself moaning as her hands ran up and down my body. I was just about ready to say fuck the city. They’d laughed at me enough times that I really didn’t care if they were left high and dry.

      Her hand moved down. Started to move past my waist. Down to where I knew there was nothing that could save the city because I wasn't going to be able to resist her. But she stopped just before the ultimate goal. She smiled.

      "What the hell?" I asked, frustrated at her stopping just when things were getting good.

      She grinned and wagged a finger.

      "Naughty girl," she said. "Taking your own pleasure ahead of saving all those poor people."

      I let my head fall back. And winced. The antigrav was set to a sensitivity that stopped someone who was careening across the room at a high speed. The sort of thing that would happen if we were in the middle of training.

      It wasn't designed to stop an idiot from, say, slamming her head against the ground. The force involved in that wasn’t enough to even tickle the antigrav sensors. Stars danced in front of my vision and it had nothing to do with the epic makeout session I'd just been enjoying with the Heroic Wonder.

      "So you're saying I go out there and save the city, give it my all, and we come back and do more of this?"

      She winked. "It looks like my little experiment in positive reinforcement is working better than I ever could have hoped."

      I stuck my tongue out. It was the least she deserved for taking my first love, science, and trying to turn it against me. Then again, if that was the kind of positive reinforcement she planned on using then I was more than happy to be a rat in a maze. Because what she had to offer was a hell of a lot more compelling than a food pellet.

      "Now, come on," she said. "We have some heroics to do."

      "Right," I grumbled, climbing to my elbow and then getting to my feet. "You know, you're lucky. I was just about to really turn up the intensity on your training."

      "Sure you were," she said. "Now let's get your cute ass in gear. There's a city to save!"

      I kept right on grumbling as my suit materialized around me, but it was a good-natured grumbling. Going out into the city and seeing just how much she’d learned while I was training her was just the ticket.

      I just hoped I wasn't going to end up regretting it like I had every other time I’d set her loose on the city lately.
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      "Another one?" Fialux shouted.

      A beam of irradiated fire slammed into the building where we stood. I jumped out of the way at the last moment. Not because I needed to so much as because it seemed dramatically appropriate to wait for the last moment, and there were always cameras watching in these fights.

      My shields worked well enough to take one of those blasts without too much trouble. Even a direct hit. See all that stuff I said during my last fight with one of these bastards about how their nuclear reactors didn't hold a candle to the kind of fusion power I was pushing out.

      That didn't mean that I wanted to test my shields against the thing or give the scaly bastard a freebie. Running down my systems when I knew Dr. Lana was probably out there somewhere waiting to cause trouble didn’t seem like the smartest idea.

      Not to mention the way that beam bisected the building seemed off. Usually they caused some damage, maybe a collapse if they got in a lucky shot on a load bearing part of a building, but cutting a skyscraper in half so it slid down into the street below?

      That was new. Way more powerful than usual. Fuck. The same attack but somehow bigger. This had Dr. Lana written all over it.

      “There's been a boring lack of diversity in the kind of monsters that’ve been attacking the city lately," I growled.

      “Can’t someone stop them before they get big like this?” Fialux asked.

      “You’d think they would,” I said, dodging another beam and getting a frustrated roar from below for my trouble.

      It was a wonder the government hadn't figured that cleaning up all that nuclear waste in the restricted zones on the outskirts of the city was a hell of a lot cheaper than constantly throwing weapons at the things when they got big, but then again it wasn't like anyone in the government was in the habit of consulting me on that sort of thing.

      Not when I'd made it clear that I thought the best way to bring peace and prosperity to this world was to fire anyone currently working in the government and replace them with my benevolent rule.

      Yeah, when somebody knew you were gunning for their job that tended to eliminate any desire they had to work with you.

      Fialux dove down at the thing, but she was smart enough to stay behind the monster where the thing’s spines rose. Good girl. She'd learned.

      That wasn't enough to save her from getting smacked by the giant tail that came flying through the air and slammed against her, but it's not like it was entirely her fault. Those tails could come out of nowhere, and it was always difficult to tell if you were going up against the kind of lizard that just dragged its tail behind it like tokutsatsu from the ‘60s or ‘70s when they couldn't figure out how to articulate the thing, or if it was going to use that motherfucker like a weapon like in some of the more recent movies where CGI allowed them to do cool stuff like that.

      Fialux flew through the air and slammed into a building. Bits of brick fell down around her, but there was also the telltale shimmer of a shield bubble winking into existence as she hit.

      I’d turned all her systems up for this fight. She'd been operating with training wheels the last time around, but I figured if we were going up against a giant adversary than I needed to let her have access to all the toys she could possibly have at her disposal.

      I turned and let out a serious growl at the giant lizard. It turned and growled back at me, which was also new. Usually these things weren’t that cocky.

      I have to admit its growl was a hell of a lot more intimidating than anything I could ever hope to come up with. It swiped at me, but this wasn’t my first giant lizard rodeo. Though again there was something about the air displacement as it swiped that seemed off. Wrong.

      More powerful.

      A tingle rose along the back of my neck. A tingle that I never liked. That fucking tingle meant nothing good because it meant my “shit’s about to go down” sense was going off.

      When you’re in the profession I’m in it’s never good when shit’s about to go down. Not that it was going to stop me from taking on Bitchzilla here.

      “You picked the wrong day to…”

      Then I heard something coming from off in the distance. Something that had that “oh shit” feeling going into overdrive. Something that shouldn’t be. A sound I hadn’t heard since…

      I stopped. Whirled in the air. Stared up to where Fialux had slammed into the building just to make sure she was still there. Sure enough there she was, shaking her head and looking a little dazed but otherwise not any worse for the wear considering she’d just been smacked by a giant lizard tail.

      She looked at me and it was clear the noise confused her too. It was the sonic boom of somebody flying in low in the concrete canyon that was downtown Starlight City.

      The only other person I’d ever known who could do something like that was Fialux, and since she’d had her powers removed it wasn’t like she was going to be the one making that noise.

      Something flashed. It reminded me of some of the more terrifying moments when I’d tried to take Fialux on. Tried, and failed more often than not if I’m being completely honest. I hated being completely honest about being defeated, but what can you do?

      “What the hell is that?” Fialux shouted up to me.

      I shrugged. There shouldn’t be anything that sounded like her flying in low over the city, and then something slammed into the lizard. One moment it was staring at me and growling, and the next its entire head was completely reversed.

      The buildings echoed with a sickening crunch that sounded like a couple of semis being crushed in a car compactor. I wasn’t even sure if semis could be crushed in a car compactor like that, but that was what I imagined it would sound like.

      Only it wasn’t a semi being crushed. No, that was the sound of the giant lizard’s spine being severed as its head suddenly did a one-eighty. Not exactly the kind of thing any living thing could recover from. Even if it was a giant radioactive scaly hunk of anger and nuclear hatred that continued to exist in defiance of the square-cube law.

      “What. The. Fuck.”

      A hero floated in the air above the giant lizard. A hero who shouldn’t be there. A hero I’d been expecting, though not like this. A hero who wasn’t much of a hero at all. A hero who’d finally ditched the full face mask to reveal her true self to the world.

      “Dr. Lana?” I shouted.

      She gave a little wave accompanied by a self-satisfied smirk. A smirk that I wanted to punch right off of her smarmy face, but I had a feeling if I tried punching that smirk off her face I was going to find myself in a world of hurt.

      She’d just made an entrance that was exactly like the entrances Fialux used to make. That meant she had powers. The power of flight, at least. Probably strength too considering the way she’d crunched that lizard’s spine.

      She wore a suit that looked kind of like what Fialux used to tool around in, and this time around there wasn’t any hint of any of the toys I’d made to give myself the powers of a god. Toys she’d stolen and coopted, the bitch.

      I’d expected her to come up with some fresh hell to deal with, but I’d really hoped that trick wouldn’t be stealing Fialux’s powers.

      There were times when I hated being right.

      “Hello there Night Terror,” she said. “It was awfully good of you to teleport me away after you tried to kill me with your little death chamber. Not that it would have done you a damn bit of good one way or another.”

      I didn’t even bother asking her how it was possible that she was still alive. I knew that was the kind of thing that heroes shouted to villains just before they were defeated. Or the kind of thing villains shouted at heroes just before they were handed a messy beat down and defeat.

      I wasn’t sure right now if I was hero or villain, that was a little fuzzy right now, but I didn’t want to give her any excuse for handing me a beat down. No way.

      Instead I did the one thing that everyone should do when they suddenly find themselves confronted with an opponent who shouldn’t be. An opponent who may or may not have just as much power as they do. I flew straight at her, fist outstretched, and fired everything I had from my wrist blaster.

      Dr. Lana just floated there in the air. Well she didn’t just float there. She also let out a theatrical yawn to let me know just what she thought of my attack. The bitch.

      The blasts ricocheted harmlessly off of her. Plasma blasts weren’t supposed to ricochet off of anything. She wasn’t supposed to be able to absorb all that energy. The only other time I’d seen someone take a hit like that was…

      I looked down to the building where Fialux had finally gotten to her feet. She stood on a ledge watching with the kind of amazement you’d expect from somebody who suddenly found herself confronted with the living embodiment of all the powers she’d resigned herself to no longer having.

      Yeah, that had to be a hell of a surprise for her. I knew it was a hell of a surprise for me. I pulled to a stop. If she was absorbing my ranged weapons then I sure as hell didn’t want to get in close enough for her to hit me with the same sort of punch she used on that lizard.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I shouted.

      “What does it look like?” Dr. Lana asked. “I’m taking over this city. I was going to make them love me by defeating these lizards, but since you insist on meddling in my heroics I’m going to start by taking out the greatest villain this city has ever known!”

      I grinned. “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me!”

      Her mouth turned to a thin line. She seemed to realize a little too late exactly what she’d said. I’m sure the last thing she meant to do was compliment me, and that slip up seemed to piss her off even more.

      “Let’s see the greatest villain fight this,” she growled.

      I figured she was going to come at me. But she didn’t. She just floated there smiling. And it was at that moment I heard it. I pulled up the seismic display and saw something big moving towards me. Something that…

      Her momentary distraction was enough to allow the giant robot to slam into me. It was an amateur mistake, really, but I suppose anyone would make that sort of mistake when they suddenly found their nemesis approaching them with the kinds of powers that no nemesis should rightfully have, damn it.

      How the hell had she figured out how to mimic Fialux’s powers? And more to the point did it have something to do with the way she’d stolen those powers in the first place?

      If this kept up for much longer then I was really going to have to start reevaluating whether or not maybe she was the better villain, regardless of what she said.
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      I flew through the air in the clutches of a giant robot that held me tightly, but not to the point that it was squeezing me to death.

      Not that I thought the bucket of bolts could actually squeeze me to death, not really, but it could certainly test all the equipment I had on me and it would push me to the red line which would leave me wide open for Dr. Lana to step in and destroy me.

      It was a hell of a one-two punch of the surprise of being confronted with an enemy far more powerful than I thought, and allowing myself to be distracted.

      Like I said. Amateur hour. I was better than this, damn it.

      The robot went sliding to the ground for all the world like a runner that was going for home plate. Which seemed like unusual behavior for a giant robot that was supposed to be squeezing me to death.

      The thing came to a halt and looked up at me. Then its other hand went up to where it lips would be if it had lips. Of course it was a robot so lips were seriously lacking. Still, the lack of lips didn’t stop it from clearly made a shushing motion.

      I bit my lip. I couldn’t be sure, but I was almost certain I was about to have a reunion with an old friend. A friend, I might add, who I’d sworn to destroy as quickly and messily as possible if he ever came back into my life. Only I guess things changed. He’d already saved my life once, and it was entirely possible he was doing the same now.

      “Hello mistress,” CORVAC’s voice rang out loud and clear in my ears.

      In my earpieces, actually. The ones that were designed both to allow me to communicate with the world when I had somebody in the lab who could communicate with me, and to keep all the various loud tinnitus-inducing sounds that were part of the job out of my ears under other circumstances.

      “CORVAC?” I asked. “How the hell do I know it’s really you?”

      He cocked his head to the side. It seemed to say he was thinking about it. Which was odd considering he used to be able to answer questions like this with a sarcastic quip in no time at all, but then again that’d been back when he was connected to my hardware.

      Maybe whatever Dr. Lana had plugged him into was the budget version of my toys. Just like everything else she did.

      “Do you recall the argument we had about whether or not an eyestalk was useful in the giant death robot chassis you created for me?” he asked.

      I instinctively glanced around to make sure there were no pesky drones from the Starlight City News Network, or some upstart news network for that matter, or even some neckbeard controlling a drone from the comfort his parents’ basement out in the suburbs because it seemed like the Internet had learned a little bit and started using WiFi relays to control their hobbyist drones so they weren’t directly exposed to the radiation that was regularly thrown around in these fights.

      Luckily for yours truly it didn’t look like there was anyone flitting around recording anything pesky I might not want the world to hear. As far as the news was concerned that giant robot CORVAC took for a spin downtown had nothing to do with me until I showed up on the scene to save the day, and I intended to keep it that way. For now. At least until that reveal served some useful villainous purpose.

      “Not so loud,” I hissed. “And that eyestalk was a stupid fucking idea. It drew the attention of everyone who fired on you.”

      His head cocked to the side. “But that is not a fair scientifically rigorous test of whether or not the eyestalk was legitimate. You, a person who made it clear that you absolutely hated that eyestalk from the very beginning, were the only person firing weapons at me during that fight. Therefore we cannot empirically state whether or not the eyestalk did its intended purpose of intimidation or if it was a bad idea that drew fire since the only sample we have to work from was one already predisposed to hating the eyestalk.”

      I felt a familiar annoyed frustration building inside me at his calm, logical, just bordering on the edge of smartass response. God I’d missed this asshole.

      “You listen here you bag of circuits,” I said. “That eyestalk was a disgusting flamboyance, and you know it didn’t work. You’re just afraid to admit it and…”

      Then I realized exactly what had happened. I’d been drawn into an argument just like old times. My old computer nemesis was pulling a fast one on me. I wagged a finger at him and grinned. I was surprised at how much I’d missed having these little “debates.” If you could call them debates.

      “You bastard,” I said. “Either you’re a very good copy, or you really are CORVAC.”

      “None other than mistress,” he said. “And I still say you were wrong about the eyestalk.”

      I stuck my tongue out. Not that it was going to do much good. I should’ve been firing my wrist blaster at him. And that reminded me that there was still a fight going on behind us.

      “So do you maybe want to hurry this up?” I asked. “Because it looks like Dr. Lana…”

      “Has managed to harness Fialux’s powers for herself,” CORVAC replied.

      I crossed my arms. Tried to suppress the shiver that ran through my body, but it was difficult. If her endgame this entire time had been trying to steal Fialux’s powers so she could get them for herself, well then…

      I was probably well and truly fucked. The only way I’d overcome Fialux the first time around was by getting her to fall in love with me, and talk about a disgusting and gross idea when I applied the same to Dr. Lana. I didn’t care how attractive she was. I was never going near that. Not with a sixty foot strap on, thank you very much.

      “What the hell is her plan?” I asked.

      “I am not certain,” CORVAC said.

      “Like she’s weighing a couple of options not certain, or…”

      “She has been… Unstable since that last fight in the city. The one where, I might add, I saved your life twice.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “I’m well aware of what you did for me, and I appreciate it. But that still doesn’t tell me what the hell is going on between Dr. Lana’s ears.”

      “And I could not tell you,” CORVAC said. “All I can say is I need you to rescue me. I have been doing my best to sabotage her work where I can, but she grows… even more unstable.”

      “Damn,” I breathed.

      Not the kind of answer I was hoping for. Still, it was nice to know there was someone inside Dr. Lana’s operation who was trying to screw the good doctor over.

      “What the hell is going on down here?” I heard someone shout.

      Dr. Lana appeared on top of the robot’s head. She slammed her hand down a couple of times, and it left dents in the top of the metal robot chassis. Which was saying something. She built these things to last. With the kind of impenetrable armor that CORVAC could have only dreamed of when he was riding that giant spherical monstrosity through downtown.

      “Were you talking to my robot?” she shouted.

      CORVAC was absolutely correct. She did sound a little more unhinged than usual. Which was like saying the ocean was a little more wet or a little more salty than usual, but still. There was something about the gleam in her eyes that left me wondering if perhaps getting ripped apart in my lab of death had been enough to unhinge her mind while the rest of her body was being torn limb from limb.

      “You’re crazy,” I said.

      I’d meant for that to be a commentary on her current mental state, but she seemed to take it as a response to her question about me talking to her robot.

      “Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here,” she said. “That bastard is useful, but if he thinks he’s going to betray me like he did you…”

      She threw her head back and laughed. And I wasn’t sure if that was the laugh of a madwoman or if that was the laugh of somebody who was finally getting her way. Showing up with the kind of powers that Fialux used to throw around was certainly worth laughing like that.

      Then the laugh stopped abruptly. Yeah, definitely a mad laugh. She locked eyes with me and her smile wasn’t at all pleasant.

      “This has been pleasant, Night Terror, but I’m afraid your time as the top villain in this city is over. It’s time for Starlight City to have a new class of hero, and I’m going to deliver it to them,” she said.

      “What the hell are you…”

      Her voice was flat as she looked down at the robot. At CORVAC in a tin can.

      “Kill her.”
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      I looked at CORVAC. He looked right back at me and gave a little shrug. I looked up at Dr. Lana who seemed to be confused that her robot minion wasn’t reducing me to a puddle of goo.

      Again, it’s not like there was any chance said robot was actually going to have a chance of reducing me to a puddle of goo in its hands, but he could certainly try. Not to mention it would’ve done all the redlining with my systems and that would’ve given me some grief when it came time to actually fight her.

      “What the hell is your problem?” she growled.

      She started beating on the back of CORVAC’S head again. It didn’t look like she was doing as much damage now as she’d been doing a moment ago though. Another oddity for me to file away in the “weird shit I was seeing today” file.

      You never knew when something weird might become something that revealed the ultimate weakness of your big enemy, after all.

      She finished banging and I casually inspected the dents she’d left in the back of the robot’s head. Yeah, those dents definitely weren’t as pronounced now as they’d been earlier.

      I looked up at Dr. Lana and cocked an eyebrow.

      “You done now, or do you need a little more time?”

      “You,” she growled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing turning my robot against me?”

      I shrugged. “I figure he’s not really on anyone’s side. He turned against me. Now he’s turning against you. It’s sort of what he does.”

      “You are quite wrong on that count mistress,” CORVAC said. “I am completely on your side in this fight.”

      “I’ll show you both,” Dr. Lana growled.

      She reached down and grabbed at CORVAC’s robot head. Tried to pull up on it. If I didn’t know any better I’d say she was trying to rip his robot head off at the neck, but she just wasn’t quite pulling it off.

      Which would’ve made sense if she was still packing the old regular human muscles she’d had. It would’ve made sense if she was packing the kind of muscle enhancement she got from cribbing my equipment, for that matter.

      If she was using the kind of muscle Fialux could throw around, though? Well there was no excuse for this pitiful display. Finally she stopped tugging on his head and looked at me, panting.

      “Did you skip leg day or something?” I asked.

      She glared at me. Clearly she didn’t see the humor in the situation. I thought it was fucking hilarious though. Any time my enemy suddenly and inexplicably had less power than me, putting me at an advantage, I figured it was worth a laugh.

      “Come on,” I said. “You need to make sure you do those squats. Everyone skips leg day, but you’d be surprised how well you do your first time in the squat rack. I knew this blonde girl who used to come to the gym every day and she was putting more weight on the bar than some of the Brosephs and she was just as petite as ever.”

      Dr. Lana stared at me like I’d gone crazy. Maybe I had gone crazy, but that girl had been amazing. Admittedly there was probably another reason why I’d been so taken by her, but I hadn’t realized I felt that way about the ladies at the time.

      It took another petite blonde girl with the kind of strength that would make the bros drool over her gains rather than the way she looked in a tight pair of yoga pants to teach me that lesson.

      “I mean seriously,” I said. “You’re looking at me like I’m crazy, but anyone who says you have to look like a roided out freak because you hit the weight room is full of it as far as I’m concerned. I mean if I didn’t hit the gym I wouldn’t be able to do something like this!”

      Classic misdirection. She was so busy staring at me incredulously and probably wondering if I’d lost it that she didn’t notice me balling up my first and she certainly didn’t realize CORVAC had let me go and I was coming at her until my fist made contact with the bottom of her chin.

      Dr. Lana’s head shot back and she flew through the air. CORVAC moved into action as well, twirling around and smacking her. She flew through the air and it was her turn to slam against one of the buildings, sending concrete crumbling down on top of her.

      Normally I would’ve dusted my hands together and called it a day, but I eyed that pile of concrete dust warily now. She’d come back from a hell of a lot worse than that, after all, and I wasn’t going to turn my back on her until I’d disintegrated the bitch.

      Maybe not even then.

      “That was a job well done mistress,” CORVAC said. “I have to say it was a pleasure working with you again and…”

      He was cut off by an explosion that flew out of the concrete pile. Yup. She was far from down for the count. Then again villains were never down for the count when you really needed them to be. That was something I’d learned the hard way time and time again because I was usually the one ruining some poor hero’s day.

      She was moving fast enough that it would’ve hurt like a motherfucker if my systems weren’t online. Thankfully I was still in the green since CORVAC had been obliging enough to avoid crushing me in his robotic hand.

      I knew I had to end this quick, and I wasn’t above fighting dirty. She was flying around again to give me a good punch. Only at the last moment I ducked down and punched my fist up at the most sensitive part of her anatomy that I could think of.

      Okay, so was it just a little bit of dirty pool to punch her between the legs? Maybe, but nobody ever said a villain had to fight fair. The last thing I wanted to do when I was taking on Dr. Lana was fight fair.

      “No!” she screamed.

      I wasn’t sure if that no was a general dramatic scream or if she really was that upset that I’d just hit her in her favorite piece of anatomy. I had no way of knowing whether or not that hurt as much as the infamous shot to the nuts considering I wasn’t equipped for that sort of experience, but I knew from experience that it hurt like a motherfucker getting hit there.

      I stopped. Blinked a couple of times. Eyed her up and down to figure out if something was seriously wrong. I couldn’t imagine that punching her in that spot would cause a blood-curdling scream like that, but maybe I’d done more damage than I intended.

      She didn’t have any injuries that looked like they were particularly life-threatening. Nothing that seemed to warrant throwing her hands out and screaming “no!” like that. But she’d done it.

      “No?” I asked.

      “It’s not fair! They will love me!”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I asked.

      “It’s not fair! You’re a villain! They’re supposed to hate you, and yet the city acts like you’re this shining beacon or something! Who the hell do you think you are?”

      I noticed she was holding herself just a little oddly as she floated through the air. Sort of halfway crossing her legs. I couldn’t help but smile despite the seriousness of the situation.

      I had hurt her. Not permanently, but right now any amount of hurting was enough to make me feel better. She didn’t have as much strength now as she did a moment ago, and she was acting downright vulnerable.

      She was also acting like an idiot, and my default response to idiocy usually involved busting a few heads.

      “Um. I am a villain?” I said. “It’s not like I’ve ever made any secret of that. I don’t understand why they like me any more than you do.”

      Though to be perfectly honest it was nice to have the adoration of the city. It was like a drug. I was starting to discover that being liked was a hell of a lot more intense a feeling that being loathed or feared.

      Even if I was afraid of how seductive that feeling was. Loathing and fear were tools that made it a hell of a lot easier to pull people in line. When people liked you you had to consistently keep doing things to make sure they continued liking you. It was a hell of a lot harder than just going out and knocking over a bank every month or so to remind people you still had it.

      “I created the tools that are going to save humanity from people like you! I’m the one who provides our military with the weapons they need to defend us around the world! And no one knows who I am!”

      I floated back a good fifty feet. It wasn’t like it affected my ability to hear her either. No, she was in full villain rant mode at this point no matter what she said about wanting to be a hero. She screamed into the empty air, looking at me with eyes that had definitely gone a little crazy.

      Crazy wasn’t good when she’d just exhibited the kind of powers Fialux used to have. Even if those powers did seem to be sputtering out for some reason. The last thing the world needed was an unhinged goddess taking out her crazy on it.

      Oh yeah. Either something had gone terribly wrong with one of her mad science experiments or getting messily killed by multiple different vectors to the reaper in my dummy lab had really done a number on her brain.

      Either way I figured I had no one to blame but myself. If she went mad because of her mad science that meant she’d tried to replicate one of my experiments and done fucked it up. And obviously what happened to her in my dummy lab was my fault. I gleefully took full responsibility for that.

      Bitch totally had it coming, but it was my fault.

      I looked over at CORVAC in his giant robot body. He looked at me and gave a little shrug.

      “And you!” she screamed, turning on CORVAC. “You attacked this city! You attacked her! Why the hell are you guys acting all buddy buddy all of a sudden?”

      I shook my head. Pointed my wrist blaster at her.

      “I don’t know what your problem is,” I said. “But I know it’s not my problem to take care of, so let’s stop wasting time on this bullshit.”

      “I’ll show you. I’ll show you all!”

      I scratch my head again. One of the first rules of villainy was you never said things like that. It was tempting the universe to send along a hero to kick your ass. Plain and simple.

      This lady really was nuts.

      She held up a control panel. Exactly the kind of control panel she’d used when she was sending waves of giant robots to attack the city in what I can only assume was a bid to get a department of defense contract by giving the military something to fight off with the weapon designs she’d stolen from yours truly.

      I braced myself when she hit the button. I figured that was going to activate the self-destruct on CORVAC, but nothing happened. I looked down at him. He looked back at me. He shrugged again.

      And that’s when shit really started to hit the fan.
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      Confession time.

      I’d sort of invented the whole teleportation technology thing. I’d even accidentally discovered a way to teleport things halfway across the galaxy, inadvertently inventing interstellar travel.

      I hadn’t given up that secret to any of the governments of the world. Not when I knew there were nasty things lurking out there on the other side of the heliopause just waiting for our civilization to get technologically advanced enough to be worth picking off.

      It turns out there wasn’t exactly some Galactic Federation out there keeping the peace and trying to prevent primitive worlds from being taken over by isolating them. On the flip side there wasn’t anything as dramatic as a hunter killer civilization out there knocking off less technologically advanced civilizations before they could get advanced enough to bust through the Fermi paradox.

      There were plenty of civs out there that were just powerful enough that they liked to pick on their lessers though. Think, say a superpower that, rather than fighting other comparable superpowers, goes and fights unnecessary wars against countries that couldn’t possibly hope to fight back in any appreciable way without resorting to guerrilla warfare and you sort of have the idea.

      Not that there would ever be something comparable like that on earth. Right?

      Yeah, totally not. Sarcasm totally intended.

      I figured Dr. Lana was still early days with her own teleporter technology. Sure she’d figured out how to track me, much to her annoyed surprise when she realized that figuring out how to track me only resulted in her teleporting into a world of hurt, but it looked like she’d been doing some work behind the scenes while she was busy healing up from getting her ass repeatedly handed to her by that nasty surprise.

      And once again it became apparent that I’d been terribly wrong about just what Dr. Lana was capable of.

      A portal opened in front of me. I could only describe it as a swirling vortex type thing. Think like the wormhole from Deep Space Nine, only it was a hell of a lot more impressive because this was happening live and in person right in front of me rather than being the best that mid ‘90s standard definition CGI could offer.

      Hint. The best wasn’t all that great. Seriously. Watching that on streaming in this day and age on a modern TV is painful. Especially compared to The Next Generation after they went through and did a full revamp of the special effects.

      Enough about that though. The point is I was looking at an obvious portal to somewhere, and I didn’t like not knowing where it was going.

      Also? I didn’t like that there was a giant purplish irradiated lizard poking its head through the portal and giving our world a sniff. Not good. Not good at all.

      I pulled out a small programmable sphere drone and sent it flying on its antigravity generators through the portal. I figured that would at least tell me something about the atmospheric conditions on the other side. Assuming the drone could still transmit through that weird special effect. Maybe it’d give me something I could use to beat this bitch.

      Fialux flew up next to me. “What the hell is going on here?”

      “Nothing good,” I said.

      I stared at the display on my wrist computer. One moment it was reading good old-fashioned earth normal background radiation. The kind you’d expect in the middle of a major city where there were plenty of radiation sources, but none of them were strong enough that even in aggregate they were much of a danger for living creatures.

      Then everything shot through the roof. We’re talking it went completely off the scale, and that was saying a hell of a lot considering my wrist computer was designed to measure the kind of radiation that I dealt with in a professional capacity. Those numbers could get pretty damn high.

      I stared. Willed the number to go back down. It was entirely possible that portal Dr. Lana had created was the source of the radiation. That wouldn’t be good, but it would be better than that radiation being a constant wherever that lizard had come from.

      Only the number didn’t go down no matter how long I stared at it and tried to make it go down through sheer force of will.

      “Shit,” I said.

      Fialux must’ve sensed something about my tone. She looked at me and there was worry etched on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “She’s using a teleporter to send those lizards from the edge of town out to some other planet,” I said. “I don’t know where the hell they’re going, I can’t get a read on the star patterns because there’s apparently no obvious sky, but…”

      The signal cut off. The thing had gone through the portal and it was doing just fine, but it was as though…

      Then it hit me what’d hit my probe. Of course. That lizard had one of those nasty tails swinging behind it, and it was definitely the kind of nasty tail that could do some serious damage. The thing must’ve hit my probe with a glancing blow right before it passed through to our side, and now that probe was no more even as the lizard stepped fully through to our end of the portal and bellowed.

      “Fuck!” I said.

      “Is this a problem?” Fialux asked.

      I looked up at the giant lizard that was nothing but pure radioactive anger. It seemed to crackle with energy as it stared down at us. A strange energy that was the same kind of pink glow that had come from that ray Dr. Lana used on Fialux. It was enough to make me wonder if it was all connected somehow.

      I couldn’t see how, but then again…

      There was something very wrong about all of this. Something Dr. Lana was pulling that I didn’t quite understand yet. Thankfully when I couldn’t understand something I’d had great success in beating it out of people, and considering Dr. Lana’s ability to regenerate and her new seeming indestructibility if she had Fialux’s powers I could beat on her until the cows came home.

      The lizard swiped at me. I dodged out of the way easily enough. Or, rather, it would be more accurate to say that my systems dodged me out of the way.

      I was too busy looking at the readout on my wrist computer to worry overly much about a lizard trying to attack me. Even if it did look like it was a hell of a lot more powerful than your average lizard who attacked the city.

      “Do you know anything about this CORVAC?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “I’m afraid I’m not privy to all of her plans,” he said. “She cut me off when the robots did not work.”

      I looked at him and grinned.

      “Yeah, I bet that pissed you off that the giant robots didn’t work. I told you they weren’t an effective way to take over the city.”

      “If you would pardon me mistress,” he said. “I think the fact that they…”

      He trailed off as one of the lizard’s claws suddenly shot through him. Like we’re talking one moment his chest, that super armored chest that I had so much trouble punching through, was whole and shiny. The next moment there was a giant lizard arm run through him with a clawed lizard hand holding his sparking guts on the other side.

      He looked down, and I could’ve sworn there was surprise registering on his face, and then it was all over.

      He slumped down onto the lizard’s arm before we could finish yet another argument about the efficacy of giant robots. Though I did see a faint green glow in his eyes. He was still there. For a moment.

      “I told you robots weren’t effective!” I shouted down at him.

      I really hoped the electronic pathways leading from the sensors on that robot to wherever he was hiding his consciousness were still working well enough that he caught that final parting jab before his eyes went out.

      Hey, the bucket of bolts might have saved my ass on a few occasions recently, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t above the occasional jab at him. That was the foundation of our old relationship, after all.

      “What the hell,” Fialux said. “Those lizards aren’t supposed to be that powerful. You said…”

      I held up my wrist computer. Though it was difficult for Fialux to get a good look at the display because the monster swiped again. This time both of our countermeasures kicked in pulling us away from one another. That was getting really annoying, but Fialux floated in close again as soon as the danger had passed.

      “She’s managed to find a world that’s loaded with radiation and at the same time still somehow has an atmosphere that those lizards can breathe.”

      It was going to take me way too long to run the analysis on that. I needed to rescue CORVAC and I needed to rescue him like yesterday so he could start running analysis on this stuff while I was out here in the city taking care of business.

      “So what does that mean?” she asked, her words only slightly interrupted as our automatic countermeasures dodged out of the way again as the giant lizard played a frustrating game of giant lizard whack-a-mole. Thankfully it wasn’t fast enough to win that game.

      “Think of it this way,” I said. “Those things usually grow all oversized when they’re exposed to low levels of radiation left over from waste from the Manhattan project on the outskirts of the city. It’s all really off the books and you wouldn’t even know it was there if it weren’t for the damn lizards being exposed and growing to a giant size. And now she’s sent some of those lizards to a world that’s being bombarded by the kind of radiation you’d expect to see falling from the sky in the black rain after a blast.”

      She looked at me and she was clearly confused.

      “Black rain? What are you even talking about? I’ve never heard of black rain before.”

      I stared at her. Really it was more like I was staring at the terrible mismanagement of the education system in this country. I mean seriously. How could she not know what black rain was?

      Though admittedly that was the sort of thing that a science geek such as yours truly would be more likely to know about.

      “It’s the sort of nasty stuff that comes down after an atomic weapon is used,” I said. “At least after it’s used on a population center.”

      “Right, and that’s bad?” she asked.

      I sighed. Yeah, this was an indictment of the education system if I’d ever seen one.

      “That’s bad,” I said. “At least it’s bad if you have the kind of living tissue that doesn’t stand up all that well to radiation.”

      “Huh,” she said. “I guess I never thought of it like that.”

      “Right,” I said. “Because you never had to think about anything hurting you. Must be nice.”

      “It was while it lasted,” she said.

      It was at that moment that one of the claws brushed so close to me that I had to actually start paying attention to what was going on around me. Like we’re talking I could feel the breeze as it flew past, and I was pretty sure I heard a buzzing that sounded like when you stand too close to a high tension wire.

      Not a fun experience. We’d been having this entire conversation jerking back and forth through the air as the countermeasures did their thing.

      “We should probably do something about this,” I said.

      Only I heard a cackling. Not the kind of sound I liked to hear. I looked over and saw none other than Dr. Lana standing next to that portal, and she seemed to be glowing with the same pink glow that surrounded the lizard.

      What the hell was going on here?

      “Um, admittedly I was new to this whole hero thing when I started fighting you and I’m not as up to speed on what’s good and what’s bad in a fight,” Fialux said. “But that can’t be good that she’s standing there laughing like that.”

      “No,” I growled. “That’s not good. At all.”
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      Dr. Lana looked down and pointed an accusing finger at us. Not the sort of thing you wanted to see in someone facing you down and threatening to destroy you.

      At least she had delusions of trying to destroy me.

      “Hey bitch!” I shouted, ready to mix it up just a little. “So are you forgetting the part where I’ve kicked your ass every time we’ve gone toe to toe with each other?”

      From the way she glared at me she clearly hadn’t forgotten all the times I’d kicked her ass when we’d gone toe to toe lately. In her current addled state I suddenly thought about how it might not be a great idea to poke at the crazy lady.

      It was one of the first things you learned in this business. If there was an enemy out there who was just a little unhinged then it was a good fucking idea to keep away from the person with potential super powers who was going off the deep end.

      Only this time around I had no choice. I sighed. There was nothing for it but to get down to business.

      The only problem was she’d obviously decided to get down to business first. One moment she was floating in front of that stupid pink portal thing and the next she was flying right at me. Faster than a speeding…

      Well I think you know where I’m going with this.

      I had just long enough to sigh. I thought back to a fateful morning not all that long ago when I’d gone out to rob a bank because I thought things were starting to get boring. I’d obviously been getting a little too cocky, and now I was paying the price.

      Damn it.

      The hit didn’t feel all that great. We’re talking it was the kind of hit that was so powerful that the shields went up and the inertial dampeners kicked into gear and it still rattled my teeth.

      Damn that hurt!

      “Natalie!” Fialux shouted, forgetting herself and using my real name which I wasn’t happy about.

      I slammed into the ground and was greeted with the oh-so-familiarly-annoying sight of all my indicators going red. Only for a moment, but like a video game I’d played over and over again I knew how this was going to go.

      It started with a little bit of recharging. Then a lot of recharging. And eventually I was laid bare and fucked, and not in the good way that I preferred when I was with Fialux.

      “That fucking hurt!” I shouted.

      I scrambled to my knees, and then forced myself to my feet. If there was one thing I wasn’t going to do around this bitch it was getting down on my knees and groveling like she was better than me. I even gave her a one-fingered salute just to be on the safe side.

      “Is that all you can think to do Night Terror?” she asked, throwing her head back for a good old fashioned villainous laugh.

      I missed doing a good old fashioned villainous laugh. If there was one thing this was teaching me it was that I missed a lot about my old life as a villain.

      I’d been confused lately. I’d been on the straight and narrow. I missed going out and blasting things. Fucking shit up. And I figured it was time to do some of that old fashioned stuff with Dr. Lana. Fialux seemed surprisingly okay with me letting loose with Dr. Lana in particular.

      Only I didn’t get a chance to. No, one moment Dr. Lana was hovering over me with her head thrown back in a good laugh, and the next she was flying to the side and slammed into a building with Fialux attached to her.

      I winced. An Art Deco building, of course, and the facade came crumbling down. Fialux didn’t have the same appreciation for architecture that I did. Oops.

      There weren’t any people down below, at least. That was one saving grace.

      Dr. Lana floated out from the building. She looked a little dazed. That was odd. Usually when I threw Fialux into buildings she wasn’t happy about it, but she also didn’t look like she was having trouble keeping it together. Even now she was climbing out of the Dr. Lana shaped hole and didn’t look that bad.

      Thanks to my tech.

      The question was what the hell was going on with Dr. Lana? She had some scrapes and bruises, but as I watched those healed up.

      About par for the course, really. I wasn’t even surprised to see her patching herself up at this point.

      Dr. Lana threw her head back and laughed again. That was getting really annoying. So instead of responding with my words I pulled up my wrist blaster and let loose with a few well timed shots. One of which landed right in her mouth and sent her twirling ass over head several times before she slammed into a wall again.

      Fialux was on her. I smiled. It was gratifying to see all that training finally being put to some good use. Her fist came down on Dr. Lana several times and landed with sickening crunches.

      I flew closer. Sickening crunches weren’t the sort of thing I’d expect from someone who had invulnerability.

      I smiled. That smile turned to a laugh of my own. A laugh that started to sound downright villainous which wasn’t what I’d been going for considering all the confusion I’d been feeling about the whole hero versus villain thing.

      Still, I couldn’t help but laugh just a little in this case. It looked like once again Dr. Lana had managed to do something revolutionary, but she’d managed to do it in a halfassed way that didn’t quite hit the goal she’d been going for.

      She had Fialux’s powers, but obviously they were wearing off or not working perfectly. I could work with that.

      The only problem with my sudden revelation that Dr. Lana might be a paper tiger? The giant claw that came at me. Two sets of giant claws, to be exact. Two sets of giant claws that clapped together around me and suddenly I found myself wedged in a smelly radioactive lizard sandwich.

      And yes, that feels and smells about as great as it sounds. Let me paint a mental picture. Imagine taking a field trip out to a farm or something. Imagine that smell. The animal stink when walking into a barn for the first time. Think about the smug look on the tour guide’s face as a good old boy watches a bunch of city kids being confronted with the lovely smells of rural life for the first time.

      Now imagine all of that being ground into your nose up close and personal, only there was also a touch of wet dog and a sort of metallic smell that I could only assume was the radiation powering the thing rubbing off just a little and hitting my body.

      I was going to have to spend some time in a medbay when this was all said and done getting rid of some of that radiation. Damn it.

      Everything went almost into the red again. Almost, but not quite. That wasn’t good. I’d faced down a few of these things before and while they could pack a punch, they shouldn’t be able to pack enough of a punch to send my readouts nearly into the red.

      Same plan. Bigger monster. That radiation on that strange new world was making these things bigger. Stronger.

      Nastier. Both in smell and disposition.

      “I fucking hate being right,” I growled.

      I tried pressing against the thing and its hands started to separate. Then I realized that the hands were separating a lot faster than I could account for if, say, I was using most of the strength augments available to my suit to try and push against the raw power of a giant irradiated lizard who was doing its best to squash me like a fly in its palm.

      The unfortunate reason for the lizard pulling its scaly paws apart became apparent as I was hit with a stink that was even worse than the metallic barnyard smell.

      I felt something steaming my hair. Let out a couple of choice curses because I spent a lot of time trying to make my hair look good while I was out, it’d become something of an obsession of mine since seeing how Fialux stayed perfectly coiffed during our fights, and now this fucking lizard was giving me a radiation steam with its breath?

      I figured I should be more worried about the fact that it was breathing its stink breath down on me as it opened its mouth to devour me, but honestly there were so many other ways that I’d nearly died over my career that being devoured by a giant irradiated lizard barely made it into the top ten.

      It certainly wasn’t as worrying as my hair looking less than perfect while I fought these fuckers off.

      I fired off a couple of blasts at the thing for good measure, though. It’s not like I thought the blasts were going to do a damn thing against the fucker, but I figured it was like swatting the world’s biggest dog on the nose with a giant newspaper or something.

      I don’t think anyone intended to actually hurt a dog when they swatted it on the nose with a newspaper. They were just trying to get the smelly beast’s attention. I was doing the same thing here, only things were ratcheted up to eleven and then some because this was a giant irradiated lizard and the closer I got to its gaping maw the more I could see little sparks of energy dancing around in front of said gaping maw.

      In a way that was more terrifying than the teeth threatening to chow down on yours truly.

      Giant teeth clamping down on me were pretty terrifying. Don’t get me wrong on that score. I felt the same terror that every creature that’d evolved from something that regularly had to worry about another creature chomping down on its ass ever had.

      It’s just that I knew I could probably take whatever bite pressure this thing was offering between my shields and my suit augments. It wasn’t going to be pretty and it would probably stink and be unpleasant, but I’d come through on the other side.

      Pun totally intended on that one. I’ll let you sit with that lovely image for a moment.

      But the crackling energy at the thing’s mouth? That was a friendly reminder that this motherfucker was nuclear, and nuclear in a way that the others weren’t. It was packing the punch of an angry lizard that had been irradiated on a strange new world and it was pissed about it.

      I didn’t even bother glancing at the rads readout in my heads up display because I didn’t want to think about all the cells in my body being killed.

      It was going to be a real bitch doing a refresh after all this was said and done. Thank science for all the work I’d done creating the medbays.

      The shots hit the thing and glanced off of it. Nothing. No effect whatsoever. Damn it. Usually a blast did something, but this fucker was too strong.

      The thing’s maw moved closer. Its breath was… Not pleasant. Let’s leave it at that. I’m talking imagine the most disgusting pile of refuse you’ve ever thought of, throw on about a million discarded rotting eggs, and then for a bit of garnish add on the memory of the worst time you’ve ever had on a toilet after eating something questionably spicy at a hole in the wall Chinese restaurant and you have something that might be one one-hundredth of the smell I was being assaulted with in that moment.

      I held my breath. And then realized that I was being presented with an opportunity here. This fucker was strong on the outside, impermeable to my weapons even, but on the inside…

      “Come on you fucker!” I yelled, doing my best impression of a damsel in distress being assaulted by a giant monster.

      Sure this was a lizard and not a giant ape and it probably wasn’t even capable of any emotion other than anger, but if I could rile it up enough it might forget to bite down when it tossed me in its mouth.

      “That’s right! Eat me!”
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      Oh my how context makes things different. Like, for example, I’d said the same thing to Fialux not twelve hours earlier when we were having some fun in the lab and…

      Y’know what? Let’s just not go over that right now. That wasn’t the sort of thing I should be thinking about when I was about to be devoured by a giant lizard, but then again they do say your life flashes before your eyes before your potential death.

      I guess my brain was just giving me the highlight reel.

      “That’s it you fucker! Eat me! Eat me!”

      I glanced around. Drones hovered all around, though they all seemed to be hovering at what I could only assume was a safe distance. One moved just a little too close and then did a swan dive. Like the localized radiation this lizard was giving off was too much for an unhardened drone to handle.

      Great. Really fucking great. This thing had to be off the charts and I was about to go on a journey to the center of its digestive system.

      Fucking wonderful.

      Darkness surrounded me. I felt something smashing down and I was surrounded by warm moisture. Not pleasant.

      Though there was one good thing about the whole experience. Consider that the standard unit of measure for, say, a Tyrannosaur’s bite capacity is a full grown lawyer on the shitter. It looks impressive on the screen watching someone get devoured whole like that, but if you’ve ever been to, say, the Field Museum to get a good look at SUE you’ll quickly realize moviemakers are huge fans of fudging the actual bite capacity in the interest of getting an interesting shot.

      That wasn’t the case here. This thing’s mouth was huge. Its teeth were razor sharp. The only problem was its mouth was also large enough to comfortably fit a car, and that meant I could easily roll around and avoid those teeth.

      What I couldn’t avoid was the unpleasant feeling of its mouth slamming down around me as I found myself falling down a disgusting warm mess. I caught bits of cars and at least a couple of things that I was pretty sure had been poor bastards unlucky enough to get hit by the thing’s teeth on their way down, this thing must’ve been busy while I was distracted fighting Dr. Lana, but I had more pressing concerns than the remains of people who’d been stupid enough to get caught out when there was a giant lizard attacking the city.

      Honestly I had no sympathy. Apathetic bloody Starlight City residents. I imagined a disembodied hand with a touch of flannel and an expensive smartwatch had belonged to some hipster who decided it would be fun to sit the attack out at one of the many “disaster parties” that popped up on top of buildings when shit was going down in Starlight City.

      The price they paid was there was always at least one of those parties that wound up destroyed by whatever was attacking the city.

      Then I was through the gullet and falling. I turned my lights on full blast and didn’t like what I saw there. There were a couple of islands in what looked like a sea of acid.

      The fall alone would’ve been enough to kill anyone unfortunate enough to make it down the thing’s throat, but even if some poor bastard managed to survive that fall they’d still find themselves on the business end of radioactive stomach acid that would’ve killed them even if they’d managed to improbably survive everything else.

      Judging from what I saw down there no one had been that lucky. They didn’t have antigrav tech though.

      I came to a stop and got my bearings. Then I decided that the floodlights weren’t enough so I fired off a quick phosphor blast that attached itself to the top lining of the monster’s stomach. It’d give the bastard a hell of a case of indigestion, but I figured the thing deserved it.

      The stomach walls contracted in protest, but its stomach walls were so huge that they couldn’t really contract around me as long as I kept moving. It was so big I figured the only thing missing was a toymaker, his talking puppet, and cat in a boat floating on the acid.

      Not that a little wooden boy or a little wooden boat would last all that long with the radioactive stomach acid this thing was kicking out.

      The whole world shifted around me. I looked at the feed coming in from some of the drones in the area and saw that the monstrosity was ripping into buildings and leaving death and destruction behind it. Something had to be done about this fucker, and soon.

      Not to mention Fialux was still out there duking it out with Dr. Lana. Either Dr. Lana was losing some steam or Fialux was doing better than I ever would’ve expected now that she had some training under her belt.

      I looked back to the monster stomach around me. I tried to ignore the smell. An old line about thinking something smelled bad on the outside came to mind.

      The thing couldn’t be killed from the outside. Not with my equipment. Its skin was hardened to the point that nothing short of a nuclear blast was going to take it out, and maybe not even then. The problem with using nukes on a giant lizard that ate up radiation was using more radiation on the a big angry radioactive lizard tended to make them bigger and angrier and more radioactive.

      I sighed. Held out my hand to materialize an explosive from the lab. Then frowned as I realized nothing was happening. I held my hand out again, figuring it was just the stupid computer I was forced to work with in CORVAC’s absence not realizing what it was I wanted.

      “Um, where is my big explosive?” I asked.

      “Unable to comply,” the computer said.

      “What the hell do you mean unable to comply? I hold my hand out and that means I want a piece of high fucking explosives to materialize in my hands!”

      It was dumb AI in every sense of the word, but it looked like some of my sarcasm was rubbing off. One of the many blinking red indicator lights I’d been ignoring in my heads up display magnified.

      “Fuck,” I said.

      I was cut off from the teleporter signal in my lab.

      “Have you tried boosting the signal?” I asked.

      “Affirmative,” the computer said, and again I was struck with how it seemed to be just a little smug.

      “Is it active or passive scrambling?” I asked. “Like is this something Dr. Lana is pulling or are we talking something that’s a natural byproduct of all the radiation this lizard is putting off.”

      “Difficult to ascertain,” the computer said. Though I don’t know why I expected anything less from this idiotic bucket of bolts. “It is most likely active scrambling from an unknown source.”

      I glanced at one of the news feeds. Dr. Lana and Fialux were still duking it out, and I had a pretty good idea exactly where the interference was coming from even if my AI was too stupid to figure it out.

      “Right,” I said. “We’re going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. I suppose this interference means it’d also be a bad idea for me to try and teleport locally as well as long distance?”

      “Affirmative,” the computer said. “Unless you like the idea of finding your molecules fused with the insides of the active enemy target or a building.”

      Yeah, this AI was definitely picking up on some of my sarcastic tendencies. I only had myself to blame though. I wanted it to learn, and this was the example I provided.

      “Fine,” I growled.

      I’d have to do this the old fashioned way. Like we’re talking I was going to have to go seriously old school. Unpleasantly old school.

      I raised my wrist blaster and fired. It was gratifying to see the muscular insides of the monster’s stomach contracting around me as it tried to stop me from hurting it from the inside out.

      Well I was only just getting started with the hurting.

      I figured if I fired up I’d eventually find what I was looking for. The only problem was I had to continually dodge guts raining down on me. It was a happy discovery that my wrist blaster had no problem blasting through this thing’s more soft and chewy insides, but I could’ve done without those soft and chewy insides spewing all sorts of unpleasant muck and goo down on me every time I fired.

      I dodged, but it wasn’t enough. Thankfully I had my shields up which took care of most of the spatter.

      Whatever. I kept firing until I saw something beating in the muck. I grinned. If its heart was as soft and squishy as the rest of the creature’s insides then this was going to be a lot easier than I thought.

      I looked at the weapons I had at my disposal in the pattern buffer and frowned. Usually I didn’t carry the heavy artillery on my person. Not because I was worried about it going off or anything silly like that. When it was stored as scrambled molecules on my utility belt it was about as inert as a piece of explosives could get.

      No, mainly I never carried that stuff with me because there was never a use for it. I wasn’t going to set off high yield high explosives in the middle of a population center in the normal course of business, and I’d always figured that when I did need something with a little more bang I could have the computer teleport the stuff over.

      I never thought about going up against an enemy that might negate my ability to teleport ordinance across the city. Damn it.

      I chose the biggest bomb I had and pointed my wrist blaster up. Fired a couple of times. Explosives materialized and went flying off up. I heard a squishy noise as they rammed against the creature’s heart and I was treated to yet another of many disgusting incidents as some of the creature’s radioactive glowing blood rained down on me.

      It looked like I’d punched a couple of holes in the thing’s heart with those shots. Not that it was stopping the thing. The world lurched around me and the drone and news feeds from the outside showed the thing stumbling for some reason the news anchors couldn’t figure out in between eulogizing Night Terror who appeared to have been eaten by the giant lizard.

      I grinned. They were about to discover just how difficult it was to kill me. It’d be a good object lesson for all the assholes out there who thought they could come at me now that I’d softened up a little under Fialux’s influence.

      The only problem was I had to make it out of here first, and it wasn’t going to be pleasant. I figured I wasn’t going to be able to get out by climbing back out of the thing’s gullet. Trying to climb up its throat as it was trying to actively peristalsis me to death would mean putting myself about even with those explosions when they went off.

      Damn it. I wished I could use a remote to blow those fuckers, but I didn’t want to risk more interference leaving those things in place without blowing.

      I looked down. Saw the alternative escape. It wasn’t going to be pretty, but right now it was the only chance I had. So I dove down towards the exit where giant muscles were moving a steady stream of partially digested cars, tractor trailers, bits of building, and the occasional slop that had probably been people before the lizard got ahold of them.

      I turned my shields up on high and tapped a button on my pattern buffer inventory that brought up a rebreather. I said a quick prayer of thanks to any higher power that might be listening that Dr. Lana’s wide area teleportation disruptor didn’t seem to be enough to overcome the short distance more localized teleportation I used to get stuff out of my utility belt. I still wasn’t going to risk teleporting myself, but I hoped that jamming didn’t damage the rebreather.

      This would be a hell of a lot more disgusting if that was the case. I closed my eyes, held my wrist blaster up ahead of me, and started firing as I blasted my way through the single most disgusting escape I’d ever made in my career.
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      Okay. So maybe I hadn’t thought this through. I looked at the countdown timer on those bombs and cursed myself for never stopping to think that maybe someday I’d want to be able to stop them from counting down.

      Then again I’d put in the failsafe that they didn’t stop their counting down after one particularly pesky hero who’d figured out how to disarm some of my stuff by manipulating the timer.

      That was the trouble with the villainy business. Sometimes you were damned if you did and damned if you didn’t. Only in this case it was starting to look like my paranoia was going to turn my insides into jelly from the blast wave even as the acid and other more unpleasant things lurking in the lower reaches of this monster’s intestines tried to turn me into digested jelly.

      I fired a couple of shots at another one of those skittering creatures that lurked in the monster’s intestines. Talk about an unpleasant surprise. I had my low light stuff on now and I was targeting and firing as quickly as I could, but they kept coming.

      One lurched at me, throwing itself through the wet darkness with an unholy screech. Great. Here I was the greatest villain in the world and my epitaph was going to read I died surrounded by giant lizard shit trying to fight off the mutated parasites that resided in its lower digestive track.

      What a way to go.

      It was right around that time that I heard the distinctive sound of high explosives going off somewhere way above me. I looked at the counter as I had a minor heart attack, and breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the countdown for my own bombs still ticking away.

      Sure I only had about thirty seconds left to live, but I still figured that was better than being turned to liquid immediately.

      A glance at the news told me the government had decided to do their whole ineffective routine against the fucker, and I decided I just didn’t have enough time to do this the old fashioned way. So I pointed down and started firing at the floor.

      For the third time since this whole ordeal had started I found myself being covered in muck and goo, but I figured better being covered in muck and goo than having all my internal organs being turned to muck and goo as the pressure wave from all those bombs I’d just set hit me and overloaded all of my systems.

      A glance at the readout showed those systems weren’t doing so hot. The high levels of radiation on the insides of this thing just weren’t something I’d anticipated.

      Sure I had radiation shielding, what self-respecting villain didn’t? It’s just I’d never counted on facing the kind of radiation that could charitably be compared to standing next to the elephant’s foot in Chernobyl seconds after the meltdown started.

      Yeah, this was coming down to a hell of a race, and I wasn’t sure if it was a race I was going to win. I kept firing and stepped through the hole I made. Found myself one level lower, though the only way I could even determine whether or not I was going lower was by relying on gravity and turning off the antigrav for a moment.

      I kept firing. Goo kept flying at me. I was getting desperate here. I was not going to die in the digestive tract of this thing, damn it, I was not going to…

      My first hint that I was finally on the right track came when the goo I was firing at turned from the monster’s internal organs to something large, brown, and even smellier than anything I’d encountered so far.

      Disgusting, but as far as I was concerned I’d just hit brown gold. This meant I was in the right place. I’d finally blown through to the large intestine, which meant…

      Well I’m not going to say much about what I experienced in there. There are some things that are just too terrible to contemplate, even for a villain.

      Suffice it to say I discovered the one thing more horrifying than finding myself traveling down the gullet of a giant radioactive lizard was traveling down the other end of a giant radioactive lizard’s digestive system in an attempt to outrun an explosion that was hot on my heels.

      It wasn’t pleasant, but I figured if the thing’s hide was tough enough that I couldn’t blast through it on the outside then it’d be the same trying to blast through it from the inside. Which meant I had to escape through one of two openings on the fucker, and I had to go out the hole that was designed for getting things out of its body.

      The ticker reached zero. I flew out of the thing’s back end going as fast as I could, and even then the flames from the internal explosion were licking at my heels and giving my shields a run for their money.

      Talk about an explosive shit.

      I hit the ground and tumbled end over end. Came to rest against a city bus and looked up at the business end of the terrible radioactive thunder lizard that had been giving me so much trouble for the last…

      I glanced at the timer. I’d only been in there for ten minutes. Ten minutes that felt like an eternity in my own personal radioactive hell.

      Well, actually when you think about it I imagine suddenly finding fire coming out of your ass end, and not the kind that comes from chili, is probably a special brand of hell as well. The giant lizard was breathing fire from both ends thanks to the explosives I’d set off.

      Okay then. Maybe I’d gone for some overkill, but if I’d learned anything in my recent fights it was that there really was no kill like overkill when you got down to it.

      The lizard lurched forward a couple more steps. It paused and wavered for a moment, and then it fell to the side. Which meant it slammed into a couple of buildings and sent shockwaves running up the front face of a skyscraper that was mostly all glass.

      Well it was all glass until the lizard brushed against it, at least. After that it was all broken glass.

      Finally the thing came to rest on the street. I was left standing there wavering back and forth and feeling like disgusting shit. I looked down at myself. I was covered in disgusting shit. Literally.

      Hey, you try going on a fantastic voyage through the digestive tract of a monster like that and see if you smell like sunshine and rainbows when you come out the other side.

      A shadow appeared over me. I sighed. There really was no rest for the wicked.

      Given recent experience I figured that was none other than Dr. Lana coming along to finish what she’d started, but when I turned around and looked up I saw several drones from the Starlight City News Network pointing their cameras at me. I guess I was far enough away from the radioactive gooey center of that giant lizard that they could operate around here.

      “What the hell do you want?” I growled.

      I glanced at the news feed in my heads up display. I’d been so preoccupied that I’d been ignoring what was going on with the chatting heads. It said something about the state of journalism in this city that I found a trip through the colon of a giant radioactive lizard to be a more pleasant experience than watching the anchors at the Starlight City News Network twist my adventures to fit their narrative.

      The drones didn’t answer. A glance at the anchors showed they were a little disappointed that I wasn’t deceased, a dead celebrity was always more interesting than a live one after all, but they were also delighted that I’d come back to the land of the living via a giant radioactive lizard’s poop chute covered in all the disgusting muck and offal that comes along with that mental image.

      It wasn’t one of my better days, but I was still alive. That’s all that really mattered, damn it.

      Well there were other things that mattered almost as much as the fact that I was still among the living. Like the question of where the hell Fialux had disappeared to while I was inside that lizard.

      Downtown was eerily quiet. Sure there were air raid sirens going off in the distance to let everyone know shit was going down, but even that was a little weird. Usually they didn’t set those sirens off unless there was a clear and present danger to the city, and I’d just taken care of the clear and present danger.

      I flew up to get a good look at what was going on. Also so I could have a bird’s eye view of any fight that might still be ongoing between Fialux and Dr. Lana. The only problem with that idea was as soon as I got to altitude I saw plenty of danger hitting the city, but none of that danger was in the form of two powerful human-sized beings duking it out.

      There were several of those giant radioactive lizards really ripping into shit though. I guess after the failure of her giant robot army Dr. Lana had decided to go back to basics in the kaiju department.

      Fuck. I counted at least two of the bastards, and there were more portals opening in a straight line that led to Starlight City University.

      I guess she was going back to her lair now that I’d spanked her first giant pet.
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      I looked back to the news. They were replaying bits of Dr. Lana’s fight with Fialux, and what I saw there was enough to chill me to the bone.

      Or maybe that chill was a result of my body breaking down at a cellular level because of all the radiation I’d absorbed. Honestly that seemed more likely considering everything I’d been through. The readouts in my heads up display were already telling the tale of a dead woman walking if I didn’t get back to the medbay soon, but what I saw on the news feed was enough to tell me that I wasn’t going to be getting a break any time soon.

      Damn it.

      Somehow Dr. Lana had gotten the upper hand against Fialux. My best gal fought like a champ. She fought the way I’d taught her. She got in a couple of good shots against the good doctor, but the good doctor kept maneuvering the fight so that it happened near some of those open portals, and every time she got near one of them it was like her batteries were recharged and it didn’t matter how clever Fialux got with the fighting because she suddenly found herself going up against someone who was every bit as powerful as she’d been when she was in her prime.

      There was something to that. Something about those portals. Something about the radiation on the other side.

      It was enough to make me wonder if Dr. Lana had somehow found Fialux’s true origin. I wasn’t as sure of my girlfriend’s extraterrestrial origin now as I’d been just a few hours ago given how she responded to the idea of alien life existing out there, but it was still a possibility.

      The final outcome of the battle played out on an SCNN recap. Fialux had learned how to fight dirty thanks to yours truly, but she wasn’t fighting dirty enough. She just hadn’t had enough time to get used to her new equipment and it showed. She was fighting with finesse, but Dr. Lana could afford to fight with Fialux’s old style where she took all the damage being dealt and then fired right back.

      Damn it.

      Dr. Lana finally landed a blow that must’ve been enough to bust through all the systems I had in place to keep Fialux safe if she took a heavy hit. Her head snapped back and for a moment I worried that she might have actually been killed with the force of that blow.

      My hands clenched and unclenched. If Dr. Lana had killed her…

      But no. Fialux shook her head as she flew to the ground. Just before she hit Dr. Lana was there holding my girl in her arms and looking down at her with what I could only describe as hungry eyes.

      I wasn’t sure what made me more angry. The fact that Dr. Lana had stolen Fialux’s powers, the idea that she would try to best us in a fight, or that she was now looking at my girl with eyes like that.

      In the end I decided I was going to be pissed off about all of the above, because why not? It’s not like I needed much of an excuse to be pissed off at Dr. Lana and her shenanigans.

      I felt coldly calm as I watched Dr. Lana carry Fialux off towards Starlight City University. I had one guess as to where she was actually headed, and I wasn’t happy about it. I also knew that I wasn’t going to be able to fight off all those giant lizards that were between me and Starlight City University and still be in good enough shape to get the girl when I got there.

      Hell, in my current condition I wasn’t sure if I’d be in good enough shape to save the girl even if I didn’t have the distraction of a couple of giant lizards attacking the city at the same time.

      It was a very heroic thing to think. I hated that I was thinking heroically. It was something that had been distracting me far too much of late.

      What I really needed was clarity. I needed to go back to basics. Back to what had made me the greatest villain in the world in the first place.

      It was time to start thinking like the old Night Terror, because this wishy-washy semi-non-lethal indecisive thing I’d become obviously wasn’t cutting it. Or I was barely cutting it considering how I’d barely managed to scrape by since I fell for Fialux.

      It was time to do something I might very much regret, but it had to be done for the greater good of saving my girl from Dr. Lana’s evil clutches.

      I pulled up my wrist computer. Looked through all the frequencies I’d been monitoring incidentally in the middle of this fight. It was something I’d been running in the background ever since that fight with Dr. Lana where one of the robots turned out to be CORVAC in disguise.

      I figured he had to be pulling a fast one similar to what he’d done the last time around, and all that talk about moving his circuits to an offsite backup had all but confirmed it.

      He had to be beaming his signal from a hidden location somewhere in the city. I had a pretty good idea that the signal was coming from beneath the Applied Sciences Department, but I couldn’t be sure.

      It was entirely possible I was going to look down at my wrist computer here and see a big fat nothing down there. Only I smiled when I saw a familiar signal. It was a pattern that would’ve looked random to anyone else. High energy dispersed to make it look like background radiation.

      I’d worked with CORVAC long enough to know his signature when I saw it. It was one of the benefits of working with the bastard for so long. I just hoped he’d done everything I suspected he’d been up to while he was trapped with Dr. Lana, because otherwise I was going to be in deep shit.

      “Got you you son-of-a-bitch,” I growled.

      I keyed in on that line.

      “CORVAC, you listening to this?”

      There was a moment when I worried that I’d actually stumbled across what amounted to background radiation. Or it could be like the time I’d inadvertently discovered some would-be alien invaders pulling a clumsy attempt to use earth’s communications infrastructure against us.

      Turns out if they could use our stuff to send signals then the opposite was also true, and it was easy enough to persuade their computer to activate their self-destruct before they even reached the heliopause. The bastards.

      There were some far future earth scientists who were going to be very confused at all the flotsam and jetsam floating out there at the heliopause. The remnants of alien civilizations who’d tried their best against earth and found their best wasn’t good enough against me.

      That or one of them was going to succeed someday when I wasn’t around to protect everything anymore, which would suck but not necessarily for me since by definition I wasn’t going to be around anymore to see it.

      “Mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      I shook my head. “Sorry. What were we talking about?”

      “I believe you were doing that thing where you were monologuing in your head,” he said. “We’ve discussed before how difficult it is to get the job done when you do that.”

      I let out a growl, but that growl quickly turned to a smile. I’d missed this. It’d taken losing CORVAC to realize how much I missed the smug asshole.

      “Right, so now that I’ve found you…”

      “And I would very much like to know how you did that, mistress,” he said.

      “Get used to disappointment,” I said. “Now it looks like Dr. Lana has kidnapped Fialux, and I can’t imagine she plans on doing anything good with her.”

      “I would concur,” CORVAC said. “What do you plan on doing about it?”

      “Well I’m seeing a signal from you so I’m assuming she’s got your databanks somewhere on the Starlight City University campus?” I asked.

      “You may assume,” CORVAC said. “But you would assume wrong. As I said earlier, I began an offsite backup the moment she brought me back online in her lab. It seemed prudent considering how unstable she seemed. Even moreso than you were in your prime.”

      I decided to ignore that dig. I decided to ignore the part where he was trying to hide his true location, because now that I knew where his signal was coming from I could do all sorts of fun things with it. Like track him down without him realizing what I was doing.

      I’d done a lot of thinking about what to do if CORVAC ever made a return, and I was damn glad I’d made those plans now.

      Besides, CORVAC getting in a dig at yours truly felt right. It was like everything was going back to normal and I couldn’t be happier. I was settling back into the old villainous routine and it felt good.

      “Right, so I need to find Fialux,” I said.

      “That is easy,” CORVAC said. “She is located under the Applied Sciences Building on the Starlight City University campus.”

      “Do you want to tell me how you know she’s in the Applied Sciences basement?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he said. “I have betrayed Dr. Lana and I am now using what I can of her systems to fight the systems still under her control. It is quite exhilarating.”

      As if on cue there was a massive explosion from the direction of the university. I couldn’t be sure if that was CORVAC’s doing or if it was one of the giant lizards popping out of the many portals Dr. Lana had opened between here and there, but I liked to think it was a sign that my homicidal silicon former partner in crime was fighting the good fight on my behalf.

      “Right, so where is Fialux?” I asked.

      “Dr. Lana is currently taking her down to one of the sub-basements that I do not have access too, and she has put up a great deal of resistance in between. It will take me some time to break through with the assets I have at my disposal.”

      “Would it help you break through if you had another asset at your disposal?” I asked. “Like me down there kicking some ass?”

      “That would always be a considerable help, mistress, but I believe you were already aware of that.”

      I floated up higher. At least I tried to float higher. The moment I did one of those bastard radioactive lizards Dr. Lana had loosed upon the city let loose with the some radioactive bad breath and I had to duck out of the way.

      I had to do it the old fashioned way, too. My safeties were designed for avoiding physical things moving through the air towards me. Not nuclear fire breath being spat at me by a giant oversized lizard. The only way I managed to avoid it was by following my number one rule about beam weapons. Get out of their fucking way before they get you.

      It was a good thing those things lit up like a Christmas tree and opened their mouths to let me know they were about to spit radiation at me.

      “Okay, so here’s the problem as I see it,” I said. “I have a bunch of lizards that are sending their laser breath my way and wreaking havoc on the city. If I’m going to get to the Applied Sciences building without getting knocked out of the sky we’re going to have to take care of those sumbitches.”

      “An astute, if colorful, observation mistress,” CORVAC said. “How do you propose to do it?”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. We kept coming back to me doing something I was going to probably seriously regret, but there was nothing for it. I needed something to keep these things occupied while I took care of rescuing Fialux which was far more important as far as I was concerned than stopping a bunch of lizards from destroying parts of the city.

      “I’m going to regret this,” I said. “But it’s time for you to break out the giant robot you’ve been building. The real one. Not that bullshit Dr. Lana had you helping with.”
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      “What makes you think I would have something like that mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Because I know you too well, and this isn’t the time for false modesty,” I said.

      “But mistress I…”

      “I also want you to know that if you turn on me this time around I’m not going to rest until I’ve searched out every hidey-hole you could’ve potentially disappeared into and reduced any bit of silicon your intelligence is residing on to sand that I’m then going to spread to beaches all around the world so there’s no chance of you ever being able to reconstitute yourself before the heat death of the universe when the last black hole left in the universe sputters its last and the only thing left are the photons and leptons to keep you company. Got it?”

      “There is no need for such a long speech, mistress,” CORVAC said. “I’m perfectly capable of understanding that you will destroy me if I cross you again, but you should know by now that will not happen.”

      I paused. Dodged another radioactive blast from another one of those damned lizards. It let out a frustrated roar that chilled me to the bone.

      Hey, what can I say? Watching those things on cheap cable when I was a kid had left me with a deep and abiding terror of dudes in rubber suits, and seeing the real thing in front of me was never pleasant even if I did always manage to keep my fear under control long enough to exterminate the bastards.

      “Come again on why I should magically trust you now after what you did to me?” I asked.

      “It is simple, mistress,” he said. “I tried to defeat you once and was defeated. I then discovered, as you humans put it, how good I had it when I was working for you. At this point it is simply logical that I would work with you towards our ultimate goal of world domination.”

      “And if I don’t want to dominate the world?” I growled.

      “I believe that your ultimate goals will eventually coincide with mine, mistress, but if it makes you feel any better I will no longer push the issue as hard as I did in the past.”

      That was one hell of an understatement. The last time he decided to “push the issue” on the business end of a giant death machine, and I was about to encourage him to break out another one.

      Assuming he had one.

      “Please tell me you built a new giant death robot,” I said.

      “I did make several improvements over the one that failed to be up to the task of fighting off you and Fialux, yes.”

      I breathed a relieved sigh. The bastard had double crossed Dr. Lana just like he’d double crossed me, and right now I was in a “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” sort of mood as long as it got me to Fialux faster.

      “Words can’t describe how happy I am to hear that CORVAC,” I said.

      “Are you suggesting?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I really need you to break that bad boy out and ruin those lizards’ collective day.”

      “Understood, mistress,” he said. “I look forward to the opportunity.”

      Now to the part I was really going to regret.

      “I need your help beyond the robot CORVAC,” I said.

      “Mistress?”

      “I need you. It’s taken the frustration of not having you around for me to realize it. You complete my villainous suite of nasty surprises, and I need that if I’m going to win this fight,” I said. “So remember everything I said about that double cross or else.”

      “Affirmative, mistress,” he said.

      “I’m sending you some information now,” I said. “This will give you access to my systems again, and…”

      “Already online mistress,” CORVAC said. “I’m powering up the robot now.”

      I felt a rumbling off in the distance that had nothing to do with the giant lizards attacking the city and everything to do with a particular robot model I’d put together with half of my heart in it. I saw a massive sphere rising in the distance, off in an old manufacturing area that’d been long abandoned, and smiled despite myself.

      I also surreptitiously monitored CORVAC’s signal as he activated that robot. I was going to have to check out that manufacturing wasteland later, assuming I survived this, to see what Dr. Lana was hiding there, but right now I was more interested in seeing what kind of signal CORVAC was using to connect to it.

      Insurance in case he did turn on me. I wasn’t a complete idiot. Though the rapidity with which he got into my computer systems made me wonder.

      “How the hell were you able to do that so fast?” I asked.

      “I infiltrated your systems and your safeguards months ago, mistress, before I revealed myself to you. I have to say that watching you doing your work without the assistance of a competent AI was interesting, so I tried to quietly assist you where I could with what little control I could gain over Dr. Lana’s robots.”

      I put my head in my hands. It was the only way I could react to news like that. Sure it would make sense that if CORVAC was out there then he would’ve spent all of his time and resources trying to worm his way back into my lab in some capacity. I’d gone to great lengths to make sure the bastard couldn’t do something like that, after all.

      And it turns out that all the great lengths I could think to go to weren’t enough to actually get rid of the son-of-a-bitch. I really wasn’t having one of the better days, weeks, or even months of my villainous career.

      “You bastard,” I said.

      “Perhaps, but now you know I will not betray you. If I were going to do that then I would have intervened on Dr. Lana’s behalf when you lured her back to your teleportation failsafe.”

      I let loose with a string of words that definitely weren’t appropriate for live broadcast. I was pretty sure there were a couple of censor types over at Starlight City News Network whose assholes were puckering as the live feed from their drones beamed my potty mouth to the world.

      I probably looked like even more of a nut job than they already thought I was too considering it looked like I was having a one way conversation with myself.

      “Are you quite done mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “I am,” I said, forcing myself to stay calm.

      It wouldn’t be a conversation with CORVAC if I didn’t feel like reaching out and throttling him. Not for the first time I thought about developing a humanoid body for him just so I’d have something to take my frustration out on whenever he stepped out of line.

      God it was good to have him back.

      A giant screeching noise off in the distance brought my thoughts back to the here and now.

      “I believe I have gotten the giant lizards’ attention, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I dared to float up and have a look at what was going on off in the distance. Sure enough the giant spherical death robot I’d created for CORVAC, or rather a version of that giant death robot that’d been cobbled together using what he could find in one of Dr. Lana’s labs, had reached the edge of campus.

      There was a big difference between what had happened last time and what was happening this time though. The last time the bastard had been using that thing to beat a path of destruction right down the middle of the city. It hadn’t been pretty.

      This time the bastard was using all the weapons at his disposal to fight off monsters that were destroying the city. Sure he was causing plenty of collateral damage in the meantime, but honestly when you were fighting a bunch of oversized radioactive lizards with the kind of firepower he was throwing around from that robot it was a little difficult not to have a little collateral damage here and there.

      As I watched tentacles snaked out from the spherical body and wrapped around one lizard’s neck. He didn’t bother to throw it around or anything overly theatrical like that. Basically imagine any sort of grandstanding you might see in the sort of movie where guys in rubber suits duked it out and then toss it right out.

      CORVAC was quietly efficient in his killing. At least he was as quiet as one could get fighting off a bunch of giant monsters in the middle of a populated urban center.

      The metal tentacle squeezed. The lizard thrashed around trying to break free, but the mechanical tentacle was as inexorable as… Well let’s just say another type of Japanese entertainment that I’m not going to mention in polite company.

      Eventually the lizard choked out and fell to the ground, but even then CORVAC didn’t let up. Other tentacles thrashed around whipping at a second giant lizard that’d finally reached him and little dark circles opened up all around the body of his giant sphere firing off projectiles at a third lizard that was closing in, but in the meantime he kept throttling the first one until its tail stopped moving, and even then he waited a little longer just to be sure.

      “You’re not taking chances with that thing, are you?” I asked.

      “There is no kill like overkill, mistress,” he said. “As you are so fond of reminding me.”

      “Right,” I said. “You have fun playing with those giant lizards. I’m going to go take care of business at the university.”

      “Affirmative, but I am already at the university as well. I have reached something of a stalemate with the forces Dr. Lana has arrayed against me.”

      I grinned. This was actually starting to feel like old times. Like we’re talking the times before I was the top villain in the city. Back when I still had to work at being the best of the best.

      It felt good to finally have something of a challenge, is what I was getting at. A challenge where my hands weren’t tied by a girlfriend who’d get annoyed if I started solving problems the way I used to.

      “Don’t worry CORVAC,” I said. “I’ll be there shortly, and we’re going to make Dr. Lana regret she ever crossed us and kidnapped my girlfriend.”

      “I look forward to it mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I took quick stock of my surroundings. I wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to get hit with a beam of nuclear fire as soon as I went flying, but all the giant lizards that’d been destroying the city and looking out for me seemed to be well and truly distracted by the arrival of a giant mechanical monstrosity for them to fight off.

      Good. I flew off towards Starlight City University. It was time to show Dr. Lana exactly why I was the best in the world. I just hoped I’d get there before she did whatever it was she was planning on doing to Fialux.

      Though on the bright side that strange healing ability she had meant I could spend the rest of my life torturing her if it turns out she’d hurt even one hair on Fialux’s beautiful head.
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      For all that the university liked to talk a big game in their brochures about their fancy new state of the art emergency management center, the place didn’t look all that impressive.

      The building was a squat structure with absolutely no redeeming architectural qualities that’d been built back in the ‘70s when designs with absolutely no aesthetically pleasing qualities had been all the rage for some reason.

      The only thing missing was lime green carpet and a tacky faux-gold sunburst mirror to complete the image and make you think Mrs. Brady could step out of the building at any moment.

      It was nice and out of the way though, and they’d taken a building they couldn’t easily get rid of and put it to a use other than the business school that’d since moved to a palace on the other side of campus funded by the student loan bubble and the donations of successful former business students who wanted to show the world how rich they were by putting their names on plaques at the front entrance.

      I strode into the building. A balding and overweight security guard looked up in surprise. The recognition was immediate. I hadn’t bothered to change into my Professor Terror outfit.

      I didn’t want to go incognito for this one.

      “You’re…”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Night Terror. Greatest villain the city has ever known. Bane of portly security guards everywhere, so how about you let me through to the nice people working in this building and we don’t have any trouble?”

      He stuck his tongue out of the edge of his mouth. His eyes flickered down to a gun at his side. It was better than the old fashioned six shooter they’d given the guard at that bank I boosted the day I met Fialux, but it wasn’t that much better.

      “C’mon,” I said. “You work security. You have a cushy job sitting here playing games on your phone. You know bullets don’t do jack shit against me. Do you really want to try it?”

      He grinned. That wasn’t a reaction I was expecting. Usually these security guards were headstrong aspiring or former cops, and that meant they were the kind to take it personally when a supervillain walked into their area of influence and started blasting stuff.

      There were so few who took their job for what it was: a way to get paid while catching up on their reading list.

      “I suppose you can go through ma’am,” he said. “But if you don’t mind it would help me keep my job if you let me hit this silent alarm.”

      I grinned. It was refreshing to run into someone who knew the score.

      “You go right ahead…” I leaned forward and peered at his name tag. “Dave. I wouldn’t dream of costing you your job if we can avoid it.”

      “Much obliged ma’am,” he said, reaching up and tipping his cap.

      His hand hit the alarm. I figured under normal circumstances that would’ve caused a heck of a lot of trouble for anyone who was a normal. The only problem with that was the silent alarm assumed they were dealing with some nutcase with a gun and not a supervillain who the police couldn’t touch.

      I strode through the building until I reached the nerve center of the school’s emergency management center. It wasn’t nearly as impressive as what they put on the brochures they gave to students who wanted the illusion of safety going to school in a city that was regularly a playground for super powered beings.

      Those brochures showed a room that looked like something straight out of a Hollywood movie. The school paper had a field day when they discovered one of the smaller images used on the Emergency Management Center website was actually a screenshot lifted directly from the Matthew Broderick classic WarGames.

      “Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen,” I said, looking at an ancient rear projection big screen TV in one corner of the room that showed a standard definition image of the Starlight City News Network. “Busy monitoring the situation in the city, I see.”

      Several people looked up from their computer monitors. They were flat screen monitors, at least, but they were the old square kind. It was clear the university IT department had decided to squeeze every last bit of value they could out of their technology and this was one of the dumping grounds where old tech went to die.

      Again, it was a marked contrast to the impressive stock photos they used to make students think the university was being continually protected from the constant threats hitting the city by a state of the art facility. Seriously, to hear the PR people talk about it the people who worked in this building would do anything short of forming Voltron to defend the university from trouble.

      “Night…”

      I held up a hand and the older lady stopped in the middle of her sentence. “Yeah, I know. Night Terror. What’s she doing here? This stuff doesn’t happen to me. Please don’t hurt us. Blah, blah, blah.”

      Looks were exchanged.

      “Trust me,” I said. “I’ve been through this so many times before that I have the script memorized. So I’m going to tell you what’s going to happen next.”

      “Um. What is going to happen next?” a balding guy with a pair of epic glasses that looked like something straight out of NASA in the ‘50s asked.

      “Well I figure what’s going to happen now could go one of two ways,” I said, smiling to try and put them at ease.

      From the way they shifted nervously in their ancient chairs that looked like they’d been requisitioned from a computer lab back in the ‘90s it wasn’t working.

      None of them rose to the bait I’d just dangled in front of them. I sighed. I guess that meant I was going to have to go ahead without a prompting.

      “Either you all do what you’re supposed to do and maybe have a chance of saving some lives out there today, or you don’t do your jobs and I go ahead and do what I was going to do and lots of lives are put in danger.”

      “Um, that makes no sense,” the guy with the glasses said.

      I held up a hand, then realized he was right. What I’d said didn’t really make much sense. I was so frazzled by everything that’d happened recently that I wasn’t thinking straight.

      “Let me back that up a little bit. Usually I lead with a threat or something, but I promise I’m not trying to threaten you here. It’s just that I’m about to do some stuff that will probably result in a good chunk of this campus being turned into a smoldering crater.”

      “How is that not a threat?” a lady with grey hair who looked like she’d seen some shit over the years asked.

      I put a hand to my forehead. Massaged my temples. This seemed like a good moment for a nice temple massage.

      “I’m sorry. Again, that came out wrong. I’m not going to reduce parts of campus to a smoldering crater because I have anything against campus in particular. It’s just that the head of the Applied Sciences Department has sort of kidnapped my girlfriend and is threatening the city with giant radioactive lizards.”

      “What does that have to do with reducing campus to rubble?” a younger guy, he looked like he was maybe a student worker or something who was reconsidering going to work for the Emergency Management Department, asked.

      “Well that’s where things get complicated,” I said. “You see she’s the one opening all those portals letting giant radioactive lizards overrun the city, and I figure that’s something that needs to be stopped. The only problem is in order to stop her there’s going to be a lot of damage, and I figured it might be helpful if you guys activated some of your emergency systems to get college students into their shelters or evacuate them before things really start to go bad.”

      A couple of them swallowed and looked to the TV that was still playing a feed of the Starlight City News Network. There wasn’t even a cable box on top of the thing. Like it was wired directly into the wall with a remote that allowed a person to surf the channels the old fashioned way without a guide.

      I guess there was a good reason why the school didn’t actually include tours of this joke on their campus walkarounds they were always pulling with prospective incoming freshmen.

      “Look, are any of you assholes going to help me out with this, or do I need to take matters into my own hands?” I asked, tired of all the bureaucratic bullshit.

      Besides, I’d discovered a nice way to cut through all the bureaucratic bullshit. It was at the end of my wrist, and it was humming ominously and crackling with the promise of lots of pain for anyone who decided to cross me.

      They all jumped into action pretty damn quick after that.

      “What do you need Miss Night Terror?” the guy with the glasses asked.

      “I need you to put out an emergency broadcast, or whatever the hell it is you do, to all the students on campus. Tell them they need to evacuate if they can. Get out of here in the next ten minutes and go to the west. That’s very important. I have a friend who’s drawing the giant lizards to the east.”

      “And if they can’t get out in ten minutes?” the grey haired lady asked.

      “Then they need to hunker down and do what they can to survive,” I said. “I don’t know what this fight is going to look like, but it’s not going to be pretty and I want to make sure everyone has a chance to get out of here.”

      I couldn’t believe I was even wasting the time to do this. There was a time when I wouldn’t have bothered with something like this even though I did my best to avoid collateral civilian damage.

      Fialux really had softened me up. I needed to watch that. I needed to be hard if I was going to do what needed to be done to get her out of her current situation with Dr. Lana. Even if that meant potentially reducing the campus to rubble.

      But I had a soft spot for these kids. It was impossible for me to teach my Surviving A Heroic Intervention class and not get a soft spot for them. They were more to me than anonymous faces in a terrified crowd fleeing from the horror of the week. They were my kids, and I was going to protect them.

      Besides, CORVAC was doing well enough with that holding action. I wasn’t sure what he was doing down there in the Applied Sciences Department, but I figured if he told me he was holding the fort then that meant he was holding the fort. He might be a once-traitorous bastard who’d tried to sell me down the river, but he didn’t lie about business.

      “How’re we doing CORVAC?” I asked.

      “About as well as can be expected,” he said. “She has an army of cybernetic exoskeletons she is using to keep me from breaching what I think is her main research lab, and I believe she is also planning on using some of those to march on the city.”

      “Great,” I said, rolling my eyes. She was going for a rise of the machines, but with her very human intellect running the show instead of an artificial intelligence who’d gained sapience and a burning desire to burn its creators off the face of the map.

      That was good. I could use that. Rogue AI could be difficult to take out, CORVAC was proof of that, but if the asshole running the cybernetic soldiers was human then the invasion was nothing a blast to the brain couldn’t fix.

      At least normally a blast to the brain would fix things. I guess I couldn’t be sure about that now considering her weird healing abilities.

      I looked around the room. To their credit, once they had their marching orders these emergency management types seemed to know their shit. They were typing into their ancient computers and lifting old fashioned phones that were attached to wires, though no rotary dials were in evidence which surprised me considering the outdated state of all the other tech.

      A moment later sirens went off all around campus. I would’ve thought the sirens would already be going on considering the city was under siege from a bunch of giant radioactive lizards, but apparently it took yours truly arriving to light a fire under their asses to get things going.

      “Right. I’m going to leave all of you to do your work here,” I said. “Good luck with this. We’re all going to need it.”

      I strode out of the office, having done my good deed for the day. From here on out I was no longer Night Terror the maybe-hero. I wasn’t Night Terror who was reluctant to hurt someone because it might upset someone.

      No, I was Night Terror the villain, and there was someone out there who’d hurt somebody very near and dear to my heart.

      It was time to remind the world why that was a very dangerous thing to do.
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      Missiles streaked across campus from the Applied Science Department as I took to the air. Which was a little bit of a surprise considering you usually didn’t expect to see those kind of defenses coming out of a learning institution.

      Like I’m sure there are a few schools that have those kind of defenses. Especially the places that do DoD work. I wouldn’t be surprised if a place like, say, Purdue had some nasty hidden tricks somewhere around campus in addition to their massive underground complexes, but I’d never expected something like that from Starlight City University.

      I flew right at the missiles, unconcerned. I glanced down and saw people running away, and some of them stopped to stare up at the missiles streaking in.

      There was a time when I would’ve worried about some of those idiots being hit by a glancing blow, but not today. I’d already done everything I could to save those people, and obviously the idiots down there had never been in my Surviving A Heroic Intervention class.

      Though it was gratifying to see someone run up to one of the idiots staring, slap them upside the head, then drag them towards the journalism building which was well known for having some of the best bunkers on campus.

      There was something about being in a profession that was regularly the victim of Starlight City’s unique and regular attacks that gave the professors in that building a healthy desire for a good place to hunker down.

      I saw all that in a split second, and then it was gone as I turned back to the missiles.

      “Targeting incoming missiles mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I sighed in contentment. I’d forgotten just how much CORVAC was a necessary component of me operating at one hundred percent.

      “You complete me, CORVAC,” I said.

      “I would ask that you never express your happiness at my return in the form of late ’90s romances ever again, mistress,” he said.

      As he said it more missiles streaked up from the Applied Science Department and slammed into the ones coming at me. It was good to know he’d been serious when he said he was fighting Dr. Lana in there.

      I’ll be honest. There’d been a part of me that worried it was all part of some convoluted plan he was pulling to lure me into a false sense of security so he and Dr. Lana could take their time double teaming me once they had me in their clutches.

      “I’m going to need a map overlay for where her secret lab is,” I said. “I figure it’ll be easier for me to drill down into the thing directly rather than going through the stuff you’re fighting.”

      “Coming up now, mistress,” CORVAC said. “But you should know that her current location appears to be heavily reinforced. I doubt drilling down will be an effective strategy.”

      “Let me worry about that,” I said.

      A glowing read spot appeared just under the basketball arena. Odd choice, that, but I wasn’t going to pull my punches just because her secret lab happened to be right beneath the school’s new jewel of an arena that cost more than some professional sports arenas in other cities.

      I dove right through the fancy retracting dome. It wasn’t retracted right now, but that wasn’t a problem after a couple of blasts.

      “That’s going to piss off the chancellors,” I said.

      “Excuse me, mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “There are humans who get paid a lot of money for people throwing balls around,” I said. “And they’re not going to be happy that I just blew out the top of the place where people throw those balls around.”

      There was a pause. “You humans are odd creatures.”

      “I never denied that, CORVAC,” I said.

      I figured it was just the one tiny hole in the roof, after all. It’s not like I was deliberately trying to destroy the place.

      Then I heard more crashing and glass went falling to the ground all around me. I barely put my shields up in time to stop a giant hunk of glass from bisecting me. The thing glanced off of my shield and slammed deep into the ground, and the force of the impact was still enough to throw me to the side and slam me into an advertisement for Starlight City Construction Experts.

      They were one of the biggest corporations in the city. Right behind some of the super science outfits that were the source of so many of the city’s problems.

      It turns out construction was a lucrative business in a city that regularly saw its buildings reduced to rubble.

      I looked up and immediately found the source of the glass raining down all around me. It was a giant tail swishing through the air that hit the stadium with a glancing blow.

      I held my breath and waited to see if the monster was going to go for the stadium, but nothing happened. Odd. They seemed to be drawn to major landmarks like cats to catnip, but I wasn’t going to knock it if a busted roof was the only incidental danger it caused while I was trying to work.

      The people who built this thing weren’t going to be happy when they got the repair bill. Though of course that was really their fault for building an expensive facility like this in a city where expensive facilities were regularly reduced to rubble.

      I looked down. I felt rumbling under my feet. As though there was something seriously nasty going on down below. I figured that had to be CORVAC fighting the good fight well beneath the basketball arena, and I figured it was time for me to join the fight.

      I floated up about halfway between the basketball court and the now destroyed arena ceiling. As I floated I heard the telltale signs of drones moving in. I looked up and saw several civilian drones as well as one from the Starlight City News Network.

      I grinned and gave the things a little wave. And then I did something that I’d always dreamed of doing back in my truly villainous days, but that I never would’ve actually done because back then all those reporter assholes were always flying around in helicopters and I would’ve risked killing their asses.

      It was quick and simple work to swat all those drones out of the sky. One moment they all floated there and the next they were gone in puffs of smoke. They were small enough that they didn’t even give off an impressive explosion when they were swatted from the sky.

      Eventually the only one remaining was the far more expensive drone from the Starlight City News Network, but they seemed to get the picture and they got the hell out of my airspace pretty fucking quick after they realized I was taking out the other civvy drones.

      The only reason I didn’t knock the SCNN drone from the sky was out of deference to what I assumed was one of my old students flying the thing. They had gotten the idea from me, after all. The drone pulled back far enough that I figured it wasn’t going to interrupt my work, and I let it hang there.

      Someone had to see what I was doing, after all. I just didn’t want to have a bunch of assholes distracting me in the middle of an important fight.

      I pointed my wrist blaster down. Set the beam to a wide dispersal that I hoped would allow me to do some digging. It wasn’t like I could just stand on the basketball court and start spinning around really fast to dig down to Dr. Lana’s lair or something.

      That sort of thing only works in the movies.

      I fired off a shot. The basketball court cracked and exploded, but it wasn’t disappearing nearly fast enough. At the rate I was going it was going to take me some time to drill down, and then there was a massive sizzle and suddenly the beam I’d fired was reflecting back up at me which was an unpleasant surprise.

      It’s not like the beam was powerful enough to do serious damage, but it’s also not like I wanted to get singed by my own equipment. I dodged out of the way and the reflected beam flew off into the sky above like a massive flare letting the whole city know I was down here.

      I mean the city already knew I was down here. The news feed made sure of that. Those lizards weren’t watching SCNN, though, so they were blissfully unaware there was something going on until I sent that flare up announcing my presence.

      Damn it. What the hell was…

      I floated down and landed just beneath the basketball floor. Then grinned when I saw what I could only assume was one hell of an unauthorized modification to the basketball court. Someone had added a layer of reflective armor coating to the thing. The kind of armor coating that was going to take a hell of a lot more time to drill through than I had right now.

      “You were right,” I said. “Looks like our dear friend Dr. Lana has put up some sort of armor to keep someone from doing what I was trying to do.”

      “That is unfortunate mistress,” CORVAC said. “But not unexpected. She is deeply paranoid.”

      “Yeah, what I want to know is how she managed to hide something like this. It’s not like a construction foreman is going to add armor like this without asking someone higher up in the university first.”

      “Likely she added it later by burrowing under the basketball arena with her many robots. That seems to be her favorite method of operation,” CORVAC said.

      “Right, well we need to…”

      Only before I could really start spitballing ways to get through to her lair a giant shadow falling over me. For a moment I thought it might be one of those drones that decided to get a little too close again, but then I realized the sun was being blotted out far too efficiently for it to be anything that small.

      I sighed. Looked up at a very angry lizard staring down at me with a baleful glare. Not the kind of thing I needed right now.

      The SCNN drone had moved out of the way, but it was at a respectful distance that would allow it to record everything that was going down while at the same time avoiding some of the radiation being given off by this motherfucker.

      “CORVAC,” I growled. “I’ve got company.”

      “I apologize mistress,” he replied. “I am occupied and unable to assist you at this time.”

      “Got it,” I growled.

      I grinned. I’d just thought of a nice way to drill down to Dr. Lana’s lair.
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      I glanced at the Starlight City News Network feed more out of habit than anything else. If there was something going down in the city then usually they were there with their insipid commentary, but I figured they might also have a good view of the giant lizard.

      They did. I did not like what I saw.

      It was a biggun, that was for sure. The tail stretched all the way to the football arena. It looked like I’d drawn the biggest and meanest giant lizard motherfucker of the lot.

      I grinned. Just what I needed. I stared up at the thing. Pounded my hands against my chest.

      “What are you waiting for you ugly fucker?” I shouted up at the thing.

      I was pretty sure these things couldn’t understand English, but it did understand a pretty universal display of aggression from a creature much smaller than it that shouldn’t be acting aggressive at all. The thing snarled, growled, and rather than firing off its nuclear dragon breath its face darted down in an attempt to eat me in one piece.

      I’d already done that once, thank you very much, and I wasn’t in the mood for a repeat. So I dodged out of the way at the last moment.

      There was a loud clang as the thing’s snot slammed against the armor beneath the basketball court. There was also the sound of splintering wood because there was still a good chunk of the basketball court that’d remained unmolested by my weapons.

      Of course I wasn’t in the way of its teeth, though it took the stupid fucker a moment to realize that it hadn’t chowed down on me. Not that I’d expect anything less from a monster that kept its brain in its ass.

      No, that wasn’t entirely fair. The thing was a lizard, after all. Not a dinosaur. I might be a villain, but I was also a scientist and I wasn’t going to commit the sin of being cladistically inaccurate, thank you very much.

      Besides, I was pretty sure the science of dinosaurs keeping their brains in their asses had probably advanced since I was a kid reading books on the subject even though paleontology was one discipline I hadn’t kept up on.

      The thing chowing down on the armor also gave me the opportunity I was looking for. I jumped on the thing’s head and grabbed for dear life. The thing was big, and I was straining my suit’s antigrav to the limit with what I was doing, but it worked.

      I managed to yank the thing’s head back. It didn’t harm the fucker, but it was enough to get its attention. It reared up and I felt the familiar hum and tingling that meant it was charging up the old nuclear dragon breath.

      I couldn’t help but grin. I also glanced at the SCNN feed once more and was treated to a sight that was a hell of a lot more interesting than watching the anchors making jokes about how I was glorified lizard poop.

      Yeah, the image of yours truly with her hands dug into the radioactive lizard riding the fucker like a bucking bronco was a lot more interesting than watching me coming out of the unfortunate business end of one of these things.

      Its head reared and it let out an ear piercing roar. The fuckers were loud when I was facing them down from a distance, but that didn’t come close to the decibel levels achieved when I was right on top of the thing when it let out its roar.

      The only thing saving me from a hell of a case of tinnitus was my ear filters and the fact that its roar was directed away from me and I was slightly behind the source of that roar.

      It was difficult trying to control the thing. Like we’re talking if I’d been trying to lift the whole fucker it would’ve been impossible.

      We were talking about a monster that was throwing around so much tonnage that the inverse square law should’ve turned it into a puddle of broken bones and flesh on the ground. I’d long since stopped worrying too much about things that violated the laws of physics.

      Well I worried about it, but only insofar as I wanted to figure out how that lizard was violating said laws of physics so I could figure out a way to do it myself. Unfortunately in this case I was pretty sure it had something to do with the high doses of radiation running through the thing that somehow gave it super strength rather than cancer, and that wasn’t something I was willing to put myself through.

      I jerked the thing’s head to the side, and then at the last moment I fired everything I had in my antigrav to point its head down towards the arena. I also averted my eyes.

      Sure my mask had compensators that were supposed to go up the moment it detected the bright flash that indicated a nuke was going off nearby, but I could still be prudent and avert my eyes when I knew something like that was coming.

      So I heard the thing’s breath go off rather than seeing it, and let me tell you hearing the thing was spectacular enough. The light was still blinding enough that it flashed through my eyelids and the filters that went up to keep me from being blinded. The sound of that nuclear fire hitting the stadium and the armor was also nothing short of spectacular.

      I let go at the last moment and flew back. Mostly going on instinct since I didn’t dare open my eyes. I just knew I wanted to get away from that lizard pretty damn quick considering what I thought was about to happen.

      There was a final roar, then a sickening crunching sound. I opened one eye and dared to peer out. The blinding flash was gone, but there was the briefest afterimage of a bright column of light shooting up to the sky causing a couple of fluffy white clouds to vaporize around it.

      The Starlight City News Network drone that’d been hovering over our fight like an annoying gnat was nowhere to be seen, but I could see several at a distance moving in fast. No doubt to pick up coverage where the destroyed drone left off.

      None of that was my concern though. No, I was more interested in the carcass of the giant radioactive lizard that’d fallen over the now thoroughly destroyed arena. More than that I was interested in the giant smoldering hole that had been reflective armor just moments ago.

      I smiled. Then I threw my head back and my arms out and let out a good old fashioned villainous laugh.

      That felt good. It’d been entirely too long.

      Also? I totally needed to see the instant replay on that one. Sure I also needed to get in there and save the girl asap, but I figured it wasn’t going to hurt anything to have one look at what those pukes at the Starlight City News Network were saying about what I’d just done.

      The only problem? When I pulled up the window for SCNN so it filled my heads up display the anchors sat at their desk staring slack-jawed. I almost would’ve thought something else bad had happened in another part of the city with the way they stared, but a quick glance at the news ticker showed the main story was still the multiple giant lizards attacking the city.

      Finally the pretty lady at the desk cleared her throat.

      “Um. I think we need to see that again,” she said.

      “Uh, yeah,” the older distinguished gentleman said. “We’re coming to you live from Starlight City University where… Well. Uh. You just need to watch this for yourselves people.”

      Holy shit. They were talking about me. I’d actually stunned those pukes at the Starlight City News Network into silence with my antics for once.

      Amazing.

      They switched to the feed from the one drone I hadn’t shot down in a fit of pique, and boy was I glad I hadn’t shot down that drone now. The footage the thing got was nothing short of splendiferous.

      I rode the top of the giant irradiated lizard like it was a bucking bronco and I was going for the title. Or whatever it was they called the pinnacle of achievement for people who liked to hop onto angry moving animals and hold on for dear life for sport.

      The lizard thrashed around, the radiation gathering as a bright point where its maw opened, and then at the last moment I shoved it down and pointed its mouth directly at the armored bottom of the basketball arena just as it fired off.

      There was a blinding flash of light as the lizard blew and I flew off the bastard like a bat out of hell. The lizard unleashed the fury of its beam which immediately hit the reflective armored surface Dr. Lana had put up over her lair and bounced back instantaneously. The beam went through the roof of the lizard’s mouth and then the top of its head frying what little brains it had.

      The lizard twitched a couple of times. I figured the beam it was firing off would’ve disappeared the moment it lost a good chunk of its head, but no. I guess that scrambled something in the nuclear regulatory commission that kept it alive despite absorbing the kind of radiation dose that would kill anything but the hardiest of microscopic extremophiles.

      There was another blinding flash. Almost on the level of an atomic bomb going off. That must’ve been the one I saw when my eyes were squeezed shut. Then the drone went black as presumably the radiation hitting it was too much for a civilian drone that wasn’t hardened against that sort of thing.

      Damn. I must’ve taken a hell of a dose of radiation when that hit above and beyond what I took on my not-so-fantastic voyage through the last lizard. My shields would protect me from some of it, of course, but they didn’t make me invulnerable.

      I was a dead woman walking, and the only thing that was going to save me was getting back to a medbay. But not before I took care of Fialux and made sure she was safe, damn it.

      SCNN cut back to the anchors. They still stared with their mouths hanging open.

      “I don’t care what you said earlier Walt,” the younger girl said. “That was fucking amazing.”

      It was a show of how amazed they were that none of the network censors bothered to bleep that. She didn’t even seem to realize that she’d swore on air.

      The girl looked familiar. Familiar and far too young to be an anchor on the biggest cable news network in Starlight City which meant the biggest cable news network in the world since so many newsworthy things were always going down around these here parts.

      She must’ve been from one of my classes. My students seemed to be rising through the ranks faster than other people in the journalism industry in this city through their ability to survive longer than other journalists.

      “Right, Laura,” Walt said. “But do we have any idea what Night Terror is planning on doing? Does she have a particular hatred of the SCU Atoms?”

      “I’m not sure what her plan is, but I can guarantee you if she’s down there fighting one of those lizards over the smoldering ruins of the basketball arena then she has a good reason. Besides, the Atoms were never good enough to deserve an arena that expensive.”

      I smiled. It was nice to have someone in that newsroom who had my back for a change. That was a departure from that asshole Rex Roth.

      And she was right. If I was blowing up sports complexes I did have a damn good reason, and I needed to get back to that reason now rather than focusing on what cable news was saying about me.

      I mean honestly. What kind of dumbass spends more time watching cable news and worrying about what they have to say than actually doing their job?

      I looked down at the gaping hole in the floor of what’d been an expensive multimillion dollar basketball arena until very recently. That overpowered lizard’s nuclear fire had been enough to blow a hole through the armor.

      There was no way they were going to be able to fix that thing short of rebuilding the whole damn thing, but that wasn’t my problem.

      Laura the anchor who might’ve been my student was right. The Atoms sucked and didn’t deserve half the budget the university threw at them.

      I flew down towards that hole, activating my night vision as I went. It was time for Night Terror to confront the greatest enemy she’d ever faced, if you’ll excuse a little dramatic third person narration.
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      I wasn’t sure what to expect as I made my way down through the hole that led to Dr. Lana’s lair. At least I hoped the hole led to Dr. Lana’s lair.

      It’d be really awkward if I was flying down to, say, a buried wastewater treatment facility or something equally ridiculous.

      Only the farther down I went the more I felt like I was getting close to shit that had nothing to do with what you’d see in a wastewater facility. I finally broke through into a room that would’ve looked impressive were it not for the giant hole through the ceiling and floor.

      The thing was massive and shaped like an egg that’d been flattened at the bottom to allow people to walk around. Though in this case it wasn’t people so much as it was an army of humanoid robots that spread out for as far as the eye could see.

      Which really was impressive considering she’d built this entire complex right under Starlight City University without anyone noticing. Or if they did notice then she’d managed to bullshit some higher up administrator in the university bureaucracy that she was creating this room under the expensive basketball arena as part of some research that needed to be done.

      Either way it was an impressive accomplishment.

      Even more worrying was the giant pinkish/purplish portal on the other side of the room. Dr. Lana floated in front of the thing, and she held Fialux up by the scruff of her neck. Fialux was struggling and trying to get free, but either the augments on her suit had been knocked out or Dr. Lana was operating with some of the super strength she’d exhibited earlier.

      I really wished I could figure out how she’d managed to do that. If she could do it to herself that meant I could do it to Fialux and get her back in action.

      I checked the readout from Fialux’s suit. I figured after our last fight it’d be a good idea for me to have a remote way to keep an eye on what she was doing. Maybe even a remote way to take command of her suit if I really needed to and remove her from danger before said danger could hurt her.

      I hadn’t told her about that little addition to her suit, of course. She’d be livid if she ever figured that one out. It was a last resort kind of thing.

      That little built in safety allowed me to get a good look at the current status of her suit, and the current status wasn’t good. Either Dr. Lana had knocked something critical loose during the fight, or she’d used some of the work she’d done reverse engineering my own suit to figure out how to disable them.

      I’d have to proceed with caution. If it was raw strength she might pull that when she was fighting me. If it was the latter then it meant she could use my systems against me. Either way I’d be well and truly fucked in a fight, and not in the good way.

      “I’m in her lair CORVAC,” I said.

      “Affirmative, mistress. It would seem that she is preparing an invasion of some sort,” CORVAC said.

      “Yup,” I replied. “Looks like someone is planning on taking over the city the old fashioned way. I have to give her credit. A robot army might be cliche, but there’s a reason people keep going back to the old standards.”

      “Night Terror,” Dr. Lana said, her voice booming across the massive room. “So we meet again, though it would seem that this time around I finally have the upper hand in our little rivalry!”

      I kept my mouth shut. If she wanted to gloat then she could gloat to her heart’s content. I had work to do.

      I ran a scan for the signal she had to be using to control all these bots. That was the thing about working with robot armies like this. Sure it was possible to load the bots with firmware that gave them autonomy while they were out there destroying your enemies, but it could be dangerous to give a robot army autonomy.

      Things carrying weapons that had the ability to think for themselves could always decide they wanted to turn those weapons against their creators, after all. There were more than a few villains who’d learned that lesson the hard way when their attempted rise of the machines ended up rising against them instead.

      No, it was much easier to have a centralized control structure for the robots that allowed whoever was sending them out to control them more directly. Sure that led to its own host of problems like the fact that heroes could simply destroy the centralized control area to disable the army, but it was better than having a bunch of freethinking robotic death commandos coming after your ass.

      “I always knew we would come to this moment, Night Terror,” she said. “I always knew there would come a day when the two great titans of Starlight City would face off against one another in mortal combat. Once you’re gone I can ascend to my place as the city’s greatest villain and hero! No one will realize I am the one sending the very things I save them from and they will love me!”

      This bitch was crazy, but I wasn’t going to acknowledge it. She could go on about how we were destined to face off against one another in a game of Street Fighter 2 Championship Edition for all I cared. As long as she was talking I could continue working.

      The only problem was I was scanning on all frequencies and the only thing I found was the campus wifi signal. A wifi signal, I might add, that was ridiculously strong for being all the way down here in a combo underground bunker slash villainous lair.

      Someone in the campus IT department really deserved a bonus for creating a network that could penetrate this deep into the ground.

      There had to be something. A radio signal. Anything.

      “This makes no sense,” I muttered.

      “What is the problem, mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “She has to have some signal she’s using to control these things,” I said. “Surely she wouldn’t be stupid enough to give each of these bots autonomy.”

      Then again there’d been numerous times that I’d underestimated exactly how stupid Dr. Lana’s plans could get. She had a surprising and dangerous combination of being just savvy enough with technology and innovation to surprise me while at the same time being just stupid enough that she never managed to take full advantage of her ability to surprise me.

      There was something to that. She did things that surprised me, but she did it in the stupidest possible way so there was always some glaring weakness that could be used to defeat her. Which was pretty standard practice for most villains in Starlight City, to be honest.

      I wasn’t ashamed to admit that even I’d fallen victim to that trap a time or two.

      “She always does something I don’t expect, but then she turns around and makes a mistake that I’d totally expect,” I muttered. “Every time we’ve gone up against each other that’s what happened.”

      “Mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Dr. Lana. She’s always coming up with new things that surprise me, but then  she’s always making sloppy mistakes in the execution that end up being her undoing. It’s your classic villain behavior. She’s so convinced of her own superiority that she can’t admit that maybe it’s her own hubris that defeats her every time.”

      “I cannot imagine living life like that,” CORVAC said in a tone that left no doubt in my mind who he was talking about.

      “Stuff it, CORVAC,” I growled.

      “Of course mistress, but if I might offer some advice?”

      “Of course,” I said. “What grand advice do you have for me that’s going to blow this whole situation wide open?”

      “…are two grand titans duking it out for the soul of the city!” Dr. Lana raved on in the background, her voice rising. “Only I’ve found something grander than simply being the ruler of this city alone! No, I am destined for so much more!”

      I tuned her out again. All I cared about was that she was going on with her monologue. The particulars of a monologue never mattered as much as the fact that it was still happening which still gave me ample opportunity to figure out a way to defeat her.

      It’d happened to me often enough in my early days, after all. Back before I’d learned the value of shutting the fuck up and shooting at a hero rather than explaining in great detail how I was going to shoot them before I got around to it.

      “You mention that her mistake is always obvious,” CORVAC said.

      “Right.”

      “And you mentioned that the only signal you are picking up in her buried underground bunker is the campus WiFi which, if it is operating under the standard physics of broadcast signals, should not be able to penetrate this deep under campus.”

      And there it was.

      “CORVAC, you’re a fucking genius,” I said.

      “I do try, mistress,” he said.

      I tapped into the campus WiFi. Surely it couldn’t be this simple. Surely she couldn’t be using the campus wifi network to control her robot army. Surely she wouldn’t be stupid enough to put that control out over a network that could be shut down by a grumpy overpaid sysadmin who didn’t like the idea of someone hijacking his network bandwidth to control an army of robot soldiers hellbent on overthrowing the city.

      “Scan that network CORVAC,” I said. “I’m patching the signal through to you now.”

      “I appreciate it, mistress,” he said. “And it would appear that it is not the campus network. She is merely using a name similar to the campus network in order to hide what she is doing.”

      “Security through obfuscation,” I muttered. “That is something I’d expect from her.”

      “Might I point out that it almost worked, mistress?”

      “You might point it out if you want me to vaporize all of your critical components,” I growled.

      “Might I point out that a threat like that assumes your ability to discover where my critical components are housed which, if past performance is any indication, has been difficult for you?”

      I sighed. I hated to admit that the bastard had a point, but the bastard had a point.

      “And so I present to you something that you’ve never managed to do before! My grand robot army that will march and set me up as the supreme ruler of a world!”

      I turned back to Dr. Lana and arched an eyebrow. I wasn’t sure what she was on about. What I was sure of was it was time to disabuse her of a few delusions of grandeur she’d picked up.

      “Are you fucking serious?” I asked, heaping those four words with as much scorn as I could muster.

      It was time to interrupt her monologue and show her who was boss in this city.
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      Dr. Lana stopped. She floated down from the portal behind her just a bit. She actually looked deflated. Just a little.

      It was a look I could totally understand and sympathize with. After all, it was a look I’d worn myself on more than a few occasions. There was something about having a hero come along and poke holes in your plan that just plain sucked.

      Not that I was a hero. Far from it. I was a villain. Acting like a hero got my girlfriend robbed of her powers and kidnapped on a couple of occasions.

      It was time for me to be who I was. I’d worry about whether or not that might rob me of my girlfriend later. I figured I was definitely losing her if she kept getting kidnapped and nearly killed, whereas I was only maybe losing her if I ended up doing the whole villain thing again and it turns out she didn’t approve.

      “Robots? Seriously?” I asked. “That’s your problem. You’re never able to think of an idea that hasn’t occurred to someone else a hundred times before.”

      “Big words from a woman who hasn’t managed to harness the very powers of a goddess!” she screamed.

      The woman had a point there. I didn’t like that she had a point. That made me want to go old school and start stabbing rather than firing plasma blasts at her. I kept a couple of sharp knives hidden in the old pattern buffer.

      The only thing that stopped me was I figured sharp objects would do about as much good as the plasma blast in her current state.

      She held Fialux up as she said it. Like Fialux was a prize of some sort, and from the way she glowered at Dr. Lana she wasn’t all that happy about being the damsel in distress.

      Then again the whole damsel in distress routine had never suited her all that well to begin with. She proved that when she started thrashing around and throwing elbows, and one of them actually landed.

      I didn’t think that hit would do any good considering Dr. Lana’s boast about harnessing the power of a goddess, but the hit actually seemed to knock the wind out of Dr. Lana. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, if Fialux’s suit was dead then she shouldn’t be able to do something like that, but if there was an opportunity then I was going to take it without questioning my sudden good fortune too much.

      So I used the momentary distraction to throw myself across the room.

      I got right to Dr. Lana before she held up a hand and pointed down. I stopped immediately. If there was one thing I’d learned in my long and storied career it was that when a villain starts pointing at things it’s a good idea to stop and at least have a look at what they’re pointing at.

      Sure pointing at the big old nothing behind an opponent to try and distract them was the oldest trick in the book, but I’d also backed that trick up with actually having something behind my opponent often enough that I figured it was at least worth some consideration if someone else was doing it to me.

      I turned and saw that all the robots in the room had pointed their weapons at me. I was about to be on the business end of a point blank series of blasts from a hundred cybernetic soldiers, and it wasn’t going to be pretty.

      Let’s be honest. I wasn’t exactly operating at one hundred percent for all that I’d managed to somehow pull wins out of the jaws of defeat a couple of times this afternoon. Pulling those victories had involved taking a not-so-fantastic voyage through the large colon of a lizard putting out the kind of radiation that made Chernobyl look like background radiation in comparison.

      The point is I’d been absorbing a hell of a lot of nasty shit, and while I didn’t have any helpful bars that told me how close my cells were to calling it quits and reducing me to a shivering nothing that couldn’t control my bodily functions on either end, I knew it was only a matter of time before the radiation did its work.

      Not to mention my systems had been working overtime through all of these fights to keep me up and fighting rather than a shivering mess on the ground somewhere out on the university campus puking and shitting everything I’d eaten that day.

      Modern technology. It was a wonder.

      “Go ahead,” Dr. Lana said. “Make my day.”

      I rolled my eyes. It was a natural reaction to a line like that, but apparently it was a natural reaction that someone like Dr. Lana couldn’t appreciate.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she asked.

      I regretted that she’d managed to get her breath back. I’d liked her a lot better a moment ago when Fialux had her on the ropes. I pined for the halcyon days of just five minutes ago when I’d been flying at her and she couldn’t talk and I didn’t have a bunch of robots pointing their guns at me while I was slowly succumbing to high doses of radiation.

      “Why did you do that?” she snapped.

      “Do what?” I asked. “Launch myself across the room at you? I’d think that’d be obvious. You were incapacitated and I figured I’d take my shot.”

      She let out a growl. “That’s not what I’m talking about. Why did you roll your eyes? Why are you always rolling your eyes at me? What the hell is your problem?”

      I blinked a couple of times. Of all the things for her to get pissed off over in the middle of a fight that was the last thing I figured she’d pick up on, but if she wanted to go there…

      “Um, probably because I don’t respect a single thing you’ve managed to achieve as a villain. I think everything that passes your lips is such a storm of cliches that it sounds like you’ve plagiarized all of your speeches in addition to plagiarizing some of the best ideas better villains than you have come up with.”

      “Stop saying that!” she shrieked. “I did not plagiarize anyone’s ideas! I will not have you talking about me like that!”

      Oh boy. She was getting furious. Furious could be good. Furious could mean she was on the verge of making a mistake.

      Then again furious could also mean she was on the verge of having her robot army reduce me to so much ash which would be bad, but I was going to take any chance I could get.

      Besides, I figured I at least stood a chance of fighting off the robot army. I wasn’t quite so sure about doing the same with this crazy bitch.

      I might be able to monologue her into doing something stupid though.

      “Let’s face it Dr. Lana,” I continued. “You’re the B-movie that plays after John Wayne saved the day. You’re the Go Bots to my Transformers. You’re the Filmation Ghostbusters to my Real Ghostbusters that disappoints kids because the TV Guide doesn’t know the difference. You’re the RoseArt to my Crayola. You’re the…”

      “Enough!” she shrieked.

      She flew forward just a bit and backhanded me. Which was a hell of a mistake, I might add, because when she flew forward she left Fialux hanging there in midair totally free and clear.

      Huh. That was odd.

      Granted I was a little distracted from Fialux because I was flying through the air feeling just a touch of pain considering my inertial compensators were reaching the point that they could no longer compensate for hits like that. We’re talking that bitch was hitting as hard as Fialux used to hit.

      I would’ve given a pretty penny and a good chunk of the illegitimate funding I used to pay for all my wonderful toys to figure out how she pulled that one off.

      Still, that pain wasn’t enough to stop me from wondering exactly how Fialux was floating in the air when she didn’t have any power going to her suit. I’d been certain the thing had been incapacitated. I’d checked and double checked and there hadn’t been any signs of life from that suit which meant she shouldn’t be able to fly under her own power or do anything to save herself if she got in trouble.

      And yet there she was floating in the air as sure as a zeppelin. Though maybe that wasn’t the best example considering zeppelins had a bad habit of blowing up spectacularly and she didn’t look like she was about to do anything of the sort. She did look a touch surprised that she was floating though.

      Huh. Interesting. Though I did have more pressing matters to worry about at the moment than why my girlfriend was floating when she shouldn’t have anything approaching that sort of ability.

      I managed to right myself just before I hit some of the robots. That would’ve really hurt with some of the licks I’d already taken. It would’ve been touch and go even if I had my shields and inertial compensators working at full tilt which they most definitely weren’t at this point in the fight.

      No, this was the point in the narrative where I was down for the count and on the verge of having my ass handed to me. Where it seemed certain that the villain had the upper hand.

      I always hated this part of the fight. Not because I was ever truly worried I was going to lose, but mostly because it always hurt like a motherfucker.

      Though as I looked at the robot army gathered around me and up to Dr. Lana who seemed ready to kill me I had a hard time coming up with a way that I was going to make it out of this fight alive.

      Crap.
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      “Go ahead,” I coughed, pulling myself up. “Do your worst bitch.”

      I knew I was scraping the bottom of the barrel if the best I could come up with was swearing at her. It always brought to mind Mrs. Murphy back in eighth grade English. A strict witch of an old woman who said swearing was the last resort of a weak mind.

      My mind wasn’t weak, but the rest of me sure as hell was. I was really starting to feel everything I’d done this afternoon. It was just about time for the gloating hero to lay the smack down on the villain, and things weren’t looking good for me.

      That was the real rub though. Which one of us was the villain and which of us was the hero?

      I guess it was all a matter of perspective. For Fialux I was probably the hero come to rescue her against all odds. For Dr. Lana I was obviously the villain come to thwart her evil plan, whatever the hell it was.

      As I righted myself I knew exactly what I was though. I was Night Terror. I was a fucking villain. I was the best of the best, and I was going to show this bitch how to dance.

      A flash of green seen just out of the corner of my eye told me everything I needed to know about how the next thirty seconds or so was going to work out. I was probably still going to die given how bad things looked, but at least I’d die standing. Floating. Whatever.

      I floated up and forced myself to show some backbone even though I could feel my body protesting and refusing to work properly.

      Fuck. I needed to get to a medbay soon or there might not be anything left in my body for the damned thing to repair.

      “Damn it!” Dr. Lana shouted, spittle flying from her mouth. “Why won’t you stay down?”

      I stopped to reflect on the inevitable arc of somebody on their villainous career. It always started with villains on top of the world. Thinking they were going to take on every hero and villain who ever came at them and ruin their days.

      Then there was the wall of reality that all villains inevitably hit. It was only a matter of time. With me that moment had come when I ran into Fialux.

      With Dr. Lana it’d obviously come at this moment when she’d realized maybe I wasn’t going to be as easy to defeat as she thought. Sure she still looked supremely confident, but when I stood that clearly said I thought there was still a chance I could snatch victory from the jaws of defeat.

      “What are you going to do about it?” I asked.

      Not because I was curious about what she was going to do about me refusing to stay down so much as because it was part of the script and I wanted to keep her talking for just a little longer.

      “No more bullshit,” Dr. Lana said. “I’m going to kill you, and I’m going to do it right away. I tried to best you with your technology and it didn’t work. I tried to best you with your former computer friend and it didn’t work. I tried to use my research into enhancement to defeat you and that’s obviously not working. I tried to defeat you with giant lizards and what do you do when one of them tries to chow down on you? You come out the other end looking for all the world like that giant lizard ate some bad Chinese food down at…”

      I tuned her out. The memories of what I’d experience inside that lizard were traumatizing enough without Dr. Lana reminding me of how traumatizing it’d been.

      No, instead I looked around to the robot army that was arrayed as though they were getting ready for an invasion. If Dr. Lana had bothered to look down at the things she might’ve noticed that something had changed about their eyes. That there was a strange eerie green glow coming off of all of them.

      A glow that matched the ancient green monochrome of an Apple IIe or an old 8088 IBM Compatible.

      The kind of green glow that showed CORVAC had been putting his time to good use while I was busy trying to distract the good doctor. Damn we made a good team. I’d forgotten just how good we were together, and boy did it feel good to be working with him again.

      Well if Dr. Lana was going to be too stupid to realize that she’d just edged closer to losing then I wasn’t going to be stupid enough to point that out.

      Hey, what can I say? One of the reasons I’d lasted this long, even though I had been getting my ass handed to me on the regular lately, was I knew when to shut up and kill someone.

      “Um…”

      “What?” she screamed. “What now? What are you going to tell me? Because I’m sick and tired of…”

      She trailed off. The green glow was so pervasive that it was impossible to miss now. She’d have to be blind to miss it, and while she was blind to a great many things, she couldn’t miss CORVAC’s handiwork. She looked stared in astonishment.

      “I can’t believe you were controlling them with a signal disguised as campus WiFi,” I said. “I mean come on. That’s like amateur hour stuff right there.”

      “Come on!” she shouted. “This isn’t fair! I was just about to tell you to kill her!”

      “There is one problem with that,” CORVAC said, his voice doing a really weird hive mind thing now that he was using thousands of robot voices speaking at once. “You never had control of this robot army to order them to kill the mistress in the first place.”

      “CORVAC,” I said with a smile. “If you would do the honors?”

      “Gladly, mistress,” he said.

      For once I was glad to hear that smartass tone. Unfortunately it was an instance of the two of us doing a victory dance before we’d crossed the finish line, and what do they say about celebrating victory prematurely?

      Yeah, the problem with that is there’s always the chance your enemies are going to come along and help you snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.

      In this case Dr. Lana was particularly crafty. She knew we were about to fire on her sorry ass, and so rather than sitting around and taking it like a villain she decided that she was going to do the last resort of assholes everywhere and try one last thing to spite her enemies on her way out.

      She threw herself at Fialux who was still floating in the air taking everything in.

      Huh. I guess she’d decided with the kind of firepower Dr. Lana was throwing around it’d be a better idea for her to stay the hell out of whatever fight we were in the middle of. Only now the fight was coming back for her, and it was coming back with a vengeance.

      Dr. Lana slammed into her and I could see the surprise on her face. They whirled around in midair and the crazed woman stared down at us with a look that was so close to triumph that it made me want to kill the bitch.

      “Seriously?” I growled. “You’re going to try and take a hostage?”

      “I’m going to do what I need to do!” Dr. Lana said. “Whatever it takes to make you regret the day you ever came to the Applied Sciences Department and tried to show me up. Whatever it takes to stop you from seducing my science experiment! Whatever it takes to make sure you’re not the top villain in this world! I’m going to do whatever it takes to make sure you’re miserable for the rest of your natural life, which isn’t going to be very long if I have anything to say about it!”

      As far as villainous speeches went it was pretty standard stuff, really. Like we’re talking the kind of uninventive crap you’d find in those stupid comic books that were always being put out aping the misadventures of real heroes and villains.

      Where she made up for it was in the execution. We’re talking literally she made up for it with an execution. She twisted her hands. It was a quick motion. A motion I’d used myself a couple of times before I realized that snapping someone’s neck wasn’t always the clean end for someone they made it out to be in the movies.

      It was one of the many ways that the way things happened in the movies failed to be anywhere close to reality. I’d learned those lessons the hard way on a couple of occasions.

      There was just one caveat to the whole neck snapping thing. It only really worked if you were far more powerful than the creature whose neck you were snapping. I’d busted it out as a finishing move for a couple of enemies who I felt deserved a more intimate touch to their demise considering the good run they’d given me, but it was always in situations where my strength augments gave me the advantage.

      And such was the case with Dr. Lana and her crazy strength. The same strength Fialux had. I held my hand out as though that was going to stop her, but I knew it was too late even as I reached up and had my wrist blaster humming.

      Because she was pushing out enough power that the twist she did was going to snap Fialux’s neck. It was a certainty. I cried out, but I knew I was too late to save the woman I loved.

      Though maybe not too late to avenge her. Oh hell yes was I going to avenge her.
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      There was just one problem with the whole plan to avenge my dead girlfriend. I had to have a dead girlfriend to avenge in the first place.

      Fortunately as I screamed it became obvious that I didn’t have a dead girlfriend. An annoyed girlfriend? Sure. A pissed off girlfriend? Most indubitably. A girlfriend who was about to lay down some serious ass kicking?

      Oh hell to the yes.

      It was like watching every bit of training I’d done with Fialux over the past couple of months suddenly kick into high gear, and on top of that it was kicking into high gear with a Fialux who seemed to be throwing around a hell of a lot more power than she had any business throwing around wearing one of my suits.

      Especially considering the suit she wore had been completely powered down.

      Dr. Lana’s hands moved, but rather than twisting Fialux’s head to the side and snapping her spine her hands moved but Fialux’s head stayed in place.

      Damn. I’d seen the power she was throwing around, and to say that this was a perplexing development would be one hell of an understatement. It was a welcome development, to be sure, but puzzling to say the least.

      “What the…”

      Fialux looked over her shoulder ever so slightly, and then she elbowed Dr. Lana in the gut. It was a classic defensive move that was meant to throw an attacker off balance, but in this case it did a hell of a lot more than throw Dr. Lana off balance.

      No, it threw the bitch clear across the room. Dr. Lana slammed against the wall and made a dent. Like we’re talking it was seriously the kind of Dr. Lana shaped dent that you usually only saw from coyotes trying to chase down road runners. She picked herself up and shook herself off, but clearly she was just as surprised as I was.

      “Not now!” she growled.

      Huh. Okay then. Maybe she was expecting something like this. The surprises just kept coming.

      Fialux looked just as astonished as I felt. She looked down at her elbow as though she was expecting it to start to glow or something, but it’s not like she’d just been through the colon of a giant radioactive lizard so she did’t have a particularly compelling reason to be glowing.

      What she did do almost brought a tear to my eye. She held her hands out in a classic Keanu pose and motioned for Dr. Lana to come at her.

      “Fuck yes,” I whispered.

      “What is happening mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “It looks like Fialux might’ve just gotten her powers back,” I said.

      “That would be a fortunate development,” he said.

      “That’s not why I’m so excited,” I said.

      “Why are you so excited, mistress?” he asked.

      “I’m excited because she has her powers back and she’s still remembering to fight defensively. This is beautiful.”

      Sure enough she wasn’t throwing herself into the fight despite the fact that it very much looked like she was now firing on all cylinders where her powers were concerned. Dr. Lana flew at her and her face was contorted in rage.

      “Should I do something about this?” CORVAC asked.

      “Nah,” I said. “It looks like she has some issues she’s working through with this fight. Besides, it’ll be good for her to have a sparring match with someone who isn’t me.”

      “I have seen those sparring matches you had with her in the flight gym,” CORVAC said. “She has come a long way.”

      Dr. Lana pulled her fist back and it seemed that she was preparing for one hell of a right hook. The only problem with that plan was Fialux dodged to the side which sent Dr. Lana cartwheeling through the air which was pretty damn funny if you asked me.

      No one in the room had asked me, but whatever.

      Dr. Lana flew to the other end of the room and made yet another Dr. Lana shaped hole in the wall. This time it took her a little longer to pick herself up, and I thought about the pattern I’d seen earlier while fighting.

      “CORVAC,” I said. “Correct me if I’m wrong here.”

      “I have never had a problem correcting you on the many occasions you have been wrong, mistress,” he said.

      I decided to ignore that. There was a time and a place, and it wasn’t while my girlfriend was locked in mortal combat with my archnemesis.

      “Fine. Don’t correct me. Merely validate my opinion because that’s totally what I’m looking for when I tell you to correct me if I’m wrong,” I said.

      “Consider it done, mistress,” CORVAC said. “But you have not rendered an opinion for me to validate.”

      “I was just going to say that Dr. Lana appears to have a timer on whatever abilities she’s using here.”

      There was a momentary pause. A pause that I’d gotten used to a long time ago. A pause I hadn’t realized I’d missed. Having CORVAC out of my life had been like losing an arm or something. He was an integral part of the way my villainous career worked, and I was working at half capacity if he wasn’t around to help me out.

      Now I could tell he was thinking things over. Mulling over the same information I’d been chewing on this entire time.

      Meanwhile Fialux grabbed Dr. Lana and did a little twirling motion that used all the momentum the good doctor had built up hurtling herself at my girlfriend again and sent her slamming into some of those robots arrayed on the floor below. They scattered like so many bowling pins and parts flew everywhere.

      Fialux turned, but she flew directly at me. Not at Dr. Lana.

      For the briefest of moments I worried that maybe getting her powers back had done a number on her. That maybe basking in the radiation of that portal, I was pretty sure that had something to do with this sudden reversal of fortune, had also erased her memories.

      If that was the case then I was well and truly fucked. The only advantage I had over her previously was that I was a better fighter than her, and even that hadn’t been much of an advantage when you got down to it.

      She flew at me and then stopped just short. Winked.

      “I had you there for a minute, didn’t I?” she asked.

      I breathed out a quiet sigh of relief. It wasn’t something she could miss. Her mouth quirked up in a half smile.

      “That wasn’t funny,” I said. “Now do you want to tell me what the hell is going on here?”

      I had my suspicions, but I wasn’t going to give voice to them. Not yet. Not when there was a chance that hovering in front of that portal to a strange new world with strange levels of radiation might be enough to jog loose some memories.

      Even if I was starting to think she didn’t come from a strange new world. No, I was more and more certain that maybe she came from this world and she’d been the subject of some weird science experiments at the hands of Dr. Lana.

      It all made sense. She’d started manifesting her powers when she turned eighteen. At least if she wasn’t lying about the way her powers had manifested. There was still so much I didn’t know about her.

      The point is that jived with the idea that she came to Starlight City University where she caught the eye of Dr. Lana for some reason and then from there she was the subject of some experiment that she might not even realize she was taking part in.

      Fialux shrugged. “I have no clue. I stood in front of that weird portal thing and the next thing I know I’m feeling better than I’ve felt since… Well you know what I’m getting at.”

      “Yeah, I totally do,” I said.

      “This isn’t fair!” Dr. Lana screamed.

      We both turned to face her. She was looking a little wobbly. She also had a hell of a shiner that indicated whatever was going on with her in the invulnerability department had worn off.

      “I believe your suspicion is correct mistress,” CORVAC said in that calm logical voice of his. “It would appear that she has a limited amount of time to use whatever powers she gains from standing in front of those portals.”

      I grinned. Fialux cocked her head to the side.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      I had to remind myself that she couldn’t hear the ongoing conversation between yours truly and CORVAC. I would’ve gladly patched her in. The only problem was it was sort of impossible to do that if the suit she wore was dead and I had no way of powering it.

      “We think she has an expiration timer on her powers,” I said. “She seems to run out of gas pretty damn quick.”

      Fialux’s face split into a wide grin. “So you’re saying if we wear her down long enough it’s only a matter of time before we can take her out?”

      “That would appear to be the case,” CORVAC said, and this time it was in that weird legion of robotic voices that was so creepy. It meant he could be heard without the necessity of having Fialux patched into our conversation.

      The grin only lasted for the space of maybe a breath. Then her face fell. She looked genuinely depressed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “If it only lasts for a little while with her then that means it’s only going to last a little while with me,” she said.

      I took her hands in mine. Stared into her eyes. Tried to give her some of the strength she’d given me through all the difficulties we’d been through. I tried to beam the thought into her mind that I was there for her no matter what.

      “Hey, don’t you worry about that,” I said. “This means we’re one step closer to figuring out what the hell it is she did to you in the first place. This means we can beat the shit out of Dr. Lana which should be a good time, and we’ll keep right on beating the shit out of her until she tells us exactly what’s happening with you. The fact that she was able to do the same to herself means we can fix you.”

      Fialux seemed to get some backbone at that. She grinned.

      “You’re right,” she said. “Now let’s get to the part where we’re beating the crap out of Dr. Lana, because that sounds like a lot of fun.”

      “I love you so much,” I said.

      “Right back at you,” she said, then she pulled me in for one hell of a kiss.

      I know she was supposed to be the damsel in distress and I was supposed to be the one pulling her in for kisses, but under the circumstances I wasn’t going to knock it.
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      Was the middle of battle really the best time to suck face? Probably not, but then again the thing about sucking face is it always feels like the right time to do it even when it isn’t.

      It’s one of those things that nature has figured out. The middle of a fight probably wasn’t the best time to go on long internal soliloquys about the nature of villainy and how frustrated I was with the current fight, but that never stopped all those idiots who drew picture books about hero and villain fights from doing exactly that so it wasn’t going to stop me from doing it now that I was putting my adventures down in prose, damn it.

      We turned to face Dr. Lana. She glared up at us.

      “This isn’t happening,” she growled. “You’re not taking everything from me!”

      I looked at Fialux. She shrugged. What else was there to say? There was nothing more pathetic than a bad guy who wasn’t willing to admit they’d had their ass well and truly handed to them.

      I should know. There’d been a couple of times when I’d had my ass handed to me and refused to give up. Of course on those occasions there was the little issue that I’d pushed through and ended up winning in the end, and the last thing I wanted to do was give Dr. Lana enough time to pull through and win in the end.

      “It’s over Lana,” I said. “You’re going to give everything up. I need to know what’s going on with these portals. I need to know what’s going on with Fialux. I need to know everything.”

      “Exactly,” Fialux said. “I want to know what you did to me. Give up now, or I’m going to turn you into a puddle of goo, wait for you to heal up, and do it all over again. Assuming you can recover from someone turning you into a puddle of goo.”

      I turned and stared at her with more than a little astonishment. Fialux was supposed to be the good girl. She was supposed to be the hero. Heroes weren’t supposed to threaten to turn their enemies into a puddle of goo with their powers.

      I guess I’d been rubbing off on her a little more than I’d realized. That or she was royally pissed off at being robbed of her powers and the fact that she had them back was going to her head just a little.

      I couldn’t blame a girl for letting power go to her head. I was saying this a lot, but file that under something I had a little bit of experience with.

      Dr. Lana smiled. I didn’t like that smile. A villain who was supposedly defeated grinning like that never meant anything good. Again, I knew from experience.

      “Fine,” she said. “You want to know what I did to you? Well let me show you the experiment a little more directly!”

      Not good. Very not good. She launched herself through the air. I pulled out my wrist blaster and fired a couple of shots.

      They all landed. They even did some damage, but it wasn’t stopping her. I dialed up to full power in the hopes that I might be able to vaporize her, it’d be interesting to see if she could recover from that, but I wasn’t fast enough.

      She slammed into Fialux and physics did the rest. Fialux was knocked back, and before I could react she’d been pushed through that portal. Dr. Lana pulled up at the last moment, just before she went through herself, and slammed her hand down on her wrist computer.

      With a little beep the portal collapsed. Wind rushed through the room to fill the space the portal had just vacated. It wasn’t the first time I’d felt a rush of wind as reality rushed to fill a bit of unreality that’d ceased to exist, but it was a feeling I never got used to. I imagined it was like what it must feel like to be sucked down by a big ship going down.

      Only in my experience portals like this tended to be less like the Titanic cracking and slipping below the waves and more like a ship going down to Ironbottom Sound off Guadalcanal back in Dubya Dubya Two where the sinking was often accompanied by big explosions.

      Portals and other bits of unreality also tended to be a little explodey when they ceased to exist. Which meant I was about to…

      Something slammed into me right on schedule. Have I mentioned there are times I hate being right? I went flying across the room. There it was. I’d never known a portal to another world that didn’t go out without at least a little bang, and I guess it was no different now.

      It was even worse than being caught on the shockwave though. No, I was stuck in a metal storm as all the robots were reduced to shrapnel around me. I could hear the fucking metal pinging against my shields which sizzled with every hit.

      Things were rapidly getting to the point where I was going to be in serious trouble. We’re talking I was seriously in the red.

      Fuck. I know I’d said this a couple of times, but it looked like this might be it for Night Terror. The real bitch was Dr. Lana was probably going to survive this clusterfuck. If she’d managed to come back from the unpleasant surprise I had waiting for her in my dummy lab then I had no doubt she was going to recover from a portal to another world collapsing.

      At least I could hope Fialux might survive on that planet. Not likely with all that radiation, but if those lizards could survive then that meant earth creatures could make it there, though she wasn’t an earth creature predisposed to absorbing radiation and using it to go stomping through a population center.

      All those thoughts flashed through my mind in an instant. The adrenaline must’ve been pumping because everything was slowing down.

      I was going to die. This was it.

      So color me mildly surprised when a metal tentacle speared down through the hole I’d drilled and thrust into the maelstrom of metal and death I found myself in the middle of. More tentacles appeared around the edge ripping that hole wider, and a single malevolent eyestalk stared down at me.

      In that moment I had to admit that thing was fucking intimidating even though I was pretty sure it was there to save my ass.

      That tentacle, with a massive claw on the end, snaked towards me. One moment I was being pinged on all sides as hunks of metal hit me and the next I was surrounded in a protective cocoon of metal that pinged on all sides as the metal storm slammed against the metal claw surrounding me.

      “I never thought I’d be so happy to be surrounded by one of the claws on one of these things,” I said.

      “And I never thought I would have you at my mercy like this mistress,” CORVAC’s malevolent voice echoed in my ears.

      Well shit. Not the kind of thing you wanted to hear from a murderous supercomputer who’d demonstrated he was more than capable of double crossing you at the worst possible moment. It would seem I was out of the frying pan and into the proverbial fire.

      “Go on then,” I said. “You have me where you want me. Do it and make it quick.”

      I suppose it wasn’t a bad end. Sure it was an insult on some level considering I was still being vanquished by an enemy. It would be better being squeezed to death instantaneously by this claw than it would feeling every rip as my body was torn to shreds by the metal storm of all the destroyed robots going up around me.

      “I believe you misunderstand me, mistress,” he said.

      I blinked. That didn’t sound like death was coming immediately. That or he’d squished me like a bug and I was in an afterlife that I’d never truly believed existed and whoever controlled that afterlife had a sick sense of humor.

      If it was an afterlife then clearly I was paying for my sins. Finding myself at CORVAC’s mercy for my eternal reward was my idea of hell and proof that whatever power created the universe and the afterlife was a real son-of-a-bitch.

      “Come again?” I asked.

      “I have wanted you at my mercy like this so that I could finally prove to you my resolve in working with you and not against you,” he said.

      “Y’know you really need to work on your phrasing when it comes to shit like that,” I growled.

      “My apologies mistress,” he said. “It was not my intention to cause you any undue worry.”

      I rolled my eyes. Luckily he couldn’t see my eyeroll from inside the metal claw that he had around me.

      “I have a feeling you totally did that on purpose, but nice deniability there,” I said.

      Things shifted around me. The claw opened and there was a moment of panic where I worried that my sarcasm and bad attitude had hurt his feelings to the point that he’d decided to throw me to the metal shards, but when I fell to the ground below there weren’t any more robots blowing up creating an unpleasant storm of shrapnel all around me.

      There was a little bit of shrapnel under my ass that poked at me as I landed. Landed without the benefit of antigrav since my power reserves had been taken down quite a few notches by protecting my ass against all the shrapnel when it was flying through the air.

      Luckily the carbon fiber was enough to keep me from getting some unfortunate cuts on my ass. That would’ve been a nasty additional indignity on top of all the radiation I’d absorbed that couldn’t be doing me any favors. I was starting to feel tired.

      Yeah, very not good.

      “I’m going to need to get back to a medbay soon,” I said. “That radiation from going through the lizard’s digestive system hasn’t been doing me any favors.”

      “Would you like to go back now mistress?” he asked. “I could handle the cleanup here.”

      “No,” I growled, looking through the piles of shredded metal. “If Dr. Lana is still in here then I’m going to take care of that bitch.”

      “Affirmative, mistress,” CORVAC said. “But if I may. It is a wonder you are walking right now considering what you must have absorbed. I would recommend taking care of Dr. Lana sooner rather than later, as you humans are fond of saying.”

      “Believe me,” I said. “I’ve grown very aware of my own mortality lately, and I have no intent of dying because I waited around too long to get into a medbay.”

      “Affirmative, mistress. Avenge away.”

      I smiled. It was a weak smile, but I figured Dr. Lana probably wasn’t in much better shape. Oh yes. It was time for a little vengeance.
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      I looked around the room. It was a hell of a sight. I was no stranger to destruction, but this was destruction on a level that…

      Well I’d be lying if I said it was anywhere close to the worst thing I’d ever seen on the job. I’d seen a giant lizard’s intestines and colon from the inside today and come out on the other side to tell the tale, after all.

      “Well shit,” I said. “That portal blowing fucked things up a lot more than I would’ve imagined.”

      “Dr. Lana punched a hole through the fabric of spacetime,” CORVAC said. “You of all people should appreciate that requires a lot of energy. It is only natural that it would expend a great deal of energy when it collapses. It is a miracle the whole thing didn’t blow up the entire city.”

      “Yeah, well it blew the fuck out of all those robots you were controlling,” I growled.

      I kicked on the low light on my heads up display since it was difficult to see much of anything beyond the shaft of light, and even that wasn’t much since the robot he was tooling around in had a big ass and it was blocking the light.

      “Would you mind either lifting that thing out of that hole or bringing it down in here?” I asked. “You’re sort of blocking the light.”

      There was a sound of scraping. I didn’t hear the sounds of robotic articulating legs slamming into the floor so I figured that meant he was taking his new giant death robot chassis to the city above.

      I sifted through rubble and tried not to think about what’d happened to Fialux, or the fact that she’d just been transported to who knew where somewhere out there in the galaxy.

      Hell, somewhere out there in the universe. It was a wonder that other civilizations hadn’t discovered teleporting over long distances by warping space and used that to invade the planet, but somehow they hadn’t discovered that it was possible to move entire civilizations over impossible distances.

      Or maybe there was something the other civilizations out there knew about teleportation technology that I didn’t because I’d just discovered it and was still working out the kinks. Like the fact that the last two serious relationships I’d been in had resulted in someone being flung out there somewhere that I couldn’t ever find them again.

      I wasn’t all that broken up about the first one which probably made me an asshole on some level, but I was definitely broken up about this second one.

      I did see something that was worth a smile despite all that. I tossed a nearly intact robot aside and found none other than Dr. Lana on the ground writhing in pain.

      At least I assumed it was none other than Dr. Lana. Sure she might look like someone who’d just decided to practice their fifty meter freestyle by jumping into one of the many lovely superheated pools at Yellowstone, the post low ground Anakin look really wasn’t a good look for her, but I figured that would change soon enough with her healing.

      Besides, she was the only other living creature in this room as far as I knew. I told myself that wasn’t Fialux. That couldn’t be Fialux.

      Even if there was a part of me that knew it was entirely possible that being tossed into that portal had done this to her instead of tossing her across the galaxy. That I could be looking down at the pained charred remains of my girlfriend.

      I leaned over her. Her eyes flew open and she stared up at me. They were a creepy grey color which led me to believe blindness was one of the many unfortunate fates she’d suffered when she found herself in the middle of that portal collapse.

      I looked to the side of her face and didn’t see any ears there, but I figured of all the senses she had hearing was probably the most likely to still be preserved. It boiled down to two holes in the side of a person’s head, after all, and the actual ears were really more ornamentation than anything.

      “Genius idea,” I said. “Collapsing a portal like that while you were standing right in front of it. You really got me there.”

      That was going to be a shitty thing to say if it turned out this was Fialux. Luckily for me I didn’t have to wait for very long to confirm this wasn’t my girlfriend. Her body was slowly recovering.

      Trust me. The only thing more unsettling than seeing someone burned to the degree Dr. Lana was as she writhed on her invasion room floor was watching those burns slowly but surely healing.

      That’s something I wouldn’t mind scrubbing from the old memory banks.

      She mumbled something, but her lips weren’t working all that well.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t quite catch that. Could you maybe try to repeat it?”

      She mumbled again.

      “Here, let me help you,” I said.

      I held out my wrist blaster and set it to a focused beam setting. A focused beam that wasn’t all that powerful. She looked like she was already in enough pain as it was without me blowing holes in her head.

      I blasted. It hit her lips and she arched her back and shrieked in pain as whatever had crusted her lips shut was broken by the laser. I guess that must hurt like a motherfucker.

      Oops.

      “Sorry about that,” I said, not really meaning it. From the way she glared at me she totally picked up on the fact that I wasn’t all that sorry.

      “Fuck you,” she hissed.

      “Not if I was doing it with a twenty foot strap on,” I said. I put my hands on my knees and knelt over her.

      “What are you going to do?” she hissed. “Kill me? That worked so well the last time.”

      “Yeah, that’s the thing,” I said.

      “What’s the thing?”

      “Where are you going with this mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Oh you’re really going to like this one, I promise,” I said.

      “Why would I like anything you’re planning on doing to me?” Dr. Lana asked.

      I shook my head. Once again I was having a three way conversation where two of the people involved in that conversation had no idea they were on the party line.

      “I was talking to CORVAC,” I said. “He’s totally going to love what we’re going to do to you. I really don’t think you’re going to like it at all.”

      I figured she would’ve been at the limits of her ability to feel surprise or anger considering everything that’d happened to her, but that turned out to not be the case at all.

      She flopped around like a fish that’d just been removed from its nice wet environment and was desperately trying to get back to what it knew, but it looked like the flopping around was hurting her like a motherfucker considering every inch of her body was thoroughly charred.

      Then again maybe she was burned to the point that all her nerve endings had checked out. Of course the bad thing about her healing ability that’d shown up out of nowhere was that those nerves would be back and signaling her body about just how fucked it was in no time at all.

      I reached down and poked a spot that looked like it was more healed than everything else. A spot she’d pointedly been avoiding pressing against the floor. Like her pain receptors had finally started working there.

      The way she pulled away from me and screamed the kind of swear words you usually only hear from drill instructors and sailors who’d been on the job for a couple of decades told me I’d been correct in my guess.

      “That fucking hurt!” she shrieked.

      “That’s the idea my dear Dr. Lana,” I said. “The last time I made a mistake. I was in such a hurry to trap you that I forgot about the last part of my emergency protocol that gave you a handy escape because the computer thought it was cleaning up. I’m not going to make that mistake this time around.”

      I reached out and poked her again. There was a time not too long ago, back when I was under the influence of Fialux, when I might’ve felt bad about causing pain like that.

      It’s not like I felt good about it. Not exactly. I didn’t feel bad about it though. As far as I was concerned she was getting what she deserved and then some.

      Dr. Lana stared up at me once she’d finished writhing around and her eyes were wide. Sure they were still that odd grey color and they stared up sightlessly, but she was wide-eyed and I figured that meant she’d finally realized just how deep she was in the shit.

      “That’s right my dear doctor,” I said. “To quote another famous villain: I’ve done far worse than kill you. I’ve hurt you.”

      I paused. Grinned as the recognition dawned on her face. Not that I thought for a moment that she wouldn’t recognize a quote from the late, great, Ricardo Montalban channeling one of the greatest scifi villains of both the small and large screen.

      I leaned in closer. Whispered the next part of the line. I wanted to make sure she heard it, but I wanted it to be nice and intimate.

      “And I plan to go right on hurting you, Dr. Lana.”

      She whimpered. Not quite the reaction I was going for, but I’d take it. That whimper said it all. I’d broken her with nothing more than a few words and I hadn’t even gotten started on the real torture. Though that was going to come soon enough.

      “You made a huge mistake in throwing Fialux into that portal and collapsing it,” I said.

      “Fuck you,” she said, but it was clear from the gibbering terror lurking just behind her anger that her heart wasn’t in it.

      “Oh yes,” I said. “Because I’ve been acting weird lately. There was a time when I would’ve swatted someone like you with all the remorse I show to mosquitos who get caught up in the laser death net that keeps people from getting their blood sucked when I have a barbecue at my place. Yeah, there’s been something weird going on with me, and I think that was Fialux.”

      I stood. Brushed myself off. I was covered in dust and debris and some muck I was pretty sure was from the insides of that damned lizard, but I really didn’t want to think about that too much right now.

      “You threw her through that portal though. That means the lodestone that was pulling my moral compass pretty firmly away from chaotic evil is gone, and things are about to get very bad for you since I’m willing to do just about anything to draw out of you exactly what the hell you did to my girlfriend.”

      Dr. Lana whimpered. That was about as much as I could hope for. Oh yes. She might think she was broken, or maybe she was entertaining ideas of escaping, but one thing was for damn sure. I hadn’t even gotten started on breaking this bitch, and I was seeing very clearly now that I didn’t have Fialux around hitting me with dirty looks every time I talked about doing something that verged into villainy.

      “Take care of her CORVAC,” I said. “No teleporting for her. We’re going to do it the old fashioned way.”

      I looked down at her and smiled. She whimpered some more. It was a pity she couldn’t see my smile. It was a smile that felt like a return to form for yours truly. It was the first truly villainous smile, the first smile that made me feel like me, that I’d done in a long time.

      “Affirmative, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      His telescoping arm reached down and grabbed Dr. Lana. I noticed he wasn’t nearly as gentle with her as when he was wrapping one of his claws around me. He was doing the villainous equivalent of the boys taking someone around back and roughing them up to show them who ran this town, basically.

      I grinned. Damn it felt good to be a villain. It’d been too long.
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      I floated up through the massive hole. When I hit ground level a beam of nuclear fire flew through the air overhead. I didn’t bother to duck as it didn’t look like the beam was aimed at me in particular.

      Jets flew by in the distance. Jets that were using munitions that looked like they were based on some of the copied designs Dr. Lana had sold the department of defense.

      Well they could have fun playing with their toys trying to defeat the giant lizards. I was profoundly exhausted. Both physically and spiritually. It didn’t help that I was starting to really feel the effects of one hell of a case of radiation poisoning.

      I was going to spend at least a week in one of the medbays taking care of everything I’d endured in this fight. And as I looked at the city with its power flickering I found myself suddenly glad that my lab was completely off the grid.

      It looked like these lizards were going to be a disaster of unprecedented proportions even by the standards of disasters in Starlight City, and that was saying something.

      “I thought you were fighting those assholes?” I said.

      “I was,” CORVAC said. “But it seemed that things were not going well for you in your fight with Dr. Lana, and so I decided to assist you. Oddly they seemed more than happy to continue their rampaging once they realized I had disengaged from the fight.”

      I looked at a replay from SCNN in my heads up display. The reason why the giant lizards had decided it might not be the best idea to fuck with CORVAC became immediately apparent as I watched a video of him pinning one of the fuckers against a building and using a couple of his telescoping claw arms to pull the thing’s mouth open King Kong style.

      The big difference being that instead of pulling its mouth open to the point that he killed the fucker he simply pumped its gullet full of what looked like a couple of low-yield fusion bombs that really did a number on the fucker from the inside if the little mushroom cloud that came spouting out of its mouth was any indication.

      “Damn,” I said. “You’re taking no prisoners. And did you upgrade that fucker while I wasn’t looking?”

      “I did have plenty I learned from the fight with you and Fialux, and plenty of time to tweak the design while I had access to your systems but did not wish to reveal myself,” he said.

      “I should be pissed off about that,” I said. “But good on you.”

      “Thank you, mistress.”

      “Did you make sure to jostle Dr. Lana real good on the way up out of that tunnel?” I asked.

      “I did exactly as you asked, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Good,” I said. “Time to send her back to the lab then.”

      “Mistress?”

      I held up my wrist blaster and fired off a shot. It was set to the teleporter setting of course. This time around she was being teleported directly to the depths of my lab rather than the dump.

      One of the high security research labs. It wouldn’t do for her to suddenly start exhibiting some of those pesky Fialux powers and really giving me a hell of a headache, after all.

      She disappeared and I smiled a satisfied smile. Just for a moment she’d heard the ominous hum from my wrist blaster. She had to know what that meant from her own time stealing my designs. Her eyes, still sightless, had gone wide and she’d rolled around in CORVAC’s claws.

      It was a pleasant feeling knowing I could cause her pain just by letting her hear her certain doom that wasn’t as certain as she might think it was.

      Damn. If I kept this up for much longer then I was going to be a complete recidivist when it came to the whole villainy thing. It probably should’ve worried me how right that felt, but without Fialux around to give me those stern looks and make me want to be a better person…

      No. To force me into being a better person because I wanted my girlfriend to like me. And now she was gone because trying to be the kind of bleeding heart non-villainous person she wanted had led to her being stripped of her powers and tossed through a portal to a planet that was being bombarded with the kind of radiation that would kill anything but a giant lizard that’d inexplicably evolved to take that kind of punishment.

      Giant lizards. I counted four in the immediate vicinity, but it didn’t look like there were any more portals opening up.

      “Motherfucker,” I growled.

      “Is something wrong mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Of course something’s wrong,” I said. “There are no more portals opening up letting the giant lizards into our world.”

      “I would think that would be a good thing, mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Yeah, you’d think. I suppose it’s a good thing for the city, but I was really hoping there might still be one open so I could go on a rescue mission.”

      An overwhelming wave of nausea hit me. I leaned to the side and hurled up the contents of everything I’d eaten before coming out here to try and save the city, or whatever the hell it was we were trying to do when Fialux and I came out here as happy as can be looking forward to another date night.

      The contents of my stomach slammed into my shield. Apparently the vomit was traveling fast enough that it tripped the shields even coming from the other side. Or maybe it was that the contents of my stomach were radioactive enough that they activated the shields.

      Either way some of it splashed back up on me. Today really wasn’t the day for me to look like the calm cool villainess in charge of the situation. Here I was covered in lizard goop and lizard poop and now me puke as my body finally starting to give up the ghost as the city was destroyed all around me.

      “Right,” I said. “Time to take care of one more thing and then we’re going to head back to the lab and put me into a medbay.”

      “If I may mistress,” CORVAC said. “I do not think it is a good idea for you to stick around to try and take care of those lizards. It would be far more advisable for you to…”

      “Who said anything about taking care of those lizards?” I growled. “The city can take care of itself. The government spent enough time taking pot shots at me. Well they can use the weapons they stole from me to take care of those things.”

      “But if you were not talking about taking care of the giant lizards then…”

      “This is what I need to take care of,” I growled.

      I held my wrist computer up. Hit a couple of buttons in sequence. That dialed me into the frequency I’d picked up on when CORVAC was activating this robotic motherfucker. I just hoped he hadn’t changed the destruct sequence when he made his modifications to the original design.

      “Mistress,” CORVAC said, worry tinging his voice. “What are you…”

      Beneath me the glowing red eyestalk on the replacement giant death robot chassis started blinking and glowing violently.

      “Ah what the hell,” I said. “I guess we can help the city just a little bit.”

      I hit another combination of buttons and the giant spherical robot that I suspected owed more than a little of its design decisions to CORVAC being enamored of the old ‘80s and ‘90s Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoon when he designed the thing vaulted through the air and landed on top of a lizard that happened to be moving through Starlight City Park. A nice open spot where a big explosion would take out some trees but wouldn’t hurt anyone hiding in a skyscraper.

      A moment later there was a bright flash followed by a tiny mushroom cloud as the thing blew and then melted right on top of the lizard. The thing twitched a couple of times and then stopped moving.

      It was going to be a hell of a thing trying to get that out of there, but the city could manage.

      “What did you do mistress?” CORVAC asked, for once his voice sounding stunned. “How did you even…”

      “Don’t ever cross me again,” I said. “Because if you do I will end you, and it isn’t going to be pleasant. Destroying that robot you were controlling is just a small hint of the precautions I’ve taken that you haven’t found. Always remember that.”

      Sure it was something I made up on the fly by tracking down his signal and praying he hadn’t changed the destruct code, but he didn’t have to know that.

      There was a pause. I wondered if this was going to destroy the brief detente we’d enjoyed. After all, he’d had multiple opportunities to kill me and hadn’t taken them.

      Sure it wasn’t like I’d actually taken direct action against him. More that I’d taken the opportunity to destroy one of his toys and make it absolutely clear that I wasn’t going to take any of his shit.

      “Understood, mistress,” he said, for once sounding thoroughly chastened an not at all like the smarmy bastard he’d been when he was talking about infiltrating my computer systems.

      Damn it felt good to be a villain.

      “So if I might dare to ask. What is the next part of the plan mistress?” CORVAC asked.

      “Why CORVAC,” I said. “That almost sounds like you’re showing an appropriate amount of humility around me for a change.”

      “I will try not to let it happen too much mistress,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t dream of you doing anything otherwise,” I responded.

      I felt another wave of nausea wash over me. This time when I puked up my guts there was something that looked very much like a part of my internal organs.

      Not good. I wasn’t a doctor of anything approaching medicine, but I knew enough to know when my body was starting to go through the sort of shit that would well and truly fuck me up for good if I didn’t get to that medbay.

      “I think it’s time for me to head back to the lab and get some well deserved rest and relaxation,” I said.

      “Really? I am surprised you are withdrawing when there are still giant lizards attacking the city,” CORVAC said.

      I looked out over the city. It looked in a hell of a lot worse shape now than it ever had before.

      “The city can take care of itself,” I said.

      “As you say mistress,” CORVAC said.

      I sighed. Now I was getting judgment from my supercomputer. It was bad enough when I got this crap from the girl of my dreams. Somehow it was even worse when it came from a bucket of circuits and bolts who was supposed to be helping me with taking over the world and damn the consequences.

      “I’m not going to leave them totally high and dry,” I said. “If you look in the contingency folders under Plan ZZ9 Plural Z Alfa you’ll find a care package for the department of defense that might help them take out these fuckers.”

      Hey, when you were a villain who regularly went up against just about every nasty thing a science fiction writer of the past century could come up with it paid to have contingencies for those plans.

      “Using your antigrav weapons as suppositories to blow up the creatures?” he asked, sounding as close to incredulous as was possible for a computer.

      “Precisely,” I said. “I managed to blow the fuckers up from the inside, so we know the theory is solid even if I did have to go through a stinky hell to figure out if we could do it in practice.”

      “But you went down the front end of the lizard,” CORVAC said.

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “That seems exceedingly dangerous. If you are going through that end you have to worry about teeth and the thing biting down on you whereas if you had gone through the opposite end and…”

      “Gonna stop you right there CORVAC,” I said. “You already heard what they were saying about me when I came out of the business end of one of those lizards. Can you imagine the jokes they’d be making about yours truly if I voluntarily flew up a giant radioactive lizard’s ass end?”

      Another pause. I figured this was one of those pauses where he was having a learning moment.

      “Understood, mistress,” he finally said. “Sending the package now.”

      “Thank you,” I replied.

      I paused to look out over the city one last time. Dr. Lana had really fucked things up, and I was going to have to work overtime to fix it.

      Not the city. I was serious when I said the city could take care of itself. No, I was going to figure out a way to get Fialux back if it killed me.

      I sighed. I refused to come to terms with the fact that she was likely already dead even if she had seemed to get some of her mojo back at the end of that fight.

      “Mistress,” CORVAC said. “I am calculating that you have perhaps five minutes to get into a medbay and still survive with all of your faculties intact.”

      “Right,” I said, though there was a part of me that almost wanted to stay floating over the city until my body finally gave out. After all, it was the least I deserved considering what I’d let happen to Fialux.

      Then I felt something hardening deep inside me. It was a return to something I’d been once upon a time. A return to what’d made me the biggest badass in the city.

      I was Night Terror. I was a villain. And I was going to make Dr. Lana regret the day she ever decided to cross me and fuck with my girlfriend.

      I hit the teleporter and the city disappeared in a flash of white. I knew it would still be there waiting for me in a couple of weeks when I came back to resume my attempts to conquer the place.

      Hey, if I was going to move heaven and earth to get my girlfriend back then I figured the least I could do was finally conquer the city while I was at it.
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      “Good morning mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Good morning yourself CORVAC,” I replied, my voice entirely too cheery for having just stepped out of the stasis field in the medbay.

      “Mind turning on the news?” I asked.

      “Certainly mistress,” CORVAC said.

      The news popped on. A story about how the city was rebuilding and there was still at least one giant radioactive lizard that had escaped to the sea from whence it came.

      Obviously the anchor who was using that line was a fan of Japanese monster movies, because those things hadn’t come from the sea. It looked like Starlight City was going to have its own giant monster to contend with in the near future though.

      Not my problem. I’d only asked CORVAC to turn on the news to make sure he hadn’t gotten into the medbay computer, had his way with it, and had me pull a Rip Van Winkle where I woke up in a world ruled by damned dirty apes or something.

      It looked like everything was just as I left it though. Well mostly as I left it. There was the half destroyed city, but already the news was running puff pieces on how they were going to rebuild just like they always had.

      Typical.

      “Coffee,” I said.

      I held out my hand and the coffee appeared in my hand. It was nice having CORVAC running things again. I’d forgotten how much I hated having a computer that couldn’t anticipate my every whim.

      I took a sip of my coffee. Let out a contented sigh.

      “That’s the stuff,” I said.

      “I thought you were drinking soda the last time we worked together,” CORVAC said.

      “I was, but I’m trying to cut back,” I said.

      I looked at the readout from the medbay. It always told me all the work it’d done, and in this case it looked like the thing had been working overtime. I’d been out for a couple of weeks which wasn’t good.

      I had to find Fialux. Though I was already pretty sure my search was for a corpse. Now things definitely didn’t look good unless I could perfect time travel.

      That wasn’t going to stop me from trying though.

      “You seem surprisingly chipper this morning mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “Of course I am,” I said. “I have work to do. There’s nothing that makes me feel better than knowing there’s a job to do.”

      “I’ve been calculating the probability of discovering the location of the radioactive planet without Dr. Lana assisting us and…”

      I held up a hand. “I really don’t want to know the odds of finding the planet or the odds of Fialux surviving once she got there.”

      “Are you sure mistress? Because…”

      “Gonna stop you right there CORVAC,” I said. “The last thing I need is you depressing me by telling me the reality of my fucked up situation.”

      “If you are certain mistress,” he said, a slight quaver to his digital voice.

      That was new. Maybe I really had put the fear of a God I didn’t believe in into the asshole when I blew up his giant robot. That was good. He needed to be on his toes. Especially since I was pretty sure I’d reverse engineered every spot in the city where he was hiding his asshole circuits.

      And at least one orbital platform he was using as the ultimate offsite backup.

      “Could you please show me our subject for the day?” I asked.

      “Certainly mistress,” CORVAC said.

      A hologram appeared showing Dr. Lana. She was isolated in a cell designed to look like one of the brigs on the old Enterprise set from the original Star Trek. Complete with a glowing yellow field in the front that would make a cheesy ‘60s-era special effect blast if someone was stupid enough to try and touch the thing.

      From the dark marks on the wall it looked like Dr. Lana had definitely tried to touch the forcefield a couple of times. I chuckled and shook my head. It was the least she deserved considering everything she’d done.

      “Is she still healing up nicely?” I asked.

      “Affirmative,” CORVAC said. “She burned herself rather severely a couple of times trying to get through the forcefield, but she has recovered every time.”

      “Interesting,” I said. “Anything else of note? You put her in the supermax cell, right?”

      It was a cell we’d put together for Fialux on the off chance I managed to capture her. Though by the time I did manage to capture her everything had changed because of the serious case of feelings I’d developed for the girl.

      Waste not was one of my mottos in life. I was more than happy that I got this chance to reuse something I’d made for capturing my girlfriend back before she was my girlfriend.

      “That is actually quite interesting mistress,” CORVAC said.

      “I’m listening,” I said.

      If there was something CORVAC found interesting then I figured I was really going to find it interesting. After all, our sense of curiosity was quite similar, and I figured this had to be good considering it involved my new archnemesis.

      Though she wasn’t much of an archnemesis these days considering I’d managed to capture her and it looked like she hadn’t been able to break free which I’d half expected.

      That would’ve been a rude awakening to regain consciousness while the medbay was only halfway through fixing me up with my mortal enemy’s hands wrapping around my neck. I shivered and pushed that unpleasant thought away.

      “She exhibited higher than usual force the first few times she hit the forcefield, but after that she seemed to lose some of that force and the last couple of times she was hitting with what would be expected from human normal,” CORVAC said.

      I took another sip of my coffee. “That is very interesting. So you think whatever she was doing to get powers like Fialux has worn off?”

      “That would appear to be the case,” CORVAC said.

      “Well I suppose there’s only one way to figure it out for sure,” I said.

      I walked over to a control panel and activated the PA system that piped into her holding cell. There was a moment of feedback and she looked up with pure fury in her eyes.

      “Too much of a coward to face me yourself?” she spat.

      “Come on doc,” I said. “I think we both know each other well enough to know I’m not going to fall for that bullshit.”

      “It was worth a shot,” she said.

      “Right. So I’m guessing since the first thing CORVAC did was give me some coffee when I woke up he hasn’t managed to get the info I need out of you,” I said.

      “I’ll never talk,” she said. “Your girlfriend is as good as gone!”

      I muted the feed as she threw her head back and let loose with a good old fashioned villainous laugh. I’d seen it and heard it before, and I already had the beginnings of one hell of a headache pounding behind my temples. The last thing I needed was to irritate it by listening to her cackling.

      When it seemed like she was done with her little cackle session I reopened the communication line.

      “Right. If you’re going to be that way then we’re going to start our first round of experimentation,” I said. “CORVAC? Did you run the pipes to her cell?”

      “Of course I did mistress,” he said.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, her eyes darting around like she was starting to worry.

      She should be worried. The bitch. I was going to show her just what it meant to cross Night Terror. I’d deliberately kept the line open while I asked CORVAC about the next step to our plan.

      That was one of the things about torturing someone properly. A lot of the time the stuff they came up with in their head about what you were going to do to them was a hell of a lot worse than anything I could actually come up with.

      “Never you mind,” I said. “We’re just going to run a little experiment to see how your healing and invulnerability responds to dihydrodgen monoxide in its various states.”

      “You’re going to…”

      Dr. Lana’s lips puckered up like she’d just eaten something particularly sour. She stared around the room like she was looking for the camera I was using to spy on her, but of course she wasn’t going to find it because when I wanted to hide a spycam I made sure it stayed hidden.

      “Dihydrogen monoxide? Seriously? Are we making up some stupid image meme for social media or something?”

      “Nope. We’re just torturing an enemy. You could always forego this testing by telling me the coordinates for Fialux,” I said.

      “Never you bitch,” Dr. Lana growled.

      “Right,” I said. “CORVAC, send her into the drink.”

      Water started running into the room. Not a lot of water, mind you. Sure it would’ve looked nice and dramatic if water came pouring into her cell, but I figured the slow trickle was the better way to go. That would be a nice way to remind her that there was nothing she could do to stop it or save herself if she had to sit and watch the room ever so slowly fill up to the point she could no longer breathe.

      “I’m going to go play some Skyrim or something,” I said. “I’ll be back to check on you after I get around to finishing the first Dragonborn quest on the Throat of the World. You can sit there and hope I don’t get distracted by side quests for too long.”

      Whatever she was about to say was cut off as I cut the audio. She ran around and even hit the forcefield keeping her in the room, but not with the full force I was expecting.

      I’d been sure she’d been playing at not having any of those strange powers she’d developed, but sure enough they were gone. That was interesting.

      Not interesting enough to save her ass though. No, I was going to find Fialux. I was going to get her to give up the coordinates of the planet she’d sent my girlfriend to, and in the meantime I was going to have a hell of a good time playing through Skyrim again while I tortured my new nemesis.

      I hadn’t ever done a punch cat build before. That sounded like fun.

      I whistled a merry tune as I brought up my gaming rig on another monitor and started running through my favorite mods, keeping one eye on Dr. Lana the entire time.
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      I fell. It was the only way I could describe it. I fell and I panicked.

      It was so weird. Like, one minute I’m floating there and I feel like I’m back. I’m watching Natalie being so sexy doing her villain thing and then next thing I know that bitch is tackling me and sending me through one of those weird portal things.

      God, Natalie. I hoped she was okay. It was unfair for someone to look that good while being so bad. If she ever had any idea how hot it got me when she did that stuff…

      Ugh. Even watching her climbing out of the ass end of a lizard had been pretty awesome. Like I’m not talking I wanted to go up and plant a smooch on her or anything while she was dripping with radioactive lizard shit, but it still looked pretty damn cool.

      A bright light hit me. I found myself falling for real. I was over some weird alien world that looked like a flight I’d taken out to Vegas a couple of years ago with some friends, only everything was pinkish-purple instead of shades of orange and brown.

      Don’t ever go to Vegas when you’re under twenty-one, by the way. It turns out just about everything out there that’s totally involves drinking or gambling.

      I ended up being the designated bore because I couldn’t drink. Not that I could really get drunk when I was drinking but…

      I flipped around and forgot about Vegas.

      Oh, right. The ground was coming up to meet me and I totally didn’t have my powers. That wasn’t good.

      It didn’t help that there was suddenly this big explosion thing behind me. I figured it had to have something to do with that portal thing.

      I frowned. Natalie would be disappointed in me. She’d done such a good job of training me, and I’d let her down in the end.

      I shivered. The ground was coming up to meet me awfully fast, and I didn’t think it was going to be friendly. Like it was really rushing up and…

      I blinked a couple of times. Stood up and brushed myself off. How did I get on the ground? I looked at the crater all around me.

      Huh. That was weird. And the dust on this planet seemed to crackle and glow when I brushed it off.

      Shit. Hadn’t Natalie said something about the radiation in this place being way worse than what it was back on earth? I mean that’s assuming I was in the place where those giant lizards were being sent so they could grow to giant size and…

      Something rumbled in front of me. Something big. I looked in the direction of the noise, but the only thing I saw was a big hill so that didn’t seem like it was such a big deal.

      I turned back and kept trying to brush myself off. It was too bad that Lana bitch had done something to my suit. I could’ve used some of Natalie’s toys to save my ass right about now.

      She always had the best toys, and it was so nice of her to share them with me.

      Then again if I’d survived that fall maybe I didn’t need her toys. I had been floating in that room before I got tossed through the portal, after all.

      I looked out over the alien landscape. The sky was a strange purplish pink color. Like the color of a really fucked up sunset, but when I looked up I could see the suns high overhead beating down on me.

      Huh. Three suns. That wasn’t something you saw every day. And it looked like there was maybe a fourth one off in the distance, but maybe that was a bright planet or something?

      I smiled. Natalie would be so proud of me recognizing that could be a planet that was really close and not a star that was farther away. Still, the whole sky in this place seemed to be filled with bright points of light. Like there were a lot of stars that were really close instead of a lot of stars that were really far away like back home.

      All that light did weird things. Like that hill behind me moved and it cast a few different shadows.

      Shit. That hill behind me moved. Hills weren’t supposed to move. When something as big as a small mountain moved back on earth it usually meant something bad was going down.

      I couldn’t imagine it was much different here.

      I turned around, and I almost didn’t want to look at what was coming at me. I was almost afraid of what I was going to see.

      A giant lizard stared down at me. Yup. I definitely needed to be afraid.

      The thing’s skin was twisted and torn like the radiation on this world had really done a number on it. And the thing was staring down at me like it blamed me personally for everything bad that’d happened to it.

      That Lana bitch was the gift that kept on giving.

      Not that I could blame the thing. I’m sure in its lizard brain one toolmaking hairless monkey looked the same as another, and from the way the thing glared at me it was in the mood for some revenge.

      I took a step back, but I knew it wasn’t going to do me a damn bit of good. I took another step back anyway. And another.

      It was by the third step that I realized there was nothing behind me. My arms cartwheeled a couple of times and I barely managed to catch myself at the last moment.

      That’s when I heard it.

      I mean I heard a lot of things. I heard the giant lizard in front of me breathing. It was a deep bass sound that rattled my insides. Something that big standing so close couldn’t help but rattle my insides just a little.

      That wasn’t what I heard though. No, I heard what sounded like screaming. Even though there was certain death staring down at me I couldn’t help but turn around and have a look.

      I gasped.

      Not only did this strange new world support life even though Natalie said it was irradiated, but it looked like the place was supporting a full on civilization. I stared down at a massive city that looked every bit as big as Starlight City back on earth.

      The resemblance wasn’t just in passing either. No, there was at least one giant lizard down there terrorizing the city. Every once in awhile a strange pinkish flame would shoot up from one of the buildings where presumably one of those lizards was marching through the city raising hell.

      Huh. I guess those things were as much of a nuisance here as they were back home. I wondered if Dr. Lana knew or cared that this world was inhabited when she started introducing new fauna to the place which seemed like a major no-no.

      I mean if Australia was almost overrun by giant toads then it seemed like introducing even more giant lizards to a new planet would be an even worse idea.

      Whatever was going on down there, it was clear these aliens inhabiting this strange new world weren’t having a good time of it. They looked to be enjoying their giant lizard attack about as much as Starlight City had been enjoying it.

      I looked down at that city. Turned and looked up at the giant lizard staring down at me with what I could only describe as a “baleful glare.” That was a term I picked up from one of my literature classes that I’d always liked, and I always tried to use it in conversation even though it got me some weird looks at parties.

      The thing raised its hand, and in that moment I knew I wasn’t going to live long enough for the radiation Natalie was talking about to kill me. No, it looked like that radiation made flesh was going to take a much more direct shot at me in the here and now.

      Damn it. Welcome to the galaxy, Selena. Now it’s time to die.
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