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  Issue 1 - Villain

Lady Midnight


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






  
  Issue 2 - Mistress

Victoria


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






  
  Issue 3 - Heist

Lady Midnight


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






  
  Issue 4 - Secrets

Lana


Ihit the wood faster and faster, willing my body to strain itself against the injury. My ribs were pretty much healed already, but then she didn’t know about my healing factor. They were still tender, and would be for a couple of days if I kept pushing myself like this. It didn’t stop me. I needed to be faster than her, stronger than her. I needed to be able to beat her, to stop her from hurting anyone else like she hurt me. 
A terrible cracking sound echoed through the chamber and for a moment I thought my ribs had cracked again, but no, it was the wooden training dummy in front of me. The arms were worn down from my punches, and the base had splintered. Slowly the rest of the dummy teetered, then fell backwards with a resounding thud.
“Stardust,” a man’s voice came over the intercom as I grabbed a towel and tried to mop the sweat off my brow, “the director would like to see you.”
I grimaced. The old man. He creeped me out, but he was also the one I had to thank for these abilities. For the first time in a long time, I wanted to see him too. I had questions only he could answer. I tossed a thumbs up to the training room controller in the office above and headed for the showers.
Under the deluge of hot water, I couldn’t help but think of Lady Midnight again. She seemed so… she wasn’t what I’d expected. Sure, growing up watching cartoons didn’t help the idea of what a supervillain should be in my head, but she wasn’t like that. Not violent, not wanting to make a mess. Hell, she could’ve destroyed the display case, not just cut the glass. Why do things like she does? And why wouldn’t she stop fooling around and fight me?
Dressed and looking as professional as a barely responsible adult like me could, I knocked on the door of the director’s office. The voice was muffled but I assumed it told me to come in, and I slipped into the office with my duffel bag on my shoulder, costume nestled safely inside.
“Director Trevor,” I said by way of greeting. The man was past his prime, hunched over his desk by a back that had deformed from years of bad posture. What was left of his hair was mostly on the sides of his head, heavily salted with the odd sprinkling of pepper in there. His beady little eyes stared over his desk at me, and not for the first time I discovered I couldn’t read a thing that was going on in that mind of his. I wondered if Lady Midnight might have had better luck in that.
“Stardust, my dear,” he croaked with a voice that was used to shouting orders and having them obeyed. “I’m glad your wounds weren’t too severe.”
“No sir,” I shook my head. “She got in a lucky hit. I was still able to prevent her from getting most of what she wanted.” I glanced around the room for a moment before taking the inevitable step closer.
“The museum is full of priceless objects, and sponsored by Arturis. You did well to interrupt her.”
“Thank you, sir. Though you may consider speaking with their security company. Whatever the Lady managed to do there, it thoroughly knocked out all of their electronics.”
“We have a team with them as we speak, they will advise on how to make the place impenetrable.” He pushed himself back from the desk and the chair gave a loud squeak as it started to lower. The much shorter man stepped out from behind the solid oak, coming halfway across the room towards me. I did my best not to fidget and gave him my best professional smile.
“She—Lady Midnight—spoke to me tonight. She told me some things that didn’t make sense. Can you clear it up for me, sir?”
Any sort of positivity that may have been on his face before disappeared, leaving nothing but a cold, lifeless mask. “I can try.” Even his voice had gone entirely monotone.
I tried to find the words to be delicate. The man held my life in his hands in many ways, and I didn’t want to upset him.
“She’s mentioned other heroes coming after her. I know there were a couple of others before me, but what happened to them? Did she kill them all?”
He shook his head. “Most of them fell to her powers, as strong as she is. But several had… unstable powers, and are currently undergoing treatment in other labs until we can make them stable again.” His lips curled into a smile as fake as a three-dollar bill. “We’d never just abandon such important investments.”
A shiver ran down my spine at his words. Investments. Was that all we were to him?
“She also knew Amara, the woman who trained me in hand-to-hand combat. Did she… did Arturis create Lady Midnight?”
He shook his head far too quickly. “We had nothing to do with that monster. I don’t know where she came from, but she has been a thorn in our side for twenty years. The only metahuman who didn’t lose their powers in the Malice, and she had to be a villain.”
“At least she’s not like some of the villains from back then. The body count could be so much worse.”
He heaved a sigh. “You’re not wrong, but she is the reason Arturis is so intent on bringing powers back. With the right people protecting the public, villains like Lady Midnight will scurry back under the rocks they crawl out from.”
He wasn’t telling me everything. Obviously. But it was doubtful I’d get anything else out of him. I kept my mouth shut, nodding as if accepting his answers, and stared past him out the high windows of the office. 
The building had an atrium suspended in the air a handful of floors down, and his windows looked out over it. It was my favorite place in the whole building. Calm, peaceful, and full of greenery. For a few moments you can forget you’re working in a skyscraper of steel and concrete and glass and enjoy nature.
“Have you given any thought to my offer yet? It is more than generous.” His voice broke me from my thoughts and I shook myself to pay attention.
“As I said last time, sir, the answer is still no.” I took a deep breath and continued before he could try to argue. “As much as I do appreciate the offer to work for the Arturis Corporation, I feel like my… interests are best served as I am now. I am still happy to assist and work alongside you all, of course.”
Anger flashed in the man’s eyes, there and gone again in less than a second. “It was our technology that made you what you are,” he said softly, his voice bordering on threatening. “Our tech that kept you alive after the accident. This would be a wonderful way to repay that kindness.”
“Meaning no disrespect,” I began, trying to channel the aloofness of Lady Midnight into my tone. “But Dr. Watkins was the one who made me what I am, and kept me alive. He wasn’t working for you when he did what he did, and even now I’m certain he would tell me not to beholden myself to you. Heroes should be available to everyone, not owned by those who can pay the most.”
Idealistic? Maybe, but that doesn’t mean I’m not right.
“Very well,” the director said softly, leaning against one of the chairs facing his desk. “I was sure it wouldn’t hurt to ask. We are done with you for the day, maybe take some time off to let those ribs heal properly before you go out in the field again.”
A wave of his hand was a casual dismissal as clear as I’d ever seen one. I left and headed for the elevator, finding someone I wasn’t expecting. “Lily! What are you doing in here?”
Her smile lit up her face. A short-statured woman with bright pink hair and wide glasses, she dressed almost like a Japanese schoolgirl most of the time, thought right now she was a little more professional in a smart, if a little too baby pink, business suit.
“I was called to come pick you up! I guess you’ve got a few days off?”
I joined her on the elevator, holding my chest a little as the thing shuddered and started moving to the ground floor. “Yeah, they want to make sure I’m healed before I hit the streets again. And if Lady Midnights keeps the same schedule as she has been, I’ll have that time to recover.”
Lily giggled and wrapped her arm around mine, taking it into a tight hug. I sunk into her a little, feeling the tenderness in her touch. It was so easy to melt into this girl. Every time she touched me… damn. It made it hard to even think.
“So, Lana, are you over this whole vengeance thing? Throwing in the towel? Hanging up the gloves? Something… something with the spurs?”
I patted her on the head awkwardly with the hand she hadn’t claimed. “No, but maybe I have been going about this the wrong way,” I admitted, “She’s stronger than me, faster, better than me. I can’t take her head on. At least not yet. I don’t know what to do.”
“Well, you know the only reason to have a nemesis is to drive you to get stronger, right?” I could see her reflection in the elevator doors, the playful smile and simpering tone making it hard not to smile with her.
“Of course, you’d just have to be right, wouldn’t you?” I said, nuzzling her head a little. She made the cutest little purring sound and I felt shivering pleasure creeping up my spine.
“Always, my dear, always.”
I kissed her cheek. “I love you, doll. Let’s go home.”






  
  Issue 5 - Nightlife

Lady Midnight


Everybody in the club was jumping, jumping. Apparently, the DJ’s playlist hadn’t been updated in twenty years, or else they liked old music. Either way, I decided it was in the best interest of… well… everybody that I stop this heinous crime. 
The levity in my brain didn’t last long. I tried, honestly. I hated going into a mission angry. The further I could separate myself from what I was about to do, the better. But this one was different. This one was personal.
I strode up to the double doors of the club, two large beefy guys standing in front of them with a velvet rope protecting them from the staggered line that went a few meters down the sidewalk. One nudged the other with his elbow when he saw me, and both of them cracked smiles that told me exactly what they thought of me.
“Sorry girly, but super—"
I didn’t let him finish, felling him with a single punch. The loud crack could have been his jaw or neck, but I didn’t really care right now. They were all expendable tonight.
The other bouncer stared at me for a moment, then threw up his hands and backed away. The rest of the line waiting to get in screamed and ran as I kicked the doors off their hinges. A short hallway led to the coat-check room, a young woman sitting behind the counter looking bored. Until she saw me.
It took longer than it probably should’ve before she put two and two together and started screaming, reaching for something behind the counter. I expected it to be a panic button of some kind, or even the fire alarm. Instead she straightened up with an Uzi held in both hands.
Bullets sprays down the hallway as I walked closer and closer, each one having about the same effect as a bug hitting a windshield. I got to the counter as she ran out of ammo and grabbed her face, slamming it down as hard as I could. Something cracked and blood flew, the body going limp. Bitch.
I stormed into the club proper, dance music still thumping loudly enough to shake the tables that lined the outer rim of the room. The floor in the middle was smooth and glitzy, with a lighting apparatus overhead that must’ve cost more than most people take home in a year. It’d be a pity if something happened to it.
I don’t carry weapons, but sometimes an entrance calls for a little bit of extravagance. I pulled a small throwing knife, little more than the size of a dart, and threw it. Sparks showered down from the lights and the entire thing began to lean to once side, rocking dangerously. I smiled as most of the crowd screamed and ran for the doors, none of them offering me a second glance. The DJ did, though, and reached under his booth to come up with a sawed-off shotgun.
Buckshot hurts more than the nine-millimeters of the Uzi, but still wasn’t enough to even slow me down. The DJ went down, his teeth scratching the records he liked so damned much.
“Get with the times and get a better playlist,” I muttered as the lights in the club came up, shining brightly and illuminating everything that looked wrong with a place like this. Clubs weren’t made for lights, that’s for certain.
“Who the fuck are you?” A voice yelled. A man stood by the bar, a dozen people standing around him with weapons drawn. I didn’t answer. I walked out onto the dance floor, my heels clicking lightly and putting a swagger in my hips. The talker opened his stupid mouth again. “We don’t have a leather night here. Try Masquerade, down the block.”
“I’m here for you.” The words came out low and angry and they had the desired effect. Half of the asshole’s men froze in fear, the others began shooting blindly at me. More bugs, more windshield. It hurt but the pain didn’t matter. Nothing else matter except getting to him. I needed to get to him.
“What do you want?”
“You.”
They charged me. In thirty seconds, all but the one I was after were on the floor, dead or unconscious, weapons strewn everywhere. He backed up against the door behind him, scrabbling for the knob. I dashed forward but not quite fast enough. He got into the back hallway, a white-walled purgatory where his fleeing footsteps echoed on the concrete. I didn’t bother speeding up. Let him run. He wouldn’t get far.
More goons poured out of side rooms – private rooms maybe, a basement, a kitchen, whatever. They all fell as I kept moving, kept stalking.
More gunfire, and somebody had something heavier than the usual small arms. A round hit my stomach and I doubled over for a moment, but I wasn’t down and I wasn’t out. He was going to be mine. A second throwing star found the goon with the larger weapon, an assault rifle using military grade ammo. Maybe I’d remember to ask where he got such a thing. It might not be a bad idea to have a supply.
The hallway littered with bodies behind me, I kicked open the door at the end. Another handgun, another slug slamming into my forehead. Another wasted effort.
“Do you know what the definition of insanity is?” 
He stared at me from across a rather posh-looking desk. Clearly his office then. He fired again to absolutely no effect and I laughed. 
“It’s doing the same thing, over and over and over again, and expecting a different result.” I cocked my head and stared at him with dead eyes. “Does that sound like what you’re experiencing right now?”
“Get the fuck away from me you psycho bitch!”
“Psycho bitch? Now is that any way to talk to the woman who’s about to rip your skull out of your head and beat you to death with it?”
He shouted something, I really couldn’t say what, and unloaded the heavy caliber pistol at me. I smiled, took the bullets with little grunts of annoyance. I stepped forward and threw the desk to the side. It smashed into the wall, stuck there as bits of drywall flaked off. He looked at the desk, looked back and me, and threw his arms up like they were going to save him.
“Why are you doing this? What do you want?”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t even think of something to say.
“I-I’ll give you anything. Anything! Money? Connections? I’ve got cops in my pocket all over the city, I could hook you up!” Words tumbled from his mouth, each and every one the sniveling whining of someone who didn’t deserve to live. “You want a boy? I can get you a boy! I can get you lots of boys! Or girls! I have a ton of girls. I’ll give you as many as you want just please leave me alone!”
The anger had started to simmer, calming me enough to think things through clearly. But those words…
“You’re offering me people?” I said softly, the rage coming back now, all the stronger. “You took someone from me already and you’re offering me people you took from others? What kind of fucking monster are you?”
I didn’t give him the chance to reply before I grabbed him by the throat and slammed him against the far wall. His screams bounced around the room and I slammed him again, and again. The wall behind him collapsed and I threw him back into the club proper, waiting for the satisfying sound of a body smashing hard against the ground.
But it never came.
I stalked through the hole, wondering where the asshole managed to land. “Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”
A too young superhero in white and pink stood in the middle of the dance floor, holding the still-living man as he sobbed and clung to her like she was going to be able to save his life. Let him think that. I’ll make what I do to him all the sweeter.
“Go home princess,” I snapped, “I’m doling out lessons and yours isn’t on the syllabus until next month.”
Stardust didn’t leave. I knew she wouldn’t.
“You’ve hurt enough people tonight,” she said quietly. “Let this one go.”
I shook my head. “Stay out of this one. You don’t have a clue what’s going on here.”
“My eyes work well enough. This massacre of yours needs to come to an end, Midnight.” She released him, pulling him around behind her. He cowered back there, keeping the hero between us. “Please turn yourself in. Even you need to realize that you’ve gone too far this time.”
My fists clenched, knuckles popping audibly. Damnit. She wasn’t supposed to get involved with this. Not tonight. She wasn’t ready to deal with this.
“Do you know what kind of monster you’re protecting?”
She shook her head. “Then let the law take care of it. Due process. Justice. Let the police do their jobs.”
I barked out a laugh. “Justice? The police? How naïve can you possibly be? What world are you living in, princess, that you think that things get done this way?”
“I’m not—"
“No. You don’t get to talk right now. You have no fucking clue what’s going on here.” I took in a deep breath, trying and failing to keep the anger in check. “He kidnaps people, Stardust. He takes them and he drugs them and he sells them to the highest bidders. Boys, girls, everything in between, it doesn’t matter to him. He’s a monster!”
“Then why haven’t the police caught him?” She demanded, hands on her hips. I kept my eyes on the prize, who was slowly slinking away towards the exit. I dashed forward, quicker than she was expecting, and tossed him back into the middle of the floor where he lay sobbing. I moved again, planting myself on the other side of him, back to them both as I tried to find the words to make her understand.
“You don’t think they’ve







