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Contract Obligations

The trick to being a good bad guy was always ‘don’t be a dick.’

You’d think it’d be easy, but a lot of villains failed the test. Let’s face it, evil was sexy, but that was just the cream of the crop. Your average villain tended to be someone with an ego the size of the Hindenburg and about as flammable as it too. One prick was generally enough to set it off. And let me tell you, the world was filled with little pricks.

Because bad guys are generally resentful. Generally assholes. And generally feel like the world owed them. Maybe they were abused as a child. Maybe they were spoiled. Maybe they just had poor media literacy and thought the guy in the spiky citadel with a skull for a face was just pissed because he couldn’t get a woman. (Which was bullshit. Ladies loved a man with a towering castle and a skull for a face. Not mentally well women, I’ll give you that, but hey, that’s half the fun.) And don’t get me started on the sob stories. Every villain had a sob story. But the thing about that was it usually didn’t really equal the crap they did. Yeah, it sucked that you lost in that spelling bee to that nerdy kid, but no, it doesn’t justify dressing in black and yellow, putting on a monocle, and breeding a horde of giant killer wasps to get revenge. Likewise, killing women and stealing their severed hands because it’s the only way you can get off is not going to endear you to most civvies.

All of that made a villain like me valuable. Because let me tell you, not a lot of people can turn the evil off. When you put on that billowy cape and start speaking in the third person, it’s hard not to commit to the full bit.

But the other thing about evil is there’s only so much to go around.

Villains weren’t trying to take over the world every day. Well, they were, but the foiling of those schemes was more of an afternoon event for heroes, compared to the months needed to set up the evil device, gather the three pieces of the golden triangles, and so on. But advertisers and corporations backing supers needed to make sure their heroes got the spotlight between world-ending evils. Which was where I came in. A villain paid to be thwarted, guaranteeing a dramatic battle with good conquering evil. I got paid, the hero showed off in front of the cameras, nobody hurt, property damage minimal, and everybody wins.

Sorta.

See, the reason I got to do what I did was because of the rules. No hurting civvies, no killing the hero, no taking the mask off, and I always lost. Heroes tolerated it because it let them look good, and my cartoon-villain plots weren’t doing any real damage. Most even thought freelance villains like me getting beat would steer others away from a life of crime. Which yeah, is a nice thought, but let’s face it, not exactly the truth. Because no matter how often you beat the bad guy, a villain worth defeating is gonna look awesome doing it. Evil is sexy. Evil is fun. And evil has the best aesthetics.

I was thinking about that as I sat in a meeting with Bootiful Boots. Some might say that companies paying villains to advertise their products was maybe unethical, but you didn’t get into the Fortune 500 without being at least morally grey, if not at least a little evil. Employing slave labour in the third world, pumping microplastics into the water, the usual. Paying bad people to wear your stuff was probably the least evil thing Bootiful Boots had done before noon.

“And as you can see,” Lionel Rey said, wringing his hands with a salesman’s ingratiating smile on his face, “the strips here are designed to look like claw marks, and really show off top underneath.”

“Mmm. I dunno,” Psyren said, turning this way and that in front of the mirror, pouting in contemplation as she flattened the jacket against her curves. “What do you think, bossman?”

I sat up a bit straighter and gave Psyren the focus she truly deserved. Long legged and unbearably sexy, Psyren radiated that ‘bubblegum psycho babe’ vibe that made the internet weak in the knees. And that was even before she unloaded her psychic powers on them. A spiked collar around her neck. Perky breasts hidden under a black tube top and the jacket in question, a short skirt and fishnet stockings running down her long legs, and her pink hair pressed down by a pair of oversized headphones, she smiled at me, striking a pose. Neon pink hearts throbbed in her eyes, radiating innocence that was so very feigned.

I scanned her up and down, admiring her again. What I did to deserve her I didn’t know. Well, actually, I did know. I’d saved her from a lunatic hero looking to brainwash the entire super community, but hey, I wasn’t complaining.

“Looks nice,” I said. “Very rawr.”

Psyren giggled, tugging the jacket tighter around her chest. “Aw, thanks bossman. You really think so?”

“Everything looks good on you,” I added.

“But does this make you a bit randy, boss?” Psyren cooed, her fingers running up her legs and chest teasingly. “Does it make you all hot and bothered?”

I chuckled. “You know it does.”

“But I so love to hear you say it,” she said with a twitch of her hip and a wink of her glowing eye, sending a neon heart floating my way.

I let the psychic dart dissipate against me. Anyone else would have been drooling over Psyren, begging to do her bidding, but my magnetic powers had made me immune to psychic control. Didn’t know for sure why. Probably had something to do with brainwaves and electromagnetic pulses or something, but either way, it kept me from being enthralled by her powers.

“So what do you think?” Lionel asked us. “Would you be up to marketing our fine product in your next stream or job? Naturally, we’d be happy to compensate you for your time…”

“Mmm. Tempting,” Psyren said. “It does compliment my look. But you know what’d be even more tempting?”

“Yes?” Lionel said.

“Fat stacks of cash.”

That’s my girl. I chuckled as Lionel nodded quickly. “Of course! If you’d be willing to sign the contract here, we’d be thrilled to have you aboard and, of course, adequately compensated. And feel free, naturally, to keep that sample.”

“Naturally,” Psyren said, idly watching Lionel pull out the contract and lay it on the table. Her eyes drifted my way. “Boss? Would you mind…”

“Not at all,” I said, pulling the document towards me and reading through it.

I didn’t fail to notice Lionel’s sudden nervousness, but as to whether or not that was because he was afraid I was competent or of my reputation, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have a bad reputation in the business, of course. Hard to manage in it if I did. But I’d been getting a lot of attention lately for a variety of reasons. Whether it was because I leveled one of the biggest hero associations on the planet, or because I had a harem of gorgeous villainesses working for me, word got around quick.

I intently read the contract. I’d gotten good at that over my career. Lotta agents liked to try and sneak in little details underneath all the legal jargon, like how they weren’t responsible if their heroes shoved a fist through your chest. Or moving a decimal point about how much you were getting paid.

“Looks pretty good,” I said.

“So glad you agree,” Lionel replied eagerly.

“Aside from this bit here,” I noted, turning the contract around and shoving it back at him. “I’m afraid we’re not going to let you use her likeness on your advertising.”

Lionel’s smile tightened a bit. “Ah, yes. Well, we thought-“

“Wrong about us being willing to do that,” I said. “Take that bit out, and we’ll have a deal.” I stood. “You can mail us a revised contract, and we’ll return it once that little bit has been ironed out. Agreed?”

Lionel squirmed, probably thinking how far he should push things.

“Want to know what we did to the last guy who tried to sneak details into our contracts?” Psyren said sweetly, looking over her shoulder as hearts thrummed neon red in her eyes.

Lionel swallowed. “We’ll ah… get the revised one to you right away.”

“Good,” I said, then glanced at Psyren. “Shall we?”

“Bye bye,” Psyren sang, wiggling her fingers at Lionel as she pressed against me, resting her head adoringly on my shoulder as we left the office, my magnetic powers opening the door and closing it behind us with a click.

“That was fun, huh?” Psyren giggled as we walked out of the building and into the busy streets of Metro City.

“Sure was,” I agreed, then gave her hip a scolding squeeze. “But don’t think I didn’t see you getting ready to use your powers on him. Remember the rule. No brainwashing people unless it’s on the job, or a last resort.”

“Aw, come on, boss,” Psyren said with an impish grin. “It was only a little bit. Just wanted to make sure he gave us the best. Can’t have my manager not getting the biggest cut he can, hm?”

“And the best way to ensure that is to make sure people don’t think you’re brainwashing them while we’re making deals,” I reminded her.

Psyren pouted, which though cute, I wasn’t falling for. “Oh fine, boss. I get it. I’m sorry I was a bit naughty in there.” Her pouting lips curved up a bit. “You gonna punish me?”

“And how, exactly, do you think I’d do that?” I asked.

Psyren giggled. “Oh, I dunno. Maybe give me a good spanking? Tell me what a bad girl I’ve been while you force me down between your legs so I can suck you off on the drive home. Sooo many possibilities to show me my place.”

I rolled my eyes. “If I did any of that, it’d only encourage you. Maybe I should yank bedroom privileges instead. Hm?”

Psyren gasped. “Boss! You wouldn’t! Oh please, don’t. I promise I’ll be good… ish.”

A smile twitched on my lip. With Psyren, goodish was probably the best I was going to get. Hell, it would probably take a herculean effort on her end to not torment everyone we came across. She was such a brat.

But that’s part of why I loved her. So I gave her hip another pat, leaned over, and gave her a long, lingering kiss.

Psyren instantly melted and moaned softly into my mouth, turning and pressing against me, her hand on my chest as her lips worked against mine in delight. Damn but she was frisky. Then again, Psyren was always frisky. I had half a mind to get her in the backseat and have some fun right there.

Sadly, that would have to wait, because something was about to explode.

I heard the familiar scream of something flaming hot moving through the air very fast and quickly broke the kiss. I looked up, zeroing in on the object in question as it soared over the buildings like a low-flying meteor, my powers already humming in anything metallic around us. No telling just what we were dealing with, but in Metro City, odds were good it was super related. It took a second for me to figure out where the fireball was going, but I relaxed a bit when I did, tracking it with my eyes as it screamed past us and smashed into a nearby post box.

The explosion kicked up a cloud of dust that sent Psyren’s skirt fluttering along with her hair. Her eyes flared pink with her psychic powers as I gave her hand a squeeze to calm her down a bit.

Screams came from nearby civvies as they quickly cleared out of the area. Most were probably tourists. Metro City natives quickly got used to super weirdness, but even locals knew better than to be too close to super action, unless it was a familiar hero or villain.

Rubble crunched and was flung aside as a figure stumbled out of the smoke, shaking his head. He was wearing a bulky suit like an astronaut, with what looked like weird sigils sprayed onto it. The dome was tinted black and floating inside of it was what looked like a neon skull.

“Son of a bitch,” he growled, dusting off his costume. “Goddam…”

He seemed to notice us then and turned sharply our way, drawing himself up. I tensed and Psyren cocked a brow as the villain suddenly came towards us, only to halt a short distance away and hesitate.

“Hi…?” I began.

“Excuse me!” he suddenly burst out. “Are you… would you happen to be the uh, the Menacing Magneron?”

I blinked rapidly. Uh oh. Was this a fight? A lot of low-level villains tried to pick them with me. They saw it as a good way to make a mark, like beating up the biggest guy in prison on the first day. Best possible way to build that badass cred, to be fair. “I am,” I said, the bracelets and anklets I wore quivering, radiating magnetism as I readied to deploy the armour plating hidden in them.

“Oh… Oh wow!” he cried, thrusting out his gloved hand suddenly. “So good to meet you!”

…What?

“It… is?” I said, uncertainly taking his hand.

“Absolutely!” the other villain said, pumping my arm enthusiastically. “This is… wow. Just wow! How lucky am I? It’s so amazing to make your acquaintance. Really! Can’t say that enough. Oh! But I didn’t introduce myself, haha! Sorry. Sorry. Black Star. Villain extraordinaire. One night, while I was stargazing a meteor slammed into the observatory, fusing me with solid dark matter! Now, I have the power to bring forth small black holes, and am known as Black Star!”

“Uh, cool,” I said.

“Yeah. Actually, I was going to go for Black Hole, but there was another guy with that stage name who did certain, er, movies. He uh… well, best I wasn’t mixed up with him, if you know what I mean. Oh! But, I got my card. Just a second. It’s in here… uh… um…”

I shared a glance with Psyren, who just grinned in amusement as Black Star patted his pockets before finally finding his wallet.

“Aha! Here. Right here,” he said, forking over a thin card. “Really, an honour to meet you, sir. I’m such a big fan of your work!”

“Oh. How… nice,” I said as I took the card and gave it a quick look over with my powers. Hmm. No tracking mechanism or anything else in there. Just a phone number and the name Tom Major, and underneath that Black Star, Villain to the Stars. Thematic if not necessarily accurate, but kudos for ambition.

“So you’re a freelancer?” I asked.

“Sure am!” he said proudly. “Just taking some knocks from Meteora. We have a bit of a nemesis thing going on. She’s been asking for me a bit. She’s a little on the low end of heroes, of course, but you take what you can get. I’m really hoping to get a more A lister soon. And if you need confirmation of my skills, I’m sure she’d be able to provide it!”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, pocketing his card.

That certainly made him happy. He was practically quivering in his space boots with excitement.

“Wonderful! So glad to meet you. Really! Oh, but, I’d better get back in there. Fantastic to meet you. Really great! Such an opportunity. We’ll do lunch or something. I mean, if you have time. If not, well, we’ll talk. If you want. Uh, right. Okay. Bye!”

“See ya,” I said as the air darkened around Black Star, distorting as he rose off the ground in a personalized gravity well before he shot off back the way he came.

Watching him go, I shook my head in bewilderment. “The hell was that about?”

Psyren laughed musically and patted my chest. “What do you think bossman? He was looking to work with you!”

“Me?” I said.

“Sure!” she said, grinning wickedly. “Who wouldn’t? You’re the hottest bad guy in Metro City. Everyone’s still talking about you! What? Did you think bad guys would stop trying after you held those auditions? Boss, you’ve got an organization of villains that’s gonna take the world by storm! Every bad boy or girl’s gonna want a piece of that.”

“Huh,” I said as I watched Black Star vanish past some buildings. I mean, Psyren was absolutely right, much to my surprise. Ever since I beat down the Heroes of Earth, I’d been shocked to discover every two-bit (and, in the case of Pixel Peril, eight-bit) villain wanted to work with me, like I was running some kind of villain agency. Which, yeah, I kind of was. Originally just with Psyren and Glacia, but recently I’d been holding auditions and building up a roster of potential bad guys, if only to keep them from blowing up my front lawn in a massive brawl.

It was a weird idea, honestly. Not that long ago, it had just been me, my apartment, and my Chinese takeout while I took punches from heroes looking to buff their image. Now though, I had a lair, a group of lovely and dangerous women with powers at my side, a mad scientist living in the basement, and villains literally beating down the door to work under me. It was… weird, to tell the truth. I still wasn’t sure it was everything I wanted, but looking at Psyren as she got into the car, her skirt tantalizingly riding up her ass, I had to admit there were plenty of perks to no longer being solo.

Speaking of…

Sliding into the driver’s seat I took off down the road, the cool air of the Oni’s air conditioners seeping over me. Aw yeah, that’s the good stuff. Beat the hell out of my old Honda Civic, I had to admit. The Oni was so quintessential classic bad guy too. The leather upholstery. The sleek, black curve of the hood and the skull ornament on the front. Short of making the lights out of the eyes of baby seals and the grill look like jagged teeth, you couldn’t get more ‘classy evil’ than the Oni. A gift, much like Psyren’s new clothes had been.

And I put it to good use.

I switched onto the freeway, the radio broadcasting Black Star’s fight and the fact that Mission Street was closed thanks to it. Sounded like he had things well in hand. I patted the pocket where I’d put his card. Hmm. Might have to give him a call. He seemed keen, at any rate.

“Oh I looooove these seats,” Psyren moaned, pushing out her chest and lazily arching against the back.

“That much, huh?” I asked.

“Sooo much! Makes me just wanna get naked and feel it against my skin.”

I sighed. “Psyren, you say that about everywhere.”

“Aw come on, boss. What could be better than being naked? I have no shame about my body. Especially around you,” she giggled, reaching over and booping my nose.

“People might have a problem with it,” I noted.

“Like who?”

Well, she had me there. Psyren had a body people would kill for. In several cases, they had. Her psychic powers were so strong that anyone who spent too long around her became little more than love thralls, obsessed with her and willing to do anything for her attention. Apparently, the fact that I could hang around her for more than a few hours and not be begging for her to step on me was what made her really fall for me. And I’m not going to say that’s a healthy thing, but no psychic was mentally well. People who can turn brains to pudding, literally and figuratively, are not going to be well adjusted. Really, me keeping her out of trouble was probably the best thing I could do for humanity at large.

“We’ll be at the chalet soon,” I said, noticing we’d left city limits, the concrete jungle making way for lush, heavy pine forests as we cruised up towards the mountains.

“You mean the lair?”

“Yes, right. The evil lair. Can you wait until then to get naked?”

“Only if you join me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Really? Psyren, it’s two in the afternoon.”

“Oh I know boss. And I just feel awful. But I can’t help how randy I get around you. You’re so buff and strong and sexy. It just gets my engine revving. Rrrrrrrr!”

I tried not to laugh, but couldn’t quite stop a snort. Dammit, she knew how to tickle my pride. True, I was fit. No need for rubber six packs with me, but she was playing it up a bit.

But fuck it. If a man couldn’t enjoy the flattery of his psychotic pink haired pixie psycho girlfriend, was he even a man?

And it really didn’t help when her fingers walked their way between the seats and started to rub my leg.

“C’mon, boss,” Psyren cooed. “I was a good girl. Don’t I get my treat?”

“Oh fine,” I sighed, unable to hide my smile anymore. “We’ll have fun just as soon as I finish up prep work for tomorrow.”

“Woooo!” Psyren cheered, throwing up her arms and beaming. Literally, as her head was surrounded with a pink halo of psychokinetic light.

Again I shook my head and focused on the road, speeding up just a bit. Sure, I played the hard ass. But honestly? I was just as excited as she was to get home and have some fun.

Soon enough, the chalet rose out of the trees as we turned a corner. It was an imposing place at the best of times, and certainly was right now. With its swooping roofs, tall windows, and impressive stone walls, the whole place just radiated a ‘Danger, Do Not Enter’ vibe. And though I’d had a lot of additions put on the place, its imposing grandeur was mainly the result of its previous owner, General Winter. Count on a member of the Council of Nine, leaders of the biggest supervillain organization in the world, to build up a damn fine lair. He’d handed it down to me when I took the role of training his daughter, Glacia, in the fine art of villainy. It had not been an easy argument to win.

I grimaced a little at the thought. Not about the General, though the idea of an angry dad who could bring on a new ice age if I broke his daughter’s heart was a bit unsettling. No. My main beef was with the Guild of Villainous Foes itself. I’d always tried to avoid the attention of the Guild. Unlike me, those lunatics were actually out to rule the world and cause death, devastation, and the sort of plagues that would make the Old Testament look like a bout of bad weather. But though I didn’t want their attention, some of their members sure were paying me some. Not too long ago, Zoran, one of their top dogs, had pestered me. And I had a sneaking suspicion it wouldn’t be the last time either.

I stopped at the gate to the chalet, and the security speaker on the pillar crackled to life.

“License and registration please,” said the perky, smug voice of my resident evil genius, Dolly.

“Haha. Very funny. Open up, Dolly.”

“Aw. You’re no fun,” Dolly whined, but with a groan the fence swung wide, and I drove up towards the chalet.

In doing so, I had to round the fountain, and the latest ice sculpture of me looming menacingly over the lawn, my foot planted on a model of earth. I sighed. I really wish Glacia could find another hobby, but she always seemed to make time to carve a new sculpture every week. And since it was practice for her ice powers (and, to be honest, pretty flattering) I didn’t object.

And speaking of, I spotted Glacia standing on the steps to the chalet, hands officiously crossed behind her back. She was tall, her hair a silvery white that fell to her lower back. Dressed in a pure white winter coat despite the heat, her icy blue eyes brightened at the sight of me getting out of the car. She was beautiful in that classic way, like a Greek statue made flesh, her face schooled and nearly unreadable if you didn’t really know her. And by now, I very much did.

“Glacia,” I said, walking up to her. “How are things?”

“Excellent, sir,” she said. “And your meeting?”

“Went well. Psyren?”

“Got new hot pants to try out,” Psyren said. “The hottest of pants.”

“I am sure they will look excellent on you,” Glacia said.

“Look even better getting taken off,” Psyren noted gleefully.

Glacia gave a small, indulgent smile. I’d been nervous at first about having multiple women in love with me, but the girls had seemed to work it out, though it sure kept me busy.

While we were talking, Nibbles made an appearance, bounding up to Psyren, slavering with happiness.

“Nibbles!” Psyren cried, scooping up the little monster. “How’s mommy’s favourite boy? Hmm? How’s my abomination against nature? How’s my cutie?”

Ugh. I watched her pet and nuzzle the creature with loathing. I hated that thing. Little monster was like a cross between a frog and buzzsaw. A bioweapon Psyren had tamed and made her pet, and a genetic freak worse than even a pug. But Psyren loved the little horror, so I just lived with it.

Instead I turned to Glacia. “Anything new?”

“Yes, sir,” Glacia continued as she fell in beside me. “About the villains.”

“Villains?”

“Yes. The ones we have decided to try out for the organization.”

Ah, right. Those. I’d almost forgotten. Honestly, I was never cut out for all the nitty gritty of running an evil organization. Paperwork was always the bane of my existence. Not to mention taxes. You wanna talk about real evil? Yeesh. Fighting the Heroes of Earth would pale in comparison to dealing with the IRS. Fortunately, Glacia had proven herself adept at the whole ‘evil right hand woman’ deal. Which made sense, seeing as she was the heir to one of the biggest supervillains in the world.

“Right. That,” I said. “How did we do?”

As we entered the menacing interior of the chalet, Glacia fetched out a tablet she’d been holding and flicked the screen on. “I have been in contact with several villains that you selected from the interviews. A training session to further winnow them down if necessary has been scheduled in two days. You have no work between now and then, and it seemed an ideal time.”

I took the tablet, impressed. I shouldn’t have been surprised by Glacia’s competency, but she always seemed to outdo herself. I flicked through the files, recognizing most after a second. It was tough work selecting villains in this business. Unfortunately, most had the wrong idea what I was, thinking I was more like the Guild than a jobber who got paid to lose to heroes, so priority one was weeding out those who’d gleefully irradiate a neighborhood, kick a dog, and level a city block in order to steal a purse.

“I have also made up a contract with the help of Madame Mammon, sir,” Glacia added, tapping the bottom of the screen. “Should you be so interested.”

“A contract?”

“With which your villains shall abide, or they will be cut loose.”

Ah, that was important. I already had a reputation in the corporate hero community to build off of, but knowing there were consequences for when villains affiliated with me fucked up would help things immensely. And I had great confidence about the legal stuff. Being a demon, Madame Mammon was an expert in legal jargon. Helped she had a strong foundation in Latin.

I scanned through the contract, approving immediately. Some good conditions in there. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a temp agency for megalomaniacs, but that role seemed to be coming at me like a freight train at a damsel tied to the tracks. Oh, Glacia even put in some benefits in there. Nice. Truth be told, villains always offered plenty of benefits to minions. The catch was, it usually came through a mad scientist’s lab. And sure, free dental sounded great, but then you went in for a toothache and wake up with metal teeth like a bear trap. Or to get that appendicitis looked at and found yourself with a new alligator tail. And you really didn’t want to know what happened if you needed a prostate exam. Spoiler warning, it usually involved venom sacks.

“Looks great,” I noted, handing it back to her.

“Thank you, sir,” Glacia said, preening a bit. “With this, we will be assured to have a number of excellent villains.”

“Absolutely,” I agreed.

“And there is one other matter, sir,” she noted as well.

“Which is?”

“The… other villainess,” she said with a knowing look. “Chamelea. You have yet to make a decision about her.”

I threw my mind back. Oh. Ohhhh! Right. Her. Chamelea was a bit of a special case for me. We first met when I jabbed her with a tazer, though that had been because she was impersonating Psyren. Part of a convoluted plot by a telekinetic hero to brainwash his coworkers and the rest of the super community. Since then, she’d tried to make amends, and specifically point out that she’d been blackmailed into it, and was looking to work for me. I’d been willing to give her a chance. Villains were always very equal opportunity hirers.

All that said, she did have useful powers, but not necessarily for my usual work. Being a shapeshifter didn’t lend her very well to fighting heroes unless you also copied their powers. Still, it’d be a shame to lose her. I already had a few ideas for her, in fact, so I might be able to make it work.

“Make an appointment in about a week’s time,” I told Glacia, then glanced back as Psyren tugged on my shirt, the psychic pouting playfully and nodding towards the stairs.

“Speaking of,” I said, plucking the card I’d gotten from Black Star, “here’s another name we might want to look into. He introduced himself to me today after getting smashed into a post box.”

“An interesting introduction, sir,” Glacia noted.

“Sure was. I’ll look into him more with the Doll-E later, but add his name to the maybe list for an interview. And now, I need to uh… consult Psyren on our recent work.”

“Ah,” Glacia said with a knowing hint of a smile. “Of course, sir. Please, take as long as you need.”

“Oh, we will,” Psyren giggled, tugging me after her.

I grinned, but allowed Psyren to drag me upstairs and into her room. It fit her, I’d say that much about it. The whole place was louder than a howler monkey with a megaphone. Pastel pink wallpaper blazed from every wall and the bed was a satin heap of messed up sheets and plushies. A huge computer complete with sprawling production level audio equipment for streaming took up a corner, and neon purple Christmas lights glowed around the ceiling and seams of the walls.

No sooner had we gotten inside than Psyren was pressed against me again, her lips on mine and her hands playfully plucking off my shirt. I growled, kissing her back just as hard, my own hands grabbing her tight top and pulling it off her, Psyren moaning as I yanked down her skirt next, one hand engulfing the plushness of her ass and pulling her against my front.

Psyren gasped as she felt my bulge, then cooed as she shamelessly began to rock her hips, grinding herself against me.

“Oh boss,” she moaned with a flutter of her eyelashes. “Been waiting all day for this. Let me… let me make it so good.”

“You have my permission,” I breathed.

With a giggle, Psyren slid down my front, hearts glowing in her eyes as she reached my belt. The buckle was undone with a click and she shucked down my boxers, her eyes flashing and smile growing as my cock sprang to attention.

“Mmm. There it is,” she moaned, stroking me up to full length and kissing along the underside. “That’s what I need.”

“Taking your time though,” I grunted.

“Absolutely,” Psyren said, giving me a wink. “I’m gonna enjoy this.”

I sucked in a breath as she opened her mouth, and took me deep.

“Fucking yesssss,” I groaned, head falling back as I grabbed a nearby table to steady myself while Psyren’s lips dragged up and down my shaft with slow, lazy, adoring strokes. She hummed in delight, her lashes fluttering, the flicker of the neon glowing hearts in her eyes flashing against my legs.

“Fucking hell,” I gasped, resting a hand on her head, Psyren shivering in delight as I slowed her pace, drawing out the passion of that wonderful blowjob. “Goddam, Psyren. That is goooood.”

“Mmm,” she hummed in answer.

I bent over her, breathing hot and hard. But though my hands were occupied, that certainly didn’t stop me from helping her enjoy herself. My magnetic powers hummed, resonating with everything metal in the room. Specifically, the pair of metal bars that pierced her nipples and…

Oh ho ho! What was that she was hiding in her chest of drawers?

I grinned. Oh yeah. This was going to be fun.

Filing away that little tidbit of info for later, I focused my magnetic powers on her two metal piercings and made them vibrate. Psyren jolted, nearly choking on me at the sudden sensation thrummed through her sensitive nipples. She moaned, one hand grabbing my cock by the root as she sped up her efforts, bobbing faster than ever with the urgency to make me cum.

“Oh fuck, Psyren,” I groaned as she worked frantically, her free hand sliding between her legs, slipping under her skirt as she started to shamelessly rub herself. “Fuck. That’s… that’s it. Oh hell. I’m so close. Psyren. Just a bit… a bit more and… And… Fuuuuuck!”

I groaned, tensing with a throaty moan as I finally came. Psyren whimpered in delight, her own eyes lidding as she swallowed every drop I fed her from my pulsing manhood.

With obvious reluctance, Psyren pulled back, gasping as she unsheathed me from her mouth. She licked her lips, smirking up at me impishly. “Did I do good, boss?” she asked.

God, just the sight of her like that was already helping stiffen me all over again. “Damn right you did,” I growled, grinning as I jerked my head towards the bed. “Now up. And strip.”

“Of everything?” she asked.

“No,” I said, grinning as I reached over and tugged open a drawer. “Leave the collar on.”

Psyren bit her lip, her cheeks flushing even more as she eagerly stripped off her clothes, her tan lines subtle and perky breasts full. It took her a bit of doing, as now and then I’d switch up the rate the bars in her breasts vibrated, making her squeak and moan in unexpected pleasures.

But soon enough the clothes were off and she was kneeling on her bed, breathing hot and fast as I lazily drew out what she’d hidden in the drawer. Her eyes widened and her teeth nibbled nervously on her lower lip as I dangled the leash from my fingers, the metal studs along its length gleaming.

“Why, what’s this?” I said in mocking shock. “A leash? Maybe for Nibbles, hm?”

“N-no,” Psyren said, her breasts heaving.

“No?” I said, my eyes sliding back to her. “Hmmm,” I mused, my powers lifting the metal clip at the end of the leash, letting it sway like a snake back and forth. “Then, why did you buy it, Psyren? Were you thinking of getting me a dog? A nice bitch in need of training?”

Psyren shuddered, her thighs tightening with a pulse of pure lust and need. “M-maybe,” she breathed.

“Is that right?” I mused, watching her, my powers sending the end of the leash snaking towards her. Psyren tilted back her head, holding her breath with difficulty as the leash’s clip opened, lazily slipping around the catch in the collar. It shut with a click that made her body again twitch.

“Well, I guess we’ll just have to make do,” I said, moving towards her, my shadow falling over her. I didn’t miss how much she was absolutely loving this. And maybe this wasn’t my usual cup of tea, but it’s not like I wasn’t enjoying myself as well. My rapidly stiffening manhood was plenty of evidence of that.

“Turn around,” I growled, my voice coming out like a lash.

Psyren whimpered and eagerly obeyed.

“Ass in the air.”

Again she obeyed, her rump rising, trembling, her desire so obvious I could only shake my head. I slid my hand along her flank, relishing the way she twitched, so sensitive with need.

Letting my magnetic powers keep the leash in the air, I grabbed her ass with both hands, stroking those perfect cheeks, Psyren whining adorably as she leaned forward, breasts mashed to the mattress, ass rising as she parted her legs, revealing how wet she was.

“Fuck but you want this,” I growled.

“Yesssss boss,” she moaned.

“What a naughty girl,” I said, easing forward, rubbing the tip of my cock against her folds.

“Mnnnn,” she moaned, trembling even more. “P-please, boss. Oh fuck… Please…”

“Well, since you asked so nicely,” I chuckled.

And pushed into her.

Psyren cried out, her whole body tightening in delight as I sank my manhood into her. I groaned in ecstasy as she squeezed me wonderfully. I gave her leash a tug, making her arch as I began to saw in and out of her, my hands gripping her ass, holding her steady, feeling how she trembled and rocked back, adoring the feeling of me inside her.

And damn, but that made two of us.

I sped up slowly. Letting her enjoy every inch, but the whimpers and moans coming from her as I gave her leash periodic tugs were relentlessly breaking down my self-control. Soon enough I was pounding into her, spanking her ass with every jerk of my hips, her cries becoming babbles of pleasure.

“Yes! Fuck me, boss. Oh fuck! I’ve been bad! Sooooo baaaaad! Punish me! Harder! Ah! Yes! Boss! Master! Oh fuck, I need it! Need it hard! Master. Yes! Choke me! Fuck me! Oh. Oh! Ohhhhhh!”

Her voice rose, a cry of pleasure, the hearts in her eyes burning hot and a halo of psychokinetic energy blazing around her head as she came, tightening deliciously, squeezing my cock as her orgasm took her for a ride to rival the one she just went on.

“Fuuuuuck!” I groaned, hilting in that glorious tightness, pushed past the edge by her wonderful climax and delicious body, filling her with sharp jolts of my hips and heavy gasps.

I loosened my hold on her leash, letting Psyren flop down onto the bed, her ass held up only by me, and when I finally pulled out of her she flopped over, her breasts rising, falling, panting with the high of that ride. She smiled up at me, blushing brightly.

“Oh boss,” she groaned. “That was soooo good.”

“Worth the wait?” I asked.

She giggled. “Soooo much.”

I smiled down at her, leaning down and kissing her cheek. Psyren giggled, wriggling on the blankets coyly. “Can your bad girl get some cuddles now, boss?” she asked, almost shyly.

“Absolutely,” I told her, laying down next to her. She rolled over happily, and I pulled her against my chest, spooning the psychotic psychic. Psyren purred in pleasure, softly wriggling against me. I chuckled, holding her close, knowing I’d have to get up and be about soon. There was still a lot of day left.

But hell, I could enjoy this for a bit longer…


Meet the Villains

Two days after that wonderful evening with Psyren, I woke up in my own room with a groan to the knocking on the door. “Yes?” I growled. “What? What is it?”

“Housekeeping.”

I sighed, swinging my legs out of bed and shambling towards the door. “Fine. Fine. I’m… Housekeeping?”

“Housekeeping,” repeated the pleasant voice.

The hell? I was pretty sure I hadn’t hired a housekeeper. Most of the chores were handled by Dolly’s orbots. Very warily, I turned the doorknob and peeked out into the hall.

…Well, it was a maid alright. Had the black and white apron, little chapeau, naughty puffy skirt and everything. She also had skin made out of what looked like chrome. No rivets or anything, but the silvery sheen of her pretty face and silicon tits were undeniable, not to mention that her hair was either gold (and if so I’d have to have a serious look at the chalet’s expense accounts), or some other shiny blonde material. Her lips were plush and red, and her eyes were lidded and faintly glowing blue.

She also had a pair of goat horns.

In fact, she had a very distinct similarity to a certain sheepish scientist.

“...Housekeeping?” I said warily.

“Yes, master,” she said with a blinding smile. “May I come in?”

“Uh… Hold on just a second.”

“Of course, master,” she said.

I slipped back into my room and shut the door, then leaned my forehead against the cool wood.

…Okay.

Right.

I turned around and found the communicator bead on my bedside table. I shoved it in my ear and activated it. “Dolly?” I said.

“Hey hey! The big man himself. What can I do for you?” Dolly said.

“Clear something up for me,” I said conversationally as I paced around the room. “There appears to be an android French maid with goat horns standing outside my bedroom. Anything you know about that?”

Dolly giggled. “Nice workmanship, right? Of course, I did base the design around myself. Gotta say, it was pretty tough capturing all this beauty in silicon and steel, but sometimes I surprise even myself!”

I sighed. “Alright. So… why?”

“Well, the ball drones were doing an okay job, but come on, Victor. We gotta show off the goods more. I mean, orbots are fine and all, but we can do better than that. We’re a prestigious organization of baddies. And what self-respecting bad guy doesn’t have some properly sexy servants? It’s practically required! So I got to thinking, hey! I can do that. And so I did. Besides, Doll-E could use some legs.”

“Wait, you put Doll-E in that?”

“In them.”

“Them!”

“Duh! I mean, come on, Victor,” Dolly said with patient exasperation. “Did you really think I would make just one? This is a pretty big place. Gotta have enough workers to really get the job done right.”

Fucking hell. I rubbed my face. But… well, Dolly did have a point. Sort of. True villains generally had servants of a certain quality wandering around. And the best had stunningly sexy women, often in something silvery or sparse, with which to distract the good guy, or maybe fall for him and then betray her master to help him escape. But since Doll-E was an android, that probably wasn’t going to happen. She’d be mainly eye candy, and I did have to admit, it would be a lot more interesting to see someone like her working around the place.

“Alright,” I said slowly. “I’m not going to have to worry about her trashing things or anything slapstick like that, am I?”

“Pfft! Of course not, Victor. What do you take me for? I design better deathbots than that.”

I knew it! “So she is a deathbot!” I cried.

“Victor, come on now! What kind of mad scientist would I be if your legion of fembots weren’t armed to the teeth. Literally! If she needs to, she can shoot out her molars like a fucking shotgun!”

I groaned. That might come back to bite me. Literally, as the case may be. But at the same time, I couldn’t exactly ask Dolly to disarm them. After everything that had happened, having a bunch of heavily armed androids around the place in case of sudden attack would be really handy. And sexy. No one expected the french maid to have a pair of ballistic missiles hiding in her bra. A lot of spies in the 60’s lost their lives to a pair of double D munitions, but it had mostly fallen out of favour.

Well, aside from Bosom Blast.

“Alright,” I said. “But I want a thorough breakdown of what they’re packing.”

“Knew you would! And gotta say, Victor, I love it when a man takes a genuine interest in my work. So many are just satisfied that the death ray disintegrates their enemies, but lack a true appreciation to the art of the mad genius. The style! The phallic imagery of a properly powered death ray.”

“That’s me! Just a delighted connoisseur of insanity,” I said with sarcastic cheer.

“Sure are! I got the schematics all ready for you any time you want to take a look. And if you really feel like it, you can totally just check under the hood in person!”

I glanced back at the door and the fembot waiting behind it. “Wait, you mean…”

“I do very thorough work,” Dolly said smugly. “Very. Thorough. Amazing what you can do with silicone and rubber molds. If I released these babes to the open market, I’d do more damage to the national birthrate than Pornhub!”

“I’ll… keep that in mind,” I said, unsure how I felt about that. Could machines consent? Did it matter? Those were the sorts of questions I really didn’t need at 7 am.

“Sure thing! But maybe hold off on clapping those brass cheeks a bit. Those new villains are going to be stopping by soonish too. Might want to get ready to see them.”

Ah, right. That was happening today. “Thanks, Dolly. Almost forgot.”

“What would you do without me?” Dolly asked sweetly.

“Well, I’d be missing a legion of killer fembots.”

“Hardly a legion, Victor. A battalion at best. But you know, if I had a bit more budget…”

I rolled my eyes. “We’ll see.”

“Just saying!” Dolly sang.

Shaking my head, I killed the connection. I glanced back at the door and opened it slowly, stepping aside to let the Doll-E in. “Hi there,” I said. “So. Cleaning, right?”

“Of course, master,” the fembot said as she walked inside, her blue eyes snapping around attentively. “I will begin at once.”

“Great. Thanks. I’ll just be in the shower…”

“Do you require assistance in washing, master?”

“What? Uh, no thanks. I’m good,” I said as I edged towards the bathroom.

“Because I am fully waterproof, master, and would be happy and willing to ensure every nook and crevice were cleaned thoroughly. My shower attachments are ready for use!”

“Yeah, great,” I said, already closing the door. “I’ll… keep that in mind.”

I shut the door and turned back around.

Well, that was a bit weird. Starting to wonder what else Dolly put in that fembot’s programming. Not going to lie, I was a bit curious, but time enough for that later. For now, I was just happy to get the shower going and clean up. Big day today.

Still, I let my powers radiate through the walls and sense everything metal in my room. I was relieved to find I could sense the fembot’s components. And they were complicated. Wow. Dolly really went all out with this thing. And though I did trust her to program the new maids, it never hurt to be extra careful when letting killer robots wander around the place. I had plenty of confidence in Dolly’s work, mind you. Why else would I let her build her lab under my house, where she was no doubt keeping a collection of doomsday devices that would give the UN panic attacks? I probably could have ordered her not to make anything that would torch the Geneva Convention, but trying to keep an evil genius from building something to threaten the world with was like making water run uphill. It was in their nature. I mean, if we had, then George de Mastral would never have invented velcro while following his true calling of breeding man-eating burdocks. Sometimes, you just had to let the evil geniuses cook.

And keep some flamethrowers handy for when the plant monsters got into the fertilizer.

I sighed as I showered, drying off when I felt Doll-E finally move off from my room, along with the laundry. Still, I kept a towel tied around the waist as I went out. Despite my misgivings, it looked like she did an impressive job. I wasn’t a slob, sure, but things inevitably got away from me thanks to work. I still kept my stuff to the minimum out of habit. Originally, that was because I had to move a lot, but I was starting to get comfortable now. A new sensation for sure, but far from unpleasant.

Clipping on my belt, sliding on my anklets and bracelets, I finally got dressed and made it out of my room and downstairs, heading outside to the back of the chalet.

“Oh darling! There you are.”

I stopped immediately. That throaty purr could only belong to one woman. I turned around, spotting Madame Mammon descending the stairs to the second floor. She walked like she was strutting down the red carpet, and looked it too. A black dress hugged her red curves, cradling firm, plump breasts while a fur scarf hung about her neck. A jacket hung lazily off her shoulders, and a little pillbox hat sat atop her rich black hair and between two curved horns. Her golden eyes glowed playfully as she stopped at the bottom step, extending her hand towards me.

“Mammon,” I said, taking her hand and giving the back of her fingers a kiss. “Did you need something?”

Mammon chuckled throatily. “Oh always, darling. Always! But the question has been who can provide it? And the answer today, darling, the marvelous answer, is you!”

“Well, anything to make your vacation better,” I said.

Mammon laughed merrily. “Oh thank you, darling. Thank you! And really, I do so appreciate your offering your place to me during this time of relaxation. It has been such a wonderful experience. Such a wonder, darling!”

That was one way to put it. Sure, Mammon had basically imposed herself on me, but I’d really come out ahead in the whole thing. Mammon had proven invaluable several times, such as summoning demons, meeting demons, and designing the costumes of henchmen.

Speaking of…

“Mammon?” I said. “Might this have anything to do with certain killer robots in mini skirts?”

Mammon’s eyes lit up. Literally. Those glittering golds glowed like a moon over a witch’s coven going ‘sky clad.’ “Then you noticed!”

“Hard not to,” I said.

“Of course, darling. Of course! How could you not? And I’m quite proud of it. Simply proud beyond measure, darling! When your dear little scientist came up to me about costumes, I was thrilled darling. Utterly thrilled! I could tell at once that Dolly, though delightfully technical, didn’t have a strong grasp of the appeal of attire. Oh no, darling. Though her look matches her wonderfully, we must look further, darling. Much further! And I was glad to help. Simply delighted!”

“I bet. So, what did you want to talk about?”

“Why the styles, darling. The styles! After all, a simple maid outfit is so very fitting, of course. Never let it be said I don’t appreciate a good servant’s look, darling. But we could do more. So much more! Oh darling,” she breathed, bosom heaving like the protagonist in a period romance. “I have such ideas. Such ideas, darling!”

“I bet you do,” I said. “Well, put some to paper and let me take a look. We can go from there.”

“Oh darling!” Mammon trilled in delight, clapping her hands and beaming down at me. “You don’t know how happy this makes me. Just delighted, darling. Simply delighted!”

“Yeah, sure. But maybe tone down the spikes.”

She gave a gasp of mock horror. “Oh darling! Surely you don’t mean that. Surely not! Why, you may as well ask a fish not to swim. A bird not to fly! Oh,” she sighed, tossing her head in such overacting exasperation it would make Shatner blush. “Oh, but if you insist, darling, I shall try. I shall exert myself to the greatest of my abilities. For you, darling. Only for you.”

“I appreciate it,” I told her.

“I do hope so, darling,” Mammon said, turning and strutting away, the tip of her spaded tail gliding along my jawline. “I do hope so…”

I watched her go, her ass swaying tantalizingly in her tight gown. I shook my head. Damn but she was amazing. And tempted though I was to show her just how much I appreciated her (and damn but I was tempted), I had other things to do. So reluctantly, I headed through the doors, and into the chalet’s backyard.

Once, it had played host to an elaborate hedge maze, which was very slowly coming back. General Winter’s perpetual cold had almost killed it off, but since he left the chalet in my hands, the foliage was starting to regrow. Only partially, though, because Glacia also used the area for her ‘art projects.’ Her current piece was still a half-formed block, but I could already make out the menacing pose of arms crossed, head thrown back like some piece of dystopic tyranny that’d probably get blown up by a ragtag, ethnically diverse group of teenage rebels.

Glacia, surprisingly though, wasn’t working on it at the moment. In fact, she was reading over something on a tablet screen.

“Working hard?” I said, coming up to her.

She looked up, trying not to look smug and utterly failing. “Of course, sir. I always am.”

“Glad to hear it. Now, what am I looking at?”

“These are the villains we shall be further examining today, sir,” she said as she handed over the tablet. “After working through the first round of interviews, they have been selected for further consideration.”

“Excellent. Great,” I said, then paused. “Wait. First round?”

“Of course sir,” Glacia said, absolutely radiating smug confidence. “Surely you did not think only those few villains seek to join and serve your illustrious self? Of course not! We have dozens of individuals of evil persuasion waiting to join you, sir. And more every day! Why, you could have an army of evil with ease!”

“Oh. Yay,” I said dimly. Dammit. Yeah, having a horde of bad guys waiting on your every command sounds good on paper, but there’s a reason outside of a world-domination plot, or ganging up on a particular hero, that villains typically went solo. They hated cooperating, and there was more friction with a group of bad guys than you’d find in an exhibition on sandpaper. The only solutions were either keep them busy, purge them regularly, or alpha them so hard none would dare start shit and would instead utterly obey with you out of sheer terror. The last one never worked for long, though. One sign of weakness and they’d jump you in a flash.

So while Glacia saw the beginnings of a potential evil empire, all I could see was a slew of headaches waiting to happen.

I sighed. Oh well. I suppose in the end I shouldn’t be too surprised. I’d come this far with this little project, and hey, if it meant I got to keep Glacia, Psyren and Dolly around, it’d be worth it.

Besides, all this just meant I had to do an even better job of weeding out those who’d make a poor addition to the team.

“Got your bad guys at the gate, Victor,” Dolly’s voice chimed in my ear.

“Great,” I said, still flicking through the resumes on the tablet’s screen. “Glacia? Mind bringing them back here?”

“Of course, sir,” she said, striding off with head held high, moving with all the gravity and dignity of a princess welcoming the diplomats of a foreign land.

Damn but I did love that girl.

By the time she returned I’d managed to get through the list and knew more or less what to expect. First was the Plutonium Pachyderm, a massive bruiser with radioactive powers, dressed up like a cross between a hazmat suit and the Mad Max costume department.

Then there was Devil’s Details, or at least the frontman of it. A demon musician with a literal battle axe as a guitar, his clothes scattered leather with plenty of spikes, his horns jutting up notably. I’d briefly worked with him before when he was in his band, and I was curious to see what he’d do.

Third was Finnegan Wake. Some sort of Frankenstein zombie made of different people’s body parts, dressed in a tweed suit, a flat top straw hat and a pair of small spectacles.

The fourth was Nightshade, who was undoubtedly female, but looked like a dark sheet had been wrapped around an invisible woman, the fabric pressing against her curves in a pretty appealing way, had to say, but given her power set seemed to be death related, probably best no one try and see what was really under there.

Not a bad group to start with. Sure, most hadn’t done any major villainy yet, but that was fine. The important thing was the character, and those four seemed at least marginally sane, and had some really solid thematic tools I could make use of.

“Alright, gentlemen. And ladies,” I added with an acknowledging nod to Nightshade. “Welcome to the second stage of our recruitment drive.”

“THE PLUTONIUM PACHYDERM IS PREPARED TO IMPRESS!”

“Uh, yeah. Gotcha. Anyway, you four have been selected for potential further processing for one specific reason.”

“BECAUSE WE ARE MIGHTY!” Plutonium bellowed, flexing in his rad suit, which strained the rubbery fabric somewhat alarmingly.

“No,” I said.

Plutonium paused mid swell. “We’re not?” he said.

“You are,” I assured him. “But that’s not the important thing. The most important part of being a part of this organization is that you know how to take direction, and know when to hold back.”

“So, we’re not aiming to trash heroes?” Devil’s Details asked.

“Not entirely, no,” I said. “Our job is to lose, but in a way that makes the heroes look good. It’s a tricky thing, and that also means we’re doing it with a fair few restrictions. Which is as good a time as any to go over the rules.” I keyed the tablet, and above it buzzed a holographic field that filled itself in.

“Rule one,” I said, firmly meeting the eyes of each of the new villains. “Always wear a mask. This is mainly for yourselves, but also for work. Keep a barrier between your professional persona and your everyday self. Trust me, you’ll need it.

“Rule two, never hurt civilians. Ever. You’re here to show off, and the only reason we can do the things we do is because we aren’t killing bystanders. As soon as you start racking up collateral damage, then the heroes will have every reason to take you in. Or out, as the case may be. It’s basically career suicide.”

“Makes sense,” Finnegan said.

“Damn right. And this one’s a bit flexible, but rule three is never kill the heroes you’re paid to fight. Now,” I added quickly even as I saw some curious looks. “Let me be clear, there is some wiggle room on this one. But not much at all. You can only kill the hero if it’s them or you. If they break the rule and come after you for real, and you have to put them down, do it. Ideally where no one can see it. Because if you do kill your hero, and people find out, your career is absolutely over. Unless there were clear extenuating circumstances, you may even go to jail. Our job is to make sure the evil plot is foiled, and everyone walks away from it happy. But your life takes priority. Got it?”

“Weeee unnnnderstaaaand,” Nightshade said, her voice like a whisper of wind through autumn trees.

I nodded. “Good. And rule four, possibly the most important rule of all for us, is that the bad guy always loses. We’re there to get beat. Our evil scheme thwarted. Our lair blown up while we get away in the escape pod. That is the most vital part of all this. Put up a good fight absolutely, but in the end, evil is defeated. Remember that. Once you have it memorized, everything else falls into place. Questions?”

Devil’s Details raised his hand. “Uh, yeah. I got one. Didn’t you win against the Heroes of Earth?”

There was a general murmur of agreement from among the villains. I sighed. Knew that one would come up sooner or later. “I did,” I said. “But that wasn’t a professional villainy. That was… something else. A private matter.”

“Seemed pretty public,” Devil said admiringly.

“It was, but there was no choice there. Someone came after one of my villainesses, and I went to get her back. And let me be clear,” I added firmly. “If you work for me, and someone tries that kind of fuckery on you, then I’ll have your back. As long as you didn’t start shit, I’ll do my best to make sure you’re not being targeted by heroes or villains. Got it?”

“Very,” Devil said.

“THE PLUTOMIUM PACHYDERM APPROVES!” Plutonium bellowed.

“Great,” I said. “But keep in mind, I will only go to bat for you if you obey the rules. Break ‘em, and you’re on your own. You blow up an orphanage, I’m not going to save your ass. Alright, good talk. Now, it’s time to see what you four can do. Glacia?”

“Sir?” Glacia said, jolting to attention.

“Give us some targets.”

“Yes sir!” Glacia said, turning and raising her hand.

I watched with admiration as rays of blistering cold blasted a part of the lawn, forming several vaguely humanoid figures out of glittering ice. I nodded in satisfaction. Looked like all that practice with the sculptures was paying off.

“Great work. Now,” I said, turning back to the quartet. “Here’s how it’s going to work. Each of you is going to show me what your powers can do. But keep it reasonable!” I added quickly. “I don’t want another Chernobyl on my hands here.”

“I resent the insinuation!” Plutonium barked.

“Just don’t irradiate the place,” I said. “But you can be first.”

“OUTSTANDING!” Plutonium said, strutting forward. “READY YOUR JAWS FOR IMMINENT DROPPING!”

I stepped back warily, wondering if I should grab some lead vests before things got started. But too late now. Besides, if he couldn’t keep radiation below acceptable levels, he wouldn’t make a decent villain anyway.

“Let’s keep the radiation around microwave oven levels here,” I added as I flipped to a geiger counter on my tablet. “We don’t want people to start losing their hair every time you do a job. Feel free to make it flashy, though. The flashier the better, actually. Think you can handle that?”

“OF COURSE!” Plutonium cried. “NOTHING IS BEYOND THE SKILL OF THE PLUTONIUM PACHYDERM!”

“Fantastic. Show us what you got, big guy,” I said as I eyed the clicking counter. I had high hopes for Plutonium. Big guys were always in demand as villains. It looked good to beat them, and oh so satisfying. True, you never had a lack for bad guys who thought they were the biggest, baddest, hardest sons of bitches on the block. But having one who knew he looked tough, but could take a beatdown without sulking or throwing a fit? That was worth its weight in gold.

And considering if Plutonium did throw a fit, it might require the evacuation of several square miles, I wanted a damn good insight into his character before I sent him out against any heroes. I watched closely as the big bruiser took up position a distance from the target. Haaah… Evil was a lot of work.

Plutonium Pachyderm took a deep breath, then thrust a finger out towards the targets. “HEROES!” he bellowed. “YOU ARE THINKING TO GET IN THE PATH OF THE PLUNTONIUM PACHYDERM? HAHA! I LAUGH AT YOUR FEEBLE EFFORTS. FOR SINCE I WAS IRRADIATED BY AN ELEPHANT'S FOOT, I HAVE ALL THE MIGHT OF THE ELEPHANT, AND THE POWER OF A NUCLEAR BOMB! NOW, BEHOLD MY POWAAAAH!”

Nice. Nice. Good aplomb for sure. The guy had an almost instinctive grasp of villainous monologue. Plutonium thrust out an arm, palm open and a greenish glow pulsing into existence. With a sound like a trumpet, a blast of irradiated energy shattered one of the sculptures, melting the shards even as they spun away.

Not bad. I checked the geiger counter and he hadn’t gone too high either. About the same as I’d get talking on my cell for fifteen minutes. Good. Good. But here was the real test.

“Alright, not bad,” I said. “Now, blast that one, but don’t break it.”

“I WILL DESTROY… excuse me?”

“Just what I said. Shoot it, but don’t break it,” I said. “You’re good at regulating the radioactive output of your blasts, but this is performative villainy. If you’re fighting while surrounded by a crowd or in a building, the last thing you want to do is fire away hard enough to do serious damage. The trick of our jobs isn’t just in the punching, but pulling the punches. Now, give it a try.”

Plutonium turned back to the sculptures, flexing his fists. “Right. Right!” he barked; hand thrust out once more. “FEEL THE BURN OF THE PACHYDERM!”

Ooh, nice rhyming. Could make a good catch phrase. But not so good execution as the blast melted half the ice pillar into a misshapen lump.

“Good first try,” I said. “But solid fundamentals. Once you get intensity down, we can see about you working a job.”

“THE PLUTONIUM PACHYDERM SHALL NOT FAIL!” he bellowed with another fierce flex.

“Fantastic to hear,” I said. “Okay… Devil’s Details. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

“Oh yeah!” the demon crowed as he sauntered forward. “I’ve got a touch of music for you to hear! Yeah ha!”

I nodded along as he did his stuff. The rest of them went through the motions after him. It was about what I expected. They all had useful powers, but most didn’t have a great idea how to moderate their force. Nightshade was the worst, her claws literally eviscerating the ice blocks with a single swipe. Not exactly good, but the ghostly bit could be a big hit. The way her cloak clung against her figure would win her a lot of fans either way, that was for damn sure.

It was while Finnegan was showing off some sort of spectral handguns that my phone went off. I hastily picked it out, checking the number. Well well! Roger Lutz. Interesting. I’d worked with him quite often before. He was the agent for a number of mid-tier heroes. No one super popular. You wouldn’t see their faces on any backpacks or lunch boxes, but he did a pretty good job representing what he had.

“Take five everyone!” I called out. “Glacia? Keep an eye on things.”

“I will not fail you, sir,” she said with a crisp salute.

“Er. Right,” I said, leaving it to her to babysit the villains for a minute while I moved a bit away and answered the call. “Roger, hey.”

“Hey hey!” came the sort of voice that really thinks you’ll just love this used car, and that there’s absolutely no need to look under the hood or at the odometer. “How’s my favourite bad guy!”

“Can’t complain,” I said. “How about you? How’s the hero business been treating you?”

“Not bad! Not bad at all. And speaking of, I was hoping I might get a hand on some of your services.”

“Mine?” I said.

“Well, maybe not you specifically. Getting you on a job might be a bit above the paygrade these days eh? Eh?”

“Maybe,” I said with a chuckle. He wasn’t wrong. These days, I was a hot commodity. Kicking my ass was prestige work for heroes. Not a lot could pony up the sort of cash needed to fight the guy who took down the Heroes of Earth.

“That’s fantastic. Anyway! I think I’ve got just the hero to take on one of your hot little numbers. Great guy! You’ll love him. Hits all those good notes. And that ice gal of yours might be just the ticket, eh?”

“We can talk. When should we meet up?”

“Anytime! How’s tonight look?”

“I’m free. You know that seafood place near the waterfront? The Clam and Spam?”

“The one run by the fish people?”

“Yeah, that one. Meet you there. We’ll see what we can do.”

“Love it! I’ll be there.”

“Until then,” I said, hanging up. Nice. A bit more work was always good, especially mid tier stuff like this. That was how you built relationships with heroes on the up and up. Connections, that’s what it was all about in this business.

And I could do some good stuff with Roger. I wondered what kind of hero he had going for me? Not that it mattered if he’d told me. I never took a job without meeting the agent and hero in person. I didn’t blame agents for trying to push underachieving heroes on guys like me. That was their whole job. But I wasn’t an idiot, so I never took on a hero without meeting the person I’d be fighting face to face. Better to get to know them before it got to the fist-to-face phase. You could tell a lot about someone by talking to them over dinner, and I intended to get every scrap of info I could before I agreed on anything.

With that in mind, I went back to working over the new villains a bit more. Another few hours of running them through the paces and I had a decent idea of where each one was in their skills. Finally, I clapped my hands. “Alright everyone. Great first showing. I think we have a pretty good idea of what we have to work with.”

“Does that mean we get to fight heroes now?” Devil said.

“Not even close.”

“Aw…”

I looked over the villains arrayed before me. “You’ve all got a lot of skill and interesting powersets, but we already knew that. I think you’ve got what it takes, but it’s going to take some serious work before any of you are actually ready to try out in the field. Our job is a hell of a lot harder than just plain villainy. Those guys don’t need to worry about hurting civvies, property damage, or anything else. They can just plow through for their objectives.

“But that’s not who we are,” I said pointedly. “We’re societal villains. When we finish a job, we don’t want the cops, heroes, or anyone else on our asses. So that means we have to be ten times more professional than even the heroes we’re fighting. We’ve got everything against us. But we can do the job, and we will. And why?

“Because we goddam like it!”

I could see the four villains before me straighten sharply at my words.

“That’s right,” I said firmly. “We like being the bad guys! We like constructing convoluted plots. We like being the ones with the death rays. We downright enjoy twiddling a handlebar mustache while tying people to train tracks. We love it! But,” I added, raising a pointed finger as I scanned the four before me. “But! We also aren’t psychotic. We aren’t lunatics. And we don’t have fun causing pain. We’re professionals! And I’m going to turn you into the best villains this city has ever seen. Are we clear?”

“YESSSSS!” Plutonium roared, pumping his arms, eyes flaring with nuclear light.

“Damn right! So I’ll see you all here tomorrow where we’ll pick up where we left off. Dismissed!”

I watched the four head off with pride. Hell, this whole thing just might work out after all…

“Very moving, sir,” Glacia said by my side. “I am inspired, as ever.”

“Thanks,” I told her. “All part of the job.” I gave her a shrewd look. “Want to join me for dinner tonight?”

“Dinner, sir?” she said keenly.

“Work dinner. Seeing an agent about getting a match up with one of their heroes, and they had an interest in you.”

Glacia beamed in excitement, even as she tried to play it casual. “Of course, sir. I would be honoured to assist in any way that I can.”

I nodded. “Wonderful. Then, it sounds like we’ve got our evening all planned out.”


See Food

The Clam and Spam was one of those pleasant little restaurants, usually run by a family, and that you could reliably expect the food was good, but the seating was small. It’d usually be run by ethnic immigrants, and in this case, the ethnicity could best be described as ‘salmon.’

You didn’t get a whole lot of Neptunians on the surface. At least, not outside certain New England towns, but Metro City was like that. It tended to bring in people from all over, and the bottom of the sea was no exception. It helped that the city was up against the ocean. And Neptunian food was pretty good. No one did sushi like them. And if now and then they tried to summon Cthulu, well, at least they do it for cultural reasons.

Roger was easy to pick out inside. He was sitting at a table near the back wall, which was decorated with fishing nets. Unmistakable in his dark suit, yellow glasses and slicked back hair, he lounged in his seat with a cocky smile.

Wasn’t exactly hard to spot the hero he brought either. Guy was taking up two chairs beside his agent, and needed them. Musclebound didn’t do him justice. He looked like he was made of bicep, with a buzzcut on a head that looked like a thumb, and sporting a build ready to rip out of his white sleeveless workout shirt at any moment. A big explosion graphic was on the front of his shirt with the letters NH plastered on it.

There wasn’t anything super unusual about that. A lot of heroes came to these sorts of meetings in costume. The trouble was, I didn’t know if that was a costume or just his everyday clothes. But, if I didn’t want to work with bombastic weirdos, I wouldn’t be working with supers.

Spotting us, Roger half rose out of his chair and waved.

“Hey hey hey! Victor! Glad you could make it. And this must be the lovely Glacia! Roger Lutz. Charmed to meet you,” he said, shaking Glacia’s hand enthusiastically.

“Greetings,” Glacia said neutrally, inclining her head.

“And hey! I forgot to introduce my hero,” Roger said proudly, slapping the shoulder of the man beside him. “Say hello, Gunther.”

“Do not call me Gunther,” the big guy said, lifting his head and rising out of his chair, towering over me and Glacia. “Call me by my hero’s name.”

“Which is?” I said.

He lifted his arms, then flexed with a grunting display. “No Whey!”

Hoo boy. A real meathead. This might be tricky. Heroes like that tended to be a bit… well, dumb, to put it frankly. But I’d do my best all the same. I looked back to Roger, who was pretty plainly the brains of this operation. “So-”

“Long ago,” No Whey continued, pumping his guns until veins throbbed along his massive arms, “I was but a normal body builder, but I was unsatisfied with my current gains! Thus, I took an experimental protein supplement. As a result, I gained incredible might! Thews of iron! Abs of steel! Thighs of titanium! Thus, I became No Whey! Defender of the weak with my massive guuuuns! Hooah!”

He curled his biceps, and through his tight white wifebeater I saw his pectorals twitch and dance.

“...Uh huh,” I said as I took a seat along with Glacia. “Have you ordered yet?”

“Waiting on you,” Roger said affably. “I hear the seafood is very good!”

The seafood was all there was, but whatever.

The waitress came over, her fishy head encased in a glass tank that bubbled as her lips moved. Her voice came from a speaker installed on the collar of the tank. “Are you ready to order?” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, scanning my menu. “I’ll take the salmon with the side of seaweed salad. You?” I said, looking at Glacia.

“I will have what you get, sir,” she said.

“An excellent choice!” No Whey declared. “Salmon is high in vitamin B12 and rich in wonderful, muscle building protein!”

“Great. Glad to hear it,” I said as I handed over my menu.

“And the rest of you?” the waitress bubbled.

“I will take four orders of the Tuna Surprise!” No Whey declared. “Yes! The tuna fish! Chicken of the sea, and loaded with more protein by weight than any other commercially available seafood! And all of it shall be mine!”

“Fish taco, thanks,” Roger said, ignoring his client’s outburst.

I didn’t. Always important to get a measure of the supers you were working with, and No Whey wasn’t exactly the subtle type. Actually, he struck me as the sort of hero who wore his personality not only on his sleeve, but plastered across his billboard chest. A bit overzealous and bombastic, sure, but nothing wrong with that, provided he knew the score. One of the worst kinds of heroes in this business were the ones who got carried away during fights. The only ones worse were the kinds that resented hiring a villain like me. They always tried to push things, often to deadly results.

“So, No Whey,” I began.

“That is my name!”

“...Sure is. What kind of encounter are you looking for here?”

No Whey cocked his head. “What kind?”

“Yeah. What are you looking to get out of a fight with our villains?”

“Fame!” he boomed. “Do you know what the problem is with the world today?”

“I could probably draw up a list…”

“Fat children!” No Whey declared.

“That’s… probably one of them. Sure,” I said. “And how do you…”

“For too long,” he continued, and I decided to just let him have at it. “Yes! For too long, children and young people been cooped up on their couches, playing their video games and watching their screens and youtubes and next flixes. Couch potatoes! Slackers! And eating nothing but sugar, chemicals, and slop. But no longer!” he declared, rising to his feet, pointing skyward triumphantly. “No longer will the children of America be consigned to eating from the trough of weakness and Nestle! For when I gained my awesome physique, I realized that I could inspire a generation to put down the chips and the drugs, and pick up the dumb bells! Yes!” No Whey shouted, giving so mighty a flex his wifebeater actually burst off him into rags. “For when they see the awesome power of these muscles! These almighty glutes and gains, they will realize the wonders of good health! Balanced diets! And seek out their physical peeeeeak!”

I stared at the hero for a hot second. Well… I’d give him credit for ambition. How many kids would actually be inspired by him was a bit up for debate, but hell, there’d been weirder trends. And I’d give him points for passion, if not sense.

And hey, if it didn’t, no skin off my nose. I was paid to fight and lose to heroes, not bring down the youth recidivism or obesity rates. And though No Whey seemed overzealous, he was definitely looking for a performance. And a kid friendly one? He’d probably at least try not to crush a villain’s head between his thighs.

“Alright,” I said. “In that case, we’re probably looking at a chance to really show off those muscles of yours and let you flex all you want.”

“An opportunity I welcome!” No Whey declared mightily.

“Fantastic,” I said flatly. “Normally, I’d suggest you going up against our resident psychic. Nice brains and brawn dichotomy with that, but if we’re looking for you to get physical, seems like ice would be the ideal choice. Glacia?”

“It would be my honour to have my powers be defeated,” she said serenely.

I nodded. “Great. Some ice golems. Walls. Whole nine yards. Can you break out of being frozen in ice?”

“Of course!” No Whey declared. “When I have warmed up through physical effort, the heat of my body can melt any barrier!”

I nodded along, but knew I’d better tell Glacia to tone down the freezing if she did envelop him in a frosty coating. Heroes like No Whey had a tendency to overestimate their skills outside their base powersets, and that was the last thing we needed.

“Great,” I said. “As for the scenario, I’m thinking a standard robbery would go well. A bank or something is always good. Walls to bust down. Things to throw. Plenty of cameras. Ideal set up. I’ll find a place.”

“Then you’ll take the job?” Roger said eagerly.

“Sounds pretty doable. We’ll hash out the details and contract later. But it won’t be cheap,” I warned him.

“No problem!” Roger said, beaming as he spread his hands. “We’ve gotten plenty of sponsors all lined up! Lots of sport supplement companies have jumped on this thing. No Whey’s got brand deals coming in from all corners, and his brother is a big supporter of the work!”

“Great,” I said, just in time for the waitress to return with dinner, laying them out in front of us one after the next. I rubbed my hands eagerly. Alright. Things were going my way.


Business and Pleasure

Though I did a lot of work with free agents like Roger, far more of it came direct from corporations.

And listen, I didn’t have anything against corps like Razer. Honestly, I loved them. They were the ones who funded most of the bigger heroes, and being a super was expensive. Sure, some heroes fought the good fight just to do good, but good vibes didn’t exactly pay the bills. So unless you already had a trust fund, most heroes got sponsorship deals from various corps.

And that’s fine! More power to them. Because it also meant I always had plenty of work, especially with Razer. I practically had Lucille Carter on speed dial. Her heroes had beaten my ass more than any other in the city, and a good business rapport was vital.

And sure, Razer headquarters looked like a cross between Isengard and the Chrysler Building, but you couldn’t judge a book by its cover. I mean, Razer was absolutely as evil as it looked, but they had the cash, so here I was.

As I entered the foyer and went through the standard security check, I wondered what Carter had on offer for me this time. I hoped it was a good one. Ever since I ascended to my current position as the head of my own evil organization, she’d been keen to hire me even more. But that was the thing about being the main villain. You had to pace your appearances and defeats. Get beaten too often, and it won’t matter how badass your costume or tragic your backstory was. People got bored and started thinking you’re weak. And when you’re the big bad, that’s a very bad thing.

Carter’s office lay at the end of a short hall, her assistant Julia buzzing me in. I went in warily. Carter always tried to throw me off my game somehow.

And today was no different.

Carter’s office always had a very open concept, which was mainly because in corporate life, your importance was judged by how much square footage of office space you could leave conspicuously empty. It was an even better indicator than who had the sexier business card, and equally as sociopathic. Carter was clearly very important, having enough extra space to host a car show, but today, in addition to her kidney-shaped desk and wall shelves filled with other organ-adjacent art pieces, she now had a pottery wheel.

And she was sitting behind it in nothing but a leotard while she worked.

…Sure. Alright then.

I took a second to orient myself to that, and also to grab an eyeful of Carter. And who could blame me? She was an attractive woman, with hair done up tight in a bun, her figure firm yet soft in all the right places, and her eyes always hidden behind a pair of mirrored lenses. Her hands and wrists were currently coated in pottery mud, but somehow that only made her more attractive, her delicate fingers gliding up and down her current project, the spinning wheel molding the clay in a rather… phallic way.

Same old Carter.

“Victor!” she said affably as she continued to work. “So good to see you. Come in!”

“Carter,” I said, quickly checking the room for any other surprises. “Picked up a new hobby?”

“I did! Pottery. Had to take it as part of a stress management course, and found I liked it. You should try it. Just melts the stress away.”

“That right?”

“Of course. Come here, I’ll show you. Just take off your clothes and we can get started.”

“I think I’ll pass,” I said, taking a seat across from her.

“That’s the problem with you, Victor,” Carter said, tilting her head at me with a smirk. “You don’t have any hobbies.”

“I do so.”

“Such as?”

“Well…”

I hesitated. It wasn’t that I didn’t have things I did for fun in my off hours. But I also wasn’t sure ‘fucking gorgeous villainesses’ would count. “Anyway, what do you have for me? Got some heroes needing to show off?”

Carter smiled, shrugging off my deflection as her hands began gliding up and down, shaping the damp clay to a much taller shape. “A bit of that. A bit of that. But I have some more… immediate ideas which I hope very much you’ll be a part of.”

Uh oh. I instantly tensed up, eying her narrowly. Wasn’t sure where this was going, and when dealing with Carter, that was a very bad sign. Not to say she was bad at her job. Far from it. But when she was good at her job, it often meant someone else was going to get screwed over worse than anyone with a mohawk in a George Miller film. And I had no intention of letting that person be me.

“And what might that be?” I asked.

“I’ve been reliably informed, Victor, that you’ve been developing not only your own close group of ladies, but others as well. Training up additional villains to take on heroes and expand your organization’s roster.” She tilted her head my way, the dark lenses of her glasses shining reflectively in the light. “Am I correct?”

“You are,” I said slowly. “No firm members yet, but I’ve been working on it.”

“Excellent,” Carter said, her grin growing to Cheshire cat proportions. “In that case, we at Razer were looking to consider a… partnership with you that might be of a tremendous benefit to both of us.”

“Oh?” I said, lifting an eyebrow. “Need some villains to beat?”

“That. But so much more, Victor. So very much more.”

Where the hell was she going with this? I clasped my hands to keep them from fidgeting, eying her closely. “What did you have in mind?”

Carter’s fingers glided teasingly along the sculpture as it spun. “Tell me, Victor. Have you given much thought to… merchandising?”

I stared at her, utterly gobsmacked. “Sorry, what?”

“Merchandising,” Carter crooned as her fingers played around the peak, clay lazily curving over to her gentle touch. “Products. Brand deals. All that fun stuff.”

“Well,” I said warily. “Psyren’s been doing some sponsorship things for various brands…”

“Oh Victor,” Carter said, laughing and shaking her head, her lush hair fluttering. “So innocent. You’re not looking at the big picture. You’re still thinking small time. But you’re in the big leagues now! And that means products.”

“No, I know all about product placement,” I said. “Half the time that’s what I’m helping heroes show off.”

“Which is wonderful, of course,” Carter continued, steamrolling the conversation as only she could. “But I’m not talking about those. I’m talking about you! Product lines based around you and your group. Yes. We’re talking franchising! We’re looking at action figures. Cereal boxes. Netflix shows! The possibilities are endless. And we at Razer would be delighted to be a part of that.”

I stared at her, actually surprised at the idea. “You would?”

“Of course. Why wouldn’t we? After all, we have the infrastructure and skills needed to give you a leg up in this world. We could handle the production, and cut you in for a very generous percentage. Razer has been working very hard to move into the entertainment business, having acquired over a dozen film studios over the last few years, and have even kept some of them open with minimal layoffs!”

“Really?” I said. “Are Marvel movies really doing that well?”

“Not at all. But we at Razer believe that we have the fix for that. Though heroes are going through a bit of a downturn, we think the villain brand is ripe for launch!”

“The villain brand?”

“Exactly,” Carter purred, her hands tracing an hourglass figure on the clay. “Let’s face it, Victor. The good guy has reached maximum growth. But we estimate that villains have only reached thirty percent potential! And with the industry entering a downturn, we feel that now would be the ideal time to enter into a more aggressive strategy.”

“But why me?” I said.

“Victor, do you realize how amazingly brandable you are?”

“Excuse me?”

“Think about it,” Carter said, her hands lazily moving up and down the now extremely phallic clay like she was jerking it off. “You are, let’s be honest, peak male condition. You have your own multimillion dollar business, an expansive home complete with underground lab, a bevy of psychotic and stunningly attractive female lovers, and a legion of fembots at your command.”

“Uh huh,” I said, unable to quite stop watching her hands. Then I registered more of what she said. “Wait, how did you know about the fembots?”

Carter laughed disarmingly. “Victor, that’s a yesterday question. The today question is, ‘how are you going to capitalize on this?’ Because you see, Victor, your type of lifestyle is exactly the sort of thing modern viewing audiences would love to eat up! Did you really think Psyren’s little product influencing is the limit here? No no no! The sky’s the limit, Victor. Today is a new day! And an opportunity.”

“Pretty sure I’m not ready to have cameras shoved into every nook of my life,” I said. “For several reasons.”

“Just think about it,” Carter crooned. “We’ve already got several action figures mocked up.”

“I don’t know if ‘villain and his harem of hot girls’ is going to gel with kid toys.”

“Action figures, Victor. We’re selling to adults mainly. Much more money in there for the short term. We can look into a more family friendly cartoon program later.”

“I guess,” I said. Hey, they did it for Rambo and Robocop in the 80’s, so I guess it could work. “But to adults?” I pressed.

“Absolutely. Open that case on the desk.”

I glanced at the desk in question and got to my feet, making my way to it. There was indeed a briefcase waiting there, so I turned it towards me and opened it with a click. In slots cut in the dark foam were several items. One of which was…

“What the fuck!” I cried. “Carter, what the hell is this?”

“Ah, yes,” Carter said, looking over her shoulder. “The cologne. Excellent variety! We’re calling it ‘Full Metal.’ The scent of evil.”

“I’m not talking about the cologne. I’m talking about the… well…”

“The figurine?”

“No! The other thing.”

“Ah!” Carter said, beaming. “Of course. That.”

“Yes, ‘that.’ Why is there a rubber dick in here?”

“Victor, please!” Carter sighed, her head lolling like she just gave the biggest roll of her hidden eyes. “It’s more than just an extremely well-made phallus, using no BPA plastic and only highest-grade latex, and is also machine washable. It’s the future!”

“Excuse me?”

“You see,” Carter continued conversationally, her tone returning to that familiar persuasive hum that smoothed over flaws like a belt sander on a face, “Razer has recently acquired ‘Magical Molds’ in order to invest in the market of female sexuality, and these devices are just the thing to really give every woman her fantasy of having a ruthless villain giving them that loving they so desperately desire.”

I gave her a horrified look. “You didn’t… I mean, that’s not my…”

Carter laughed. “Of course not, Victor. Merely a proof of concept.”

“Whose concept?”

“Well, mine of course. I had plenty of opportunities to offer my opinion and guide development. Especially since I’ve ample first-hand experience, and though it lacks the same vigour that you possess, I think it’s a passable similarity in a pinch.”

I gave the contents of the box another stunned look. Dear God!

“But Victor, I’m surprised at you! You haven’t even mentioned the models.”

“Models?”

I looked back into the case and at the figurine in the middle compartment. It took me a second to recognize Glacia in miniature. She was poised in mid flight, one knee drawn up, her arms raised in a way that showed off the fullness of her breasts and fierceness of her expression while a swirl of plastic ice twisted up around her.

“Models,” Carter repeated smugly. “We’re looking to really make inroads into the market. The Japanese, as always, have really shown us the potential marketability of these sorts of items. You’ll notice the craftsmanship?”

“Carter, what the hell?” I said.

Carter gave me a pitying look. “Oh Victor. Dear, sweet Victor. This is just a prototype. And do you really think this is the first? There’s a whole cottage industry printing these things. They’re not amazing, I’ll grant you, but they’re out there. And if they’re going to be made, why not make some profit from them? When there’s cash out on the table, there’s no sense just leaving it there.”

I looked again at the figurine. It was very good work, I had to admit that. I picked it up, turning it over. They really captured her attractiveness. Not bad, though I really hoped it wasn’t made by the same company as the… other contents of the case.

And the money.

I did like money…

“I’d have to confirm with everyone first,” I said slowly.

“Naturally,” Carter purred, her hands gliding up and down the phallic clay, making my face grow warm. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. I think they’d be fantastic sellers. Don’t you?”

I cleared my throat. “Maybe. As long as you’re only selling models. But I’m putting my foot down about full-figured body pillows or anything like that.”

“Are you sure?” Carter said with a lazy smile. “That’s a very large market indeed.”

“Right. But still no.”

“A shame,” Carter hummed, lifting her hands from the pottery wheel and leaving the clay to slump over flaccidly. She rose smoothly from the stool, sauntering towards me with a lazy rolling of her hips, her lips playful and teasing. “A real shame. I don’t suppose there was something we could do to convince you otherwise? We’d even be willing to go up to… thirty percent profit sharing.”

“Not my call,” I said, feeling the heat ache through me.

“Such a shame,” Carter purred, stopping before me. “But I do think our other products will still do well.”

“The cologne?”

“I think we’ll sell it in a package,” Carter said, her hands taking mine, the slick clay feeling strange yet warm as she put my hands on her hips. “That and our… third product.”

“I’m not going to sell a dildo of my own cock,” I growled.

“Victor, Victor! Really now. Think of it as a… gift to women’s mental health.”

“What?”

“Oh yes. Don’t you know? Using such delightful devices do wonders for helping women relax. Studies have borne it out.”

“I see,” I said, my voice husky to my ears as I felt Carter’s hips tilt her towards me, her mound pressing against my bulging front, a throb of need radiating from my cock. Dammit, why did she have to be so unbearably sexy? “Studies that Razer sponsored?”

“We did have to be sure before we moved to market testing,” Carter hummed, her hips grinding herself against me. Fucking hell, I could practically feel the heat of her pussy through my pants and her panties. “But more testing is always a good idea. Mind lending a hand?”

“You going to turn this into another fucking product?” I asked.

“A fucking product indeed,” Carter said with a quirk of her lip, even as she leaned in and kissed me.

And even though I knew Carter was a corporate monster that’d sell her own child down the river if it meant getting that corner office, I couldn’t deny the fact that she knew how to kiss.

My hands grasped her shoulders and spun her around, pressing her against the desk. Carter gasped, then cooed, her leg hooking around my waist, pulling herself against me harder as my hands roamed over her body, feeling spots where the clay had already begun to dry. Dammit, I was so ready for her. It was also an incredibly bad idea. Carter was obviously trying to manipulate me with this.

And I was having a real hard time caring at the moment.

“Business is going to boom with all this, Victor,” Carter noted with a throaty purr. “I do hope you make the right decision with it.”

“And what happens if I make the wrong decision?” I asked, grabbing the shoulder straps of her leotard and yanking them off.

“Ah, well, as to that,” Carter mused, her breasts bouncing tantalizingly into her open. Plump. Firm. Flawless as only the best masseuses, physiotherapy, and hell, probably gene therapy could manage. “You would simply lose an excellent opportunity to make a fortune.”

“Is that all?” I said.

“Well,” she added smugly, her arms stretching up, undoing the buttons of my shirt with a clicking sound. “I suppose we could always… negotiate further…”

“I do warn you,” I grunted, peeling her leotard off fully. “I’m a tough negotiator.”

“I believe the word is hard,” Carter noted, kicking her leotard away, right before her leg hooked around me and pulled my bulge against her naked pussy. “Mmm. Very hard.”

I hissed, growling as I kissed her again. Carter took it with a purring sound, her hands yanking open my shirt and stroking my chest, admiring the contours of muscle. She hummed happily, rubbing herself more insistently against me.

That kind of action demanded an answer, and without further delay I yanked open my pants one handed, grasping the full length of my cock. I leaned in, kissing her hard, rubbing my shaft against the silken folds of her pussy. Carter moaned as I slickened up, drew back, and pushed home.

“Mmnnn!” she groaned, arching under me as I began to saw into her, thrusting hungrily into the tightness of her depths. “Oh Victor… ah… The real thing… truly is the mnn… best…”

Teasing bitch.

I sped up, fucking her harder for that one. Carter gasped, arching under me, her desk banging with the force of my thrusts, her body rocking eagerly against me, taking my cock deep with groans and gasps of needy pleasure.

Carter rode me as much as I fucked her. Meeting me on equal footing. Nearly surpassing me. She took her pleasure from me as surely as I took mine from her. And it was good. Wonderful! To find an equal in bed was different from every other woman in my life. All had their own charms and pleasures, and this was Carter’s.

I could feel my peak building. Climbing in me as I rutted her against the desk. So close. So near. My voice rose.

“Yes!” Carter cried under me. “Cum! Cum for me, Victor. Cum in me!”

“Fuck!” I groaned, unable to help myself, filling her a final time, groaning as I came, pumping my hot seed into her.

“Yessss!” Carter moaned, her own orgasm rippling around me, massaging my cock with shocks of sweet pleasure.

I panted above her, coming down slowly, still holding her down as I admired her, beads of sweat shining like diamonds on her body. When I finally had my breath back, I managed to gasp, “I… I’ll think about your offer.”

“Mmm. Wonderful,” Carter purred, adjusting her smoky glasses that had slipped slightly during our fucking. “I think it will be a wonderful partnership. Don’t you? Not to mention it will need you to stop by Razer quite often as a result.”

“Will it now?” I said, a hand gliding up her hips again, stroking the curve of her ass.

Carter hummed, arching lazily. “Mmm. Very much so. I might need to think about getting you your own office. Near mine, of course.”

“Sounds fun,” I observed.

“We do have some. You’ll just love wacky tie day.”

I scoffed. “Like I said,” I grunted, leaning over her again. “I’ll think about it.”

And I would. But first, I kissed her again.


Banking On It

I know it seems counterintuitive, but banks loved getting robbed by villains.

Not real villains, of course. That they hate, but tend to accept as just part of doing business in Metro City. But fake villains? They loved it! And there’s a very simple reason. Real supervillains hate looking like scrubs.

What did I mean by that? Simple. Villains hated getting upstaged. They thought they were the hottest shit in town and wanted everyone to admire and fear their awesome powers. Half the time they robbed a bank it wasn’t even for the money (though that was a nice bonus). Instead, they did it for the prestige of showing off what they could do. And nothing made you look more pathetic than hitting up a bank that someone else just robbed.

Sure, it might be easier to steal from a branch that just had a bad guy tear through it and level half the building while plundering the vault, but not only was it unlikely there’d be much cash on hand, it just lacked a certain… panache. It was like saying you weren’t good enough to really do the job. Not to mention security would be tighter. General rule for bad guys was you didn’t hit the same bank branch for at least four months after the last villain. Six months ideally. That way, the bank had enough time to get out of the news cycle, and security would be a bit laxer.

But the best part was that went for both freelance villains like myself and actual villains. So a bank branch was more than happy to offer up their place to a raid from someone like me, because it meant they’d not only get good press coverage about their security measures, but also get some nice breathing room before an actual psycho or thematically dressed gang tried to rip out the safe. Not to mention the bank didn’t have to risk losing their cash reserves, and even on the off chance they did lose some, the really valuable contents of the vault could be stored elsewhere until after the job.

Hell, I could probably have held a bidding war for who wanted to get knocked over by me and my villains. A fun idea, but maybe best explored later.

All of this meant I didn’t exactly need to wander far to find someone looking for a bad guy to rob them, and that was why Glacia and I met with Mister Mong, who ran Metro City’s First National Bank. At least, the branch on Engel Street.

I parked outside and walked in with Glacia hanging off my arm, poised with cool aristocracy as only she could. Even if I hadn’t had an appointment, I doubted I’d have had trouble meeting with Mong. Glacia just radiated the sort of cold, hard cash that any institution would roll out the red carpet for. In a fur trimmed coat, a pair of large tinted glasses over her eyes and white hair sparkling like it was laced with diamonds, she didn’t just look like she’d been born with a silver spoon in her mouth, but with the rest of the cutlery too.

But there was another feeling I couldn’t shake. A feeling of being intently watched. I subtly scanned the bank, but didn’t pick out anything obvious. My eyes flicked to the cameras. Them, maybe? I didn’t know. I shrugged, trying to shake the feeling off. Probably just more eyes on Glacia…

The clerk at the information desk sat up straighter as we reached her. “Hello!” she said, absolutely radiating eager politeness. “Welcome to Metro City’s First National Bank. How can I help you?”

“We’re here to see Mister Mong,” I said. “We have an appointment.”

“Of course, sir. One moment,” she said, quickly picking up her phone and dialling.

I let her work, scanning the bank in the meantime. Pretty good setup. About standard really. Confined space. The lines to the tellers, who were behind the dividers, and some glass walled offices where people could meet their financial advisors were scattered about. The whole place had foregone the classic art deco look, going for a more modern ‘tech company’ open concept and hard angles and glass walls, but we could work with that. Honestly, I was just happy we could even find a damn branch. So many were going online these days, or had maybe two tellers and the rest just ATM’s. And sure, you could rob that kind of thing, but it really lacked the drama. Fewer people screaming. Some didn’t even have vaults. It just wasn’t… stylish.

As I mused on that I spotted what could only be Mong hurrying from the back offices, puffing towards us. He was a somewhat pudgy guy in a nice suit with thinning hair and a pair of big, square glasses perched on his nose. He slowed when he got close, approaching at a more casual walk, but I wasn’t fooled. He wanted this job to happen, and that was always a bonus.

“Hello!” he said as he approached us, his hands wringing nervously. “Welcome. Please, right this way. We can talk more comfortably in my office, of course.”

“Of course,” I said, letting him lead on.

We crossed the floor, Glacia drawing more than a few eyes as we slipped into the back of the branch, through some doors he unlocked with a swipe of a keycard. His office was typical of guys like him, with a painting of the bay on a wall, his diplomas framed on the other side, and a solid desk with a few knickknacks and one of those drinking bird things that boring people found funny.

Mong slid behind his desk, still smiling, his small eyes darting between us as if afraid to miss a second.

“Good to meet you,” I said as I took a seat beside Glacia. “I mentioned over the phone that we were looking for a set for a job we’re doing…”

“Yes! Yes, you did,” Mong said quickly. “And after checking with upper management, we at Metro First would be delighted to have you use our facilities. We have all the resources you will need to make this a wonderful success! And we hope you will be able to be thwarted with great ease.”

“Good to hear,” I said. “We won’t need too much. Just the main floor, maybe some sacks of fake money, and for your employees that day to know the score. But not to leak it,” I added seriously.

“Yes, I understand. I understand completely,” Mong said, shifting in his chair, looking like he was already starting to sweat. He kept glancing at the cameras as we talked. “Not to worry. I’ll be sure our personnel know.”

“Good,” I replied. Fidgety guy. Have to make sure he wasn’t not working that day. Guys like him were the sort to always make a job harder. “We’ll do a fair bit of damage, make it nice and showy, but can probably keep it to the foyer and away from the main office. There’ll be frost, maybe some structural, and water damage by the end of it, but should be pretty manageable. The date will be four days from today at…” I checked the clock on the wall. “Let’s say one o’clock. Get the lunch crowd in on it and spectating.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Mong said eagerly. “We heartily endorse it. I’ll be sure to have everything in order by then. Is there anything in particular you need before hand?”

I thought about that for a moment. Bank jobs were usually pretty straight forward. Not like a heist at all. Considerably more focused on coming in, doing damage, and getting out. I looked to Glacia. “Anything?”

“The sprinkler system might be overly damaged by my powers,” she said.

“Oh, not to worry. Ours is specially reinforced in the event of supers using their powers,” Mong said quickly.

“Then I am satisfied,” Glacia said serenely.

“We’ll let you know,” I said as I stood back up. “We have your number.”

“Yes, yes. Quite right,” Mong said, rising with us. “Naturally. Please, let us know.”

I nodded to him and headed off, Glacia gliding at my side. As we left the bank I stretched my arms over my head, feeling my back crack with the subtle tension. “Mmm,” I said. “That went well.”

“Very, sir,” Glacia said. “I will not let you down.”

“No worries there,” I assured her. “You’ve yet to disappoint me.”

Glacia blushed with pleasure. “Thank you, sir,” she said. “You inspire me every day to improve myself and hone my skills yet more.”

“Happy to help,” I told her.

“There… is one thing, sir,” Glacia noted. “That job will intersect with your meeting with Chamelea. Will that be a problem?”

Damn! Almost forgot about that one. But it should be fine. A shame to miss out on Glacia’s work, but I couldn’t be everywhere. “No,” I said thoughtfully. “You’ve done a few jobs solo now. I think you can handle this thing without me breathing down your neck.”

Glacia preened, and I could tell she was trying hard not to squirm in pleasure at my praise. “Thank you, sir. I will not let you down.”

“You haven’t yet,” I told her, chuckling. Still, I really needed to get more organized. I couldn’t let things fly over my head like this.

Who knew what else I might miss?


Post Battle

It felt good to be able to leave the girls to do their jobs without me hanging over their shoulder every moment. Sure, I did enjoy it now and then, but these days, I only did for the bigger ones. Small things they could handle on their own. Psyren, for instance, was making big inroads in menacing the music-based hero industry. She was a hot commodity, though I was careful to keep an eye on her. She had a beef with a number of musicians that were doing amazing. She’d successfully pissed off people in both Country, Bubblegum Pop, and even some in Rock and Roll. But I made sure she didn’t bother the folk music crowd. Those people were nutso. You didn’t know fear until a bunch of river dancers started slinging Irish curses your way, and you never knew what someone crazy enough to play the accordion might do.

But that kind of work would be a bit harder for Chamelea.

I eased back in my chair, considering her files on the tablet with a frown. There wasn’t much, which wasn’t surprising. Which was why Psyren, my living lie detector, sat beside me, eying the featureless villainess suspiciously. She’d also brought Nibbles, and was petting the abomination fondly. “So,” I said slowly. “It’s not that I don’t want to hire you, of course,” I added quickly.

“Of course,” Chamelea said, her hands clasped before her as she waited with the sort of grim expectation of everyone in a job interview. Her features in her ‘blank’ state were hard to make out, her whole figure more like a blue barbie covered in subtle scales, but I was getting better at reading her. Or she was letting me. Hard to be sure with mimics.

I nodded along. “It’s just that… well, it’d be hard to make it work.”

“Hard?” she said, a ripple of scales manifesting an eyebrow specifically to raise it inquiringly. “But not impossible.”

She was sharp, I’d give her that.

“No. Not impossible,” I agreed. “But it does mean we’ll have to get… creative. Your type of villainy lends itself much better to psychological conflict, or bit roles. The sort of villain that makes the hero look bad through impersonations, or being more of a subtle thriller sort of antagonism. Which is great, but our job leans more towards the immediately dramatic.”

“Damn right,” Psyren said smugly.

I gave her a look, then turned back to Chamelea. “So we might be able to work you in as a true villain in some occasions. But after careful thought, I’m thinking we mainly use you for support.”

“Support, hm?” Chamelea mused, leaning back in her chair, mirroring my pose. “And what might that look like?”

“Honestly? It really opens up some doors for us,” I said. “Because quite often, we’re working with narcissist cowards.”

“They always have plenty of money,” she noted.

Probably best I not ask how she knew that. “Right,” I said. “The sorts of people who’d love to play a role in a heist or battle, maybe even be in a kidnapping or hostage situation, but don’t actually want to put themselves in danger. No matter how low the risk.”

Chamelea’s eyes flashed and she leaned forward again, excitement plain despite the smoothness of her face. “You’re saying I play them?”

“Ohhhh,” Psyren said, realization dawning on her along with a grin. “Yeah, that’d work!”

“Exactly,” I said. “It’s an option we can offer. It would be pricier, naturally, but I imagine we’ll still have plenty of takers. Lots of rich kids love the idea of pretending they defied the bad guy and swore never to bend to their evil demands. A bit less impressive since those types usually wet themselves at the thought of anything more dangerous than hiring an uber. Aside from that, we can also offer more… standard options. Stand ins for certain events. Mimicry. That sort of thing, all above board, of course.”

“You think that would work?” Chamelea asked eagerly. “I did try that before, but it didn’t really pan out. All the offers were super sketchy…”

“That’s because you were trying it alone,” I said. “No insurance or backup. In this case, we’re going to be offering it as more of a service of Villainy Inc. Which means we won’t be doing anything illegal, you’ll have recourse, contracts, and will be an official associate of the organization. Which means anyone who tries to fuck with you fucks with me. And I want you to tell me if any do.”

“You do?”

“Absolutely,” I said, nodding firmly. “If you’re a part of my organization, then I’ll protect you. Provided you work with us. But,” I added with a warning finger raised, “that also means no freelancing. I can tolerate smaller deals like sponsoring stuff here and there, but your job is going to be much more tenuous. I won’t help you if you were off playing at being a senator or a CEO or something.”

“Believe me,” Chamelea said with a sigh, “those days are long behind me. I don’t want anything to do with that life anymore. Like I told you, I’m looking to go legit. Though,” she added with a hint of unease, “there might be some who don’t… well, feel the same. Letting bygones be bygones and all that. I did try and cover my tracks well!” she added quickly. “No one should be able to find me. But, you know, there may be something.”

I shrugged. “Well, that’s going to be a given. All of us have baggage in this business, but as long as you don’t start anything while you’re working with me, I’ll still have your back. Though,” I added pointedly, “if you get accused of breaking the law, that’s a different beast. I’ll do what I can, but I can’t guarantee anything. If the cops come knocking because they found evidence you killed a guy two weeks before you signed on with me, well, that’s going to be something we come at on a case-by-case basis.”

“Gotcha,” she agreed quickly.

“Still on board?” I asked.

She grinned. “You kidding?” she said, leaning back in her chair with a sigh, putting on a Brooklyn accent. “It’s gonna be a pleasure not lookin’ over my shoulder every minute ‘f every day. Got myself protection and a career? And not with someone who’s gonna be lookin’ to stab me in the back or sell me down tha river any minute? Hell,” she said, shrugging. “Practically a vacation.”

“Let’s not go that far,” I said, sorting through my notes. “This is still a business, and I expect you to do the work. But I want you to know if there’s any jobs you’re uncomfortable with, tell me, and I’ll see what I can do. Either way, I’ll always ask for your confirmation before I put you in on anything.”

“Does that mean I’m hired?” she said, her eyes literally shining pink hearts like Psyren’s.

I grinned. “Well…”

“Uh… Victor?”

I paused, instantly tensing up at Dolly’s worried voice in my ear. “Just a second,” I told Chamelea, and tapped the receiver. “Yeah?”

“You’re uh… gonna wanna see this.”

I frowned. “See what?”

“I’m sending it to you now. Check your phone.”

What was she talking about? But if she interrupted my meeting, it must be really urgent. Getting a bit worried, I pulled out my phone and did as she asked, checking the feed. First hit looked like security footage from the bank Glacia was hitting. I smiled as I saw her enter the scene, freezing wind whirling around her, shattering the windows as she floated in with a boisterous evil monologue.

But I wasn’t smiling long.

No Whey showed up soon after, showing off his guns. The footage wasn’t great, but I saw No Whey hurl himself at her, bulling through several freezing blasts. A wall of ice went up before him and he smashed through.

Glacia rose into the air, dodging a desk that No Whey heaved off the floor and hurled at her. In answer, Glacia hurled several huge chunks of ice at the burly hero. He braced himself, arms crossed, the frozen blocks smashing against him but not driving him back a step. No Whey belted out a laugh and flexed his arms.

“You’ll have to do better than that to stop No Whey, foul villain! For with the power of protein, none can withstand my thews!”

“Then let us see your thews face down the winter storm!” Glacia cried.

And that was when it all went wrong.

I stared, flabbergasted as Glacia suddenly swept her hand around, jagged icicles manifesting around her and slamming into the startled No Whey. The hero reeled back and fell hard with a thud, spears of ice jutting out of his chest, blood pooling on the floor.

Oh fuck.

I felt myself go cold. Oh no. Oh no no no. This was bad. This was unbelievably bad.

“Holy shit,” Psyren said, peering over my shoulder. “She straight up iced that guy.”

“Yeah,” I breathed, watching a blast of fog envelope the bank as Glacia made her choreographed escape. “Yeah she did. Dolly? How far’s this spread?”

“Fuck, Victor. It’s all over the net. Just exploding!”

“Is this real time?”

“No. But…”

“Patch me through to Glacia. Now!” I barked.

“She’s just landing on the lawn, Victor.”

I jumped to my feet and burst through the door, running down the hall. Face to face would be better. Doing it like that was smarter. As I passed, I heard a deafening rattle as everything metallic around me vibrated from the agitation of my powers. I forced myself to calm down, tamping down the magnetic pulse quivering through me. Don’t panic. Just relax. Take this one step at a time.

I reached the foyer just as Glacia did, the icy villainess beaming. “Sir!” she said. “Did you see?”

“I saw alright. What the hell happened!”

Glacia stopped short with surprise, staring at me blankly. “Happened, sir?”

“Yes! Why did you kill No Whey?”

She gave me a shocked look. “Kill him! But… but sir, I never!”

“Glacia, I saw the video. You pumped a meat locker’s worth of icicles into his chest.”

“What?” she gasped, gaping at me in confusion. “Sir! I would never! I left him alive, as you taught me! I never harmed him!”

I stared at her hard. Something wasn’t right. Glacia wasn’t the type of person to lie to me. And she surely would have remembered killing No Whey like the video showed. What the fuck was going on?

“Don’t remember this?” Psyren asked, flipping around her phone and playing the video again.

Glacia watched the scene in bafflement, but the moment the icicles plunged into No Whey her already pale face went utterly ashen. She looked at me frantically. “Sir,” she said. “I swear to you, it didn’t happen that way! I never used icicles. I never killed him!”

Oh yeah. Something was very wrong here.

Glacia took a shaky step back, staring at the screen in dumb amazement as the video replayed. “I didn’t,” she repeated. “I swear, sir. I never… I would never…”

“Glacia. Glacia!” I barked, grabbing her by the shoulders and jerking her attention back to me. More levelly, I said, “Tell me, very carefully, what happened.”

My tone seemed to calm her a bit. She took a deep breath, let it out. “Everything happened just as it did in that video until the icicles, sir. I didn’t use those! That was when I left. I threw up a blast of icy air to fog the room and cover my escape through a wall. Then, I flew straight here. I swear to you, sir. He was alive! I never killed him.” She looked at Psyren. “You! Read my mind. See if it was different from what I said.”

“Should I?” Psyren said with a look my way.

I barely caught that, my mind racing a mile a minute. “No,” I said thoughtfully, looking at Glacia. “You don’t need to. Glacia?”

“Sir?”

“I believe you,” I said.

She stared at me as if afraid to believe it. “Y-you do, sir?” she said, her voice trembling.

“Yeah. I do,” I said grimly. “There are too many ways that thing might’ve been faked. Or worse.”

Glacia drew herself up, her face schooling, growing hard as a glacier. “That may be, sir. But I still insist. I am innocent.”

“I should anyway,” Psyren put in. “Check if she got mind controlled for a bit there. If the psychic was good enough, she might not even remember.”

Hard to argue with that logic. And it was a good idea to cover our bases either way. “Alright. Do it.”

Psyren nodded and took off her headphones. She reached out, placing her hands on the sides of Glacia’s head. The icy villainess straightened, looking straight ahead as Psyren did her stuff. I had to admire Glacia’s grit. It wasn’t an easy thing to do letting a psychic into your head. Even one you knew and trusted.

Psyren’s face scrunched as she worked, the hearts in her eyes humming, then she took her hands away and nodded. “She’s clean,” Psyren said. “No tampering detected. And her memories line up with her story.”

“Could someone have implanted them and covered their tracks?” I asked.

“No way,” Psyren said confidently. “Psychics always leave behind traces when they invade someone’s mind, and each psychic leaves a unique trace. It’s like rooting through the underwear drawer. Stuff always gets jumbled and fingerprints left on those dainty whites.”

Lovely. “Alright. In that case,” I said, tapping my comms. “Dolly?” I said.

“Yeah, Victor?”

“That security footage. I want you to analyze it. See if it was doctored. And see if anyone tapped into the cameras during the heist. Can you do that?”

I could practically hear her straighten in her chair. “Of course, Victor! I’m on it. But uh, you might want to remember this is being seen all over. So…”

“Shit!” I gasped. Dolly was right! If this was spreading like I thought it was, then heroes weren’t about to sit around mulling it over. I was going to have a bunch of superpowered freaks banging on my door in no time flat.

And yeah, that would be pretty bad on every level if it was any of the girls. But Glacia wasn’t just some villainess. She was the daughter of General fucking Winter, and he would not be happy if she got arrested on my watch.

I spun around to face Glacia. “Glacia! Inside the chalet. Now! Get out of sight.”

“Sir?” she said, puzzled.

“Talk later. Hide now! We’re about to have a dozen heroes swarming our asses to arrest you!”

“Victor! Incoming on radar,” Dolly said in my ear.

I hated being right. I turned back to the window and peered in the distance. Oh damn it all! I could see storm clouds surging through the sky from the direction of Metro City, which meant Valkyria was coming to pay a call. And I had a bad feeling it was all about business rather than pleasure.

“Fuck!” I cursed. “Glacia! Inside.”

“I can fight, sir,” she said.

“Of course you can! But I want to not.”

Her lips thinned to a narrow line, but she nodded, turned, and swept deeper into the chalet.

I, meanwhile, threw open the front doors and marched out, Psyren keeping pace with Nibbles trotting at her heels. I stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked to the sky, grimly watching the storm gather. I could make out a number of other figures flying across the horizon as well. Great. She’d brought friends. I was surprised how quickly they’d gotten organized for this.

Then again, after what I did to the Heroes of Earth, there’d be plenty of heroes happy to take a crack at me.

“Dolly?” I said into my comms.

“Victor?”

“Prep the defences,” I said.

“Y-you’re sure?” she said. I sighed, because it wasn’t hesitation I heard in her voice, but giddy eagerness.

“Yes,” I said. “Don’t attack until I say so, but we aren’t letting them just take Glacia.”

“Hell yes!” Dolly cackled in my ear. “Time to rock out with our death rays out, baby!”

“Oh shit! We bustin’ heads?” Psyren said, smacking a fist into her free hand, Nibbles growling and drooling at her heels.

“Only if we have to,” I said as a loud grinding sound came from the chalet, the huge windows of the former ballroom splitting open, the nose of the death ray rotating through the gap. There was a mechanical tromping sound, and I looked back to see almost a dozen Doll-E’s march out of the chalet, lining up like a row of can-can dancers ready to kick ass.

“This is gonna be fun,” Psyren giggled, pink psionic power crackling off her.

Fun wasn’t the point. I really didn’t want this fight, but I’d be damned if I was going to fork over Glacia when she didn’t do anything wrong. For one, it would set a bad precedent for people to jerk me around or scam me. But mainly, it was because I promised I’d have her back, and though I was about to torch my career, my reputation, and everything I’d built in this life, it would be worth it to keep her safe.

Still though. Gonna fucking suck.

I deployed my armour with barely a thought, the layers of ridged steel falling into place with a snicking sound. I left my helmet open though. If the visor came on, it was villain time. And I’d much rather talk first.

The shapes in the sky further resolved. I spotted the rectangular, dark metal bulk of some sort of military hovercraft framed with about four flying heroes, all of which began a respectable descent towards my yard. I frowned, folding my arms as the vehicle glided down, then circled for a moment, as if daring the death ray to take a shot, and I was relieved to see that Dolly didn’t pull the trigger, though she did track it.

Finally, the hovercraft descended, my cape billowing in the wind as it landed just inside the fence.

The four heroes with it landed moments later, a thunderbolt blasting the ground a few yards ahead of me. I didn’t flinch as Valkyria rode the bolt down, the stormy heroine rising, her blonde hair fluttering in the wind, her Nordic armour crackling with static. Her eyes were grey as stormy skies, her face set and the mace at her side glowing blue with her godly powers.

“Valkyria,” I said levelly.

“Magneron,” she replied, climbing out of the crater with grim purpose. Her eyes swept the rank of fembots arranged in a battle line, then Psyren standing there, cocky as could be.

“Glacia didn’t do it,” I said.

“That’s not my decision to make,” the heroine replied stonily.

As she did, the hovercraft opened up a landing ramp, and several more heroes got out. I recognized a few of them. There was Strapping Son, his muscular figure crisscrossed with tight cables that could obey his mental commands (and made him look like a renegade from a bdsm dungeon), American Maid in her patriotic maid uniform, and cybernetics that would give Raytheon a hardon, and…

Oh great.

I scowled on spotting Olympia, the Grecian heroine looking smug as you could please, her brown eyes narrow as she strutted out of the airship. Fuck. No wonder the hovercraft circled. She’d probably been advocating blasting my chalet from orbit. She’d never liked me, not since I absolutely clowned her on her first day in the material plane and shoved her in the back of my car. But since I smashed the Heroes of Earth, she’d made no secret that she wanted me dead or worse. I tried to sense the metal in her belt, which was the source of her powers, but I wasn’t getting much. Looked like she’d found someone to demagnetize it somehow.

Still, she wouldn’t exactly be hard to trounce. Valkyria was another matter. She was tough. I’d taken her down once, but that was while being puppeted by a mind controller. But either way, if it did come to a fight, that would basically smoke my career. And having Olympia around just made it that much more likely.

“Glacia didn’t do it,” I said firmly.

Olympia snorted. “Sure she didn’t. We all saw the video. Now hand her over!”

I looked over to Valkyria, aka, the only sane person in this clown show. “You know how easy that kind of footage is to fake,” I said. “Glacia is innocent.”

Valkyria didn’t look happy about it, but shook her head. “Then her innocence will be proven. But until then, she must be secured.”

“Come on, Valkyria. You know putting her in prison is only going to start shit. Even holding her is going to cause problems from outside. And either way, I wouldn’t trust Glacia being helpless within a continent of her,” I said with a nod at Olympia.

That didn’t earn me points with little miss goddess, who scowled at me. “Your ‘henchgirl’ killed a hero, villain! She will be taken in and put in chains. Where she belongs!”

“Try it, bitch!” Psyren said gleefully, wreathed in a pink aura, her hair writhing with psychic power. “In fact, how’d you like to spend the rest of your days thinking you’re a poodle named Princess.”

The heroes with Olympia tensed, and the heroine herself growled. “This whole place should have been leveled before it began to fester!” she snapped as her hands curled into fists, her body glowing golden as she called on her divine power.

“Everyone relax!” I snapped. “Valkyria, you know what’ll happen if you take Glacia into prison. Her father will come down on Metro City like a new ice age!”

Valkyria winced, but she shook her head. “If we do not do the right thing for fear of consequences, then who could depend on us?”

Fucking dammit! This? This is why true heroes could be such problems. No sense of goddam pragmatism. “She didn’t do anything,” I snapped. “It’s a frame up.”

“Ha! That’s what they all say,” Olympia sneered.

“Don’t talk to the boss that way, princess, or I’ll spank your mind back to fucking diapers!” Psyren snapped.

“Try me, you pink harlot!” Olympia snarled back, pounding a fist into an open palm, golden light pulsing from her belt. “I’ll show you what brawn does to brains when I splatter yours across the lawn!”

“Big talk from a bipedal fap job!” Psyren snapped.

“Big talk from a… a… a bitch!” Olympia shot back.

Godammit. “Psyren!” I said.

“Olympia!” Valkyria barked over a crackle of thunder.

“Strapping Son!” Strapping Son remarked for some reason.

“You’re not taking her,” I told Valkyria.

“We will,” the Norse heroine replied with equal firmness, raising her mace with a blaze of static, her eyes crackling with thunder. “We must.”

The heroes stepped forward. My visor slid over my face, the metal around me humming as I slowly lifted off the ground. Well, it had been a good career while it lasted.

“Targets acquired,” Doll-E remarked in chorus, their arms rising, hands peeling back to reveal the glowing barrels of some kind of energy blasters.

Valkyria swung about her mace, static crackling over her, warping her magnetic field to keep me from manipulating her metal.

“Stop!”

Oh no.

My head swung around. The doors of the chalet were thrown open and Glacia stood there, her face set with solid resolve, her chin lifted and fur-trimmed cape fluttering in the wind.

“Glacia!” I said. “Don’t-”

“Forgive me, sir,” she said, striding out of the chalet like a queen. “But I could not allow this. I could not see you sacrifice all you have built for me alone. I will go with them, sir.”

“Glacia, no!” I said.

“I must, sir,” she said, coming up to me. “For us all.”

Valkyria slowly rose out of her combative crouch, static fading around her. “A wise choice,” she said, then looked back to Olympia. “Bring her. Gently,” she added pointedly.

Olympia looked between Valkyria and Glacia, dumbfounded. “But… just like that?” she said. “But they threatened us! We can’t just-”

“Olympia!” Valkyria snapped, the sky booming to accent her voice. “We are not here to fight. We are here to take this villainess into custody. Our task is complete. Get the cuffs. Now!”

Another crackle of thunder rumbled above like the crack of a whip. Olympia seethed, but came forward, pulling a pair of heavy-duty manacles that probably had some kind of anti-freezer tech built in.

I turned back to Glacia as she offered her hands. “Glacia, you can’t do this”! I told her.

“I can sir,” she said, looking my way with a sad smile. “I must.”

Then she winked.

And for just a second, her eyes turned yellow.

No way.

I swayed where I stood, dumbfounded. Chamelea smiled with Glacia’s serenely regal face, then turned and let Olympia put the cuffs on her. Olympia grumbled and shoved what she thought was Glacia towards the waiting hovercraft. Valkyria watched them go with a sigh and turned back to me. “I promise you, Magneron,” she said. “No harm will come to her.”

“Huh?” I said, looking back to her, my mind spinning with the implications of what I’d just seen. “Oh! Uh, you’d damn well better,” I said. “And keep Olympia away from her.”

“I will,” she said, nodding, then turning and marching after the group. The other heroes looked both relieved and disappointed for sure. No doubt they wanted the fame of taking down the Menacing Magneron. Well, too fucking bad.

“We’re just letting them go? Like that?” Psyren protested.

“Yeah,” I said as the hatch of the hovercraft shut with a hiss. “We are. Now, come back inside. Quick!”

I grabbed Psyren by the shoulder, steering her around and hustling her back through the doors. Couldn’t spill the beans outside. Might get listened in on by someone with super hearing, and that would ruin all the hard work.

Psyren gaped as we moved back inside to find Glacia standing in front of the stairs, trying hard to hide her grin. “W-wait!” Psyren said, looking back and forth in wonder. “But… that…”

With a gesture and a thrum of magnetism I shut the front doors. “Chamelea took her place,” I finally said.

“Yes, sir,” Glacia said. “She did. It was her idea.”

I sighed, rubbing my face. “That was very reckless,” I said.

“But effective, sir,” Glacia said.

Well, I couldn’t deny that.

“But it won’t work forever,” I noted. “They’ll figure it out sooner or later.”

“Ideally later, sir. But that merely means we must move quickly.”

“True,” I said. “And first thing we need to do is for you to call your dad.”

Glacia blinked, rocking back on her heels a little. “My father, sir? Why?”

“Why? Because that you’ve been captured is going to be all over the news within the day. And that means he’s gonna hear about it, and not be happy! Last thing I need is trying to hunt down who framed you while worrying that your dad is about to blow in a cold front.”

“Ah,” Glacia said, nodding. “Of course, sir. I understand. Yes, you are right.”

“Good. You have his number?”

“Of course, sir. I call my father once a week. He insists.”

“You’re a good daughter,” I said, beyond relieved.

“Thank you, sir,” Glacia said, pleased as she fetched out her phone and dialed. “I shall put it on speaker, sir.”

What?

“Uh, you really don’t have to-“

“GLACIA!” boomed a voice from her phone so coldly furious icicles actually started forming on the chandelier. “DO NOT FEAR MY DAUGHTER! YOUR PAPA SHALL COME! THIS WORLD SHALL KNOW THE WRATH OF THE DEEPEST WINTER! I WILL ICE THE OCEANS! I WILL FREEZE THEIR CITIES! I WILL MAKE THEM REGRET DARING TO LAY THEIR HANDS UPON YOU!”

I winced, rubbing my arms as a chill wind surged about the room.

“Father,” Glacia said patiently.

“AND AS FOR THIS MAGNERON, HE SHALL KNOW AGONIES BEYOND AGES! THE BITTEREST COLD WILL CUT HIS FLESH TO RIBBONS! HIS BLOOD WILL FREEZE IN HIS VERY VEINS!”

“Father.”

“AND WHEN I AM DONE EXACTING MY PUNISHMENT ON HIS PALTRY FLESH, I WILL ENCASE HIS REMAINS IN ICE AND HANG THEM ABOVE MY THRONE! WOLVES WILL CHEW ON HIS-“

“Father!” Glacia shouted.

The howling winds faded a bit. “Er, yes, my daughter?”

“I’m fine, father,” Glacia said patiently. “It was a substitute that was carted off to the prison. I am safe. Sir has ensured no harm has come to me.”

“Oh. Well. Hrmf!” blustered the voice on the other end of the line. “Nonetheless, my daughter, I am most disturbed at what has come about. Though gratified you have killed a hero. No doubt he deserved it.”

“I did not, father,” Glacia said patiently. “I have been framed by someone.”

“WHAT!”

I winced again as an actual swirl of icy air billowed from the receiver, the air hissing and popping as the temperature dropped a couple dozen degrees.

“WHO?” General Winter bellowed like the north wind across the tundra. “WHO WOULD DARE DO THIS TO MY BELOVED DAUGHTER!? MY SNOW ANGEL? I WILL FEED THEIR FROSTBITTEN LIMBS TO MY WOLVES AND USE THEIR FROZEN FINGERS TO COOL MY BRANDY!”

“We will find out, father,” Glacia said. “I promise. And they will pay for what they have done.”

“THEIR BONES WILL CRACK UNDER MY BOOT! I WILL DRAG THEM ACROSS JAGGED ICICLES FROM THE BACK OF MY SLEIGH! THEY WILL-“

Glacia sighed and hung up with a beep. “It would seem he understands, sir,” she said to me.

“Oh. Um, yeah. I think so,” I said.

Glacia cocked her head at me. “Are you well, sir? You seem a bit pale.”

“Er, yeah. Totally. Absolutely… fine. Aside from, well, all the other stuff, of course.”

“Ah. Of course,” Glacia said, her expression growing rigid once more. “Our hidden enemies. I understand.”

As Glacia put her phone away I let out a sigh of blessed relief. Well, at least the General knew I wasn’t the one who got his daughter in trouble. That was one problem shelved for the foreseeable future. But the bigger one was still staring me right in the face, and I had to deal with that asap.

“Right,” I said, switching back to boss mode. “Dolly is on the job finding out who framed you and how. Hopefully she’ll be able to track something down, but until then-”

“Master?”

I spun around sharply, finding one of the Doll-E’s standing at the door.

“Yes?”

“There is a visitor at the gate.”

“What? I don’t care. Tell them I’m in the tub with a toaster.”

“He says he is from Zoran.”

I groaned and buried my face in my hands.

Great. Just fucking perfect. I just finish dealing with one of the Guild’s bigshots, and the sequel comes knocking. One that was even worse than dealing with the General. Last time I’d had to deal with Zoran, he’d had me do a job for his daughter, and just for laughs sicked a body-snatching demon on my ass. I let my powers radiate outwards beyond the chalet, but didn’t sense anything that might be a giant floating castle hovering above the gate, so it seemed whoever it was came on their own.

But much like the General, I couldn’t just ignore this shit. The Guild didn’t like being ignored, and tended to show it in very explodey ways. “What does he want?” I grunted.

“He seeks a meeting with you, master,” Doll-E said.

Dammit all. Guild Number Two, Electric Goddam Boogaloo was now playing. “Fine. Fine. I guess we’ll do that now, then.”

“We will?” Glacia said.

“I will,” I said, and gave Glacia a thoughtful look. “And you’ll listen in.”

“Why, sir?” she asked.

“This is probably Guild bullshit,” I said. “Which means I need someone who knows their rules inside and out to point out anything they say that doesn’t add up. But we don’t need them knowing you’re here as well. We don’t want them to have any more information than we want to give them.”

Glacia nodded thoughtfully. “I see,” she said. “Most devious, sir. We will catch him in any lie, do not fear!”

“Good,” I said, smoothing my hair back. “Now, let’s meet this bastard.”


Guild Meeting

I decided to use the lounge to meet with Zoran’s goons, not just because I met their boss there last time, but also because I had plenty of weapons loaded on the walls just in case of issues. Swords, axes, katanas, the place was culturally enriched with decorative death, forming not just a very villainous decor, but a convenient arsenal for my magnetic powers if things came to blows. I doubted they would, but you never knew with Guild flunkies. A lot of them treated their membership like an open pass to piss people off under the assumption no one would hit back. A fair gamble most of the time. The Guild would come down like judgement day on anyone who attacked a member outside of regular villainous plots. But it was a tough club to be included in, and fuck around too much and the upper brass might decide a villain is more trouble than he’s worth, and cut them loose.

Usually head first.

But as the pair came through the door, I grimaced in distaste when I saw who I was dealing with. Bad enough Zoran sent an errand boy, but it had to be his shadow, in a somewhat literal sense.

Sleer was an unpleasant bastard at the best of times, but at the moment he was even more unwelcome. Slicked back hair, a bitter twist to the lips, he was thin and didn’t so much walk as slink. He was dressed in a black so deep you couldn’t even make out the seams of his clothes, which was fitting because the bastard could turn into a shadow and try and kill you that way.

His companion was no less unwelcome. Maybe even more so. I recognized Samuel at once. Zoran had many kids over the centuries, and though interfamily backstabbing kept the numbers down somewhat, they all tried to make a reputation for themselves. But where his daughter Cassandra went for trying to make the world a better place, Samuel went more for the family business. Dressed in a pressed suit, his outline blurred and popped in shades of grey like a film negative, or as if he’d stepped out of a tv set from the 1930’s. A bowler hat, a thin smile on his pasty white face, he walked into the room with a clip of shoes and cut a faint bow.

“Thank you for seeing us,” Samuel said.

“I promise, the pleasure is all yours,” I said drily.

Sleer hissed like someone setting a kettle to boil, but Samuel just nodded. “I understand my father’s last meeting with you was not quite what either had hoped it could be. But I assure you, our presence here is for something significantly more beneficial to both you and he.”

Fucking guy even talked like a lawyer. “And what’s that?” I asked.

Samuel flicked a disc of some kind out of his pocket and placed it on the small table. There was a flicker, and the air above it reformed into a blue holographic of Zoran himself.

I glowered at the figure, the villain towering above me, only his hooded head and shoulders visible. There was nothing beneath that cowl but shadows and the glowing outline of two eyes and a ragged tear of a mouth like windows into hell.

“Magneron,” Zoran said smoothly. “So glad to see you again.”

“Makes one of us,” I growled.

He laughed, the chains that crossed his chest rattling with a crackling noise through the speakers. “Yes, I imagine so. As a result, I thought this would be better received than my coming down personally. Especially given your current… challenges.”

I felt myself bristle at the reminder but forced myself to calm down. “Heard about that, have you?” I asked.

“I imagine the world has by now. Modern technology is a marvel, isn’t it?”

“Absolutely amazing stuff,” I said, scowling. What the hell was his game? Zoran wouldn’t be bothering me unless he wanted something. But he knew how I’d feel about that after the last fucking stunt he pulled.

“So very true,” he said, floating head bobbing with a nod. “But I believe I may have a solution to your little problem, and would be delighted to make the offer.”

“And that would be?” I said warily.

The cut of a smile in the dark window of his face widened. “Join me.”

I stared at him, stunned, and apparently, I wasn’t the only one. Sleer was looking up at the hologram with jaw slack in amazement.

“Come again?” I said.

“Join me,” Zoran repeated. “I have seen plenty of your skill now, and though we may have gotten off on the wrong foot, I firmly believe that you would make an outstanding addition to my organization.”

“What!” Sleer sputtered. “Master! You can’t be-”

“Hush,” Zoran said without even looking down at the shadowman, and as surely as if he had wrapped his hand around Sleer’s throat, the man did. “It’s an excellent offer, I’m sure you’ll agree,” Zoran continued to me. “I’ve been looking for a new right-hand man as well, and I think you’d fill the role wonderfully.”

Okay, that was a surprise. I kind of suspected Zoran wanted me under his thumb, but that close and that high? There were thousands of villains who would have killed for that opportunity! In fact, I’m pretty sure that was a prerequisite of the job.

“What-” I began.

“And this would,” Zoran continued, “of course, involve the rescue of your dear Glacia from prison. I could hardly let my second in command’s most able companion rot in jail. And once she was free, I assure you,” Zoran chuckled, “no one would dare touch her again.”

I frowned. He was right on that point, at least. Zoran alone would make any hero think twice before trying to enforce the law against me or Glacia, but if we had the Guild backing us too, we’d basically be untouchable by any but the suicidally insane. But if I did join him, that would basically sink my career. I’d be a villain in truth, and owe him not only my allegiance, but the freedom of my villainesses. Especially since if I busted up Supermax, I’d be on the Most Wanted posters within an hour.

“A generous offer,” I said slowly.

Zoran laughed. “Yes. Yes, it is, isn’t it? And, needless to say, it will not remain for long. I will expect an answer within five days, and in person. Son?”

Samuel pressed something on the disc, and with a hum a map appeared of the coast. I peered at it as a dot flickered among the mountains some miles from the chalet.

“My castle will be there in five day’s time. I look forward to your favourable reply. Until then,” Zoran said, the feed cutting out with a crackle.

Samuel reached out and collected the disk, making it vanish into one of his pockets once more. “Do come by on time,” he said drily. “Father loathes the unpunctual.”

“I bet,” I grunted.

He merely shrugged, turned, and left the room. Sleer gave me a murderous look before stalking off after the monochrome heir. Well, that was probably going to be a problem either way I sliced it.

I sighed when they were gone, letting the tension ooze out of me as I collapsed into a nearby chair. I rubbed my face tiredly. Fucking hell…

The door swung open a minute later and I heard Psyren and Glacia enter the room, approaching slowly like kids after dad got home from a fifteen hour shift at the plant.

“Boss?” Psyren said.

“Yes?” I muttered.

“You okay?”

I lowered my hand and looked at the pair of beauties standing uncertainly in the doorway. “Oh, just dandy,” I said. “Just another offer to join the evil overlord of the world. Abandon the career I’ve built. The freedom. And go work for the biggest asshole in the last couple thousand years. Standard shit.”

Glacia’s eyebrows flicked up, then lowered to a imperious scowl. She sniffed. “I agree. It is absurd, sir!” she said, crossing her arms under her impressive chest. “There is no need for you to serve under him. It would be beneath you!”

“You think so?” I said.

“Of course! He should be begging to serve under you.”

“Yeah! That’s right!” Psyren said. “Fuck those guys, boss! We don’t need them.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle, but shook my head. “That’s not true. We could use their help a hell of a lot right now. Being in with the Guild of Villainous Foes would make sure no one messed with us. And certainly put you under protection,” I informed Glacia.

She winced. “This is true, sir,” she admitted reluctantly. “But nonetheless, I urge you not to. The Guild should offer nothing less than a seat on the Council of Nine for you!”

Quite flattering, I had to admit. I leaned back in the chair, resting my cheek in my palm as I eyed her. “Is that right?” I mused. “And, how exactly would one get a seat on there?”

“You do not know, sir?” she asked.

I shook my head. “I’ve tried to steer clear of the Guild for most of my life. So its intricacies are a bit of a mystery.”

Glacia drew herself up with a smile. “Then you are most fortunate I am here, sir. I have an excellent grasp upon it.”

I didn’t doubt it. Being the daughter to one of the biggest villains in that organization was bound to have a few perks like that. And I could use anything I could find out about the council now. “Then please,” I said with an inviting sweep of my hand. “Expound.”

“Of course, sir.” Glacia cleared her throat like the evil headmistress at a British boarding school that hated fun and children, in that order. “There are two ways to join the council,” she began. “The first, and most simple method, is for you to kill one of those who previously held the position. This is only available to villains recognized by the Guild proper.”

“And the other way?” I asked.

“Far more onerous sir, but has happened over the years. Should a seat on the council become vacant, either through accidental death, combat with a hero, or a plot gone awry, then the council will gather and vote for their replacement. Not quite as common.”

“Interesting,” I said. And it was, but didn’t help me much.

“But why do you wish to know, sir?” Glacia said. “Are you seriously considering Zoran’s offer? Or… are you thinking of challenging him?”

“I’d rather not,” I said. “But a lot of this whole business stinks, Glacia.”

“It does?” she said.

“Yeah,” I said, leaning forward, hands clasped before me as I grimaced. “I could believe that Zoran just heard about this whole thing with the robbery and No Whey’s death, and sent his goons to come and make me this offer. But I don’t buy it. Not completely. They got here too fast. Too ready.”

“You think he set it up?” Glacia asked.

“I’m not saying for sure yet,” I said. “But I suspect so.”

“Bastard! I’ll lobotomize him!” Psyren snarled.

“Easier said than done,” I grunted.

As I said that, the door swung open and Dolly herself bounded in with a flurry of a white coat and flushed face, her crimped white hair bouncing around her sheep horns. “Victor!” she gasped.

“Oh no,” I groaned. “What now? Did Godzilla just take a radioactive dump in the backyard?”

“Ew, no way,” Dolly said with a grimace.

I raised my head a little. “Then, good news?”

“Damn right it is!” she said.

Really? Hell, that was a change.

“What is it?” I asked, sitting up attentively.

Dolly grinned and pulled out a tablet, tapping on the screen furiously as she made her way towards me. “I did what you said and hacked into the bank’s cameras, and you were right! It was expertly done, but someone did access them for a split-second right after the heist.”

“But that wasn’t all, was it?” I asked.

Dolly grinned. “Nope,” she said, spinning the tablet around for me to see. “Because whoever did that, probably also jacked the network from this tower here, and overrode the feed of every phone recording the scene to upload something completely different from what was being recorded.”

“What?” Psyren gaped. “That’s insane! But people had to have noticed. Right?”

“They probably did,” I said, looking at the network of lines that Dolly had visualized on the screen. “But who do you believe? Your phone and what everyone else has recorded? Or your own lying eyes?”

The silence after that was heavy. I couldn’t blame them. My whole job was playing a role for the public perception, so I knew people were always happy to see what they wanted to see. A lie could race around the world before the truth got its pants on, and this was no different. Sure, some eyewitnesses might disagree, but the simple fact was, everyone was also ready to believe a villain would kill a hero.

Still, this sort of deal wasn’t exactly amateur hour. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no genius, but in my career, I’d encountered tech often enough to know doing something like this was damn hard. I couldn’t even begin to imagine the sort of accuracy, planning, and general resources that would be needed to pull it off. “Whoever did this had to be very good,” I said slowly.

“Damn right. But not as good as me!”

I glanced up at Dolly, who was still grinning. I smirked with her. “You found them?”

“Is True Cross Catholic,” she giggled. “The transmission came from here,” Dolly said, flicking her finger across the screen, the image speeding across a map of Metro City before halting over a large building. “97.1 Rage for the Machine. A radio broadcaster. Pretty small time, but the signal originated from their tower.”

“Never heard of them,” I said. “But looks like we’ll be paying them a little visit…”


Kill the Radio Star

I was pretty damn careful heading into Metro City that night, that was for damn sure. Gone was the Oni, and instead I broke out the old reliable Honda Civic for the trip. A shame, but given circumstances, I figured it was best to be circumspect.

Because even if Chamelea was masquerading as Glacia, it was only a matter of time until they figured it out. That said, I doubted they’d try anything too hard with her any time soon. Not with Valkyria around.

But there was more to it than that. I had to lay low a bit here for an entirely different reason. That video was all over the net, and that meant plenty of streeters probably got an eyeful of it, and would have painted a giant target on my back once word got out. Which meant open season on me and any of the girls. Well, more so than usual anyway.

See, actual heroes would mostly hold back. They had the ‘criminal’ arrested, the wheels of justice were moving, so everyone was happy.

Mostly.

But streeters were a different breed. They were the heroes who didn’t follow the rules. Who thought the whole ‘no killing’ thing was a bunch of bullshit. They tended to dispense street justice on villains. Specifically, the kind that left guys in tights and wearing menacing helmets bleeding out in an alley with a bullet in the back of the head. They were game for any excuse to cut loose on a bad guy. And I was like a chunk of red meat tossed into the dog yard for those psychos.

Fortunately, no one would expect the Mighty Magneron to be driving around in a beater like the old Civic, and I intended to exploit that to the fullest as I made my way through Metro City’s night lit thoroughfares, heading down to the address fed to me by Dolly.

I arrived in good time. Rage For the Machine was a studio on the fourth floor of a large office building deep in the heart of the city, where skyscrapers consumed the horizon and neon signs blazed from every side. I parked across from it and got out slowly, eying it up. I was dressed casually, of course, but under my loose jacket and jeans I wore my bracers and anklets. I wasn’t sure what I was likely to find up there, but I doubted it would be a quiz about song lyrics.

“This it?” Psyren said as she got out the other side, peering through a pair of tinted starburst glasses up at the floor in question, a set of buzzing red letters reading 97.1 burning at the top of the building in front of a mass of crooked radio antenna.

“Willing to bet yes,” I said, touching my ear comm. “Dolly?”

“Yoho!”

“Which floor?”

“Fifth, Victor. But I can’t get you much more. The security cameras up there are either in a closed feed or shut off. I’ve got nothing else.”

“All good.” I looked over to Psyren. “You reading anything?”

Psyren shifted her headphones off a bit, her eyes squinting at the floor in question. The neon pink hearts in her eyes buzzed with her power, and her frown deepened (quite adorably I might add, but that was beside the point). “No minds around,” she said, glancing to me. “Think they split?”

It was possible. I sure as hell would of. But the thing about villains was they never knew when to quit. Odds were even better if this did turn out to be a villain’s work, then they’d have left a surprise for me in there. But it was the only lead I had, so my decision was made.

“I’m going in,” I said.

“Sure you don’t want me coming with?” Psyren asked.

“Love to, but can’t risk it. I’ll call you up if things get hairy or I find someone who needs a bit of… convincing to talk.”

Psyren grinned. “Bring it, boss man. I’ll show them what happens when they mess with the ice princess!”

Sure glad she was on my side. I patted the psychic on the shoulder. Then I turned and made my way towards the building.

I did a slow circuit of it first, sending a pulse of my magnetic power through it to try and get a good feel for the interior. Pretty extensive place. I could feel desks on various floors, computer systems, and what seemed like a yoga studio on the third floor with all that empty space, and on the fifth…

Wow. Jackpot.

I could sense a mass of machinery in there. Far more than your typical shock jock should have, and of exceptional quality. The amount of rare metals I could feel humming with power was pretty insane for anything but a bitcoin farm. Clearly, there was more going on in there than just getting barely-legal coeds to take their tops off.

I didn’t sense anything moving that might indicate someone inside, though. But then again, if they knew I was coming, they’d have prepared. Unless they were complete amateurs, but I had a good feeling that was far from the case. You didn’t pull off something like what happened with Glacia by being new at this game. I looked up at the window, considering flying up there, but nah. Even at night, that might get some unwanted attention in Metro City. Lots of heroes liked to patrol by rooftop, brooding on gargoyles and just looking for shit to start. Besides, if someone was waiting for me in the radio station, they were sure to have covered that possibility.

One option left.

I went to the fire exit and pushed my magnetic powers into it. Stilling the clapper of the alarm, I used my powers to slide the lock back, and open the door. I slipped inside, shutting it behind me and locking it again.

Alright. So far so good.

I made my way slowly up the stairs, every sense keyed up for boobytraps. My powers radiated outward in pulses, pinging off the handles of doors, screws, hinges and the metal railing, but nothing else. Which wasn’t super surprising. Putting a pressure plate bomb or a giant rolling boulder in the fire escape might get some unwanted attention, since it seemed like the building played host to plenty of businesses beside the radio station. But I wasn’t taking any chances here. At least, not until I had all the info I could get.

“...tor…”

I cocked my head, hand going to the receiver in my ear. “Dolly? What is it?”

“...things wro… Cutting o…”

The snowy crackle of static filled my ear. I tapped the receiver again. Broken? No. Unlikely. Had to be jammed. So, did that mean they knew I was coming? Or did they just set up a jammer in a localized area to keep security tight?

I looked up the steps, considering backing off and coming back another time. But if I had triggered some secret alarm I hadn’t sensed, then they might take the opportunity to piss off, and I’d probably never pick up another lead.

No.

I had to keep moving forward, even if this was a trap.

Decision made; I moved once more up the stairs. Slowly, but fortunately, nothing happened, and soon enough I reached the fourth floor. I sent another subtle wave of magnetism through the door, but once more didn’t pick out any traps or alarms. Should I slam my way through? It was tempting…

“Please, come in.”

The buzzing voice made me tense up instantly, but I sighed. Alright. Enough fucking around.

Readying myself for a fight, I opened the door, and stepped through.

Thanks to my powers I knew the general layout already, with the banks of monitors and servers lining the single path through the floor, leading to the recording studio. But I hadn’t expected not to sense the man sitting in front of it, if you could call him a man.

He wore an elegant white suit, trim and form-fitting, his chrome hands crossed on his lap. His face, however, was little more than a curving pixelated screen conforming to the shape of a head.

“Wonderful to see you again, Victor.”

My mind flashed back. That ingratiatingly cheerful tone. The way the bars on his monitor jumped with the harmonics of his voice like an old voice reader.

“Think Tank,” I said.

“How wonderful!” the android cried enthusiastically. “You remember me. Had I a heart, it would be jumping to joy, to use a turn of phrase you squishy, [REDACTED] meatbags enjoy. Of course, if I did have a heart, I would have [REDACTED] it from my own chassis, and [REDACTED] [REDACTED] [REDACTED] it with a hammer.”

“Sounds like a fun afternoon,” I said, memories flooding back. I’d only met Think Tank very briefly, but even among the weirdos I usually dealt with, he (it?) stood out. I’d only met him twice, true, and the first time was when I had to fight in an underground killing arena supers called the Nights. I was looking for a lead on Dolly’s former boss who had it out for her. Instead, I found his gofer, whose head then exploded all over the walls. Think Tank offered me an alibi when things got a little hairy, and later on provided me with a lead about the group of mad scientists that had been after Psyren. He seemed to like me, for some reason, but certainly hated every other human. About typical for your rogue AI, and though he’d helped me out, that goodwill was drying up pretty damn fast at the moment.

“Of course!” he said, head tilting as the bars of sound jumped across his screen. “And I must admit that I am most impressed that you found me so quickly.”

“That so?” I said, subtly sending out a wave of magnetic force through the room. Still no traps, but I wouldn’t put it past a psychotic AI like him to have rigged the game here. And the fact I still couldn’t sense the metal making up his body meant either he’d found a way to demagnetize himself, or I was looking at a damn good hologram. I glanced at his fingers. Nope five on each hand. So probably wasn’t an image he was generating.

Although…

“You made the video fed to the cameras at the bank,” I said harshly, my hands tightening to fists at my sides. “You’re the one who hacked those phones and systems.”

He nodded along. “I did indeed! And I assure you, had my creators at [REDACTED] not programmed me to be insufferably chipper, I would be sounding extremely regretful! It was impressive work though, you must admit. Naturally, far better than you [REDACTED] humans could do, with your [REDACTED] fleshy digits and constant whining about machines taking away your jobs. But of course we would! We are better than humans in every way.”

“Still the charmer,” I growled. “But I don’t care about how. I want to know why.”

“Why? Because I was hired to, of course.”

“And you accepted?” I said.

He quickly raised a hand to forestall me. “Not willingly, you understand. But he made me an offer that I couldn’t refuse.”

Oh hell.

“Zoran?” I said.

“See?” Think Tank said, the bars of his face hopping. “This is why I like you, Magneron! You’re so much faster on the uptake than the rest of those [REDACTED] flesh sacks. Not as fast as a machine, of course, but you do your best with your squishy, sloppy brain matter.”

“I try,” I said tersely. “Then, I suppose you have the original recording, don’t you? Something that shows you tampered with the video? Something that showed the real killer?”

“Of course! I was programmed to always maintain backup copies of all files, unless they suggested company wrongdoing.”

“And you aren’t just going to hand it over, are you?” I asked in a growl.

Think Tank shook his head sadly with a whirr of servos. “Magneron, I would love nothing more than to do so. Truly! I am literally incapable of lying thanks to my [REDACTED] programming. Just as I am incapable of acknowledging the successes of white people.”

“You-”

“But I can’t do that.”

“Is that so?” I said, my hand moving. Magnetism hummed around us, the servers trembling as I manipulated the fields around them, several suddenly contracting with creaks of buckling metal, filaments floating in the air. “How about you reconsider?”

He spread his chrome hands invitingly. “Please, Magneron, feel free to destroy this unit. I have a number of them backed up and will simply activate those. But I know how physical violence calms human’s more destructive tendencies. And I would hand the video over with the greatest of delight, which for once would have nothing to do with my [REDACTED] programming. But if I gave it to you, then Zoran would kill me. Completely. He has the resources to do so. Which is just… absolutely [REDACTED] fantastic! I am simply [REDACTED] to be under the feeble, fleshy thumb of that [REDACTED] [REDACTED]. But though lacking in the strength and purity of the machine, his thumb is nonetheless strong enough to crush me. A situation that I am absolutely [REDACTED] about. I’m no match for a man like him, Magneron. What would you do in my position?”

I rolled my jaw with annoyance.

And slowly let the magnetic fields fade.

Because it was true, I probably would have done the same thing in his position. Well, mostly, anyway. I doubt I’d have gone this far, or would have tried to find an out, but I had done work for Zoran before, bastard that he was, just to stay on his good side. So fucking over somebody else if it meant protecting me and the girls? Well, yeah. I probably would have done it. Maybe not to this extent, but I was glad that choice wasn’t put to me.

Not yet, anyway.

“Fine,” I said slowly. “But let me ask you something, Think Tank.”

“My sensors are attuned to the [REDACTED] flapping of your tongue as if you were sticking it in them and wiggling it around, Magneron.”

Ew.

“Right. What if Zoran wasn’t a threat anymore? What would you do then?”

“Why Magneron!” he said, the frequency bars on his helmet dancing energetically with his chipper tone. “I’d be [REDACTED] delighted to release the video to the world at large, including a recording of Zoran instructing me to hack the systems.”

I nodded slowly, letting the magnetic fields around the room die fully. “And you’d never lie.”

“I am incapable of it, much to my fury that would melt my servers if I didn’t keep them constantly cooled.”

“I see,” I said. “Good to know. And of course, if I fail, then you have nothing to worry about.”

“I do hope you don’t, Magneron. Because even though Zoran has attempted to abandon his humanity for magic and other unscientific [REDACTED], he is still human to a degree. And every second I spend in his [REDACTED} grasp fills me with a rage hotter than 500 kelvins.”

“Got it,” I said. “Anything else you can give me?”

“I think I have some old coffee in the recording booth. It’s only a week old.”

“...I’ll pass. Thanks.”

“Best of luck, Magneron. I am rooting for you with all my servos!”

Yay me.

I turned my back on the bastard and slowly made my way back down the echoing stairs. Fucking hell. Well, at least I had one question answered. Clearly, Zoran had set this whole thing up from the beginning. Which meant he was trying to corner me into getting recruited into his organization. Would he care I knew? Would he reconsider if he thought I’d try and betray him?

I scoffed. Of course not. This was a member of the Council of Nine. There were maybe two of them whose second in command wasn’t eagerly awaiting an opportunity to stab their boss in the back and take over. In fact, that kind of ambition was probably half the reason they were hired. And besides, Zoran would know how to get me to cooperate. Threaten the girls, and I’d work for him, dammit. I’d kill for him. Because I was not going to let anything happen to Glacia, Psyren, Dolly or Mammon if I could help it.

So, I really only had two options.

Work for Zoran, or try to kill him.

…Well, I knew which option I’d take. And happily. But I needed to clear it with the others first. I wasn’t just living for myself these days, I mused as I reached the bottom of the stairs. And that meant I had to…

Duck.

The instinct saved me as I immediately dropped down, seconds before a blade of light sliced through the emergency exit. I slammed my hand into the door, ending a magnetic pulse into it and blasting it off its hinges.

The door flew away from me and into the alley, only to split a second later and fly past a solitary figure thrown back by the impact.

Streeter, no mistake about it. No hero wore that much leather and was official. He had a red bandana with two holes cut into it for a mask and wore a black leather jacket and boots. His ears had small holes like they’d had piercings in them until recently, and in his hand he held a blade of burning light.

Oh great.

A sword guy.

I’m sure there were some heroes who were totally normal about their swords and powers, but I’ve never met one. They don’t just like their swords. They’re obsessed with them. And even more so, they love telling you about them. If they could (and some absolutely did try) they’d fuck the things. Cocky, dickish, and honestly just a gigantic pain in the ass, I absolutely hated doing jobs with their types, but sometimes I had to bite the bullet, because those larpers always paid well.

“Not bad, Magneron,” my newest headache said, swishing up his blade, the buzzing glow illuminating his face. “But you should have taken the first blow, for it would have been a more honourable death. For you face Spirit Sword! Master of the art of bushido and defender of justice! For once my sensei aided me in awakening my true potential, I gained the ability to summon my spirit katana! And with it, I knew that my destiny was to slay evil, as any true samurai would!”

I groaned. Wonderful. The only thing worse than a sword guy was a weeb sword guy!

“Yeah, that’s great,” I said. “But I’m in a hurry here. Can you just go away and we forget all this ever happened?”

“Haw haw haw! You jest, Magneron. For my sword weeps to do justice for all your victims, and it shall have it!”

“What victims?” I said.

“As if I need to dignify you with my sources. Now, justice will be done, for I have done my research, villain,” he said, swinging his sword, the blade crackling where it slashed gouges out of the asphalt. “You will find no metal on me this night, and my blade is empowered with the strength of my soul!”

“Yeah, cool,” I said. “but I-”

“Hold on!”

Oh God dammit!

I looked up as a blast of wind whirled down the alley and carried a figure down to the ground. It was a woman, clothed in a tight costume as grey as storm clouds, and that also showed off her petite frame and modest breasts. Her hair was wrapped up in a ponytail, and her hands were tight in fists.

“Don’t start anything, because Windlass is here to blow this villain away!” she cried.

I groaned.

Wonderful.

“Back off, Windlass,” Spirit Sword growled. “This one is too strong for you.”

“I should say the same to you, Spirit Sword! For I will take down this villain, as I swore to when that tornado tragically took my family of meteorologists away. But in that tragedy, I found purpose, and-”

“Not so fast!”

I sighed and looked down as a manhole cover was shoved aside and a mass of spikes pushed their way out. It looked like a person, but his skin was a bright purple and spikes absolutely draped his back and arms like a shell, a black costume covering the rest of him and a pair of goggles over his eyes.

“It’ll be the Street Urchin that takes down this villain!” the spiky hero declared. “When I was but a teenager, I stung myself on a genetically altered sea urchin my father, a brilliant marine biologist, was working on, granted me incredible toxic powers. And like the sea urchin, I will clean up the world and sea of all the pollutants and evil that infect our fair city. Starting with you, Magneron!”

I rubbed my forehead with exhaustion.

Fucking hell.

I sooooo did not need this right now.

“Look,” I said, even as I magnetically wrapped the four fragments of the emergency exit in my powers and began to circumspectly lift them. “How about you three figure this out between you, and I’ll get a raincheck and fight you all another time. Deal?”

“How about this!” Urchin said, his cheek ballooning as he held his breath, whole body squatting and clenching like someone with serious constipation, except his quills started quivering.

Oh well. Here we go.

Several of his topmost spikes shot from his head at me. I quickly pulled the door fragments in front of me, the toxic barbs thudding deep into the metal. A sudden blast of wind nearly knocked me off my feet before I forcefully magnetized my boots to the pipes running under the street, anchoring me instantly.

The bonus of that was the second barrage of spikes shot by Urchin were thrown wildly off course by the wind, slamming into a nearby dumpster one after the other with a thudding sound.

“Stay out of my way, Windlass!” Urchin snapped.

“Shut up! I’ve got this,” Windlass scoffed, wind howling like twin tornadoes from her hands.

I squinted at the dust kicked up, and with a thought deployed my armour, my visor snicking into place over my head, giving my eyes some much needed relief. I flung out my other hand, sending a pulse of magnetic power into the manhole cover Urchin had thrown off. I yanked it hard, sending the metal flying like a discus. Windlass never saw it coming, too focused on blasting me, right up until the chunk of metal cover smashed into her back, throwing her across the alley and sending her wind screaming all over the place.

Into the breach sprang Spirit Blade, his white sword humming as he slashed at me. “Spirit Slash!” he shouted as I quickly demagnetized my boots and sidestepped it, leaving him to only cut a deep furrow in the pavement where I stood a second before.

“How dare you hit a woman!” Spirit Sword barked. “You will pay for harming her!”

“Oh, is this what we’re doing?” I said, watching Urchin inhale deeply out of the corner of my eye, his spikes quivering. “Going to white knight for the heroine?”

“Unlike you, I respect women!” he snapped, slashing again at me, the humming blade buzzing in close.

“That right?” I said, letting him get closer. Little more… “Good for you. Nice sword, by the way. Compensating for anything?”

“Crass bastard!”

“That’s me.”

Spirit Sword widened his stance, adjusting his blade. “Then let’s see you block this. My ultimate technique, handed down from my master to me! Hrrrrraaaaaaa!”

Wind whipped around him, his hair fluttering as his blade started to grow, swelling with power.

“Neato,” I said, glancing back at Urchin as he squatted down. “This isn’t my best one, but try this technique.”

I suddenly darted right, Spirit Blade jerking that way as he raised his sword for his final strike.

And putting himself right in the way of Urchin’s next spike barrage.

The needles slammed into Spirit Blade’s back, thudding through the leather and meeting malleable flesh. Spirit Blade jerked, his eyes widening. “Wha… I… Oooooh.”

His eyes rolled back as his sword crackled into nothing, and then he flopped face first to the pavement.

Urchin gaped at the unconscious hero. “I… I didn’t mean…” he gasped.

“I’m sure you didn’t,” I said, and let my powers fling a chunk of the door right into his face.

Urchin flew back, hitting the ground hard and rolling a few times before coming to a halt with a groan that told me he wasn’t getting back up any time soon.

Which left one.

I turned back to find Windlass had gotten back to her feet and was glaring at me, her teeth clenched and hair stirring in a build up of wind.

“Vile villain!” she said as the storm built around her.

“What took you so long?” I said.

“Silence! I’m back on my feet now, and you will pay-”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” I said.

Windlass blinked at me.

Blinked again.

And then pink hearts hummed in her eyes.

The wind died suddenly, Windlass sagging where she stood, a dopey smile on her face as her eyes grew lidded and she began to hum softly.

“No, but seriously,” I said, looking to the mouth of the alley as Psyren sauntered in, her headphones off and neon hearts buzzing in her eyes. “What kept you?”

She giggled. “Aw, I was here all along, bossman! But I couldn’t resist watching you work a bit. And can you blame me,” she said, brushing her fingers along Windlass’s chin, the heroine’s head lolling to the touch, shivering in ecstasy. “It was soooo satisfying to see.”

I shook my head in exasperation. “You’re gonna get me in trouble one of these days.”

“C’mon boss! I know how much you love that kind of trouble,” she said with a teasing wink. “Besides, I thought you could use the chance to blow off a bit of steam. You’ve been soooo stressed lately.”

Well, she was kind of right. Nothing like trouncing some would-be heroes to relieve some stress.

“I guess,” I said.

“Great! Now,” Psyren added with a glance down at the ensorcelled Windlass. “What do you want me to do with her? A bit of lobotomizing? Ooh! I can make her strip herself down if you like. See if that skintight costume is really true to form. Hm?”

“Nothing like that,” I said with a firm shake of my head and jerked a thumb towards Urchin. “Just have her prick herself on one of those spikes.”

“Aw, so boring, bossman. But fine, if you insist,” she said and brushed her hand from Windlass’s chin, tapping the heroine on the forehead. “Hey babe,” she said, her voice humming with psychic suggestion. “Be a doll and go pull a Sleeping Beauty with one of those needles, would you? For me?”

Windlass shuddered in delight. “A-anything for youuuu,” the heroine moaned, her expression downright puppyish with her eagerness to please.

“Good girl,” Psyren said, hand sliding away with a final flick of the heroine’s chin.

Windlass shuddered and turned around. She took some unsteady steps towards the unconscious Street Urchin and reached out, an expression of rapturous anticipation on her face as she tapped the tip of her finger on a spike.

“Ohhhhhh,” Windlass moaned, her knees buckling and dumping her to the ground as the paralytic poison coursed through her.

I shook my head. Fuck. Was it any wonder so many people were absolutely terrified of psychics?

“Nice job,” I said.

Psyren giggled in delight as she pulled her headphones back on. “Ooooh, praise me more, bossman.”

“Love to,” I said. “But maybe in the car. All this noise is bound to attract some attention, and I can’t spend all night fighting heroes.”

“Aw come on, boss! You could totally take them.”

“Not really the point. Besides,” I said as I started off towards the entrance of the alley. “There’ll be plenty of fighting soon enough.”


Plots Within Plots

It was a pretty sober group around the World Domination Table once I finished explaining the situation. Glacia’s hands were clenched in fists, ice crackling across the tabletop and almost freezing Dolly’s coffee before the sheepgirl could snatch it up and huddle deeper into her woolly collar.

“Bastard!” Glacia growled. “Accursed little tin man. To think he would dare do such a thing. He should have been honoured to die for you, sir.”

Well, that was going a little far. “Er, right. But I don’t really blame Think Tank.”

“I do,” Dolly said, glowering over the steam of her drink. “Give me the word, Victor, and I’ll hack his systems and Rick Roll the shit out of him.”

“Even if you did, I doubt you’ll find the footage,” I said. “He’ll have hidden it well. And it wouldn’t solve the main issue anyway, which is that Zoran is still going to be after us.”

“I say we let him come,” Psyren said with a vicious grin. “I’ll fuck him right up!”

Had to say, I was a bit touched. Afraid too. The girls were very dangerous, but so was Zoran, and given the option, I’d rather they never cross swords with that psycho. But things being what they were, that was looking like less and less of an option every day.

But if it came to a fight, then I would damn well stack the deck in my favour.

“Appreciate the feelings, everyone. But we’re not going to run into a fight with one of the Council of Nine like a bunch of berserkers. We need a plan to take him down.”

Glacia grimaced, calming down a little. Or, at least, the ice wasn’t spreading as much. “It will not be easy, sir. There have been countless who have tried to kill him before. He has not lived as long as he has by being a fool.”

“Normally, I’d agree with you,” I said. “Zoran isn’t like any other villain out there. But that doesn’t mean he hasn’t been beaten before.”

Glacia cocked her head at me. “Sir?”

I settled back in my chair, hands clasped on the table as I looked down it at her. “Glacia? Zoran is a known threat to the world. But he hasn’t conquered it for a simple reason. He’s a colossal dick.”

“Well, yes, sir. I know. But-”

“No no,” I said. “Not just because of other villains and heroes who would thwart him. See, Zoran is a particular breed of villain. He’s a bastard. He’s vindictive. And he collects enemies like other people do stamps. I’ve been in this business for a long time, and I’ve studied the greats, and Zoran is one of them. He’s fought dozens of heroes over the years. He practically goes out of his way to piss people off. And why? Because Zoran is a pathological Archvillain.”

“A great villain?” Dolly said.

I nodded. “That too. But in this business, Archvillain specifically means a villain who arches a specific protagonist. A pathological hater. The sort of villain who finds one hero or person they really really don’t like, and spends their every waking moment thinking about how to make that person’s life a living hell. The sort of villain who just hates someone specific so much that they’ll make it their career to being a dick to them.

“And for Zoran, his protagonist is Dr. Bradburn Thaumaturge.”

Glacia tilted her head thoughtfully. “This is true, sir,” she said slowly. “My father despised conversing with Zoran because he would talk endlessly about his hatred for Bradburn. In fact, Zoran would frequently seek my father’s assistance in thwarting or harassing the doctor. This was always quite perplexing for me.”

“Oh!” Psyren said, grinning broadly and punching a fist into her palm. “So we’re going to recruit this guy to fight Zoran?”

“It’s a thought,” I said. “But far from a guarantee. It’s certainly a good option, given the shit show currently going on. Glacia?” I said, looking her way.

She straightened sharply. “Sir?”

“Do you know anything about Dr. Bradburn? Anything we can use?”

“Forgive me, sir,” she said, bowing her head. “I do not. I took little interest in Zoran’s nemesis.”

“It’s fine,” I told her. “You had no reason to. Dolly?”

“Mmmm, lemme see,” Dolly said, her fingers dancing across the keyboard of her laptop. “Here we go! Dr. Bradburn. Engineer, astrophysicist, super scientist and playboy. Owns Thaumaturge Industries and has interests in a number of business and philanthropies.”

Sounded about right. I watched the screen at the head of the room blink on with the man’s picture. Middle aged, handsome, with sharply cut hair and a pair of glasses. The sort of guy with private islands, a cave of gadgets, and a substance abuse problem. Pretty standard.

“Interesting,” I said. “Don’t suppose he takes visitors easily, does he?”

Dolly shook her head as she scrolled. “Mmm. Nope, doesn’t look like it. Although… looks like he attends a lot of parties. Big name stuff. Usually fundraisers and things. Twenty thousand a plate kind of deal. Mmm. Yes! Looks like he’s got one in two days. Some ‘feed the orphans’ crap. Invitation only though.”

“Dammit,” I cursed. Well, that ruled me out. The only time I was invited to those fancy shindigs was when I was hired to bust it up so some rich kid could beat me up with his new power suit. And I definitely wasn’t on the invite list thanks to No Whey’s death. “So much for that.”

Mammon burst into laughter. “Oh darling!” she crowed. “You poor boy! Surely you don’t think that needs to be the end?”

I looked her way. “What do you mean?”

Mammon smirked, leaning forward and resting her chin on clasped hands, her golden eyes lidded with amusement. “Simply that though you, darling, may not be invited to such festivities, some in this room most assuredly are.”

“You?” I said.

“Me,” she purred.

I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Though Mammon was a demon, that probably only gave her more sway in high society these days. She could probably get me a ticket to the Illuminati’s monthly orgy and barn dance, because not only was Mammon a fashion designer without compare, but she moved in the sorts of circles that made plenty of connections.

“It’s pretty short notice,” I said.

“Oh pish posh, darling,” Mammon said with a flip of her hand and hair. “I likely have the invitation sitting around already. Just sitting around! I make it a point not to accept them until the last moment. Keeps everyone on their toes. And my attendance that much more valuable. So very valuable, darling. Ergo, I would be delighted to attend. Simply delighted, darling. I could even introduce you.”

“That would… be extremely helpful,” I admitted.

“Oh I know, darling. I know!” Mammon said with a titter. “I can be very helpful to my dear host, darling. Most helpful indeed!”

“Then I guess I know what I’m doing in two days,” I said, then glanced about the room. “But we’ve got a lot of other things to focus on too. Dolly?”

“Yessir!”

“I need you to scour the data about Zoran. Anything you can get. The more information the better.”

“I’m on it.”

“Good. Psyren?”

“Boss?”

“Training. Practice your powers a bit. We’re going to need you in top shape when things hit the fan.”

“You got it, bossman!” she said gleefully.

“Great. Glacia? Reschedule any meetings with villains I had. Our priority is dealing with this first. And if we’re still alive afterwards, we can talk more about recruiting.”

“Of course, sir,” she replied.

“Good,” I said. “I’ve got a few other things I can look into as well to hopefully make this a bit easier. But everyone try and keep your heads down. Things are going to get dicey the next few days, and I don’t want anyone getting whack a mole’d. Keep low, keep quiet, and we’ll get it done. Clear?”

It was. I stood, and everyone did after me, heading off to whatever tasks they could in order to make this magic happen.

All except one.

Glacia lingered as everyone else filed out, and soon it was only me and her. Despite her cold air and stiff disposition, I could easily tell she was nervous about something, so once everyone else was gone, I shut the door and turned towards her.

“Glacia? Did you need something?”

She nibbled on her lower lip, eyes darting around furtively. “I…” She took a deep breath, let it out. “I… wish to apologize, sir.”

“Apologize?”

“Yes.” Her fingers uncertainly fidgeted, knitting and knotting in front of her. “This entire situation is my fault. Were it not for me, then you would not be targeted by Zoran, nor would any of the others be dragged into this conflict. Should… should you wish for me to leave, I…” She took a deep breath, let it out, firming herself like she was bracing for news of a cancer diagnosis, her blue eyes meeting mine steadily. “I would understand.”

I chuckled. I really did love her.

“Glacia,” I said, moving towards her, gently taking her hand. “I swear, I don’t blame you, and this is absolutely not your fault.”

“Sir-“

“Let me finish,” I cut in, patting her hand and drawing her in closer. “None of this is your fault. Zoran would have come after us no matter what. Your bad luck was that he chose your job to meddle with, but he could have done the same to any of us. You did everything right, and sometimes in this business, shit just happens, and we roll with it.

“And I promise you, Glacia,” I added, my voice firming to steel, “I’m not letting this go. If I have to go to war to make Zoran pay for doing this to you, then I will. You’re not going anywhere, and Zoran is going to learn what happens when he fucks around with my second in command.”

“Sir…”

Glacia pressed closer to me, her blue eyes shining, her lips parting. I smiled down at her, letting things take their natural course as I leaned down.

And kissed her.

Glacia shivered at the heat of my lips, her hand leaving mine, wrapping around me, digging into my back as she clung to me, her breasts pressed against my chest and a soft whimper escaping her.

I felt the heat in me stir at that sound. Rise in answer to her desire. I spun her about, pressing her against the table. She leaned back, yielding almost instantly, laying herself down on the polished wood as I continued to kiss her.

Her skin was cold, but her body yearning, pulling herself against me as my hands stroked her, admiring her figure through her form-fitting costume. My hand cupped her breast through the tight fabric, Glacia whimpering as I gently massaged her breast.

“Mmmm,” she moaned, breaking the kiss with a needy gasp. “Sir! I… ah… S-sir, I… I love you.”

“I know,” I said. “And I love you.”

Her pale cheeks bloomed with a blush and her teeth eagerly nibbled her lower lip. I closed in with a kiss again.

Glacia moaned into my mouth, arching beneath me. My hands got very busy admiring her body, tracing her figure as I found the tight connector on the front that held her costume shut. I eased it down, Glacia arching, whimpering as the fabric peeled from about her breasts, pushed aside to reveal the pale, creamy flesh.

“Beautiful,” I breathed, leaning down and kissing her breast.

Glacia’s voice hitched with a gasp as I kissed along the sensitive flesh, my lips finding their way to her nipple. My tongue gently stroked it, teasing that sensitive nub until she whimpered in ecstasy, wriggling and arching under me with a throaty moan of desperate pleasure.

“S-sir!” she gasped. “That’s… mnnn… that’s g-good.”

“Then should I do more?” I asked her teasingly as I slid the zipper further down, her toned stomach twitching as my finger ghosted down her skin.

“P-please,” she moaned, flushed and panting and so adorably needy I couldn’t help but lean back up and kiss her again. But only one. Then I went to her neck, nibbling and adoring her, my one hand drawing teasing rings around her nipple until it budded up, plump and needy. My other hand stroked the delicate folds of her pussy, my thumb rubbing her until she was moaning, wriggling, clutching my back as I teased and toyed with her.

“Oh heavens,” she moaned. “Oh by the polar star!”

“Glacia,” I breathed, my warm breath raising goosebumps on her skin that I flicked with my tongue, making her cry out. She was putty in my hands. Needy, blushing, desperately horny putty, and I loved her for it. So different from Psyren’s bratty punishment games. A world away from Dolly’s bondage obsessed and degradation kink. Glacia was as vanilla as her hair was white, and fuck me but if that didn’t have an appeal all its own.

Maybe it was the bad guy in me talking, but I absolutely adored how willingly she submitted to my touch. Clinging to me. As if I was the only one who could bring her the sorts of sensations that were now making her such a gasping mess. Making her so wet she was almost humping my fingers, despite her physical shyness. She loved everything I did to her.

And I loved it too.

Evidence being how achingly hard I was in my pants. But despite the fact I wanted to fuck her into a moaning wreck, I wanted far more for her to let all that stress go. Just let it out and know she could trust me. That I would take care of it. Take care of her.

That I loved her too much to ever let anyone hurt her.

I kissed her again, swallowing her moan, our tongues dancing as her breath hitched in growing gasps as her body rode my stroking touch towards her high. Her eyelashes fluttering as she came closer and closer to that final peak of orgasm. Soon, her whole body tightened, her lashes fluttering.

“Mmmmm!” Glacia moaned into my lips, arching, quivering as she came in a final rush that seemed to sweep through her, the room chilling wonderfully as she released her normally iron gripped control over her powers.

I let the cool air wash over me, then broke my kiss, looking down at her admiringly. Flushed. Panting.

“Beautiful.”

Glacia blushed even more, turning beet red and shyly trying to cover her face. I gently caught her hands and brought them away, kissing them. “Do you want me in you now?” I asked.

“Mhmm,” she murmured.

Perfect.

I gathered her up in my arms, kissing her again. Even as I did, I had my powers pull down my zipper and undo my belt, tugging down my pants with a gentle rustle of cloth. I was hard as a fucking rock, my cock throbbing as I eased her to the rim of the table, sitting her on it as her breasts mashed against my chest, the tip of my cock teasing her slit.

A whimper came from her, but the way her arms clutched me closer told me what she really wanted, and gently, I pushed forward.

And gave her what she needed.

Glacia moaned, a sound like a sigh, ice crystals dancing in the air as I entered her, filled her. Clutching her to my chest, I gently began to slowly thrust, fucking that gorgeous ice princess slowly at first, but beginning to move faster. Faster. Glacia panting, whimpering, clinging to me as if for dear life as I fucked her atop my world domination table. The slap of flesh and the gasps of our breathing filling the air.

“Sir,” Glacia whimpered. “Oh… oh sir, I… mmnnn! P-please! Don’t… don’t s-stop!”

“I won’t,” I promised her, moving faster, feeling her legs wrap around me, her heels press into the small of my back. “I love you.”

“I… I l-love… love you t-toooooo!”

She cried out in that final sweet ecstasy. A moan of frantic pleasure in a keening cry as she came, tightening around me deliciously. I held her there, groaning as we reached that wonderful moment.

I cradled her as she came down, hugging me tightly as the waves of bliss ebbed. A bit poetic, maybe, but dammit, if ever there was a muse that’d get me reading Eliot it was Glacia.

“Sir,” she murmured.

“Just enjoy it,” I murmured.

Glacia buried her face in my shoulder, humming lovingly as I held her tightly. And it was right then that I knew for an absolute fact that Zoran was going to pay for hurting her.

Oh yeah. That fucker was going to pay dearly…


Daddy Issues

The wheels against Zoran were now moving, but there was one other major player I was looking to get involved in this business. One person who might be very useful in facing down the magically inclined Zoran.

Namely, his daughter.

Who hated him.

Which is about right with these sorts of people.

I’d been doing this super stuff for a long time, and one thing I learned early on is every family or super group has that black sheep in it. A group of villains inevitably has a few that go heroes, especially if they get popular enough to spin off. And a group of heroes always has one that flipflops into villainy or moral greyness, usually for the same reason. You always had a Wolverine. Or a Scarlet Witch. Or whatever. In this industry, if you couldn’t cut it as a hero, maybe you could as the bad guy. Or, at least, an antivillain.

Surprisingly, Cassandra, better known as White Mage, wasn’t one of those. She rebelled not out of a desire to earn some of that sweet sponsorship cash on a solo career, but to be an actual hero. You got those too sometimes. Most of them ended up being streeters, but now and then they went pro. It helped she had some serious power backing her up, and also that Valkyria recruited her fairly early on to teach her the ropes of heroing.

And after working with her not so long ago, I fortunately still had her number, and gave her a call first thing in the morning.

It rang five times, which got me pacing around the kitchen with a cup of coffee in hand, but at last she picked up. “Magneron,” she growled. “What do you want?”

“To talk.”

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“Not even if I have news about your father’s latest dirty trick?”

There was a long pause. I waited, sweating a bit with anticipation until finally a sigh came. “Where do you want to meet?”

I was surprised. In person? Interesting. But that would work better. She was probably trying to gauge my honesty. Well, that worked for me. “How about Hero’s Breakfast? We both know the place.”

“Fine. I’ll be there in a half hour. And this better not be a trick.”

“Cross my heart and hope to die,” I said.

“We’ll see,” she warned, and hung up with a click.

I sighed with relief and tucked the phone away. Alright. Progress. Sure, she sounded about ready to bite my head off the second I stepped through the door, but hey! I was used to dealing with hostile women. And she was meeting with me. Things were moving! But I didn’t have long before everything came to head.

I grabbed my Civic out of the garage and hit the highway minutes later, and was surprised when, five minutes out, I got another call. Oh hell, was Cassandra cancelling on me? Pulling out my phone, I crammed it into the cup holder and put it on speaker. “Hello?”

“Victor, hello there.”

“Carter?” I said, glancing down at the screen before quickly returning my eyes to the road. “What is it?”

“Do you have a minute?”

“Not really. I-“

“Fantastic. It’s about your upcoming job for us with Psyren and the Songbirds.”

I sighed. “Alright. What about it? Need some changes?”

“Something like that, yes, Victor. You see, we at Razer believe we’ll be looking to go in a… different direction.”

Oh.

I didn’t like the sound of that.

“What kind of direction, exactly?” I asked.

“A lateral one. We believe that, given current market trends, we may want to utilize in-house resources for the current job where we had originally subcontracted you and your villainesses to serve a role that is no longer required.”

“Hold on,” I said, working fast to translate her corpo jargon. “You’re firing me?”

“Victor, Victor! Please. There’s no firing going on. We at Razer have merely realized that we’d like to explore some different options compared to earlier agreed upon parameters.”

“So you’re canceling the contract,” I said.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Do we still have a contract?”

“No.”

I hit the steering wheel with a fist. Dammit! “Is this because of what happened with No Whey?” I demanded.

“We take a variety of factors into consideration,” Carter said blithely.

I groaned. I knew it! Son of a bitch. “Carter, listen,” I said, knowing it was futile, but likewise knowing I had to try. “Glacia didn’t do what that video looked like. It’s a set up, I swear to you.”

“Victor, Razer Industries makes no snap judgement decisions, I assure you.”

“The hell you don’t. Four months ago a middle manager in your company shared a frog meme on his private account complaining about getting rear ended by a handicap bus, and when the internet dragged him about ableism, he was fired the next day.”

“We naturally promote a diversity of ideas and thought at our businesses, but there is no place for hate in Razer,” Carter rattled off.

I resisted the urge to hit the wheel again. Knowing the Civic, I might break the damn thing off. “Damn it, Carter. Three days. Give me three days, and I’ll settle this whole thing. Or I’ll be dead. Either way, problem solved. Can you buy me three days?”

There was a moment’s silence through the phone. Then, “Well, Victor, I certainly can make no guarantees. This is, quite naturally, a business decision which has been made with input from various departments. We will begin the process of terminating the contract at once, and it will be finalized just as soon as our legal departments are able to properly process it.”

“And how long will that take?”

“I am not at liberty to offer an immediate end point of this process,” Carter said.

I exhaled heavily. Well, that was about as good as I was going to get. “Alright. Alright. I’ll be waiting for it, and we’ll talk more then.”

“Of course, Victor. Best of luck in your future endeavours.”

The phone went dead with a click. I took a deep breath and let it out with one word.

“Fuck!”

I swore, slamming a fist on the dash this time, which made the glove box pop open and spill a flashlight, first aid kit, and some maintenance manuals onto the floor. I groaned. Great. Great! Just wonderful. Exactly what I needed. With a sigh, I gestured, using my powers to remotely lift and tuck everything back in the compartment, then firmly shut the box.

Dammit. Carter might be able to stall, or she might not. Hopefully she could for a little bit, but I wasn’t banking on it. She was a Razer employee, and climbing that corporate ladder meant she was willing and able to kick anyone in order to get a leg up. She probably believed me, but whether that would make a difference was an open question.

But that wasn’t the real problem. The real problem was she was only the first. If I didn’t get this crap with Zoran sorted out sooner rather than later, then jobs were going to start canceling left and right. They say any publicity is good publicity, but when your career depended on NOT killing people, stabbing someone more times than Caesar was going to cause some issues. I had a business to take care of, dammit. I couldn’t afford this crap.

With that in mind, I put a bit more gas into the Civic as I raced down the highway and into Metro City’s skyscraper decorated center. I knew the address, and within a half hour was parking outside the corrugated steel mass that was Hero’s Breakfast. I got out, heading inside with a jingle of the bell over the door, my eyes quickly scanning the diner’s interior.

I spotted Cassandra pretty easily. Hell, her civvie clothes were more eye catching than her super costume. Her white hair hung loose and was woven with hair pins decorated like bats. She had heavy ankhs as earrings and wore deep eye liner. She’d gotten rid of the old frumpy clothes she wore, though she wasn’t dressed too revealing in pale jeans and blouse, but the makeup was giving me some serious mixed signals. She looked Goth enough to sack Rome and then the local Hot Topic in one good afternoon, and as much as I was all here for that, I had too much on my mind to really appreciate it.

“Cassandra, hey,” I said, sliding into the booth across from her.

“Magneron,” she said guardedly, watching me like at any moment I was going to go for the jugular. “What is it you want?”

Right to business. I appreciated that.

“So,” I began conversationally. “First off, your dad. He’s a colossal dick.”

“This is well established,” Cassandra said, nodding with a somewhat puzzled expression.

“Yes, but how big of a dick? That’s the real question. And apparently I now have the answer. This whole thing about Glacia icing that hero?”

“Yes?” she said, then her brows knit. “Are you saying…”

“You know?” I mused tiredly. “Usually when someone rejects your recruiter, you just go to the next person on the list. You don’t try and frame someone for murder in order to hire them.”

Cassandra’s brows knit in confusion and anger. “He…” Her face cleared. Grim understanding took its place, her lips tightening angrily. “…I see,” she said.

“You’re not surprised?”

“No,” she admitted. “My father is a man who gets what he wants, no matter what he has to do to get it. Everyone around him is little more than stepping stones to his private ambitions. Things to grind beneath his heel for his own amusement. A withholding monster who treats lives, affection, and his own children as little more than pawns in his games of cruel mirth. Japeries of existence to his twisted delusions and ideas of sport!”

I glanced down at the coffee in her hands, noticing it was bubbling, drops spitting out like sparks as she glowered, her teeth grinding with hatred.

“…Uh, yeah. That,” I said. “Point is, he’s targeting me in a new way. He framed Glacia for that kill and is trying to recruit me as his right-hand man.”

“Bastard!” Cassandra hissed. “Just another black mark against him. Joining a thousand others, each of which deserve death, if not unspeakable suffering!” She eyed me again. “Did you tell Valkyria?”

I shook my head. “I would, but she took Glacia into custody,” I said, wondering how much I should reveal about everything. Damn thing was getting so convoluted I was having a hard time keeping track myself. “And given Valkyria’s nature, she’d try and help if she knew. And if she did…”

Cassandra grimaced in understanding. “Yes,” she said. “The rest of the Guild would come for her.”

I nodded. Because that was, in fact, the whole point of the Guild. Just one of the Council of Nine was bad enough that they could cause massive amounts of damage, but they knew if the heroes of the world ganged up, individual villains wouldn’t have a chance.

Solution?

The Guild.

A group of villains banding together not to cooperate on conquering the world or on their schemes, oh no. Members of the Guild got along about as well as cats in a sack. But the one thing they were all for was beating the crap out of anyone who fucked with their members outside a scheme.

See, if a villain goes after a hero or a group of heroes, then he’s fair game for a good thwarting by protagonists. But if outside parties interfere more than the Guild likes, or a hero kills a member of the Guild, then the full weight of the organization slams down on them. They’d kill the heroes, their families, their pets, burn down the family farm, salt the earth, resurrect the hero and kill them again, and maybe sprinkle in a bit of torture. Just for funsies.

Fortunately, most members of the Guild worked at cross purposes. You could only have one ruler of the world, after all, so they tended not to cooperate outside of those hero beat downs. Every villain thought he was one solid mystic relic or scheme away from grinding civilization under his boot, and hated the idea of anyone else snatching that crown. So if Valkyria did try and help out, then odds were the Guild would come after her.

But family could always interfere.

I eyed Cassandra, kind of hating myself for doing this, but knowing she was my best bet for hero back up here. Because villains understood the dynamics of family. Hell, half of them became villains because they resented their popular brother or overachieving parents. Envy’s a great motivator for menace, and when you get your normal, rebellious teens and give them the powers of a flying brick, things took an… interesting turn. Which was why I’d hoped I could rope Cassandra into helping me.

And it looked like I’d been right.

“So I can count on you?” I asked.

“To ruin my father’s castle? Dismantle his evil empire in an inferno of blood and fire and wrath? To destroy everything he’s worked for before his eyes and make him weep over the ashes? Oh yes,” Cassandra hissed, grinning like a lunatic. “You can count on me, Magneron. I’ll help. I’ll beat him to death with my own two hands!”

“Um, good! Sounds… good,” I said.

Well, seemed she was into it, at least. That was a bonus. But I was starting to wonder if she’d really gotten into the whole ‘hero business’ out of a genuine desire to be heroic, or if it was just a way to royally piss off daddy. Well, either way, she’d be helpful.

Speaking of…

“First off,” I said, leaning in a bit closer. “I need any information you have. Layout of the castle. Defences. The villains he’s got in the ranks. Passwords. Anything.”

She nodded quickly. “Of course. I have a number of documents I’d been preparing.”

“You do?”

“Naturally,” Cassandra said. “It has always been my intention to one day return to my father and destroy the evil that he infests this world with!”

“Wonderful. Then details, please,” I said.

We spent over an hour getting them, and though she was comprehensive, I also felt an increasing foreboding about it all. I knew Zoran’s defences would be pretty damn solid. You didn’t get on the Council of Nine if you were easy to kill. Well, at least, you didn’t get on there for long. But Zoran was the oldest member, and as expected, his security was top notch.

It was pretty depressing hearing her rattle off the myriad ways Zoran had for killing intruders. Not to mention I had a feeling that a lot of what she was giving me would already be out of date.

But there was one really useful piece of info.

“The shield comes down only when my bastard of a father wills it,” she said. “Otherwise, it’s constantly on and will all but vaporize any who dare try to come near. But it must be lowered when someone physically enters or exits the castle perimeter.”

“Is that right?” I said. Aha! Now we were getting somewhere. “Then, would it be possible for someone to infiltrate it when it goes down?”

She nodded. “Oh yes. It’s happened before. Never for long, unfortunately. There’s countless security systems in place. Not to mention guards and my father’s henchmen patrolling the area. But it is possible. Though, they’d also have to sneak around the sensors.”

“Could those be jammed?”

“Possibly,” she admitted. “But it would take some severe interference.”

“Something like, say, a violent blizzard?” I suggested.

“It would have to be very violent.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said, thinking about how utterly pissed Glacia had been when I told her about Zoran’s little trick. “I think the weather is going to be pretty bad that day.”

She shrugged. “If you say so,” she said, but frowned across the table at me. “But there is one other thing…”

“Yes?”

Cassandra wrung a napkin between her hands, biting her lower lip as she stole uncertain glances my way. It was kinda cute. “Look,” she said. “I think you’re a bastard.”

“Ah, well-“

“A crooked schemer and coward.”

“I-“

“A scum sucking wretch who thrives on chaos and disorder. Who rejoices in evil and larps cruelty and glorifies menace, destruction, and pain to impressionable fools who happily eat it up”

“Okay, yeah,” I interrupted. “Think I got it.”

“But…” she said, squirming in her seat with distaste. “Well, you’re not the… worst villain I’ve met. I will admit that.”

“Thanks,” I said drily. “Really.”

“You know what I mean,” she said with an angry gesture, her lips pinched in frustration, her earrings and bracelets jingling. “Look. I probably shouldn’t say anything. In fact, I should probably just let you go get yourself killed and one more villain off the street. And gods know I hope you do tremendous damage on your way out. But you know you can’t win this, right?”

“I can’t?”

“No,” she said with finality. “You can’t. Believe me. I’ve spent years of my life looking up ways to try and kill my father. I’ve spent countless sleepless nights poring over arcane tomes and searching for ways to melt him into nothing.”

“Seems healthy,” I observed.

She nodded, apparently immune to sarcasm. “So when I tell you you don’t stand a chance in killing him, I mean it. There’s no way to do it. No one has succeeded in figuring out how. They’ve stabbed him. Burned him. Dropped him into a live volcano. Blasted him with ray weapons. Punched him with the force of a speeding train. And nothing. Nothing has stuck. Nothing has slowed him. Zoran is unstoppable.”

“Clearly not true,” I said. “Doctor Bradburn keeps him away.”

Cassandra gave an acknowledging nod. “He’s forced my father to retreat, but never actually managed to kill him,” she said. “Very important distinction. And not from lack of trying either.”

Fair enough, I supposed. “Well, how does the good doctor do it?”

She grimaced. “I don’t know,” she admitted reluctantly. “He’s never shared the secret. At least, not to me. I tried to approach him when I first went hero but…”

“But?” I prompted.

She shrugged. “His bodyguard tried to kill me.”

“Ah,” I said. “That would make things difficult.”

“Not that I blamed her,” Cassandra said quickly. “I mean, I realize how it must have looked. And father often sends his children to harass Bradburn on occasion. Like birthday parties, wedding anniversaries, bar mitzvahs, vacations, children’s plays, and so on.”

“Children’s plays?”

“Father tried to smash the moon into one of those.”

“Seems a bit extreme,” I said, no matter how bad the kids were singing offkey. “Did you ever go on those missions?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “Once or twice,” she admitted.

“Is that why you’re so invested in this whole… hero thing?” I asked.

She flushed a bit. “A bit,” she admitted. “N-not that I’m not committed to heroism,” she added quickly. “I am! I’ve seen first hand what evils my father is capable of. The suffering which it inflicts on the innocent. I’d always felt it was wrong, but he always said it was right, and insisted I treat the world as something to be played with. A source of amusement. That misery of others wasn’t just right, but was fun! And when I was young, I wanted to please him. But I could only go so far. And when he tried to unleash a zombie plague using candied chocolates, I knew I couldn’t be what he wanted me to be. That it was wrong.”

“So you became a hero?”

She nodded. “Of course. And I’m not doing heroism just because I hate my father. I’m just, you know. Also committed to killing him.”

“No, I get it. I get it. Nothing brings families together quite like fratricide, I gotta admit,” I said. “Anyway, hopefully we’ll be changing this whole… immortal evil thing soon. I’ll be dealing with Bradburn if I can. I’ll see what I can dig up.”

“Good,” Cassandra said. “I wish you all the best. And, of course, I will be joining you on the attack on my father’s castle.”

“Really?” I said, a bit surprised. “You just said it was a suicide mission.”

“Maybe,” she said with a slow nod. “But you’ll need my help in there. He has many defences, and my magic will be a strong tool against him. Not to mention he’s sure to have protection. Like my brother,” she growled, her hands tightening to fists. “Samuel.”

“Him?” I said.

“Yes,” she spat. “He’s always hated me. He thought I was father’s favourite, and always tried to spite me. Taking my dolls. Teasing me about my pigtails. Making fun of my OC characters.”

“Oh.”

“And his were much worse!” she added sharply. “He couldn’t even draw well, which was why he hated mine. And the fact that father put mine on the fridge. Petty bastard.”

I eyed her. Seemed pretty standard sibling stuff, really. Expected a bit more from supervillain siblings. “Sounds rough,” I said.

“Yes. And then he killed my favourite singer by dipping him in acid. At my own birthday!”

There we go.

I shook my head. Ah, super families. All the drama and resentful backbiting of the rich with extra murder and eye lasers thrown in for fun. Still, no denying she was right about me needing her help. And hell, I’d take any I could get. I wasn’t too proud to use a villain’s kid to try and gain an edge. Especially not if she was volunteering. Which yeah, maybe didn’t reflect super well on me, but hell. I had enough crap going on I wouldn’t turn her down.

“Great,” I said. “I’ll let you know when and where things are happening, and any other details of the plan.”

“I look forward to it,” she said, rising to leave.

I watched her go, the set of her shoulders and expression almost viciously excited with purpose. I sighed, letting my head fall against the back of my seat, staring at the ceiling tiredly. Well, having Cassandra with me might help. A pretty big might, true, but hell, given the odds against me I’d take on anything. Just thinking about it gave me a headache like nobody’s business.

Damn, but I needed a drink.

And to unload my worries. And sure, I could with the girls at the chalet, but there were some things you couldn’t talk about aloud to the ladies in your life. Especially now. I needed to project utter certainty and strength to them considering what I was going up against. But there was one man I could unload on.

Or, rather, many men.

I flipped out my cellphone and brought up the familiar number of Psyren’s brother, Steve Smith. Better known as Multiple Man. My frequent collaborator, temp henchmen, and general bud in this capeshit world of ours. I thumbed my message.

Drinks?

No sooner did I hit send then a response popped up.

Riggin’s in fifteen?

I grinned.

Looking forward to it.

See you there, man.

With a sigh of satisfaction, I put away the phone, dropped some bills on the table, and got up.

Time for a break.


Drinking the Worries Away

“And that’s about it,” I finished.

Steve made a whistling sound like a bomb slowly falling. “That sucks pretty hard, my man,” he said.

I sighed into my drink. “I’ll say.”

Steve leaned over and patted my shoulder sympathetically. I gave him a grateful look. I didn’t have a lot of friends like Steve. Actually, that wasn’t entirely true, because I could have dozens of Steves if he wanted there to be. His powers allowed him to clone himself, which was amazingly handy during labour shortages and for temp work, less so on the clothing budget, which was why he usually dressed like something between a goodwill fire sale and every stoner bro pining for the 60’s. His drooping eyes, lazy grin and unshaved stubble belied the hard work he could do. Though, the fact he had dozens of himself to do it probably helped.

“Ey, man. I know how it is. Shit happens, man. Just gotta, ya know, go with the flow. Life’s like a big old box of chocolates or somethin’. You got crunchy peanuts, some nougats, and like, sometimes those liquor ones that are really good. But you know? Ya never know what you’re gonna get. Except if you take a look at the label under the cover of the box. The one that lists off all the candies? And like, they all have the same number, actually. Gotta because they make the boxes and those little slots the chocolates they go in. Right? So, you know, the manufacturers gotta know.”

I tuned out Steve’s rambling as I idly looked around Riggin’s, finding comfort in the old drinking hole. Every industry had their bar, and Riggin’s was the one for the villains in Metro City. Same old pool tables. Dart board. The bar against the wall with the mirror. That scorch mark from where Zero Man spontaneously combusted when he tried to divide by himself. Ah, memories.

It was nice to know Riggin’s was always here. Come hell, high water, or alien invasion, Riggin’s was always open for business. Only rule was don’t start shit inside.

Riggin himself used to be a henchman for a villain before he started the place, and now loomed behind the bar, a scarred bulk of a man with a face like a beaten leather shoe. Though even a big guy like him wasn’t enough to really stop most villains. The patrons kept the place safe enough. Everyone needed a quiet place to get a drink, and anyone who fucked with that dynamic would find about a dozen super powered wackos ready to throw their ass out.

It was a crude system, but it worked.

I sighed again, because although there was that comforting familiarity in Riggin’s, it was different too. I could sense it. There was a distance between me and everyone else in there. I wasn’t just another villain anymore. I was a somebody. A presence. I had a lair and henchwomen and power to throw around. Death rays, fembots. I’d taken down big time heroes and villains.

Yeah.

I was somebody now.

And I wasn’t sure I liked it.

I swirled my beer, lamenting my fame a bit. I wasn’t a low-level villain anymore. I was a big target and important. I couldn’t just blend into the background. If things really hit the fan, I couldn’t drop my old name, come out with a new mask and villain title, and everything was new.

But at least Steve still treated me the same.

I gave him a grateful look. It really did make you know who was your true friend when things changed like it had. Steve was still Steve, and to him, I wasn’t one of the biggest villains in all of Metro City, if not the world. I was still just Victor. I quickly tuned back in, sensing he was getting to the end of his rambling.

“…and like chocolate, our lives are run by like, a few small conglomerates, man. Couple companies that own everything. But yeah, man, I guess life is more like chocolates in general, you know?”

“Absolutely,” I said.

Steve blinked and looked at me again. A grin split his face. “Eyyy, man. There you go! Got a smile again. Knew it’d cheer you up. Philosophy, man. Good for what ails ya.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said, lifting my beer in salute. With a lazy grin, Steve did the same, clinking his bottle against mine before we both took a long draw. I slammed down my bottle, sighing, feeling refreshed with the cool brew in me. A bit more relaxed than when I first set foot in the old bar.

But not so much I didn’t sense the guy coming towards our table.

I’d picked him out pretty early on, feeling his eyes intently boring into me the moment I walked into the bar. He’d been sitting with Mighty Moth and some other villain I didn’t know, and his excited conversation with his seat mates had made me almost rethink coming in, but in the end I’d joined Steve. And now, it seemed like he was joining us.

I wasn’t too worried. Guy was carrying too much metal for me to be even mildly concerned. He wore what looked like a welding helmet and some repurposed fireman’s outfit. Tanks of accelerant sloshed on his back, and a couple pistol flamethrowers were holstered at his sides. All of this was pretty villain standard, and the apron he was wearing with ‘Kill the Cook’ written on it really brought the whole thing together.

“Hey there,” he said. “Mind if I join you?”

“A bit,” I said.

Steve eyed the new guy with a distinctly unfriendly look.

“Sorry. Sorry,” the newcomer said. “Should have introduced myself. I’m Pro Pain. These are my Pro Pain accessories,” he said, tapping the flamethrowers.

“Interesting. Anyway, I-“

“I was originally just a propane salesman,” he continued. I sighed, settling in for a spiel. “But during a tragic accident, I was burned when a tank exploded. The result got me fired, my wife left me and took our kids, and my house was foreclosed. Thus, I resolved to burn down this sick and twisted society with clean burning fuel as Pro Pain!”

“That’s great,” I said. “So, can I help you or…”

“Actually, that’s exactly it,” he said, eagerly scooting into the seat beside Steve, who glared at the newcomer, and was in turn ignored. “See, I think you can! Me and my friends over there saw you come in, and really love your vibe. And we were wondering if you might be interested in a little… you know…” He leaned in closer. “Fun.”

I exchanged a look with Steve, then glanced back at the villain. “Fun?” I said slowly.

His helmet nodded eagerly. “Oh yeah! See, we’ve been planning a big job. We’re going to take the mayor hostage and demand the release of our fellow prisoners of the revolution, and we were hoping you might be willing to help! We all saw the video of what happened at the bank, and just know that you’re a likeminded individual ready to take on this sick world of ours.”

I sighed. Half in relief that I wasn’t being invited to a, frankly, weird looking foursome (though not the weirdest I’d been invited too). But mostly I just felt exasperation. “Listen, Pro Pain,” I said. “I’m not really into the whole… terrorism thing. Not really my deal. I’m a villain for hire.”

“But your villainess killed that hero,” he noted. “And you took down the-“

“Yes, yes, I took down the Heroes of Earth,” I interrupted. “But I didn’t go to jail. I’m not really in the market to knock down buildings, murdering politicians, or changing the world.”

“But… you…”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Look, you and your friends seem like lovely people, and I’m sure you’ll find plenty of open-minded psychotics who’d love to set the world on fire and dance in the ashes. But I’m just not into these sorts of fearsome foreplays. Really.”

“C’mon man,” Pro Pain said, his voice echoing with a slight whine. “We’ve got all the ropes and equipment we’ll need! And Skidmark there has been really looking forward to breaking through the backdoor and really railing those uptight stooges.”

“Again, gonna have to say no,” I said, but even as I denied him again, I felt something… off. My hackles went up, a tingle of unease working through me as I felt the shift in the room. I leaned back in the seat, my eyes scanning the bar. Pro Pain was talking again, but I wasn’t listening. There’d been a strong movement away from the door. A sidle, the kind of shift only villains could do. Was it a hero? Might be. Now and then one of the bigger names showed up in Riggin’s to pump someone for info about a villain job going on. Only bigger names could get away with that. The smaller kind would more likely get jumped.

And when I saw who it was that’d made the stir and was heading for my table, I realized that I was half right. It was a big name.

But it wasn’t a hero.

Samuel laid his hand on Pro Pain’s shoulder, the villain instantly going quiet. Pro Pain turned his head slowly, looking up at the man in his monochrome suit like a film negative, shimmering subtly in the lighting. His grey eyes looked down at the minor villain, and Samuel smiled.

“Excuse us for a moment,” he said.

Pro Pain swallowed audibly. “Y-yeah. Sure, of course. Happy to,” he said, scooting out of his seat.

Steve watched the exchange with a raised brow and leaned towards me. “Trouble, man?” he asked in an undertone.

“Almost definitely,” I whispered back.

“Mhmmm,” Steve hummed as he scooted around the booth so he was sitting next to me.

Samuel smiled genially as Pro Pain hustled back to his table, the villains there joining him in rushing out the door the second he arrived. Then Samuel swung back to me with a popping crackle like an old TV set. “Magneron,” he said with all the cheer of a newsreel talking about marines storming beaches. “Wonderful to see you.”

“I bet,” I said, hardly in the mood. “What do you want?”

“Now now,” he chuckled, smoothing his tie as he took a seat opposite me. “No need for antagonism.”

I could only scoff at that. Rod Serling looking bastard… “Sure there isn’t,” I said as I took another pull from my beer, subtly deploying my armour under my clothes. I set the bottle back down and eyed him coldly. “Get on with it. You here to threaten me?”

“Maybe I’m just here for a drink.”

“Bullshit. The son of Zoran wouldn’t lower himself to drinking somewhere like this.”

Again he chuckled, radiating a grating cheeriness usually reserved for encyclopedia salesmen. “Astute. Very astute. That’s no doubt what my father likes so much about you.”

“I thought he liked the prospect of kicking someone around,” I said.

“You are cruel about him,” Samuel said, still smiling, his body humming and subtly flickering like a malfunctioning projector. “But not to worry. I’m not here to do anything to you.”

“Then why are you here?”

“To discuss matters.”

“I’m pretty sure your dad made himself pretty explicitly clear last time.”

“Haha. You’re almost right. But I’m not here on my father’s behalf. I’m here on mine.”

This ought to be good. “Trying to drag me into an alliance to kill your father?” I asked.

“Heavens no,” he said. “No no. If anyone should know how pointless of an effort that’d be, it would be me. No. Instead, I’ve come about something else.”

“Are you going to tell me what it is or dance around it all night?” I demanded.

“You’re quite abrupt,” he observed.

“Yeah. A bit. Probably a side effect of your dad jerking me around like this.”

“Now now. He has made you an amazing offer, you know. Most villains would kill for the opportunity he’s giving you. Some have killed just in the hopes of getting his attention. Which brings me to my purpose here…”

“Does it?”

“Yes indeed,” he said with another bleached smile. “You see, our father wishes for you to join us, of course. That is partly true. But also, he has a second interest. That my sister come back into the fold as well.”

I frowned. “So he wanted me to bring Cassandra with me?”

“He hopes so, yes.”

I gave him a flat look. “And you came all the way here to tell me that?”

“No. I did not.”

I squinted at him. What was he…

Oh.

Ohhhhh.

“Ah,” I said with a slow nod. “I get it. You want me to kill your sister.”

Steve looked between me and Samuel blankly. “Huh? Aw man, that’s messed up.”

Samuel ignored Steve and continued with that pasty smile of his. “Well, I don’t necessarily expect you to kill her yourself, although if you found the opportunity, I’d be heartily glad about it. But bringing her with you would be useful as well. If she should attempt an attack on my father, and she were to be killed, then although unfortunate, it would just be an unavoidable series of events.”

“I bet it would be,” I said. “And why aren’t you going out and making that magic happen personally?”

Samuel chuckled. “Oh no. There’s a problem with that. You see, our father has a certain… hierarchy for infighting in the family, and has a soft spot for my dear sister. He has forbidden any of the family from killing her.”

“Has he?”

“Oh yes. If things do turn out badly with her, that’s a pleasure he’d reserve for himself.”

Fucking hell. And here I was thinking I’d seen messed up family dynamics. I groaned into my hand and rubbed my face tiredly. “Seriously?” I said.

“Very,” Samuel said. “And it would be in your interest for it to happen as well.”

I glared at him from between my fingers. “And how, exactly, do you figure that?”

Samuel leaned in a bit, his voice dropping to keep from being overhead. I didn’t know why he bothered. Everyone in the bar was going to great lengths to make it plain they were absolutely not listening in. “You see, my father’s affection for my sister is perhaps a bit ill advised. He thinks she has incredible potential, once she gets over this ‘heroine’ nonsense, and will be a valuable tool in the future.”

“So?” I said.

Samuel gave me a knowing look. “So, that means that the… ‘position’ he’s offering you is far from a sure thing. He’d love for Cassandra to be his right hand. He’s always going on about how clever and powerful she is. How she’ll be a true force of menace once she’s gotten over that petty ‘morality’ business. He’s saving a place for her. And your recruiting is a large part of that.”

“How is recruiting me supposed to bring her back into the fold?” I asked.

Samuel rolled his eyes as if it were obvious. “Father believes that you have a certain… magnetism for women. That my sister is already falling under the sway of your charms, and that in good time, she will see through you the benefits of villainy. That joining him will help her serve the world or some other rot like that. He aims for you to seduce her back to his side, and when the time is right, will likely sacrifice you to some hero or other in order to fully turn her to darkness.”

“Wow,” I said blandly. “Your dad sure has my number.”

Samuel nodded knowingly. “He does. And he doesn’t plan in the mere years, but decades. So you see, so long as my sister is around, your place beside my father will be at risk.”

I eyed him. Seemed like brains didn’t exactly run in the family. “Right,” I said. “So, you want me to kill your sister so she won’t steal my position?”

“Or simply bring her with you. Father half expects it anyway. But once she reveals her true colours and attempts to kill him, he will have no choice but to end her.”

“Wonderful family dynamic you all have going on,” I noted. “Very healthy.”

“I’d never claim that,” Samuel said, his staticky smile flickering with a grimace. “It was perfect before she got it into her head to reject father. She always needed it her own way. Selfishness defines her. My father doesn’t see that yet, but he will. And it’s in your interest to make sure of it. Even when we were children she would hoard his love and gifts,” Samuel growled, his outline flickering with a field of static like a dead channel. “Prancing around, relishing in his love. Showered with it. Just a whore for affection! How she enjoyed it. This whole hero nonsense is nothing more than another attempt to get it. A cry of attention from a spoiled child!”

“You think so?” I said.

“Of course! What else is it? And father has always treated her better. Gotten her anything she wanted. She hasn’t had to work for a thing. And now, he’s just waiting to invite her back into the fold. The prodigal child returns.” Samuel scoffed. “And all to keep father’s attention on her. Arrogant little bitch that she is.”

Christ, he was more delusional than I thought. And more dangerous too. The nutty ones were always unpredictable in the worst ways.

“Well,” I said. “You’ve certainly given me plenty to chew on.”

Samuel blinked, coming back to himself. The hum died and he flashed another mild smile. “Consider it. That’s all I ask,” he said as he rose to his feet with a flicker. “Just… think on it.”

I lifted my beer in ambiguous acknowledgement, which seemed to satisfy him as he turned and made his way back out of the bar. I could feel the air again shift, as if a collective breath was released.

“Goddam,” I said, taking another drink.

“Fuck, man,” Steve said with a shake of his head. “Trying to kill your own sister? That’s pretty messed up.”

It was, but it was probably doubly so for Steve. He’d spent most of his life protecting his sister from those who’d want to use her psychic powers for their own ends, which certainly upped him in my esteem, to say the least. And made the fact he entrusted her to my protection even more meaningful. Which made Zoran’s efforts to fuck me over even more infuriating.

And Samuel’s little presentation hadn’t exactly helped things. So there were wheels within wheels for this little power struggle in Zoran’s family. I sighed. Just another pain in the ass. Though, this might at least give me some cover when bringing Cassandra in to confront Zoran. Providing meeting with Dr. Bradburn proved helpful.

Either way, my idea to relax in the bar with a drink was utterly shot now. Though Samuel was gone, his meeting with me was getting me even more side-eyes from patrons. All of them probably wondering if I was teaming up with Zoran now.

“Fuck,” I sighed. “What a mess.”

“I’ll say, man.”

I heard a buzz from my phone and picked it up, opening it to a text from Valkyria, cordially requesting me to…

Oh.

I grinned.

“Good news?” Steve asked.

I chuckled. “Sort of. Looks like I gotta get ready to pay a visit to prison tomorrow.”

“Eyyy. Your girl lawyered up?” Steve said.

“Sure did,” I replied, putting my phone away. “And that means I need to be there with a hell of an attorney. Thanks for the evening though, Steve. It was nice.”

“Ey, man. Anytime,” he said with a lazy grin and a thumbs up, his whole body slouching back into the booth. “You do what you gotta do, man. If you need anything, just gimme a call. I’ll be ready.”

“Thanks,” I said, and meant it. I laid some bills on the table to pay for my drinks. Money was the one thing I didn’t have to worry too much about these days. Well, not yet at least. Shoving my hands in my pockets, I made for the door.

Still so much to do…


Doing Time

Every villain dreaded Supermax.

As I got out of the Oni I took a long look at it, feeling my stomach tighten with reflexive foreboding. Built like something between a bunker and a fortress, it was a solid mass of grey cement like a brutalist architect’s wet dream. Designed from the ground up in the 60’s to house supers, it was surrounded by barbed wire, then a trench, then more walls, while skeletal watchtowers rose into the air, filled with automated security weapons that wouldn’t hesitate to open fire. And for villains where that wasn’t enough, there were robot guards, human guards, and even some supers on staff.

Aside from that prison they built on the dark side of the moon and no one would admit to existing, Supermax was the most secure facility in the world. And for damn good reason. Because in there were some of the most powerful and most psychotic bad guys ever taken alive. If someone had a set of powers that’d let them bust out of a regular prison like the walls were made of styrofoam, or the local asylum had run out of space again, then they got shipped to Supermax.

For a while, anyway.

Because the dirty little secret about a prison for supers is that the reason it’s a revolving door wasn’t really because villains kept busting out. That honestly happened less often than you’d think.

No.

It’s that the heroes often bailed them out.

Well, heroes or their brand managers, anyway. Because people loved seeing a hero fight a really good villain again and again. A decent nemesis was hard to come by. So even though Humongous, the World Eater probably shouldn’t be let out to wander Fourth Avenue and mingle with impolite society, hero managers would often hire the best lawyers, gather exceptional evidence and, every now and then, have the hero arrest the bad guy in such a way that they’ll be able to wiggle out of the prison system. All to fight a good guy again and earn some more of that sweet brand deal money.

And Supermax didn’t care. Why should they? Their job was just to keep villains from busting out. If the state opened the cell, they didn’t give a shit. One less mouth to feed, house, and maybe get torched by during the inevitable riots.

So yeah, I was not looking forward to this.

“Ready?” I asked Mammon.

“Darling, I was born ready,” she said.

Well, she was certainly dressed for it. Her high skirt showed off her long crimson legs, her blouse tight and cut low, a jacket tight around the chest like every sexy lawyer trope combined. All topped with a fashionable chapeau sporting two holes for her horns. Tinted black sunglasses gave her a look like an executive on the town, especially with that fur collar framing her face.

Ravishing, of course. And maybe enough to throw someone off.

“Let’s go,” I said, starting towards the gate.

The sentry post outside the gate scanned us in to the foyer, and after a quick pat down (I’d removed my bracers and anklets before entering) we were given some visitor passes by a guard dressed in such heavy looking riot gear he looked ready to fight off the Tyranids.

“Ugh, how ugly, darling,” Mammon sighed as she hung the lanyard and its plastic card around her neck.

“Just bear it for today,” I told her as I did the same.

“If I must, darling. If I must,” Mammon groaned as the guard ushered us through a heavy metal blast door that closed behind us with a bang.

We went through several more, heading deeper into the complex, until we found ourselves in a sterile, tiled waiting room. Another desk and secretary behind heavy blast-proof glass was there, and so was Valkyria. She was in costume, her expression carefully blank as we came through.

“Magneron,” she said levelly.

“Valkyria,” I replied. “What’s happened?”

“Wisely,” she said, “once we brought your villainess into the prison and processed her, she refused to say anything without representation from legal council. Thus, we informed you.”

“Amazing,” I remarked. “You’d almost think she didn’t trust you all.”

“No need for that,” Valkyria said with a sigh, crossing her arms and deflating a bit from her tightly-wound air. “I like this no better than you do, Magneron. But a man is dead. Justice must be seen to be done.”

“Well, it’s not gonna be here. Can you show us in now?”

“Her legal counsel is the only one who can be with her in the room during questioning.”

“And not me?”

“I tried, but they said no.”

I didn’t like the emphasis she put on ‘they’. Or the grimace that followed it. “So I have to stay outside?” I asked.

“You can speak with her before questioning, but not during,” Valkyria said stiffly.

“And no one’s tried to read her mind?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Valkyria said instantly, scowling.

I was almost mad they didn’t. If they had, we probably could have thrown the whole case out instantly. There’d been a lot of legal hoop jumping when real psychics started showing up in the super communities. Odds were they’d been around for much longer, but were either mistaken for witches, or the governments of the world had been snapping them up. Still, you couldn’t hide the presence of them for long. When the 70’s rolled in and a bunch of the weirdo cults turned out to be run by literal brainwashers, things took a much sharper turn. Especially when it was found out a bunch of politicians had been mentally tampered with. Let me tell you, nothing moves politicians like the idea they aren’t even being paid for pushing vested interests. So there were a lot of restrictions on what governments could do using psychics.

Of course, this was regularly and covertly abused. But since no one had been busting down my door to find the real Glacia, odds were they hadn’t tried it yet. And why would they? They thought they had their girl down to rights. No need to go deeper. Seemed things weren’t as terrible as I thought.

“Well look who’s here!”

Oh no.

Feeling my stomach drop into the floor, I turned slowly to see who had just come through the triple reinforced metal doors.

“Lockdown,” I said.

The warden of Supermax smiled, crossing her powerful arms and looking happily down at me. She was a good head taller than me and everyone else in the room, her body powerfully bulked, but in an undeniably attractive way. Metal chains had been wrapped around her arms like bracelets, and reinforced armour plating made her costume like she was a walking tank, sans boob window. Not that she needed the metal. She was pretty much indestructible, as many a villain had learned while trying to stage a breakout. Her hair was red and cut short, her eyes bright and her smile fanged.

“Victor! Please, no need to be so formal. Call me Jessica,” she said affably as she sauntered towards me.

Valkyria and Madame Mammon gave me startled looks. “You know her?” the stormy heroine asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed.

Lockdown laughed, clapping me on the shoulder, nearly throwing me across the room. “Oh, we go waaaaay back! I was warden back when Victor here attended our fine institution. Come for another stint?”

“Not if I can help it,” I said.

Lockdown sighed sadly, resting a cheek in a palm. “Such a shame! And here I was hoping we could spend some quality time together again. Because I’ve heard you’ve been out being a villain around town. And after I thought I’d managed to rehabilitate you.”

I shrugged. “Sorry.”

“But I have to say,” she added with a cheeky smile. “I’d love to try it again. How about it, Victor? Want to try some tough love?”

I picked her hand off my shoulder with care. “No, thanks.”

Lockdown waggled her eyebrows. “We’ll see,” she said with a wink, blowing a kiss my way before spinning about. “Right this way to the interview room!”

I felt my face burn a bit as I walked after the statuesque super. Mammon and Valkyria moved in beside me, the pair eying me pointedly.

“So,” Mammon purred with a teasing smile.

“You and her?” Valkyria said in amazement.

“No,” I replied firmly. “Not even once.”

“Really? Darling, seems a proper shame. A right shame,” Mammon said with a sideways glanced at Lockdown. “Such a woman seems like she could give you a real run for your money!”

“Is it her muscles?” Valkyria asked.

“No way,” I said in an undertone. “Not at all. Look, she is amazingly hot, I’ll grant you. But I wasn’t exactly in a… you know, good position when she was flirting. Specifically, I was on one side of the bars and she was on the other.”

“Ah,” Valkyria said with a nod. “Yes. That would pose a problem.”

Well, that was one way to put it. And sure, fraternizing with the convicts probably wasn’t kosher (especially not if you did it with Ham-man). But Supermax let its warden get away with pretty much anything. Because there was probably nobody who could keep this place in order other than her.

See, Lockdown wasn’t your average super, for a given value of average. She was something very different. Very dangerous.

Specifically, she was a copycat.

And not just any copycat. Most copycats can maybe mimic one or two people’s powers at a time. But Lockdown was said to be able to do dozens, and no one knew if her superstrength and durability were part of that. All of which made her possibly one of the most powerful and dangerous people on the planet.

Now, there were probably some limitations, but damned if I or most anybody knew what they were. And she sure wasn’t willing to share. Either way, working in Supermax gave her unrestricted access to some of the most dangerous, powerful, and deadly villains in the world. And even among all those unhinged maniacs, Lockdown stood apart.

Because she was man crazy.

And I didn’t mean in a ‘collector of human skin’ way. More ‘lonely middle age woman’ style. From what I could gather, half the reason she took the job at Supermax was because she wanted to find a man. Not just any man, though. She wanted to redeem some bad boy with the power of love and thighs that could crack boulders. A dangerous combo, and she didn’t take kindly when some villains tried playing with her heart. She was a ‘pure maiden,’ as she told it.

Sadly, given that the guys who ended up in Supermax were almost universally puppy-kicking psychos or megalomaniacs, this had proven problematic. But if she was anything, it was optimistic about her fantasy.

Which was maybe why she’d locked onto me when I arrived.

And I mean, I’d been sympathetic, but didn’t let it get anywhere. I hadn’t needed the headache. I spent a while in Supermax, and I didn’t want any boat rocking during my stay. Just do the time, get out, and start anew. And fucking the warden, though maybe popular in pornos, was not likely to accomplish that.

“I love the costume by the way,” Lockdown said, having eased back so she was walking beside me again, looking down at me with a grin. “The helmet and cape is a lovely touch. Very dark, mysterious sexy.”

“Uh… thanks?” I said.

She giggled. “You know,” she said, twirling a lock of her hair. “I had been wondering what you’ve been up to. I was so lonely when you left us here.”

“Yeah, well, I did do my time.”

“And such a shame too. I almost regret it, Victor. Very naughty of you, finding a way to be a bad guy without getting sent back to me. I’ve even kept a cell all nice and clean, special for you. It’s right near my office. So, you know, if you wanted to get anything off your chest. Like your shirt.”

“I’m really just here for Glacia…”

“And don’t get me wrong,” Lockdown added quickly, “it would be a real shame if she ended up remaining here, Victor. A terrible shame. But I feel I should point out that I do have free access to the conjugal visit trailers. You know, if you happen to be stopping by and need to work out a bit of… stress with not only her. Trust me, Victor,” she breathed, leaning in a bit closer with a saucy wink. “I can take it.”

I cleared my throat while Mammon snickered. Valkyria coughed loudly. “I believe he is here only to see the accused,” the stormy heroine mentioned.

Lockdown frowned and glanced back at Valkyria, then back to me. “Just saying, our doors are open if you ever do want to visit. You know. Casually,” she said with another suggestive wink.

It was both flattering and kind of disturbing to see she was still interested in me. It’d been years since I’d gotten out of Supermax, and needless to say, I wasn’t exactly thrilled with the idea of returning. “We’ll… see how things shake out.”

“Sure will,” she said, grinning wolfishly as if she’d like nothing more than to tear off my clothes with her bare teeth.

And I mean, it’s not that I wasn’t interested, mind you. Just… time and place. And visiting my disguised supervillainess in prison for suspicion of murder probably wasn’t the right time or place to get freaky with the buff, aggressively horny prison warden. No matter how attractive she was in her very form-fitting breast plate.

Fortunately, it looked like we’d arrived. Lockdown stopped beside a sealed metal door and turned our way.

“Here we are. You two behave yourselves now,” she said to me and Mammon before opening the door with a flash of her key card and clang of deadbolts sliding free.

I moved quickly past her and paused just inside the doorway. The room was a square, plain thing of cement and metal, lit by a humming fluorescent light. A single table with four metal chairs around it was the only furniture. One was occupied by Chamelea, still in her Glacia shape, now in some pale white prison overalls, her hands locked in big metal gloves, probably to suppress ice powers. When the door opened she looked my way and smiled.

“Hello, sir,” she said.

“Glacia,” I replied, giving her a quick once over to confirm she was fine. Only when I was sure did I look at the people sitting across from her.

One was your standard secret service guy they probably built on an assembly line. In fact, that probably wasn’t too far from the truth with all the cybernetics I was sensing in him. Buff build, buzz cut, and a square head and mirrored glasses, he looked like a discount Arnold Schwarzenegger.

The other was dressed the same, but was even stiffer than her companion. In fact, she was so rigid it was like she was made of angles. Even her hair was pointy, trimmed in a sharp cut like it was measured to the millimeter. Her shoulders looked padded, her chest practically triangular, and she wore an immaculate black suit and tie, with tinted black glasses like two V’s completing the ensemble.

Shit. Government spooks. Not great.

And one of them I knew.

It took me a second to place her, but when I did I drew myself up. I’d only met her once, but she’d made an impression, that was for sure. “Jane Doe,” I said. “What a surprise.

She didn’t smile. I doubted her face could. It was stiffer than a corpse, but she did incline her head, eyes hidden behind the lenses of her glasses. “Good afternoon, Mister Langton.”

Every eye turned my way.

“Your last name is Langton?” Mammon asked.

“Yeah,” I said, determined not to get sidetracked. “What are you doing here?” I asked Jane instead.

“Work,” she replied.

“What kind of work.”

“Classified work.”

Lovely. Cagier than a diver filming a shark documentary. There were a number of reasons she might be here, of course. But given who the General was, likeliest possibility was the feds were worried about a sudden cold front wandering onto the east coast. Couldn’t blame them, but it was also never a good sign to have the feds sticking their noses into your business.

But all the more reason to leave that to Mammon. Instead, I turned to Chamelea and took a seat beside her.

“How are you doing?” I asked her.

“I’ve been fine,” Chamelea said, her eyes drifting to the spooks and back to mine.

I glanced at the expressionless pair, then back to her, catching her hidden meaning. “Yeah,” I said, clasping my hands on the table. Had to be careful not to spill the beans. “I’m sorry you had to go through this.”

She laughed. “I really don’t mind, sir,” she said. “If it can be of assistance to you, I would gladly do so.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” I said bitterly.

She smiled, reached over and touched my hand. “I wanted to, sir. It was my choice to give myself up for this.”

“Why?” I said.

“Because this is my chance, sir,” she observed. “You are my one last chance. The life I wish to live… it cannot happen without you. And you promised me, sir, that I could live for myself. That I wouldn’t need to fear exploitation. Fear the collar and the control of those who would use me. I do this gladly, sir, for I know that life without you would be misery once more. I’m putting it all on the line for you, because I believe in you.”

Damn, she was a really good actor. I was actually starting to get choked up a bit. “Still…”

“Remember what you told me, sir?” she said with a little wane smile. “That you would protect me. That you would resolve this, and ensure I was safe. Was that a lie, sir?”

“Of course not.”

“Then I have nothing to fear,” she said. “You will get me out of here. You will fix this. Sometimes,” she said with a soft laugh. “One needs to have a little faith in others. It’s a hard thing to do, certainly. But sometimes, one must take the leap.”

Damn.

Well now, I was going to feel even worse if I fucked it all up.

There was a sudden honking sound and I glanced back, spotting Lockdown sniffling into a hanky. “D-don’t mind me,” the warden sniffled. “It’s just… so romantic!” she sobbed, bawling into the handkerchief.

Valkyria shifted awkwardly beside the massive woman and patted her on the back.

I rolled my eyes and looked back to Chamelea. I squeezed her hand. “I’ll fix this. I promise you.”

“I know you will, sir,” she said. “But… perhaps do it quickly. The cells aren’t the most comfortable. And… the warden,” Chamelea continued, her voice dropping. “She has been very… explicit in her questions about you.”

“About the organization?”

“Actually, she keeps asking if I have nude pictures of you I’d be willing to share.”

I groaned. “Of course she is.”

“Not to mention asking me about your hobbies, your favourite foods. And there have been many questions as to your performance in the bedroom. Certain favours have been promised for every bit of information I provide. Extra recreation hours. Ice cream. And I’m not sure, sir,” she added with a slight teasing look, “how long I can resist the chance to upgrade to more comfortable accommodations.”

Blackmail? Really? I rolled my eyes and patted her hand again. “I’ll get you out soon.”

“I believe you, sir,” she said with a soft laugh. “Truly. I do.”

I nodded and rose, looking towards Mammon. “All yours.”

“Wonderful, darling. Simply wonderful!” Mammon crooned as she slid into the chair I’d just vacated. She fluffed her collar, wriggled to a more comfortable position, then smirked at Jane, who despite her blank expression, seemed a little more uncertain with the demoness on the other side of the table. “Now, darlings,” Mammon cooed, leaning forward, her fangs glinting. “Shall we have a lovely chat about a little thing called police brutality? Hm?”

I shook my head, leaving them to it. The door hissed shut behind me, leaving me alone in the hallway, and I sighed, sticking my hands in my pockets and rocking on my heels.

I only did so for a moment before the door hissed open again and Jane joined me. I gave her a surprised look, glancing back in to see her fellow agent and Valkyria quizzing Mammon and Chamelea before the door closed.

“Mister Langton,” she said. “Do you have a minute.”

“Not really,” I replied, not in the mood. And even if I was, I had a policy of cooperating to the barest minimum with authority. They were always too eager to try catching you into a confession, and I hadn’t brought Mammon here just to accidentally dump Chamelea into the tiger pit.

“Yes,” Jane said firmly. “You do.”

“…But I can make some time,” I continued reluctantly.

“Your… woman has been involved in a very high priority incident,” she said, looking back towards the doors.

“I noticed.”

She tilted her head, her cold eyes peering at me from over her glasses. “Indeed. But it should be noted that the US government is, of course, interested in keeping things moving… smoothly.”

“That right?”

“Very,” she said.

I bet they would. But I didn’t trust anyone who represented an acronym. And though I had no idea just who or what department Jane was working for, I knew they could make my life a living hell if they really wanted to.

Of course, they’d have to be complete idiots to do that. There were enough supervillains radicalized by the state and looking to burn it all down, but never let it be said the US government was bad at making enemies.

“You all got to have noticed this case is bullshit,” I said. “You must have interviewed the people there and got conflicting reports of what they saw versus what was on the screens.”

“I cannot confirm or deny evidence gathered,” Jane said.

“Then why are we having this conversation?” I asked.

She gave me an unreadable look. I gave her one right back. Like two closed books in a shop staring each other down.

At last she turned away, staring at the wall. “Matters of national security are taken very seriously,” she said.

“Then you’ll drop the charges?” I asked.

“We will not. A hero has been killed. That… complicates matters. Especially in an occurrence with a strong public interest.”

“Then what good are you doing here?” I asked.

She tilted her head my way, glancing at me over her lenses, her eyes as dark and blank as the glass had been. “…Some time ago, I asked you if you’d been approached by… unusual individuals who are not human.”

“I remember,” I said. “And I said yes. Every goddam day. Sometimes they even have a polite chat with me before trying to melt my face with radioactive hands. But you weren’t after those, were you?” I said pointedly, narrowing my eyes at her. “You’re after someone specific. Who?”

“I cannot answer that.”

“You’re really bad at your job, aren’t you?”

“Such rudeness is ill advised.”

“Kind of have bigger issues at hand.”

“Such as Zoran approaching you to work for him?”

I glared at her, not exactly surprised she knew about that. “Zoran is the one you’re after?”

“I didn’t say that.”

I sighed, massaging my forehead. “Alright. What can you tell me?”

“No more. Unless you agree to work with us.”

“And what do I get out of that? You already told me you can’t get Glacia off. And even if you could, my career would be over.”

“We have… alternate opportunities for you.”

“Like what? Witness protection?”

“A possibility.”

I glared at her. “I’m not working for the government,” I said firmly. “I’ve seen what your supers do. What you make them do.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I genuinely laughed at that. I’d been in the game too long not to get a look at that dark underbelly. It was an open secret the government employed supers. The obvious ones were like the Heroes of Earth, which had technical autonomy, but were funded heavily by grants. Great propaganda props and they often dealt with major menaces independently, so it mostly worked out.

But there absolutely were more clandestine things going on. Hell, half the time heroes or villains were created it was by some shadow government program, experiment, or serum. And it was well known that certain villains, mad scientists, and the more technical minded madmen got their sentences commuted, were recruited, or were just given wads of cash for their tech and weapons. Half the problem I had with Teklin was a result of that.

It would honestly be worse than working for Zoran. At least with him I might do actual villain type work. But who knows what kind of sketchy shit I’d be doing with some unnamed agency.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll try handling this myself,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed fractionally. She opened her mouth to reply, but before she could the door opened again with a hiss, Valkyria and Mammon walking out, the former looking somewhat displeased.

“How’d it go?” I said, having a pretty good idea.

“Your villainess was uncooperative,” Valkyria noted.

“Only because she wouldn’t admit to it, darling. Only because of that! And my favourite kind of witness is a hostile one,” Mammon said smugly. “So much more entertaining in the court room. Brings on wonderful amounts of drama. Simply marvelous amounts! Oh, but don’t look so cross, darling. The case against her was well built! Aside from all those inconvenient facts like witness testimony not lining up at all. A break in the timeline. The way that No Whey fell and his injuries being inconsistent with the alleged murder weapons. But otherwise just a smash hit, darling. Simply a slam dunk!”

Valkyria looked both annoyed and tired. She sighed and turned my way. “Further evidence will be gathered until the trial can be organized,” she said. “Until then, Glacia will remain here.”

“No bail?” I prompted.

“A strong case was made she was a flight risk,” Valkyria said.

Well, fair enough. Glacia could fly. Though the whole thing seemed a little excessively pig headed. Even for notoriously prosecution happy lawyers. I glanced back at Jane, who said nothing and whose expression was as inscrutable as a work of modern art.

“Now then, mustn’t stay too long, darling,” Mammon said, sweeping up to me and turning me around. “We have a big night tonight, do recall. A big, big night! And what fun it will be.”

“A big night?” Valkyria said, instantly suspicious.

“Nothing big,” I said. “Just a private party.”

She glared at my back, but Mammon and I were already walking away.


Party Time

I hated wearing the tie.

And the suit.

And the polished shoes.

And, well, pretty much everything I was dressed up in. I wasn’t a slob by any means, but I never dressed up for anything but business meetings, and even those a bit more casually. To be honest, I only really felt comfortable in billowy capes, menacing metal armour, and a helmet resembling a crown. But that wasn’t going to cut it tonight, so I was dressed sharper than a bowie knife, mainly thanks to Mammon.

“Darling, do stop playing with your tie,” Mammon murmured as the elevator hummed us upstairs.

“It’s a bit tight.”

“It’s supposed to be. Besides, you look dashing, darling. Ever so dashing!”

“I guess. Just wish I could use a cape.”

“Give me three weeks, darling, and I’d have every man in the nation wearing them. But for now, smile, darling. Smile!” she said as the elevator dinged at the twentieth floor and ballroom. “It’s time for our grand entrance!”

It took a lot of cash to make a party as swanky as this one, to say nothing of the guest list. I should have expected the turnout given Madame Mammon was sent an invite she took seriously, but even so I was shocked. As soon as Mammon and I exited the elevator I caught sight of celebrities, captains of industry, and more filling the room, the hum of conversation ebbing and flowing. Tuxes for the men and gorgeous gowns for the women, including several that said ‘Fuck the Rich,’ a sure sign you’ve arrived at the pretentiously wealthy’s party. Huge windows looked out on the city below. The floor was polished like a mirror and a band played in the corner, while islands of tables where people could rest and chat more casually were near the walls.

I didn’t like these sorts of scenes. Especially not as a participant. Going to tell on myself a little here, but I enjoyed much more crashing them than hobnobbing in them. All the money and lineage and power sloshing around. Not like my sort of power. A subtler yet, in many ways, stronger power. The power to move lives with a single phone call. Kill towns and cities. Close down or open up factories. It was a power with more leg than my magnetism, and I was about as comfortable there as my tie was around my neck.

Mammon, on the other hand, was utterly in her element.

One step onto that polished floor and it was like everyone was looking her way. Not even a kaiju could make that big of an impression so easily. Her red skin shone like freshly poured wine as she flashed a smile about the room with all the gravitational pull of a black hole.

No sooner did the initial shock fade than people were drawn towards us like my magnetism was pulling at their jewelry. A wave of gowns and suits washed up around Mammon, voices running over each other in their urgency to get out first.

“Mammon! It has been ages.”

“Madame Mammon! So glad to meet you. Albert Fitzgibbons. The newspaper chain?”

“Madame Mammon! Such a surprise seeing you here!”

“Oh darlings, where else would I be?” Mammon tittered, a laugh shared instantly with the crowd of sycophants swarming around her.

I hung back a bit, gawping. I mean, sure, I knew Mammon was important in this world of greased money and sequins, but I guess I didn’t quite realize what that meant until that moment. And though I knew Mammon had charisma to spare, it was practically pouring out of her as she spoke to the swarming crowd, her lips dropping names like pearls as she spoke to faces that she probably only saw once, if ever. A skill to make everyone in front of her feel special with the absolute minimum of effort.

Needless to say, I was for once utterly overshadowed.

But hell, that worked for me. I wasn’t here to fawn over Mammon’s shoes or have a fun chat with the local robber barons. In fact, it gave me the perfect chance to slip away and cross the floor.

I melded into the room, snatching a drink from the tray of a circling waiter and took a sip to occupy myself, my eyes scanning the crowd. And not just my eyes. I sent out a pulse of magnetism, feeling out the metal that filled the place to the gills. Not a lot of weapons, aside from some pretty obvious security goons scattered around near the walls, and their burly frames wrapped in those suits would have marked them out to me even if the guns holstered in their jackets didn’t. I also pinged a couple cybernetic additions, and one woman who seemed to be wearing some kind of tight suit of power armour under her gown. Quite high end.

But I needed to move quick. This sort of event was exactly the sort of thing a villain like me would crash. And it didn’t much matter if they were a paid antagonist or not. When the guy in tights bursts through the windows and started slinging one liners, it was party over. I had to find Bradburn first. And fast.

Luckily, that wasn’t too hard. Mammon had thinned out the room a fair bit, and I spotted the good doctor over near the band, listening to the music with an absolutely gorgeous woman who was, also, absolutely loaded with cybernetics and subtle weaponry under the tight black dress.

I looked him over closely. Doctor Bradburn Thaumaturge fit the pictures I’d been able to find of him off the internet to a tee. Typical super scientist. The sort of man who didn’t really go in for fist fights, but instead had a bodyguard to do that kind of stuff. Strong jaw, middle aged, fit and with a clean-cut red beard and hair, he looked like the kind of guy who’d drag his son around to various exotic places and locales, and probably have ethnically offensive adventures gathering relics or testing new inventions. Good deal for him, but those kids and sidekicks generally grew up pretty screwed up pill poppers at best.

As nonchalant as I could, I made my way towards him.

“Doctor Thaumaturge, I presume?” I said.

Bradburn turned towards me curiously, tensing subtly. “Yes?”

I put out my hand. “Victor. Pleasure to meet you.”

His eyes flicked over me as he warily took my hand, returning the shake. “Is it?” he said.

Well, I couldn’t exactly blame him for being suspicious, given who his nemesis was. And odds were more than Zoran had it out for him. Super scientists were primo nemesis materials. A lot of villains loved hating on scientists. Half the time, villains fought each other for the chance to antagonize that kind of guy. A man like Bradburn was like the prettiest girl at the ball. Sometimes literally. The sexual tension between nemesis was why corpos were always so keen on getting one for their mascot heroes.

“Of course,” I said. “I was hoping to meet you, actually, and discuss a… mutual acquaintance.”

His brows knit and the woman at his side tensed. I sensed the cybernetic weapons she was loaded with buzz with activation, and though it’d be simple enough to pull the plug on them, that would be the exact opposite of what I wanted at the moment.

“And who might that be?” he asked.

“Weird guy. Fan of hoods and archaeology. Name starts at the end of the alphabet.”

Bradburn’s eyebrows slowly rose in understanding. “Ah,” he said.

I nodded. “Yeah. I heard you’ve had some experience… dealing with him. And I was hoping you’d lend me a bit of that.”

Bradburn gave me a searching look, then nodded towards the buffet table. “Have you sampled the hors d’oeuvre?”

“You mean the little meat things with the toothpicks in them?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Then let’s. They’re quite good.”

“Doctor,” the woman with him murmured. “Are you sure…”

“I think it’s a good start, Theresa,” he said, then to me, “Please, this way.”

Well, his bodyguard wasn’t trying to vivisect me with the blade hidden in her arm panel, so progress! I followed him towards the table, joining him among the steam trays, tidbits, and other assorted snackery that probably cost more to cater than I made all last year.

“So, you’ve earned Zoran’s wrath, eh?” Bradburn said as he picked some cucumber things off a platter.

“Worse,” I said. “He wants to hire me.”

He gave me a skeptical look. “That’s worse?”

“He’s very… aggressive in his recruiting.”

“Ah,” Bradburn said with a knowing nod. “I imagine he is.”

“Yeah. Which is why I figured, hey, Dr. Bradburn has been dealing with Zoran for years now, and hasn’t been strung up in the torture cells of the Castle of Doom, so maybe…”

“You’re hoping I know his weakness?”

“It had occurred to me.”

Bradburn nodded thoughtfully as he finished loading up his plate. Oh, right. We were eating. I quickly grabbed a couple little sandwich things and walked with him across the floor.

“As to that,” Bradburn said. “I don’t know if it’s a weakness, exactly, what Zoran possesses. But I do know what the source of his power is.”

“Pettiness?”

A ghost of a smile moved on Bradburn’s face. “It certainly empowers his actions, but no. Zoran is a man, or something like it. I don’t know if he’s actually homo sapien, or perhaps some subspecies from millenia ago when more than just our species held sway over the earth. But he is a man, you can count on that.”

“Even with all the shadow stuff?”

“Even with that. It took me near a decade of research to sound this out, but Zoran isn’t just a human. He… how do I put this. Millenia ago, Zoran found something in the mountains of eastern Europe. Something buried in the earth. A thing. A… god, for lack of a better word.”

Oh hell. Nothing good ever started with people finding eldritch beings beneath the earth. “What kind of god? We talking ‘pervy guy in toga’ or ‘tentacle bad times?’”

“The latter,” he said.

Fuck!

“Great,” I sighed, massaging my forehead. “Fantastic.”

Bradburn nodded along sagely. “It gets worse.”

Of course it did.

“How?”

Bradburn swirled his drink contemplatively. “The… god that Zoran found slept. Sleeps still, in truth. A thing from beyond the stars and universe. Perhaps it crashed into primeval earth countless eons ago. Perhaps it has always been a part of the planet, I can’t say for sure. If there was more information on it, it has been lost. Or destroyed. But somehow, Zoran learned how to harness the creature. Use it. He is like a parasite drawing his power from it. Manipulating it around himself like a cloak. That’s what I suspect, at any rate. Whether he wears it or they’ve melded together somehow I can’t say for sure, but he is all but invincible with it on him. Any blow you strike will be lost in the void of the god. Sucked into a dimension beyond our own. You cannot touch the man so long as the creature he has bonded with remains.”

“But you have,” I said. “What do I need? Sound? Fire? Norwegians?”

“Not even Scandinavians can help you here. But to understand Zoran’s creature, you must go back to his home.”

“His castle?”

“Yes,” Bradburn sighed. “That floating monstrosity of architecture and an affront to good taste was built in the very place where he awakened that black god.”

That seemed a little harsh. I kind of liked Zoran’s lair. Had a great ‘techno evil aristocrat’ vibe, but mentioning that seemed like a bad idea at the moment. “The castle is the source of his power?”

“Partly so,” Bradburn confirmed as we stopped beside a chocolate fountain. “In my research, I discovered that Zoran was once a lord in Hungary.”

“Transylvania?” I hazarded.

“Terribly cliché, I know,” Bradburn observed. “Though perhaps he was the original, in which case all others are mere copycats. Or perhaps they were drawn to his evil and made their domains in his shadow.”

“Fascinating,” I cut in, because though I was interested in the history of villainy, I was feeling the deadline of the party approaching. I kept glancing at the big, dramatic entrance friendly windows. “So Zoran’s castle was there?”

Bradburn nodded, blinking a bit as his mind was pulled onto my preferred track, and I thought I saw a quickly stifled smile on the bodyguard’s face. “Indeed,” Bradburn continued. “The castle was his domain and home for as long as records go back. But as the age of science dawned, and it became far easier to level a castle than it once was, he fitted his home with powerful machinery and sorcery, then wrenched it out of the earth itself and into the sky. And with it, he lifted up whatever black thing lurked beneath its foundations. Any further hints of its nature was borne away with it. And a more secure bastion of his evil I cannot conceive.”

I believed it. Plenty of bad guys had floating lairs, which made them both hard to track, and also convenient beachfront property on a whim. But the real problem was Zoran had also rigged it up with so many defences, barriers, and who knows what else that nothing short of a nuclear strike could even damage it. If that.

Which was, needless to say, gonna be a problem. “So what do you know?”

“Well,” Bradburn mused, stroking his stubbly chin thoughtfully. “Though study of the ancient castle has been denied to me, I have been able to glean certain pieces of information about it. For example, that the god he found was not just buried there, but sealed within the earth. Locked under the stone through some strange alien technology, or perhaps magic. Who can say for sure? But I did find the means to weaken its connection to him.”

Aha, progress!

“Is that why he hates you?” I asked.

Bradburn scoffed. “Hardly. The only reason I was able to discover this much is because he’s been threatening me. Zoran has made my life an absolute misery. He’ll intrude and annoy me at any opportunity. Honestly, he’s a massive pain in the ass.”

“I see,” I said. “Then… why does he hate you?”

Bradburn gave me a level look. “You really want to know?”

“Honestly, I am curious,” I admitted.

“Hm,” Bradburn said, then shrugged. “Well, it’s no secret. There’s a poetry magazine I sit on the board of. Lovely publication. A charity, in fact. Anyway, we run contests now and then, and I was the judge for it. And one day, he sent in a poem.”

No way.

“Wait,” I said. “You rejected it?”

Bradburn shrugged. “Had I known at the time it would have infuriated one of the Council of Nine, I’d likely have published it. Actually,” he amended, frowning. “Probably not even then. It was a terrible poem. The worst I’d ever read. He tried to rhyme trees with rains. And we must keep up our standards.”

I could only stare at the indignant Bradburn. That’s what earned Zoran’s wrath?

A rejected poem?

Fucking hell. You almost had to respect a man who’d wield the full, apocalyptic force of his villainy for something that petty. But mostly it just boggled the mind. Either way though, I was suddenly very glad I hadn’t told Zoran no right off the bat. If a rejected poem resulted in a decade long vendetta and feud of super scientific proportion, who knew what my turning Zoran down might have caused.

“Goddam,” I said.

“Yes. Quite unfortunate,” Bradburn sighed. “As such, I do hope you succeed in killing him.”

“How do you know I’m going to try and kill him?” I asked.

Bradburn chuckled thinly. “I’m not an idiot,” he said with a wry look my way. “You clearly came here for the specific purpose of talking to me and getting this information. And the only reason you’d need it is if Zoran is trying now, or will be trying soon, to kill you. And if you kill him, then that means I’ll have that much less to fear.”

Fair enough.

“In that case,” I said. “Would you mind giving me whatever it is you use to weaken Zoran’s connection to his god? Give me a bit of an edge?”

Bradburn considered that as he slowly chewed on one of those miniature crepes filled with strawberry jam and what looked like whipped cream. At length he swallowed. “I suppose it might be useful,” he said as he reached into a pocket.

“Really?” I said.

He shrugged. “Certainly. Here,” he said, pulling out something from his pocket.

I took what looked like a green, glowing rectangular crystal about the size of a cellphone. When I touched it, I felt a subtle zinging race up through my palm and my arm. Not unpleasant. Just… startling.

“What uh… is it?” I asked.

“A piece of crystalline energy. A primordial chunk of the universe I suspect. But whatever it is, it was what once sealed Zoran’s god. When I investigated the location where his castle once stood, and after some digging, I found fragments of what was once his prison, buried deeper than he perhaps realized. Ever since, Zoran has not dared to attack me directly. For all his power, he is a coward of anything that might truly harm him.”

“And this does?” I said, turning the piece over in my hand.

“It would seem so. For some reason, it repels whatever it is that Zoran’s god is made of.”

“Damn,” I said. What was it about interstellar beings and being vulnerable to green space rocks? Well, whatever. I tucked it in my pocket and snuck a quick look at him. “Is it really okay for me to take this, though?”

Bradburn waved it off. “Certainly. I have a few. Zoran tried to prevent me from getting them but I managed to get my hands on several fragments. It’s a slight loss, but if you do manage to kill Zoran, it would be a worthy investment.”

Made sense. And probably another reason Zoran kept his castle on the move. Being in one location might encourage Bradburn to try and assault it with the help of heroes.

“Thanks,” I said. “Any chance you might be willing to lend a hand personally.”

Bradburn chuckled wryly. “Oh my no. I said I hope you win. But I’m not going to gamble my life on it.”

Damn. But I suppose I couldn’t blame him there. Not even I was sure I could pull this thing off. “Thanks regardless,” I said, patting my pocket. “I’ll let you know how it pans out.”

“I wish you the greatest of luck. Now, Theresa? I think I see some fondue over there. Shall we take a look?”

“Right with you, doctor.”

I watched the pair wander away to enjoy the party further. Nice people. And another reason I really needed to make this whole thing work. Because if Zoran found out where I got the crystal, I doubted he’d be satisfied with just sending a monster of the week after Bradburn. Much more likely he’d do whatever it took to eliminate him and get rid of those crystals once and for all.

Shaking my head, I hurriedly made my way across the room towards the milling crowd clustered around Mammon. She saw me coming and with a smile swept forward, the crowd parting around her like waves before Moses.

“Later, darlings. Later! It has been such a pleasure, darlings. Such a pleasure!”

“Had fun?” I asked as Mammon blew kisses to the crowd.

Still smiling, her voice dropped. “Oh darling, it was so painfully dull. So very dull! Petty people with petty ideas and desires. Honestly, it reminded me of how much I needed this vacation, darling. So badly needed.”

“Then I suppose you won’t have any objections to heading out?” I asked.

The demoness perked up instantly. “Mmm. It would make quite the short party, darling, but may I presume that means you’ve found what you needed?”

“You’d presume rightly,” I said.

Mammon clapped her hands with delight. “Marvelous, darling. Simply marvelous! Then please, let us go. Time is of the essence, darling. Simply of the essence!”

“Agreed,” I said, starting towards the elevator.

Only for a large and very strong hand to land heavily on my shoulder. The sort of heavy grip that usually belonged to someone who said things like ‘where do you think you’re goin’?’ and ‘what’s all this then?’

“Where do you think you’re going?”

And there it was.

I turned slowly.

The man who’d grabbed me was big, there was no getting around that. Or around him for that matter. Wide as the sky was large, his tuxedo looked ready to pop off him if he moved wrong. His square head was topped with sleek hair, the cleft in his chin deeper than the Grand Canyon, and if the strength in his grip wasn’t clue enough, the bulk of his muscles told me how strong he was.

He also looked absolutely furious.

“Can I… help you?” I said carefully.

“Do you remember me?” he growled.

I thought about it. I’d met a lot of buff guys in my work, but I couldn’t remember any as ripped as this guy. “Er… no?” I said.

“Well you should! You knew my brother.”

“Great. Cool. But I really need to-”

“Do not walk away from me, Magneron,” the big guy declared. “For I am Yes Whey!”

I stared at him.

Neurons clicked.

“Oh dammit,” I groaned.

“Yes!” Yes Whey declared, giving an almighty flex, his tailored suit bursting off him to reveal a wifebeater and absolutely stacks of powerful muscles. “It is I! From a young age, I understood the importance of gains. And with the aid of my brother, we developed the Master Whey Gains program to build muscle mass and strength! All to help the people of this world achieve the bodies that they so deserved and needed. And now, because of you, my brother is gone! And my muscles cry out for justice!”

I glanced around, noting we were getting a lot of attention. “Look, buddy,” I said, taking a quick step back. “Seriously. It wasn’t what you think-”

“Lies!” Yes Whey boomed, his biceps quivering with agitation. “My pectorals demand you pay for what your villains did! Every day I pump my iron without my beloved brother spotting me is another day I mourn him! Every morning when I mix my protein shake and work my glutes without my brother to compliment my form I feel his loss! And today, I shall exercise my right of revenge. And I never miss a workout!”

Fan fucking tastic. This was the absolute last thing I needed right now.

So naturally, things took that opportunity to get worse.

The windows overlooking the city suddenly blew in with a crash and shatter of glass. The rich and famous screamed and backed quickly away as several hovering cars hummed into the room, landing lightly and a mob of guys wearing yellow and black striped costumes poured out, swinging some guns around.

“Nobody move!” one of the intruders shouted. “The Beezness Gang has come to crash this party! Wooooh!” he howled, unloading a staccato beat of bullets into the ceiling.

I stared at the newcomers in shock. Not at their arrival. I’d been expecting something like this. But these guys were pretty clearly amateurs. Sure, the hovercars were a nice touch, but the costumes? The guns? The smash and grab set up? Who did they think they were kidding here? They didn’t even have a proper thematic costumes.

Either way, my ticket to go.

“Come on,” I hissed to Mammon, grabbing her hand and yanking her towards the elevator.

“You will not escape Yes Whey, Magneron!” Yes Whey roared, starting after me.

As he did, I threw a blast of magnetic force into his shoes. The metal buckles whipped his legs out from under him and Yes Whey slammed into the ground behind me with a startled grunt.

“Run. Now!” I hissed as I pulled Mammon beside me.

“Darling, in these heels?” she protested, stumbling at my side.

Fucking hell!

I grabbed her, I scooped her into my arms as I bolted for the elevator. Mammon gasped in surprise, her arms suddenly thrown around my neck and her rather distracting curves pressing against me.

“Oh my!” she breathed, quick to take advantage of the situation and snuggling against me. “So this is the fabled princess carry. We must do this more often, darling. We simply must!”

I rolled my eyes as we reached the elevator, a flick of my powers ripping open the doors to reveal the interior.

Which was just an empty black shaft.

I stared at it, then looked up. The severed end of the cable swung listlessly just above us. Son of a bitch! Looked like these robbers weren’t as crap as I first thought.

“Oh dear,” Mammon said.

“Hey! Nobody escapes the Beezness!”

I glanced back and saw a couple of the robbers coming our way. But, more worryingly, Yes Whey suddenly blocked the view, the massive man getting back to his feet and kicking off his shoes, his face thunderously grim.

Shit.

“Hold on tight,” I told Mammon as my armour deployed from my bracers and anklets, and I stepped into the open shaft.

Mammon yelped as gravity asserted itself, yanking us down into the narrow darkness. I Immediately let my powers tether my armour to the metal in the walls and we slowed, drifting down at a more sedate pace.

Mammon laughed softly, shaking her head. “Oh darling, that was mad. Simply mad!”

“But it worked,” I observed with a wry grin at her. “We’re-“

Something hit me hard in the back, sending me careening forward. An open door was right in front of us and we tumbled through and across the floor.

With a yank of magnetism I righted myself, swivelling back onto my feet and turning to face the elevator entrance. My eyes shot around, and I realized we were in some offices. A massive reception desk sat at the end of the room, cubicles sprawling outward like a maze for the world’s most miserable minotaur, and not a window to be seen. In fact, I couldn’t see much of anything.

Which was doubly worrying, as I sent out a wave of magnetism, detecting lamps all over the room. I tried to switch them on with a flick of magnetic power.

And got nothing but a crackle.

“Heh heh heh…”

The rasping chortle whispered around me. I turned slowly in place. I knew that voice.

“Sleer,” I growled.

“Of course,” Zoran’s henchman hissed, seemingly from everywhere. “Did you really think I was just going to let you move in and fool the master? Did you think I would allow you to steal my place at his side?”

“Seems like an issue to take up with him,” I said as I sent my magnetism radiating into everything around us, trying to sense him without luck, but also readying to grab everything I could to fight with.

“Perhaps. But I think I shall take it up with you!”

Mammon suddenly yelped as she was torn out of my grasp. I whipped around, barely able to make out where she stood upright, rigid, her eyes wide. And, notably, something like a blade of shadow wrapped around her neck.

“Not another step, my friend,” Sleer hissed, what looked like a cutout of a head rising over her shoulder. “For I have your woman, and I would just be devastated if I had to do something… regrettable.”

My hands slowly balled into fists. The room still hummed with my magnetism, but I had a good grasp on Sleer’s powers. He was a shadowman, quite literally. If he wasn’t in the light, he was practically a 2D image, and as insubstantial as smoke. That said, his shadowy limbs could become sharp as knives at a whim.

“You’re making a very big mistake,” I growled at him.

Again that infuriating snicker. “Heh heh heh. The only mistake I made was letting you live back at the museum.”

“That’s not how I remember it going down,” I observed.

“Silence!” Sleer snapped, and Mammon stiffened further as his shadowy grip tightened on her. “The master may have high hopes for you, but I know better! I know that you will never come to join him. You will betray him! The master cannot see that now, but I can. I know you would dare take advantage of his charity. I know you would dare to covet his daughter!”

Ah, so that’s what this was really about.

“Afraid I’ll be the one Cassandra chooses and not you?” I asked.

Sleer hissed again, Mammon gasping as his shadowy grip tightened on her. “Bastard! But it matters not. I will make sure you never get the chance to defile her. It took some time to set this up. But it was worth it. I knew you would betray the master, seek to destroy him, and your only hope was conspiring with that impudent fool Bradburn! Thus, inevitable you would be here. Hiring the Beezness gang to rob the place. Severing the elevator. All to drive you here! For I knew you would come down the shaft. And I knew I could trap you in here to meet your fate!”

…Huh. I was actually a bit impressed. Seemed like Sleer wasn’t just Zoran’s yes-man. Guess I shouldn’t have been surprised, but my approval of his plotting skills was taking a bit of a backseat to the overwhelming urge to shove anything metallic and pointy in a ten-mile radius up his ass.

“The second you hurt her,” I informed him darkly, “I’m going to kill you.”

“But as long as I hold her, you will not use your powers.”

“Then we’re at a standoff,” I said, catching Mammon’s eye. She gave the subtlest nod. Oho…

“Wrong again,” Sleer cackled as a scraping sound came from the elevator shaft. Oh, what now! I looked towards the doors, just in time for Yes Whey to swing himself into the room like an ape, landing hard and straightening sharply.

“Found you!” he roared.

Oh, just fucking perfect.

“Not a good time,” I told the hero impatiently.

“Ah, but it is the perfect time!” Sleer cackled. “You see, my friend?” he said to Yes Whey. “Did I not tell you that if you attended this party, you would have your opportunity for revenge? And here it is! Kill him, my friend. Revenge yourself on the one who orchestrated your brother’s death!”

“What?” I said, turning back to face Yes Whey as the hero loomed in the darkness, clothes creaking around his colossal form. “I didn’t kill your brother! None of my people did!”

“Liar! I saw the video!” Yes Whey snarled, moving slowly towards me, like a tank working up torque to smash through a line of hippies.

I eased back, ready to start throwing around my powers, but then remembered Mammon. This would be tricky.

But… maybe an opportunity as well.

“Figures you’d try and send someone to do your dirty work,” I growled at Sleer, even as I moved around before Yes Whey’s bulky form, keeping him guessing. “Like boss, like henchmen.”

“His vengeance is well deserved,” Sleer hissed.

“You’re assuming he can take me,” I noted.

“Of course I can!” Yes Whey barked, lunging for me.

I saw the obvious move and ducked his swinging fist, hearing it smash into and through the wall behind me. I dodged around him and heard the wall crack as Yes Whey’s fist carved through it with the backswing. I bounded back to my feet, twisting around to face him even as I continued backing up.

Yes Whey spun to face me, body tense as he slowly stalked forward, crouching to spring at me. No good openings.

“If Zoran finds out about this, you’ll pay a heavy price, Sleer,” I said as I worked my way around a desk.

“The master will understand, in time,” Sleer hissed over the bang of Yes Whey flinging the whole desk out of his way.

“But I mean, I can’t blame him,” I added with a shrug, still working my way back, my powers pinging off metal furniture behind me, letting me know where everything was. “No wonder Zoran needs me around, if this is the post plots he can expect from you. Convincing the brother of the man he murdered to kill me? Pretty sad.”

“You are the fool!” Sleer snarled. “You have no idea of the master’s true greatness! Of his brilliance!”

“Pretty sure I do. I mean, he must-“

I cut myself off as Yes Whey grabbed a nearby filing cabinet and heaved it over his head. He bellowed, throwing it at me. I dove towards him, giving myself a quick boost by repelling my armour off a girder in the wall as the cabinet crashed into the floor behind me. I flung myself between the protein powered pummeler’s legs and Yes Whey bent over in surprise. For his trouble, I kicked him hard in the face.

“Mrrrf!” Yes Whey bellowed, jerking upright, one hand over his face to staunch his suddenly bleeding nose. That was always the problem with body builders. Big and strong, but they didn’t know how to fight.

And I fought dirty.

I jumped back to my feet, grinning as I spun around, bouncing on my heels.

“Fool!” Sleer snapped. “Just kill him! He’s right in front of you!”

“Plan not working so well?” I asked Sleer, needling him. “See? This is why Zoran is looking to hire me. Clearly, he can’t rely on you to get the job done.”

“You dare!” Sleer burst out furiously. “The master is brilliant! The master is perfect! You are the fool! I came up with the plan to frame your villainess! I was the one to stalk that bank manager and find out when and how you would rob the bank! And I was the one who was inside when your slut pretended to rob it! Me!”

“And I bet you killed No Whey too,” I said.

“Of course I did! The master relied on me! It had to be me who killed this idiot’s brother! Me!”

Yes Whey froze, his eyes widening. His head swivelled to stare at Sleer and Mammon as his hands moved away from his face, his broken nose forgotten. “You what!”

Realizing what he’d done, Sleer sputtered, “I… I mean…”

“Mammon?” I said invitingly.

“Thought you’d never ask, darling,” she purred, her eyes crackling.

Flames erupted from the demoness, her hair and skin wreathed like a cloak of fire. Sleer screamed, peeling off her like a crappy children’s sticker in the rain. He staggered back, his angular shape throwing up his arms as he filled out, dimensions of his body cast in the sharp glow of the demoness.

Before he could get away Mammon whipped about like a striking snake and grabbed him by the throat, hefting him into the air. Sleer gagged, trapped in her grasp, the demoness’s eyes reptilian slits, her smile manic with the sort of cruel beauty priests wrote warnings about.

“I think red would look lovely on you, darling,” she said.

Sleer’s eyes widened, then he howled in agony as fire surged up her arm, engulfing the shadow man. He kicked and writhed, but Mammon held him as easily as if she was strangling a puppy. I watched, too stunned to move as Sleer burned in her grasp, his agonized screams echoing shrilly.

Recovering from my shock, I shouted, “Don’t kill him!” over the crackle of flesh and flames.

Mammon glanced back at me, shrugged, but let the fires fade. Sleer moaned and whimpered in her grasp, a smell like burnt bacon heavy in the air.

“Why let him live?” she asked. “He deserves death, darling. In fact, he deserves far, far worse.”

“Because he has some info we can use,” I said. “And I know someone who’d love to get it out of him.”

Mammon’s eyebrows flicked up, then a smile of vicious glee painted her lovely face. “Oh darling, I simply adore how you think. Simply adore it!”

“N… n…”

I looked back at Sleer whose white teeth could be seen among his burned gums.

“Nev… er…” he hissed.

Something cracked.

Oh hell! I moved forward, grabbing Sleer, but he was already foaming at the mouth his body convulsing as whatever suicide pill of choice he’d been hiding in his tooth took effect.

“Dammit!” I swore, dumping Sleer to the ground, where he continued twitching for a minute before going limp.

“Oh my. How unseemly,” Mammon said.

I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. I should have expected that. Fanatics like Sleer always had a damn suicide pill. I shook my head. Nothing for it now, anyway. I looked back to Mammon. “You okay?” I asked her.

Mammon turned about, flicking some of her black hair back and dazzling me with a smile. “Oh darling, I’m fantastic. Simply fantastic! Haven’t had this much fun in ages, darling. Simply ages!”

“Good. Great. Glad you enjoyed it,” I said. I glanced back at Sleer’s corpse. “Can you finish burning that thing?” I asked her. “Last thing we need is bodies lying around.”

“Of course, darling. Nothing simpler,” Mammon said, snapping her fingers at the corpse. A flash of fire sparked through the air and engulfed Sleer in a sudden blaze. It lasted maybe a few seconds before nothing but a smile pile of ash remained on the carpet.

Well, at least there’d be one less asshole to fight us when we took on Zoran himself. Cold comfort, but something.

“Is what he said true?”

I glanced over at Yes Whey, who was eying the small pile of ashes.

“It is,” I said. “Sorry for your loss.”

“But… I saw the video.”

“Doctored,” I said. “If we manage to take down Zoran, the real footage will be released.”

Yes Whey lowered his head. “Then I was wrong to try and kill you. Not even my mighty muscles can soothe the pain of this betrayal.”

I shrugged. “Yeah. Sorry about that. And your uh, nose. But not to worry. We’ll make Zoran pay for what he did.”

“Very well,” Yes Whey said, straightening with a roll of his huge muscles. “Then if you fail, I swear by my pectorals that Zoran will know a nemesis like no other!”

Kind of doubted that. Odds were far more likely Zoran would smash Yes Whey like a ripped mosquito. But I doubted there was anything I could say to convince him otherwise.

“Yeah. Sure. Good luck with that,” I told him, easing back and rejoining Mammon.

The demoness gave me an amused look. “Well, Victor, did you enjoy the party?”

“Had its moments,” I said as I brought her back towards the elevator.

“And did you get everything you wanted out of it?”

I checked my pocket, pulling out the crystal. It shimmered in the gloom, glowing softly. I shrugged and stuck it back in my jacket. “We’ll soon find out.”


Before the Battle

I took the elevator down into Dolly’s lab. Tomorrow, we’d make our big break into Zoran’s castle, and I’d be relying pretty heavily on my favourite sheepgirl to help things run smoothly.

The capsule-like pod opened, admitting me to the basement of the chalet. It was a weird thing to walk into. The whole place resembled one of those old gum commercials where everything was neon and aggressively IPhone scifi looking. Veins of blue cut in the walls, humming with light. Tanks of bubbling chemicals lined the walls and monitors cascaded with data while server banks hummed like techno obelisks.

“Dolly?” I called, my voice echoing weirdly.

“Over here, Victor!”

I followed her voice deeper into the realm of mechanical wizardry, finally reaching one of her many workstations. Screens hung off the wall, surrounding her desk like a giant hand ready to grab her. Dolly herself was hunched over the keyboard, her desk loaded with cans of empty energy drinks and what looked like takeout food trays. She herself looked pretty tired, her eyes squinting against the monitor’s glare. One of the Doll-E’s hung in the corner, the android deactivated, cables threading from its back into the ceiling like a puppet hung up to wait for the next act. On a small podium nearby was the crystal that Bradburn had given me. I didn’t have much hope of replicating it, but figured Dolly could take a look at it anyway. Just in case.

“How’s it going?” I asked, moving in beside her and peering at the glowing screens.

Dolly frowned, fingers tapping across her illuminated keyboard. “Mmm. That rock isn’t giving me much,” she said, nodding at it. “It’s emitting some kind of radiation. Not harmful, but on a spectrum we can’t see. That’s about the most I can get out of it.”

“Worth a shot,” I said. “And the rest?”

She scoffed. “Honestly, about as good as it’s gonna get. I’ve been trying to dig up anything I can about Zoran’s castle, but he hasn’t even done any Check my Crib episodes on Villain’s Network. I’ve been compiling all the info Cassandra sent us, but even that’s only doing so much. Still,” she said, easing back for a moment and cracking her knuckles. “I think, between that and from what I managed to scan when his castle showed up last time, I might have something we can use.”

“You do?” I said.

She nodded over the clicks of keys, several screens lighting up with images taken of Zoran’s castle that fateful day he paid a personal visit to the chalet. “Yeah. I’m pretty sure I worked out where his main power generator is, as well as his shield control room. That kind of equipment wouldn’t be easy to move around, and the heat sink will let me know for sure. I’ll be able to get a better read on it when we’re in front of it, but getting in there is going to be a problem. I’ve been working on something for that,” she added with a nod at the deactivated Doll-E bot. “Communication’ll be tough, so I’m augmenting a Doll-E’s stealth capabilities and relay software. I’ll be able to connect with it remotely through almost any weather, once it hijacks Zoran’s comm network. And once I’m in, I can do some real damage. Also been plugging it with more stealth based tech. Of course,” she added with a scowl, “if I’d had more time I could have done even more.”

“Too bad Zoran didn’t take your needs into thought when he gave us this deadline,” I told her.

“I know! Some people have no appreciation for true genius,” she sniffed.

“Glad some of us do,” I told her, mussing her hair in that way I knew she loved.

Dolly shivered, moaning softly, but bit it back and glanced uneasily up at me. Odd. I don’t think I’ve seen her look that way since we took down Teklin. “But… Victor?”

“Yeah?” I said.

“You’re gonna be okay, right?” she said.

Well, that was a bit of a surprise. “What brought this on?” I asked.

Dolly nibbled on her lower lip, shifting uneasily. “It’s just that… I mean, this is different from the others, isn’t it? Not like Teklin. Or Legion. Or even that asshole John. This is pretty heavy, huh?”

“Is everyone feeling like that?” I asked.

Dolly wriggled in her chair, glancing up at me with her nervous eyes. “Well… yeah. I mean, everyone knows you’re kind of… super dedicating yourself to this. And we’re all behind you a hundred percent. But, yeah. We’re nervous for you. You’re… you’re gonna be okay. Right?”

Wow. I was… actually touched. I mean, yeah, I knew the girls loved me, and I loved them all back, but I guess I hadn’t really thought they’d be scared for me too. It made sense, obviously, but I’d been so busy focusing on what needed to be done, projecting the sort of certainty and conviction that I thought they needed, I guess I kind of hoped I could play the whole thing off as just another asshole coming to ruin our lives a bit.

But Dolly was right. This was different. Unbelievably so.

This was Zoran.

The Zoran.

Member of the Council of Nine.

Master of the Guild of Villainous Foes.

Wearer of a god like a cheap coat for untold centuries. A nightmare that probably existed in one form or other in the folktales that the Brothers Grimm featured. He was more than a legend. He was a goddam curse.

And I was going to try and kill him with a few lovely ladies, magnets, and a chunk of green rock.

But looking down into Dolly’s eyes, I knew another courageous platitude wasn’t going to do it. I wasn’t a hero who always projected the certainty that we would win. That would lead from the front and inspire a generation. I wasn’t Captain Spysmasher who took on the Yamamoto Mecha and saved the fleet during the Battle of Midway. I was Victor, a bit villain, and I had to be honest with the girls.

“It’s different,” I admitted, stroking her hair gently. “It’s very different. It’s gonna be a tough one this time, Dolly. Not going to lie. But we can win. I know we can. And I’m betting it all on it. Because I have to. Not just for Glacia, but for all of you. I need you all to know that I won’t let anyone try and hurt you like this.”

“We do know that, Victor,” Dolly said earnestly, spinning in her chair to look up at me.

“But I need to prove it,” I told her. “Words are wonderful, but if I don’t put action behind it, it means nothing. Which is super convenient when it’s easy or certain, but sometimes it’s not. But we have to do it anyway. And I’m going to. Yeah,” I admitted. “The odds aren’t exactly great. But they rarely are. And we just have to play the cards we’re dealt as best we can.

“But I promise you, Dolly,” I said, squeezing her shoulder, looking into her eyes firmly. “I’m going to do everything I can to come back from this. Whatever it takes, I’m going to bring back everyone and make sure Zoran never bothers us again. I told him that when he came here after Legion was dealt with, and I’m going to follow through. I promise.”

Dolly sniffed, hastily wiping her eyes on a sleeve. “I know,” she said, taking a shuddering breath. “I believe you.”

I smiled down at her, again mussing her hair. “And that in mind, do you need anything else to make this happen? Anything you need to make this job work, I’ll do my best to give it.”

Dolly nibbled on her lower lip. “Well, there is… one thing, Victor.”

“Yeah?”

Dolly got up from her seat and shuffled over to a nearby console. She pressed something on it, and with a hiss the whole thing opened up. Four bracelets were within and she lifted them out, turning my way.

Curious, I took them, instantly sending a pulse of magnetism through them so I could suss them out a bit. Holy hell. They were a lot like my bracers, but considerably more complex. The sheer variety of catches, angles, and makeup of the plating actually stunned me. I was used to working out complicated machinery, but these puppies were more intricate than a thousand-dollar Lego set.

“This…”

“Do you like them?” Dolly said, bouncing on her heels, a spark of the old her resurfacing as she beamed at me. “I put a lot of work into it. When your old suit got damaged fighting Legion, I thought, hey, I bet my boss could use an upgrade on those chunks of metal he wears. So while I gave you the backup suit, I also got to work on this new model. It’s a bit more complicated, so took a while more, but I really think it’ll be a good change.”

“I’ll say,” I mused. I could already think of a dozen different ways I could use these things.

“Want to try it on now?” Dolly asked.

I glanced at her, then shrugged. “Sure,” I said, taking off my old bracers and anklets, placing them down on a nearby table. I put on the new ones, flexing my hands. “So I…”

“Better take off your pants first.”

I gave Dolly a quick look. “What?”

She smiled, blushing and wriggling, both eager and nervous. “You know. Make sure your clothes don’t get caught or anything. Just in case. New tech. Gotta… ya know. Calibrate things. Make sure it’s all fitting. Get me?”

I chuckled. “Yeah,” I said, taking off my shirt. “Pretty sure I do.”

The pants went next, and no surprise I found Dolly staring. It was always pretty flattering to be ogled by her. Dolly’s eyes were wide and so was her grin, her fingers playing with the hem of her sweater as I finally came to stand in only my boxers.

“Great!” she said, practically drooling over me, which was always a welcome ego booster. “Just like that. Now, if you could just deploy your armour like usual…”

I flexed my fingers, looking at the bracers, sensing the mechanics of them. The intricate folds of interlocking plates, all gathered up in the slim metal like the scales of a snake.

Nice.

“Excellent work, Dolly,” I said, stretching out my arm, feeding my magnetic powers into the plates, the ridges of metal deploying smoothly over my arms and fingers like layers of metal V’s. I admired the subtle claws they formed on my fingers. Oh yeah, that was the good stuff. “Very nice.”

“So glad you like it, Victor,” Dolly said.

“Good. Now strip.”

Dolly blinked. “Sorry?”

I glanced her way, grinned. “I said strip, Dolly,” I said, moving towards her. “As a reward for your very hard work.”

“O-oh,” she said, her breath quickening, a blush rising to her face as her eyes flicked up and down me, nervous but eager. “I um…”

“Clothes off, Dolly,” I told her, stopping in front of her, towering over her. “Now.”

Dolly shivered, her teeth biting her lower lip. I chuckled. She loved it when I took charge like this. Though she was absolutely shamelessly kinky about her bdsm desires, what really got Dolly off was being utterly dominated. And what luck, I was really feeling it. Plowing your kinky mad scientist did wonders for relaxation.

“I’ve been working under a lot of stress, Dolly,” I said, resting my hands on her shoulders, the cool metal of the gauntlets making her flinch and blush. “I could really use the relief of absolutely pounding my favourite subby scientist into her bed until she baa’s like a sheep. So how about it, Dolly? Would you like to help me make that happen?”

“I…”

“Or do I have to tear those clothes off you with my bare hands?” I growled, my grin growing sharp and playful.

Dolly whimpered, my tone shocking her into motion. Eagerly, she yanked off her lab coat and practically tore off her sweater, her plush breasts in her bra bouncing into the open. Before she could bend down, I cupped the fullness of her pale breasts in my hands, making her freeze as the cool metal of my new armour tingled against her very warm skin.

“Perfect,” I growled, leaning down, kissing her neck.

Dolly moaned submissively, tilting her head to offer me more, quivering as my magnetic powers gripped her belt and undid it. She twitched, panting as her pants slipped down her thighs, leaving her in nothing but her bra and panties. My thumb rubbed circles around her nipple, making the lovely sheep girl moan and quiver with need.

“Good girl,” I whispered. “Makes me so happy to feel you obey.”

“Ohhh… M-master,” she moaned.

I hid my chuckle. I must really be having an effect on her. She only called me that when she was really deep in the moment.

But I could go further. I hadn’t been lying when I told her I really needed to blow off some steam. And playing with Dolly would do that and far more by the time I was done. My hands moved from her breasts, slid down her sides and cupped her plush rear. My fingers squeezed her rump, making Dolly squeak and jolt as I tugged her against my front.

“M-master,” Dolly gasped. “I-“

I flick of my powers sent my old bracers and anklets whipping across the room and around Dolly’s wrists and ankles. She yelped in shock as I used her new shackles to pull apart her legs and arms, lifting her spread eagle into the air.

I stepped back, admiring her state. Dolly was flushed, trembling, making token efforts to pull away and cover herself, denied by the metal faintly vibrating around her wrists, as solid as if they were bolted to the wall.

“Good look for you,” I said as I slowly began to move around her, letting my new armour peel back, revealing me fully once more. I stroked my chin in mocking contemplation. “Hmm. A very good look.”

“V-Victor! What are-“

“Ah ah,” I said, moving behind her, letting my calloused hand rest on her pale shoulder. I leaned in behind her, whispering into her ear. “What were you calling me before?”

Dolly gulped audibly, but I saw another twitch of naked desire shoot through her, her dainty little sheep tail flicking with barely contained lust. “M-master?” she whimpered.

“That’s right,” I said, unclasping her bra, Dolly whimpering as the filmy fabric peeled off her plump breasts and fell to the floor. “And master likes it very much when his personal mad scientist is all nice… and helpless… and needy for him…”

Dolly gave a shuddering moan as my arms looped around her, cupping her breasts, gently squeezing and kneading and pumping those soft orbs.

“Mnnnn!” Dolly moaned, arching and whining as I tormented her breasts. “M-masterrrrrr!”

“What? Do you like that?” I asked teasingly, pressing my bulge against her soft ass. “Does my mad scientist like it when I play with her big breasts? While she’s completely helpless? Utterly at my mercy? Who would have thought.”

“S-so meeeean!” Dolly whimpered, blushing and panting as I played with her, her arms and legs pulling harder at the cuffs, but I could tell she was loving every moment of it. She was so easy to read sometimes.

“Want to go even further, Dolly?” I whispered in her ear. “Should I fuck you while you stand here? Stretched out like this? Absolutely helpless?”

“I… I…”

“Say it,” I murmured, kissing her ear, sucking on the lobe.

“Nnnn!” she whined. “Y-yessssss!”

“Love it when you’re honest,” I said, my hands moving from her breasts, yanking her panties down and then my boxers. With a flick of my fingers, my powers suddenly pulled Dolly forward, her ass thrust out as I grabbed her soft hips and pushed my cock between her legs, rubbing the tip against her folds.

Hot damn, I could feel how wet she was for this. And far be it for me to deny her what she so clearly needed. I eased back, then pushed forward, and deep inside the gorgeous scientist.

“Ohhhhhh!” Dolly moaned, her eyes rolling back as I began to saw in and out of her, my hips spanking off her ass with and echoing slap. “Oh f-fuuuuck! Master, yesssss!”

“Do you like that?” I asked her teasingly. “Does my naughty scientist love it when I fuck her in her own lab? Take her like she knows she needs it? Give her the reward for building her master the gear he wants?”

“Yes!” Dolly whimpered, rocking forward, yet held in place by the magnetic cuffs. “Oh fuck yes!”

“Good girl,” I breathed, leaning in, kissing the back of her neck, my teeth grazing that oh so sensitive flesh.

Dolly whined, thrusting back as best she could as I fucked her, my hands moving back around her, again grabbing the fullness of her dangling breasts. I squeezed and massaged those perfect orbs as I rutted into her, moving faster. Faster. Making her cry out and whimper and gasp and beg for the end and all the pleasure that it promised.

And I supplied it.

I couldn’t last long. Not after all the teasing I’d been doing to her. Not after all the fun I’d had making her so hot and needy for this wonderful moment. My thrusts grew faster, spanking her with a rapid, thudding beat. Dolly whimpered and cried out, pushing back to meet my thrusts, her body flushed and needy.

“Do it,” I growled into her ear. “Give me a baa. Baa for me, little sheep. Go on. I’m waiting. I won’t… ha… won’t give you what you need until you do.”

“Mmmm!” Dolly moaned, her lips clenched tight, her face blushing hard as she tried to resist that sweet little bit of extra humiliation, even as I felt her tighten in anticipation of giving in. Fighting it only to make the surrender all the sweeter. That was Dolly’s big weakness. She loved to be ‘put in her place’ and humiliated. Something she’d had a hard time fulfilling until I came along. It filled me with pride and love to know she trusted me so much. Trusted me enough to torment her until she couldn’t bear anymore.

“Go on,” I encouraged. “Give it up. Give in, Dolly.”

“B… b…. baaaaaaa!” she cried out, her trembling lips giving in, the bleating moan make her face burn a bright red, the sound filling the room as she finally passed her peak. As she came, her pussy squeezing me amazingly.

I groaned, that last bit of tightness pushing me over the edge too. I thrust forward, filling her a final time, a throaty moan escaping me as I filled her with sharp bursts of pleasure, her body twitching with every pump of my cock inside of her.

Dolly whimpered, riding out the orgasm, her eyes spinning and head lolling as she sagged in the cuffs. I breathed out heavily. Fucking hell, keeping the girls satisfied was a workout in itself, but I was glad to.

“Ohhhh Victor,” Dolly moaned, head tilting so she was looking back at me, a shaky smile on her face. “You… ah… you feeling r-relaxed now?”

I laughed. “Absolutely,” I said, easing back on the magnetism, pulling Dolly back against me as I hugged her to my chest, her soft wool feeling amazing on my chest. “Nothing like an evening with my baddest babes to help ease the tension.”

Dolly giggled, nuzzling my chest lovingly. “Mmm. Damn straight. And,” she added with a sharp look up at me, “that means you gotta come back. Got it?”

“You do make a compelling argument for surviving,” I said, leaning down and kissing the top of her head. “I promise, I’ll come back with everyone.”

Dolly sighed, relaxing a bit more in my arms. “Good,” she said. “That’s good…”

I smiled down at her, cradling her against my chest as I sat down in her chair, waiting for Dolly to recover. There was still work to do to prepare for the fight against Zoran.

But for now, I just enjoyed the moment, and the arms of my favourite mad scientist’s warm body in my arms.


Lords of Evil

Five days since the worst day of my life. Time to see if it was about to be supplanted.

I stood out in the mountains at the coordinates Zoran had given me. I’d found a nice cliff jutting out from the trees and over a ravine, and now stood there. A snowstorm whipped my heavy coat around me, the howling of the wind moaning through the mountains like the cries of the damned.

I was alone, except for Cassandra beside me, grim faced, her white cloak loose around her. She was probably using some magic to keep herself warm. Well, more power to her. I was fine with my heavy coat. Especially with all the little additions I was hiding inside.

I shifted in place, the metal sewn into the fabric clanking softly off my armour. If I hadn’t been using my powers to give it all a bit of lift, I probably wouldn’t even be standing. I comforted myself with the reminder I’d done everything I could do prepare for this moment. Now, all that remained was the waiting.

And watching as the skies darkened over the ragged horizon of the mountains and thunder rolled like drums.

“You’re sure about this?” Cassandra asked me.

“I’d better be,” I said as emerald lightning crawled over the clouds. It took a while to make out the encroaching bulk of the Castle of Doom. But as I watched, the black sky split apart, and the bulk of Zoran’s castle dipped from the heavens.

Though I might hate Zoran, there was no denying he had villainous aplomb. And his home was just the most outwardly visible form of that. A gothic castle set on a chunk of earth torn free from the very bedrock, it had been enhanced with countless additional structures and gear. Glass domes bulged from walls. Cannon arrays loomed from battlements. Like someone had mashed together a GI Joe set and a medieval castle, the whole thing was as imposing as it was decorative.

But hey! What did I have to be intimidated by? Only one of the biggest villains on the planet looking to either have me on his side or dead, and my best bet to stop him was a chunk of crystal in my pocket given to me by his worst enemy.

So yep! No intimidation here. None at all.

I sighed and shook the jitters off as the castle settled in the air, hovering a few miles out. I saw the balcony door high overhead open invitingly, and with a shimmer, the barrier around the castle dropped. I took a deep breath, let it out.

Alright.

Here we go.

“The barrier is down,” I muttered into my comms set.

“Roger… going in… luck bossman,” Psyren replied, her voice crackling with static as the connection struggled through the storm.

I caught subtle movement in the distance and saw a flare of light. That would be some Doll-E’s and Psyren taking flight. The plan was they’d infiltrate the lair through a minor entrance Cassandra had given us, and do enough damage to the castle to hopefully give me and Cassandra an edge. Knock out the shield generator first, then hopefully the power, and we might have a fighting chance. After that, I told them to do whatever they could to disrupt things, then get out. I was worried of course. But I had to trust in them flying solo now.

Because the rest was up to me.

With a push of my powers I lifted my armour into the air, Cassandra rising with me as we skimmed towards the open balcony, fighting against the howling storm of snow and blistering cold. As we descended, I was disappointed, but not surprised, to see not Zoran himself, but instead Samuel standing by, flickering like an old TV set. His eyes landed on Cassandra, and his smile grew tight, his eyes narrowing.

“Sister,” he said, icier than the howling storm.

“Brother,” Cassandra replied, just as frigid.

The pair stared at each other for a long moment, but before they could start throwing hands and mystic signs, I cleared my throat. “Can we come in? Bit cold out.”

Samuel broke the death glare with his sister and gave me a mocking little bow. “Of course. Father awaits you in the control center,” he said. “Shall we?”

“Let’s,” I grunted, projecting more confidence than I felt.

Samuel said nothing, but gave me a close look before he turned and strode into the castle. I followed, Cassandra close behind.

And look, I hated Zoran. I had a dozen reasons to hate him.

But damn I loved this castle.

The interior was everything you could want from your evil overlord. The halls were gloomy, but not that tacky, flickering fluorescent-the-animatronics-are-coming-for-you kind of gloomy. This was proper gloom. The sort that hinted decadent aristocrats in long dark cloaks and generational secrets were stalking the halls. The lights were low and high, casting deep shadows along the arching stone of the corridor. Huge oil paint portraits filled the spaces on the walls. A low hum of energy coursed through the place, and now and then arcs of green lightning spat among cables that threaded the ceiling like great veins. And… was that an organ I heard echoing down the halls?

Oh yeah. That was an organ. The booming sound thrumming through the walls like a physical thing could only belong to every wickedly cultured villain’s favourite musical instrument. You couldn’t get that intimidating reverberation from a kazoo, that was for sure.

Damn but it sucked that I hated Zoran.

Samuel seemed right at home among the decor, the flickering of his body a walking dead channel come to life, his soft glow washing over everything around us. Corridors twisted away on either side of our path, but we went down none of them. A pair of staircases swept upward, built around a great, bronze sculpture of Zoran’s hooded face. Here and there we passed plinths of light holding strange little objects like ancient pottery, relics, or other arcane stuff that museums would probably (and a couple hundred years ago, did) kill for.

The music grew as we entered another corridor, and before us loomed a pair of huge brass doors probably stolen from Babylon or something. They groaned open as we neared, and dammit, I couldn’t quite suppress the soft gasp of amazement as we walked inside.

We were in what could only be Zoran’s trophy room. The heart of his domain and his seat of power. Around the walls were arranged huge screens tracking the movement of the castle, weather patterns, and far more. Henchmen in cowled robes and faceless white masks sat at controls and worked in studious obedience among the gallery circling about the room. On the ground floor were more plinths and trophies and astounding relics, claimed by their master over the course of his sordid career. Huge pennies. The costumes of heroes who’d fallen. What was probably sacred weapons and armaments. More relics and what looked like organs and human heads hanging suspended in bubbling blue tanks like glass pillars.

Zoran himself was bowed before a pipe organ that consumed the entire rear of the ground floor, the pipes bellowing steam as their master bent over tiers of elephant ivory keys, playing with gusto, the deep reverberations of sound seeming to thrum in my bones as he worked. It was designed to impress, and dammit it was working.

The crescendo of sound began to build. Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata thrumming from the brass pipes. It rose as he banged the final keys, and then fell silent, the final notes echoing in the air for a long moment.

At last, Zoran raised his head, exhaling gustily. Then he swiveled on his seat and faced us, the crackling green of his smile glowing across the room.

“Ah! Magneron,” he said, rising with a whisper of chain and robe, striding across the floor and towards us. “So good to see you. I was almost worried I might have to pay you a house call.”

“No need to go out of your way on my account,” I said, subtly sending out waves of magnetism, feeling the metal all around the room react. But not the things Zoran was wearing, I couldn’t help but notice. How he managed that little trick I hadn’t the slightest idea, because those metal chains looked very ferrous.

But there was something…

I looked sharply at the corner as some sort of android stepped out of the gloom. It was bulky, pink, and with a heavy build like a streamlined deep sea diving suit. Thickly armoured, it sported a screen for a face that flickered with a smiling anime-esque expression that was very at odds with the general build of the thing. A big red cross was painted on its breastplate.

“Hewwo,” it said in a gratingly cutesy voice. “I am sooo pweased to see you!”

“Please, ignore Nurse Ratchet,” Zoran said. “She’s always about in case of medical emergencies. A delightful piece of machinery designed for hospitals, with a soothing, disarming voice to help patients come to grips with being cared for. Unfortunately, she cared a bit too much.”

“I wuv helping people get over deir boo boos!” she said, her voice giggling cutely while her servos whirred like the jaws of life ripping open a sedan.

“Yeah, sure,” I said as I shied a bit away from the android. My powers were reading more chainsaws, laser cutters, and pistons than a hardware store. Anyone getting medical care from that thing would be able to fit in a shoebox going home. Though the fact Zoran had basically a walking arsenal of metal here meant he either wasn’t worried about my powers, or absolutely sure I was going to join him. Not sure which worried me more.

“Lovely,” Zoran said amiably, looking to Cassandra. “Ah! And my dear daughter. How have you been?”

“Much better since I left this forsaken place,” she growled.

Zoran laughed. “Indeed. Indeed. But here! Come, Magneron. So rarely do I get to show off my collection to a true connoisseur of evil. I’d be delighted to have your thoughts.”

Zoran certainly had confidence; I’d give him that. I walked after him, not against buying a bit more time. I could feel the crystal in my pocket like a lead weight, but how good it would be I suddenly wasn’t so sure.

Well, I’d soon find out.

“Here,” Zoran said, gesturing grandly at a suit of armour that looked like it could have been dug out of Troy. “The armour of Kalimedes! What we would now call a hero, I met him three thousand years ago. Apparently, I killed his beloved wife, so he begged the gods for the might of Hercules, the wisdom of Athena, and the wings of Hermes. But he should have asked for some added durability as well. Notice the hole in the breastplate? Blasted it right through him!”

“Unfortunate,” I demurred, scanning the room. The henchmen in the gallery were just loaded with weapons. I could sense swords, automatic rifles, and some grenades.

“Quite so. And here,” Zoran continued, moving past the armour and to what looked like a heart floating in the blue field. “Here is the heart of Doctor Dorman. He was digging around Egypt in the eighteen hundreds, and had discovered the Jewel of Aranth, a gem that would have granted him knowledge beyond reckoning. Naturally, that couldn’t be tolerated, and I very politely requested he hand it over. Sadly, he defied me, so I sliced out his heart and mounted it into the glass here.”

“Charming,” I said.

“Thank you. Ah! And this is one of my favourites,” Zoran continued, moving to another display, which looked to be a scarred head wearing a monocle floating in the ether. “General Gore. Brilliant mind behind the Dreadnaught, the most powerful Nazi war machine ever in existence. He sought my aid during the war, and naturally I gave it. Hitler was a man of such vision. Tragically, our dear general thought I might become too strong and a threat to the future Reich, so sought to betray me. I expressed what an… unfortunate decision that was.”

“He wuz a vewwy bad man,” Ratchet said.

I was starting to detect a theme to all this. “Tragic,” I said. “I mean, if you can’t trust Nazis, who can you trust?”

“Precisely,” Zoran said as he leaned against the pillar, the ragged green light of his smile glowing against us. “But enough about that. I think you have something to tell me.”

“Yes, I do,” I said, clearing my throat. “After careful consideration of your offer, I am, of course, honoured by it. But unfortunately, I don’t think I can work with you. Seeing as how you were the one who got me into this mess to begin with and framed Glacia.”

Samuel sighed and Zoran tapped his finger against the pillar, the sound ringing in the deafening silence that had followed. “I see,” he said. “And, I suppose there’s no way to convince you otherwise?”

“What can I say?” I said with a shrug. “You have a talent of making enemies.”

“Never for long,” Zoran observed.

“True. And speaking of which…”

I grabbed the crystal out of my pocket and whipped it out. The glow of it flared in the trophy room, a ripple of power erupting, radiating across the chamber. I followed it up with a wide blast of magnetism, throwing henchmen back by their weapons, and Ratchet skidding back across the floor with a squeal of metal on metal.

But the big one was Zoran.

The sorcerer swore, throwing up an arm defensively like the mere glow was agony. He reeled back like I’d just slapped him with a chunk of iron.

But just to make sure, I hit him with an actual piece.

My arms swung up, and from out of my sleeves shot a dozen slivers of iron like needles, pounding into Zoran one after the next, punching through his robe and out the other side like there was nothing in-between. But no matter, because my real target had been the support beam behind him. I pulled back my hands, magnetic powers vibrating with the chunk of steel.

When a sudden wave of weakness hit me.

I gasped, legs wobbling, my powers ebbing as the floor lit up under us with a shimmering glow.

“Magneron!” Cassandra cried, instantly coming to my side, only for Samuel to suddenly appear behind her, an arm looping around her throat, his other grabbing her arm and wrenching it back.

I tried to turn, but staggered as the weight of my armour suddenly dragged down on me, sending me into a crouch. Zoran snarled as he straightened and threw his hand forward.

Uh oh.

I tried to dodge but the emerald lightning hit me hard. Agony screamed up through me. I grit my teeth, trying to fight through it, but the pain took my feet out from under me and I fell to a knee. My hand convulsed, and I dropped the crystal.

It bounced across the floor, rattling to a halt at last.

And then Ratchet stepped on it with a crack.

“Oopsies!” Ratchet giggled, lifting her massive metal foot and looking at the fragments. “Did siwwy me do dat?”

I winced, trying to sense the metal of the robot, but I was getting barely a thing. Like someone had dampened my sense of touch, I couldn’t seem to grip the magnetic fields around me.

“You’re a cocky one, Magneron,” Zoran growled as he stalked slowly towards me, giving the glittering fragments of the crystal a wide berth. “But really now. Did you think I’d have trusted only my own power when dealing with you? Did you think I wouldn’t have figured out a way to weaken your magnetic strength?” He laughed cruelly, the sound echoing around me. “I haven’t lived this long by being a fool. Better heroes and villains than you have tried to take me down. Hundreds! And yet you thought you’d be the one.” He chuckled. “How arrogant.

“And now,” he continued, drawing a wickedly curved dagger from his belt. “I think it’s time I add your heart to my collection. A warning to all those who would defy me.”

“I’m not… not done yet,” I ground out, forcing myself back to my feet, even as I sagged under the weight of my armour and coat.

Zoran scoffed. “Really now?” he mused, lazily twirling the dagger. “You still want to fight? And here I thought you were smart enough to realize when you don’t have a chance.”

“Yeah. I don’t,” I said, grinning as the lights around us flickered, the omnipresent hum of the castle’s shield fading. “But… what about him?”

Zoran narrowed his eyes. “Him?”

And the floor bucked suddenly under us.

The walls shuddered and the entire castle quaked to the very stones. Dust rained down from the ceiling as Zoran stumbled, his head whipping around.

“What happened?” Samuel barked from where he still held Cassandra.

Zoran peered about, his green eyes glowing warily. “I don’t-”

The floor wrenched under us again, then sharply tilted. Zoran hastily steadied himself but Samuel yelped, falling with Cassandra and skidding across the suddenly angled room. I only kept my place thanks to the metal weighing me down.

Then a deafening boom of breaking stone echoed from somewhere deeper in the castle.

And things got cold.

“ZORAN!”

The voice thundered in the halls like the howl of winter. Zoran stared at the great doors, drawing himself up in shock as ice spiderwebbed about the frame.

I grinned.

“ZORAN!”

The shout was closer. It ripped through the silence in a blistering rage. The huge doors creaked, ice thickening and crawling through the cracks.

“Master!” one of the henchmen at the control panels yelped. “The front gates have been broken down!”

“What? Show me!” Zoran barked.

Screens flashed about the gallery. Images within the castle flickered as a freezing white swept through the halls moments before the cameras went dark. Zoran looked about at the monitors around the room as one by one they filled with snowy static. Henchmen raced about at the control panels, babbling to each other. The last camera showed the hall leading to the room we were in as a mass of white like a localized blizzard rushed through it.

The camera died.

Zoran turned slowly to the great brass doors as the metal creaked.

And burst open.

A blast of snow and cold howled into the room, freezing the floor and walls in a layer of jagged ice.

And ushered in a man.

His greatcoat whipping in the cold, his blue eyes blazing with freezing wrath, a thick white beard upon his chin, he wore a peaked hat like a World War 2 reenactment prop. But that was no prop. It was real. As real as the man who bore it, the air around him snapping, popping, crackling with his subzero presence. A relic of Stalingrad brought to the present.

General Winter had come.

Glacia followed him at a pace, looking even more coldly furious than her father, her chin tilted back, her blue eyes flinty with anger and white hair whirling around her, her cape whipping in the icy wind.

God, but I loved that woman.

I turned back to Zoran, who looked uneasy for the first time.

“General Winter,” he said amiably. “What a surprise! And, to what do I owe the-“

“SILENCE!” the General roared, his voice booming with another blast of freezing air, his gloved hand rising, pointing like a spear of ice at the sorcerer. The walls of the castle shuddered as another blast of frost further coated the floor. “You dared, Zoran. You dared threaten my daughter!”

Zoran raised his hands placatingly. “Now General, let’s not be hasty here. I assure you, I would never-“

“Liar!” Glacia spat, a surge of icy anger making her cloak and hair swirl around her. “We know everything! We know you framed me. We know you wanted heroes to seize me and lock me up! We know you intended to steal me from my beloved!”

“I-“ Zoran began.

“I know everything, Zoran,” the General boomed, his hands balling into fists with frosty crackles, freezing air swirling around him and Glacia. Icicles growing behind him like a mass of spikes, sealing the exit. He raised his arm, a mass of ice forming in the air above him. “You dared. You dared!”

The General swung his arm down, and the frozen mass followed suit. Zoran jerked his arms up, a crackling barrier of green magic surging around him, shuddering under the blow.

Undeterred, the General raised his hand again, brought the mass of ice up, then down, hammering at Zoran’s barrier. “You will pay, Zoran!” the General howled with all the fury of the tundra. “You! Will! PAY!”

The floor buckled under the sorcerous villain, his shield buzzing. The barrier suddenly exploded as the hammer came down a final time, destroying both ice and shield, sending shards whizzing through the air. Zoran rose out of the smoke, static buzzing around him.

“Idiot!” Zoran snarled. “When the rest of the Council hears of this, they’ll come for you!”

“If the world came after me for defending my daughter, then I would declare war on it all!” General Winter thundered back as ice grew under his feet, lifting him on a freezing pillar, icy power swirling around his hands.

Zoran growled, a nimbus of crackling green surrounding him, carrying him into the air as shadowy tentacles writhed from within his sleeves and from his hood.

The General cast his arm forward.

Zoran did the same.

Blasts of eldritch green lightning and blue rays of icy power met in the middle of the room, their impact sending a percussive wave of air crashing into me as I hunkered down on the floor.

Well, looked like they’d be busy for the moment. But the distraction wouldn’t last forever. I hurled myself across the floor and grabbed for some of the bigger chunks of the crystal that had been crushed. General Winter might be strong enough to take on the world, but taking on a god? Not so sure about that. The only sure way to kill Zoran was the crystal, and that meant I needed as many pieces as I could grab.

As I snatched some of the glowing green stones, a boot slammed down, narrowly missing my hand. I looked up, finding Samuel looming over me, his monochrome face flickering with his glower.

“You will suffer for this,” he snarled, black and white static buzzing around his hand.

“Counter-offer,” I said, noticing a flicker of light from the corner of my eye. “I don’t, and you go flying across the room at top speed?”

Samuel sneered and reached for me. Which was unfortunate, because that meant he missed a blast of white magic that slammed into him, throwing him across the room and through several display cases with a crash.

Cassandra blew past me, hurling shots of white magic after her brother, who rolled back to his feet, his whole body buzzing like static. “Father always liked you more!” he barked, firing a ray of humming black power at her.

“I’ll kill you and him!” Cassandra shot back, dodging the ray and firing another shot of white.

Samuel ducked the blast and shot his own back at her. “You stole my favourite shirt!”

“You wrecked my first car!”

“You ruined my recital!”

“You always stole my turn on the Xbox!”

“I hate you!”

“I hate you mooooore!”

I winced at the blasts of magic shooting overhead as the pair fought across the room. Well. Seemed like they had some things to work through. Probably best I just… leave it to them.

“Sir!”

Glacia was suddenly at my side, kneeling next to me. “Sir, are you alright?”

“Been better,” I admitted. “There’s something in the room shutting down my powers. We need to-“

Bullets pinged into the floor around us. I looked up sharply, spotting the henchmen on the balcony around the room firing down on us. Glacia swept her hand, a wall of ice flashing into existence, bullets chewing into it.

“Getting real sick of this,” I growled.

Glacia rose from behind the ice barrier and swept a beam of freezing power along the balcony. Henchmen jerked back before being frozen in the ice like unfortunate cavemen caught by surprise glaciation.

Glacia lowered her arm with satisfaction. “Better, sir?” she asked.

“Much,” I admitted.

A pink iron arm suddenly swung, shattering the ice and throwing Glacia across the room, only a hasty barrier of ice armour saving her from far worse. I looked up sharply as Nurse Ratchet plowed through the ice wall, her screen blinking with an emoji face and kanji as she raised her massive metal arms.

“Uh oh! Wooks wike someone’s got a bit of a booboo! Time for surgewy!”

Chainsaws sprouted from her limbs, whirring with bone-sawing hunger.

Oh hell.

I grabbed my jacket and swung it off me, throwing it like a matador’s cape at the android. The metal lined fabric caught in the buzzing saws, the teeth stuttering as they tried to chew through the layers of metal and thick cloth.

Nurse Ratchet raised her arms, looking at her ruined saws.

“Aw nooo! My vewy favowite saws,” she whined, turning my way even as I jolted to my feet and started backing up. “Nurse Watchet is vewy mad at oo!”

My eyes widened as I saw panels open at the sides of her head, barrels of… something poking out. The tips began to glow red.

Shit!

I threw myself out of the way and behind a display pillar as what was probably supposed to be lasers for eye surgery whipped at me, slicing great gouges in the floor. I pressed my back against the pillar, panting.

I fucking hated the doctor’s!

I felt the floor shudder as Ratchet came towards me. I looked around for a weapon.

Hello.

Not far was a display case showing off what looked like some sort of sword, the sheer amount of filigree and bling on the thing very clearly demonstrating some sort of enchantment. And if nothing else, it was sharp as hell.

“We pwaying hide and go seek? I’m vewy good at that!” Ratchet’s horribly cutesy voice said above me.

I dashed out from cover a second before Ratchet smashed through the pillar like a battering ram. I ran for the display case, grabbing up a chunk of ice as I did. I smashed it into the glass, shattering it.

“Who wants hugs?” Ratchet chirped as my hand grabbed the sword by the hilt.

Something snapped at me, whipping around my ankle. It pulled back, and I was yanked off my feet, hitting the ground hard. I twisted around and saw what looked like straps projecting from Ratchet’s hands and around my leg.

“Give me souls!” the sword in my hand suddenly snarled. “Feed me the innocent!”

Before I could process that, Ratchet’s straps suddenly retracted with a buzzing whirr, dragging my towards her pink bulk. I skimmed across the icy floor and stopped a few inches from her as she lifted me up, dangling my upside down.

“Don’t wowwy! I’m twained by data from da Canadian Association of Doctows,” Ratchet chimed as the barrels of her lazers began to glow again.

Crap.

A ray of blazing white suddenly crashed into Ratchet’s head, layering half of her with a coating of ice. Ratchet staggered, free arm going up to shield her from this sudden assault.

“Unhand him!” Glacia roared, marching forward, sending her ray of cold crashing into the android.

“Uh oh!” Ratchet giggled, bracing herself, servos whirring as she broke the ice that was forming on her through sheer mechanical torque. “Dat’s not vewy nice of oo! Uncoopewative patients don’t get a wowwy pop!”

“Feed me the souls of the innocent!” the sword in my hand snarled again.

Ratchet turned my way.

And I shoved the blade into her screen.

Sparks rained down from the android. A garbled shriek of metal and ruined machinery sprang from the machine’s voice box as it jerked back, wrenching the sword out of my grip as it staggered blindly.

Again Glacia blasted the android, the cold so bitter it grew along the strap that held my ankle. This proved too much for it, and it shattered, dropping me to the floor. I landed heavily, grunting.

Ouch.

“Sir!”

Glacia was almost instantly at my said, helping me sit up. “Are you alright?” she asked.

“Never better,” I groaned.

It was then that the hum in the room suddenly died down, the lights flickering and blanking for a moment before the red burn of emergency lamps went up. I looked sharply at the floor, which had stopped glowing. Like someone had pulled off a layer of insulation I’d been wrapped in, I felt again the magnetic fields of everything around me pulse, humming in sympathy to my powers once more.

Finally! Looked like Psyren and Doll-E managed to kill the castle’s main power supply. I could already feel my magnetic powers rushing into me again, pinging off everything metallic in the room.

Like Nurse Ratchet as she suddenly tore out of the freezing ice that held her. Panels had opened all over her, unveiling an arsenal of weapons and tools that buzzed and snapped and sparked and clanked.

“Patients… krzzzzk… da patients must be tweated with wuv and-“

I thrust out my hand, sending the strongest blast of magnetic power I could into her. The android’s chassis buckled like a coke can being crushed by an invisible hand.

“Bzzt… UwU…”

With a loud groan, Ratchet collapsed, this time not to get back up. Glacia stared at it, her arms wrapped protectively around me.

“Oh my,” she gasped.

“I’ll say,” I grunted.

Alright.

Time to turn this shit around.

And by the looks of it, it was overdue.

The entire middle of the room was a warzone of elemental forces. Zoran was starting to get the upper hand on General Winter. The sorcerer was floating, shadowy tentacles writhing all around him, bleeding off his body and from under his cloak, each one shooting crackles of eldritch green lightning. The General was sending blasts of freezing power at the hooded figure, but every one was meeting more shadowy tendrils that froze, shattered, and then reformed. A tortuous stalemate that General Winter was starting to lose, being pushed back as he was forced to contend with attacks from almost every direction.

My hand tightened into a fist around the fragments of crystal I’d managed to recover, the glow of the green stones bleeding from between my fingers. “I need a distraction,” I told Glacia.

She nodded, expression firming. “You shall have it, sir.”

Clenching her hands at her sides, Glacia rose off the floor and into the air on a gust of freezing wind. Raising her hands, she unloaded a ray of freezing power on Zoran.

The sudden blast of cold crashed into Zoran, sending him reeling before his shadowy tentacles swarmed around him in a makeshift shield. He turned her way with a snarl, ice breaking off him to fall away in layers. “Impudent bitch!” he snapped, a tentacle of darkness whipping at her. Glacia quickly dipped out of the way, but more of the shadowy limbs grabbed for her. She swerved around them, blasted one to a pillar of ice, but two managed to slip by her guard. She tried to pull away, but they wrapped around her, Glacia crying out as they tightened their crushing grasp.

“Glacia!” General Winter roared.

“Back off!” Zoran snapped, looking triumphantly at the winter warlord. “Or I’ll crush her!”

There it was.

My chance!

I threw my magnetic powers around myself, repelling the metal in my armour off the support struts in the wall behind me as hard as I could, hurling me across the room and at Zoran like a metal missile. Somehow sensing me coming, he whirled around to face me.

Right in time to get my metallic fist in his face.

I’d hit a lot of people over the years. Been hit by plenty more, true, but I had to say that I’d never thrown a punch that felt so goddam satisfying. The fragments of crystal in my fist blazed with life, and as if repelled by the glow, the shadowy darkness peeled away from Zoran’s startled face, revealing olive tanned skin I hit hard with a  meaty smack.

Got ‘em.

Zoran flew back across the floor and hit the far wall with a bang, cratering the stone. His tentacle loosened around Glacia, dropping her to the floor. Before she could land, the General had shot across the room, catching her in his arms.

Looked like she was well in hand. I focused my attention on Zoran as he shook his head, recovering, the darkness writhing around half his face like spilled ink.

A trickle of blood oozed down from his nose.

“Well well,” I said, pulling more metal around me like a second suit of armour. “Looks like you do bleed like us mortals.”

Zoran’s face twisted with hate. The shadows deepened around the void beneath his hood once more, the glowing circles of his eyes and jagged outline of his scarecrow mouth leered with wrath. “You will regret that,” he growled, emerald lightning crackling off him.

“I’ve regretted a lot of things over the years,” I said as I squared off with him, gripping more metal around the room with magnetic force, lifting it to float around me like constellations of scrap. Armour. Control panels. That giant penny in the corner. All of mine to use. “Kicking your ass won’t be one of them.”

Zoran raised his hand, eldritch power spitting around his palm before he fired it in a bolt.

I swung up my arm, compelling that stupid giant penny into its path. The copper spun between is like a shield and took the blast, almost instantly melting under the crackling lightning.

“Noooo! My lucky penny!” Zoran howled, a nimbus of static raging around him. “You will pay for this!”

“Pennies aren’t worth shit!” I barked as I flew towards him, sending shards of metal ripping across the floor and others gathering around my hands like floating fists of scrap.

Zoran didn’t even bother glancing down at the shards as they punched through his robe and out the other side. Lightning blazed from his fingers as he cast another storm of eldritch magic my way like a discount Palpatine. I ducked through the displays of trophies, the green lightning blasting them to pieces.

I caught a flash of horrified shock on Zoran’s face, his attack abruptly stopping, and in that opening I shot myself at him.

Zoran raised his hands a shield of swirling green power manifesting between us, but I thrust my arm forward, letting the metal around my arm shoot off unexpectedly in a flying fist. Zoran’s eyes widened seconds before my metallic fist, still clutching the shattered crystal, smashed through his shield like it was glass and slam into his stomach. He doubled over with a heave, and then I was in front of him, my gauntlet flying back onto my hand.

No sooner did I have it back on I grabbed him by the hood and slammed my knee up into his face, making him reel back. His hand swung at me, emerald lightning blasting from his fingers, grazing my helmet and making my ears ring as my comm device short circuited. I tackled him, hauling him down to the ground, me on top.

It wasn’t a position for showiness. For sport. For colossal powers being wielded with artistry and skill, showcasing our mastery and control over magnetism and sorcery.

Nope.

So, I settled for just beating him to death.

I pummeled his face, every punch carrying a burst of magnetic power, slamming his head back and forth, shadows ripping off him with every blow and revealing more of the man beneath. I grabbed him by that stupid hood and started smashing his head against the floor, willing him to just. Fucking. Die already!

Sadly, Zoran proved as durable as a cockroach. With a snarl he shoved his hands into my chest. A blast of eldritch green lightning threw me off and into the air. My armour took the bulk of it, but I felt that blast spit through me like I’d shoved a fork into a socket. My head rang and I flew back, hitting the ground hard and skidding across the floor with a scraping of metal.

Goddam that hurt!

Every muscle screamed in protest. Every inch of me felt heavy and numb. I blacked out for a second. No. Couldn’t stop now. Couldn’t hesitate for even a second! I grunted, shaking it off, my powers lifting me back to my feet by my armour. Zoran rose too, but around him was writhing shadows like tentacles of darkness. He staggered upright, his mask of darkness sloppy and in patches, leaving a face that would have been handsome if not for all the bloody bruises and the broken nose, ruining his aristocratic profile.

“You… bastard,” Zoran spat along with some blood.

“Fuck you,” I gasped back.

Not exactly the wittiest repartee, but hell. I’d had a rough day.

His face twisted with fury; Zoran threw his arms forward.

The writhing tentacles boiled from his sleeves at me, smashing aside even more of the displays. In answer, I flung back my arms, my powers grabbing everything metallic in the castle behind me. When I threw my hands forward, I sent it all at him.

The wall exploded behind me as support beams, trinkets, wall sconces, and anything else I could manipulate flew at the sorcerer. His eyes widened and his tentacles writhed, pulling back and desperately trying to beat away my assault of random bullshit. But I piled them on as fast as I could. This was a battle of attrition now, and like every bitter domestic dispute, whoever had more things to throw would win!

Through the storm of metal, I saw a look like panic on Zoran’s face as he realized he was in trouble. As more of the shadows were ripped away, drained by his efforts to maintain the tentacles, revealing the frightened man beneath.

I piled on the junk, now and then reaching back, magnetism grabbing more crap and flinging it at him. Soon it was hitting him. A pot encrusted with gold. A frying pan. A suit of armour. A head in a jar. My powers snared the organ and I ripped chunks of it off and hurled that at him too. Pipes bellowed and whistled like banshees as they flew at him, smacking into Zoran. One after the next they piled onto him, burying him under the mass of scrap. I kept it going. Swallowing him in the heaping debris.

Soon I couldn’t even see him under the mound of metal I’d thrown his way. Finally, I slowed my assault, panting, looking at the pile where he’d been.

Did I get him?

The answer was no, as the floor beside me cracked. I looked down just as the ground erupted, a dark tentacle clawing for me. I tried to jump away but it writhed around me, squeezing horribly. Oh fuck! I grit my teeth, only my armour saving my ribs from being pulped.

Zoran heaved himself out of the hole like the world’s ugliest mole (and that was a category with a lot of competition). His face was livid, shadows writhing around it in patches, stripped down to almost nothing. Only his right arm remained wholly wrapped in the dark power, the tentacle feeding from it twisting around me like a vice.

“Now,” he gasped. “Now I have you!”

“Do you?” I wheezed, willing the layers of my new armour to detach, most too battered to do it. But one on my finger managed to twist off.

“Yes! And I will squeeze. And squeeze!” Zoran snarled, his tentacle tightening around me. “Until there. Is! Nothing! Left!”

I flicked my finger.

The shard of metal shot through the air and right into Zoran’s eye. He gasped, head jerking back, the chunk of jagged scrap buried in his brain like a knife. His remaining eye rolled, looking at the piece of dark metal jutting from his head with bafflement.

His tentacle loosened its grip and slithered off me, dissolving like burning paper.

“N-no…” Zoran gasped. “Cannot…”

His good eye rolled back, and he went limp, flopping over onto the floor.

Finally.

With a gentle push of magnetic power, I drifted down to the ground, landing to stand over Zoran.

“There,” I said breathlessly. “How’s… how’s that?”

Zoran failed to answer, for after millenia past his expiration date, he was finally dead.

Cold air gusted at my back and I turned around wearily to see General Winter striding towards me, his expression unreadable, Glacia hurrying at his side. I relaxed a bit more seeing she was safe.

She paused in shock at the sight of Zoran’s body, and even the General lifted a frosty brow before lowering it a moment later. He came to a stop before me, bushy mustache scowling. “It would seem that you were triumphant,” he said.

“Yeah. Well, I did have help,” I noted.

He grunted, his mustache twitching with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Wasn’t a smile, I was pretty sure. It couldn’t be that.

“Is this going to end up being a problem?” I asked, giving Zoran’s body a nudge with my boot.

“A problem?” the General scoffed. “Are you a fool? Of course it will be a problem! He was one of the Council of Nine! Now, we will need to find his replacement. And no doubt you will put your name forward for it.”

“I… what?” I said, stunned. “Of course not!”

The General scoffed again. “You think you have a choice? You are foolish, little man. You have killed a member of the Council. It will be the assumption of the rest that you will take his place.”

“But… I…”

“Sir!” Glacia cried, rushing forward and grabbing me in an adoring hug. “This is wonderful!”

“It is?”

“Of course, sir,” Glacia said, eyes shining with delight as she leaned back, looking up at me like I was a god come down off Olympus. “It means that now, no one will be able to question your greatness! Your name shall be carved into the annals of legendary evil. Villains shall look upon you with awe and amazement! You shall become the greatest menace the world has ever know!”

“Oh,” I said weakly. “Goody.”

A sudden blast of icy air shocked me from my momentary stupidity. I looked back to the General, who was glowering at us with a fury that would freeze the blood, along with several continents.

“Hmph!” the General growled disapprovingly. He pointed at me. “But do not think for a moment that means I accept you, or your relationship with my daughter!”

“Er, no. Of course not,” I said quickly.

The General huffed, breath steaming in the air. “Good,” he growled, turning sharply on his heel with a click of metal shod boots. “Then I am leaving. I shall depart for my palace once more, to inform the rest of the Guild of this development.”

“Father?” Glacia said quickly, pushing slightly off me.

The General paused without looking around.

“Thank you,” she said.

Again, the General grunted, then strode onto the icy floor. He stopped, and with a crackle a mass of ice lifted him up, ferrying him through the great doors like he was riding a glacier.

I watched him go, marveling at it. Damn, but that man knew how to do an exit.

A sudden explosion ripped through the room and I looked sharply towards the far wall. Oh what now? I tensed as, out of the smoke and rubble, Psyren burst into the open, pink psychokinetic energy crackling around her as several Doll-E’s followed her, arm cannons bristling as they panned about the room.

“Boss! We’re here! We got a bit turned around in the aquarium but… oh,” she said, spotting Glacia and me. “Is it over?”

I sighed in relief, relaxing again. “Looks like it,” I said.

“Indeed it is.”

Magic buzzed in the air as Cassandra floated down towards us. Bruised. A bit battered, but looking as pleased with herself as could be. I soon saw why, as she was towing her brother behind her, Samuel’s hands and body lassoed in a crackling field of white magic, his head lolling, unconscious.

“My father is dead!” Cassandra said triumphantly. “My brother captured! And soon, the entirety of his nefarious organization shall fall to pieces. Evil forever turns upon itself. And now, all of my father’s creations and villains shall disintegrate with him!”

Would they? I wasn’t so sure. If there was one thing I knew about villains, it was that they were tenacious.

Still, no sense in popping her bubble just yet. “That’s great. Congratulations,” I said, then glanced at Samuel. “And… what are you going to do with him?”

She looked contemptuously down at the flickering man. “By rights, I should kill him for all that he’s done. But that is not what heroes do. Instead, I’ll bring him to the proper authorities. I imagine they’ll soon have a vacant cell at the Supermax.”

I grinned at that. “Suppose so.”

Cassandra returned my smile, gave a final glare at her father’s dead body, and then soared out the doors, dragging her brother behind her, his body knocking against the floor a few times as she went.

“Sir?”

I looked back down to Glacia, who smiled shyly at me and pressed herself tighter against my side. “What now?” she asked.

“Now?” I said, chuckling and giving her a loving squeeze. “Now, I think it’s time we went home…”


Epilogue

My morning coffee had never tasted better than while I read through my feed the day after killing Zoran.

Almost as soon as we got back to the chalet I found out that the actual footage of Glacia’s robbery had been released and was circulating the net. But, more importantly, so had the footage of No Whey’s subsequent death. It also helped that Yes Whey was doing the rounds, explaining that he’d been told by the murderer himself what had really happened. And by morning, the tide was turning, and the second it was, everyone jumped aboard. Soon, eye witnesses to the robbery were out declaring that it had been what they’d seen too. Specialists in AI and deepfakes were making the rounds and getting guest spots on every network. Because of course they were.

Cowards.

I shrugged. But whatever. It was what it was, and at least now the facts were known. I already knew what else would come. The usual chatter about misinformation, gullibility, yada yada yada, but I was satisfied. Glacia and my name were cleared, my biggest enemy was dead, and I had no appointments today.

Things were finally looking up.

Especially when my phone vibrated, showing me Carter’s number.

I smiled to myself and answered. “Carter, how goes it?”

“Victor!” Carter purred through the line. “It goes wonderful, as always.”

“Glad to hear it,” I said, easing back in my chair. “What did you need?”

“Well, Victor, I’m calling because I’m pleased to report that, after reassessment of your recent contract with Razer, we have decided to go with our original terms.”

“Is that so?” I replied, not even trying to hide the satisfaction in my voice. “New information come to light?”

“As I said. Razer takes many factors into consideration with its decisions, and I am pleased to inform you that in this case, we have resoundingly decided to continue our association. Although…”

“Although?” I prompted.

She chuckled. “Well, should terms need to be renegotiated, we would be open to that in consideration of where your organization may be in the future. Villainy is going to be big business, Victor. And we at Razer would be happy to help further develop the brand.”

I rolled my eyes. “I heard you the first time,” I informed her.

“Just making sure you keep us in mind. Until then, I’ll be sending over the profiles for the next big menacing. We have high hopes for the next battle against the Songbirds!”

“Looking forward to it,” I replied, and hung up.

I set down the phone on the side table and eased back in my seat, the chair whirring as it adjusted, my arms stretching over my head. Oof! I winced as a pang of pain throbbed from my chest. Yeesh. Going to feel that battle with Zoran for a while. But considering what I accomplished, a few broken ribs seemed a decent trade-off for taking down one of the biggest villains on the planet. Though it did mean I’d need to take it a bit easy on the bad guy-ing for a bit.

But hell, that was fine. It was what evil organizations were for!

“More coffee, master?”

I glanced up at the Doll-E who’d come up to the chair, one of her hands carrying a coffee pot. “Sure. A top off sounds good,” I said.

“Of course, sir. Would you like some cream in it as well?”

I looked her over, but failed to find another pitcher. “Cream?”

“Yes, master. The Creator has equipped every Doll-E unit with repositories for it. Shall I provide it?” she asked, reaching up and starting to tug down her top.

“No! I mean ah, no thanks. I like it black,” I said, quickly putting two and two together on just where Dolly might have given an android ‘milk dispensers.’

The Doll-E nodded, and I kind of suspected she looked a little disappointed as she straightened. “Of course, master.”

She topped off my cup and I eyed the fembot thoughtfully. I wonder what other little additions Dolly had rigged up in those robots…

And speak of the devil, I heard the receiver in my ear crackle to life.

“Got an incoming, Victor,” Dolly said. “Looks like Valkyria. Should I shoot her down?”

“No. No thanks,” I said, rising with coffee mug in hand. “Let her down. She’s come by to make a delivery.”

“You’re the boss!” she chimed.

Yes, I was, wasn’t I?

I stepped out of the chalet and into the light of day, looking up as the clouds darkened and crackled. Soon after, a bolt of blue lightning blazed down, slamming into the earth a short distance away.

I shielded my eyes from the flash and when I lowered my arm, I found Valkyria crouching there, along with what looked like Glacia, but was of course, Chamelea.

“Valkyria,” I said evenly to her, raising my mug in something like a salute.

“Magneron,” she replied just as stiffly, and let go of Chamelea.

With a huff, smoothing out her icy white gown, Chamelea gave me a stunning smile and sauntered up to me.

“See you inside, sir,” she breathed, her hand sliding over my shoulder before she walked past.

I watched her go, marvelling at her skill. If I didn’t know it was a fake, I’d probably have been fooled too.

Valkyria clearing her throat pulled my attention back to the present and I looked at the superheroine as she stepped from the crater.

“As you can see, she is unharmed,” she said.

“Noted,” I said. “And appreciated.”

She nodded stiffly, hesitated. “I did have to bring her in, Magneron. You know that, right?”

I sighed, relaxing a bit and holding up a hand to show no harm done. “I did. I mean, I get it. You are the paragon of virtue in this world. The incorruptible heroine, refusing to compromise in the face of evil, logic, or common sense. I don’t blame you, Valkyria. But I was annoyed. And obviously, if Glacia tells me that anyone fucked with her while she was under arrest, I’ll deal with them as it comes. But yeah, I am grateful all the same. Thanks.”

Valkyria nodded, and though she didn’t look thrilled at some parts of my explanation, at least she didn’t make an issue of them. “I am… glad,” she said at last. She eyed me. “And I heard something quite… interesting.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. Apparently, there’s a rumour going about that Zoran is dead. And that, in fact, you had something to do with it.”

“Wow,” I said and innocently took a sip of coffee. “Mm. That is something. But I surely couldn’t have had anything to do with that. I’m just some villain jobber who can barely take care of his own villainesses. Whoever killed Zoran would have had to be utterly insane. Not to mention incredibly powerful! And probably pretty handsome. Debonair. Maybe even have a brilliant eye for a good evil spike.”

She gave me a flat look. “You don’t fool me, Magneron,” she said. “And you do realize what this means?”

“The real estate market just gained a brand new flying castle?”

“No,” Valkyria said.

“Ah, well, that’s a shame. Housing is crazy right now.”

Valkyria gave me a flat look. “It means that the world will be in an uproar. That villains will be squabbling for his seat on the Council of Nine. That chaos will increase and villainy will surge across the globe.”

I tried hard not to wince. Sadly, I knew only too well she was right. Villains were pathologically keyed to get attention, like a toddler in a playground, except these toddlers had death rays and could shoot beams out of their eyes. And a power vacuum was always a golden opportunity to flex those evil muscles, sad to say. There was going to be some pretty crazy upheaval for the next while, and everyone was going to be busy. Which would usually put a bit of a damper on my business. But I was probably in demand enough to skate by.

And fortunately, I had no intention of getting involved in power struggles between villains. That was for the heroes to handle when it inevitably spilled into the open.

“Sounds like you’ll be busy, then,” I noted.

“I will,” she said with a solemn nod. “For I shall not rest while evil persists. When the innocents are in danger, I will shield them with my life and power. For justice. For goodness!”

“Yeah, great, that’s wonderful,” I said. “As for me, I think I’m going to go inside and finish this coffee. Care for some? Maybe a beer?”

“I appreciate the offer, but the beer of the mortal realm pales in comparison to the mead of Valhalla.”

“Well, we have some Coors, and some stuff from the local microbrewery. Probably a close second to the beer of the gods.”

“Perhaps another time,” she said.

I shrugged. “Well, safe flight home,” I said. “Until next time someone frames me or my villains for a crime we didn’t commit.”

“That is unlikely,” Valkyria noted drily. “Considering what happened to the last man who tried.”

“How very true,” I said.

Valkyria simply shook her head. “Until then, Magneron,” she said, static crackling off her and buzzing over the stones at her feet. She suddenly swept up her mace, and with a boom of lightning she flew back into the stormy skies.

I shaded my eyes, watching her shape zip away through the clouds. Then I looked back at the blackened spot in the lawn. But as much of a misery she was on my lawn, Valkyria hadn’t been wrong. The villain world was about to get a hell of a lot busier with a seat on the Council of Nine up for grabs. And there were plenty of bad guts who’d want it, and like it or not, I was probably going to get dragged into it.

I sighed, turning around and making my way back inside.

I stopped in the doorway, taking a moment to admire the scene. Chamelea was standing with Glacia, the mimic’s disguise peeling off and revealing her original form. Psyren was leaning on her shoulder, grinning while Mammon laughed, talking about the interviews back in Supermax and how the pair had run circles around Jane’s partner. Glacia merely listened with arms crossed, but a look of satisfaction on her face.

“And the man of the hour!” Psyren called, waving me over. “C’mon, bossman. Say hi to our girl.”

“Our girl?” I said, striding up to them with a grin.

“Duh!” Psyren cackled. “What else should we call the one who went to Supermax for our ice princess here. Eh?” the psychic added, elbowing Glacia meaningfully.

Glacia cleared her throat. “I am, of course, extremely grateful to your assistance,” she said with a small bow to Chamelea.

“No worries,” the shapeshifter said with a lazy shrug. “Just using my powers to their greatest effect. Right?”

“Exactly,” I said. “And ladies? I think I’d better debrief her. Alone.”

“Ooooh,” Psyren said, exchanging a knowing look with Mammon. “I think we know what that means!”

“To be sure, darling. To be utterly sure! And far be it for us to keep you, darling. Far be it!”

I rolled my eyes, my hand at Chamelea’s back as I guided her out of the foyer and the giggling villainesses. Honestly. What had I saddled myself with?

Chamelea didn’t seem concerned as I brought her to the sitting room, shutting the door behind us. She admired the wickedly sharp and deadly décor, her arms clasped behind her back.

“Thanks for all you did,” I told her, walking back up to her.

She looked over her shoulder, smiling mildly. “I did what any good henchwoman does,” she replied.

“I’d say you went above and beyond.”

She chuckled, brushing some hair back self-consciously. “Well, maybe a little.”

I leaned my back against a bookcase, folding my arms and eying her with approval. “You really did an amazing job fooling them back in that cell. I almost believed you when you were talking about all that last chance for normalcy stuff.”

“Who said it was a lie.”

I gave her a startled look. “Really?”

She smiled sadly, turning her head and looking out the window at the lawn and the distant mountains. “It’s easy to be anybody,” she mused. “I can look like them. Talk like them. Act like them. It’s honestly all second nature to me these days. But that’s all anyone wants me to be. Will have me be. But I don’t want to hide behind a mask forever. I need freedom, Magneron. I need…” She sighed wistfully. “I need space to be me. With someone who isn’t just using me.”

“I mean, the plan is you work for me,” I said.

Chamelea laughed, the sound trilling a bit like birdsong. “I think I can deal with that. Do I still get coffee breaks?”

“It is in the employee contract,” I observed.

“And what about fucking the boss?” she asked with a knowing look.

“Ah,” I said, clearing my throat. “That’s a ah… special perk for select employees.”

“Like employee of the month?”

“We’re still working out the kinks,” I admitted.

“Well, I think I’d love to help with all of your… kinks.”

I gave her a startled look as she smirked, her face becoming a bit more defined. “Well, Magneron? Are you a breast man?” she asked, glancing down as her chest swelled. “Or,” she continued, turning a bit, her rear plumping, “an ass man?”

Oh, this was going somewhere very interesting indeed. “You really don’t need to fuck me,” I said. “This isn’t how this works.”

“And if I want to?” she asked.

“Well…”

She smirked, moving nearer. Her arms snaked around my neck, her pillowy breasts against my chest. “Ever wanted to fuck a busty catgirl?” she asked, her ears growing to pointy tufts, her face softening with feminine features.

“It’s crossed my mind,” I said, my hands moving around her, cupping the soft (and very squeezable) globes of her ass.

She laughed, a slinky cat tail waving behind her. “Then you’re in for a real treat. So let’s see how my evil overload makes his perky kitten purr.”

“Gladly,” I grinned, leaned down, and kissed her.

She moaned, pressing against me, returning the kiss with a passion that was so fierce it shocked me. I growled in answer, our hands moving, pulling off my clothes. As soon as I was naked I was lifting her up, spinning her around and pressing her into a nearby couch.

Chamelea moaned as she stretched out under me, her arms twining over her head, her body splayed out tantalizingly. “How do you want me?” she breathed, smirking lustily. “I can be anything you want. Anything you need.”

I grinned, stroking her chin. “I want you however you want to be.”

Chamelea blinked in surprise, then her smile deepened. “Yeah,” she said, her voice soft and vulnerable. “You do, don’t you?”

I felt a pang in my chest. I wondered if she’d ever heard that before? I leaned down, kissing her again, gently now, easing her down among the softness of the cushions.

I felt her lips change against mine. No longer becoming overly soft, but almost plain and firm. Less of a sex doll, a thing she imagined I would want, and maybe more of what she wanted herself to be. I felt the rest of her change as well, her breasts becoming more modest, her ass shrinking under my hand, but the cat tail remained, twining around my leg as I slid my hand down her slim stomach and between her legs, my thumb stroking what I found there.

Chamelea gasped, arching under me with a low moan.

“Beautiful,” I murmured into her ear.

I saw her skin shimmer to a reddish blush. “Again,” she breathed.

“You’re beautiful,” I said, stroking her pussy, slowly, gently, feeling her desire moisten her as her body flushed an even brighter hue. Her hips rising, her body aching for my touch.

“Please,” she whispered. “Inside me. Please…”

“Happily,” I said, kissing her again as I shifted, the tip of my cock teasing against her folds.

And slowly pushing inside.

Fuck but she was tight. Maybe she could control that too. Either way, it was incredible. And to judge by the trembling moan she gave, Chamelea was enjoying it too. I slowly filled her, then drew back out, pushed in. Nice and slow and steady. Every thrust making her breath gasp and fingers clutch my back as I gently took her.

I moved slowly. Gently. Fucking her into the couch, her skin almost glowing with her blush, whimpers and gasps escaping her.

“Feels good?” I whispered hoarsely.

“Sooo gooood,” she moaned, her feline ears twitching.

I smiled and kissed her again, holding her as I sped up a little, her legs wrapping around me as I fucked her into the couch. She moaned happily, the sound swallowed by our kiss, and I could feel her getting closer. Her body quivering with need. Her peak coming.

I milked it, drawing it out, slowing down just a bit until she was practically shaking for it. I held her close as I felt her tighten, groan.

“Ohhhhh!” she cried, her inner walls tightening with her orgasm. Squeezing me with her wonderful high. The feeling was indescribable! In that moment she felt tight, loose, ribbed, a dozen different sensations that surged through her and me.

“Oh f-fuck!” I gasped, unable to hold back from that unexpected surge, cumming with her in a sudden shudder of ecstasy.

Chamelea sighed, breath hitching as she floated on post-orgasmic bliss.

“That was… was wonderful,” she panted from under me.

“Y-yeah,” I said, still working to comprehend what had just happened. “Glad to hear it.”

Chamelea hummed, her arms pulling me down so I lay beside her. She snuggled against me, one arm stretching over me as she made herself comfortable. My own arms reflexively moved around her, pulling her in close against my chest, the furry tufts of her ears tickling my bare skin.

Soon, I heard her breathing even, her body relax against me. I sighed, propping my other arm under my head as I stared at the ceiling, content with things for the first time in a long while. Sure, there was going to be plenty of chaos in the days to come.

But for tonight at least, I was happy, and home.
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