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CHAPTER ONE: 
THE FALL 

 

This was not supposed to be happening to him. People were sup-
posed to know their place. He was John Corbin, damn it and this 
should not be happening to him. Didn’t these ingrates know who 
he was? 

The long and short of it was that of course they did. The problem 
was they weren’t afraid of him anymore. Once upon a time Inter-
gang, the multi-ethnic cooperative of organized crime families in 
Metropolis, had been feared by other criminals and those who 
thought they could enforce the law alike. The deluded might be-
lieve that the city government controlled Metropolis, but that was 
just an illusion. It was Intergang that called the shots and any poli-
tician that didn’t play ball with them found their career in civil 
service to be quite short. Corbin had risen to power in the organi-
zation after the demise of its founder Morgan Edge and he had 
been the most feared member of them all. 

Then the Roberts incident happened. He could still remember the 
frantic tone in Councilman Roberts’ voice as he called from the 
police station where he’d just been booked like a common crimi-
nal. Two reporters had dug up the truth on the matter of his no-
sey murdered intern and connections to organized crime. A lesson 
needed to be given and an example set. Those who worked with 
Intergang were untouchable and anyone who thought otherwise 
was in for a rude awakening. 

Yet Corbin had suddenly found his every avenue of control in the 
matter blocked. Judges and attorneys that had taken kickbacks 
from Intergang for years were suddenly refusing his phone calls 
and the evidence did not disappear as it should have. A couple of 
good murders would have restored order nicely, but even the en-
forcers he had sent to make an example of the reporters had 

turned themselves over to the police and refused to talk to Inter-
gang’s own lawyers about why. One of them had finally confessed 
the reason before one of Corbin's men on the inside had slid a 
shiv through his ribs. 

Superman. 

No politician wanted to be the next Roberts, unceremoniously 
hung from a light post while trying to flee, and his most powerful 
enforcers felt safer behind bars than on the streets where an un-
stoppable force in a red cape might come for them as it had for 
the two he’d sent after Kent and Lane. 

Then the investigation of him had started. The meddling reporters 
Kent and Lane never would have had the courage to even try to 
investigate him, much less bring their evidence to the public be-
fore Superman reared his ugly alien head and made people think 
there was something more powerful than Intergang. 

His failures were soon compounded as one by one his underlings 
turned State’s evidence rather than face Superman’s wrath. Con-
fidence in his leadership had quickly ebbed and now here he was; 
John Corbin, the head of Intergang, holed up in a waterfront 
warehouse with the few men still loyal to him and a warrant out 
for his arrest. It would only be a matter of time before the enforc-
ers of those who wanted to replace him would find him and close 
in for the kill. He had some surprises ready though. He would not 
go down without a fight. 

Corbin slunk up to the dirt smeared window of the warehouse 
and peered out at the docks beyond. In the distance he heard the 
wail of police sirens and they seemed to be getting closer. This 
was impossible. How could they know he was here? Who could 
have told them when he hadn’t decided on this location until 
barely two hours ago and none of his men had been out of his 
sight since? 



There was nothing to be done about it now. “Get ready,” Corbin 
told his men. The half dozen men ran to their positions. 

He heard the screeching of tires and the wail of sirens just outside 
as multiple police cars pulled to a stop. 

“John Corbin!” came a loud female voice over a megaphone. “This 
is Captain Maggie Sawyer of the Metropolis P.D. We have the 
building completely surrounded. Come out with your hands up.” 

Did she have any idea of how clichéd that sounded? Corbin 
thought as he turned to his men and gave a two word command. 

“No mercy!” 

* * *  

Captain Maggie Sawyer just had time to throw herself to the 
ground as she registered the glowing contrail which erupted from 
one of the warehouse’s upper windows. Behind her a police car 
was lifted into the sky in a ball of flame as the rocket hit home. It 
was followed by a near continuous roar from overhead and police 
officers started falling one by one as the stream of high velocity 
machinegun rounds tore through them. A string of holes the size 
of golf balls was torn into the police cruiser next to Sawyer, just 
missing her. 

“Fall back!” Sawyer screamed out to her men as she scrambled to 
find some type of cover, but against the firepower they were fac-
ing there didn’t seem to be anything that qualified. They were 
completely unprepared for this type of assault. Lane and Kent had 
been right on the money when they’d pegged this as Corbin’s bolt 
hole, but where on Earth had he gotten the military hardware 
from? 

Sawyer could only look on helplessly as a second rocket flared out 
of the warehouse and towards another cluster of cars and her 
men, but then the flame of its exhaust seemed to stop in midair. It 

took her a moment to realize what had happened, but by then the 
crimson cloaked figure who had caught the missile had already 
turned the screaming projectile around in his hand and hurled it 
into the sky where it exploded harmlessly. 

Superman. One word that summed up so many contradictions. 
His real name was supposedly Kal-El, but the moniker had stuck 
with the public far more indelibly than his name had. Savior to 
some and alien menace to others Superman was not someone 
you could have lukewarm feelings on for very long. At times like 
this when he’d just saved a dozen or more of her officers’ lives it 
was hard to remember that Superman was wanted for question-
ing in more than two dozen incidents since his appearance on the 
scene just two short months ago. No doubt tonight would be 
another such incident added to the list. 

In a blur Superman charged the machinegun nest and, with the 
light of tracers ricocheting off his chest, he tore through the wall 
of the warehouse like it was tissue. 

By the light of the flames dancing on the burning wreckage 
around her Maggie could just make out a shape slipping out the 
back of the warehouse. Her gut told her it had to be Corbin. An 
instant later the entire warehouse went up like a pyromaniac’s 
vision of Judgment Day. 

Had Superman been in there? She knew he was strong and fast, 
but she had no idea if he could survive an explosion like that. 
Then her focus shifted back to Corbin. He had to be the one re-
sponsible for the explosion. She bolted from behind her cover and 
after the man fleeing down the waterfront. 

Corbin lost her amidst stacks of shipping containers lining the 
dock and Sawyer raised her weapon to the high ready position, 
pressed herself up against the side of the nearest container and 
strained her ears for some sign of Corbin. She slid carefully along 
the container, well aware of the stupidity of not waiting for back-
up, but not wanting to reveal her position to Corbin. 



In the eerie silence she heard a thumping noise ahead of her and 
worked her way along until she made it to the water’s edge where 
a small boat was being bumped up against the docks by the cur-
rent. There was no sign of Corbin. 

Her instinct to turn kept the blow from striking her square in the 
back of her head; instead the steel pipe impacted on her shoulder, 
knocking her to her knees and hurling her weapon from her hand. 

Stupid rookie mistake! her mind screamed at her as Corbin circled 
around her and towards the boat, his over-sized pistol pointed at 
her face. 

“I guess this is goodbye Captain,” Corbin gloated and casually 
pulled the trigger. 

They had always said that time seemed to slow down in moments 
like this; when death was but a moment away. Sawyer was more 
than amazed to find it to be true. Yet even as hyperaware as her 
senses were at the moment she did not see him move. One in-
stant she was registering the muzzle flash not ten feet from her 
face. The next Superman was in front of her; her vision little more 
than a sea of crimson from the cloak that flowed about him. There 
was a quite audible ping like metal bouncing off metal and past 
Superman’s cape she could almost see Corbin stagger as blood 
erupted from his chest and he fell backwards into the river. 

“Are you alright?” Superman asked Sawyer in a powerful booming 
voice, his back still to her. 

“Yeah,” Sawyer managed. He looked ready to spring into the sky 
or to wherever he went when he wasn’t around, but she spoke up 
first. “What about Corbin?” 

Superman just shook his head with his back to her. “The bullet 
ricocheted and tore right into his heart. I’m sorry.” Maybe the 
pipe had hurt her worse than she thought but the brief glimpses 
she caught of his face seemed blurry and out of focus. 

“He’s the one who pulled the trigger,” Sawyer responded, not 
sure what to think. She couldn’t feel sorry for Corbin after what 
he’d done and yet from his tone Superman seemed genuinely sor-
ry that Corbin was dead. What exactly was she dealing with here? 

“You’re wanted for questioning you know,” she said finally. 

“I know,” Superman said, still not turning to face her but not leav-
ing yet either which had to be a first. 

“Look, its Kal isn’t it? It’s not like I could even try to hold you Kal, 
but could you at least tell me something?” Sawyer asked. “What’s 
your agenda?” 

“I’m just trying to help,” he said. 

Sawyer could hear people running towards her; other police by 
the sound of it and probably Kent and Lane too. She knew she’d 
have time for just one more question before Kal-El would certain-
ly bolt. 

“But why as this Superman?” She asked. 

“Because no one else can,” Superman answered as he tore off in-
to the sky. Not two seconds later a crowd of fellow officers was 
upon her with Inspector Dan Turpin in the lead. 

“Maggie? Maggie, you alright?” He drawled as he came up to her 
and the rest of the officers spread out to secure to the scene. Dan 
had the look of a worried father on his face. 

“Fine. I’m fine Dan,” she responded reassuringly to the grizzled 
police veteran. Though she outranked him, rank didn’t mean 
much when a policeman was talking to the likes of Dan Turpin. 
She bet that Dan had taught half his superiors everything they 
knew about detective work. 

“Clark, come on,” Maggie heard the reporter Lois Lane say in an 
exasperated tone from the edge of the crowd. “I swear if you 



moved any slower you’d be going back in time.” By rights she 
could have refused to let them come along on the raid and could 
have them held at bay by her officers now, but the fact of the 
matter was that as good as her detectives were, uncovering the 
evidence against John Corbin had been mostly their doing and, 
unlike a certain crimson caped alien, Clark Kent and Lois Lane 
knew how to play ball with the police. 

“We got Corbin’s men,” Dan told her. “Superman got them out of 
the building just as it blew and dumped them in our laps before 
flying this way,” he added in response to her unspoken question. 
“Where’s Corbin?” 

“Dead,” Maggie said simply as she pointed to waterline with her 
left arm; her right shoulder was starting to ache. The adrenaline 
was starting to wear off. “We’ll probably need divers.” 

“Did Superman…?” Dan began. 

“No,” Sawyer cut him off. “Corbin tried to put a bullet in my head. 
The shot ricocheted and he wound up hitting himself.” 

“Can’t say I’m sorry to hear that,” Dan replied. 

“Superman was,” Sawyer said. 

Dan just grunted. “Whaddaya think his game is?” 

“I don’t think he’s playing a game Dan,” Sawyer said. 

“You think he’s the real deal?” Dan asked skeptically. 

“I don’t know,” Sawyer said irritably. “Why don’t you go ask 
them?” she added indicating Clark Kent and Lois Lane, perhaps 
the only two reporters in Superman’s cheering section. The rest 
seemed to enjoy the endless speculation over Superman’s ‘true 
agenda’ of which every reporter seemed to have a pet theory. 

Sawyer had actually wondered about their continuing support; 
few reporters enjoyed running so against the tide of their profes-
sion’s consensus. She didn’t wonder anymore. Kent and Lane 
were the only two reporters to have ever actually met Superman; 
even if that meeting had been just as brief as Sawyer’s own con-
versation with him just now. Sawyer was quickly coming to the 
conclusion that you could not actually meet Superman and con-
tinue to doubt his intentions. 

Sawyer sighed and ran her left hand through her unruly dark hair. 
She’d have to make a statement to the press sooner or later and it 
may as well be to people she liked. 

* * *  

John Corbin knew only dull grey; neither the blackness of the ab-
yss nor the white brilliance of some paradise. The pain had been 
surprisingly brief. A small part of his brain understood what was 
happening to him. He was asphyxiating; his heart was ripped open 
and unable to deliver his life blood and its precious oxygen to his 
brain. Like a slowly dying ember he was slipping away. He couldn’t 
feel anything. 

Then a cold hollow voice that chilled what was left of his soul 
echoed in his head. 

“TELL ME WHAT YOU WISH.” 

άL ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜΦέ 

“I CAN GRANT YOU LIFE.” 

άL ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΦέ 

“I CAN GRANT YOU STRENGTH.” 

άL ǿƛǎƘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǾŜƴƎŜΦέ 

“I CAN GIVE YOU WHAT YOU SEEK.” 



ά²Ƙŀǘ Ƴǳǎǘ L ŘƻΚέ 

“SERVE ME.” 

John Corbin’s mind hesitated for only a moment, torn between his 
desire for dominance and his desire to live. In the end it was no 
choice at all. 

άLΩƭƭ Řƻ ƛǘΦέ 

“THEN YOU SHALL BE REBORN.” 

A wave of fire passed through John Corbin and pressed in upon 
his mind. Then the grey was gone from him and he had never felt 
more alive. He opened his eyes, though they were no longer quite 
what they had been before and looked upon the face of his savior. 
He was a callow gaunt man; his skin tinged a sickly grey; his eyes 
dead and cold. His forehead seemed overlarge, thin strands of 
dark hair hung from his scalp and he was dressed only in dingy 
rags. Not exactly what he had expected a savior to look like. 

Corbin stood up on the river bank before the man and felt power 
flowing through him. He had never felt more alive. He looked 
again at the man who had saved him with gratitude. 

“What should I call you… master?” 

As the strange man stared back at him, his eyes seemed to glow 
with a sickly blue-green light and a triangle of orbs began to glow 
on his forehead. 

“I AM BRAINIAC,” its hollow voice rang out. 

The odd name was familiar and it took a moment to place it. The 
alien. The alien supposedly destroyed by Superman a few months 
back. “What did you do to me?” 

“I HAVE NEED OF A PARTICULAR TYPE OF SERVANT IF MY PLANS ARE TO REACH 

FRUITION,” Brainiac said. “I HAVE NEED OF A METALLO.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER TWO: 
HEARTLESS 

 

The meeting was just a formality, but it was an important one; 
traditions needed to be upheld and the new head of Intergang 
officially recognized with the appropriate ceremonies. Corbin had 
never really gone in for the pomp and circumstance, but it served 
him well today, because ceremonies were predictable. 

It was called the Rat-Hole and it dated back to the days of Prohibi-
tion, when organized crime had first found its foothold in the then 
quiet city of Metropolis in the running of booze, numbers and 
guns. Once upon a time it had been the secret storehouse for the 
criminal kingpin Martin “Boss Moxie” Mannheim. When Morgan 
Edge first wrestled Intergang into existence almost thirty years 
ago, he had selected the Rat-Hole as a neutral meeting ground for 
the member families, a place where business could be conducted 
and no one held the higher ground. 

It would be where the bosses who had sought his removal would 
come to elect a new head for Intergang; as if any of them stood a 
chance against Superman. So Corbin came too. So long as he deli-
vered what Brainiac needed, he would have free reign; and with 
the power he now possessed what a reign it would be. 

Metallo. Corbin liked the sound of that. They were the elite of the 
Kryptonian Dominion’s servants Brainiac had told him. They were 
the enforcers of their will amongst their subject peoples; granted 
power in exchange for their service; the mind of a loyal subject in 
the body of an unstoppable war machine. 

Not that you could tell by looking at him. Like those Terminators 
from the movies, his former human visage concealed the machine 
within. Only one thing was missing; his heart. It had taken him al-
most a day, so overwhelmed was he with his new powers, to real-
ize that he could no longer feel his heart beating within his chest. 

Some sort of reactor now dwelt there, powering his cybernetic 
body; but that was a small price to pay. Not compared to the 
sweet revenge he’d have just as soon as his tasks for Brainiac 
were complete; sooner if Superman or those reporters decided to 
interfere. 

It was those tasks as much as the desire to regain control over 
what was rightfully his that drew Corbin to the Rat-Hole. He 
needed the black market connections only Intergang had if he was 
to supply Brainiac with many of the raw materials needed for… 
well, whatever the hell it needed them for. 

Corbin moved with surprising silence through the abandoned 
cobblestone sewer lines beneath the region of the city called 
Hobbes Bay on the maps and Suicide Slum by everyone else. His 
eyes no longer needed any light to see; automatically adjusting to 
the pitch black around him so that he now saw with heat instead. 
Even behind the old steel door to the Rat-Hole Corbin could hear 
the business-like discussion between the family heads in the dis-
tance. It had always amused him that an organization that was 
essentially a band of thugs used Roberts Rules of Order in their 
meetings. 

Corbin had carefully ensured that no one family gained too much 
power so as to challenge his authority and in his wake it meant 
that none of them was powerful enough to seize control on their 
own so there would be have to be major concessions on all sides. 
From the sound of things a compromise had not quite been 
reached yet. 

“Martin Vasquez is simply unacceptable,” came the heavily ac-
cented voice from the leader of one of the Asian gangs, Fung Cha-
kuri, if Corbin recalled correctly. “It was because of his operation 
that three of the Xue Shen’s men were killed three years ago.” 

“May I ask who you’d suggest then?” came the retort of Antonio 
Magaldi, head of the Magaldi drug cartel. “Certainly you aren’t 



thinking of yourself for the position. The Xue Shen don’t have the 
muscle to lead Intergang. Not with Superman in the picture.” 

“Then obviously you’re out of the running as well, eh Tony?” San-
chez Rodriguez said sarcastically. “You replaced your yacht yet?” 
he added, twisting the knife. 

Corbin tore off the steel door with one hand and stood face to 
face with a dozen of the most powerful men in Metropolis, not 
one of whom was entirely in control of their own bladders at this 
moment. 

“Gentlemen,” Corbin said smoothly. “Allow me to suggest a com-
promise candidate.” 

He smiled wickedly. This was going to be fun. 

* * *  

 “So, what’s on the big board of fun for today?” Lois asked as she 
sat down at her desk next to Clark’s. 

“If by ‘fun’ you mean ‘Pulitzer worthy story that will alter the fa-
bric of society as we know it’… bupkiss,” Clark responded from his 
own desk. 

“What is that anyway?” Lois asked with a raised eyebrow. 

“Bupkiss?” Clark responded. “C’mon. You spent more than 
enough time in Smallville to know it means zip, zero, nada, noth-
ing,” Clark said as he ticked off synonyms on his fingers. 

“I know what it means,” Lois replied, “I meant what is it? Where 
did the term ‘bupkiss’ come from? Is it ethnic? An acronym? 
Slang? What does it mean?” 

“It sounds Yiddish,” Jenny Cartman said from two desks down. 
“You’d be surprised how many words are actually Yiddish,” she 
added to the raised eyebrows of Lois and Clark. “Well, it’s true.” 

“God,” Jim exclaimed as he walked by en route to his own desk. 
“You know it’s a slow news day when Ms. Lane starts with the 
‘origin of words’ game.” 

“Oh, it is not,” Lois rebuked him. She clicked open the memo at 
the top of her E-mail. “Look right here’s a perfectly riveting… an-
nouncement of a press conference at STAR Labs,” she finished in a 
defeated tone as she let her chin slump down onto the desk. She 
ran a hand through her shoulder length brown hair, grasped the 
pencil propped behind her right ear and idly flipped it at Clark. 
“Why can’t every day here be insane… like Gotham?” 

“At least our days don’t require making up an urban legend to 
spice up the stories,” Jim responded. 

Lois wasn’t so sure about that. While it was true that Gotham was 
a long way from Smallville, one could not completely rule out 
some man-bat mutation having made its way there. 

“Besides,” Clark interjected, “we’ve had our share of interesting 
days. Two nights ago wasn’t a quiet evening and I’d hardly call the 
last month boring.” He was, of course, referring to John Corbin, 
the former head of Intergang whose career and life had come to a 
fiery end two nights before. 

No, the last few days hadn’t been completely boring; things were 
definitely picking up for both Clark and herself on both the profes-
sional and Superman front. The latter were what she’d started 
calling the investigations she and Clark had pursued where shout-
ing their actual involvement on the front page of the Daily Planet 
would be ill advised. There were two such reasons for this. The 
first was simply that, while Superman’s assistance in bringing cer-
tain individuals to justice along with all the evidence they’d ever 
need to convict just showing up out of nowhere was quietly ap-
preciated by certain members of the police force, the fact re-
mained that their intervention in criminal matters was just this 
side of vigilantism. The second was that neither she nor Clark 



could appear to be too close to ‘Superman’ or people might get 
suspicious. 

Thus, there was already a treasure trove of stories where the pub-
lic simply didn’t know of the real story. Lois, for her part, had ac-
tually written the stories anyway figuring that someday posterity 
might want to know the truth. She had typed them up on an old 
1940’s typewriter and kept the ever growing ream of papers hid-
den in an old shoebox under her bed. She knew she’d need to find 
a more secure place eventually, but for now it was the best she’d 
come up with. 

Of course, some of the stories had been impossible to hide Su-
perman’s involvement in, such as the liberation, or break-out de-
pending on who you asked, of the imprisoned victims of krypto-
nite poisoning from the DEO facility in Smallville a month ago. 
Scores of witnesses had seen Superman storm into the facility and 
free the captives and the involvement of Clark and herself 
couldn’t be covered up either. The fact that they were reporters 
seeking out the truth and that Superman claimed to represent 
truth and justice actually worked to excuse the times they were 
seen in close proximity surprisingly well, however. 

What wasn’t a surprise to Lois was the speed at which the federal 
government went to work on the matter of the ‘metahumans’ as 
they had become known. Public scrutiny was by far the best moti-
vator for action when it came to the government and, just as with 
the knowledge of Superman and alien menaces from space, 
people wanted to be reassured that things were going to be pret-
ty much like they were the day before and the day before that. 

Fat chance of things ever being ‘normal’ again though. Barry Allen, 
a new friend of theirs, was making a brash showing over in Central 
City as a crimson-clad crime fighter called the Flash. He had also 
made his first major enemy going up against the first official ‘su-
pervillain,’ Sean Kelvin, now calling himself Captain Cold. She still 

shivered at the thought of him and his attempt to turn her into a 
frozen popsicle on their first date almost a decade ago. 

The Flash was turning out to be a media darling, since unlike Su-
perman he actually stood still long enough to give interviews. Be-
tween his mask and ability to vibrate into a blur that made his fea-
tures and voice indistinct, Barry was a lot more public in his ac-
tions than Clark was able to be. 

Even though Clark would never go for a mask; he still felt ridicul-
ous wearing a cape and he didn’t want ‘Superman’ to appear to 
be hiding anything, Lois had pointed out the same super-speed 
vibration trick that Barry used to blur his features could work for 
Clark too. 

The idea did have its drawbacks. Clark complained that things 
looked a little blurry and that it was harder to make out the 
slurred sounds of people’s voices. It also tended to give him a 
headache after a minute or two. In addition Clark had to remem-
ber to speak very slowly or he sounded something like a chip-
munk; which was really funny, but not exactly the voice of author-
ity and power. Still, the trick was now there if he needed it. 

Lois suspected that the Flash was going to be just the first in a 
wave of superhuman imitators donning masks and trying to be 
heroes. The government was doing everything it could to fight 
that notion, however. Already Congress had created the sanitary 
sounding Committee on Metahuman Affairs to oversee the re-
structuring of the DEO and to come up with legislation, if any, to 
deal with metahumans. CSPAN had been devoting quite a bit of 
coverage to the new committee and Lois had spent many an 
evening watching the progress of their many hearings while trying 
to get exhausted enough to go to sleep. Particularly amusing had 
been the debate over whether Superman should be included in 
the category of metahuman in terms of regulation or whether he 
was in a category by himself due to his alien nature. It was amaz-
ing how many people thought he was a relatively recent arrival 



and not connected in any way to the meteor shower of almost a 
quarter century past that was responsible for giving all the meta-
humans their powers. 

Less amusing had been discussions of enforcement and the ‘su-
per-soldier’ research of foreign nations. Though it was going no-
where, the call for the outlawing of metahumans continued to 
echo in the United Nations. At the same time rumors were float-
ing in from overseas of other nations trying to produce superhu-
mans as a counterbalance to the so-called ‘strategic metahuman 
advantage’ enjoyed by the United States. 

None of which had been especially surprising and was actually ra-
ther predictable. Several of Lois’ overseas contacts pointed to re-
search being conducted in Polkistan and Themyscria as the most 
likely to produce results in the near future. 

What had been a surprise to Lois was the identity of the freshman 
Congressman who’d been placed in charge of the new committee; 
her old friend Lana Lang. Well, friend might not exactly be the 
best word anymore. As with so much of Lois’ life after that fateful 
summer eight years ago, nothing had been the same. 

Lana Lang had returned to Smallville briefly after her studies 
abroad, taking up residence at the Luthor Estate since the home 
she had previously shared with Lois and her father was gone. Gos-
sip in town speculated the two were having an affair, but Lois 
knew better. Lana was like a younger sibling to Lex and became 
his protégé while she was still in Smallville. At first she had 
planned on staying, but shortly after the incident with Marcus 
Krieger she could not leave fast enough… not that Lois could 
blame her. She wondered if she would have had the stomach to 
stay if it had been her father’s long dead corpse that had been 
animated by Krieger’s kryptonite-induced power and not Lana’s 
parents. 

All Lois really knew was that Lana had cut herself off from every-
thing associated with Smallville after that. There had been rumors 

of a brief stay at Belle Reeve, but Lois had never confirmed them. 
All she really knew before a few weeks ago was that Lana Lang 
had enrolled at Oxford the following fall and that was the last Lois 
had heard of her. 

It was, in part, her own desire to have as little to do with Small-
ville as possible once she’d started her new life that kept Lois 
from learning the rest of the story until just a few weeks ago. It 
seemed that Lana Lang had returned to the States and Smallville 
just over two years ago where she’d received the welcome of a 
favorite daughter and quickly parleyed that into a seat in local 
government and then a seat in the U.S. Congress as probably the 
youngest Congressman ever; she only just met the Constitutional-
ly required age of twenty-five when she had been sworn in and 
had actually been underage during the election itself. Smallville 
had always had a weakness for granting Lana Lang her every wish. 

The calculation of her return and parlay of that into an office that 
would actually require her to spend much of her time far from 
Smallville reminded her more than a little of Lex’s own business 
savvy and maneuvers. He’d never brought it up with her, but she 
suspected that Lex and Lana still kept in touch. It also reminded 
her again of how much all of them had changed, how much inno-
cence had been lost to them, in the years since they’d first met. 

Speaking of meetings… 

“Well, boring as it might be, one of you is going to have to cover 
it, just in case they have something interesting to say,” Lois said to 
Clark and Jim. 

“Why can’t you do it?” Jim asked. 

“Because I, alas, have plans with Lex this afternoon,” she said with 
a contented expression that told the world she was not regretting 
having to miss the press conference at all. “He called me this 
morning and asked if I could come over around noon.” 



“How positively boyfriendly of him,” Clark remarked. His tone was 
carefully neutral. He hadn’t missed the fact that Lex hadn’t been 
around nearly as much in the past month. 

“Isn’t it?” Lois said with a smile. Truthfully she’d been getting a bit 
worried. Lex had seemed a bit more distant in the last month, in-
viting her over for lunch or dinner only once or twice a week and 
not dropping by the Planet at all when before he’d seen her al-
most daily. Lex had assured her it was just the stress of his current 
top-secret project, but Lois hadn’t been so certain until he’d just 
called her out of the blue and asked her come over. 

“So how are we going to decide this?” Jim asked. “Flip a coin? 
Draw straws?” 

“How about pistols at ten paces?” Lois added. 

“But would the winner be the one who’s still standing or the one 
who’s dead?” Jim asked. 

“Well the dead one obviously wouldn’t have to cover the press 
conference,” Clark pointed out. 

“Ah, so he’s the winner then,” Jim responded. 

“Yeah, I guess so,” Clark said. “Look, why don’t we both go? That 
way each of only has to be conscious and paying attention for half 
the presentation. Who knows, maybe they’ll even be unveiling 
some sort of advanced technology that will make life better for 
the world,” Clark added, looking vainly for some type of bright 
side. 

“Well, I’ve heard rumors that they’ve perfected a room tempera-
ture superconductor using an alloy of molybdenum and tungsten. 
Think they’re ready to announce it?” Jim said, sounding just a bit 
too eager. 

“Geekdom, thy name is Jimmy Olsen,” Lois snarked. 

“What?” Jim asked in amazement. “Oh, come on I can’t be the 
only one here who’s interested in the practical applications that a 
room temperature superconductor would have on computer 
processing, not to mention power distribution and the implica-
tions that it would have on world commerce?” 

Apparently he was, for only blank stares met him. Jenny Cartman 
couldn’t contain a snigger. Jim’s shoulders drooped and he looked 
crestfallen. 

“I’m going to my desk now,” he said in a voice that was almost a 
whimper. 

“Sure we can’t convince you to come along?” Clark asked. 

“Please,” Lois responded quietly. “I’m dating a scientific genius 
who brings his work home with him on a daily basis, I work with 
someone who defies the known laws of physics and am even now 
wearing a piece of technology on my wrist that would probably 
take STAR Labs a millennia just to develop the instruments neces-
sary to start analyzing it,” she said indicating her Kryptonian 
bracelet. “I’m drowning in science every single day. The last thing I 
need is even more. I could use a break from it to tell you the 
truth.” 

* * *  

An hour later Clark was feeling a similar sentiment. STAR Labs was 
indeed announcing a breakthrough in creating room temperature 
superconductors and Jimmy was thoroughly engrossed. Clark on 
the other hand was having trouble keeping his eyes focused. Even 
the pretty blonde, Dr. Faulkner, giving the presentation was not 
enough to hold his attention. Not that she wasn’t attractive, but 
she wasn’t his type. If he was willing to dwell on it he’d admit that 
‘not his type’ was really just code for ‘not Lois Lane.’ But Lois was 
happy with Lex and they both deserved happiness. He’d gone on a 
few dates with Catherine Grant, a reporter for KGBS News, but 
there wasn’t any chemistry and unlike Lois who knew the reason 



he was always ‘running late,’ Cat had had far less patience for it. 
They pretty much agreed to be friends after the third date and 
that was the end of that. 

He looked around the press pool just to see if she was here, but 
alas, it was her annoying co-worker Jack Ryder who was here 
representing KGBS and being forced to listen to the endless prat-
tle of scientific theory. Clark was very good at practical science; 
he’d picked up quite a bit during his less than formal post-high 
school education traveling the globe. The esoterica, however, was 
completely lost on him. Clark felt like he may as well have been 
listening to the mindless technobabble from a bad episode of Star 
Trek for all the meaning he was getting out of the STAR Labs 
scientists droning on; from the expressions on many of the other 
reporters’ faces he wasn’t the only one. 

Unlike the other hapless reporters who had to simply endure it, 
Clark kept from going stir crazy by practicing with his heightened 
senses; he’d already swept the building with his X-Ray vision to 
the point he could navigate it in his sleep and was now trying to 
focus in on distant conversations just to see how well he was able 
to pick them out of a crowd. 

This was why he heard it first; the sound of metal tearing and 
stone giving way. His X-Ray vision kicked in with barely a con-
scious thought as he swept across the STAR Labs compound. He 
actually blinked at what he was seeing. It looked like some sort of 
robot was tearing its way through one of STAR Labs’ rear loading 
docks. He saw it grab someone, a guard given the presence of a 
weapon on his hip, and hurl them across the loading dock like a 
rag doll. Clark bolted upright in his seat, but no one noticed; they 
were too busy doing the same as the steady ringing of an alarm 
echoed through the conference room. Whatever internal sensors 
STAR Labs had had finally engaged. 

Clark watched as the crowd of reporters and scientists rose from 
their seats in a wave of confusion. To Clark’s annoyance he found 

that it would probably have been easier to slip away if the alarm 
hadn’t sounded; no one would have questioned a reporter slip-
ping away from such a dull presentation for a phone call, smoke, 
or just to leave early. Now he was stuck amidst a sea of people 
who, while they weren’t particularly paying attention to him, 
were also in his way. 

“What do you think is going on Clark?” Jim asked from beside him. 

“I dunno,” Clark said, scanning the crowd for an unobtrusive way 
out. “We should ask Dr. Faulkner,” he added indicating the young 
woman who was looking about in confusion from up on the po-
dium. 

“I’m with you,” Jim said with eagerness in his voice as he started 
towards the front podium, presumably with Clark right behind. It 
was a full two seconds before he realized that Clark wasn’t still 
with him. “Clark?” He called out as he turned around to look into 
the sea of reporters to find him nowhere in sight. 

Sorry Jimmy, Clark thought by way of an apology as he slipped out 
one of the side-doors. Superman needs his privacy. Then the 
scene of confusion within the room seemed to freeze in place as 
he went into super-speed and tore down the hallway; pulling off 
his glasses and tie as he did so. By the time he hit the front doors 
he was no longer wearing a business suit but the crimson emblem 
and cloak he wore beneath; the disguise which caused the world 
see a Superman where there was really only Clark Kent. 

In the eerie silence that always surrounded him at super speed he 
took to the sky shooting along a course that took him out and 
around the center of town before swinging back to STAR Labs. He 
slowed down as he did so; letting people actually see the red 
streak that was almost always all anyone saw of him flying in from 
outside the city. Clark had never been terribly good at outright 
lying; his father and mother’s influence, but he’d gotten better 
over the years at the art of misdirection. 



Clark rocketed through the hole in the loading docks and came to 
a stop, letting time return to normal around him. He needed his 
super-hearing more than his speed at this point and the two did 
not interact well at all; the compression waves in the air that the 
ears registered as sound were just as frozen in place as everything 
else. 

Clark let both his x-ray vision and hearing take in the surround-
ings. There was the guard who had been thrown across the room. 
He had several broken ribs, but his heartbeat was strong and he 
could see no signs of internal bleeding, and there was the robot, 
or whatever it was, down the hallway to the left. Not that he 
needed his heightened senses to follow the trail of carnage. It 
seemed to almost enjoy the destruction it was causing. 

Clark again let his speed engage and ran down the hallway after 
the renegade machine, but when he turned the corner and saw it 
he almost did a double take. He didn’t see a robot striding down 
the hallway ahead of him, but a man in a business suit with short 
graying hair. 

Even more shocking was that even slowed down as he was rela-
tive to Clark the man seemed to be reacting to his presence. He 
was turning ever so slowly, though to anyone other than Clark it 
would be almost a blur and one of his arms was outstretched to-
wards him with his palm open. 

Then Clark felt something strike him like a sledgehammer to the 
chest and hurl him back through the air. He felt his super speed 
collapse around him and the world resumed normal speed as he 
slammed into the corner he had just rounded and left a crater in 
the wall before sliding to the floor. Clark hadn’t even seen it com-
ing. He couldn’t have. For as fast as he was, nothing was faster 
than the speed of light. 

Another hammering blow struck him across the face and slammed 
him again into the concrete wall behind him. It was only then was 
he able to catch a good look at the familiar face standing over 

him. The very man he and Lois had spent the better part of the 
last month investigating and whose corpse was supposed to be 
lost in the river at this very moment. 

“Hello Superman,” Corbin said mockingly. “I’ve heard some 
people call you the Man of Steel. Hope you weren’t attached to it 
because that title’s mine now!” He let fly with a kick into Clark’s 
chest that sent him flying back into the wall for a third time and 
then grabbed Clark by the front of shirt and hurled him as hard as 
he could into the ceiling. 

Clark felt the ceiling above give way as he was hurled up into the 
next level before crashing back down on the floor of some office 
flat on his back. He just needed a moment to get his bearings, but 
Corbin gave him no chance, he leapt up through the hole he’d just 
created with the slightest effort and pile-drivered his fist into 
Clark’s face. 

“Let’s make this a little more public,” Corbin said as he picked 
Clark up again, and this time hurled him through the wall of the 
office. Clark found himself hammering through wall after wall un-
til he finally broke through the wall into the conference room he 
had just exited not a minute before. 

Great, Clark grumbled to himself. Just what I needed. A room full 
of people who might actually recognize me. He took advantage of 
his flowing cloak and let it flow around him as he skidded to a 
stop on the floor. Not the most dignified of landings, but at least 
no one could see his face. 

Fortunately everyone’s attention immediately turned to the 
sound of Corbin’s voice coming from the hole he had just exited 
through. 

“And they say you need money to get your message out,” Corbin 
said in a mocking tone to the assembled reporters. “I think people 
need a little reminder of who the real power in Metropolis is,” he 
called out, basking in the sudden focus of media upon him. 



“Couldn’t agree more,” Clark called out in his most booming 
voice. The crowd of reporters turned to face him but didn’t see or 
hear Clark Kent at all, just Superman. He twirled his cape dramati-
cally outwards around himself and his face was little more than a 
blur while his voice was a thundering octave lower than his usual 
baritone. 

That was extent of the look the press corps got of Superman, for 
once again the world slowed around him as he launched himself 
straight at Corbin; tackling him and carrying him back along the 
path of destruction he’d just made. Hammering Corbin into the 
concrete floor of the level below, Clark didn’t let up the pressure 
as he slowed down just enough to be able to question the mad-
man. 

“What’s your game Corbin? What did you hope to gain here?” he 
bellowed as he continued to pummel Corbin, knocking him back 
into the loading docks. As powerful as he was, so long as he didn’t 
have the opportunity to throw another sucker punch, Clark easily 
had the upper hand. Another solid blow sent Corbin flying into a 
stack of crates like a rag doll. 

What emerged was a horror. Half of Corbin’s face had been torn 
away to reveal a metallic skull and a glowing red eye socket. Clark 
took a step back in shock. While it was true he’d seen the strange 
robotic skeleton with his X-Ray vision, to see it exposed and mixed 
with human flesh was disturbing. 

“What happened to you Corbin?” Clark demanded. 

“You happened to me you alien freak!” Corbin yelled back, his 
voice now tainted with a clearly synthetic quality. “I became this… 
this Metallo because it was the only way I could survive to get re-
venge on those who thought I could be brought down.” 

“What did S.T.A.R. Labs ever do to you?” Clark demanded. 

“Nothing Superman,” Corbin answered. “S.T.A.R. is strictly busi-
ness; a trade for services rendered. You on the other hand are 
going to be seeing a lot more of me in the future.” 

“What makes you think I’m going to let you get out of here at all?” 
Clark replied. 

“Because while we were involved in this little tussle my men 
planted a bomb somewhere in the building that will kill a lot of 
innocent people,” Corbin said as his blank eye socket flickered 
momentarily; Clark could almost hear the click of a radio transmit-
ter being activated in the lunatic’s head. “Your choice hero. 
You’ve got thirty seconds.” 

Clark’s heightened senses strained for some sign of truth or de-
ception; heart rate, increased breathing, anything, but Corbin’s 
robot form gave nothing away and there was no other choice. 
Clark turned and shot back the way they had just come and 
opened up his senses wide while silently cursing the villain who 
was even now making his escape and that his hearing and super 
speed could not be used simultaneously. 

Ten seconds down and the only thing Clark could hear were Cor-
bin’s footsteps racing away at incredible speed; he’d be long gone 
before he could find the bomb. Twenty seconds down and Clark 
considered abandoning the search in favor of evacuating the 
crowd, but he knew his best chance to save everyone was to find 
the bomb itself. 

There! With just five seconds left before Corbin’s deadline Clark’s 
x-ray vision found it; a package in the outgoing mail pile in the 
front lobby where even now dozens of people were gathered. The 
timer and dense mass of what could only be plastic explosives 
stood out like a beacon. Time slowed as he barreled along the 
path of carnage Corbin had caused and which was also the short-
est route to the package. He raced past the virtually still forms of 
his fellow reporters who were even now reaching for their cell 
phones in a rush to report what had suddenly become an interest-



ing story; Corbin was alive and now apparently as strong as Su-
perman. The blast of wind he would leave in his wake would no 
doubt draw the curious out into the lobby beyond for what would 
no doubt be the focus of the story; in Clark’s experience nothing 
seemed to warrant more headlines than when reporters found 
their lives unexpectedly in danger. 

He reached the package with what he figured was about four 
seconds left on the clock, a lifetime at super speed, but Clark 
didn’t know whether the bomb had any motion sensitive triggers 
yet. People had just begun to react to the red streak and thunder-
clap of his entry by the time Clark had completed a more tho-
rough x-ray of the bomb; over a pound of military grade C4, but 
no motion triggers; just a radio receiver and a timer currently 
counting down to just two seconds. He grabbed the bomb and 
poured on the speed as he raced out the front doors and into the 
sky. 

Clark hurled himself upwards a thousand feet before coming to a 
dead stop and hurling the package into the sky with all his might. 
Then he allowed time to return to normal around him as he 
watched the small dot recede into the sky and mentally ticked off 
the remaining time. 

Two. 

One. 

The explosion was large enough to be seen and heard across the 
city, but it was just sound and fury, too far away from anything to 
cause any damage. Clark vainly stretched his heightened senses 
across the area below, hoping for some sign of Corbin, but he 
found only nothing. He’d probably ducked into the old sewers. 
Even though they had ceased being used decades ago, many of 
the streets were still lined with lead pipes from the twenties 
which played havoc with his x-ray vision and there was no heart 
beat or breathing pattern to pick up on. 

Clark tore off towards the city limits, accelerating as he did so and 
kicking in the super speed until he was virtually invisible to the 
naked eye. Then he doubled back on his course towards S.T.A.R. 
Labs and barely two seconds later he had slipped unnoticed into 
the pack of reporters he’d left not three minutes earlier. To eve-
ryone there it was like he’d never left. 

“There you are,” he heard Jimmy calling out to him as the younger 
man ran up. “I turned around for a second and you were lost in 
the crowd. Did you see Superman?” 

“Who didn’t?” Clark responded trying his best to sound impressed 
and awed as everyone else seemed to be. “Any idea what was 
going on?” 

“That seems to be the question of the hour,” Jimmy replied. 
“Looks like if we’re going to find out anything we’re going to have 
to put up with the rest of our media circus. So much for an exclu-
sive,” he grumbled. 

“Yeah, too bad,” Clark said absent-mindedly. An exclusive was the 
last thing on his mind. How had Corbin survived or was that robot-
ic creature even Corbin at all? And what had he been hoping to 
accomplish? Too many questions and too much frustration. 

At least Lois was having a good day. 

* * *  

 “Lois, I’m glad you could make it,” Lex called out from behind his 
desk as Lois entered into his office. He was staring out the win-
dow and didn’t turn to greet her. 

“I’m glad you invited me,” Lois remarked as she strode across the 
room to him and stretched up to give him a kiss on the cheek. This 
proved to be somewhat difficult, for Lex did not bend down to 
meet her halfway as he usually did. 



“Lex, what’s wrong?” Lois asked, sensing the tension in her boy-
friend. 

“Lois, you know I’m a busy man,” Lex said after a too long mo-
ment. “Other people might have the time to waste on unproduc-
tive ventures, but I don’t have that luxury. There’s far too much 
riding on me and what I have to do for me to indulge myself in 
things that aren’t going anywhere.” 

“What’s going on Lex?” Lois asked again as she subconsciously 
took a step back, as if bracing herself for what her conscious mind 
had yet to register. 

“I don’t expect you to understand this Lois,” Lex said simply. “But I 
have a destiny.” 

“I’d probably understand better than you’d think,” Lois respond-
ed. “There had to be some higher purpose to why I survived that 
explosion.” She didn’t have to mention which explosion. There 
was only one in her life that had changed everything… that had 
cost her the life of her father and the life she’d once known as the 
naive girl Chloe Sullivan. 

“That’s not the same,” Lex said. “That’s you trying to find meaning 
in a senseless event. I’m referring to actual prophesies written in, 
or rather painted on, stone that foretell my role in something 
greater than myself.” 

Lois’ first reaction was stunned silence as if she’d been slapped. 
She gaped at Lex with an outraged expression on her face. How 
dare Lex belittle what happened to her father, even if he didn’t 
intend it? Then she registered the second part of what Lex had 
said and her eyes narrowed. 

“This is about Superman again isn’t it?” Lois shot back. 

“And what brings you to that conclusion?” Lex asked. 

“The caves,” Lois responded. “You were just referring to the Ki-
watche cave paintings. You think they’re about you and Super-
man.” 

“Now what would give you that impression?” Lex responded with 
his usual disarming grin. 

“Clark brought them up after the hit piece you ran on him,” Lois 
retorted churlishly. Then a flash of mortal fear crossed her eyes as 
she realized what she’d just said. 

“Superman is not a him, Lois,” Lex replied bitterly, missing the sig-
nificance. “It’s an alien creature masquerading as a man and it has 
to be stopped.” 

“But why?” Lois asked, silently thanking the sloppiness of the Eng-
lish language. “What’s he ever done to anyone other than try to 
help?” 

“If you know about the caves then you know about the legend. 
Numan will come from the sky in a rain of fire with the strength of 
ten men and able to shoot fire from his eyes and only Zigeth will 
stand against him. I am Zigeth. That much has been made clear to 
me. Unless you think I’m some sort of villain what reason would I 
have for standing against Superman if he were the paragon of 
truth and justice he claims to be?” 

He let the words hang there for just a moment before answering 
his own question. “The only answer is that Superman is not what 
he claims to be. He’s a threat to you, me and everyone on Earth 
and he has to be stopped.” 

“They’re just paintings on a wall Lex,” Lois exclaimed. “Even if 
they were something more than that there’s a hundred different 
ways to interpret them.” 

“Such as?” Lex prodded. 



“Brainiac,” Lois said, shuddering at the name. “The paintings told 
that Numan and Zigeth were like brothers, right? If Superman and 
Brainiac were both aliens, maybe the paintings were talking about 
them.” That had been Clark’s interpretation of the cave’s meaning 
and, when she let herself believe in the prophesies at all, she 
tended to favor that explanation as well. She tried not to think 
about the fact that once upon a time Clark and Lex had indeed 
been the closest of friends, though to her mind that just rein-
forced the lack of substance to the predictions of the cave paint-
ings; they could simply be interpreted too many ways to have any 
clear meaning. 

“No Lois,” Lex said, shaking his head. “I’m Zigeth… I’m certain.” 

“Okay,” Lois said. Clark had mentioned that Lex received a sign 
once that he was indeed the mythical Zigeth, but even that was 
open to interpretation in her mind. But if Lex was fixated on that 
‘evidence’ then perhaps the identity of Numan was in doubt. 
Fumbling for another thought and launching the first one that 
came to her. “Then maybe Brainiac is Numan and you’re sup-
posed to stand against him.” The one thing she couldn’t tell Lex 
was the truth, that Superman was nothing more than his old 
friend Clark in a cape… though at this point she doubted even that 
truth would change Lex’s opinion. 

“That’s the second time you brought up Brainiac. I thought Su-
perman destroyed Brainiac?” Lex responded. “How could it be my 
greatest opponent if Superman destroyed it? Is there something 
you’re not telling me Lois?” he prodded. 

Her first instinct was to deny it; to exclaim that of course there 
was nothing to it, but she doubted she could do so convincingly. 
Besides, she would not lie to him. Too many people had been hurt 
by all the lies. 

“I’m just pointing out that there are different ways to seeing the 
old stories and none of them tell the actual future unless you 

make them,” Lois said finally. “You and Superman could do so 
much good together.” 

“I can’t believe you’re still defending it,” Lex shot back as he 
raised his hands in exasperation. “Less than a month ago it gutted 
a government facility like it was nothing.” 

“They were illegally detaining and experimenting on people Lex!” 
Lois exclaimed, her own frustration rising. “I would have done the 
same if I’d been able.” 

“You’ve had enough experience with them to know as well as I do 
that those ‘people’ are a danger to themselves and others. They 
have to be contained for their own good.” 

“I can’t believe you’d say that,” Lois replied. “You of all people.” 
She hadn’t forgotten that once upon a time as Chloe Sullivan 
she’d kept a catalogue of suspected victims of kryptonite poison-
ing; and that Lex Luthor, who lost both his hair and every trace of 
illness in that long ago meteor shower, had been on that list. 

“This isn’t about me,” Lex retorted. “This is about Superman. 
About you and Superman.” 

“Me and Superman what?” 

“You have to have noticed even if you haven’t reported it every 
time,” Lex said, “Superman’s been following you Lois.” 

“Following me?” Lois asked and couldn’t help but let out a laugh. 
Then she stopped laughing. “You’ve been spying on me?!?” she 
demanded incredulously. 

“Or is it the other way around?” Lex continued as if she hadn’t 
spoken. “I know you’re fascinated by him Lois. What he can do. 
What he… what it, claims to be. Maybe it’s been you who’s been 
seeking Superman out?” he said almost accusingly. 

“Lex it’s not like that at all.” 



“Then what is it like?” 

“Lex this is silly,” Lois said with a forced chuckle. “I don’t go seek-
ing out Superman. I haven’t even seen a mysterious Superman 
since the day of the LexWing crash.” .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ {uperman 
to see, she added mentally. LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ /ƭŀǊƪ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǎǘǳƳŜΦ 

“You know what I think?” she said after thinking a moment. “I 
think you’re jealous.” 

“This has nothing to do with jealousy,” Lex fired back. “This is 
about loyalty. Loyalty to me and to the human race.” 

“What are you…?” 

“Do you love me, Lois?” Lex asked so abruptly it threw Lois off 
track. “Do you care for me at all?” 

“You know I care for you Lex,” Lois said. It wasn’t lost on her that 
she had chosen not to answer his first question. 

“Then if you care for me at all, if you care for humanity at all, take 
off that bracelet you’re wearing and throw it away.” 

Lois was stunned. “My… bracelet?” Her eyes reflexively fell to the 
Kryptonian bracelet. 

“You’ve been wearing it every day since Superman first showed 
up,” Lex observed. “You may think it’s harmless, but do you know 
what it represents?” 

“It’s an old Kiwatche bracelet Lex,” Lois explained. “I’ve had it for 
years. The diamond is a Shaman’s Eye… it represents the search 
for the truth.” All of which was true, but didn’t begin to cover the 
totality of what the bracelet meant to her. It was a symbol that 
she was part of something bigger than herself; in the darkest parts 
of the night it gave her hope that she had been spared for a rea-
son… that there was a meaning to all the tragedies in her life; and 
its reassuring presence on her wrist had been the only thing giving 

her the courage to leave her apartment each day with the know-
ledge that somewhere out there the inhuman fiend Brainiac was 
lurking and scheming and that it had specifically singled her out 
for termination. 

“It’s also on the cave walls,” Lex said, though Lois already knew 
that too. “I went and looked through the old research photos. It 
marks you Lois. It tells anyone who knows of the legends the truth 
about you… that you belong to Superman.” 

“I belong to myself Lex,” Lois shot back. “This is ridiculous!” she 
exclaimed. 

“So you won’t take it off?” Lex asked. “Not for me?” 

“Not for anybody Lex,” Lois said. 

“Then I’m afraid I can’t see you any more Lois,” Lex said, with a 
note of sadness in his voice. 

“What? Why?” 

“I told you, I don’t have the luxury of wasting time on unproduc-
tive ventures,” Lex said quietly. 

“Meaning what?” Lois demanded. 

“Meaning that I can’t waste time fraternizing with the enemy.” 

For the second time in their brief conversation Lois felt as if she’d 
been slapped. “I’m NOT your enemy Lex.” 

“Maybe not,” Lex conceded, but as he continued his voice rose 
with each word. “But you obviously care more about a piece of 
jewelry with ties to my enemy than you do about me and I’m sick 
of wasting time on these games!” 

He turned around angrily to face the window again, not looking at 
her. 



“I knew coming in that you were damaged goods,” Lex told her 
icily. His words pierced her heart, but she stood there regardless, 
determined to take it. “You may think you have feelings for the 
alien, but you probably can’t bring yourself to love anyone.” 

“Do you dream of finding yourself in its arms Lois!?” Lex asked. 
“Are you that depraved!?! It’s not even human… you have more in 
common with a slime mold than you do with that thing!” 

“I accepted when we started dating that I’d never be able to have 
your heart,” he practically spat, “but I thought certainly by now I’d 
have made it into your pants! Or is that reserved for the alien 
too!?” 

Lois fled from Lex’s office in tears. 

* * *  

Lex didn’t know why he’d taken that last cheap shot. He hadn’t 
meant it. He just wanted to hurt her the way her betrayal hurt 
him. She had feelings for the alien, he was certain of that. How 
could she pick an alien creature over him? 

He clenched his fist and slammed it into the glass display cabinet 
beside his desk, shattering the front panel into dozens of tiny 
pieces. As blood trickled from his fist Lex found to his consterna-
tion that neither his stinging insult nor the physical violence had 
curbed his rage and frustration. Breathing hard, he thought for a 
moment and decided what he needed. 

“Ms. Jerome,” Lex called to his secretary over his intercom, 
“please send Andrea Mercy up to my office.” 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER THREE: 
COMMISERATION 

 

“Men are jerks!” Lois proclaimed in slightly slurred tones as she 
sat at the foot of her couch. She followed her pronouncement 
with another swig from her bottle of wine. “The whole species,” 
she added after swallowing. 

“So you’re exempting me then?” Clark offered as he sat against 
the base of the matching armchair, Lois’ coffee table between 
them. In the background Lois’ CD player had just cycled onto yet 
another angst-ridden rock ballad that she probably hadn’t listened 
to since she’d been back in high school. Apart from essentials like 
tables, chairs and so forth Lois’ apartment was all but devoid of 
knickknacks or other signs of human habitation. No pictures hung 
on the walls. No curiosities lined the shelves. Only the piles of 
notes, similar piles of historical and science fiction novels and a 
few old pizza boxes pointed to occupation by a human being. 
Clark’s X-Ray vision had also found a box of old journalism awards 
stashed haphazardly in the back of her closet, but that was about 
it. Sentimental, Lois was not; or least that’s how she tried to be. 
This just made the fact that Lois had held onto the Kiwatche 
bracelet all the more special to Clark. 

“Only because I don’t have any other friends,” Lois retorted sul-
lenly. “You know… you could at least try to keep up,” she added, 
indicating Clark’s own bottle of wine, which was mostly un-
touched. 

“Not a lot of point,” Clark responded. “I can’t actually get drunk.” 
More accurately his system burned out the toxin so quickly he 
never even had the chance to feel its effects. “You could slow 
down instead, you know.” 

“Nah,” Lois said as she took another drink. “Defeats the whole 
point of drowning your sorrows,” she added with what started out 
as a laugh but ended up as a half-hearted sob. 

Clark wanted to reach out to her, but Lois had long passed the 
stage of her grief where she’d allow that and now would only 
push him away. He had been by her side a heartbeat after his su-
per-hearing first registered her grief-stricken sobs from across the 
city; telling Jim that the story was his and vanishing before the 
younger man could even turn to thank him. He was there to take 
her up in his arms the moment she had burst out the entrance of 
the LexCorp tower in tears. He hadn’t even cared if anyone had 
spotted him, though he knew no one had. Some things were more 
important than secrets or exclusives. 

He could still remember it like it was yesterday. After three 
months he had finally broken free of Jor-El’s attempt at brain-
washing only to find that Chloe Sullivan was dead by the orders of 
Lionel Luthor. He remembered his mother trying to break it to him 
gently at her graveside. 

Why is her coffin empty? he had asked dumbly and in shock. He 
hadn’t wanted to, but he’d needed to see her one last time with 
his own eyes and x-ray vision mercifully did not reveal the corrup-
tion a corpse underwent. But instead of seeing her lying peaceful-
ly in repose he’d seen nothing but an empty box. 

Oh honey, his mother had said. They found Gabe at the edge of 
ǘƘŜ ōƭŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ōǳǊƴŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘΧ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ 
ǘƻƻƪ ŘŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎΦ /ƭŀǊƪΧ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴΧ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƭŜŦǘ 
to bury. 

He could still feel the rage he had felt in that instant. It had taken 
but a heartbeat for him to reach Metropolis from Smallville, faster 
than he’d ever traveled before or since. It had taken every ounce 
of Clark’s self-restraint to not tear into the LuthorCorp Tower 
where the monster Lionel was celebrating his freedom and crush-



ing the life from him with his bare hands. It had taken every ounce 
of restraint… and those tears. 

He had just reached the entrance to the LuthorCorp building and 
was mere moments from crossing a line he knew would destroy 
him and yet not caring when his super-hearing had picked out her 
quiet sobs. His thoughts of vengeance vanished like a fog before 
the blinding sun and only one thing mattered. He found her across 
the street, living in an unused storage closet in the basement of 
the Daily Planet. She was as shocked as he was when he came 
bursting into the room, all but ripping the door from its frame, 
calling her name. For three months the young woman who now 
called herself Lois Lane had been alone with her grief and her an-
ger and in that moment, as she threw herself into his embrace, 
she had released it all until she was utterly spent. She had saved 
him without even knowing it and Clark had promised himself then 
and there that he would never again let her go through such grief 
alone. 

It also wasn’t lost on him what she’d said about friends… or rather 
the lack thereof. Lois Lane just did not let herself become close to 
people. Those few people she’d known before that tragic day 
were the only ones she honestly considered friends and even then 
it took real effort to breach her wall of defenses. 

Though she would deny it vehemently, Clark knew it was not real-
ly the loss of Lex as a boyfriend that had torn Lois up inside. 
Whatever it may have been Clark had seen enough of their rela-
tionship to know it hadn’t been true love so much as mutual lone-
liness on both their parts. If Lex had simply said he wanted to just 
be friends Lois would have been fine with it and they probably 
would have remained close, possibly closer than they would have 
been otherwise. 

No, what cut her to the core was that one of the few people she 
had truly trusted as a friend had turned on her in a decidedly call-
ous manner. She had cared for him deeply while Lex claimed that 

he’d wanted nothing more from her than a fling which she had 
been unwilling to provide. 

Is that all Lex had really wanted? Clark doubted it. If all he’d been 
after was a sexual conquest he’d never have told Lois so brazenly. 
Lex was far too politic for such a remark unless he’d truly desired 
to hurt her and the thought that he might have deliberately 
caused her pain made Clark’s blood boil. 

What made it boil further was that had been his secrets, Lex’s 
suspicions, and half-understood prophesies that should have 
stayed buried which brought it about. He had gleaned between 
Lois’ sobs that Lex had essentially given her an ultimatum of 
choosing between Lex and Superman. What Lex couldn’t have 
known was that to Lois Superman wasn’t some man or even Clark, 
but an ideal; the fight for truth and justice that she was a big part 
of. Lex was, without realizing it, asking her to sacrifice the one 
thing in her life that made it worth living; the one thing that gave 
her peace and helped her comprehend why she had been spared 
all those years ago. 

Lex must have seen it as a betrayal of him though; of the whole 
human race if Lois’ retelling was to be believed. Lex always did 
have a flare for the overdramatic. So now Lois was feeling stupid 
and used and almost as alone as she’d been when her father had 
died. Clark was more than a little concerned that he was her only 
life-line. It wasn’t like he was exactly issue free himself. Lois her-
self had once referred to it as his ‘save the world complex’ that 
had its roots in all of the destruction caused by the meteor 
shower that brought him to Earth mixed with a generous dose of 
trying to make up for all the evils visited upon the people he loved 
by Jor-El, his biological father. Clark trying to bring stability and 
sanity to Lois’ life was, to his mind, something akin to the blind 
leading the blind. 

The best part of any partnership is that only one of you has to be 
sane at any one time. The words of his father came unbidden to 



Clark’s mind. ¸ƻǳ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜƳ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŎǊŀȊȅ ŀƴŘ 
then they turn around and do the same for you. Though Jonathan 
Kent had been referring to the secret of his happy marriage it 
could be applied just as easily to his partnership with Lois. 

“You know what I think?” Lois asked rhetorically as she slunk 
around the coffee table towards Clark on hands and knees. “I 
think…” She crawled up next to him. “…That Lex thinks…” She 
placed her hands on his chest.  “…That I was…” Her mouth was 
now inches from his. “…cheating on him with Superman.” 

“Lois,” Clark said nervously. “You’re very drunk.” 

“I know,” she agreed with a giddy laugh. “So you wanna prove 
him right?” 

“Lois, as much as I may have dreamed of… well, not exactly this,” 
he said as he gently pushed her back from him. “But the point is… 
we can’t.”  

“Why not?” She sounded almost confused. 

“Because I know what you’d say when you’re sober and not on 
the rebound,” Clark replied. “You’d say our friendship is too im-
portant to risk on something that might not work out and that 
things are much too complicated.” 

“Pffffft! I sound like a real stick in the mud,” Lois responded, her 
voice now laced with a tinge of drowsiness as she again lay up 
against him. “What’s so complicated anyway? I love you… you 
love me… so we live… happily… ever… after…” 

It took Clark a moment to realize that Lois had fallen asleep. He 
was still running her last words through his head. Some people 
claimed that alcohol revealed your true personality, but that was 
a myth. It did lower inhibitions though, causing people to say 
things they would otherwise hold back when sober. Things their 
conscious mind might not even recognize. 

He lay there with her a few minutes to make sure she was well 
and truly asleep. Then he picked her up gently, carried her into 
her bedroom, and placed her lightly onto her bed; rolling her 
carefully onto her side because that’s what you did when some-
one was as drunk as Lois was. 

“I love you too, Lois,” he said quietly as he lingered at her door. 
Then he closed it behind him and settled down onto her couch, 
just in case she needed him. 

* * *  

“What the hell is your game, Brainiac?” Corbin demanded as he 
paced the open area on the floor of the warehouse he had pro-
vided the alien. Bits and pieces of electronics were scattered eve-
rywhere and the afternoon’s acquisition, slipped out of S.T.A.R. 
Labs while everyone was gathered out front watching the show 
and its aftermath, was sitting on a large workbench that dominat-
ed the open area. It had taken the alien barely a minute to repair 
the cosmetic damage to him and then it had returned immediate-
ly to whatever the hell it was building. 

“I DO NOT INDULGE IN GAMES OR OTHER RECREATIONAL PURSUITS,” Brainiac 
responded off-handedly, not turning its attention away from the 
supply of much needed superconductive alloy on the bench. 

“Let me rephrase that for you,” Corbin said. You clueless alien 
bastard. “When you turned me into this Metallo, you told me I’d 
have the power to rule this city, but when I went up against Su-
perman I could barely fight him. He was stronger than me and 
faster than me and he… he would have ripped me limb from limb 
if it weren’t for the bomb I planted.” 

“I PRESUME THERE IS A POINT TO YOUR RECITATION?” Brainiac replied. 

“Hell yes, there’s a point!” Corbin yelled back. “How am I sup-
posed to rule Metropolis when I can’t even fight the reigning 
champ?” 



“MR. CORBIN,” Brainiac replied with what could have been a sigh if 
its inhuman hollow rasp were capable of such a thing, “DID YOU 

REALLY THINK THAT THE KRYPTONIAN DOMINION WOULD CREATE SERVANTS 

MORE POWERFUL THAN THEIR CREATORS? ONLY A BEING WHOSE LOYALTY TO 

THE DOMINION WAS ASSURED WOULD BE GRANTED SUCH POWER.” 

Corbin practically sputtered with indignation. “Then how am I 
supposed to take down Superman!?!” 

“TAKE DOWN?” Brainiac seemed to focus inward for a moment. “AH, 
I UNDERSTAND. YOU WILL NOT BE ‘TAKING DOWN’ KAL-EL MR. CORBIN. WITH-

OUT LORD KAL-EL ALL OF THIS IS MEANINGLESS.” 

“Okay! Fine!” Corbin said throwing his hands into the air. “You 
need Kal-El for your grand scheme to work. Never mind the fact 
that he seems hell bent on keeping that from happening. Well, if I 
can’t take Superman out I’m going to go vent my frustrations on a 
couple of meddling reporters,” Corbin added as he stalked to-
wards the door. 

Again Brainiac’s focus seemed to shift inwards. It was almost as if 
it were having a conversation with itself. “IF YOU ARE REFERRING TO 

CERTAIN REPORTERS FROM THE DAILY PLANET, YOU WOULD BE STRONGLY AD-

VISED NOT TO HARM THEM… ESPECIALLY LOIS LANE,” Brainiac said. “YOU 

WOULD FIND THE CONSEQUENCES OF SUCH AN ATTEMPT TO BE… UNDESIRABLE.” 

“You have got to be kidding me! You want to protect them too?” 
Corbin exclaimed as he pulled on his hair. 

“I DO NOT INDULGE IN JOKES OR PUNS EITHER.” 

“No, of course you don’t,” Corbin said with sarcasm dripping from 
his voice. !ǎ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŘŜŀƭ ƛǎƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƻƴŜ ōƛƎ ƧƻƪŜΦ “So just what 
am I supposed to do?” 

“I HAVE ANOTHER TASK FOR YOU. I REQUIRE ANOTHER PIECE OF TECHNOLOGY 

WITH LIMITED AVAILABILITY.” 

“Not until I get something to deal with Superman,” Corbin replied. 

Brainiac turned and gave him a glare as icy as the void. “DO NOT 

TEST ME MR. CORBIN.” 

“Look, it doesn’t have to kill him okay?” Corbin said taking a ref-
lexive step back. “I was only able to pull off the last heist because 
he wasn’t expecting me and I don’t think he’ll fall for the same 
trick twice. Without some edge he’ll stop me for sure and you’ll 
never get the parts for your doohickey. Just give me… I dunno... 
something to keep him out of my way.” 

“THAT IS ACCEPTABLE. I HAVE ANTICIPATED SUCH A SCENARIO AND DISPATCHED 

SEVERAL OF YOUR MEN TO RETRIEVE WHAT YOU WILL NEED.” 

“You gave orders to my men?” Corbin asked incredulously. “And 
they listened?” He had given the guards here express orders to 
inform him whenever Brainiac made any requests. 

“THEY REQUIRED SOME PERSUASION. HERE THEY ARE NOW.” 

Corbin turned and saw two of his men, Hendricks and Wallace, 
lurching somewhat awkwardly towards them carrying a small 
metal box. Their eyes looked dull and as he looked more closely a 
bit of drool was coming out of the corner of Wallace’s mouth. 

“What the Hell did you do to them?” 

“AN EXPERIMENT,” Brainiac said simply. “UNFORTUNATELY WITHOUT THE 

POWER OF MY ORIGINAL BODY IT WAS NOT ENTIRELY SUCCESSFUL. STILL, THERE 

WAS ENOUGH LEFT THAT THEY WERE ABLE TO ACCOMPLISH THE TASK I ASSIGNED 

THEM.” 

Corbin glared at Brainiac. It wasn’t that he had any particular love 
of Hendricks and Wallace, but no one got to hurt his people and 
get away with it. There would be a reckoning at some point. 

“REMOVE YOUR SHIRT MR. CORBIN,” Brainiac ordered. 

“What are you going to do?” Corbin asked, his anger replaced by 
fear. 



“REPLACE YOUR POWER SOURCE,” Brainiac replied. “I AM GIVING YOU 

SOMETHING… MORE POTENT.” 

Corbin removed his shirt eagerly and felt his chest begin to open; 
a seam forming in the façade of human flesh as the cavity was ex-
posed. Brainiac reached into Corbin’s chest and removed a small 
silver cylinder from Corbin’s chest. Immediately Corbin felt him-
self weaken. Without the main power supply all that was left were 
backup systems that would allow him only a few minutes of activi-
ty before he became little more than an inert stature; able to see 
and to hear but nothing more. Then ever so carefully Brainiac 
took the metal box from his men and opened it, bathing the room 
in a sickly greenish light. 

“IF KAL-EL INSISTS ON MEDDLING AGAIN,” Brainiac said with a noticeable 
grimace of discomfort at it held up a glowing chunk of greenish 
rock, “JUST OPEN UP YOUR HEART.” 

* * *  

The first thing she was aware of was that someone was hitting her 
repeatedly in the head with a sledgehammer and pouring molten 
metal into her eyeballs. It took over a minute for her sluggish 
brain to register that the torture she was enduring was entirely 
the self-inflicted variety. 

“Urrrrrrrrrrggggghhhh!!!” was the best Lois could manage as she 
rolled over and pulled her pillow around her head to block the 
dim rays of the rising sun that had crept into her bedroom 
through the cracks in her blinds and were even now searing her 
eyes. Unfortunately, moving proved to not be the best idea for 
now her stomach was roiling in addition to the throbbing in her 
skull. Lurching out of bed for her bathroom, she only just ma-
naged to reach the toilet before her stomach lost the battle with 
its contents and hurled them out of her. 

What in the name of God was I thinking? was all she could man-
age as sat miserably on cold tile of the bathroom floor. Her petite 

frame had never been able to hold alcohol well and yet she’d 
gone and deliberately gotten herself plastered. She dimly recalled 
Clark’s admonitions against it, but at the time she’d been in no 
mood to listen. Now she really wished she had. She’d wanted to 
dull the pain of Lex’s brutal send off, but all she’d managed to do 
was postpone it and add a hangover to the mix. 

“Aren’t you supposed to protect me from lethal harm?” she finally 
managed to yell at the Kryptonian bracelet; it was more of a 
murmur really, for the slightest sound made her head feel like it 
was exploding. 

“I don’t think a hangover qualifies as lethal,” Clark whispered, 
though even that was enough to make her wince. 

“You ever had one?” Lois mumbled angrily. Having Clark see her 
like this just made her want to curl up into a ball and die of em-
barrassment, but he showed no signs of making the slightest 
judgment of her.  

“Here,” he said simply, handing her a humongous glass of some-
thing fizzy. “Alcohol dehydrates you and dilates your blood ves-
sels,” he explained. “The seltzer water, some aspirin and a good 
hot shower will do wonders.” 

Lois took the aspirin and gulped down the drink without argu-
ment. At least her now empty stomach would get the aspirin 
working more quickly. 

“Some breakfast will help too,” Clark added as he left the bath-
room and shut the door behind him. 

Now alone, Lois got shakily to her feet and turned on the shower 
as hot as it would go. She slipped somewhat clumsily out of her 
clothes and into the shower; all but her bracelet, which she never 
took off. She let the near searing water massage her back for just 
a moment before plunging her head into the spray. Turning 
around she let the stream of water flow into her mouth and gar-



gled to wash away the last taste of bile and alcohol in the back of 
her throat. 

As the steam rose up around her, Lois could almost feel the veins 
and muscles in her scalp relaxing under the caress of the shower 
to the point she could form a nearly coherent thought without her 
skull aching in protest. 

What is Clark doing here? was the first, but the answer to that 
was obvious; he’d spent the night here, probably on the sofa, just 
in case she’d vomited in her sleep or some similar mishap had oc-
curred. Even amidst the heat of the shower, that thought made 
her face grow hot. How pathetic must she seem to him right now? 

²Ŝ ŀƭƭ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǿŜΩŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ, Clark 
had told her once. But the whole point of friends is that we can be 
ourselves, our real scared and crazy selves, with them and not 
have to worry about being judged for it later. The thought gave 
her some comfort, as did the recollection that he’d seen her when 
it had been even worse. 

Clark alone had been the first to see her after her father had died. 
He’d been the one to find her when everyone else believed Chloe 
Sullivan dead and Lois Lane had wanted her to be dead too. He’d 
seen her bawling like a baby and wailing like a lunatic out of anger 
and grief and relief that someone had found her and she was no 
longer alone. He had not judged her then either; just whispered 
‘I’m sorry’ to her over and over again as if her months in isolation 
had somehow been his fault. 

Even through her grief she had thought that silly at the time. How 
could he be sorry that it had taken him three months of searching 
to find her when the rest of the world didn’t even know she was 
still alive? That he’d found her at all had seemed such a miracle. 
Though he had not explicitly told her so, Lois had, in the past two 
months, pieced together what really happened. 

Just before she’d gone into witness protection Clark had been 
captured by the computerized ghost of Jor-El; she couldn’t think 
of the monster as Clark’s father any more than she could think of 
Elle Lane-Sullivan as her mother. It had taken him three months to 
escape the prison and brainwashing attempts of the monster. She 
knew that he blamed himself not just for taking so long to find 
her, but for not being there to save her father and herself from 
the nightmare in the first place. 

Most people spend their lives blaming everyone but themselves for 
their problems, Lois thought. But not Clark. 

And not you, her subconscious felt compelled to add. Our first in-
stincts are to blame ourselves for things totally beyond our control 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ŀŘŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōǳǊŘŜƴǎ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴΦ Even if she had 
wanted to she couldn’t bring herself to blame Clark for his im-
agined failures. Even if he had been free he wouldn’t have known 
to follow her to the ‘safe house’ which the bought-off agents had 
rigged to explode. 

This was not to say that Lois hadn’t held a grudge against those 
actually responsible for her father’s death. In the end all of Lionel 
Luthor’s schemes came to nothing as a dead girl saw to it that he 
faced justice. Chloe Sullivan stayed dead; beyond the reach of 
Lionel Luthor or those who might try to harm her in his name, but 
she was not silent. With the help of Clark and his parents Lois 
created a videotaped testimony and Clark personally gave it to the 
District Attorney saying it had been given to him by Chloe in the 
event of her demise. Lionel Luthor had committed suicide in pris-
on the night after the testimony had been played. The devil had 
gone back to Hell never knowing that the one he had sought so 
desperately to destroy and who had destroyed him was still 
among the land of the living; in body if not entirely in soul. 

By the time Lois shut the cascade of water off the aspirin and flu-
ids she had swallowed were kicking in and her headache had re-
ceded to merely an occasional dull throb. The mirror was covered 



in fog so dense that her image wasn’t even a blur on its surface 
and the air hung heavy with steam. To her chagrin she realized 
that she hadn’t turned on the ceiling fan which meant the whole 
room was like a sauna. Sweat beaded up on her skin even as she 
toweled herself off and finally, wrapping a towel around herself, 
she gave in and opened the door, waving it back and forth like a 
giant fan to air out the tiny bathroom. 

Lois finally emerged from her bedroom five minutes later in 
sweats and a t-shirt to find Clark filling the small nook that the 
building owner generously called a kitchen. 

“Never ever, ever again,” Lois vowed as she finished toweling off 
her hair. “You know, for someone who can’t get drunk you sure 
know how to ease the effects of a hangover pretty well,” she add-
ed as she walked over towards him. She was still squinting slightly 
from the brightness of the room, but she’d endured tension 
headaches far worse without complaint. 

“I picked it up from Mom,” Clark replied as he turned his attention 
back to a pot of something gurgling on the stove. “Dad had the 
occasional drunken episode that Mom had to pick him up out of. 
Fluids, aspirin and a hot shower always seemed to do the trick. 
Dad called her a miracle worker,” he added with a smile. 

Lois wished she could talk about her father as openly and without 
pain as Clark was able to. She suspected that it had a lot to do 
with the fact that, unlike her father, Clark’s family had known for 
some time that Jonathan was ill and that he had gone peacefully 
in the end. 

“Well, I’ll second his assessment,” Lois replied finally. “So what’s 
for breakfast?” 

“Oatmeal. It’s easy on the stomach,” Clark replied. “I ran to the 
store while you were in the shower. You know, given what you 
keep in your refrigerator you’ve got a lot of chutzpah to criticize 
the eating habits of bachelors,” Clark pointed out. 

Lois felt her face flush with embarrassment again. The fact of the 
matter was that she was a horrible cook; her father had been 
pretty much clueless in the kitchen so dinner preparation growing 
up had consisted mostly of going through the various take-out 
menus stuffed on the side of their refrigerator. Even when she’d 
wound up on her own she’d never bothered learning how. 
Whether it had been her apartment in Smallville or here in Me-
tropolis, neither place was really home and other than sleeping 
she didn’t spend much time here at all. Thus her refrigerator and 
freezer were packed with half-eaten take-out items, some of 
which may have started to gain sentience in the years it had been 
since she’d actually cleaned the thing out. 

Lois conceded his point with a sigh. Might as well get it out of the 
way now, she thought. “While we’re on the subject of terminal 
embarrassment. Last night’s a bit of blur. I didn’t, you know, do 
anything? Did I?” 

Clark shot her a glance that said ‘are you sure you want to know?’ 
Only when she held his gaze did he answer. 

“Well, the part where you karaoked your way through ‘Red Red 
Wine’ while dancing on the sofa might qualify,” he said. 

Lois winced a little, but she sensed that wasn’t the worst of it and 
tensed for the other shoe to drop. 

“Then after decrying the entire species of man… you, um, hit on 
me before… passing out.” 

“Oh my God,” Lois whimpered as she sunk into a chair. She 
couldn’t bring herself to meet his gaze. 

“You were very drunk and hurting,” Clark said in his most consol-
ing tone. “I’m flattered actually.” 



“You’re just saying that to humor the crazy woman,” Lois re-
torted, still not looking at him. “How can you even stand to look 
at me?” 

“Because I know what’s like to have your inhibitions lowered,” 
Clark explained. “That red kryptonite ring I wore that one summer 
in Metropolis was a lot like being drunk. You say a lot of things 
you might feel, but wouldn’t act on if you were sober because our 
restraint and logic and common sense are as much a part of the 
real person as our impulses.” 

“You put up with me at my worst that summer,” he continued. 
“Last night wasn’t your most shining moment, but trust me when I 
say it wasn’t even close to what I must have put you through.” 

Lois finally risked a glance at him and found still not an ounce of 
derision. 

“And for the record,” Clark added. “I wouldn’t want to risk our 
friendship either. We’ve got too much going on right now to go 
screwing it up. Also, I refuse to be rebound guy,” Clark said with a 
grin. “You’re worth far more to me than that Miss Lane.” 

Lois gave him a wan smile. He knew her so well; better than any-
one. Bits of last night were coming back to her now and his argu-
ments shooting down her drunken advance would have been ex-
actly what she would have said at any other time. Yet even as she 
was agreeing with the assessment, a part of her was looking at 
Clark differently. The words she never would have dared utter 
when sober still held their own truth. Could it be that simple? 
Once upon a time he had been the One. After all this time could 
he still be? It was both the simplest and the hardest question she 
had ever asked herself and, for now, her courage was nowhere 
near the task of answering. 

“So how did the press conference go, anyway?” she said instead, 
throwing her mind onto other, less daunting tracks as she started 
into her oatmeal. 

Now it was Clark’s turn to look embarrassed as he immediately 
started fiddling with his glasses. For someone who’d only worn 
them for a few months he’d picked up the habit awfully quickly. 

“What happened at the conference?” Lois demanded. If nothing 
else it served as a distraction from Lex for a while. 

“Unfinished business,” Clark said. “John Corbin showed up. Not 
only was he still alive, he’s gone completely Terminator. Every-
thing below the surface was completely robotic.” 

“Okay, now that’s something that doesn’t happen every day,” Lois 
remarked. “No. Wait. People coming back from the presumed 
dead loaded for bear with superpowers is par for the course ac-
tually. So what did he want at S.T.A.R. Labs?” 

“No clue,” Clark admitted. “Unlike his attempted thrashing of me, 
he said his attempt to break into S.T.A.R. Labs was just business. 
‘Payment for services rendered’ he said.” 

“Turning him into a super cyborg maybe?” Lois offered. 

“That’d be my guess.” 

“Where’s Corbin now?” 

“He got away,” Clark said with a disgusted tone. “He had a bomb 
planted in the building and gave me the choice of stopping him or 
saving everyone in the building. I think I stopped him before he 
could get at whatever he was after though.” 

“Tell me you wrote the story before I went on my stupid crying 
jag,” Lois pleaded. 

“It wasn’t stupid,” Clark told her. “Lex was… it was… he hit you 
where he knew it would hurt,” he finished with a tone of frustra-
tion. 

“So you ŘƛŘƴΩǘ get the story,” Lois confirmed. 



“There’ll be other stories Lois,” Clark said. “I can live with Jimmy 
getting the story. I couldn’t live with… the alternative.” 

He didn’t have to say any more. For a long time she had believed 
the alternative to abandoning a story was something too horrible 
to consider. But then Clark had come back into her life and not 
two months ago she had abandoned the story of the millennia to 
find Clark because the alternative; that she would never see him 
again, that the miracle he represented would be lost; made the 
story her job demanded she cover seem meaningless by compari-
son. 

“It’s not like we’re letting him have the whole story either,” Clark 
said. “That was just an interlude. We started the Corbin story. 
We’re going to finish it.” 

Lois couldn’t help but smile at that. 

“Look, if we’re going after Corbin we need to be at our best,” 
Clark continued. “Go back to bed for a few hours and shake off 
the last of your hangover and I’ll meet you at the Planet around 
ten.” 

“What are you going to be doing?” 

“Running a few errands,” Clark told her. “Don’t worry; they’ve got 
nothing to do with Corbin.” 

* * *  

No, they have nothing to do with Corbin, Clark thought as he 
slipped out Lois’ front door a few minutes later. No, right now he 
very much wanted to speak to Lex Luthor. 

* * *   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER FOUR: 
FACE OFF 

 

“Morning,” Clark said cheerfully to the guard at the front desk of 
the LexCorp building. 

“Name?” the guard, whose name tag read ‘Ted,’ asked with a 
bored tone. 

“Clark Kent.” 

“Reason for visit?” Ted droned on, not even really looking at 
Clark. 

“I need to see Lex Luthor,” Clark replied, which finally got Ted’s 
attention. 

“Right. Sure…” Ted said as he picked up the phone. “Hey Kathy, 
It’s Ted down in front. We’ve got a Mr. Kent here wanting to see 
Mr. Luthor… Yes he has a press badge. What do you want to me 
to do with him?” 

“Oh, okay.” Ted seemed to deflate slightly. “Second elevator on 
the right,” he said gruffly and jabbed his thumb in the direction of 
the elevators. 

“Thanks,” Clark replied to Ted as he walked back to the elevator 
and boarded to find the light for the thirty-seventh floor already 
lit. He emerged from the elevator just over a minute later and al-
most ran headlong into a young blonde-haired woman who was 
rushing to get in the elevator. She was wearing the dark suit typi-
cal of Lex’s security, though her hair was a bit disheveled and the 
dark glasses seemed out of place indoors. Clark could just make 
out the edges of a black eye concealed beneath the dark glasses. 

“What happened to your eye?” Clark felt compelled to ask. 

“Sparring accident,” the woman, whose nametag read ‘Andrea,’ 
replied, not meeting his gaze. 

“And your neck?” Clark prodded. Her high collar almost, but not 
completely, covered bruising there as well. 

“It’s nothing,” Andrea said brusquely as the elevator doors shut. 

Maybe it was his memories of the bruises Lois had sustained from 
Brainiac’s near strangling of her, but Clark found himself doubting 
the young woman’s explanation. But it was already too late to try 
and catch up with her and he had to remind himself that not eve-
rything required Superman’s intervention; the police were more 
than capable of dealing with an abusive spouse, boyfriend or a 
mugger. For all he knew she may have already filed a police re-
port. 

Clark did his best to put the thought out of his mind as he headed 
down the hall towards Lex’s office, but it only served to remind 
him of how Lois was hurting. Honestly, he didn’t know why he’d 
come or what he was hoping to accomplish. Did he want to try 
and mend the fences between Lois and Lex? Did he want to hear 
that everything Lois had said was true or did he want to hear that 
his other friend Lex had not really been so cold and heartless? 

He still hadn’t sorted it out by the time he walked through the 
double doors to Lex’s office. He briefly recalled how the office had 
looked when it had been occupied by Lex’s father, stark and cold, 
and despite the complete renovation of the room with its wood 
paneling and classical artwork, there lingered an almost palpable 
aura that made Clark uncomfortable. It was as if the evils that had 
been committed in this room refused to completely die; a chill 
stain that could not be wiped clean nor completely covered no 
matter how many new coats of paint were applied to it. 

“What can I do for you Clark?” Lex asked as he rose from his desk, 
looking as immaculate as ever. 



“You know why I’m here,” Clark said hoping Lex might have a bet-
ter idea than he did. 

“A certain fellow reporter from your great newspaper?” Lex rep-
lied. 

Lex was very good at bluffing, Clark would give him that. The smile 
on his face would have looked quite smug to anyone who didn’t 
know him almost like a brother. It was the smile he routinely 
lapsed into when trying to disarm his opposition. 

“How could you do that to her Lex?” Clark asked. “She cared 
about you and you went out of your way to hurt her!” 

“Not that it’s any of your business,” Lex replied, “but I hurt her no 
worse than she did me.” 

“First, she’s my friend and for that matter so are you, that makes 
it my business,” Clark shot back. “Second, I don’t think you know 
how much you hurt her. You certainly don’t seem particularly dis-
traught this morning.” 

“Appearances can be deceiving,” Lex said. “Public displays don’t 
befit me and frankly, I can’t afford to waste my time among the 
living grieving for someone lost to me.” 

“From what I understand you’re the one who lost her Lex,” Clark 
fired back. “You’re the one who broke it off.” 

“I may have said the words, but she was lost to me long before 
that,” Lex replied. “For just over two months actually.” 

“Two months?” Clark asked. “So you honestly think she’s…” 

“I know the alien stole her from me,” Lex said with certainty. 

“She didn’t drink herself unconscious last night because Super-
man dumped her.” Clark responded. “It’s not her feelings for Su-
perman she talks to me at work about.” 

“So you say,” Lex said with a sigh. “But you weren’t here before 
the alien showed up so you don’t know how it used to be. I won’t 
lie and say it was perfect, but we were there for each other even 
before we started dating. I don’t know if it was love, Clark, but I 
hurt less when she was around and I think I made her hurt less 
too.” 

Lex shook his head sadly. “You know as well I do how well she 
guards her heart. I tried for years to reach it without a lot of suc-
cess, but I was willing to settle for what I could get. But you 
should have seen her face that night Superman first appeared 
Clark; after he brought her down to Earth. It was like she was the 
girl we used to know. She was alive and vibrant and… and happy.” 

“Lex…” Clark started to say, but the other man cut him off. 

“The worst part Clark,” Lex said sadly. “The worst part was that I 
knew it had nothing to do with me.” 

Lex looked up at his friend. “I can’t save her Clark. She’s lost to me 
and I can’t save her because I can’t reach her heart.” 

“So you’re just giving up on her?” Clark asked angrily. 

“What choice do I have?” Lex said. “The prophecies are clear that 
she belongs to the alien.” 

“Oh, give me a break!!!” Clark shouted. “You make it sound like 
she’s a possession. You know as well as I do that Lois doesn’t be-
long to anyone but herself.” He gave Lex an irate glare. “I can’t 
believe you’re going to let five hundred year old cave paintings 
determine your life.” 

“Again, I don’t see that I have any choice.” 

“Of course there’s a choice Lex!” Clark responded venomously. 
His giving up on Lois as lost was more infuriating to Clark than 
even the notion that he had dumped her simply because he’d 



been unable to bed her. Clark stared directly into Lex’s eyes and 
let him know exactly what he thought. 

“If she winds up in Superman’s arms it’s only because you’re the 
one who let her go.” he said. “If it were me, I’d be fighting for her. 
She’s worth fighting for Lex… Worth dying for.” 

Lex gave Clark a look of understanding and reached out to put a 
hand on his shoulder. “You’re a good and loyal friend Clark. Things 
would have been so much easier if it were you I was up against; 
you never let yourself come between us even though it’s clear you 
still have feelings for her. I just hope you’re not setting yourself up 
for a fall.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I can’t save her Clark,” Lex continued, his voice laced with melan-
choly. “I don’t think anyone can save her from the alien. But if you 
think you can; if you think that you can reach her heart some-
how… You have my blessing.” 

“Lex, I…” Clark began, but found his words cut short by the sound 
of a low rumble that shook the building. 

“What the hell?” Lex exclaimed as alarms started to blare. 

“That felt like an explosion,” Clark said as he extended his super 
hearing. He could hear screams echoing up the elevator shaft. He 
needed to get away from Lex as quickly as he could, but he 
couldn’t very well just bolt from the room either. 

Lex hit a button on his desk and a series of monitors along the 
wall sprung to life, showing scenes from throughout the building. 
He immediately focused in on the image of the front lobby where 
Clark could see John Corbin tearing into one of the elevators with 
his bare hands. 

“What the Hell…?” Lex exclaimed. 

“That’s John Corbin,” Clark explained. “He took on Superman yes-
terday at S.T.A.R. Labs.” 

“I saw the headlines,” Lex said with a concerned tone. “They said 
they made off with S.T.A.R. Labs entire stock of superconductive 
alloy. He and Superman distracted everyone while some very pro-
fessional burglars made off with the material.” 

“What!?!” Clark exclaimed. “That’s what Jimmy wrote!?!” 

“Are you telling me that’s not what happened?” Lex shot back. 
“Look, just because you were raised good and noble and decent 
doesn’t mean everyone is. Superman is no different than anyone 
else; he's just out for himself.” He got up and strode out of his of-
fice. 

“Come with me,” Lex said as he headed towards the building’s 
emergency stairwell and began barreling down the steps two or 
three at a time. Lex finally came to a stop three floors down at a 
fire door and turned to Clark. “Take these all the way down if you 
can, they’ll take you out the back way.” 

“What about you?” 

“Dr. Irons’ Labs are on this level. Odds are Corbin’s not after our 
cafeteria cuisine. If he’s after something hi-tech this is where he’d 
find it. Now get going,” he finished as he pushed his way through 
the fire door, leaving Clark alone. 

“You’re right about me, but you’re wrong about people Lex,” Clark 
said to himself. “We’re all just trying to do the right thing.” It was 
time to do just that. 

A quick scan of the stairwell with his X-Ray vision confirmed the 
absence of security cameras, motion detectors or any other sen-
sor system including the door to the roof. Clark took to the air as 
he shot up the stairwell like a missile, doffing his street clothes for 
the uniform he wore beneath. He needed to get to Corbin before 



he reached where Lex was. His uniform and various tricks might 
fool strangers, but he doubted they would fool Lex for long, if at 
all. 

Clark shot down along the gleaming glass face of the LexCorp 
Tower at just under the speed of sound and arced outwards from 
the building and into a steep turn that hurled him straight through 
the gaping hole Corbin had left in the entryway. He touched down 
just long enough to take stock of the situation. 

Ted was lying behind the front desk, his unblinking eyes staring 
sightlessly at the ceiling. A smoking hole the size of Clark’s fist 
smoldered in his chest. Another black-suited guard was sprawled 
on the floor and recognizable only from his name tag, Blaine 
Thompson, for his skull had been crushed as if in a vice-grip. Three 
more were screaming in pain and shock in the elevator lobby; two 
just stared at the smoldering wounds in their respective shoulder 
or leg and another lay moaning on the floor grasping his side. 
Clark took in all of this in a moment. All three survivors needed 
medical attention beyond his ability to provide and every second 
he waited more people were probably being injured by the mad-
man Corbin. 

“Don’t worry,” he called out in his most confident tone. “Help is 
on the way.” Then he raced into and up the elevator shaft after 
Corbin. 

If it were possible Corbin seemed to be moving even more quickly 
as he scaled up the elevator shaft like some sort of deranged 
monkey. Clark just barely dodged a searing bolt of energy that 
erupted from Corbin’s hand as he rocketed up at him and, re-
membering that Corbin was more machine than man, returned 
the favor. 

The air rippled as heat vision flared from Clark’s eyes. Corbin 
screamed out in anger and pain as his artificial flesh was burned 
from his body leaving behind only the metallic form beneath. Cor-
bin tore the elevator door nearest him from its tracks and hurled 

it down at Clark as Corbin threw himself through the opening. Fill-
ing virtually the entire shaft, the door slowed Clark for the sligh-
test of moments as he slowed to knock it aside while continuing 
his ascent. 

Clark heard the sound of screams above and reached the elevator 
doorway just in time to see the twin streams of light cutting 
across the office room and its occupants. The world slipped into 
pause as Clark’s super speed engaged and, if anything, the sight 
was even more ghastly. The faces of people screaming in terror, 
two not even yet realizing that they were dead, cloven in two by 
the killing beams. Clark threw himself into the path of the beams 
and felt his super speed collapse as he intersected the lethal 
streams. Clark staggered, but would not allow himself to fall. 

“Enough!!!” Clark bellowed at the monster, focusing upon the 
vents from which the energy was pouring and lashing out again 
with his heat vision at full intensity. There was a roar like a thun-
derclap as the moisture in the air exploded into steam along the 
path of Clark’s vision and for a moment the air seemed to glow 
almost red as it reached a temperature that would vaporize steel. 
The palms of Corbin’s robotic hands sparked and the brilliant 
beams of energy flickered and died. 

“No more killing!!!” Clark roared as the survivors huddled and 
whimpered on the floor behind him. “Not on my watch!” 

Corbin just laughed. “How about just one more?” he drawled as 
his chest began to open and bathe the room in a greenish light. 

Waves of nausea raced over Clark and he could feel his blood 
starting to burn in his veins. He staggered back despite himself as 
the robotic nightmare that was Corbin approached, a large chunk 
of kryptonite blazing in his chest. 

“You’ve got no idea who you’re messing with kid,” Corbin gloated 
as Clark lost his strength in his legs and fell to the floor. He strug-
gled to get back to his hands and knees, his head hung low and 



gasping for air through his mouth. “Brainiac wants you alive, but 
I’d just as soon kill you. Keep out of my way or I may have to dis-
appoint him.” 

* * *  

 “Dr. Irons,” Lex called out as he burst through the doors and into 
the lab. “What’s the status of our anti-Kryptonian weapon sys-
tems?” 

“Mr. Luthor you know all those weapons are purely theoretical at 
this point,” the tall black man responded, looking up from his 
work bench. 

“Then what else have we got?” Lex shot back. “Because we’ve got 
a rampaging super strong lunatic tearing up the building and 
probably on his way here.” 

“Care to try the EMP again?” Dr. Irons responded. “I’ve reinforced 
the beam confinement on the latest version to minimize the colla-
teral damage and the raw charge is big enough to knock out an 
elephant.” 

“It may be an option,” Lex replied. Right now information was his 
priority. He marched over to a bank of security monitors and 
turned them on. 

“God!” Lex cursed as he caught sight of the mechanical monstrosi-
ty leaping out of the elevator shaft and firing streams of energy 
from his palms into the people unlucky enough to be working on 
that floor; Legal from the look of it. At least it appreciates Shakes-
peare, Lex couldn’t help but think morbidly. 

“I think ‘What the Hell?’ might be a more appropriate sentiment,” 
Dr. Irons interjected. 

“What the Hell?” Lex agreed as one second the beams were cut-
ting an uninterrupted path through his people and the next a fig-
ure in a crimson cape was blocking the path of the beams. 

Superman. 

“Do we have any other cameras in Legal?” Lex asked desperately 
as he scrambled for the audio. He couldn’t see Superman’s face 
from this angle and he wanted every bit of information he could 
gather on the alien creature. 

άΧbƻǘ ƻƴ Ƴȅ ǿŀǘŎƘΗέ came the static-laced sound of Superman’s 
voice over the tinny speakers. 

άIƻǿ ŀōƻǳǘΧ ƻƴŜ ƳƻǊŜΚέ the sound was cutting in and out. 

“What is that!?!” Lex exclaimed as he watched Superman stagger 
and then fall. “Can you see what it is he’s using!?!” 

“I can’t tell,” Dr. Iron’s responded. “He’s obviously released some-
thing… radiation or a gas maybe?” 

Then Lex heard it. 

ά¸ƻǳΩǾŜ ƎƻǘΧǿƘƻ ȅƻǳΩǊŜΧ.ǊŀƛƴƛŀŎ ǿŀƴǘǎ ȅƻǳΧ LΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎΧ  out 
ƻŦΧ LΧ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘ ƘƛƳΦέ 

“Brainiac,” Lex exclaimed in quiet vindication as he turned away 
from the monitors. He had been right. The monster wasn’t dead 
like Superman had insisted and everyone else believed. 

“Sir, it’s on the move,” Dr. Irons called out. “Do we want to use 
the EMP?” 

Lex’s attention snapped back to present moment in a flash. “Y-
yes. Yes. Get it ready.” 

But it was too late. The metallic beast burst through the floor like 
it was tissue paper and landed firmly on its metal-shod feet right 
in front of them. 

Lex took a step back in spite of himself. The thing was hideous; 
like something out of a nightmare. 



“Hello, Mr. Luthor,” it said with a degree of pleasantry that belied 
its menacing appearance. “I don’t believe we’ve ever been formal-
ly introduced. “My name’s John Corbin, though after today I’m 
thinking Metallo suits me better.” 

“What do you want, Mr. Corbin?” Lex spat out. Dr. Irons was edg-
ing his way towards the EMP weapon. 

“I want your good doctor to stop trying to get to that weapon… I’d 
hate to have to kill your number one scientist.” 

Dr. Irons froze in place. 

“Very good,” Corbin said pleasantly. “Now, I need a little some-
thing your scientists have been working on. Something called a 
quantum isolation chamber.” 

Lex gave Corbin a startled look. If he were to have picked a piece 
of technology to steal from his labs, the quantum isolation cham-
ber would have been the last thing on his list. It was essentially 
nothing more than a vacuum chamber with special shielding de-
signed to absolutely screen out all forms of background radiation 
and vacuum fluctuations in normal space. To his knowledge it was 
nothing more than a scientific instrument with no practical use 
either commercially or as a weapon. Only a few dozen scientists 
on the planet would have even had a use for the device in their 
research. Compared to all the other projects LexCorp was devel-
oping, it was an almost laughable request. 

“It’s yours,” Lex spat as he led Corbin over to the massive vault 
that held many of LexCorp’s current projects. “But know this… you 
killed some of my people and the moment you leave here it is my 
personal mission to see you hunted down and that you pay for 
every single one of them. Understand me?” 

Corbin laughed as Lex handed over the device, a sphere about the 
size of a basketball. “Mr. Luthor, I’d love to see you try. I only did 
that to tweak off Superman. He’s got some sort of martyr’s com-

plex like you wouldn’t believe.” He turned and started towards 
the lab’s exit. 

“Oh,” Corbin said, almost off-handedly. “I’ll take that EMP wea-
pon too,” he continued as he plucked the weapon off its rack. 
“You have the coolest toys Luthor. I bet you’re a blast at parties.” 
Then he ripped the doors off the elevator and plunged into the 
darkness. 

“Where’s Superman?” Lex bellowed as he turned back to the 
monitors. 

“He’s gone,” Dr. Irons confirmed looking at the monitor. 

“Damn it!!!” Lex raged as he flipped over a lab table covered with 
perhaps a million dollars in lab equipment in frustration. He didn’t 
care at the moment. 

Lex turned to face a wide-eyed Dr. Irons. “I want you to go over 
that video with a fine tooth comb and get me everything there is 
to find about Superman and what Corbin used to bring him 
down!” he yelled at the scientist as he started to storm from the 
room. 

* * *  

ά!ƴŘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǉǳŀƴǘǳƳ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ 
ŎƘŀƳōŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇŜǊŎƻƴŘǳŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΗέ Clark heard Lex say thir-
ty-four stories above him as he staggered out into the alleyway 
behind the LexCorp Tower. Despite having been too weak to even 
stand, his sensitive ears had picked up on every last word of Cor-
bin’s exchange with Lex two floors above where he’d been left 
and it was not encouraging at all. 

How many people had died just now because of Corbin? Four, 
with at least a half-dozen injured, his near photographic memory 
told him. How many more would have died if he hadn’t been 



there? Would fewer people have died if he hadn’t intervened? He 
couldn’t even guess. His mind just kept going back to one thing. 

Brainiac. When would the cursed legacy of his homeworld finally 
leave this one in peace? How many more innocents would be sa-
crificed in the name of an empire of ashes? 

Corbin was already two for two in acquiring the parts for some-
thing that Brainiac was trying to build. Clark shuddered to think of 
what horror Brainiac might be out to create. 

And now Corbin has a kryptonite heart, Clark added to the inven-
tory of negatives. As he looked around at the scene in front him 
between the LexCorp Tower and the Daily Planet building Clark 
could see only one asset in his favor. 

Lois was standing by the door to the Daily Planet waiting for him. 

* * *  

She had tried to follow Clark’s advice of getting a few more hours 
rest, but Lois had found herself unable to relax, much less sleep. 
Too many unpleasant thoughts intruded upon her mind and so 
she had decided it better to simply come into work and simply live 
with the mild and fading headache. After hearing the commotion 
across the street and seeing Clark she was very glad that she had. 

“You look terrible,” she told him as she pulled him into the Daily 
Planet building. 

“What happened?” she asked when they were finally alone in the 
elevator. 

“Kryptonite,” Clark said, sounding a little winded. “Corbin went 
and got himself a kryptonite heart before paying a visit to the 
LexCorp Tower to get something called a quantum isolation 
chamber. I was wrong earlier too; he also made off with some-
thing from the S.T.A.R. Labs hit.” 

“Their new superconductor,” Lois finished for him. “It was all over 
the front page along with what is sure to become your favorite 
headline of all time,” she added as she pulled the paper from her 
purse. MEN OF STEEL: SUPER MENACES ENDANGER STAR LABS; 
MAKE OFF WITH NEW INVENTION by James Olsen, the headline 
read. Beneath it was a picture of Clark sprawled on the floor with 
Corbin emerging from a gaping hole in the wall and into a sea of 
reporters. The only good news was that the picture did not actual-
ly show his face. 

“This is what happens when you leave the reporting to Jimmy,” 
Lois scolded him. 

“That doesn’t matter,” Clark responded as he gathered his 
strength. “Corbin is working for Brainiac.” 

Lois felt her spine turn to ice. “Are you sure?” 

“Corbin outright told me so,” Clark answered. “Who else would 
know about the effect kryptonite has on me?” 

“You’re lucky to be alive.” 

“No, I’m not,” Clark said. “Corbin killed four people today for ab-
solutely no reason other than to provoke me, but then he spared 
me because Brainiac wants me alive.” 

Lois reached out and took his hand. “It’s not your fault.” 

“Tell that to Ted and to Blaine Thompson and to the two people 
whose names I don’t even know,” Clark said bitterly. 

“We’ll stop him,” Lois said in her most consoling tone. 

“But we don’t know what he’s actually after,” Clark pointed out. 
“He could turn up anywhere on this scavenger hunt Brainiac has 
him on. Which is another thing… why does Brainiac need to steal 
bits and pieces of our technology? He can transmute an entire 
world into an approximation of Krypton.” 



“He could,” Lois pointed out. “Who knows how badly we hurt him 
when we destroyed his physical body. Maybe he just doesn’t have 
the power needed to create what he’s trying to build.” 

“I don’t like the sound of that. Even at his reduced level of power 
he was able to bring down a high rise apartment with little effort 
and he turned Corbin into a mechanical nightmare. What would 
require resources beyond that?” 

Lois felt another shiver in her spine. “Suddenly I don’t like the 
sound of it either, but I do have an idea. Since I read the article 
this morning I’ve been hitting my sources for recent transactions 
involving suspected Intergang front companies. In the past couple 
of days there’ve been a lot of orders for electronic components 
and metals placed from all of them. I’m thinking that Corbin’s only 
been hitting places like S.T.A.R. Labs and LexCorp for things that 
aren’t exactly available on the open market.” 

“So what’s he building?” 

“Do I look like a rocket scientist?” Lois remarked. “I’m a just a re-
porter with a GED and two years of college here.” 

“Sorry,” Clark replied. “I’m just used to you always having the an-
swers.” 

“That’s because I’m a great reporter,” Lois said with a self-assured 
grin. “When we don’t know the answer, we ask questions.” 

“So let’s go find us a rocket scientist,” Clark replied. 

* * *  

“So what can you tell me?” Lex asked of Dr. Irons an hour later. 

“Not much on the Superman front,” Dr. Irons admitted as he 
called up a display on the computer. “This is the best shot we 
have of Superman himself.” 

Lex squinted at the screen. The pixilated image looked more like 
an abstract painting than a photograph. “Is this the best we can 
get?” 

“Afraid so,” Dr. Irons confirmed. “This isn’t some television show 
where you can just zoom in and the number of pixels in the image 
magically increases. Garbage in, garbage out.” 

“Personally I think our Superman looks a bit like your friend Mr. 
Kent,” Dr. Irons pointed out. 

“He also looks a bit a like my manicurist,” Lex replied in reference 
to the pixilated face. “And believe me Doctor; of the two he’s the 
one far more likely to wear tights and a cape.” The simple fact of 
the matter was that this picture told him no more about Super-
man than he’d known before. 

“No idea what our Mr. Corbin hit Superman with?” Lex asked. 

“Our techs have done a thorough sweep of Legal and ruled out a 
chemical attack and based on the light emission accompanying 
Superman’s sudden weakness we’re guessing some type of exotic 
energy emission; perhaps something that interferes with how he 
uses solar energy.” 

“So in other words, probably not something we could just pick up 
off the side of the road?” Lex probed. 

“Probably not,” Dr. Irons confirmed. 

“Tell me you’ve got some good news,” Lex said. 

“Well, I wouldn’t call it good,” Dr. Irons hedged. “But I think I’ve 
figured out what Corbin might be trying to build.” 

* * *  

“It’s pretty out there and I’m just speculating mind you,” Dr. Ka-
therine Faulkner said as she ran a hand absent-mindedly through 



her hair and looked down at the list of materials Lois and Clark 
had supplied her with. “I couldn’t even tell you exactly HOW to 
build it. We’re talking strictly thought experiment territory where 
we’re just barely able to wrap our minds around the physics…” 

“I believe there was a point coming sometime before the end of 
the universe,” Lois prodded. 

“Right,” Dr. Faulkner replied. “Actually that’s exactly what I’m 
talking about.” 

“The end of the world?” Lois asked. 

“No, the universe… or rather the beginning of the universe… or A 
universe anyway. I did mention this is all theoretical right?” Dr. 
Faulkner continued. 

“Doctor,” Clark said as calmly as possible. “In layman’s terms 
please.” 

“It is theoretically possible,” Dr. Faulkner said slowly, “that these 
components could, with enough power and the ability to manipu-
late energy on the Planck scale, cause the spontaneous creation 
of a macroscopic quantum fluctuation with non-finite size and du-
ration.” 

“That’s it,” Lois snarked. “I’m gonna find someone who can trans-
late science-geek into English.” 

“A Big Bang,” Dr. Faulkner exclaimed. “It could create another Big 
Bang.” 

“Okay, I think I liked it better when I didn’t understand it,” Lois 
said as her eyes went wide with fear. 

“Which means what exactly?” Clark asked. 

“I simply don’t know,” Dr. Faulkner replied. “Unchecked, it would 
obliterate our planet… our solar system… the entire galaxy… po-
tentially overwrite our entire universe.” 

“Did I mention I am SO not liking the sound of this?” Lois pointed 
out. 

“Let’s presume for the moment that universal annihilation is NOT 
the intended goal,” Clark said. The fact of the matter was that 
Brainiac wanted him alive and wanted to recreate the Kryptonian 
Dominion, something that struck Clark as being rather difficult if 
you destroyed the universe. “What else could it be used for?” 

“I can’t even begin to guess,” Dr. Faulkner said. “Any technology 
for containing such a force is so far beyond our level of under-
standing that I may as well pull random ideas from out of the air.” 

“Try a few,” Lois suggested. 

“Um, Okay,” Dr. Faulkner said as she again ran her hand absent-
mindedly through her hair. “Presuming you could contain it you’d 
have a virtually infinite supply of mass and energy… essentially a 
caged universe with the power of a billion baby stars… but the 
fact of the matter is that I just don’t know.” 

“Okay,” Clark conceded. “Thank you Doctor,” he added. “You’ve 
been more helpful than you know.” 

“Just two more things,” Lois said. 

“Yes?” 

“You said it would take power to activate this device. How much 
power are we talking about?” 

* * *  

 “So this is it? The last of the tasks you require of me?” Corbin 
asked as he looked out at the structure in the fading rays of the 



sun. The last golden rays glistened on the metallic surface of his 
form. He had considered asking Brainiac to restore his dermal 
coating again, but it would probably just get shredded again and, 
to be honest, Corbin sort of enjoyed the looks of terror his me-
chanical visage induced. 

“CORRECT, MR. CORBIN,” Brainiac replied to his questions. 

“So all I gotta do is clear you a path?” 

“AND THEN SEE TO IT THAT I AM NOT DISTURBED AS I CHARGE THE DEVICE,” 
Brainiac clarified. 

“And then I’m a free agent?” Corbin prodded. 

“YOUR SERVICES WILL NO LONGER BE REQUIRED,” Brainiac stated. “THAT IS 

CORRECT.” 

“Well then,” Corbin replied, “Thirty minutes from now you can 
consider yourself the proud owner and operator of the Metropolis 
Nuclear Power Facility.” 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER FIVE: 
POWER PLAY 

 

LΩƳ ƎƭŀŘ /ƭŀǊƪ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾe to fly quite so fast at night, Lois de-
cided as she looked down upon the city lights that were giving 
way to the moonlit countryside as Clark carried her towards their 
destination. She knew she looked ridiculous wearing a parka and 
ski goggles, but she’d take comfort over style any day. At least she 
wasn’t the only one who looked silly this time. 

“You sure this is where they’d hit?” Clark asked as they ripped 
through the air. 

“Only place capable of producing enough power within five hun-
dred miles,” Lois yelled over the wind, though she really didn’t 
need to; from what Clark had told her he could pick out her 
heartbeat at almost a mile out. “Unless Brainiac has a hankering 
to visit the Turukhansk plant in Tunguska, there’s no place bigger 
either.” 

“And you know this how?” Clark said as he cast her a suspicious 
glance. 

“I am a font of useless knowledge,” Lois replied. “You might be 
able to change the course of mighty rivers, but I have and will al-
ways continue to smoke you at Trivial Pursuit,” she added as their 
destination came into view. Located thirty miles downstream of 
the city, the Metropolis Nuclear Power Facility provided most of 
the power for the surrounding region; almost 20,000 megawatts 
serving approximately ten million people if her memory served 
her correctly. 

“You think this will be enough against Corbin?” indicating the 
second thing Lois had asked Dr. Faulkner about; a lead-lined radia-
tion suit that Clark was currently wearing underneath his cloak. A 

bright blue in color, the suit stood in garish contrast with the bril-
liant crimson of his cloak and the gold highlights of his ‘S’ emblem. 

“I hope so,” Lois said. Given a few of the stories Lois had heard 
from Clark, the lead-lining should be well up to blocking the kryp-
tonite radiation. The only question was how well the suit would 
stand up to a physical pounding or the energy blasters that Clark 
said Corbin was equipped with. “Just… try not to get hit.” 

“So do we even know when they’re going to try and hit this 
place?” Clark asked. “It could be days before Brainiac is ready to 
activate the device.” 

It was a valid point, Lois had to admit. At least by flying out here 
they felt like they were doing something. Still, her gut told her it 
would be tonight; that Brainiac was as impatient to be done with 
the matter as she was to no longer have the threat of its contin-
ued existence hanging over her. Ever since the beast had tried to 
kill her, it seemed like half her life was being spent just waiting for 
the other shoe to drop and she was more than ready to get on 
with it one way or the other. 

Beneath them the lights of the suburbs flickered into blackness 
and, stopping to gaze back at the city, she and Clark saw the en-
tire city of Metropolis go black. 

“I think it’s safe to say that it’s happening tonight,” Lois replied. 

* * *  

 “Go! Go! Go!” Lex yelled at his security team as they board the 
helicopter on the roof. It was an eerie sight to witness the city as 
dark as it was; a few key buildings with emergency power and the 
sea of disgruntled motorists clogging the streets below were the 
sole lights this evening. LexCorp Tower’s own backup generators 
had kicked in just two minutes earlier; answering the question of 
when and where Corbin was going to try and get the power for his 
device. The police would never make out to the nuclear plant in 



time to make any difference; not with the traffic the way it was. 
LexCorp however, owned 40% of the power station and could 
have a security team out there in ten minutes. 

Lex turned his attention to the man bringing up the rear. “Let’s 
get a move on Doctor,” he called out to Dr. Irons as the large man 
lugged a familiar looking piece of electronics; one he had last seen 
employed against Brainiac two months ago. “I presume the origi-
nal EMP generator is in working order?” he asked. The original 
model, though not as focused as the latest prototype stolen by 
Corbin, was the best shot they had for stopping him with minimal 
damage to the plant. 

Lex boarded the helicopter along with Dr. Irons and within mo-
ment the helicopter was carrying them aloft and to a rendezvous 
with the nuclear plant. 

* * *  

The first thing Clark was aware of as he touched down outside the 
power plant was how quiet and dark it was; his hearing could 
detect no one but Lois and himself anywhere nearby and his x-ray 
vision was useless, blocked by the same shielding that protected 
the world outside from the nuclear reactions within. The facility 
itself was as devoid of power as the surrounding countryside was. 

“They’re here somewhere,” Lois said as she went into a crouch 
and slid up against the nearest structure she could find. Sliding 
around the side facing away from the structure itself she slid out 
of her parka and shoved the ski goggles down into one of the 
pockets. She had selected dark clothing for this evening’s excur-
sion and only wished that Clark could do the same, though with all 
the lights out it didn’t make a lot of difference. “My bet is on the 
generator building,” she added in a whisper as she headed for the 
short squat steel and concrete structure with Clark gliding silently 
behind, his feet mere inches from the ground. Nuclear power fa-
cilities were split up into several components in several different 
buildings. The nuclear pile itself was in one building along with the 

boilers which used the heat of that nuclear fire to create steam. 
The generator building was where that steam was converted into 
useful electrical power so if Brainiac and his device were going to 
be anywhere that would be the place. 

For his part Clark wished that Lois hadn’t insisted on coming. He’d 
feel a lot better if she were anywhere other than ground zero in a 
battle between himself, Corbin and possibly Brainiac himself. But 
she had insisted that she needed to come and Clark had unders-
tood why. It was a curse at times to have his super hearing; to 
hear Lois awaken in the dark of the night time and again scream-
ing out in terror because of the monster called Brainiac that 
stalked her nightmares. She needed to prove to herself that she 
could face the demon despite her fears. 

They arrived at the entrance to the building to find the reinforced 
steel door torn from its hinges. From within Clark could the roar 
of the steam turbines, but beyond that he could also make out 
the distinctive metallic odor of blood and the stench of scorched 
flesh and had no doubt what they would find within. 

Lois could tell from the look on Clark’s face what he sensed inside, 
but death no longer held any shock or horror for her. While she 
had been an embedded journalist the unit of marines that she had 
been assigned to had remarked on how hardcore she had been; 
how most other journalists had lost their lunch at the first sight of 
carnage. They hadn’t understood that compared to the sights and 
sounds and touch and… oh God… the smell of having to crawl out 
from under the charred corpse that had been her father, that eve-
rything else was placid by comparison. 

Looking inside, it was as black as pitch and even Clark needed 
some light to see by, at least with his normal vision. Clark switch-
ed over to his x-ray vision; despite the fact that it was reflected 
almost immediately by the radiation shielding in the walls, it did 
allow him to make out objects without any source of light. Active 
sensing is what Lex’s scientists had called it in the article where 



Superman had been publicly labeled an alien; probably used to 
see in an environment barely brighter than this. 

“Wait here,” Clark told Lois. “Corbin is too fast and too strong. I 
don’t want him getting a chance to hurt you. We don’t actually 
know the limits on that bracelet of yours,” he pointed out. 

“No chance,” Lois replied. “Someone’s got to provide some light 
in there,” she added as she pulled out a heavy-duty flashlight. 

“I can use my x-ray vision to see in the dark,” Clark pointed out. 

“Until Corbin shows up and you have to pull the hood on your rad-
iation suit on,” Lois pointed out. “X-rays are radiation too. Kinda 
hard to fight someone when you can’t see them.” 

Damn. Clark cursed to himself as he experimentally turned his x-
ray vision on the hood he held in his hands. Sure enough it 
stopped his vision cold. 

“Okay,” Clark relented, “but I want you to keep back. I don’t need 
much light to see by; a moonless night is as good as broad day-
light for me.” 

“I’ll be careful,” Lois confirmed as Clark led the way into the build-
ing. She was prepared to keep as quiet as she could, but it was 
largely unnecessary; the dull whine of the steam turbines 
drowned out anything below a normal speaking tone. The floor 
swayed ever so slightly with every step and looking down with her 
light she saw that it was steel grating rather like a fire escape. Lois 
soon found a railing which she grasped tightly as she swept the 
light of her flashlight beam back and forth across the macabre 
scene before them. 

A dozen bodies; men and women in lab coats mixed with others in 
body armor. The horrid sound of still sizzling flesh mingled with 
the stench of burning meat that caused even Clark’s cast iron 
stomach to churn at the utter pointlessness of the killing. Brainiac 

had actually created a monster more vile than itself; one that 
killed not out of callous disregard but for sheer pleasure. 

“Like my display, Superman?” Corbin’s voice echoed through the 
area above the din, seeming to come from everywhere. Lois 
swung her flashlight up to reveal rows of catwalks above and be-
low them. “Who’s the broad? I’ll enjoy disemboweling her.” 

“Lois, keep back,” Clark ordered. His super senses were telling him 
nothing, but he continued to scan the area anyway hoping to 
catch a glimpse of Corbin. 

“Lois?” Corbin’s voice echoed again, this time followed by a sick-
ening laugh. Apparently Clark wasn’t the only one with heigh-
tened hearing. “That’s Lois Lane? The reporter who thought she 
could bring me down is nothing more than a kid?” Lois felt her 
face growing hot with indignation. 

“Where’s your partner, kid?” Corbin called out. “I need to teach 
you both a lesson on who the real power in Metropolis is.” 

Lois edged up against a cold stone wall as Clark spun around in 
the center of the platform trying to pinpoint Corbin. Her foot 
edged up against something and there as an audible clanking 
noise as it scraped a bit across the grated floor. Without turning 
her vision from Clark she reached down and came up with a 
length of steel pipe and grasped it like a club; for all the good it 
would do against Corbin. The only sound was the continued whine 
of the generators, but she could barely hear it over the sound of 
her own heart pounding in her chest and her quick shallow 
breaths. 

Click. Sizzle. 

Clark barely registered the faint sounds amidst the cacophony in 
time. 

WHAM! 



With a brilliant flash and the sound of straining metal Corbin 
lashed out with his energy bolts; missing Clark, who had started to 
dive out of the way, by inches, but turning a section of the grated 
catwalk into slag and causing it to shift slightly as the twisting 
metal pulled at its moorings. Lois struggled to keep her footing 
and cursed as her night vision was washed away by the intensity 
of the light. She was only able to hear the audible thud as Corbin’s 
metallic form landed right in front of Clark who was scrambling to 
his feet. Then she caught sight of the flickering emerald glow as 
Corbin’s chest opened up to reveal its kryptonite heart. 

Clark felt the familiar wave of weakness start to flow through him 
and flipped the hood of the radiation suit into place. He felt his 
strength return in an instant, looked up into Corbin’s startled face, 
and threw himself against the metallic construct with all his 
strength. The impact sent Corbin flying back to the edge of the 
platform where his metallic limbs found purchase on the railings 
and supports which held the platform in place. 

Corbin looked down at his chest and then back to Clark, and 
though his skeletal face was incapable of expression a look of con-
fusion and fear grew there. 

“Fool me once…” Clark shot back. “Now, how about that re-
match?” 

Go get him Clark! Lois silently cheered; she knew better than to 
even whisper it with Corbin so near. It seemed odd to her that 
Corbin could look Clark directly in the eye and see only Superman, 
but that was only because she knew the truth; how many people 
would actually recognize Clark Kent on the street? 

Being a newspaper reporter was an interesting blend of fame and 
anonymity that applied to both Clark and herself and worked very 
much to their advantage. Practically everyone in Metropolis had 
heard of Lois Lane, yet few of the people she passed on the street 
would associate the petite twenty-something brunette passing 
them with the famous journalist who had almost a decade of ex-

perience under her belt. Most of her peers were almost a decade 
her senior and the Planet had several people about her age on 
staff who were just beginning their journalistic careers. 

Not that any of that mattered as Clark shot forward again in a 
blur, carrying Corbin aloft as they both soared over the edge of 
the catwalk. Clark though could fly and let Corbin tumble forty 
feet to the concrete floor below. 

Another flare from Corbin’s energy blasts illuminated the cham-
ber as he vainly tried to knock Clark from the air. In that flash Lois 
spotted a stairway leading down to the next level and raced for it, 
skirting the still bubbling spot in the center where Corbin’s first 
volley had struck. 

She watched as Clark raced down towards Corbin, set to pile-
driver the cyborg into the concrete; he couldn’t use his heat vision 
without burning straight through the radiation suit so he was li-
mited to hand to hand combat. Corbin however, rolled out of the 
way at the last second with a grace that belied his mechanical 
form and Clark struck only the ground, blasting a spider-webbed 
crater into the reinforced concrete. 

Corbin pulled back into the steam reclamation equipment; a maze 
of pipes and tanks beneath the generators themselves with Clark 
hot on his heels. The problem was that Corbin was just a distrac-
tion and everyone here knew it. Brainiac and his device were what 
they really needed to find; if they weren’t already too late. 

Lois practically flew down the last flight of steps to the floor below 
keeping the meager rays of her flashlight somewhere in the vicini-
ty of Clark’s position as he and Corbin traded blows. Corbin now 
looked to be on the ropes, looking for a way out of the fight. 

Corbin raised his arms as if to try and blast Clark again with his 
energy blasts, but his shots were deliberately high and too late 
Lois saw why. The blast ruptured one of the turbine casings send-
ing a gout of superheated grease-filled steam down on both Clark 



and himself. While it did no damage to either of them, it covered 
Clark’s visor with grease and rapidly condensing water, blinding 
him. 

Corbin took advantage of the opening and lashed out at Clark with 
the claw-like tips of his fingers which shredded the front of the 
radiation suit, stopping only when they struck the form-fitting 
energy field that provided Clark with much of his invulnerability. 
That was all it took though for the kryptonite radiation to do the 
rest and Clark stumbled to the ground as a wave of nausea over-
took him. 

“Not so tough without your shell are you?” Corbin gloated as he 
stood over Clark, who was trying desperately to just get to his 
hands and knees. “Kid, I’ve been killing people professionally since 
you were in diapers and without your powers… what are you real-
ly?” 

CLANG! 

“He’s a good man,” Lois called out as the steel pipe impacted on 
Corbin’s gleaming skull. Unfortunately Corbin didn’t budge so 
much as an inch. hƘΧ ǇŜŀƴǳǘǎΗ she cursed as the steel pipe vi-
brated and dropped from her hands. 

“That was a very brave thing to do Miss Lane,” Corbin said as he 
turned to face her. Lois could see the glowing chunk of kryptonite 
in his open chest. “Suicidal, but brave,” Corbin finished. 

This is going to hurt, Lois thought, but she was going to go down 
fighting. She took the only shot she had. Even as Corbin lashed 
out with all his strength she made a lunge for his kryptonite heart. 

Only, Corbin’s punch was coming at a snail’s pace; as if he were 
trying to move through molasses and the faint glow of the kryp-
tonite fragment was being dwarfed by the golden light streaming 
from her bracelet. Without stopping to consider the how’s or 

why’s of it she plucked the kryptonite from his chest and hurled it 
as far from Clark as she could. 

Corbin looked back and forth between Lois and Clark in shock and 
fear as Clark rose confidently to his feet. Then Corbin made a mad 
dash away from them. 

“Brainiac!” Corbin screamed out as he ran, with Lois and Clark hot 
on his heels. “Brainiac, help me!” Even as he ran Corbin was slow-
ing noticeably. He was running out of power. Clark could have 
caught up to him in an instant, but he wanted to see where Cor-
bin led and as he suspected he was indeed running straight to 
Brainiac. 

Lois and Clark stopped short at the sight of it. The body that now 
served as its host was hideously deformed. Gaunt, callow-skinned 
and his forehead seemed to actually be pulsating of its own ac-
cord. In his hands was a silvery object no larger than a basketball 
that flickered with an eerie blue-green light. 

“Brainiac!” Corbin screamed again as he approached. His legs 
seemed to give way and he was forced the crawl. “They got at my 
power supply. Help me!” 

Brainiac turned its dead eyes upon his creation. “BUT I HAVE COM-

PLETED MY TASK,” it said calmly. “YOU ARE NOW A… FREE AGENT AND I HAVE 

NO FURTHER USE OF YOUR SERVICES.” 

“Wait! Please!” Corbin begged. 

“I WOULD LEAVE THIS PLACE,” Brainiac said as if Corbin no longer ex-
isted. 

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Clark called out. 

“AH… KAL-EL. I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT FEEL THAT WAY,” Brainiac replied as 
it rose into the air. “BE ADVISED THAT IT WAS NECESSARY TO REMOVE ALL OF 

THE CARBON RODS WHICH MODERATE THE NUCLEAR REACTIONS WITHIN THIS 

PRIMITIVE POWER STATION’S REACTOR IN ORDER TO GENERATE THE POWER I 



REQUIRED. IF THEY ARE NOT REPLACED IN THE NEXT SIXTY TO NINETY EARTH 

SECONDS THE REACTION WILL GO INTO WHAT I BELIEVE IS CALLED ‘MELTDOWN.” 

“THE CHOICE OF COURSE IS YOURS,” it added as it rose into the air. 

“Come on,” Clark said with an angry grunt as he plucked Lois from 
the ground and raced out of the generator building. 

“WE WILL MEET AGAIN KAL-EL. AND YOU LOIS LANE. I HAVE SUCH PLANS FOR 

BOTH OF YOU.” 

* * *  

Lex saw a flash of blue-green light erupt from the roof of one of 
the nuclear plant buildings that seemed to rise into the sky for a 
moment before disappearing into the darkness. Down below 
lights were suddenly coming on throughout the facility and an 
alert siren began to sound, louder even than the roar of the heli-
copter blades above. Lex recognized it instantly for what it was; a 
warning of immanent meltdown. 

“Get us down there now!” Lex roared. 

Contrary to popular belief, the meltdown of a nuclear core did not 
result in an explosion; if only it were that merciful. No, when a 
reactor enters meltdown the reaction reaches a temperature 
where it will vaporize solid rock at which point the core would 
sink into the Earth until it reached the local water table. The water 
table would slow the reaction sufficiently that it would cool and 
sink no further, but there it would remain for thousands of years, 
leeching untold amounts of radiation and toxins into the water 
supply of the surrounding area. Eventually that poison would leak 
into the river and work its way down into the Gulf, potentially 
turning the entire area into an uninhabitable radiation-soaked 
wasteland. 

Two minutes later Lex, Doctor Irons, and his men were racing into 
the deserted control station only to find everything under control. 

“Core temperature is high, but returning to normal range,” Doctor 
Irons confirmed a moment later. “The moderators have been fully 
lowered.” 

In layman’s terms that meant all nuclear reactions in the core had 
been stopped and now the core was just bleeding off heat. 

“How long until we can get a team in there to check for damage?” 
Lex asked. 

“Tomorrow afternoon at the earliest,” Doctor Irons. 

“Damn!” Lex cursed. The whole region would be blacked out until 
then. “I’ll alert the media.” 

 “Sir!” one of Lex’s men interrupted. “We’ve found something I 
think you’ll want to see.” 

He led Lex and Doctor Irons into the generator building and past 
the hideous pile of human remains, which caused all but Lex to go 
pale, to a fallen metallic form. 

“Brainiac… help… Superman…” it said in stutter step over and 
over again. 

“What do you want us to do with it?” the security man asked. 

“Take it back to LexCorp for study,” Lex said coldly. “No one finds 
out about this.” 

“Understood, sir.” 

Lex just shook his head as he walked away with Dr. Irons. “Do you 
ever get the feeling Doctor that there’s a whole other story that 
we just keep missing?” 

* * *  

This was not supposed to be happening to him. He watched Lex 
Luthor walk away with unblinking eyes. His malfunctioning vocal 



unit finally shut down and his vision was fading away as well. This 
was not supposed to be happening to him. He was John Corbin, 
damn it, and this should not be happening to him. 

* * *  

The match flared briefly in the darkness and Lois raised it to one 
candle and then another and set them on the coffee table. More 
candles were spread throughout her apartment, filling the room 
with a warm flickering light. The announcement had come over 
the radio two hours ago that power would remain off until at least 
2 P.M. the following day due to a disruption in the power grid. 
People were advised to stay home for the time being and remain 
calm. 

“Well, in the plus column Corbin is finally down for the count and 
we managed to prevent a nuclear meltdown that would have 
ended life as we know from here to New Orleans,” Lois said as she 
sat down next to Clark on the sofa. “Neat trick reading the entire 
operating manual in less than a second by the way.” 

“And in the minus column Brainiac succeeded in building a device 
that could potentially destroy the universe,” Clark pointed out. 

“Though the fact that we’re still here and having this conversation 
has to be a good thing right?” Lois said not sounding entirely con-
vinced. 

“I hope so,” Clark told her as confidently as he was able. “You 
heard what Brainiac said.” 

“That it has plans for us,” Lois finished for him. “If it wanted to 
send the feeling of ice water down my spine then it definitely suc-
ceeded. I don’t know which scares me more, the end of the un-
iverse or having to face Brainiac again.” 

“Still, kind of hard to do the latter if you’re blowing up the un-
iverse,” Clark pointed out again. Maybe one of these times he’d 

believe it, but until they knew for certain what the purpose of 
Brainiac’s device was, he doubted either of them would sleep eas-
ily. 

“I do have a confession to make,” Clark said finally. If the end was 
to come he wanted a clean slate with Lois.  “This morning… when 
I said I had some errands to run... I went to see Lex.” 

“I don’t even know what I was thinking,” Clark admitted when she 
said nothing. “I just…” 

“You felt like it was your fault,” Lois said reassuringly. “It wasn’t. 
Whatever problems Lex and I might have had were there long be-
fore you showed up. If anything Superman probably saved us 
years of therapy, counseling and going through the motions.” She 
tried to shoot him a grin, but it was half-hearted at best. 

“When this is all over… Brainiac… the rest of this mess… I’m going 
to take you to do something fun,” Clark told her. 

“So the day after never,” Lois snarked back. 

“I mean it,” Clark said. “You deserve so much more than this,” he 
said indicating her apartment that was so bereft of really living. 

Lois just found herself gazing into his eyes and reading the sinceri-
ty on his face. “It’s a date,” she said quietly, allowing herself a 
brief, nervous smile. 

“Well, I should get going,” Clark said after several more long mo-
ments of awkward silence. “People out there might have need of 
a Superman.” It was a partial truth. In point of fact it sounded fair-
ly quiet out there and the police would be more than capable of 
handling what there was. It was as if the city subconsciously rea-
lized how close it had come to destruction and was simply breath-
ing a long sigh of relief. 

“Clark,” Lois called out to him. “Stay. Please.” Her eyes were 
pleading as he turned back to face her. 



“If the universe does end... I don’t want to be alone.” 

“Okay.” Clark said simply. In the end Superman wasn’t real; Lois 
was. Deep down he knew he’d be alongside her to the very end. 

“So what do you want to do?” he asked her as he came back to 
her sofa. 

“Feel up to a game of Trivial Pursuit?” 

* * *  

Across the distance Brainiac watched as Kal-El and the Earth 
woman kept each other company. It had watched the public sen-
timent towards Kal-El worsen over the months and yet she alone 
continued to stand by him. She would indeed do nicely. 

“So it all worked out like you thought it would, didn’t it?” came a 
voice from within. 

“YES, MILTON,” Brainiac agreed. “CORBIN SHOULD HAVE HEEDED MY 

WARNING. ALL METALLOS HAVE SAFETY INTERLOCKS TO PREVENT THEM FROM 

STRIKING THE BEARER OF A SHIELD BRACER.” 

“You could have just told him that,” Milton pointed out. 

“HE WAS TO BE A DISTRACTION; SOMETHING TO KEEP KAL-EL OCCUPIED. NOTH-

ING MORE,” Brainiac replied; settling the matter. 

“I just want it to be over with,” Milton said miserably. He couldn’t 
feel sorry for a monster like John Corbin and the hell he was now 
enduring. For months now he had been trapped within his own 
body while Brainiac plotted and schemed. He no longer cared 
about much of anything so long as it was over soon. 

“YES MILTON, IT IS ALMOST DONE,” Brainiac said, reading his host’s 
thoughts. “ONCE THE DEVICE IS ACTIVATED IT WILL NOT BE LONG.” 

“You’re sure this is the place?” Milton asked wearily. 

“THIS IS WHERE THEY WILL COME WHEN IT IS TIME,” Brainiac confirmed. 
“LET IT BEGIN.” 

And with that Brainiac activated the device. It shimmered for a 
moment as it rose from his hands and floated outwards towards 
the wall. Then with a flicker it was gone. 

“That’s it?” Milton exclaimed within his own head. Somehow he’d 
thought it would be more impressive. 

“NO,” Brainiac corrected. “THAT IS EVERYTHING.” 

Then it stepped forward towards the wall and vanished as it 
reached the surface, leaving only a brief ripple upon the surface in 
its wake. 

* * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The story continues in άMetropolis: Convergenceέ 


