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All the Wrong Reasons

Sebastian Hansen


To David & Stormy. Thank you for pushing and pulling as needed.


Chapter One

STETSON

 

The last thing I remember seeing before I died was the garish gold and orange spandex-clad fist of Major Bigstuff flying at my face at something like a million miles an hour. I lost my telekinetic grip on the wall I was holding. The debris came down on my head, which the masonry squished like a rotten melon. Brains all over the place. Bones shattered. Totally dead.

Not my finest hour.

A day later, I woke up on the medical examiner’s slab. Nobody knows why this happens. It’s a super-thing. Superheroes come back from the dead all the time. It’s practically a requirement for the job. Like when you go to get your physical at the Hall of Good Guys Forever and they stab you in the heart to make sure you’ve got what it takes to come back. I’m not entirely sure this is true, but you hear rumors.

What’s odd about me waking up is that I wasn’t a superhero. I was kind of the opposite. The anti-superhero.

My name is Stetson Nadenheimer (it’s not my fault), and before my timely death, I was a supervillain. They call me Jester. Nice to meet you.

It’s not that supervillains don’t come back from the dead. We do, but it’s usually the big-time ones. The “build a death ray and hold the world to ransom for all the money” ones. I’m not even Major Bigstuff’s main rival. He just happened to be flying past the bank I was robbing on his way home from Denny’s.

That’s what I did, by the way—rob banks. No building death rays, no kidnapping or killing people. I’d never even held anyone hostage. My Fortress of Evil is more like a Penthouse Belonging to That Mildly Irritating Villain.

But I liked robbing banks. Since most super-people are what you’d call physical (strength, size, agility, speed—you know, that kind), they don’t know what to do when someone’s power is mental. Mental powers aren’t common—and they’re not popular. Telepathy isn’t as flashy as super strength and doesn’t play well on camera. Hence, nobody’s figured out anti-telekinetic security.

Besides, I liked to flirt with the tellers. They had no idea how to handle a tall, handsome man in a sleek (cheap) black tux and white masquerade mask. I’ve got some killer green eyes too. Alas, while my black hair is long enough for a ponytail (tellers love ponytails), I kept it bound up and hidden in a hat. I’ve never wanted to take over the world, but I’m damned charming. It drives superheroes up the wall.

Anyway, back to the ME’s slab. Right. So. After knowing for a fact that my brains are all over the floor of the First United Citizens Bank on Twenty-second Street, I open my eyes. What’s the worst thing you’ve ever woken up to? In my case, it was a whirring bone saw in the general vicinity of my head.

I screamed. Well, wouldn’t you?

The bone saw immediately stopped, and I quickly became aware of someone laughing. A glance to my left confirmed that I wasn’t alone. A young man in green scrubs with tousled blond hair was turned away, covering his mouth to hide his grin.

“Works every time,” he said and set the saw down on a table just out of my reach. Then he turned to look at me, and I stopped breathing again.

In addition to the adorable hair, the man was indeed young with deep-blue eyes, dimples, and the prettiest smile I’d ever seen.

The smile faded quickly. “Welcome back.” He narrowed his eyes and watched me carefully.

My mouth opened to say something, but my brain hadn’t caught up. It was still trying to imagine what the man would look like in my bed. I’m an uncomplicated person like that. It might not have been love at first sight, but lust? Certainly. The problem currently facing me was this: I was obviously in a morgue of some kind, half-naked, drenched in my own blood, and sitting on a frigidly cold metal table. The place smelled of chemicals—formalin (I found out later) and bleach.

Forget flirting. This man had seen me dead, which is so much worse than naked.

Eventually, I managed a strangled, “Hello.”

The corner of his mouth quirked, and the smile came back slightly. He nodded and walked away from me toward the far wall, where he dug a clear bottle of water out of a cooler. He held it up for my inspection. “Thirsty?”

I nodded. My voice was still on the fritz, and he thought it was because my throat was dry instead of…oh…any other reason. I was thankful for it. Anyway, my mouth was parched. I took the bottle gratefully and drank half in one go before finding my voice again.

“Do you often wake people up in the morgue with a bone saw?”

He smiled. I wanted to melt. God. I can’t describe that smile and do it justice. Accept for a moment that it was stunning, will you? If it helps, compare it to rainbows on sunny spring mornings. Like the sun rising at dawn. The light of his smile forgave all sins, watered all crops, and brokered world peace.

The hyperbole is necessary. Everything that happened after that night started with his smile wrapping me up and turning my world on its head.

“Only people like you.” The smile didn’t budge.

“People like…me.”

“Dead people who aren’t dead anymore.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “So, you do it to heroes, too, then?”

He pursed his lips and rolled his eyes thoughtfully. “Mm-hm. They don’t like it either—Mistress Tidal broke one on me, but there’s something about the sound. It tends to bring people around quickly.”

“The alternative is getting our heads cut into.”

He laughed. Please insert a description of silvery bells and songbirds here. He had a pleasant voice. “I wasn’t going to cut you open. You were already breathing.”

“I…was?” I glanced around, certain I knew where I was now. I looked down at my blood-stained hand. “Tell me, were you able to get fingerprints off my corpse? I’ve never been arrested before, so I doubt they'd do you any good.”

“No.” He shook his head. “And no DNA either.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Ah. And now we’re just waiting for reinforcements to arrive, aren’t we?”

“Are we?” He smiled again, and my reply stuck in my throat. “It’s nearly ten o’clock on a Thursday night. Nobody’s around.”

“Ah…and you’re alone here with a formerly dead supervillain because you’re, what? Confident in your medical plan?” I asked with a snort.

He laughed again. “I don’t think you’re going to hurt me. I’m pretty durable. My name is Dr. Julian Dandridge. I’m a part-time superhero. They call me Scatter.”

Ah, Scatter. I’d heard of him, but never run up against him. He belonged to the Guild, which was Kinsley City’s very own organization of superheroes. A sort of Hall of Self-Righteousness. Major Bigstuff ran the show over there.

Well, that put a wrench in my dream of having him tie me to my bed.

I frowned. The revelation that Dr. Julian was a lost cause stung more than it should have, considering we’d just met. Still, he was in the Guild, and that wasn’t good for me by any means.

The Guild didn’t typically bother about me. I was small-time and didn’t offer much in the way of a challenge. When I did run into one of their members, I tended to extract myself from the situation as quickly as possible. I can fly—and over my months-long bank robbing spree, I’d gotten good at evading the Guild’s fliers.

I glanced around, getting my bearings. A few pencils on the desk behind Julian rolled on my command, and I breathed a little easier. My telekinesis was up and ready to go.

I smiled. “You know what they call me, I’m assuming.”

“Jester.” He shrugged. “So, here’s what’s going to happen—”

I held up a hand to forestall him and started talking. It was important to prattle on so his attention focused on me and my mouth. That way, he wouldn’t notice me telekinetically prying the window out of its frame until it was too late.

“There’re a couple ways this could go. The first is dull and causes more of a mess than its worth. You call your Guild. They show up, we have a spirited scrap, and maybe I end up dead again. If not, and you manage to throw me in SuperMax, I call my astronomically overpriced lawyer and make bail in under an hour. Then we spend weeks wading through red tape, and in the end, I get a slap on the wrist, some community service, and maybe a fine. I’m not the kind of supervillain who makes headlines, Scatter, and you lot have bigger things to worry about than someone like me. Death rays and such.”

He crossed his arms.

“Of course, there’s option number two.” Grinning, I simultaneously lifted myself off the table and out of Julian’s reach and crooked my finger at the window, popping it out of its frame and setting it gently aside. “Which involves me escaping. You can’t fly, can you?”

“If I could, I’d have you down already.” He shrugged. Then he did something I did not expect.

He winked.

I paused near the ceiling. “You’re letting me go?” I asked, incredulously.

“Letting you go? Oh no. No. What kind of superhero would I be if I let a villain escape?”

“A very bad one.” I pressed my hands against the ceiling and stared down at him in disbelief.

He frowned. “Do you want me to stop you?” The tone of his voice implied that he could. I believed him.

“Not particularly.”

He looked away, thinking, arms crossed, then glanced back at me. “Then do me a favor and knock over some tables on your way out.”

“So it looks like we got into the aforementioned tussle?” I asked.

“Plausible deniability.”

I blinked.

“Look, either go or don’t. Let’s just say I’ve seen some things, Jester. Supervillain?” He smirked. “Sure.”

“You’ve seen some—”

He waved me away. “Get out of here. If I see you near a bank in the future, you can be sure I won’t be so nice next time.”

I stared at him for a few more seconds, but his expression suggested that his patience was wearing thin and the invitation to escape wouldn’t last indefinitely.

So, stunned and unsure if what had happened was real, I flew out of the window. But I made sure to knock over two sets of shelves and a table on my way out.


Chapter Two

JULIAN

 

I stared at the corpse on the table, then back to my best friend and medicolegal scene investigator, Angie. She shrugged and said, “Don’t look at me like that. He was definitely dead when I brought him in. This isn’t your first BB.”

BB is short for bounce back and refers to the weird habit supers have of coming back from the dead. Not every super does it, but plenty do. Nobody knows the rules for BBs. Nobody knows who’s going to wake up on the table and ask for a glass of water.

(They’re always thirsty for some reason.)

The only “rule” I knew of was this: only supers bounced back and even then, it was a flip of the coin. Also, there’s never been a case of someone bouncing back twice. You only get one second chance.

I sighed and pinched my nose. “Did the Major request you on the scene?”

“No. Tom was on a call already, and I was the only one available. And I’ve already gone through the paperwork on that, thanks.”

I nodded. Kinsley City had a dearth of both medical examiners and scene investigators. People don’t like working around death. Most forensic pathologists make a fraction of what a surgeon does. Why go through years and years of medical school if you’re not going to make a bundle when you’re done?

In my case, I liked working with dead people—they didn’t talk back (usually…). They also presented interesting puzzles and challenges. Finding out why someone died is way more interesting to me than trying to figure out why someone has a cough.

The problem here was that I was a member of the Guild and Angie was Major Bigstuff’s daughter (and a super, though not a member of the Guild herself). The guy on our table had been killed in a fight with the Major. The words “conflict of interest” kept clanging around in my head.

The autopsy wasn’t scheduled for tonight. I wasn’t foolish enough to take that project on all alone. When the city hired me, they specifically did so because I was a super and they intended that I should handle all super cases, regardless of circumstances. The chief ME, Dr. Carter, didn’t agree, but when dealing with bureaucrats, it’s hard to argue sometimes. We got around the possible conflicts by making sure I had an audience at every super autopsy and that Dr. Carter was on hand to assist.

I glanced down at one of the scene photos. The deceased’s body was in a traumatic state of disrepair. And now…

Well, to make matters even worse, the asshole was bouncing back.

Gone were the signs of trauma. His head was stubbornly in one piece (as opposed to the pieces it’d come in as), his chest wasn’t a concave mess, and his limbs all appeared untwisted and unbroken. Any and all signs of the damage done by the wall were slowly but surely going away.

We had another problem.

We’d both reviewed the security footage of the fight from the bank (which had somehow leaked to the press), and both come to the same conclusion.

“This is wrong, Julian,” Angie said, and I nodded vaguely.

“Do we have an ID yet?” I asked, sifting through the photos.

She shook her head. “No. Fingerprints came up empty, and his head’s just now getting back to normal. I could take a pic and throw it through the database, but this guy doesn’t have a record.”

I turned to look at the corpse.

Well, I suppose it would technically be a former corpse at this point. He had a pulse—faint but growing stronger by the minute. I sighed. If pressed into being honest, the man on the table was handsome. He kept his hair tied back and hidden in a top hat, his face covered by a masquerade mask. The bank robber, Jester, was…popular, as far as the media was concerned. He was charming, good looking, and tended to run away from supers trying to stop him.

He wasn’t a fighter, and the newspapers liked to paint him as a sort of Robin Hood figure. Nobody could figure out what he did with the money he stole—which was never more than a few thousand dollars—but there were rumors it ended up in the pockets of people who desperately needed it. Of course, people in those positions didn’t typically come out and say they’d been gifted cash by a bank robber. That’d be intensely foolish.

Still, people liked Jester. Even the people he was robbing liked him.

And then he tangled with Major Bigstuff, head of the Guild, and now that the video was out…

“Oh, this is a fucking headache,” I muttered.

“Amen to that,” Angie agreed. “Any idea how Winston’s going to handle it?”

She hadn’t called the Major “Dad” in years.

I shrugged. “I’m part-time. The Guild’s PR rep’s doing damage control. Officially, the Major isn’t getting in any trouble. Jester was robbing the bank at the time of the incident, and the Major isn’t experienced with telekinesis.”

“Then he shouldn’t have gone in guns blazing,” she muttered, crossing her arms.

“But he did. And nobody died.”

She rolled her eyes. “Nobody died because Jester kept the wall from falling on them. That asshole saved Winston’s bacon. If anybody except Jester had gotten crushed…”

I winced. “I know.”

That was the big problem. I picked up the tablet and replayed the video from the bank for the third time that night.

At first, all I could see were several bank patrons standing around, confused and stunned. Many of them were looking up and pointing. In the corner of the frame, Jester’s feet were visible, dangling over the ground about fifteen feet up.

A couple of security guards entered from the direction of the vault and pulled their weapons.

A little girl near the door dropped her teddy bear and started to cry. This startled one of the guards, who opened fire.

I shook my head. Well trained, these rent-a-cops.

Jester started glowing at this point. I didn’t know what color—the video was in black and white—but could still pick up a faint trace of an aura. I assumed it was a telekinetic shield. He dropped lightly to the ground and made a curt gesture with his right hand. The guns went sailing out of the guards’ hands and flew off-screen.

The supervillain knocked the guards away with a lazy wave of his hand and approached the little girl. I couldn’t see his expression, but his mouth was set in a thin frown. He glanced at the guards, now sprawled out on their backs by a few lounge chairs. He didn’t look all that impressed with the trigger-happy men either.

Shaking his head, he knelt and used his telekinesis to lift the bear and fly it back into her arms while he talked to her—smiling under his mask. Never once did he touch her, or even attempt to reach out to her.

Then he was back in the air, and the teller’s drawers opened and money sailed into his outstretched hands. I really wished the bank video had sound because he talked while he did it.

Several of the patrons and a few of the tellers laughed—or at least cracked reluctant grins. A few of the braver patrons started replying to whatever he was saying. He’d laugh and carry on the conversation.

Jester wasn’t doing anything right—I should be clear on that. Robbing a bank is Bad with a capital B. But he wasn’t hurting anyone, wasn’t holding anyone hostage, and he went out of his way to comfort a scared child. In fact, his performance was probably meant to keep their attention on him, rather than on what he was doing. If so, it worked.

It was about that point Major Bigstuff arrived. All the video picked up was a blur—the Major flying in through the upper windows and clocking Jester back into the wall. The entire bank shuddered. People stopped grinning and started running and screaming.

As the wall came down, so did a good portion of the ceiling and some of the other walls—right on top of the patrons and tellers in the lobby.

The rubble stopped falling and started hovering, trembling, midair. I was able to zoom in on Jester’s face at that point. His mask was askew but still hid most of his features. His eyes were screwed up in pain, and his mouth twisted in a concentrated grimace. His lips moved, forming the words, “Get out!”

He never saw the Major coming.

But he’d saved everyone in that bank. At least from death. A few of the slower patrons suffered cuts and bruises, one a broken leg.

I stopped the video before the blood started leaking through the fallen masonry.

Angie peered over my shoulder and let out a long, drawn-out weary sigh. “You realize the media’s having a field day with this,” she muttered. “When I get my hands on whoever leaked it…”

“We’ll deal with that when we get there.” I winced. She wasn’t wrong—a lot of people were calling for an investigation into the Major’s conduct during the altercation.

I was one of them. I’d already spoken to Mesmerally—the Major’s wife and second in the Guild. By then, the deceased was already showing signs of bouncing back. When I mentioned that to her over the phone, she’d paused for a bit too long and said, “Good. I trust your judgment in handling this, Scatter.”

I hate sneaky, underhanded bullshit.

Angie took the tablet from me and watched the video again. “Mesmerally said to handle it as you see fit, right?” she asked without looking up.

“Yes.”

“And the bounce back has not been leaked yet.”

I nodded.

“Okay.” She set the tablet down on the aluminum table with a delicate click. “What do you think we should do?”

I sighed and pinched my nose again. My head hurt. “I don’t know. What we should do is call in the rest of the Guild, right now, and make sure Jester is locked up in SuperMax before he comes around.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Okay, that’s ostensibly the right thing to do.” She glanced at the man on the table. “And if you want to do it, Precious, I won’t argue with you.”

“I don’t.” I frowned, suddenly angry. Why should I be the one in this position? My job was dealing with the dead. Jester wasn’t dead anymore. He wasn’t my problem. I didn’t want to be the one responsible for caging Jester after he’d saved a bank full of people—when the Major himself put those people in jeopardy. That was a headache I didn’t need.

The door behind me opened, and I jumped, not expecting anyone down here this late.

Major Winston Bigstuff strolled into the room and I had to bite my tongue to keep from snapping at him. As it was, I said, “At least put on a pair of gloves before you touch anything in here.”

He gave me a surprisingly sheepish nod and retrieved a pair of gloves from the box on the wall. “Mesmerally told me what’s going on,” he said, turning to face us. He nodded at the corpse on the table. “That him?”

“You mean the man you killed?” I said through gritted teeth. “Yes. I’m surprised you didn’t recognize him.”

To my shock, the Major flinched. He recovered with a sigh and frowned. “Listen, nobody likes this—least of all me.”

Angie snorted. “Hey, he’s getting up. Doesn’t that absolve you of any guilt?”

“No,” the Major replied, and then it hit me.

Major Bigstuff had miscalculated. Badly. And he knew it. The man was big, brawny, more muscle than brain, but he was a hero at the end of the day. He never liked killing villains if he could help it. That this whole mess had gone down wrecked him.

I wanted to feel bad for him—and I did, after a fashion. This was the very definition of the rock and a hard place.

He rubbed his face (contaminating his gloves in the process) and sighed. “I fucked this one sideways—you don’t have to tell me that. I spent today doing a little…reconnaissance around the city. Nobody knows who this guy is, but…” He drew a deep breath and glanced at me. “Mes told me she said it was your call.”

“She did,” I confirmed.

“And?”

I shrugged. “We’re gonna have to put him in SuperMax. Villains don’t go good.”

Heroes go bad all the time for various reasons, but as far as I knew, there hadn’t been a case of a villain going the other way. Redemption wasn’t a word in their vocabulary.

“Not usually,” he agreed. “But in this case…”

I leaned against a shelf of empty specimen jars and crossed my arms. “Look,” I said. “You’re the boss. If you want to make a different call, I’m all ears.”

He walked up to the body on the table and hummed under his breath. “Can you wipe the blood away so we can get a better look at his face?”

“Sure.” I shrugged and went to another set of shelves to grab a box of sterile wet wipes. With the Major watching, I cleaned off the deceased’s face and felt my fingers go numb.

The blood obscured a lot of details, but now that I’d gotten a better look, I realized the face of the man on the table looked hauntingly familiar.

Major Bigstuff nodded as if he, too, recognized the man. “You know him?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I mean…he looks familiar but…I swear I’ve never seen him before.”

Angie crossed her arms. “I know him. You wouldn’t recognize him in the costume ’cause he keeps his hair hidden.”

“And the mask,” the Major said.

“Right, but this guy…this guy is Kinsley City’s most eligible billionaire.” She tapped the former corpse’s forehead. “Stetson Nadenheimer, trust fund brat and party king of the cliffs and cove.”

I stared at her, then at the former corpse. “You’re kidding.”

“Nope.” She smirked. “I read those rags at the checkout all the time. He’s a real diva.”

The Major nodded. “Started the Foundation too.”

Angie’s head jerked up, and she stared at him. “He did?”

“The…” I found myself searching for the words. “The big citywide charity that deals with all the…everything?”

“Yep, he started the organization, hired all the best people he could, turned ’em loose and now he’s their biggest donor,” the Major said, brow furrowed. “I don’t know why he doesn’t advertise that fact much, but it was a few years ago.”

I threw my hands up. “Why rob banks then?”

“Remember the Robin Hood rumor, Precious? Supervillain my aching ass.”

Major Bigstuff crossed his arms over his massive chest and nodded. “All right. Here’s what we’re going to do…”

By now, you know how Jester “escaped.”

Now you know why.


Chapter Three

STETSON

 

Kinsley City unrolled below me. The air was cold up here, and I wasn’t wearing a jacket. A telekinetic shield can keep a lot at bay, but it couldn’t keep out the chill. We were too far south to have much of a winter, but it was nearing the beginning of January and the weather was cold, rainy, and miserable.

I put the proverbial afterburners on and headed for a tall tower in the middle of downtown. Not only was I cold, I was nonplussed. The interaction with the guy hired to cut my cold corpse open had left me rattled. Apart from the obvious, I couldn’t figure out why.

I had to make sure to fly high enough to avoid being seen from the ground, but low enough to avoid aircraft—and other flying super-people.

Thankfully, there weren’t many out and about at this hour. They were easy enough to dodge once I entered the forest of skyscrapers downtown, and I made it home without being seen sans mask.

The city is a hodgepodge of…mess. Kinsley City, Home of Heroes! There was some unfortunate truth to the marketing though. Just over a million people, and you couldn’t spit without landing on a super.

That bit of hyperbole made the city somewhat famous. More people moved here in the last few decades than the city could keep up with. It was a seaside town of about five hundred thousand in the ’40s, ringed by high cliffs to the north and west and the large Kinsley River to the south. People fished, the delta created by the river provided shipping access. There were mines to the west.

Then someone found something in one of the mines. A mineral, it was said. No one knows where it came from, or how it landed in our mines, but they pulled it from the ground and called it Auctorium. From the Auctorium, they—oh, in this context “they” means a bunch of scientists who never learned that just because you could do something, it didn’t mean you should.

Anyway, they derived a powder or solution or whatever from the Auctorium called Sedibulm. I’m sure you can see where this is going. Mystery rock produces super science serum? Powers happened—and Kinsley City was the only place to get them. You either had to have a whole lot of money or be willing to sign your life away, though, so supers are still a minority—even here.

Major Bigstuff retired from the military and set up shop here. I don’t know how he got his powers, other than someone gave them to him. It might have been a government research project. He took a look at the supers running amok in the city and created the Guild. He gave the heroes titles, costumes, and a purpose. He gave the villains nemeses and bad monologues.

He built the Overlook—a garish egg-white and glass monstrosity that looks like the Sydney Opera House had sex with an Escher piece. You can see it from nearly everywhere in the city. It overlooks (ha) the entire area, sitting on top of the northern cliffs like an inbred king.

Suddenly, everyone wanted to see what the fuss was about, and the city swelled, more than doubling in size. Nobody seemed to mind the danger, and those who did—those in the most vulnerable communities—couldn’t do anything about it. Nowadays, they can’t afford to move. Neighborhoods got demolished with startling frequency. If you were rich enough to live by the cliffs, you were moderately safe. The more affluent areas of downtown also mysteriously evaded destruction. I hadn’t had to rebuild once!

I landed on my tower and immediately hit the stairs to my penthouse.

Ah…yes. Did I mention I’m obscenely wealthy? I own three towers downtown full of high-rent tenants and company offices. My penthouse is single-story and outfitted with the finest kitsch money can buy. I’m also a trust fund brat.

I know what you’re thinking. You have to buy superpowers in this town, so obviously I bought mine.

But I’m telekinetic. Sedibulm primarily produces physical supers. Everybody has enhanced strength, durability, agility, speed…you know, the building blocks of power. It gifts other things—strange abilities like throwing plasma darts from your fingertips or flight. The only other “mental powered” superhero in the city is Mesmerally, the Guild’s telepathic speed-queen. We’re rare.

Sedibulm is also an intensely unpleasant experience. A few decades ago, it came to light that the labs were building supers—from the ground up. They used children primarily because they could be easily molded and their bodies were found to be more adaptive to the extreme changes. It’s best not to think about where the children came from. Those laboratories get shut down very quickly when the Guild finds them. Sometimes they blow up (because superpowers).

But they always pop up again, because there’s money in superpowers.

In light of all that, I didn’t know where my powers came from. I can remember having them as early as seven years old. Eventually, I concluded that if my obscenely rich old man paid someone to give me powers, it must have happened before I started remembering things.

It certainly didn’t improve his view of me.

As soon as I pressed the palm of my hand to unlock my door, I heard a chair rolling back across hardwood flooring. I winced.

Oh. Rosalie was still home. I really didn’t want her to see me like this.

It’s…incredibly hard to describe Rosalie. She’s Alfred Pennyworth by way of Mary Poppins. The lady’s in her mid-fifties and built like a tractor. She’s soft and gentle while at the same time not being someone you’d want to mess with. She can bend iron bars—and she’s not a super. She makes sure I eat, and she cleans up after my guests leave.

Well, she makes sure stuff gets cleaned up. She hires people nowadays.

Her official title is “Assistant,” but to who and what her exact duties are…well, that’s malleable. I mean, she’s my assistant. Officially. But I have a really hard time picturing that, so I just go with, “Rosalie, who does pretty much everything.”

At that point, she was the only person in the world who ever thought I was worth anything.

“I saw you flying in,” she said as I opened the door. Once she got a good look at me, though, her hand flew to cover her mouth and she exhaled slowly. “Oh, Stetson…”

I wanted to crumble into little pieces right then and there. I swallowed the lump in my throat and cleared it before saying, “I’m…really sorry, Rosalie.”

She knew about Jester—she was the only person in the world who, up to that point, did. She didn’t like it but had long ago given up trying to stop me. I wasn’t the kind of person who could be easily swayed once I’d decided to do something incredibly stupid. Not even the mother-guilt, which she was so very good at, dissuaded me.

That was before. Now she looked like she wanted to cry, and I wanted to curl up into a little ball and beg her forgiveness.

“Are you hurt?” she asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

“You always have to learn the hard way.” She eyed me up and down and closed her eyes. Immediately, she pointed a quivering, indignant finger toward the bathroom and commanded me to, “Get clean.”

I obeyed. At this point, I would have jumped off the building if she ordered it.

People often think of rock bottom as the point where you find yourself bereft of friends, unable to pull yourself up—too far gone to be helped, and from here it’s clawing your way back up, if you can, fingers bleeding on the metaphorical rock.

But for me, rock bottom was waking up on a metal table with a bone saw hovering over my head. You don’t get much more bottom than death, honestly.

I stood in my shower, warm water pouring over my head, mingling with tears as the shock wore off and the reality of what I’d just been through hit me.

I’d died.

Don’t ask me to detail what it was like. I don’t remember. Not really. I can tell you what wasn’t there. No lights at the end of tunnels. No singing choir of angels. No long-lost family members waiting to welcome me to Paradise (not that anyone in my family actually would welcome me to Paradise, but you get the idea).

Just…nothing. Terrifying. Empty. Remorseless. Nothing.

Does that count as a memory? Not sure. Maybe looking back and remembering nothing makes me think death was a pitiless black void.

At least I hadn’t been aware of it at the time.

My blood went down the drain, and by the time I got out, wet hair plastered down to the middle of my back, I looked normal.

At least there was that. Appearances mattered. I dried myself off and stared at my reflection in the mirror.

I couldn’t remember the wall falling on me. The sound of bricks hitting flesh echoed through my mind, but it was manufactured. What I thought something like that should sound like. Bones crunching under the weight, the hollow clicking of concrete falling against concrete. Little bits, tiny pebbles, bouncing off the pile as it settled. I couldn’t remember the weight of it all. Probably I’d already died by the time the last piece of debris hit the pile.

The people screaming—that I could remember. And the look of wild frenzy in the Major’s eyes as he crashed through the window. He hadn’t meant to make the wall collapse on innocent people, I’m sure. But that’s what happened.

And I tried…

But I couldn’t hold it.

Suddenly, the mad eyes of the Major faded, and the bright, blue eyes of the doctor rose up in my memory, along with his smile.

I felt my tense muscles relax.

It occurred to me that my mind was turning down a lane I shouldn’t be wandering, but I wanted—needed—to see that smile again. I don’t know what it was. Maybe it was the bone saw. There’s something terrifyingly romantic about a bone saw.

Probably not.

The doctor was attractive—very attractive. Blond, tousled hair. Royal-blue eyes. Lips that smiled his all-encompassing smile. Kissable lips. A body I wanted to run my hands all over. Hips I wanted to wrap my legs around.

But it was more than that. I had no idea where the compulsion came from, but I desperately needed to make sure he was eating enough. How strange is that? The man had a body Adonis would kill for, and I wanted to ask him if he was getting enough protein. Was he sleeping? Did he have nightmares?

Why the hell did I care?

Because I did care—far more than I should about someone I’d seen for, at most, five minutes.

I leaned on my marble bathroom counter, staring into the massive mirror, and whispered, “Who are you?”

Because he was someone I…not knew. That was the wrong word. I didn’t know him. But I found myself more than simply attracted to him. He was like a magnet—there had to be a reason he made me think these stupidly compulsive questions.

Do you want to play checkers?

I had never played checkers in my life! Why would I ask a stranger if they wanted to play a game I’d never touched?

Snarling, I turned away from the mirror, yanked on a pair of soft silk pants, and grabbed a comb. I tore it through my hair and went back to the main sitting area where Rosalie kept her desk.

She glanced up, and I noticed with a stab of guilt that her eyes were rimmed with red. She stood, picked up her phone, and tapped the screen. “You look better.”

“I…am.” I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and continued before she could cut in, “I’m done, Rosalie. I promise. I’m done.”

Thus ended the barely-footnote-worthy career of the infamous bank-robbing villain, Jester.

But I couldn’t justify going on. I couldn’t put myself through that again—I couldn’t put Rosalie through that again. She’d seen the news. Jester went up against Major Bigstuff and died. She knew.

So, I can’t even imagine what she felt when she saw me flying in. Relief? Exasperation? Did she want to kill me all over again?

Probably.

But she hugged me instead. “Thank you,” she said and kissed my cheek. Her hands gripped my face as she pulled back, and her eyes narrowed as she studied me.

I put the brakes on before she could get going again. “Can we…do this tomorrow?”

“Do they know who you are?” I shook my head. “You got away before they—”

“I…didn’t get away,” I admitted. “He let me go.”

“He…let you go?” she demanded incredulously. “Who is this he?”

“The medical examiner. I don’t know what he was doing in the morgue that late. But…yes, he let me go—and I’m weirded out by that and everything else. I need time to get my head back on straight.” I sighed. “So…tomorrow? Please?”

“Stetson.”

“I promise—I swear, I will never go near another bank again. I’ll burn the suits and the leftover masks. I promise.”

“All right.” She nodded and headed for the elevator that would take her down to her condo on the floor below.

“Rosalie?”

She turned.

“The medical examiner…his name’s Julian Dandridge. He’s a superhero. Goes by the name Scatter. Can you…do what you do and find out more?” I tried to sound nonchalant. I failed.

She frowned. “Stetson.”

I gave her a sheepish grin. “What? He was cute.”

“Stetson.”

“Pretty, pretty please?” I asked. “I just…I don’t know why he let me go—and I want to find out. That’s all. I swear. I won’t contact him if you don’t think it’s a good idea. I… Nothing that happened tonight makes any sense. Also, he was really cute.”

She sighed and cracked a reluctant grin. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you!”

“But you stay inside tonight.”

“I will. I promise.”

She nodded and headed downstairs. I made sure the lights were out and retreated to my bedroom. It wasn’t anywhere near my normal bedtime. I’m the sort of person who gets up when the afternoon is mostly over and goes to bed while dawn is peeking over the horizon, but death and meeting a mysteriously attractive superhero who…

…Hadn’t turned me in.

I blinked, falling face-first onto my bed.

Why hadn’t he turned me in?

I had to see him again. Had to make sure he was eating. Sleeping. Smiling. I could practically feel his weight on my back, his breath in my ear, his kisses on my neck.

Oh god, I was pathetic.

I rolled over and stared at my dark-gray canopy. One leg bent at an angle, the other stretched out to the corner of the bed. My hand rested lightly on the waistband of my pants.

This is the part of the story where I let you know that yes, it does get kinky. Not here, really. Here is just…well, masturbation. I did exactly what you think I did. Pull down pants, apply lotion to hand, stroke cock until body produces desired result. The doctor’s pretty, blue-eyed face and bright, sin-forgiving smile stayed in my mind the entire time.

After, I pulled myself off the bed and took another shower, this time using the coldest setting possible.

It didn’t help.


Chapter Four

JULIAN

 

Angie drove me home. I didn’t own a car. It seemed paradoxical. I was the medical examiner with the higher salary, but I’d never been able to justify spending the money on a car, no matter how convenient it would be. The bus got me home just fine. Forty-five minutes later than I otherwise might get home, but it still got me there eventually.

On the other hand, Angie had no problem spending her hard-earned cash on herself.

I sat in the passenger’s seat, pulled out my phone, and watched the surveillance video from the bank again.

“You’re never going to get that out of your head if you keep watching it,” she said.

“I can’t stop watching it.”

Angie lived across the street from me and parked in her own lot, leaving me to walk across the street to my townhouse.

“Are you sure you’re gonna be all right tonight, Precious?” she asked me. The concern in her tone got through to me and I shrugged.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, trying to sound sincere.

Of course, when someone’s been your best friend since childhood, they can easily see through your bullshit. Her hand landed on my shoulder, and she kissed my cheek. “I know you didn’t want to go through with that tonight. But for what it’s worth, I think it was the right thing.”

I frowned, pressing my lips together. “It’s not that. I was…actually okay with it. Once he woke up and started talking, I mean. I just…you realize that if he goes right back to robbing banks, it’s our ass, right?”

“I know.” The look in her eyes told me she knew I wasn’t being completely honest. “But we know who he is now—and trust me when I say the Guild will be keeping an eye on him.”

“How do you know?” I smirked. “You quit.”

“Shitass.” She shoved my shoulder. “Go get some sleep, Precious. I’m still on call, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to try and get some shut-eye too.”

I nodded and reluctantly headed for my house. What I wanted to do was go inside, feed my cat, and sit up until three in the morning watching movies with Angie. To try to forget the day—but she was right. We were adults now, with adult jobs that meant we couldn’t stay up super late.

But I didn’t plan on going to bed right away. It’s a good thing I don’t need more than a few hours of sleep.

My two-story townhouse sat tucked in a row of other uniform townhouses. I had my very own stoop. Up the small flight of concrete stairs, the front door opened to a large entryway. A set of stairs on the right led to the bedrooms, office, and second-floor bathroom. The living room branched off to the left. The ground floor hallway extended past the stairs and living room door to another door leading to the dining room, which connected to the kitchen in the back. The ground floor bathroom was just off the kitchen, for some reason.

I grew up here. My moms bought it before I came along. They adopted me when I was around six or seven, I think. It’s as close to home as someone like me can get. They retired a few years ago and moved out of the city—and I inherited the place. It’s on the west side of town, in a neighborhood that’s decidedly middle class. The streets are narrow and one-way. The houses and apartment buildings all crowded together.

I’ve since redecorated a bit. Angie helped—in fact, most of the skulls are her doing. I have dozens stashed throughout the place (all fake of course—the human-shaped ones, anyway). My door is decorated year-round by a blood-orange welcome rug with a black cat and spiderwebs. We put denim overalls on a human-sized fake skeleton and named him Bill—he lives in my dining room. My curtains were either blood-red with black trim, or dark burgundy and gold depending on the room. There was so much gothic Halloween kitsch stashed around the place I could open a spook-store. Universal Monster dolls, old horror movie posters, black and red furniture, coffins and gargoyles and witches—oh my.

That’s my deep, dark secret. Blond-haired, blue-eyed respectable pathologist during the day, gothic homemaker by night.

Okay, that’s a lie. I have a darker secret than that. But I liked the aesthetic. It kept me grounded, made me feel at home because it reminded me that sometimes it’s okay to be a little spooky. Or a lot spooky if I’m being honest.

The Duchess sauntered out of the living room as soon as I opened the door. Her real name is Mitzi. I realize that by proper gothic standards, I should own a black cat, but Mitzi is a football-sized (and shaped) orange tabby. I found her behind the dumpster at the ME office when she was a kitten and kept her. She grew up and now has the proper attitude.

Bow before me, mortal, for I am ruler of this household.

As soon as she saw me, she began mewling as if she hadn’t been fed once in her entire life and led me directly into the kitchen. I fed her, got myself a beer and a plate of leftover cold pizza, and went upstairs. I dropped the food on my office desk and retreated to the bedroom to change. I hung my suit coat in the closet and shed the rest of my clothes, tossing the overshirt and underwear in the laundry basket and hanging up the slacks so I wouldn’t have to iron them in the morning.

Then I went to the office.

Yeah, look, I live alone, and nobody who isn’t Angie visits unexpectedly. Since I keep my curtains drawn, I didn’t see much point in putting a different set of clothes on. Screw pants.

While my laptop booted up, I ate the pizza and drank the beer.

I wasn’t worried about losing my job for letting a supervillain go. I mean, I should have been, but Kinsley City is a metropolis made up of haves and have-nots. That’s probably not surprising. Most major cities are made up like that. Being a super automatically put me in the haves column. Being a super in the Guild meant I was basically untouchable.

And if you’ve noticed the problem with that, give yourself a cookie.

There’s money in making supers—and a lot of the kids who come out of those labs are unstable. They go sailing down the slide into pure villainy and don’t stop to ask for directions along the way. It’s gotten better nowadays because one of the things the Foundation does is help former lab rats acclimate to normality. The facility they built is called Haven and the doctors and therapists there have developed some effective treatment for post-Sedibulm trauma. Not every post-lab super needs it, but it’s a godsend for those who do.

But…there’s still a lot of powerful, unstable villains around and when they go off they can do a lot of damage. The Guild’s been able to minimize that damage. Ergo, the city really loves the Guild. Major Bigstuff wasn’t going to get into trouble for killing Jester because he’s Major Bigstuff. The media would grumble, and there’d be heated calls for an investigation. Maybe they’d even do an investigation, but at the end of the day, the mayor and the city council wouldn’t touch him. And before morning, the story of Jester’s bounce back (and escape) would get out, meaning the media could crow about their Robin Hood and the whole thing would end up being moot.

The police wouldn’t like that, but up against the Guild, there wasn’t much they could do.

I’ll be honest, the Guild is made up of supers who are decent and good and brave—and who want to do the right thing. Hell, I’m one of them.

But the whole thing with Jester? It was calculated to make everybody look less shitty in the spotlight. Not good, per se, but the solution made it quickly disappear into the news ether. See? He’s not dead and he’s not in jail, so everything’s fine.

It’s fine.

Just. Fine.

I nibbled a piece of ham and wondered what the media would do if they knew who Jester actually was.

I wondered what I would do if he robbed another bank.

Grunting, I tossed the half-eaten pizza slice on the plate, took a pull from the bottle, and brought up a browser. I searched the name, Stetson Nadenheimer.

This was something I didn’t mention in the morgue. The Major and Angie both thought the former corpse looked familiar because he was a tabloid star—but I don’t read the tabloids or gossip blogs. I knew the name, of course, but never really paid attention to anything beyond that. I certainly didn’t spend time in the checkout aisle reading gossip rags.

No, it wasn’t the name that was familiar—just known. The face on the other hand…

I knew that face. Not in a “Oh, his picture’s all over the tabloids” way but in a “I’ve seen him before. In person. I know him” sort of way. The short conversation in the morgue cemented it. I knew his voice, his manner of speech, his facial tics, his body language. It was all familiar in a way it wouldn’t be if all I’d seen of him was tabloid photos and blog posts.

Once I pulled up a picture of my former case, I became even more certain. I didn’t know where I’d seen him, but I had. I’d spoken to him in the past too. I knew him. I just wished I remembered where we’d met.

My past is fragmented. My memories of the early years are pretty hit or miss—and I consider that a good thing. I was born in a lab and bred to be something I didn’t want to be. I’ve buried a good portion of what happened there.

The nightmares never go away, for the record.

One interviewer actually asked Stetson about possibly buying superpowers. It was apparently a thing among the super-rich. They—or their kids—would get the Sedibulm shot, even if it was illegal to produce and use these days.

He lied and said that he’d been given an opportunity to purchase superpowers in the past but declined the honor.

But I knew better now. I’d watched him pull a window out of the frame and fly away. The man was telekinetic—a rarity among the super-set. He had to have gotten it from somewhere. I wondered if he’d gotten them from Sacha, the lab that’d created me—but I couldn’t remember exactly, so I couldn’t be sure.

I scrolled through the pictures on the article. Stetson did a lot of modeling. I found a shot of him, taken from above, that showed him lying on his back in a bright-blue pool. His long black hair haloed his head. His muscles shone in the sunlight. His eyes were a brilliant dark green. He wasn’t wearing anything, but a bouquet of blood-red roses covered him where it counted.

I wondered how they dealt with the thorns. Probably snapped them off.

There were a few others in the series. They didn’t show anything—but they might as well have. They were all just revealing enough to make my mouth water. The worst (or best) was him on the beach, lying on his stomach in the sand, with his ass bare and glistening in the sun.

I finished my beer, pushed the half-eaten pizza away, and sat back, sighing. Mitzi strolled in and nuzzled my bare leg, so I reached down to scratch her ears.

“Who are you?” I whispered at the screen.

I tumbled down the Google rabbit hole that night. Stetson Nadenheimer had two degrees, both in sociology. His graduate research apparently focused on gentrification (ironic, considering his family got all their money mostly from gentrifying Kinsley City’s neighborhoods). He worked only tangentially with the Foundation, which seemed to do pretty much everything.

Apart from Haven, they built or remodeled schools, revitalized parks and infrastructure in low-income areas, helped with housing assistance, homeless shelters, college funding, job training, medical assistance and free clinics, legal assistance, free mental health clinics, funeral funding assistance, resources for those in mourning. Anything people needed, the Foundation had a branch to help. They focused on building up vulnerable communities. They were involved in advocacy—LGBTQIA, racial equality, religious equality, feminism, you name it. They wore the social justice warrior label proudly and were known for getting shit done on the ground level. Social workers, therapists, social researchers, urban planners, doctors, nurses, lawyers, hundreds of volunteers…

When the inevitable Hero vs Villain battle of the week came to a neighborhood, it was the Foundation who moved in the same day to help the displaced.

That was Stetson’s legacy. An organization big and well-funded enough to make Kinsley City a much better place to live, even with the villains popping up like rats once a month or so.

And I had to dig like hell to find anything about his connection to it. The only reason I knew to look was because Major Bigstuff told me. These days he went out of his way to deflect his involvement. He was a donor—that was all.

I wondered why.

I mean, I wondered a lot of things about Stetson Nadenheimer.

Why rob banks?

Why create an organization like the Foundation and decline to take any credit for it?

Why steal money from banks only to give it away to poor people?

Why spend so much effort making yourself look like a complete prick in the tabloids?

Because that was what he did. Almost every article on the first ten pages was about some stunt he’d pulled. He’d get drunk and argue with a bouncer. Or get caught getting a hand job in his car in a public park at three in the morning. Pictures of him with famous people littered the blog sites. Who was he sleeping with now? I’d never wondered how many orgies one could get into in a week.

Now, I knew the answer was five.

I found one page that made me laugh. He’d gone to Hollywood as a teenager and stared in a horror movie so bad it was barely even a footnote these days. Hellbound Hotel. I made a mental note to buy the movie if I ever found a copy of it on eBay.

His character got chopped in half by a revolving door, apparently.

Anyway, the Stetson Nadenheimer in the tabloids didn’t sync with the man I’d met earlier—or with the man who helped start (and continued to fund) the Foundation. Of course, he was so rich and well-connected I doubted I’d get near enough to ask him.

That was…disappointing.

I stared at the screen, at a picture of Stetson wrapped in a gay pride flag from last year’s Pridefest. He was gay and so very out of the closet, in your face, and vocal about it—but he was in a position of power. He was rich, white, and I noticed that he did use his position to actually…help people.

For example, at last year’s Pridefest there’d been a keynote speaker named Andrea DeMonte. She was a local trans activist and musician (one of Angie’s favorites). One of the staff had tried to cut her speech short, only for Stetson to step in, put the interrupter in her place, and back off to let Andrea finish. The staff listened to him because he was…

Well. A rich, powerful, white, cis dude.

The next week, he was caught going down on a celebrity in a fancy uptown club.

I leaned forward, chin on my palm, idly scrolling through more pictures when a traitorous thought crossed my mind. I wondered if I’d ever be in a position to have him go down on me.

I immediately sat straight up and stared stupidly at the screen. “Where the hell did that come from?” I demanded.

Mitzi replied by meowing.

Wincing, I sighed as Mitzi begged for more head-scratches. I obliged. “You know, Duchess, my luck sucks.” She meowed again, and I went back to the picture of Stetson in the pool and frowned. “No, you’re right…I’d go down on him first. He has no right to be this fucking hot.”

I moved the mouse to close the screen but stopped when I saw a post with a press release. Stetson Nadenheimer would be one of the special guests at the Kinsley City Choral Society’s program at the Eastdales next week. I closed my eyes and silently thanked my mothers for shoving me into choral back in my teenage years.

“Well, well.” I swallowed. “Maybe I’ll get some answers after all.”

My cat snorted at me, and I pushed myself up and out of the chair. “You’re right. Go to bed, Julian. You’ve got a long day tomorrow.”

So, I went to bed.

But I took a cold shower first.


Chapter Five

STETSON

 

I had a hell of a night.

Literal. Hell.

I slept fitfully, waking up nearly every hour with visions of the damned doctor imprinted on the insides of my eyelids. Oh yes, it sounds funny—but it scared me. Obsession is a terrible thing. Nobody ever got a happy ending with obsession—don’t listen to the soap operas.

Instead of waiting for Rosalie, I sat at her desk and booted up my laptop to do a cursory Google search. Sometimes the press did little write-ups on the superhero scene. Maybe Scatter would have a profile all to himself.

I found a couple—though they seemed like ones written by people who hadn’t actually interviewed him. Instead, they dug up as much dirt as they could and vomited it into an article.

Typical.

But, taking everything with a grain of salt and crossing it with the short bio on the Guild’s website, let’s talk about Dr. Julian Dandridge.

He was an orphan from a lab called Sacha Technologies—innovators(!) in superhuman science. They were just another in a long line of underground super-labs to either be taken down by force or blown up by accident. In Sacha’s case, the facility had literally imploded.

The kids from the facility—there were ten found on location—were put into immediate foster care with intensive therapy, paid for by the Guild. Two of those kids grew up to be fully-fledged heroes in the Guild: Lockley (plasma arrows) and Serenade (hypno-voice). The rest weren’t named and disappeared from public life, declining to become either a hero or villain.

That happens a lot, by the way. The lab refugees didn’t always pop back up in the super scene. Quite often, they lived quiet, “normal” lives. They grew up, got married, and some even had kids. Those children often had powers of their own, but there weren’t many out and about in the scene. Several former test subjects moved out of the city to get away from the scene completely. I couldn’t blame them.

But the statistics from Haven suggested that they always came back for some reason.

Some, quite often, couldn’t handle the pressure of powers, the intensity of the trauma from both the labs and the Sedibulm. They ended up at Haven. Some never left. Others left the world completely in a pine box.

That’s the part nobody likes to talk about. They go on at length about how wonderful it would be to fly—but no one talks about the price. My lack of memory made me an outlier. One of the lucky ones. Don’t think I don’t know it.

Julian hadn’t been found in the ruins of Sacha. He’d run off—and turned up a year later as a street kid who wouldn’t let anyone near him. He was frightened, traumatized, and super-powered, a combination that could have easily led him down the path to villainy.

But someone coaxed him out of hiding, and he was eventually put into the care of Melissa Dane and Courtney Ridgeland. One was a therapist specializing in post-superpower-induced trauma, and the other was a family practice lawyer. He was around six.

Thus, the little science experiment known as “CE-243-D” became Julian Dandridge.

From there, he shot through school like a rocket. He’d been engineered to learn quickly, apparently, and finished college—college—before he was twelve. Medical school didn’t appear to give him any trouble, and he glommed onto the field of forensic pathology fairly early. Once he hit his mid-twenties, he was a fully-fledged medical examiner working for the Kinsley City ME’s office.

He worked with the Guild only part-time, and one particularly infuriating article insinuated this was because he was unstable and could fly into a rage at the drop of a hat—and his powers made him scarier. Oh, he had the normal set: strength, agility, durability, speed, but that wasn’t why they called him Scatter.

No, he got his hero-moniker because he disintegrated things. Any type of thing. Organic or not. He “scattered” it into nothing.

Apparently, that little instant-death-touch frightened people.

I glared at the screen. I’d only met the man for a few minutes, but the idea that Julian was capable of going off offended me on a level so deep I hadn’t realized it existed.

Then again…

Another article interviewed a tech from the ME office across town. Apparently, they’d dated for a few years, but that relationship had ended because the boyfriend became afraid of Julian and his death-touch. I sobered and had to remind myself I had only met him for a brief few minutes. I didn’t know who he actually was.

Then, yet again…the site I read that article on was also known for interviewing Godzilla and claimed aliens kidnapped Elvis. They also hated superheroes, so the thing to do was figure it out for myself.

The problem I ran into there was that there was no way to just nonchalantly bump into him again. I couldn’t just show up at his office. What kind of asshole stalks their crush…I ask while googling his name?

I stared at his official picture on the Guild site. Scatter at least looked like the traditional hero-type. His blond hair was held out of his face by a gold band running across his forehead. His costume was the sleek one-piece in blue and white with a leather jacket thrown over the top. His boots and gloves were blue with white and gold trim.

The blue in his costume matched his eyes.

I dropped my head on the desktop and groaned.

“Getting a head start?” Rosalie asked as the elevator doors opened. She stepped out in a crème-colored suit and low-heeled pumps. Her hair was pulled tight into a bun at the base of her neck. She held two cups of coffee and set one on the desk near my hand.

I sat up and sighed. “There’s something wrong with me.”

She glanced over my shoulder at the screen and sipped her drink. “Is he the one?”

“The one who let me go?” I asked, and she nodded. “Yes.”

“Hm…” She leaned over and glared at the screen. “I’ll see what I can find.”

I shut the window and shook my head. “I’ve found pretty much all there is. There’s not a whole lot to go on. He’s a superhero and cuts up bodies for a living.”
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