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CHAPTER 1: THE DETECTIVE

Of all the cities in all the world to be thrown through a plate glass window into a rain-soaked gutter swirling with garbage, Pinnacle City’s gotta be my favorite.

I’m sure there’re gutters in other cities that’d do the job in a pinch, but they wouldn’t have that feeling of home.

I also got my doubts any other town could have such storied windows to be flung through.

Take the fine piece of glass I was just forced to use as an impromptu emergency exit, for instance.

Though I didn’t touch any of its shards long enough for my superpower to give a solid history (thank God), here’s the highlight reel of what led up to my exit:

•   An hour ago: a drunk put a CARD FOR SENATE sticker on the bar’s window before skipping the alley and just pissing right outside the door.

•   Three hours ago: a dealer cheated some junkies on a badly cut batch of Montage, ignoring the bloody, badly beaten gene-job trying to crawl away.

•   Four hours ago: three skinheads beat a gene-job to a pulp at the base of the window, yelling some damn vile (and inventive) slurs at him.

•   Four hours five minutes ago: the same gene-job tore a CARD FOR SENATE sticker off the window, pissing off the skinheads.

•   Six hours ago: a nicely dressed woman who didn’t belong in West Pinnacle City put a CARD FOR SENATE sticker on the bar’s window.

Like I said, a storied window.

Storied until Harold Berryman decided to throw me through it, though some might say decided is an exaggeration since I did everything possible to encourage him to do this.

Him taking a shortcut to the street by smashing through the barroom wall after me—tearing through bricks and wood like gift wrap, followed by his friends whooping and cheering him on—that I didn’t encourage.

The way his fists are glowing green at this moment, this is also something I didn’t intend to encourage.

Unfortunately, his friends—plus about eight or nine beers—offer all the encouragement he needs.

“Get ’im, Harry! Fuck his beaner ass up!” one yells.

I’d share what the others say, but it’s more of the same with only slight variation, mostly in their choice of ethnic slurs and level of drunkenness.

I stumble to my feet, rain pouring down around us. Old aches take over as pain rockets up my left arm, from the middle finger all the way up to my ear. It’s a fire, almost paralyzing.

Shakily, I toss a couple pills from the bottle in my pocket into my mouth and crunch down on them.

According to the docs at the VA, they shouldn’t kick in yet, but I feel instant relief.

Doctors. What do they know?

When everything feels like it oughta, I’m relieved that Harriet’s still in my left hand. While she may not look all that impressive as most wooden baseball bats go, she’s got a hollowed-out core with a couple pounds of solid lead inside. Being that I’m not legally allowed to have a gun, she’s helped me out of a few tight spots.

Probably not this one, though.

Berryman tears off his shirt, revealing an upper torso glowing with green light. He might’ve looked impressive about ten years back, but his beer gut (about the only part of him not glowing) and thinning hair covered in a ratty Santa hat do him no favors.

“You’re the one’s been following me, aintcha?” he taunts, cracking his knuckles.

“You workin’ on a point?”

“Don’tcha got nothin’ better to do than follow honest people ’round, spyin’ on them and shit?”

“Don’t you have anything better to do than beat your wife in a piece of shit bar?”

“FUCK. YOU!”

Well, at least he’s a sucker for the classics.

More people exit the bar, some filming on their phones, some egging the fight on, others trying to break it up.

They don’t try to stop him, of course. A glowing green drunk with superhuman strength, that’s a job you leave for the superheroes—when and if they decide to make an appearance at this end of town. Until then you enjoy the show, post it online, and hope you don’t get too hurt.

Icy rain sizzling off his glowing skin, Berryman yells and runs toward me.

One thing’s for sure: If I survive, I’m charging extra.
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The name’s Eddie Enriquez, Edgar if you wanna get formal (don’t get formal), and I’m a private investigator, primarily working out of the Crescent in glamorous Pinnacle City, California.

It’s not a sexy job like the old movies wanna make it out to be, and mostly means me following people around, watching them cheat their insurance companies on disability, but I gotta knack for it.

By which I mean I sneak into a place I know a target was, use my powers and implant to record their past dirty deeds, get the job done in a couple minutes, and pad out the rest of my invoice for a gig with some reasonable-sounding expenses and hours close to what a norm would bill.

At the end of the day, I still charge less than everyone else and get the job done, so everyone walks away happy.

Well, almost everyone.

It’s not exactly the future I dreamed of growing up, but for a former henchman to a terrible (as in incompetent, not evil) supervillain, it pays the bills.

I like the gig … mostly. Not having anyone looking over my shoulder telling me what to do and not to do, setting my own hours, working with clients I chose instead of ones some boss wants to make nice with, that’s a life I can live.

But like anything else, it’s got its drawbacks. For instance, being an ex-con with my skin color and trying to not look suspicious in a lot of the places I need to be is next to impossible. The cops, the DSA (Department of Superhuman Affairs), and, less frequently but still enough to be a problem, the pro-heroes enjoy hassling me to no end. I show them my paperwork, my PI license, my DSA-issued R-SAL (Registered Superhuman Ability License) card, and, though that should be enough, the moment they run my name and see I’ve done time, my day gets a whole lot longer.

That’s bad enough as it is.

Then there’s days like this when things get rough, and working solo is more dangerous than convenient.

When your back’s against the wall, you gotta decide if the fight’s worth it or if it’s safer to run. I usually run—especially when my arm’s flaring up like it is now.

But there’s times, like right now with Harry Berryman, where I just can’t do that.

For the past year, Berryman has been collecting disability on a supposed back injury. While no one’s doubting the construction accident he was in, with an R-SAL stating he’s got superhuman strength and a low-grade regenerative power, his insurance company had doubts and called me in to verify just how bad his “constant, debilitating pain that keeps him in bed most days” was treating him.

Three days in and I’d collected enough footage of him playing softball, moving furniture, and hitting up some pretty active strip clubs to prove he was gaming the system. I could’ve cut it off after one day, easy, but something in what I’d seen made me stay on. A kind of anger and tension I’ve seen too much in this line of work.

Something I knew I had to keep an eye on.

Tonight, I’m glad I did.

He wasn’t any drunker than usual tonight, and nothing out of the ordinary happened. It was just a night out with the wife and his boys.

But then a disagreement became an argument, an argument escalated to shouting, and shouting became him glowing and punching his wife to the floor.

Standard protocol’s not to interfere in cases like this—let others intervene or, if you’re feeling really proactive, call the cops.

I’ve never been much for standard protocol.

That probably explains why me introducing Harriet to the back of his head ended with being thrown through a window.

Still, I’d rather be his punching bag than her.

Which brings us back to the present; him charging, hitting me like a freight train, and sending me through the air and onto the hood of a parked car.

Believe it or not, this isn’t the first car hood I’ve ridden. One thing I’ve learned from experience is that, no matter how much you think it’s gonna hurt, it always hurts much worse.

I roll, and my trench coat takes a lot of the impact, but it still sucks.

I’m hardly able to get my feet beneath me—something the rain’s not making any easier. Sliding off the hood, my shoe catches on the decorative Rudolph nose on the front of the car. Kicking free, I rip the sodden, fluffy red toy loose and toss it at Berryman.

He laughs. I do too.

He charges and swings for me, but I dodge, with the car taking most of the impact.

The clumsy kick he spins at my back, however, hits home and I’m sprawled out in the middle of Fuerte Street. Harriet rolls from my grip and I crawl for her, but another kick flips me onto my back.

Then there’s a boot on my chest, and all I can see is that glowing green beer belly and Santa hat. He’s staring down at me, rivers of rain still streaming down his chest, steaming from whatever makes him glow.

“Had enough? Had enough, you scrawny piece of shit?” he says while grinding his boot into my chest.

If he wants an answer, he’s gonna have to let off the pressure, but I’m guessing his question’s more of the rhetorical type.

A bolt of lightning lights up the sky. A figure, dark and indistinct with a billowing cape, is lit up. By the time the thunder cracks she’s already off the roof and coming toward us.

Well, this should be fun.

A small explosion lights up Berryman’s back. He screams and is immediately surrounded in a fast-expanding foam, hardening around him like cement. His boot lifts off my chest and I crawl away.

Berryman breaks out of the foam quickly, but the dark figure is on him in a flash, tossing blinding, disorienting explosives. The figure charges before Berryman’s eyes can clear, bashing at his weak spots—knees, lower back, temple—with a pair of twin, foot-long clubs.

He’s down at once, and soon bound tightly by a thin yet powerful net from the dark figure’s utility belt.

A few of Berryman’s buddies look like they want to take her on, and the dark figure welcomes them. When they get a good look at her, at her slender physique bulked out with heavy body armor, utility belts full of weapons and ammunition that criss-cross her chest, the billowing cape, the glistening black helmet that covers her head, two glowing white eye pieces piercing the darkness, they recognize her and stop in their tracks.

“Boo,” she says softly, her voice distorted by digital filters in the helmet to sound like a computerized nightmare.

This gets the desired response.

“It’s Dissident!”

“She’ll kill us all!”

“Let’s get the fuck outta here!”

With most of the crowd dispersed, Dissident looms over to me.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You look like hell, Eddie,” she says, reaching down for me.

“I feel it.” I take her hand and let her help me up. “You seen Harriet?”

Without even looking, she flicks her wrist, shooting a small grappling hook out and pulling it back, Harriet in hand.

“You really like showing off your toys, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Can I have her back?”

“Say it.”

“Do I have to? I’ve really had a helluva night.”

“Say it …”

Sigh. “Oh thank you, Dissident, for saving me from this dangerous rogue, I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Harriet?”

She tosses me my bat.

Dissident’s what the media calls a “non-powered vigilante,” being that she doesn’t have any powers aside from a bunch of cool (read: expensive) toys, and isn’t legally licensed for heroing. However, given what the cops are like and that the heroes don’t make it into WPC (West Pinnacle City) or the Crescent unless there’s something happening that’ll get their faces on the news, Dissident’s about all that keeps the peace on the streets most nights.

As a rule, I hate heroes, but Dissident’s reason enough to make an exception.

“So what brings you to my neck of the woods?”

She aims one of her gauntlets at a nearby alley and illuminates its wall.

Fresh, rain-streaked graffiti reads:

MILGRAM TERRITORY

“Same old, same old,” she says.

I hadn’t heard Milgram had expanded his territory this far; I thought Little Lemuria was as far south as he went.

“He’s here?” I ask.

“Already took down two of his dealers just four blocks from here, and I’m following a lead on his human trafficking operation working out of one of the old hotels on Miller Street. He’s a cockroach, but all cockroaches die eventually with the proper boot.”

“Town’s going to hell,” I mutter, rubbing my aching head.

“Not if we stop it first.”

“Not if you stop it first,” I correct her.

She sighs, which through her helmet’s digital filter sounds like a growl. “I keep telling you, the city needs good people to fight for it. There aren’t enough vigilantes to keep the people safe, and the heroes couldn’t care less. You could make a major difference if you worked with us.”

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard this speech, and I know it’s not gonna be the last.

“Pass.”

“Then why keep doing this?” she asks, putting one foot up on Berryman, who moans in pain.

“He was beating on his wife. Dick had it coming.”

“No doubt,” Dissident says, stomping down on Berryman’s crotch and making him cry out. “But there’s a lot of bastards out there who have it coming even more, and for even worse reasons.”

I’ve had a long night and an even longer day trying to work off the hangover my pills only put a moderate dent in; I don’t have time for this shit—well-intentioned though it may be.

“Look, Dissident, until vigilanteing pays enough to cover my bills and bar tab, I won’t—”

Lights overhead, bright enough to cut through the storm. This time not lightning.

People.

Superheroes. The Pinnacle City Guardians.

I only expected cops, but people must’ve called in Berryman’s power, and anytime you got a power that dangerous involved …

Motherfucker.

Dissident’s already gone, hiding in the darkness and putting as much distance as possible between her and the pro-heroes who’d treat her no better than a common minion.

Every instinct tells me to do the same—to run before they find a convenient enough misunderstanding to take me in or kill me. After all, I’m just another ex-villain from the Crescent. Why shouldn’t they kill me too just to be on the safe side? What kind of world would miss a guy like me?

I nearly bolt, but then I see her.

Berryman’s wife, staring at me with two of the saddest damn eyes you’ll ever see (even if one’s swollen shut). She stands beneath the bar’s faded awning along with the last few looky-loos who didn’t bolt when Dissident intervened. Pulling her coat tight, her lip quivers—whether from the cold or from fear it’s tough to say.

But I know that look. I know the confusion in her eyes. The anger, the hurt, the love she still feels for the bastard tied up by my feet for what he did to her, has done to her, and may do again if he doesn’t get locked up for this.

I know the slight nod she gives me is all the thanks I’m gonna get, and more than I need.

I also know it’s the best possible reminder to play this by the rules, since it’s the only way it’ll go on record.

As the superheroes circle in for their landing, I pull my necessary paperwork from my trench coat, hold my hands over my head, and hope this won’t take too long.


CHAPTER 2: THE SUPERHERO

The grand ballroom of the Rose Terrace Hotel never looks more inviting than it does when you’re sneaking in.

I touch my heels down on the holly-decked balcony with a muted click and, as usual, Mason instantly releases his death grip on my hips, straightens up, and adjusts his black and crimson body suit to look as if he didn’t need me to fly him up here in the first place.

Cory and Derek run and parkour their way up to join us, while Leah drifts intangibly up through the floor.

I can hardly wait for her hands to become solid before grabbing one to lead her inside, into the delicious aromas of cinnamon and sage, the chords of the live string quartet playing “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen,” and the sparkling light of the crystal chandelier across the polished tiles of the dance floor.

We aren’t gatecrashing; technically this gala is in our honor, my mom and my uncle’s thank you to the Justice Juniors for last week’s successful containment of the gas main explosion down in the Seaside Shopping District. If Uncle Ethan had his way, we’d remain mysteriously unseen until prime entrance-making, speech-giving time, and then become mysteriously unseen again after convincing the guests to double their donations to the Seaside Economic Relief Fund.

I don’t mind helping to remind everyone that we’re partying for a purpose here, other than to celebrate Thanksgiving’s end and Christmas’s approach, but I don’t see why that has to mean missing out on half the fun.

My friends follow me more hesitantly into the mingling crowd of donors in their tuxes and jewel-bright gowns.

“Bloodhound!”

A teenage girl in a blue chiffon frock notices Mason as we creep not-so-covertly toward the bar.

“Oh my gosh, do you think I could have your autograph?”

“Um …” Mason grunts. “Sure, I guess. Do you have a pen?”

“Always! I have the complete Bloodhound stationary set!”

The greetings snowball from there.

“Makeshift! Remember me?” Derek poorly feigns a look of recognition for the excited young man accosting him. “I helped you foil that bank robbery a few years back? You asked if anyone had an inhaler and some mustard packets? That was me!”

“Oh yeah.” Derek forces a slightly more convincing look of recollection. “Good work.”

“Gothique?”

Leah tries to hide behind her hood, which doesn’t do her much good, considering that her hood is at least as famous as her face, if not more so.

“I’ve been trying to get in touch with you,” says an older man I recognize from the board of Pinnacle City’s premier news station. I believe he goes by Rickie Maroon. “I’ve got a killer idea, completely groundbreaking, for a celebrity investigative journalism program, and I think you’d be perfect … both of you!” he adds as an afterthought, passing me one of his cards over Leah’s shoulder.

I palm the card and slip away quickly, then have to wait up for Mason, Derek, and Leah to stumble for polite exits to their conversations.

Gala attention is a little different from the regular kind of attention. Fans who call out our names on the street usually just want to be able to say they’ve met us. Guests at functions like this one want to be able to say they know us.

Instead of I love your new costume or I named my pot-bellied pig after you, we get a lot of Remember me from that one time? or When are you going to take up my invitation to go waterskiing?

It’s like a mad memory game of names and faces. Names and faces of people we matter to. It’s weird, but always a bit awe-inspiring.

The first person to pull me in for a hug, a tiny older woman with bottle-red hair and cat ear spectacles, is one of my favorite regulars at these sorts of affairs.

“Glitter Girl! I swear, you get more beautiful every time I see you.” She squeezes me with all the surprising strength in her boney arms.

“Then I’ll have to make sure we see each other more often,” I joke, squeezing back. “You’re looking great too, Aggie. How are the boys?”

Aggie doesn’t spare a single glance to check whether the other guests noticed that I know her name.

“Little Brad’s sounding out words now!” she exclaims, releasing the hug but keeping hold of my hands. “He loves reading his picture books for his old granny.”

After Aggie spilled my code name out loud, someone in the crowd must have taken a census.

“Brisk Boy isn’t with you?” someone asks us, and I turn to look at where Cory was standing last.

It doesn’t take long to find him across the ballroom behind possibly the most delicious-looking refreshment table in the city, waving mischievously back at us, his hand a blur of superspeed.

“Oh, darn, did we lose him again?” says Leah dryly. “Guess we’d better go looking.”

She turns translucent and intangible again, drifting straight through the still-pitching Rickie Maroon and then through the rest of the startled gathering toward Cory. Mason and Derek follow at crowd-shuffling speed, impatiently beckoning me.

“Save me a dance, yeah?” I call to Aggie as the tide of mingling cuts between us. “Something fun!”

Derek’s made a gyroscope out of pretzels by the time I reach the refreshment table, spinning it between his fingers.

“Well, I for one sure am glad we decided not to be fashionably late.” He directs a teasing gaze at me.

“You guys didn’t want to bother blending in until show time,” I say. “You have no one to blame but yourselves.”

I twirl until the skirt of my new, shimmering violet ball gown bells out around me. My Glitter Girl outfit is fully concealed beneath it, its accessories jammed into my purse. The others are already prepared for speech time, dressed in the same old super suits they wear every day.

“There should be laws against having to change clothes more than twice a day,” says Derek.

“Totally. Intolerable waste of time,” adds Cory, who can change his clothes in one one-hundredth of a second.

“There should be laws against those clothes,” Leah whispers, nodding at a passing dress with a runway collar twice as high as its wearer’s head. “You ever think about how much more we could raise at these things if everyone chipped in their wardrobe budget for the night?”

“We’d raise zip,” says Derek. “If they didn’t get the chance to show off their threads, no one would show up.”

“Be nice,” I bump his elbow and catch the pretzel gyroscope in my mouth. “Everyone here bought tickets.” I swallow. “Every bit helps … ooh!”

The quartet’s broken into a warbling cover of “All I Want for Christmas Is You.”

It’s my favorite, so naturally I pretend not to check whether Mason’s pretending not to check whether I’m pretending not to check whether he’s going to ask me to dance.

He broods predictably against the wall, so I lift the top layer of my skirt and groove to the strings by myself, because to hell with Mason and his moods and his slouching and how his creepy Bloodhound super senses make me want to bathe in Febreze.

I mean it this time.

Cory smells the awkward in our little circle faster than Mason ever could, and in half a blurry second he’s gone and back again with an entire tray of the harmony juice known as champagne, probably leaving a very confused waiter empty-handed somewhere.

Another blink and the glasses are in our hands, sloshing precariously. I slow down to let mine steady.

“To the Seaside Shopping District,” Cory proposes. “And to its mostly un-explodedness.”

“Cheers!” My glass clinks on contact with Cory’s, in spite of how even my reaction-enhanced brain insists that he’s currently several feet away, toasting Leah.

Before I met Mason, I’d have said it was impossible to brood and drink champagne at the same time.

I’d have been wrong.

He looks at me piercingly over the rim of his glass, which seems exponentially more delicate in his not so delicate hand, and leaves me wondering what he’s thinking about so hard.

“Miss Kline, could I trouble you for a dance?”

Mason’s slightly open mouth snaps rigidly shut when the question comes from my other side.

I hardly turn to see the asker before saying yes. Lucky for me, it’s not that producer wanting me to put in a good word for him with Leah.

I’m halfway across the dance floor holding Quentin Julian’s pleasantly fluffy hand before realizing I’m still holding my glass as well.

Quentin doesn’t seem to mind the impediment. There are maybe fifteen years between us, and he puts his hand on my shoulder instead of my waist as if I’m five. We’ve often spoken for a few minutes on occasions such as this—he asks about the team, I ask about his work running the shelters across town—but the dancing is new.

“Slim pickings for partners tonight?” I ask, trying to gauge if there’s a shortage of dresses among the tuxes around us.

“What? Oh, no, everyone’s been perfectly friendly,” he says, watching the dancers behind me distractedly. His pointed bobcat ears, relic of his mother’s rebellious years of self-splicing, back before all those supervillain DNA bombs set off the gene-job panic and put a stop to the trend, are perked up and twitching in all directions.

“Are you waiting for someone?”

He shakes his head and then, apparently satisfied with our surroundings, leans abruptly closer and whispers, “Have they asked you yet?”

“Have who asked me what?”

“Nothing,” he says quickly.

“Woah, no way. Don’t you open that door and leave me hanging. Who’s going to ask me what?”

“You’ll know soon enough.” He shakes his head, and like waiting to open my Christmas presents, I allow myself a couple seconds of pouting and then try to let it go.

“You’re going to have a chance to do a lot of good for a lot of people,” he goes on, whispering faster. “It won’t be easy, or safe, and you’re not going to like hearing it.”

“I like what I’m hearing so far.”

He looks dubious and relieved all at once.

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think you could make all the difference. We’ll need to speak confidentially … trust doesn’t come easily these days.”

I get invitations to discuss mysterious subjects with strange men in private places several times a week, but I know Quentin well enough, and I know what he does. He not only funds those shelters for the involuntary gene-jobs; he’s out there almost every day giving free legal counsel, helping them build résumés, apply for housing, you name it. If he says there’s helping to do, I’ll bet he knows what he’s talking about.

The song ends and the quartet announces a short break, leaving the dance floor to disperse around us.

“Kimberly!”

I try not to look too sheepish when my mother’s voice cuts through the music’s absence.

Quentin drops my hand.

“Kimberly, I can see you,” she says, gesticulating in my periphery as wildly as her red velvet sheath dress allows.

“Email me,” I tell Quentin, backing away. “Whatever I can do to help, I’m in.”

I prance innocently over to my mother. Now that I’m here, she can’t possibly kick me out and tell me to come back later … or so I hope.

As soon as I come within reach, she makes a point of brushing invisible bobcat hairs off of me and confiscates the champagne glass from my hand.

“Mom, I’m twenty-three,” I protest, reaching to take it back.

“Shh!” She holds it out of reach, or out of reach without the use of my super reflexes or flight, and looks over both shoulders as if expecting to see people jotting down my easily verifiable birth year.

“And I have an accelerated metabolism.”

“Believe me, dear, not a day goes by when I don’t envy you for both those things,” she says, dropping the glass—about a fiftieth of what it would take to give me a noticeable buzz—onto the empty tray of a passing waiter and then pulling me paradoxically toward the bar.

Leah’s already there, nursing a cranberry vodka, and at the sight of my mom she instantly vanishes into the floor.

“Hmm, I didn’t notice,” muses my mother, looking me over.

“Notice what?”

“How revealing that dress would be on you.”

She tries almost discreetly to hike the bodice up higher over my cleavage, making the spaghetti straps go slack and fall down my shoulders.

“A circus tent would be revealing on me,” I say, wiggling it back into place.

She reaches for the straps. “Maybe if we—”

“Mom.” I catch her wrist carefully on its way and deflect it with the bottom edge of my strength. “My boobs are fine. My dress is fine. You would know, you picked them out. Can you please, just, relax?”

This was the subject of a three-month argument between Mom and Uncle Ethan, after all the lab visits to test my limitations revealed my sensitivity to Jovium, a synthetic version of Jupiter core matter. It’s the one known substance in the solar system that can knock me unconscious or cut my skin in a controlled, non-nuclear-concussion kind of way.

On the one hand, the discovery meant that I wasn’t perfectly invulnerable, and my family had to rush to patent the substance to make sure it couldn’t be manufactured and sold to supervillains to use against me.

On the other hand, the existence of something that could both cut and anesthetize me also meant I was suddenly possible to operate on, opening the door for a more in-depth wave of image consultations.

Mom and Uncle Ethan couldn’t agree on an ideal bust size for me, between wanting to give me the maximum long-term career advantage without prematurely aging me out of the Justice Juniors image, which at the time referred to the team being in our junior year of high school.

Mom’s D-cup insistence ultimately won out.

She backs away now and shakes off all the little worries, the way she always does.

“You’re right. I suppose it won’t matter so much soon anyway. I just wanted this evening to be perfect for you.”

“Seriously? It is perfect. It’s almost Christmas. There’s a fondue fountain!”

“It wasn’t supposed to go this way.”

“Mom, a fondue fountain! It has macaroons in it!”

“You make it really hard to throw you a surprise party, you know.”

I open my purse and pull out the stiff, oversized envelope that barely fits inside. “Um, actually, I think sending me an embossed invitation is what makes it difficult to throw me a surprise party.”

“Well, all right, the party itself wasn’t supposed to be a surprise,” she says, “But we wanted to have the guests break the news to you. We were supposed to have a chance to address them before bringing you in, so we could catch your reaction onstage, but since you’re here …”

She pauses interminably, and my impatience after Quentin’s hint flares back up.

“Mom, what?”

She summons the bartender and orders two Wonder Whiskey and Cokes. The real stuff, designed for people with enhanced constitutions like myself.

“I think you’ve officially graduated from champagne for the night.”

I like champagne, but I’m too curious to argue.

The glasses are set before us, and Mom raises hers to me, a suppressed smile bursting free.

“You made it, honey. You’re in.”

I know exactly what I hope she means, but I’m terrified I might be wrong.

“I’m in . . ?”

“The Pinnacle City Guardians,” she confirms. “You made the winter draft. Congratulations, sweetie.”

I can’t keep my feet on the ground, and neither can she when I fly at her for a hug, the bartender and all the guests within about three yards of us turning to stare after the volume of my squeal.

“Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod! You’re joking! You’re not joking! I love you! You’re really not joking, right? Have I mentioned that I love you?”

Mom pats me on the back, and I set her down.

“The Pinnacle City Guardians. Like the real, grown-up, city-saving Pinnacle City Guardians? Does this mean I finally get to call myself Glitter Woman? Wait, that sounds kinda weird. I’ve never said it out loud before. Maybe just Glitter? Is that better? Captain Glitter? Madam Glitter?”

“Oh, it’s better than that. Your uncle’s made arrangements for an official passing of the mantle, his gift to you.”

“You mean—”

My mom puts a finger to her lips, and I lower my voice.

“You mean I’m joining the Pinnacle City Guardians, as the new Solar Flare?”

She raises her Wonder Whiskey again and holds it up until I finally mirror her.

“To Solar Flare the sixth.”

“And to making history,” I answer and drink shakily, glad for the sheen of calm the WW gives me.

Solar Flare is one of the longest, most famous legacy superhero titles on the West Coast, and I’m about to become the first woman ever to carry it.

A mic taps and squeaks with feedback, heralding Uncle Ethan’s voice.

“Thank you all for coming. Yes. Thank you,” he waves politely from his floating leather chair, presently hovering over the room’s main platform. His suit is unwrinkled by sitting, and he looks as comfortably at home as when the chair is parked in his study.

The guests gather closer, and several journalists click pens and focus cameras. I can even see the Pinnacle Looking Glass evening show's award-winning field reporter, Fadia Bakkour, up near the front. If I’m going to be giving interviews on what it’s like to be the first female Solar Flare, I’d like her to be the first. She’s always been my favorite, partly because she’s the only reporter I know who never spends most of an interview asking about what I’m wearing or my love life.

Her eyes briefly meet mine, and we exchange polite smiles.

“I could say a few words about why we’re here tonight, but I’m sure you’d rather hear it from the admirable young people of the hour. Please give a warm welcome to the Justice Juniors!”

I down the rest of my drink, lift off spinning into the air, and send out a few of my famous, sparkling energy blasts from my fingers. I don’t charge them enough to damage anything, just enough to hide me in a cloud of lavender fireworks while I strip down to my pleated Glitter Girl minidress with the GG emblem on the chest, maybe for the last time.

When the smoke clears, I fly to join my gathering friends on the platform, and the room explodes with applause.


CHAPTER 3: THE DETECTIVE

It’s a fitful, hot nightmare with flashes of madness and violence.

A war.

A war in the streets. A war overseas.

They’re not that different anymore. Both of them senseless and full of fire and blood and broken promises.

A man in a chair who can’t move or see me.

“We just need you to find where this asshole was; find out who he’s been talking to.”

“Come on, use what god gave ya.”

“It’ll be a whole lot worse if you don’t. You don’t want him to suffer, do ya?”

Friends aren’t friends.

Enemies are still enemies but maybe not that bad.

Your heroes will betray you.

Fire from above, tearing through flesh.

You always remember your friends’ dying screams.

[image: images]

By the time I come to, the dream’s already gone, almost forgotten, but never completely. It’ll come back as it always does when I’m in a particularly sour mood, waiting to pounce like a starving scavenger watching a man crawl toward water in a desert.

I’m not dead yet, though.

What I am is face down on a wooden table in a slowly growing puddle of my own drool.

There’s noise coming into focus: voices, chairs being pushed around. Familiar smells: smoke, stale beer, sawdust, weeks old vomit. The lighting’s dim, though what passes for my internal clock tells me it’s morning.

There’s a pale blue koala sitting on the table, staring at me quizzically.

I’m home.

“Mornin’, Petting Zoo,” I say.

“Aw, nuts, how’d you know it was me?” she responds, jumping off the table and transforming into a short, scantily-clad Korean woman, still with pale-blue skin.

“Lucky guess,” I say, sitting up and more or less instantly regretting it. Call it sleeping in a shit position combined with a hangover, but it feels like I spent the night getting repeatedly folded and unfolded. My left arm is on fire, the pain so intense it’s curled up into a claw. I pull the pill bottle from my pocket, fumbling it through shaking fingers onto the floor with a clatter.

“Here,” Petting Zoo offers.

“No, I got it!”

I bend over and pick it up with my good hand, reflexively popping the cap and chewing a couple pills.

“You good?” she asks.

“Will be.”

“Cool, ’cause I gotta make sure the others are still alive before I head out,” she says, going a couple tables over to wake Louie.

As the pills do their work, my eyes clear and the Lineup comes into focus around me.

While it won’t be winning any awards with the Zagat’s people, it’s got its charms. Located inside the giant, severed foot of one of Killtron 8000’s robots, its ceiling is low and lit with an improvised set of bare bulbs and extension cords, none of the police auction bought tables and chairs match, and every so often the power will cut out when one of Tragedii’s improvised hacks inevitably fails. However, the liquor’s good and cheap, the company’s usually good for a laugh, and it’s one of the few places in town you don’t have to fear the pro-heroes.

But that’s not why it’s home.

No, for that you gotta look to the people still coming to around me. Like Louie, the Gray alien left behind by his invasion fleet back in the seventies. Or Lucero, the sorcerer and healer who looks more burnout hippie than wizard and still won’t say which side of the War on Villainy he fought on. Or Bosrallt, the Atlantean berserker who’s more shark than woman. Even Petting Zoo’s got enough history to match nearly everyone in this room, making sure we all got one thing in common.

We’re all criminals.

Ex-villains, antiheroes, and vigilantes mostly, none of us really evil, but none of us saints either. Most of us regulars have our mugshots framed on the wall beside the bar (I’m in the third row, fifth from the left). The Lineup is the one place in Pinnacle City, even within the Crescent, where we can just be who we want to be without being judged, and twice a week we hold impromptu group therapy sessions for those who want to talk about trying to live life on the outside.

Sometimes they go later and have more alcohol involved than others.

I guess last night was one of those times.

I stumble over to the bar. Tragedii’s wiping it down, her mechanical right arm split into several instruments, each with a different rag, while the laser implant in her left eye burns a piece of garbage on the floor to cinders.

A time traveler from a terrible future that no longer exists thanks to an assassination she pulled off sometime in the eighties, she specifically designed the Lineup to be a safe haven for us ex-villains, and because of that I think we’ve all got a soft spot for her.

“That coffee I smell?”

“Nothing but the finest for my favorite customers,” she says, her voice gruff and calm. She’s easily the biggest woman I’ve ever seen, a wall of pure muscle covered with scars and tattoos where she isn’t mechanized.

She passes me a mug. “It’s goin’ on your tab, you know.”

“I know,” I say, sipping it down. The TV over the bar is muted, but filled by the fat, angry, yelling face of Pinnacle City’s greatest (his words, not mine) ever mayor, William “The Conqueror” Card.

“What’s he goin’ on about today?” I ask, even though I don’t really want an answer.

“Wall off the west half of Pinnacle City so the rest of it can reclaim its former greatness. More yelling to boost his senatorial campaign. Watch his family’s reality show, every Wednesday at eight,” she says, running her human hand through her silver Mohawk.

“So, same as always?”

“Pretty much.”

“You’re sure he wasn’t the guy you were supposed to travel back in time to kill?”

“Pretty sure.”

“But you never, hypothetically—”

“No.”

“But—”

“I’m not gonna kill the mayor. Much as I’d like to introduce him to my Flesheater, doing so could fuck up the future in ways you can’t even imagine. So, I’d advise you to either vote against him in November—”

“Non-voting felon,” I say, pointing to the hair covering the back of my neck.

“—or pray that someone finally catches him in the act doing something illegal.”

“Fat chance. Even so, nobody’d care. Maybe I’ll just pray he gets the senator gig; he’ll have a harder time fucking up the city direct that way.”

Tragedii shakes her head, laughing, “And I thought education standards were horrible in my time.”

“Hey, it’s not my fault prison GEDs don’t put that much of an emphasis on civics.”

“But it is your fault you were in prison.”

“Point.”

I polish off the rest of my coffee and slide the mug back at her.

“Thanks for the coffee. And the table,” I say, trying to straighten myself out. My left hand has started to uncurl, some, and almost feels like it’ll be useful in a few minutes.

It’s a good day.

“See you tonight?”

“Most likely,” I say, walking to the exit.

“Hey, man, wanna play some dominoes?” Lucero calls from the table where he, Bosrallt, and Louie are slowly coming to.

Considering that the game’s likely to come down to a shouting match between Bosrallt and Louie as to whose people really got screwed out of conquering humanity the most, and that Lucero tends to use magic to cheat at board games, I pass. “Tempting, but I gotta check messages.”

I’m out the door before they can put up a good defense.

It’s a clear day, for the moment, blue skies and a bright sun that wants to tear my hangover in two. One of the things you learn to appreciate about winters in Southern California is how quickly they can turn.

The Crescent comes to life around me.

People driving and walking to work, hailing buses, the air a fragrant mix of exhaust and food trucks and post-rain dampness. There are horns honking and music in at least a half-dozen languages I can identify. The businesses are as grimy as ever, with walls either covered in graffiti or peeling posters (or both), their front windows all covered in retractable gates and blast shields that a few proprietors are already raising, ready for the day.

The clouds have cleared enough to give a good view of the towers downtown, glittering and gleaming and stretching so high you can’t see the tops of them for the clouds.

If there’s one comfort in that, it’s that they can’t look down on us any easier.

I’ve seen enough old movies to know that there was, once upon a time at least, only one Pinnacle City. It had its divisions, for sure; the west half of the city was predominantly industrial and shipping while the east was where all the commercial, financial, technological, and entertainment business went down. It was hardly one big happy family, but with the protection of the Pinnacle City Guardians, the city got to avoid a lot of the worse parts of the War on Villainy.

For a while, anyway.

It was Killtron 8000’s attack, and the Guardians’ response, that made the Pinnacle City we have today. Swooping down on the city with his army of giant Killtron robots, he laid waste to WPC, killing hundreds of thousands. The Guardians fought a bloody battle to repel his forces, and though they died to nearly the last man, one final attack from their crippled sole survivor, Solar Flare, disabled the army once and for all.

His final blast of energy permanently disabled Killtron, and killed more than 12,000 innocent bystanders the villain had gathered as a human shield.

For this, Solar Flare got himself a statue.

EPC recouped its losses in a hurry, but hasn’t been in much of a rush to rebuild the western end of the city, even thirty years on. After all, who lives in WPC but the working class, the immigrants, the unlicensed supers and outcasts and criminals and those who can’t afford to go anywhere else?

Oh sure, they’ve rebuilt some of the ruined city; a narrow, curving sliver of civilization that separates the east and west halves. Us locals call it the Crescent, and though everybody knows it’s an insult being handed down to us by the city’s elite, we’ve made the most of it. It’s the cultural melting pot that EPC does everything it can to avoid being, and though its crime rate can be pretty insane, it’s still an easy place to call home.

WPC itself, though … calling it a wasteland would be charitable.

Painkillers kicking in some more, I’m sturdier on my feet. My office, thankfully, is in the strip mall right across the street, between the Chinese donut and VHS place, as well as a pretty passable Lemurian restaurant.

Traffic’s bad enough this time of day that I seriously consider using the crosswalk, when I’m temporarily pulled from my path.

Petting Zoo stands at a nearby bus stop, frustratedly trying to adjust a long black wig with one hand while balancing her hefty purse and a couple shopping bags in her other.

I stumble over to her.

“Need a hand?” I offer.

“Thanks,” she says. I reach for her scalp, edging the wig around into a snug fit, pulling the hair into place to cover the bar code tattoo on the back of her neck.

“I keep tellin’ ya, grow your hair out and this won’t be a problem. Works for the rest of us longhairs,” I say, motioning to the shoulder-length hair that covers the bar code on the back of mine.

“If it weren’t summer here nine months of the year, I’d agree with you, but it is, and short hair’s a lot cooler and cheaper to maintain than long,” she says, offering me a cigarette.

I take it, light it and the one she pulls for herself.

Petting Zoo’s good people. Though I didn’t know her when I was in juvenile superhuman detention, being that she was a girl and all, we both got freed in the same amnesty program when we hit eighteen and both hit the army. Though I got my discharge papers after being wounded, she served her term, and we reconnected when she came back to the city. She let me crash on her couch for a while when I was still sorting my life out, and I helped her get the job waitressing for Tragedii so she wouldn’t have to dance so much.

“So how’s things at the club?”

“The usual. Take my clothes off, grind some, run over test notes and construct essays in my head. Captain Pervo hasn’t been back for a while, and I’ve been able to hold a 3.9 GPA, so, thanks for that.”

“Hey, you just made the introductions. Harriet did all the heavy lifting.”

“No, seriously, thank you. I’d have gone all cape buffalo on his ass if I could get away with it, but I really need the tips and can’t afford to flip out on the job, and the other girls were scared, and, well … just thanks for making it easy for us.”

“Don’t worry about it. Captain Pervo shouldn’t be a problem anymore.”

She looks down at her feet, shyly for a moment. “Has Dissident mentioned me recently?”

“Not that I remember, but me and memory ain’t so great… .”

It’s only part lie.

“Well, if you see her again, don’t let on that I’ve been asking about her, alright? And if you could, you know, drop some hints, like I’ve been maybe seeing some hot cheerleader or something, make her a little jealous, I’d really appreciate that.”

“Will do.”

This one’s another lie. Unless someone’s in serious need of a beatdown, I’m not getting in the middle of any lover’s spat.

Double that when Dissident’s involved.

Her bus is coming. I drop my cigarette on the ground, crush it out.

“Hey, Eddie. You be careful out there, alright? You keep doin’ stuff like the other night, get your face all smashed up and … well, Tragedii would be real sore if you weren’t able to pay off your tab.”

“You too,” I say, even though I don’t have to. Captain Pervos aside, she’s always been able to take care of herself.

As she boards the bus, I head across the street.

My office is essentially an office in name only. I could almost do my job out of my apartment if I wanted, but since I occasionally need to meet with clients (mostly insurance reps and spouses worried their other half is cheating), I need to keep up some semblance of a professional appearance.

Lost & Found Investigations is my compromise on that.

It’s a hole in the wall even by strip mall standards; just a narrow box with a big, dirty front window, a backroom for storage, and a bathroom that sometimes works but is usually just a nesting ground for ants. I got a desk up front with an old computer, an even older phone system, and a non-working panel for a security system propped right by the window to try and convince people that stealing my stuff ain’t worth it (and it isn’t).

In between a few exposed pipes, the wall by my desk has framed copies of all my certifications, as well as a few testimonials from happy clients to make me look more impressive.

Hidden in the mix are my only two personal pictures.

One of me, Petting Zoo, and the rest of our superhuman unit back in the army. The other of three smiling teenagers with arms locked around each other’s shoulders. On the left, a fifteen year old me, a hopeful smile on his face and a helluva lot less hair on his head. On the right, a burly boy with glowing green eyes. My best friend from the henchman years, Marco, though we all called him Blast Eyes (we weren’t very creative). The slender girl in the middle … she may have looked strange, with no hair, muted facial features including nearly non-existent nose and ears, solid black eyes and scaled, pale violet skin, but Marco and me were both in love with her as only a couple teenage boys who’d never really been in love with anyone before could be.
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