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One: Villains Always Wear Black
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Kimber stared at the headlines of the newspaper in his hands.

Was this code? An inside joke, regional superstition or obscure vernacular that people like him – born and raised outside the Pacific Northwest – would never understand?

He read the same few lines over and over, dumbfounded. His extensive traveling and eight years of medical school did nothing to help him explain how an entire city existed in a state of widespread delusion.

“There’s gotta be something in the water,” he concluded. On nights like this, after a series of brutal double shifts, he found himself scrutinizing the bizarre headlines longer than they probably deserved.

“Hey, Doc. Hope you saved a ton of people today.” The cashier managing the mini-mart at the bottom of Kimber’s apartment building greeted him the same way each night. “You hear about the new commissioner coming to town?”

Kimber lifted the newspaper. “Just saw the headline.”

“They said he’s responsible for bringing down the Gotti's in New York. How much you wanna bet General Savage boots him out within a week?”

General Savage was the citywide name given to the alleged supervillain-mob boss, who was on the front page of the paper every day. Not just the tabloids, where one expected to see nonsense, but in the Sand City Daily, the Sand Journal, and every other major, respectable publication. Why would the local newspapers facilitate the ongoing glorification of mayhem caused by the city’s mob boss by comparing his deeds to a comic book character with superpowers?

Kimber started to ask the cashier this question and then stopped, recalling the reason behind his cross-country move in the first place.

I’ve found greater acceptance among my new peers than I did among my longtime friends I left behind in Chicago, he reminded himself. He had been given the rare chance to start a new life where no one asked about his past, or why, with his pedigree, he was working at the publically funded Sand City General instead of in one of the private hospitals catering to the wealthy, or for the local, prestigious clinics and research centers.

Life got ugly fast. He couldn’t ruin his second chance by calling out the people who had welcomed him with smiles.

“Yeah. Will be interesting,” he replied blandly instead. Replacing the newspaper, Kimber paid for his bag of groceries.

“The city’s already crossed the gray,” the cashier said wisely.

I still don’t know what that means,
Kimber thought. Whenever he asked someone, he was laughed at, so he stopped asking. “See you tomorrow.”

“Hey, Doc, if you have a minute,” the cashier called.

Kimber paused in the store’s entrance. “Myra doing all right?” he asked, sensitive to the progress of the cashier’s daughter, who was in remission.

“Great,” the cashier replied with a snort. “She saw an injured dog in the alley. She begged me to ask you if you’d take a look.”

Kimber had rescued a dog once, five months ago. Since then, he had been entertaining requests by neighbors and other residents of his apartment building to help their pets and strays when needed. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll take a look before I go upstairs.”

He stepped into the quiet night. The sun never shone for long in Sand City, and the rains and mists rarely dissipated for more than a few minutes. It had taken him months to acclimate to the dark and dreary city.

It was close to midnight, and he was due back at the hospital at seven thirty in the morning. He still needed to go for a run before tossing some laundry in the washer and packing his meals for tomorrow. It seemed as if he would never catch up, let alone get ahead of his schedule. Rather than building a mental to do list, he found himself dwelling on the absurd news headlines again.

As the son of a career diplomat, Kimber grew up in closely knit communities of expats in more countries than he had fingers. From Saudi Arabia, where he witnessed his first public beheading at the age of twelve, to rural Nigeria, where he lived without modern plumbing and spent his off time helping build homes for the poor. Germany, Pakistan, Russia, Argentina … he and his mother moved from place to place every couple of years.

After his diverse upbringing, he felt uniquely qualified to adapt to the local customs of anywhere and everywhere he would ever live. At least, he did, until he arrived to Sand City.

What if I told the five million residents of the city that villains don’t exist?

Shaking his head, he dutifully walked past the entrance of his apartment building to the alley running alongside it. Usually, it was too dark to see much of anything, aside from the shapes of fire escapes and blocky dumpsters.

Tonight, the alley was lit up bright as noon by lights lining the rooftops. A police officer stood on guard about a quarter of the way down the alley, and behind him lay a motionless body in black.

“Good evening,” the officer said. He eyed Kimber.

“Evening,” Kimber replied with a tired smile. “I’m not rubbernecking. I heard there was a stray dog in need of medical attention. But maybe someone else needs a doctor?”

The police officer glanced over his shoulder. “Hospital refused this one.”

Startled, Kimber’s tired brain was slow to respond. Sand City General, the nearest medical center, was a publically supported non-profit. In his year working there, he had never seen the hospital refuse anyone, regardless of insurance coverage, legal residency or condition.

“He’s a criminal, one of General Savage’s henchman,” the officer explained. “He won’t come get the body, and the police and hospital won’t treat this kind of lawbreaker.”

“So the solution is to let someone die?” Kimber asked, frowning.

“Yeah. Then the coroner will take the body. He’ll pick up anyone.” The officer grinned.

“I work at Sand City General. If I call it in, they’ll take him,” Kimber stated, not at all amused.

“Nah. They’ll toss him back out in the alley.” The officer’s eyes narrowed. “You got a soft spot for villains?”

“I have a
human
spot for those in need, criminal or otherwise,” Kimber replied firmly. He shifted to see past the officer. The body was clad all in black and surrounded by a pool of blood. The injured man’s head was encased in a black hood tied at the neck. No footprints marred the blood surrounding the injured person. “How can you tell he’s a criminal?”

The police officer’s eyebrows went up. “You fucking with me?” he growled. “Of course it’s a criminal.”

“You’re telling me you can identify him without removing his hood?”

“You don’t sound like you’re from around here.”

When Kimber was tired, his accent was audible. “I’m from Chicago.”

“Ah. So you don’t know the rules.”

Did he mean
laws?

The police officer waved his hand in the general direction of the wounded man. “Villains wear all black.”

“Villains,” Kimber repeated.
Because an entire city living under the thumb of a mafia kingpin isn’t weird enough. “Whatever. I’m a doctor,” he said, not about to acknowledge the absurdity of the statement. “Let me take a look.”

“Treating General Savage’s henchmen will put you on our list of potential sympathizers to watch,” the officer warned.

“Last I heard, it’s not illegal to tend to the wounded,” Kimber challenged.

The officer didn’t answer.

“Your job is to protect people and help those who need it,” he added. “If you’re just going to watch someone bleed out, then why are you even here?”

“To make sure no one messes with the body and the coroner picks it up before someone else does.”

What was Kimber missing? Aside from the crazy gene everyone else in the city possessed?

“I can’t, in good conscience, leave someone to bleed to death in the middle of an alley, even if he is a criminal,” he said. “If that means you arrest me, fine. But I’m going to examine him either way.”

The officer studied him for a long moment. “You sound like a good guy, Doc. Not sure why you moved to Sand City. Everyone knows this is one of the many rings of hell.”

“We’re all sinners,” Kimber replied quietly. “The least I can do is help someone else who is suffering.”

The cop smiled. “All right, Doc. But I’m not sticking around to witness the aftermath. Whatever you do, you do without my knowledge.” He started forward. “Call me when you realize you’re in over your head, and I’ll get you out of town.” He flipped a business card out of his pocket and dropped it in Kimber’s bag. “Good luck.”

Kimber turned to watch him walk down the street. As if on cue, the lights in the alley extinguished. He blinked until he could see in the dark and tugged off his backpack. Tucking his groceries in it, he then walked carefully towards the body.

“You alive?” he called quietly.

No response.

Kimber nearly tripped over the injured person. He smelled blood, wet clothing and gunpowder, leaving him no doubt as to how this person came to be bleeding in the alley. Pulling out his phone, he turned on the flashlight app and evaluated the body before him critically.

Black clothing was soaked with blood originating from too many different wounds for Kimber to identify which of them might be life threatening. It was impossible to gauge how badly the person was hurt or how long he had been lying there.

He debated internally for a moment, unable to believe the hospital would refuse to pick up anyone for any reason. His phone went off, and with it, his source of light. The battery had been slowly dying the past few weeks. Too busy to pick up a new one, he had resigned himself to using the device when it felt like working.

“Looks like I’ll have to go upstairs to call the police anyway. Or … more police,” he said, thoughts on the officer who had been guarding the alley. “Different
police who don’t believe this supervillain bullshit.” He sighed. “So basically no one in this city.”

In the end, he did what came naturally to him. Kimber strapped his bag on securely then bent down and gently maneuvered the person into his arms.

“I’ve carried injured stray dogs to my apartment. Why not alleged villains?” he grunted as he balanced the wounded criminal in his arms.

He entered the quiet lobby of his apartment building. The elevators, equally as finicky as his phone, had chosen this night to be out of order. Unfazed, Kimber went to the stairwell.

Thirty minutes and fifteen flights of stairs later, he carefully lowered the bloodied mess of a human into his bathtub.

“That’s my workout for tonight,” he murmured and wiped sweat from his forehead.

In the understaffed hospital where he spent sixteen to twenty hours a day, Kimber had grown accustomed to becoming a one-doc shop for a new patient, though he often worked on a team with one or two others, staffing level permitting. On days with short staff, he handled triage, resuscitation, assessment and stabilization, even dressing patients in hospital gowns before flagging down someone to take them to the appropriate follow-up room. It wouldn’t surprise him if he one day ended up filling out the patients’ intake paperwork, too.

Kimber’s body followed a mechanical, much practiced routine as he began to tend to his latest patient. He stripped off the clothing only to discover it was not a henchman
in his bathtub but a henchwoman. Judging by the extensive scarring on her torso and legs, this wasn’t the first time she wound up near dead in an alley, either.

Patient presents with multiple gunshot wounds, abdominal perforations, dozens of contusions, severe laceration wounds of the right extremity …

He categorized her wounds and their severity as he worked. Three were from gunshots, and her right forearm looked as if it had been put in a blender. She sported two more, deep knife punctures in her torso. Her ribs were black and blue, probably broken, and too many bruises and scratches to count covered the rest of her. He didn’t know exactly how much blood she’d lost, but she shouldn’t have been breathing.

Familiar adrenaline kicked in as Kimber realized just how bad of shape she was in. He worked as fast and gently as he could, afraid of traumatizing her body even more. He didn’t have the kind of supplies, equipment or diagnostic instruments here at home that he really needed. He had skimmed some materials from the hospital to create a robust first aid kit, but it was never intended to treat multiple gunshot and stab wounds.

If she passed during the night, it would likely be because of the internal damage she had sustained, which, even as he was the best doctor in his graduating class, he couldn’t help when he couldn’t see it. His screw up in Chicago, the reason he fled the city, had nothing to do with his skills as a physician and everything to do with a flare up of faulty judgment.

Kimber soon lost track of time. Every thought – except the burning urgency to help her – fell away.

 


***


 


Five hours later, he slumped against the wall of his bathroom and started to doze after a twenty four hour workday.

His alarm went off, and he jerked in response. The buzzing sound managed to pull him out of his stupor, and he stood with effort. After turning off the alarm clock, he returned to the trashed bathroom.

It looked like he massacred someone in the small space last night, not like he tried to save a life. Blood splattered the tile flooring, the walls, the mirror, the ceiling, everywhere but the bathtub, which he had cleaned out while simultaneously washing down the unconscious woman’s body.

Kimber leaned over the edge of the tub and checked his patient’s pulse.

Miraculously, she was alive. By all rights, she should’ve been dead long before he found her in that alley.

Straightening, he wiped his face with one hand and spent a full two minutes trying to decide what to do. His professional side told him to take her to the hospital and deposit her in a bed. He couldn’t identify or fix any internal damage caused by her wounds without the help of advanced medical equipment. Weirdness aside, the city could send her to prison after she healed, if she really were a criminal.

After the exchange with the police officer last night, and the citywide superstition about villains, he had an unsettling instinct warning him the hospital wasn’t the right place for her. But was his bathtub any better?

Scratching the back of his head, he left the bathroom and changed out of the soiled clothing. He plucked his phone off the bed where he tossed it last night and groaned when he saw it had returned to life – but only had two percent battery left. His stepmom had texted something about visiting this weekend, and three reminders popped up on his screen.

Annual performance evaluation. 8AM

“Shit,” he muttered as he checked the time. It was 7:03.

Kimber’s phone battery died, and he resisted the urge to throw his cell across the room. Instead, he hurried to finish getting ready for the day. He turned on the news for background noise as he made a quick breakfast. At the mention of the criminal mastermind, General Savage, Kimber peeked out of the kitchen.

A picture of General Savage was on the screen. He really did resemble a supervillain with sinisterly sharp features, dark eyes, a goatee trimmed to a point, a sneer and a black mask.

“This city,” Kimber murmured as he watched the latest reports on his criminal mastermind plans. He would never understand why the police couldn’t stop organized crime when the mob boss was so popular, he had his own website, Instagram account and Twitter handle. Couldn’t they pin down his location using electronic means, or just show up at the locations he checked in from on his social media accounts?

Kimber normally ignored the news, but this morning, he found himself interested in the latest rumors about the local supervillain. He was about to turn it off and leave when a familiar face flashed across the television screen.

The picture belonged to the woman he had rescued.

“The location of General Savage’s daughter remains a mystery,” the newscaster said. “She and her brother are competing to take over their father’s criminal enterprises in a series of high-risk games created by General Savage to test them. From what we’ve been told, Keladry Savage has vanished after one such game. Some reports indicate she was killed, and some that she was wounded and is in hiding.”

How was the reporter saying any of this with a straight face? More importantly, what were the odds a mobster’s daughter ended up in his bathtub?

I have no luck at all,
Kimber thought as he continued to listen to the news.

“As a reminder to the general public: do not aid Keladry Savage, if you see her,” the newscaster stated. “General Savage has threatened to issue a hit on anyone interfering in the games, and the police and local hospitals are under strict instructions not to respond to calls involving either of the Savages.”

Kimber may not have understood the city’s unhealthy co-dependency with the mafia, but he did understand the potential danger of sheltering a mob boss’s daughter in his home.

What am I supposed to do with her?
Perplexed, he didn’t turn off the television quite yet. Did he help her, because no one else would? Call her father to pick her up and endanger himself? Test the police after witnessing how unlikely they were to act at all?

Kimber ate, too distracted to taste anything. His gaze fell more than once to the bloody trail marring his carpet and leading to the trashed bathroom.

Blood was hell to get out of anything once it dried. There was no chance of getting his security deposit back on the apartment. The absent thought faded as he listened to yet another stern warning about not helping the Savage twins.

Still, he debated taking Keladry to the hospital. Concerned the hospital would toss her out, he decided to ask around and find out if what he heard on the news was true and if so, to grab the supplies he needed to help her until she was strong enough to leave.

Kimber lifted her carefully from the tub and took her to the guest room, which consisted of a futon and twenty boxes he had been meaning to unpack since he moved in. Draping blankets over her, he placed a bottle of water by the bed, grabbed his backpack and jogged the ten blocks to work.

 

  


Two: Villains are nocturnal

 


Sand City, the major metropolitan area located in the Pacific North West, sprawled across the Snake River and was half the size of New York City. Tall high rises concentrated at the city’s center gave way to a matrix of apartment and office buildings before fanning out into a patchy network of suburbs extending forty miles in every direction from the city. When Kimber researched the area around the only hospital to offer him a job, the city had seemed like any other large American city with a moderately effective transportation system, rents that far exceeded the national average, a city government that was slow to repair potholes and even slower to address first responder’s pay raises, and sorely lacking in an adequate health care infrastructure. There was a need for someone like him, and, on the surface, Sand City had seemed normal.

Until he moved in and began to see the news and papers reporting about supervillains. Initially, Kimber assumed it was an April Fool’s joke. But as April first slid into April second, then into May, a new year, and April returned, he gradually began to accept the city’s bizarre fascination with the local mob boss and only questioned what the hell was going on when he was too tired to keep his blinders on.

He was the last person who had a right to be critical after the mess he left in Chicago and tried to stay focused on his job. He never had a reason to acknowledge the existence of, or discuss, General Savage, the alleged local supervillain, before this day.

Seated in his supervisor’s office for his performance appraisal, Kimber couldn’t help but smile as she went down the list of his accomplishments for the year. As proud as he was of all he had done, he was also cognizant of how fortunate he had been to find a place like Sand City General.

“ … excelled in every regard,” his supervisor, Tish, finished. “I’m happy I snapped you up before anyone else did.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Kimber smiled at the sixty-year-old department administrator overseeing the emergency room and ICU. It was with some skepticism he rehearsed his questions about the superstition he could no longer avoid. Of the two concerns on his mind, he debated which one was appropriate to ask first: Why his boss had hired him at all after checking his Chicago references, or the truth about helping Keladry Savage.

“Look this over.” Tish handed him the written performance appraisal. “If you have no concerns, sign and date.”

Kimber skimmed the evaluation, satisfied he had near perfect scores in every field, and no patient complaints, during his first year at the hospital. He signed and handed it back.

“The local women’s shelter sent me a letter of appreciation for your volunteer work there last summer as well. I’ll include a copy when I email you the appraisal,” his supervisor continued. “Keep everything for your records. As part of your performance, I’m awarding you a three day weekend with the guarantee no one will call you in.”

Surprised at his first real break since arriving, Kimber bit back his first instinct, which was to refuse. He had nothing outside of work, no interests or hobbies or friends. His work was his identity and purpose in life. What was he going to do with three days off?

“If you need me, I’m happy to come in,” he said.

“Nonsense. I checked your timesheets before deciding between a financial award and time off. You need the time off,” she replied. “I wanted to give you a week off but had a feeling you wouldn’t take it. So, take your three days, and any time you need a day off, I won’t ask questions or complain about the timing. You are the best we have. I want you to feel like this is your home now, and I don’t want you hesitating to take breaks when you need them. The work will always be there.”

He smiled, touched by her earnestness. “Thank you, Tish.”

“My pleasure. Now, any questions before I push you out the door?”

“Not related to the performance appraisal,” he answered slowly. “About the city.”

His supervisor sat back with a warm smile. “Have you settled in okay? Learned your way around?”

“Yeah, thanks. The only thing I’m not so sure about is General Savage,” Kimber started. “Our hospital is open to everyone. If the General’s children are hurt, I would have a hard time understanding why we would turn them away.”

Tish’s smile faded. She studied him for a long moment. “This is a pretty specific concern. Is this a question of morality or … is there a basis for asking?” While polite, the inquiry was much cooler than anything else she had said.

Kimber resisted the urge to shift under her suddenly intent look. “Question of morality. I saw on the news no hospital is supposed to take uh … henchmen and his children as patients. I was curious if it applied to us, since we take everyone.”

His supervisor relaxed, and her smile returned. “You are by far the most dedicated member of my staff. I’ve witnessed both your worth ethic and your ability to adapt to whatever comes through those ER doors. Your coworkers adore you, and so do your patients. But there are some rules that come into play from time to time with regards to General Savage. This is one of them. If he says we must refuse his children, then we will do as he says.”

“Morally, how is that right?” Kimber pressed.

“Morally, it’s not. But he pays your salary and mine. General Savage is the single largest donor to our hospital. If turning away his two kids will allow us to save thousands of lives a year, then our choice is easy.”

Kimber nodded. It almost made sense – financially. He wasn’t able to wrap his head around refusing to treat anyone in the shape in which he had found the General’s daughter.

“I understand your concern,” his supervisor said. She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “But don’t voice it too loudly, Kimber.”

He met her gaze, alerted by the hushed note in her tone.

“Stay focused on being the amazing doctor you are. Don’t go asking too many questions about General Savage or his policies, okay? You never know who’s listening,” Tish warned. “Sand General helps so many people. No one wants to see that change.” She glanced towards the hallway visible through the glass door of her office. “Keep up the good work, Kimber.”

“Thanks,” he replied awkwardly, uncertain what else to say.

“No problem.” Her smile was back.

That took an unexpected turn. Kimber forced a smile. He rose and left.

It was beyond him how one man – even if he was a mobster – could hold an entire city hostage.

Debating silently whether he should ask someone else, Kimber made it to the locker room seconds before he was paged via the intercom system.

“Fifteen car pileup on the interstate,” another of the attending physicians in the ER for this shift told him as he pushed his bag into his locker. “Tons of fatalities. One of the vehicles was a school bus. They’re bringing all the kids here.”

Concern consumed Kimber’s confusion. Accompanied by several other doctors and nurses just arriving for their shifts, Kimber hurried to the emergency room.

His day quickly became a blur of faces and bodies, the blue sea of scrubs, frantic parents and hours beneath too bright fluorescent lighting. Immersed in saving lives, he soon forgot about the woman he had rescued the night before and the lingering question he had about what to do with her.

 


***


 


Hours later, he ended his double shift with a headache of epic proportions and the urge to sleep for two days or more.

The first thing he did after returning home from the gym, close to midnight, was drop onto his bed and lie there until his tired brain had a chance to catch up with him. Wriggling out of the straps of his backpack, he spotted the cell phone he had left on his pillow. He had seen two more calendar alerts earlier this morning and didn’t remember what they were for. Whatever he had missed today, he hoped it wasn’t important.

It was not until Kimber forced himself up, plugged in his phone and went to the bathroom for a quick shower that he recalled last night. The sight of blood jarred him into awareness for the first time since his failed attempt to discuss Keladry Savage with his supervisor.

He walked through the apartment to the guest bedroom, dreading what he was certain to find. With his luck lately, the woman would be dead, and he would be stuck explaining to the police why he had a bloody bathroom and dead criminal in his house.

Upon reaching the doorway of the guest bedroom, he paused.

Keladry Savage was alive, or had been earlier today. She was sprawled in the middle of the floor, passed out, wearing one of his black t-shirts and a pair of his boxers. And … a makeshift mask. She had ripped one of his t-shirts and tied it over her head.

A box of band-aids was clutched in one of her hands and a butcher knife in the other. The blinds of the window were closed and splattered with blood, as if she touched one of her wounds before reaching up to close them. A trail of blood led from the window to one of the boxes, which she had apparently pried open to find clothing before staggering towards the bathroom for band-aids and the knife he had used to cut away her clothing. She had returned and collapsed in the middle of the guest bedroom.

That she was able to get out of bed surprised him, and he tried to piece together what she had been trying to do. Blinds, mask, butcher knife, band-aids.

“I have no idea what this is,” Kimber said. He didn’t have the brainpower to figure it out and crossed to her. Plucking the contents of her hands free, he placed the items on one of the boxes and picked her up.

Setting her back on the futon mattress, he tugged her mask off. He donned latex gloves and checked her wounds once quickly and then a second time.

And a third.

Then a fourth.

This isn’t possible.
Sitting on another box, he stared at her, registering her features for the first time while he was deep in thought.

She was in her early twenties with straight, dark hair, a pretty face and a toned body. Around five and a half feet tall, she was a full foot shorter than him and likely a hundred pounds slimmer. He inherited his linebacker stature from his father, who had been a pro football player in his time before the accident that left him a quadriplegic.

Keladry was asleep. Some color had returned to her pale features today – but it was the absence of color Kimber noticed more. The bruises on her ribs were gone, as were most of the other contusions on her body. The right forearm, whose damage Kimber feared even a plastic surgeon couldn’t correct, had healed to the point the torn muscle tissue had regrown and her skin was starting to repair itself. Her bullet wounds remained open, as did the deepest of the stab wounds.

He expected those to remain as they were for a few days, but the rest of her body?

How was this woman alive at all?

“I’m losing it.” While true, he hadn’t slept much in the past week, he was usually much better at assessing a person’s condition. Was he so tired he saw more damage than was actually there? Was his head that messed up from lack of sleep?

What if his faulty judgment got him into trouble again, gave his boss reason to look more thoroughly into why he was fired in Chicago? What if he endangered the lives of the children he triaged and treated today with incorrect prognoses?

With a shake of his head, Kimber stood and went to the bathroom to begin the arduous task of cleaning it. He could not doubt himself, not when his ability as a physician was all he had anymore. He feared what would happen if he lost this job, whether he’d mentally shatter again.

An hour later, he sat with a glass of wine next to a microwaved meal at the card table where he ate when he wasn’t running out the door.

Leaving the news on, in case they mentioned his patient again, he paced back to the doorway of the guest bedroom and rubbed the back of his head. Keladry Savage was unconscious, completely vulnerable to any decision he made. In a hospital, this type of dependency was routine. The most gratifying part of his job was witnessing someone in a similar state recover and leave, healthy and alive. The people he worked with felt the same – they wanted to help others, or they wouldn’t be in such a grueling field of employment.

Could helping someone who needed it ever really be bad, even if the hospital’s largest donor didn’t want them to do it? Would his coworkers draw the line here, at the feet of Keladry Savage, as his supervisor had?

“This is the only hospital that would hire me. Don’t ruin that,” he whispered to the sleeping woman before leaving the doorway.

Whether he was too tired to see her wounds well last night, or she was a healing miracle, he had to do his best to keep her hydrated and healing. He warmed up the contents of a can of soup and returned to the guest room. Propping her up, Kimber settled on a box beside the futon and spooned soup into her mouth.

Just as he finished and sat back, bleary eyed and exhausted, the woman stirred.

Keladry Savage’s eyelashes fluttered open. She gazed at the ceiling for a moment before looking at him with large, dark eyes.

“Hi. I’m Kimber. Well, Doctor Kimber –” he started.

“I can’t hear you.”

He blinked. Concerned about her more serious wounds, he hadn’t thought to double-check her ears after his initial assessment. Kimber reached for the first aid kit tucked under the futon.

“Did you drug me?” Keladry demanded quietly.

He straightened. “I gave you morphine.” Realizing she wasn’t going to understand him, he pulled the bottle of pills from the first aid kit and held them up.

“That’s why I can’t hear,” she said with a frown.

Kimber pulled an otoscope free from his kit and fitted it with a disposable tip. He gripped her ear and slid the instrument into it, flipping on the light to see her eardrum.

The woman batted his hand away. “There’s nothing wrong with my ears,” she snapped.

He leaned back, studying her pupils. She showed no signs of fever, and her pupils were the correct size, indicating the morphine he’d given her twenty hours ago had worn off. “So you
can
or
can’t
hear?” he asked, lowering the instrument.

“Yes.” She shifted away from him as far as possible and reached up to touch her face. “Where’s my mask?”

Raising an eyebrow, Kimber lifted the t-shirt she’d put eyeholes in from its spot on the floor. She reached for it, but he held it away. “Why don’t you keep it off for now?” he suggested, beginning to wonder about the state of her mental health. “Until you’re healed. You shouldn’t have anything restrictive anywhere on your body.”

She considered him, as if the decision were one of the more difficult ones in life, before relenting. “Very well. You’ve already seen my face.”

“Guess you’ll have to kill me now, right?” he teased.

“We’ll see how it goes. Did my father send you?”

“No.”

She scoured her surroundings critically. “What is this? A safe house? Prison? Am I under arrest?”

“No,” he said. “It’s my apartment.”

“Really?” She raised an eyebrow. “This shit hole is where you live?”

“Shit hole?” he repeated. “Do you have any idea what rent is in the city? This is nice compared to what my other options were.”

“I’ve never been somewhere where blood on the floor actually improves the carpet,” she said.

Not expecting her sarcasm, Kimber’s tired mind was too surprised for him to form a response. The carpet was old and smelled musty when it rained, but he hadn’t cared when he moved in and didn’t care now.

At least I know she can hear me.
He caught sight of the blood seeping from her abdomen onto her blanket. While he didn’t know how to take her frankness, he easily slid into doctor mode. “You need to be still. You’re healing, and I don’t have a spare set of bedding.”

Keladry glanced down then at him, brow furrowed. “Who are you?”

“Kimber Wellington, ER physician at Sand City General.”

“So I’m a hostage,” she said.

“Uh, no.” Kimber said. “I found you in the alley. No one else would help you so I did.”

“Right. You’re something even worse than my captor.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re an alleged do-gooder.”

“No
alleged
about it.”

“There’s no such thing, Kimber Wellington from Sand City General.”

“You’re alive, aren’t you?” he retorted.

“If that’s what you call this,” she snapped back. “I’ve seen torture chambers with more amenities.”

Did she just say what I think she said?
Kimber opened his mouth to respond when his patient swung her legs over the edge of the bed and tried to stand.

“Hold on!” he exclaimed and rose. “You can’t be doing that. You have a puncture in your -”

“I’m fine.” But her voice was faint, and she wobbled the second her feet touched the ground.

Kimber caught her as her legs gave out, and he lowered her back to the futon. “You’re not fine,” he said firmly. “You need to rest.”

She sighed and pushed him away.

He released her. “Okay? Doctor’s orders.”

Keladry squinted at him, as if trying to see through him. “No more drugs, Doc,” she replied.

“You don’t move, and I won’t drug you. Deal?” Kimber sat down as well, uncertain what to expect from his patient.

“All right,” she said reluctantly. By the lines of pain beneath her eyes, her attempt to stand had caused some level of pain.

“What hurts?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she muttered.

“Come on. I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

“You’re the doctor! You figure it out!”

Kimber drew a steadying breath. The past month was a blur of double shifts, punctuated by a few hours here and there to rest. For the sake of his patient, he swallowed his frustration when all he really wanted to do was curl up in his bed and sleep.

He glanced up, feeling Keladry’s intent gaze.

“Where’s your accent from?” she asked.

“Chicago.”

“How long have you been here?”

“A year.”

“Did you call my father?” she pressed.

“No.”

“Police?”

“No,” he replied.

“So no one knows I’m here.”

“Not to my knowledge.”

Keladry studied him hard again, as if suspecting he was lying to her. Finally, she allowed her head to fall back onto the pillow.

“We good?” Kimber asked. “Or would you like to interrogate me further?”

“Tomorrow, Doc. I’m pretty sure you won’t kill me tonight, though I can’t promise the same for you after I’m healed.”

“We’ll call it a draw for now.” He had never met anyone quite like her. Keladry was beautiful, candid, brutally direct – and mentally unstable. “Do you need anything?” he asked.

“Cheeseburger.”

“Your body can’t handle that right now,” he replied.

“Then put it in a blender,” she returned.

“I’m a vegetarian. I don’t have meat in the house.”

Her mouth dropped open. “This is hell, isn’t it?”

A laugh burst from his throat before he was able to stop it. “You’re welcome for saving you.” At his limit with her after his week, Kimber rose. “I’ll bring you soup in the morning. You have three bottles of water on the nightstand. Get some rest.”

“Villains are nocturnal, Doc. Does hell have books, or am I supposed to lie here and stare at the ceiling all night?”

Keladry Savage was kind of an asshole, he decided. Kimber ignored her and flipped off the light to her room. Closing her door, he heard her muttering beneath her breath.

As tired as he was, Kimber found himself too curious after the interaction to lie down quite yet. He retrieved his laptop from the living room and returned to his room. He began searching for information on Keladry Savage.

To his surprise, she had her own wiki-page.

Supervillain in training, fraternal twin to Jermaine Savage and daughter of General William Savage. The Savage family’s territory is limited to Sand City. Keladry Savage is said to run the eastern part of the town and her brother the western. Little is known about her unique superpower, likely inherited from her mother rather than her father, but Keladry is said to be among the most tenacious villains to cross.

Superpower?

Kimber read the first paragraph again and then rubbed his eyes. “Maybe I do need a weekend off,” he decided. He stretched for his charging phone and gazed at the date. Tomorrow was Saturday, his first day off in a month, and the day his stepmother and father had chosen to visit. “Here I thought life was already complicated.”

His headache worsened at the idea of entertaining anyone. He hadn’t seen his friends or family since leaving Chicago and dreaded the initial meeting with anyone from his past life.

Closing the laptop, he left it on the pillow beside his and lay down to sleep.

 


***


 


Despite the strange woman in his house, Kimber slept deep and late, not waking up until his phone rang and pulled him out of sleep.

“Hello,” he said groggily into the cell.

“Kimmy, this is Julian.”

“Oh. Hey. Are you getting ready to leave home?” he asked.

“I’m standing outside your building waiting to come up. Your father isn’t used to being outdoors, so can you ring us in?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” Kimber was out of bed before his stepmother finished her sentence. “How was your trip?”

“Great until the airport. Did you forget about picking us up?”

That explains one of the calendar alerts I missed.
He glanced at the time on the screen and grimaced. It was past ten in the morning. He had either slept through his alarm or forgot to set it. “It was a late night, Julian. I’m sorry about that.”

“It’s okay. We had trouble finding someone to bring us here with your father’s equipment.”

Guilt slid through him. Tugging on jeans, Kimber exited the hallway and stopped, blinking away sleep from his eyes as he stared at the front door. “Hey, Julian, I’m ringing you up now but it might be a minute.”

“We have nowhere else to be.”

He rolled his eyes at her tart response. “Let me know if the elevators are working. If not, I’ll come down and help.”

“All right.”

“See you in a few.” He hung up, hating the disappointment in her tone but more confused by what was in front of him.

At some point during the night, someone – he assumed Keladry – had moved most of the furniture he owned in front of the door to blockade it. If that wasn’t enough, he spotted rope stretched taut a foot above the flooring across each doorway, including the opening to the hall.

Kimber bent and touched the rope he recognized from his mountain climbing days. She had to have found it in one of the boxes. He stepped over it and followed it into the living room, where it wrapped around a precariously balanced box on the kitchen table. He went to the box and peered into it. It was filled with fragile glassware.

“What the hell?” he stood back to decipher what Keladry had done. “She booby-trapped my home?” Or rather, she had created a rustic alarm. If anyone tripped over a rope, it would send the glassware smashing to the ground and awaken them both. He didn’t have time to ask her what was going on, not with his family headed up to his floor.

Kimber quickly unwound or cut all the rope in the house and tossed it into a box. At one point, he glanced at the hammer resting on the windowsill. Certain he hadn’t left it there, he paused by the window.

Someone had nailed it closed.

His eyes went to the neighboring window, which had also been nailed closed.

He stood in place for a long moment, uncertain how he had slept through the racket. What the hell Keladry was thinking when she decided to fuck up his apartment? Bloodied carpets weren’t enough? She wanted to make sure he never saw a penny of his deposit?

A knock at the front door drew his attention back to the blockade of furniture.

“Just a minute!” he called. Kimber hurried to the foyer and began tugging the loveseat back into the living room.

Ten minutes later, with the house almost back the way it was, he ducked his head into the guest bedroom.

Keladry was sound asleep. The blinds were drawn again, and more blood was on the carpet. She’d ignored his advice to rest, along with his suggestion not to wear the makeshift mask. Kimber snatched towels from his bathroom and covered the rusty maroon trail on the already stained carpet.

He answered the door at last, breathless and sweaty from his rush to undo what Keladry had done.

“Kimmy!” his stepmother beamed and held out her arms. Tall and slender, with gold-brown hair and heavy makeup, the middle-aged woman smelled of lilac and wore her signature color of blue. Mist sparkled in her coiffed hair.

“Hey, Julian,” he said and hugged her. “You look great.”

“It’s this diet we’ve been on. I’ve dropped ten pounds, and your father’s lost five,” she said.

His gaze slid to the unmoving man in the wheelchair behind her. Kimber released his stepmother and went to his father, crouching down in front of him. As always, any excitement he experienced seeing his father was stolen by the condition his father was in. James Wellington had been confined to a wheelchair or bed for three years. His head drooped, and his once muscular body had turned frail with lack of use and age. Even so, he was dressed in trendy clothing, and his eyes moved to find Kimber when he knelt.

From his work with the permanently disabled, Kimber was able to recognize the amount of time and care it took to keep his father appearing healthy. His stepmother, as much as he didn’t like her, truly cared for her husband.

“Hey, dad,” Kimber said and took his father’s hand. He squeezed it. “Looking good!”

His father blinked. For his sake, Kimber smiled, troubled at his father’s appearance but genuinely pleased by the visit.

“Kimmy, show us your new place,” Julian said.

Kimber rose and stepped behind his father’s wheelchair, pushing him into the apartment. “Come on in,” he said.

Julian followed. She was unusually quiet, a sign she was trying not to reveal her true thoughts.

“It’s, uh, well … temporary,” Kimber said, embarrassed by the condition of his sparse apartment. Before Keladry’s comment about it being a shit hole, he hadn’t paid much attention to the condition of his place. He looked around anew, imagining what his parents saw. The paint was peeling in places, and water damage marred one corner of the living room. The windows were small, the carpet older than he was, and cracks extended from the ceiling towards the floor in almost every room. None of the lights managed to illuminate the corners or ceiling completely, and since the skies were constantly cloud covered, natural light did nothing to help. It was dark and dingy.

“It’s nice,” Julian managed.

It wasn’t, but he didn’t object to her attempt at being pleasant. Kimber wheeled his father in to the living room and the window overlooking the street.

“Are you unpacking or repacking?” Julian asked from the kitchen. She was peering into the box of glassware on the table.

“Oh, um … reorganizing,” he said. He joined her. “How’s Dad doing?”

“No change, really,” she replied with a meaningful look towards her husband. “He’s having more trouble lately and the doctors are worried. But, Kimmy,” she gave him a warm smile, “I’ll take care of him. You’ve got a lot to deal with on your own.”

Kimber’s cheeks felt warm. Julian turned away and went to the living room. He put on a kettle for tea and mentally prepared himself for the conversation certain to come. He would never feel ready for it. Just as he left the kitchen, the front door opened.

“Knock, knock!” someone called cheerfully.

Kimber’s stomach twisted into knots. He faced the pretty woman walking through the door and glanced towards his stepmother.

“We’re not the only ones worried about you,” Julian said with a wink. “Suzanne insisted on coming.”

Kimber said nothing in response. His eyes went to Suzanne’s left hand. He was almost surprised she no longer wore the diamond.

“Hey,” said the pretty woman, stopping in front of him.

“Hey,” he replied and cleared his throat.

“Julian said they were coming to visit, so I decided to tag along,” Suzanne said and studied him. Her lips were smiling – but her eyes weren’t. “Hope that’s all right?”

Not really.
Kimber wasn’t ready for everyone from his past to confront him at once, but neither was he going to re-injure the feelings of the woman he had already caused so much pain. “Sure.” His response sounded forced, even to his ears.

“Of course you’re welcome, Suzanne,” Julian said. “I’m dying to hear about this new job of yours, Kimber. It’s a charity hospital, I read online.”

“Yeah.” Kimber glanced at his father, wishing he could trade places with him for once.

Suzanne sat beside Julian on the couch, and both women gazed at him expectantly.

I’d rather be covered in blood in the ER,
Kimber thought.

 

  


Three: Every villain has a superpower

 


Keladry “Reader” Savage was hurting more than she ever had before. Her brother had been serious about trying to kill her this time. It was supposed to be a game, a competition, a way for them to push one another to grow.

Was this new, strange pain why she hadn’t escaped when she had the chance? Because, for a captor, Kimber Wellington didn’t know shit about how to keep someone imprisoned. He hadn’t even locked the front door last night, and his horrible little apartment didn’t exactly have a security system.

She could’ve walked out at any time.

She didn’t. The part of her that hurt the most wasn’t her body for once, and she didn’t know how to handle emotional pain. To make matters worse, she was healing slowly, probably from the extent of the damage sustained. Normally energized when night fell, she was sluggish instead this night, her body barely responsive.

Lying in the dark room, Reader couldn’t recall the last time she had wanted to hide and nurse her wounds instead of charging straight into her brother’s house and challenging him to another round in their ongoing battle to win their father’s favor.

The door cracked open, and light from the hallway spilled into the storage/guest room. She snapped her eyes closed and listened carefully. Voices from elsewhere in the apartment, muffled by the walls, had been talking most of the day. Tensing, in case her brother’s men had found her, Reader waited.

“Sorry about this. Ignore my other guest,” Kimber whispered to someone. “This is temporary while we rearrange the house so you can all sleep here tonight.”

He walked past her, and she peered at him through her eyelashes. He was pushing a slumped man in a wheelchair to the window.

Kimber opened the blinds and positioned the man before the window. “Keladry, are you awake?” he called quietly.

My name is Reader,
she corrected him silently.

Kimber hesitated, as if uncertain he wanted to leave the other man in the same room as her, before he left and closed the door.

Reader opened her eyes and turned her head towards the window. She sat with difficulty, ignoring the pain floating through her. Instead, she focused on the man in the wheelchair and tilted her head, listening.

At least this one faces the park,
the man was thinking.

She released a controlled sigh, relieved the effects of the mind-altering meds were gone. Her superpower was returning. Her mask started to slip, and she tightened it.

“Are you another of the doctor’s projects?” she whispered.

No one can fix me.

“Why not?”

Silence.

“Yes, I can hear you,” she said, accustomed to the initial incredulity experienced by someone exposed to her power for the first time.

You’re one of
them. Which side?

“Does it matter, old man? You’re stuck in a chair either way.”

It wasn’t always this way. I played the great game once.

Reader’s eyebrows shot up. “Did you now?” she asked. “What team?”

The good one.

“Then we are at odds, I’m afraid,” she said. “The doctor isn’t quite as innocent as he seems, if he’s collecting us.”

My son doesn’t know.

“Interesting.” She gripped her midsection and rose, teetered, and then deliberately crossed to the man in the wheelchair. Reader gazed down at his bent, hunched form. “Not so spry anymore.”

Neither are you at the moment.

She grimaced. “Yeah. True.” She studied him. “What happened? Were you in some great battle with your arch-nemesis?”

Unfortunately no. It’s a long, boring story.

His mind fell silent.

“Okay,” she said, taking the hint. “Does your son know you aren’t as crippled as you pretend to be?”

You can see that?
The wheelchair bound man lifted his head several inches to peer up at her.

“Yeah.”

What exactly is your power?

“It’s complicated.”

I’m retired.

“I’m not.”

Ah well, then, keep your secret.

Another silence. The wounds in her stomach began to bleed through her clothing.

I’m sick of being cooped up,
the man complained.
Can you open the window? I rarely get fresh air.

“I nailed them closed,” she said. “Just in case.”

No need to explain. I hunted your kind down once.

“So that’s why you’re here,” she said with a small smile. “One last adventure, tracking the enemy, before the cancer takes you.”

You can see that, too.

“And the fact no one else knows.”

Clever girl.

She looked out the window. It was rare for her to spend the night inside. “Fresh air sounds like a good idea. I’m sure this building has an accessible roof. Want to go out, enemy of mine?”

I do.

“You trust me not to kill you?”

I’d welcome death at this point.

“Me, too.” She said and held her stomach. Reader crossed to the door and opened it, listening. The others were in the living room, on the other side of the apartment.

She heard the words
funeral
and
planning
and closed the door.

Kimber had been lying about why he brought his father here. Perhaps it was her weakness, but she found herself genuinely interested in taking the crumpled old man to the rooftop, not just so she could feel the night breeze, but because she suspected it might be the last time he ever did.

Or maybe she just wanted to give Kimber a heart attack when he saw his father was gone. Either way, going to the roof sounded like a good idea.

“You’ll have to keep quiet,” she warned Kimber’s father.

My lips are sealed.

She chuckled, enjoying the man’s subtle sense of humor. Reader returned to the bed and sat heavily. Warm rivulets of blood trickled down her sides. She ignored it and grabbed the knife she’d hidden beneath her pillow. Ripping the white sheet, she fashioned a cape out of the fabric and drew a deep breath, preparing herself for the effort required to stand.

“You can’t be seen like this,” she told the man and wrapped the cape around his shoulders.

I haven’t worn one in too long,
he replied.

Reader opened the door and returned to the wheelchair. She turned him with difficulty but soon discovered the chair was a welcome support for her battered body.

Pushing him to the foyer, she pursed her lips when she saw the front door was unlocked again, as if the doctor either forgot or was ignorant of how dangerous the city could be. She opened the door. The poorly laid out apartment was such that the door wasn’t visible from the living room, and they escaped without alerting anyone.

More blood trickled down her torso and legs, creating a spattered trail of red behind her.

Five minutes later, she pushed the wheelchair out of the elevator and onto the uneven expanse of the roof. Several tenants appeared to be using one part of it for storage, and someone else had tried to grow a garden in another area. Reader chose a vacant spot and stopped walking. The evening mist clung to her eyelashes and skin.

The second she tried to step away from the support of the chair, she dropped to her knees with a grunt of pain.

“I think I’m dying, too,” she said mirthlessly. The blood was coming faster, as if she had ripped every last one of the stitches the good doctor had sewn into her.

This is as good a place as any. We can stare at the sky and die together, two enemies locked in final combat with life,
the wheelchair-bound man replied.

“Why not.”

And smoke. I haven’t had a cigarette in years.

“You got cigarettes? I don’t.”

My wife’s jacket pocket.

Reader scooted on her knees to the jacket resting over the back of the chair. She pulled out a change purse and lighter. Unzipping the pouch, she breathed in the familiar scent and grinned.

They’re medicinal. Supposed to be for her arthritis pain.

“Superhero to the last day,” she said in approval as she pulled the marijuana cigarettes from the purse.

She set down the cigarettes and pulled herself to her feet. Unsteadily, she wrapped one arm around his body and hauled him up. They toppled to the ground, and she groaned as he landed on top of her.

“You can’t fool me. I know you’re not crippled,” she told him. “Move.”

He did so and managed to roll off her and onto his back.

Lightheaded, Reader clawed her way to her knees once more and crawled to the marijuana and lighter.

Ah. The stars. It’s been too long since I could see them.

She collapsed down beside the dying superhero and lit a cigarette. Only a few stars were visible through the clouds and mist, and only for seconds at a time.

“Here.” She passed the cigarette to him.

With a trembling arm, he accepted it and placed it clumsily to his lips.

Reader lit one for herself next. “What was your code name, before you retired from the great game?” she asked and rested back, gaze on the same stars above.

Einstein.

“That’s terrible.” The drug was beginning to take effect. Reader’s body started to relax, and the pain retreated.

It was accurate. I moved at the speed of light.

“Horrible,” she pronounced.

What’s yours?

“Reader.”

That’s no better. Sounds like you’re a super-librarian.
He was amused.

“I control minds!” she snapped. “I’m not a damn librarian.”

Nothing wrong with books. If I had enough time left, I’d like to read again.

“If you keep pretending to be crippled, you’ll have to settle for audiobooks.” She released a deep breath. “Anyway, all the good mind control names were taken. The Supervillain Council would only approve this one.”

I suppose it could be worse.

They fell into comfortable quiet, each drawing off a cigarette. The effects were more pronounced on her weak body than usual, and Reader couldn’t help feeling grateful the pain was fading. Conventional medicines, while they would relieve her pain, also masked her superpower, rendering her vulnerable.

After her last clash with her brother, she couldn’t afford to be exposed, and if she were meant to die this night on the rooftop, she would prefer to pass away painlessly.

How did you end up with my son?

“Relax, Einstein,” she murmured. “We aren’t together. He found me dying in an alley and tried to rescue me.”

He’s always tried to take care of others at the expense of himself.

“I suppose you’ll try to tell me he’s a good guy.”

There are few, but they exist.

“I don’t believe it.”

You’re alive, aren’t you?

“Speaking of people posing as someone they’re not,” she retorted, “why are you pretending to be a veggie?”

It seemed kinder on those around me.

“How so?”

My accident almost destroyed my wife and did destroy my son. But they both accepted this, and I feared causing them more pain by giving them hope right before I died of cancer. They’ll grieve less this way.

“Kimber turned out fine,” she said. “And your wife needs to be told her perfume is too strong.”

Kimber will struggle the rest of his life. He’ll never fully recover from what he went through.

“Hmm.” Reader shelved this thought, unable to follow it when her mind was beginning to float towards the sky with the smoke of her cigarette. “You should tell them. Surprise them and then laugh at their expressions when they realize you can talk and walk. But wait until your last day alive, so it’s more of a shock.”

Spoken like a true supervillain.

She closed her eyes. “I’m not official yet.”

Do you want to be?

“I did, before we decided to die tonight,” she replied wryly.

It’s a lot of responsibility, and rarely does your kind live past your prime.

“Is being a human potato really any better?”

I get to see my son from time to time. That’s worth any kind of pain.

“How noble. Once a superhero, always a superhero.”

One day, you may have something more to live for than your legacy. Friends. Lovers. People who light a fire beneath you and push you to become more than what you are.

“Let’s hope not. Sounds awful.” But as she spoke the words, her thoughts flickered to her brother, who had been her only friend until his betrayal.

One time, I faced the Magnifier in New York,
Einstein, the former superhero, said.

“No way!” she exclaimed. “He’s one of my idols.”

Einstein began talking about the epic battle. Reader listened, grateful for the entertainment after a long, boring day of healing.

When they had finished their smokes, she lit them each another. Einstein continued to tell stories, interrupted only when he paused for a deep drag from his cigarettes.

For Reader, the night took on a surreal quality. The stars danced then disappeared, fog morphed into fantastical creatures, and the retired superhero beside her regaled her with stories of his glorious exploits fighting others of her ilk. Her pain slid away, and darkness began to edge her vision and mind.

When her companion fell silent, she breathed a deep sigh.

Thank you for this. It’s not like your kind to want to help mine, Einstein said.

“We can pretend we had a battle to the death and we both lost,” she replied.

It would have been no match, kid. How can your power stand up to mine? You just read minds.

“You arrogant carrot!” she snapped. “I can do more than read your thoughts. I can control them, too.”

Not impressed.

She snorted. “Whatever. You’re lucky we’re both on this roof dying.”

“No. You’re … lucky … bitch.” He said the words aloud in a gravelly voice that was rough from lack of use.

“Shut up, potato,” she returned, grinning. “Are the stars getting darker, or is it just me?”

They are.

“Guess my brother will get his way after all,” she mused. “If I have to die, I’d rather die with one of our kind than with normal humans.”

Agreed.

Twisting her head to face the vegetative superhero, she tried to sit up. Her body didn’t respond, and lifting her head left her dizzy. “You have to do it, Einstein. You have to talk to your family one last time so you can die with their shocked expressions on their faces. Be just a little villainous before you go. Just once.”

He was amused but didn’t respond.

At the edge of her mind, Reader sensed the approach of more than one person without being able to identify them through the thick soup of her thoughts. At least, not until she smelled the stench of some kind of flower wash over her. Her nose wrinkled.

“What the fuck is going on?” Kimber breathed.

Someone else gasped.

“Dying, son. Leave us be,” came the gravelly voice from beside her.

Reader laughed hard enough in the shocked silence that ensued for more blood to squeeze out of her abdomen.

“Did he … did you … James …” Einstein’s wife said and hurried forward. Another form was with her, and they knelt beside the old man. “Kimmy! Help us get him into his chair!”

The darkness was closing in around her. Reader’s eyes closed, and she listened to the sound of them helping the old superhero into his chair.

“Not your time, Einstein,” she said.

“If I see you … tomorrow … I will kill you,” Einstein wheezed. “Bitch.”

“James!” his wife exclaimed.

Reader laughed again. “Game on, you vegetative bastard.”

Another gasp was followed by a round of urgent whispering. She heard them push his chair away and smiled, content to die alone in the dark.

“I’ve never met anyone as stubborn as you.” Kimber said, kneeling beside her. He pulled her mask off.

“Noooo!” she groaned.

What was he still doing here? Reader didn’t have the energy to reclaim her mask or push the doctor’s hands away when he began checking her wounds. She opened her eyes. As if anticipating the condition she was in, he had brought a first aid kit.

“What the hell did you do to my father?” he asked, gazing down at her as he pulled bandages free. Kimber’s blue gaze was stormy. He was classically handsome with a square jaw shaded by beard growth, broad forehead, and a head shaved bald. “Why the fuck did you bring him up here? He’s frail, and so are you.”

“Relax,” she replied.

Kimber’s eyebrows went up, and anger crossed his features.

“We’re good. He wanted some air, and I wanted to die,” she replied. “Have you ever considered wearing a mask? You would look good in one. Your jaw is really nice and you have no hair to get in the way.”

“None of that bullshit,” Kimber replied firmly. “Why and how is it my father decided to talk to you, a complete stranger, after not speaking to anyone in years?”

“I can read minds.”

“Jesus.” Kimber worked to stop the bleeding and then sat back. He lifted her off the roof.

“Leave me.” She squirmed, pain shooting through her at the movement.

“I’m not going to let you die up here!”

She sighed noisily.

“You may be two kinds of crazy, but you somehow influenced my father to talk,” he added. “Even if I wanted to leave you on the rooftop for endangering him, I couldn’t, because helping you is the right thing to do.”

“I want my mask,” she said.

“I don’t care.”

Reader rested against his chest as he carried her. She breathed in his scent, a combination of toothpaste and oak. Unaccustomed to being vulnerable or dependent upon anyone else for any amount of time, she found it harder to stay awake than it should have been. But something told her if there was anyone she could trust, it was probably the do-good son of a retired superhero.

“Remember to lock the door,” she told him as she slid into unconsciousness.

His response was lost on her, and she sank into peaceful slumber.

 


 

  


Four: Villains feel pain

 


When Reader awoke, daylight stung her eyes. The sun had maneuvered through the blinds to torment her, and she shrank away from the light before realizing what it meant that she could see.

She was alive.

Uncertain whether to be disappointed or encouraged, she pushed herself up enough to survey her surroundings.

Still in this shit hole,
she thought. Her gaze settled on the muscular form of Kimber stretched on the floor in the space between boxes and futon. His guests were stirring in the other rooms of the apartment, but he snored softly, oblivious to any kind of danger that might kill him where he lay.

By her sluggish mind and inability to hear his thoughts, the damn doctor had drugged her again. Reader tested her body. The pain was minimal, and her bleeding had stopped. She wasn’t healing anywhere near as fast as she should have, and she rested back, wracking her groggy mind to figure out why.

Thinking was a wasted effort with her senses dulled. She started to drift into sleep once more before rousing herself again. Not only was she in an apartment full of strangers, but she was unarmed, and her makeshift mask was nowhere in sight. By now, her brother would be searching for her. It was understood if no body turned up, then the person was not officially dead. Regaining her strength, and not being caught off guard, were both imperatives if she was going to survive the games her father had sanctioned and become his heir.

Reader sat and then stood. She felt even weaker than she had the day before. Had her brother laced his weapons with poison?

She took a step and balanced herself then took another.

She smashed to the ground, on top of Kimber. Her fall across him caused him to jerk awake, and the doctor raised his head to peer around him, dazed.

“Your reflexes are worse than your carpet,” she said acidly, wondering how either of them were still alive when half the city was hunting for her and this man had the self-awareness of a rock.

Kimber sighed and shifted to help her right herself.

Irritated by his constant chivalry, Reader pushed his hands away and struggled into a sitting position, back propped up by the futon.

“You need to rest,” he said grumpily.

“There’s an aging superhero in the house who has every right to murder me in my sleep, and a villain loose in town who will do anything to slaughter me and anyone with me.”

“It’s too early for this shit.”

“You fool. You’re in the presence of the next supervillain … no,
supervillainess
in charge of the city. A little respect is due,” she snapped, offended.

Kimber rose without responding and automatically leaned down to help her back onto the bed. She tried to wriggle free, but he was unusually strong. She ended up seated on the bed she had been trying to flee.

“Does the supervillainess drink coffee?” he asked. He straightened, hair ruffled charmingly from sleeping on the floor. “Or maybe just the blood of her enemies?”

“Either.”

He shook his head and started towards the door.

“Hey, Doc, can you close the blinds?” she asked, squinting towards them again.

“Normally I would. But after what you did to my father, fuck no.”

“Villains are allergic to the sun,” she pressed. “You clearly feel morally obligated to help me. Do you want my skin to boil and melt before you’ve had a chance to heal me?”

Kimber gazed at her for a moment. The good doctor finally crossed to the window.

Humans are so predictable,
she thought, pleased she wouldn’t have to waste her energy on reaching the blinds.

Grasping the cord to the shades, he pulled it down, exposing her to full sunlight.

Reader gasped and snatched the blanket nearest her. She yanked it over her head.

“If you’re going to kill me, do it fast! Don’t let me melt!” she cried.

“Are villains supposed to be divas?” Kimber demanded and pulled at the blanket.

She fought back. “I’m dying!”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” He yanked the blanket off her.

Reader froze, cowered and squeezed her eyes closed, waiting for the excruciating pain to come.

None did.

“Imagine that. You’re still alive,” Kimber said, entirely too satisfied for her liking.

She opened one eye then the other. She had never stepped out in daylight, because villains were nocturnal by nature. The sun was intense – but it wasn’t hurting her.

“I don’t understand,” she said and uncurled from her defensive position. Her father had warned her and her brother both about being caught outside during daylight.

“You’re an alleged supervillainess, not a vampire.” Kimber gave her a knowing look then went to the door.

“Maybe I’m becoming invincible,” she said, perking up. “Think of how I can expand my domain if I can operate in daylight as well as night.”

“Can we dial back the crazy a little?” Kimber asked with a sigh. “Stay in here and keep quiet. I’ll bring you coffee in a bit.”

Reader marveled at the shade of her skin in direct sunlight. Dust danced in the beams stretching across the floor, and gentle warmth warded off the chill of the air conditioning. When she was certain the sun wasn’t going to melt her, she relaxed and sat back, tilting her head towards the light and closing her eyes.

The sounds of muffled voices came from the living room. Otherwise, the guest bedroom was quiet, comfortable and bright.

And smelling of moldy carpet. Her nose wrinkled. Unwilling to let her guard down or fall asleep with so many strangers nearby, Reader climbed out of bed and walked precariously to the boxes on the other side of the room. She had already found their contents to be valuable, especially those in the box containing climbing rope.

“Need to be ready to fight,” she murmured and began pulling rock-climbing equipment from the box. Kimber had anchors, grapples, clips, and more rope – everything she needed to escape, if she had to. “Ahhh excellent.” She pulled a small hunting knife from the box and unsheathed it. The blade was flawless and polished. If it were hers, its pristine condition would stem from care. But given it belonged to the doctor, she assumed he had never used it after purchasing it.

She added rope and a bungee cord to her pile before shifting to the next box. She rifled through the clothing inside, selected two more black t-shirts, and added them to her pile before moving on.

The third box had been sealed with several layers of duct tape, as if Kimber did not want whatever was inside ever to escape. Reader sliced through the layers of tape and opened the box.

Framed pictures, a scrapbook, his medical degree, and other memorabilia filled this box.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” she said, eager to discover the doctor’s weaknesses, in case he tried to ransom her back to her father. She pulled out the scrapbook with a grimace. Someone had constructed layers of hearts and glued them over the original cover.

Reader opened it.

“Suzanne Ann Miller loves Kimber Jonathan Wellington,” she read on the front page. “Wellington. Mister Wellington. Doctor Wellington, I presume. Please bring me some tea,” she said in her best attempt at mimicking an English accent before turning the page. “Awww look at these sickening pictures.” She rolled her eyes at the photographs then almost laughed at the captions.

The day we met. We were destined to be,
claimed the first. The lovers were sharing a milkshake and beaming.

“How’d that work out for you, Doc and Suzanne?” Reader asked with a shake of her head. “Did the Milkshake of Destiny do as foretold in the prophecy of Disney-propagated bullshit?”

“You just can’t sit still and keep your hands to yourself!” Kimber’s quiet rebuke and entrance made her look up. He snatched the scrapbook out of her hands. “Here. Eat this.”

She eyed the muffin. “What’s in it? Poison?”

“It’s a vegan, non-GMO, gluten free, organic chocolate muffin.”

Reader accepted it with a scowl. “How is that considered food? There’s nothing substantial in it,” she complained.

Kimber gave her a mug of coffee next and she peered into it.

“Is this free range coffee?” she asked sarcastically. “I don’t know if I can drink it, if the beans were subjected to cages.”

“For someone who’s nearly bled to death every day I’ve known her, you really don’t have a clue how to be grateful someone cares, do you?” he snapped.

She glanced up, hearing the tension in his tone. He was upset. With her mindreading skills disabled, she couldn’t tell why, but the signs were unmistakable. The skin around his eyes and mouth were tight, his brow was low and his jaw clenched.

“Looks like I’m not your biggest problem today,” she observed and placed her breakfast on the floor with unsteady hands.

Kimber’s intent gaze turned to her. He looked ready to say something when someone pushed the door open.

“Kimber.” A pretty brunette was in the doorway. Her eyes fell to Reader. “Shouldn’t she be in the hospital?”

“I can’t use my superpowers in the hospital, because of the drugs,” Reader said solemnly. “Hey, aren’t you the girl from the scrap-”

“It’s a long story,” Kimber interjected. He slid the scrapbook behind his back. “She has special needs, and we ran out of bed space.”

That’s the worst lie I’ve ever heard,
Reader thought.

Suzanne didn’t look convinced either.

“The psych ward has the smallest amount of beds in any department,” he added, deepening the hole he was digging.

“If you’re seeing someone, just tell me,” Suzanne replied quietly. “It’s been a year. It doesn’t have to be weird.”

Reader was quiet, curious about the two. Kimber appeared at a loss for words. Though Suzanne tried to smile, it was clear she was devastated by whatever had happened. Devastated and … something else. Reader strained to hear the woman’s thoughts but was forced to rely on instinct instead.

“She’s right, Kimber. She’s moved on. You should, too,” Reader said wisely.

Suzanne’s eyes widened.

“No more of this.” Reader pulled fuzzy pink handcuffs from the box. “Didn’t think you had it in you, Doc.”

Kimber snatched the handcuffs. “Suzanne, we should talk elsewhere. My patient needs some time to rest.” He shot Reader a look.

She rolled her eyes.

They left the room, and Reader returned to her exploration. Her treasure hunt was turning up more than she anticipated, though nothing indicating what the doctor’s potentially nefarious motivations for helping her might be.

Reader went through his various awards, from recognition as a football player in high school and college, to the accolades he earned in medical school. Family photos made up the rest of the contents.

Disappointed not to find what she sought, Reader moved onto the next box. This one contained medical schoolbooks, as did the next several.

 


She hunted through his belongings for several hours, until the caffeine from her coffee wore off, and she started to become drowsy. Double-checking the window to ensure he hadn’t uprooted her nails, she stretched out on the futon with a sigh, prepared to sleep the afternoon away.

Just as she began to doze, the door opened.

Reader tensed. Kimber entered carrying a sandwich and bottle of juice on a small plate. His glance went over the opened boxes and her pile, but he said nothing about them.

“I need to check your bandages,” he said and sat on the box beside the bed.

“They’re fine.”

“You’re not the doctor here.”

Reader rolled her eyes and tugged her shirt up. Her bandages had bled through.

Kimber shook his head.

“Are your visitors gone?” she asked, listening for voices.

“Yeah.” He carefully peeled the gauze off her stomach. “You scared them.”

“Good.”

He snorted, a trace of a smile on his features.

“I’m not healing fast enough,” Reader said, frowning at the gunshot wounds.

“You heal faster than anyone I’ve ever seen.”

“I have accelerated healing ability. I should be on my feet and fine by now.”

“Let me guess. Because you’re a villain.”

“Super-villain. In training.”

He glanced at her face, down then back. “What is all this talk about villains?” he asked finally. “Everyone in Sand City is obsessed with them.”

“Every major city has a super community,” she replied.

“Um, no they don’t.”

“They’re underground. Sand City is the only place where it’s not a secret. We crossed the gray long ago.”

“Do you know how delusional that sounds?”

“How else do you explain me reading your father’s mind last night?”

“All I saw was two lunatics smoking marijuana on the rooftop,” he returned.

“If you’d stop drugging me, I could show you!”

He ignored her.

She watched his long fingers work as he cleaned her wounds and re-bandaged them. “Why are you helping me?” she asked, genuinely puzzled as to his motivations.

“Because you’re hurt and need help,” he replied. It sounded either like a rehearsed line or one he had repeated often.

“No, really. Why are you helping
me? My father would probably kill you for it.”

Kimber met her gaze, his movement pausing. “Because no one deserves to suffer.”

Reader absorbed the surprisingly insightful words. Could he know their impact? Did he somehow sense she was hurting inside as well as out? How was it possible for anyone to care for a stranger, when she had only ever been close to her brother?

“But if that were true, suffering wouldn’t exist,” she reasoned.

The doctor’s gaze grew haunted. “It’s meant to teach us a lesson.”

“What’s the lesson?”

“Depends on the person. You have to figure it out for yourself. For me, it was that no one else deserves to suffer.” He forced a smile. His eyes slid back to bandaging her, though she sensed the darkness inside him remained.

She dwelt on the idea, uncertain why she wanted or needed to find deeper meaning in what had happened. The idea her brother had simply betrayed her was too dissatisfying for her to accept. “My lesson must be never to trust anyone,” she said.

“Maybe. Or maybe your suffering led you directly to someone who wants to help people who are hurting,” he replied. “Maybe your lesson is you
can
trust people.”

“But I already know that’s not true, so it has to be something else.”

He glanced at her. “That’s kind of sad,” he murmured.

“It’s practical.”

Kimber didn’t reply. He cut the gauze he had wound around her midsection.

“You seem good at your job,” she observed.

“I am.”

“I could always use a physician on staff.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “You’re offering me a job?”

“Yeah.”

“Would this job be in your evil lair?”

“It’s more of a compound than lair, but yes,” she answered.

“And you pay in what? Supervillain bucks I can only use at the gift shop?”

“You aren’t taking me seriously,” she said with a scowl.

“I’m not even sure you’re sane.”

“Do you talk to all your patients like this?”

“Only the ones who get my paralyzed father high, destroy my carpet and fuck up any chance I have to make amends with my ex-fiancée,” he replied. He finished bandaging her midsection.

“Ah.” Reader rested back on the futon. “You didn’t know she’d moved on. That’s why you’re pissed.”

Kimber’s hands paused as he unwrapped her arm, and he met her gaze. He appeared ready to speak, stopped himself, and then went ahead. “How did you know she was seeing someone else?”

“Villains –”

He held up his hand. “Don’t start that shit.”

“It was obvious. She looked guilty.”

“You just met her. How could you tell, when I’ve known her for years and didn’t notice?”

“Because you
have
known her for years,” Reader responded. “You see what you want or expect to based on your experience with her. I have no fore-knowledge, so I saw what was there.”

He studied her. “Oddly profound.”

“Supervillains aren’t stupid, Doc. You can’t lead an army of evil ninjas, if you can’t read people.”

“I agree. I learned that playing football, only without the ninjas.”

“It helps to have a backup skill, too, in case your superpower gets taken out.”

Kimber chuckled. “Okay. Have you ever been treated for a psychological illness?”

“I’m not the crazy one here, Doc,” she said and rolled her eyes. “It’s clear you have a problem seeing what’s in front of you.”

“And you need an anti-psychotic. A very strong one.”

“Everyone knows supervillains exist.” Reader grunted as he tested the stitches in her side. “Ow!”

“My bad. I was trying to move your skin out of the way with my superpowers. Turns out I don’t have any.”

She glared at him, not amused by his smug denial.

“Your brother’s offering ten million for whoever turns you in,” Kimber continued.

“Hmm. That’s it?” she asked.

“Ten million is a lot when you have no-million.”

She eyed him. “You considering it?”

“You tell me. You can read minds.”

“Not when you drug me.”

“I didn’t.”

Reader glared at him. He didn’t appear to be lying, but she had never met someone whose mind she couldn’t read, so he had to be.

“They’re going door to door, too,” he said. “Showing your picture and asking if anyone has seen you.”

She tensed and swiped his hands away. “What did you tell them?”

“Let me do my job,” he said with a warning look and pushed her back down onto the futon. “I didn’t tell them anything.”

“You live in a place like this and would turn down ten million dollars?”

“There’s nothing wrong with my apartment,” he said, bristling.

“Wait, who came to your door? Did he look like me?”

Kimber pressed a new bandage to the deep knife wound in her side. “Not really. He was my height and scarred.”

Not Thunder,
she thought with some relief. “When was this?”

“An hour ago.”

Reader glanced towards the window. It was possible her brother’s henchman hadn’t suspected Kimber was lying. None of Thunder’s men could read minds, though several – including her brother – were experts at reading signs of deception in people.

Then again, Kimber was a terrible liar.

She tested her body. With some dissatisfaction, she realized how right the doctor was about her condition.

“Do you have a gun in the house?” she asked.

“God no. If I did, I’d never reveal its location to someone in need of intensive, extended psychiatric counseling,” he replied.

“I’ll have to make do with what I can find.”

Kimber didn’t reply.

She relaxed back, content to let him fix her, so she could fight off the men her brother was bound to send after sunset. “Hey, why didn’t you turn me in?” she asked curiously. “You don’t like me, and it’d be the fastest way to get rid of me.”

“Because you need to heal.”

“That’s it? No plans to ransom me back to my father or sell me to an arch-nemesis?”

“I’m a doctor. It’s kind of what I do,” he replied.

“Sort of.”

He finished up and leaned back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re overcompensating for something,” she replied. “There were some naked pics of you and Suzanne in your box, so I know it’s not –”

“Jesus!” He rose. “Do you ever turn off? Or have any sense of personal boundaries?”

Reader rested her head against the pillow. He was agitated again, this time at her. She had hit a nerve without understanding what it was he was hiding, because he
was
hiding something. The tension between his ex and him, the hints his father supplied, the fact he had thrown all past accomplishments and remnants of his personal life into a box and vehemently taped it up before moving to the worst apartment in the world … when combined with his statement about suffering and the shadow in his gaze, everything became clearer.

Kimber wiped his mouth, and his gaze dropped briefly to something under the bed before he shifted away, towards the boxes. He knelt in front of the box containing his past.

Reader studied him intently for the first time. She had noticed his muscular form and handsomeness at first sight, but this time, she saw the hollows under his eyes that could only be caused by extended periods without sleep and the tightness of the skin around his lips. The good doctor had no smile lines. He spoke of helping people – but he wasn’t happy.

The doctor, however dedicated he was to his job, hadn’t recovered from what hurt him. He was punishing himself for some reason – and taking care of her was part of his self-torture. Maybe turning down the ten million dollars and lying to her brother’s henchmen were also attempts to make himself suffer more.

Kimber hadn’t suffered and then learned his lesson and moved on. He was still in pain and had been for quite some time. Three years, if his father’s timeline were accurate.

Reader sat up and reached out for her lunch. She took a bite in silence.

“You aren’t going to make fun of my food again?” Kimber asked without looking at her.

“I’ve eaten worse.”

He was holding the scrapbook in his hands but hadn’t opened it.

“Want me to tell you what happens?” she asked dryly.

“You shouldn’t go through someone else’s personal belongings.”

Ignoring him, Reader lay down again to focus on healing. She gazed at the ceiling. “Once upon a time, two crazy teens stumbled across the Milkshake of Destiny and, thinking it would bind them to one another for all time, took a very dangerous sip. They had no way of knowing their destiny was to tear each other’s hearts out with such violence, no milkshake would ever taste the same.”

Kimber laughed. “I can’t tell if you’re trying to make me feel better or are completely deranged.”

“It’s true, isn’t it? You can’t drink a milkshake without feeling sad?”

“How can you possibly know that?”

“Because it would make me sad,” she replied. “I looked through all your stuff. That was your first date, and the photos from your anniversaries all involved milkshakes.”

“Villains feel sorrow?”

“Villains feel everything,” she said.

“What would a villain have to be sad about?”

“My brother trying to kill me.”

Kimber was quiet.

“We’re competitors, but I don’t want him dead,” she said. “He’s my brother. It was us against our father growing up. He was all I had, and I was all he had.”

“That’s rough.”

“Yeah.” She released a deep breath. “Now I have to kill him.”

“Not necessarily. You could talk to him. Remind him about your shared history and how you’re family,” Kimber suggested.

“True. I could torture him until he remembers.”

Muttering something about anti-psychotic medication again, Kimber replaced the scrapbook into the box. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

Reader twisted her head to see him. His gaze was warm, another indication she had been right. He understood suffering, because he was hurting, too. The strange connection was more powerful than she expected. It made her insides squirm, and her pulse race.

“Do you have any sort of superpower?” she asked.

“If I did, I could have avoided some pretty ugly situations in my past.”

“Like the reason you’re suffering?”

He nodded.

“Did someone try to kill you, too?” she asked.

“Not exactly,” the doctor asked.

“Steal your plans for city domination?”

“No.”

“Set your secret lair in Chicago on fire?”

“Nope.”

Reader was quiet, thoughtful.

“Any more guesses?” Kimber asked.

“I’ve never spent much time around normal people. I don’t know what would cause you to suffer,” she admitted.

“Never?”

“No. But if you need a ninja army for revenge, you can borrow some of mine.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” He was smiling.

She said nothing and gazed at him, more curious about this stranger than anyone she had ever met. Handsome, smart, kind and understanding, the doctor was the last kind of person she ever thought she’d want to know more about.

The quiet stretched on between them, increasing the unusual interest in him she experienced. This felt a little like they were destined to meet, just as she was destined to take her father’s place.

“Get some rest.” As if he, too, experienced the strange vibe between them, Kimber rose and went to the door. “Yell if you need anything. I’ll leave the door cracked.”

Reader returned her gaze to the ceiling, not liking the warm sensation sliding through her. It was not attraction or lust but something deeper, a feeling of understanding someone she didn’t want to understand. If she didn’t know better, she might consider the idea she actually believed the doctor to be … well,
good.

She reached under the bed to identify the object he had glanced at more than once during their discussion. A bottle of painkillers was the first item her fingertips grazed, followed by the first aid kit.

Reader picked up the pills. The bottle was old with a prescription dated about two and a half years ago. She squinted to make out the faded, cracked writing on the side.

“Morphine,” she read. “Prescribed for Kimber Wellington.”

She dwelt on the label, which provided no real insight into why he needed the drug in the first place. It was full of white pills. Had he suffered a football injury? Been in a car accident? She couldn’t think of any other benign injuries likely to be sustained by someone like him.

Replacing it, she patted down the bandages on her abdomen and stared at the ceiling. She needed to be healed by yesterday. Impatient but uncertain what else to do, Reader took the doctor’s advice for once and closed her eyes to rest.

 


***


 


The sound of the television turning on sometime later roused her. Reader’s eyes opened. It took her sluggish mind a minute to remind her of where she was. The clock on the box serving as a nightstand read close to six in the evening. Judging by the brightness pouring in from the hallway, all the lights in the apartment were on.

She checked her wounds, disturbed by how slowly she was healing. Was it because the doctor fed her like she was a rabbit instead of the predator she was? Pushing herself off the bed, she decided real food was in order.

Reader exited into the hall, paused to ensure her body would support her, then continued. She felt stronger, her balance improved and muscles responding as normal, even if her wounds hadn’t finished healing.

Kimber was in the living room, stretched out on the couch, watching a movie. Reader went to the kitchen and opened his fridge.

“What is this shit?” she asked, frowning as she picked up a box of almond milk from its place next to a container of hummus. She searched through everything, looking for meat, before slamming the fridge closed.

“What’re you doing up?” Kimber asked, moving into the doorway. He crossed his arms to display muscular forearms.

“I need real food not this weird vegetable shit.”

“I can make you something.”

“Pizza?”

“Call the pizza place downstairs.” He lifted his chin towards a landline that appeared to be from the seventies and the menus pinned to the bulletin board beside it. “I’ll give you my credit card.”

“I have it.” She pulled his wallet from her pocket.

He released a slow breath. “Why
do you have my wallet?”

“In case I needed a pizza.” She plucked the credit card free. “I grabbed it two nights ago while guarding the apartment so no one would attack us because you left the door unlocked.”

Leaning forward, Kimber snatched his wallet. “This is one of those lines you’re not supposed to cross. If you need money, you should ask me first.”

“As if you’d just give it to me,” she said with a snort.

“If you needed it, I would.”

Reader’s eyes narrowed. “This game … it’s not funny, Doc,” she warned him.

“What game?”

Turning her back to him, she called the number listed on a flyer and ordered a large pizza with the most meat toppings she could. Reader hung up the phone and faced the do-gooder. He was leaning against one side of the doorway, hands in the pockets of his sweatpants, watching her.

“Why are you here, Doc?” she asked finally.

“To make sure you don’t fall on your ass or bust a stitch.”

“No. In Sand City. You don’t believe in supervillains, and you’re a long way from your crippled-but-not-really-crippled dad.”

“That’s none of your business.”

Reader sat down at the rickety table in the center of the kitchen, starting to feel the strain of standing too long.

“What are you doing here?” he asked after a moment of quiet.

“In your kitchen or Sand City?” she returned.

“Sand City.”

“I’m competing against my brother to become a successor to my father.”

“Then what?”

“What do you mean?”

“What happens when you become his successor?” Kimber asked.

“That’s it. I become a supervillainess.”

“What if you didn’t, and your father left his current occupation with no successor?”

Reader blinked, not expecting the question. “Why would either of those things happen?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you all decided to give up crime and find better uses of your time or … became artists, attorneys or … maybe you write a book about your experiences. You’re beautiful enough to be a model or actress, if you wanted.”

Her mouth dropped open.

Kimber was serious, and she had to remind herself he was from a different city, where the super community was secret.

Beautiful?
The compliment was as foreign to her as the idea of not fulfilling her destiny.

“Why are you a doctor?” she asked.

“Because I want to help people,” he replied.

“What would you do if you weren’t?”

He shrugged. “Never considered it. I’ve always felt this was my calling.”

“Same here. I’m meant to take my father’s place.” She tilted her head, wishing she could read his mind and beginning to suspect he was either blocking her, or her ability was wounded as well as her body. “Are you recording this conversation? Trying to slip me up so you can blackmail me?”

“I’m curious,” he replied, trying not to smile. “I’ve never met anyone with your level of unorthodox conviction.”

It didn’t sound like a compliment. “I’ve never met a real do-gooder,” she said. “How do I know you won’t turn on me and accept my brother’s offer?”

“Faith, I guess. You can’t assume the worst about everyone you meet. Well,
you
might be able to, but it’s not the way it’s supposed to be,” he answered. “Some things are more important than money. You can trust me.”

“Would you do this for anyone?”

“Yeah. I help people. It’s what I do.”

“And do you tell others they’re beautiful?”

Kimber hesitated, gazing at her. “No.”

Uncertain what that meant, or why it made her pulse quicken, Reader fell silent. She was struggling to figure out the doctor’s hidden agenda but coming up with no potentially nefarious reasons he was helping her. He truly seemed serious about caring about others.

How did such a person exist in this world?

A knock sounded at the door.

Reader was on her feet before the second knock came. She snatched a knife from the block on Kimber’s counter and breezed by him.

“No weapons.” Kimber said with a sigh and caught her wrist in one of his large hands.

“Have you ever killed anyone?” she asked, pulling at her arm.

“Never.”

Why am I not surprised?
“That makes one of us.” Reader switched the knife to her left hand and tugged free from him. “Stay here, Doc. I’ll make sure no one but the pizza guy gets through the door.”

She went to the door and cracked it open, ready to stab anyone who came through it. That is, until she smelled pepperoni and cheese. Reader tossed the knife and opened the door, welcoming the food with open arms. Closing and locking the door after accepting her precious dinner, she faced Kimber.

“Hopefully, this pizza cures me and then I’ll be on my way. My brother and his henchmen should never bother you. In case they do, I’ll leave you with the address to my compound, where you’ll be safe.”

His eyebrows went up. “Sounds like a very un-evil thing for you to do.”

He was not only good but naïve about how badly his life could become, if her father or brother found out about him. But why did she care at all what happened to him?

“I don’t hate you,” she said after a pause. “And I don’t want you dead.”

Without another word, she took the pizza into her room and sat down to eat every last piece.

 

  


Five: Villains are murdery

 


Keladry Savage was insane.

So why did Kimber find himself returning to her wiki-page to finish reading it after she disappeared into her room with the pizza?

On his second day off in months, he didn’t know what else to do with his free time except watch movies, surf the internet and spend two hours at the gym. His parents’ visit had done nothing but make him wired, edgy, and upset, while Suzanne’s appearance left him questioning his entire existence.

And yet, it was the alleged supervillainess-in-training he couldn’t get off his mind. What was it about Keladry he found compelling, in a very twisted way?

He sat with his dinner on the couch, scrolling through the information page about her before he began random searches. She had a dedicated page on her father’s website and several fan sites and social media accounts obsessed with her and everything she had ever said or done or worn. A rabid fan had even started an animated WebTV series about her.

She was a celebrity, similar to her father, except she had a more fanatical cult following consisting of sex-deprived teen boys who spent far too much time creating sexy pictures of her and posting them online.

It wasn’t that Kimber didn’t see the appeal. She was beautiful, with the kind of hourglass shape only found on women in comic books, and her father’s website listed her martial arts and other weapons training. She was probably pretty badass in a fight, assuming any of it was true. Her personality was a challenge, but she wasn’t a completely delusional asshole like he first thought. She seemed almost … naive, as if she had never been exposed to the world outside of her warped reality.

Kimber had seen genuine hurt in her eyes when she mentioned her brother. Was this why he couldn’t expel her from his mind? Because, for a moment, they had shared a sense of loss and heartache he had never let his guard down long enough to experience with anyone else?

Or was it the confusion he saw cross her features when he called her beautiful? While true, it had slipped out, and her reaction was not what he expected. Why did he have the feeling she’d never been complimented before?

“Drop it, Kimber,” he ordered himself and closed the open browsers on his laptop. As far as he was concerned, she was a patient, like any other. There was not meant to be any lasting personal connection between them once she was healed. It was for her sake as much as his.

He set his laptop aside and searched his depressing apartment visually for something else to do. If he had games, they were in the guestroom, and he wasn’t venturing there again. Their conversation earlier left him uncomfortable for more reasons than because she was clearly disturbed. He was unwilling to think about what else bothered him.

Never had Kimber been so anxious to return to work. He turned off the television and went to his room. He was about a year short on sleep; if nothing else, he could slumber the downtime away.
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Sometime later, past midnight, glassware shattering against the hard floor of the kitchen awoke him with a start. He lay in bed, disoriented as he tried to make sense of the sound. It was soon followed by the wall at the head of his bed trembling as something heavy was thrown into it.

Now what?
Kimber launched out of bed, determined to save what he could of his miserable apartment from Keladry’s insanity.

He opened the door to his bedroom and flipped on the hall light.

A body garbed all in black was on the floor at the end of the hall.

He turned off the lights, thinking he had to be mistaking, and then turned them back on.

The body remained.

Alarm shot through him, and he hurried down the hallway, kneeling to check on whether or not the man in black was hurt.

Kimber felt for a pulse before the angle of the man’s broken neck fully registered. It wasn’t possible for anyone to live through that, and the lack of pulse confirmed his hunch.

Returning to his room, Kimber grabbed his phone off the nightstand to call the police, only to see the battery was out again.

“Fuck!” he muttered. He plugged it in and tried to turn it on. The dead battery symbol popped up.

The wall shuddered again, and his thoughts shifted from dialing for help to wondering who the hell had killed the man in his hallway.

Grabbing the baseball bat he kept under his bed, Kimber left his room and strode once more down the hallway. His body assumed the tension and light stance he learned in college, preparing to absorb a tackle by an offensive linebacker.

He reached the end of the hallway and turned the corner. It was impossible to tell what was going on in the dark, but it appeared as if there was a violent dance party in the middle of his living room. People were thrashing into the walls, the sofa, knocking over lamps …

Who the hell is fighting?
He went to the kitchen and turned on the light. Glass shards sparkled on the floor, where Keladry’s makeshift alarm had smashed into bits. The light was enough to illuminate what was happening in the living room, and he froze, beginning to suspect this was a dream.

Dressed in his boxers and a t-shirt, and wielding a screwdriver in one hand and the broken shaft of his broomstick in the other, Keladry was battling two men in black. As he watched, she plunged the screwdriver into the neck of one of the men, who fell to the ground, clutching his wound.

The other kicked her hard enough to send her smashing into the wall.

Kimber started forward, baseball bat raised.

Keladry rebounded easily and drove her knee into the man’s groin then jammed the broken broomstick through his abdomen. He fell to the ground, and she yanked the weapon free before ramming it through his eye socket into his brain.

Kimber stared, his jaw slack and eyes wide. He had treated people suffering from injuries caused by fights with others, vehicular accidents, mauling by animals, and other dreadful ways to be hurt. But he never witnessed firsthand the actual events causing the injuries.

Keladry leaned over the first man, the one with a screwdriver through his neck. She gripped his head and snapped it to the right, effectively answering Kimber’s unspoken question about who had killed the man in the hallway.

This is a nightmare,
he thought, unable to comprehend witnessing Keladry brutally murder two men.

“This is why you lock your door,” she said, looking up at him.

“What the fuck is going on?” he managed.

“My brother sent his henchmen to find me and probably kill you for hiding me,” she answered.

“No. What. The. Fuck. Just happened?” he demanded. “Did I just become a witness in a triple homicide?”

“I could’ve used this.” She approached him and took the bat from his wooden fingers. “Stay here. I’ll check the hallway.”

Kimber couldn’t have moved if he wanted to. He was staring at the second man she had killed, who was bleeding out all over his carpet. He heard the front door open and then close a few minutes later but was frozen in place, convinced this was a dream and waiting for it to end.

“Found another one.” Keladry reported. She handed him the bat, whose tip was bloodied.

“Stop murdering people!” Kimber dropped the bat, horrified.

“It’s okay, Doc. I took care of it. Here. There’s glass everywhere.” Keladry planted his shoes in his chest. She had pulled on a pair of his sweats, along with what appeared to be several layers of socks in place of shoes. She disappeared from his stunned sight into the kitchen.

“We have to do something,” he said at last.

“I know. We can’t leave the bodies here or they’ll know you’re involved.”

“No, I mean, we have to call the … involved? As in, I
helped
you do this?” he demanded, facing her.

She left the kitchen.

“I had nothing to do with this!” he exclaimed.

“You sheltered me against my father’s directives.”

“We need to call the police!”

“What we need to do is leave. Quickly.” She pushed him towards the door.

Kimber went, more because he was too shocked to resist than because he understood why they were leaving. “Wait. I should help them. I
need
to help them,” he mumbled, eyes on the body in the hallway.

“They’re dead, Doc. Trust me, I know. I’m the one who killed them,” she replied and pushed him harder. “You will be, too, if we stay here.”

Seconds later, Kimber stood in the hallway outside his apartment, staring at the door Keladry had closed.

“C’mon, Doc!” she said and took his arm, tugging him away. “We have about five seconds.”

He blinked out of his stupor and shook his head to free it from the lingering effects of sleep and surprise. “What do you mean five –”

An explosion tore the door off his apartment and threw it across the hallway. He ducked instinctively and looked back. Flames darted into the hall. Understanding Keladry’s urgency, he ceased dragging his heels and hurried after her.

The elevator wasn’t working again, so they went to the stairwell across from it and raced to the ground floor and outside the building. Kimber twisted to see his apartment as he exited into the cool spring night. Flames leapt out of the windows and had begun to crawl towards the neighboring apartments.

“No bodies, no crime,” Keladry said, satisfied.

Dazed, Kimber couldn’t look away from the dancing fire. “Did you pull the fire alarm on the way out?” he heard himself asking.

“No. Why?”

“Because there are hundreds of people in the building!”

Keladry was quiet, and he glanced at her then back. Her brow was furrowed, as if she didn’t understand the connection between the people and the fire. One of her hands was pressed to her abdomen, and he saw the blood leaking between her trembling fingers.

“You are determined to bleed to death,” he said. With no other form of bandage available, Kimber peeled off his t-shirt and pressed it to her stomach.

She gave a small sound of pain but didn’t otherwise object.

He met her gaze, uncertain what to think of her. She lived up to the brag rights posted on her father’s website, battling four men while horribly wounded. And she had murdered them in cold blood, without any sign of remorse.

She was, in every way, the most fucked up individual he had ever met.

So why was he gazing steadily into her dark eyes, unable to avoid the strange connection lingering between them? He was trying not to allow the signs of pain on her face to affect him and not to be concerned about the homicidal maniac she clearly was. Every fiber of his being screamed for him to run as far from her as possible and turn her into the police or better yet – a psych ward.

All he could think about was how the light of the fire brought out flecks of burnished gold in her eyes and how soft her skin had been when he placed his shirt against her abdomen.

Is lunacy contagious?
He thought, appalled by his own thoughts. Blinking out of the trance, Kimber took a step back.

“Stay here. I’m calling the authorities. You’re going to the hospital, where I should’ve sent you long before this,” he added firmly. He knelt and pulled on the shoes still clutched in one of his hands.

Without awaiting her response, Kimber ran to the market at the bottom of the building and shouted for the friendly cashier to call the police. He entered the building next and pulled the fire alarm.

Retreating outside, he studied the path of the flames inching from his apartment to the one below and above. If the residents of both apartments were asleep, it was likely they’d end up trapped before the fire department could set up, let alone put out the flames.

Without hesitating, he plunged into the stairwell and took the stairs three at a time as he ran up fifteen flights to his floor.

Adrenaline and concern replaced his shock. Kimber was soon consumed in saving lives except, this time, he had the knowledge of being the one to place them in danger.

I can’t live with hurting anyone else,
he thought.
  


Six: Villains are always wealthy

 


No one died that night, aside from the men Keladry killed, whose bodies were either never discovered or not reported on. Keladry Savage vanished just as mysteriously.

Kimber stared at the photo on the front page of the newspaper in his hands. Every day for the past week, since the night of the fire, the papers had featured him and one of the pictures snapped by bystanders with smartphones. Today’s photo left him self-conscious and frustrated. He was photographed after his last trip into the burning building, streaked with soot and glistening with sweat, his sweatpants tugged too low for his comfort and the muscles of his exposed upper body bulging from the strain of carrying an elderly couple down the stairs.

The Hero Our City Needs,
read the headline.

“You’re so wrong,” he retorted under his breath to the ridiculous photo and byline.

Heroes didn’t shelter villains who set entire buildings on fire after murdering home invaders.

The flames had spread fast and engulfed the upper half of the building before the fire department was able to extinguish them. Fortunately, it didn’t spread to the neighboring building, but it did leave dozens of families homeless and destroyed everything they owned.

Kimber balled up the paper and tossed it in the recycle bin on the other side of the locker room. He leaned forward, elbows on his thighs, and rubbed his face.

He hadn’t seen Keladry since ordering her not to move. She was gone long before the police and fire department arrived, and none of the pictures from the papers featured her at all.

Not that he was concerned about what happened to her.

Except he was.

Sort of.

I just want to see if she survived,
he told himself for the tenth time. He wanted to think it was professional courtesy to follow up with a patient and ignored the protective instinct that flickered to life whenever he thought of her.

Shaking his head, he stood. Keladry didn’t deserve any such courtesy, not after how she’d murdered four men and burnt down his apartment building without so much as a thought about the consequences of her actions.

Such as the fact he, too, was homeless.

“Hey, hero,” called one of the ER nurses as he entered the locker room.

Kimber forced a smile. 

“Basking in the glory of the city’s gratitude?”

“Hardly,” Kimber replied. “Pulling double shifts, as usual.”

“Same,” grunted the nurse as he opened his locker. “Tish is looking for you.”

“What’s she doing here at this hour?” Kimber glanced at his watch. The administrators were normally home by five or six, not eleven.

“No idea. Hey, you wanna go out with a few of us tomorrow night?”

“Probably not.” He had fielded several requests for drinks or weekend events since appearing in the newspaper and turned down everyone.

“Why not?” the nurse, Gary, pressed. “Don’t tell me you have to work. We’re both scheduled to be off at six tomorrow.”

Kimber hesitated. How did he tell anyone he didn’t want to get too close, in case he fucked up his life again? Or someone found out about Chicago?

“Think about it. I’ll ask you again tomorrow,” Gary said with a smile. “It’s just three of us for drinks.”

“I’ll let you know,” Kimber replied. On the surface, he had no real reason to refuse. If someone asked him about his past, he could defer or respond vaguely, like he’d practiced in his head. Sometimes, he did miss human interaction. “See you tomorrow.”

Kimber left the locker room and made his way through the hospital to the administrators’ offices. The hallway was dark, and only one office’s light was on. He tapped the door of his supervisor.

Tish waved him in. Her nose was red, and she clutched tissues in one hand.

“Hey, Kimber,” she said.

“You’re here late,” he replied.

“I’ve been fighting a bad cold the past couple of days, but duty calls. Someone’s gotta approve the timesheets.”

He sat down. “What can I do for you?”

“Melissa says you’re in need of a place to stay?”

“Sort of. I just haven’t had the time to find a new place yet,” he replied. “If it’s a problem I’m sleeping in the –”

“It’s not a problem with the hospital. It’s a problem with me, because I don’t want to see a good person living in a miserable hospital,” Tish said. She reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope, handing it to him.

“What’s this?” Kimber asked, accepting it.

“Open it.”

He did so. Two house keys fell into his hand.

“I have a friend who’s out of town for a while. I asked if I could loan her place out, and she agreed.”

His gaze lifted, and he stared at Tish, surprised.

“But it’ll give you a place to stay until you’re back on your feet.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Kimber replied. “This is incredibly generous, Tish. It’s almost too good to be true.” He ran his thumb over one of the keys in his hand. The offer was needed – he was tired of sleeping in a hospital bed – but also sent an uncomfortable flicker of emotion floating through him. He didn’t want to become attached to anyone, didn’t want to take the chance of disappointing someone he admired in case he slipped up here as he had in Chicago.

At his hesitation, Tish’s smile warmed. “You deserve a place to sleep, Kimber. Directions are in the envelope. Just give the address to a cabbie. If you need a day off to get oriented, let me know.”

“That won’t be necessary,” he said. “Are you sure? Is your friend sure?”

“We insist. You’re a hero, after all.” She tapped the newspaper on her desk.

“I wish they would stop that shit,” he said with more emotion than he intended. “I’m no hero.”

“You are to the seven people you saved.”

I’m the one who got their homes destroyed in the first place.
Kimber was quiet.

“Go home tonight,” Tish said. “There’s nothing better than a nice shower and bed after a double shift.”

It was true. He hadn’t spent much money on his apartment – but he did buy an expensive bed. After being on his feet all day, he needed it.

“Only until I find my own place,” he said firmly.

“Take your time. She’s out of town until fall.”

“Thank you, Tish. Really. This means a lot to me.”

“You’re welcome. Go home.”

Kimber rose, clutching the keys in his hand. Uncertain what to think about Tish’s kindness so soon after Gary asked him to hang out, he felt both a longing to try to fit in and the urge to flee, lest he fucked it all up again. He couldn’t bear the kind of pain that came with not living up to the expectations of people he respected.

“Thanks, again,” he murmured, torn.

Kimber left her office. He had planned on going for a run, but the thought of a hot shower, after a week of lukewarm ones at the hospital, sounded too good to pass up. He returned to the locker room and gathered his meager belongings. He had exactly two sets of running outfits, five sets of scrubs and a pair of jeans and sweatshirt remaining from the fire. The clothes had been at work – everything else was gone.

He called a taxi and then waited several minutes before it arrived. Uncertain what to expect from the invitation to stay in a stranger’s house, he debated whether or not he should return the keys and find his own place. The driver whisked him all the way across town, out of the city’s center and into one of the quiet neighborhoods he didn’t know existed.

Millionaires’ Row,
read the street sign. The taxi turned down a cobblestone street lined with historic, towering townhouses on either side. The hedges and gates in front of each building were meticulously maintained. Not a single crack was to be seen in the sidewalks, and no cars parked alongside the curbs to obscure the views of gorgeous bougainvillea that clung to wrought iron lattices and arches in each gate.

Behind the gates, the townhouses were a mixture of brick and stone front, ranging in size from four stories to six, and each wider than a city bus was long.

The driver stopped, and Kimber looked from the address written on the paper to that displayed on the arch.

You can’t be serious,
he thought, tired enough he almost laughed at the beautiful townhome with its stone facade.

He paid the taxi driver and got out, gazing upward in curiosity as well as surprise. He had a feeling his supervisor had been the one to broach the idea of him staying there. He couldn’t imagine someone voluntarily offering up a multi-million dollar property to a stranger.

He unlocked the gate and entered, closing it behind him. A small courtyard shrouded by ten feet tall hedges contained a garden and stone seating areas. He walked up the stairs to the front door and unlocked it.

A chandelier came to life as the door opened. The ceiling of the foyer rose three stories high. Dark, wooden floors were offset by lighter, neutral walls, black fixtures and rugs, and modern furniture in dark woods.

Resting his belongings on the floor, he walked through the bottom floor of the townhome, past a formal living room, home theatre, and large kitchen. When he reached the sliding glass doors on the backside of the house, he understood why this was called Millionaires’ Row.

Kimber opened the doors and stepped onto a large deck overlooking the river. A patch of green grass ran from the edge of the entertaining area to a private pier. Far across the expanse of water, stately mansions rose up from the banks.

He leaned against the railing of the deck, gazing at the lights reflecting off the glossy surface of the river. The air smelled of water, and giant hedges rose on either sides of the property to create a sense of privacy. The patter of rain on the roof and awning overhead was soothing, soft.

It was by far the nicest house he’d ever seen. After several deep breaths, he returned to the interior.

Kimber explored three out of four floors, until he was satisfied he knew the location of everything he needed.

“Maybe I’m glad I didn’t refuse,” he said to himself, observing the large guestroom he had selected. It was the size of a hotel suite, complete with its own kitchenette.

Too tired to venture to the fourth floor, he stripped and took his first hot shower in a week, and then sank into a plush bed to sleep.

 


***


 


Kimber awoke to the scent of bacon and eggs. His nose wrinkled, and he stretched back. His first solid night of sleep in a week hadn’t been disturbed by voices over the intercom or dreams about running through fire to save his neighbors. Instead of awaking refreshed, though, he felt as if the events of last weekend and his week of double shifts were just catching up to him.

His body ached, and he was as tired as when he dropped into bed last night. He sighed and reached for the phone on the pillow beside his. It was a few minutes before seven. His alarm hadn’t gone off. It was the smell that drew him from sleep.

Kimber sat up abruptly.

Someone else was in the house.

Had Tish been wrong about the dates of her friend’s vacation?

He dressed hastily and left the room with his backpack, preparing a profuse apology for why he was sleeping in a stranger’s house.

He reached the last stair and glanced towards the door. Was it rude for him just to leave? Did he owe the owner an apology?

Did he really want to deal with any more embarrassment after the articles the local media continued to feature?

His mind decided, he struck off towards the front door.

“Mister Wellington,” came a deep, male voice from behind him.

Kimber drew a breath and prepared to apologize. Turning, he was momentarily taken aback by the size of the man. Kimber had a large frame – but this man was nothing short of menacing. Seven feet tall, blocky shoulders, dark hair streaked with white, and a black suit.

“Your breakfast is ready,” the stranger said and turned, returning to the kitchen.

“Uh … okay.” Kimber trailed. “Breakfast?”

The massive man didn’t respond. He went to the breakfast nook overlooking the river and stood to the side, hands crossed before him as he waited. On the table was a plate of food and steaming cup of coffee.

Kimber looked from the man to the food, perplexed.

“If you prefer, I can make French toast,” the man offered.

“No, no. This is great.” Kimber approached. He set his possessions behind the chair and sat. “You’re sure this is for me?”

“It is,” the large man answered.

“You’re a … cook?”

“Among other things.”

“How did you get in here?”

“My boss owns the place. She told me to make sure you were comfortable.”

Tish’s friend had gone all out. Kimber dug into his breakfast, not about to turn down a free, home-cooked meal, even if the large man standing over the table while he ate was distracting. The food was flavored well, hearty and fresh. When he had finished, the other man swept his dishes away.

Kimber rose. “Thanks,” he said and gathered his belongings.

“I can drive you to work.”

“That’s not necessary.”

“Do you have a ride?”

Kimber didn’t respond.

“I made you lunch.” The man pulled a lunch pack from the fridge and set it on the counter.

Okay, this is getting weird.
Kimber reached out to take it, not wanting to offend his host but not certain why anyone would go to these lengths for a stranger either.

“So … who are you?” he asked.

“Igor.”

Helpful assistant whose appearance was unnerving? The name definitely fit, Kimber thought.

“If you leave your clothes, I’ll wash and press them for you,” Igor said, glancing at the laundry bag Kimber held in one hand.

“No, thanks.”

Igor shrugged and left the kitchen. “I’ll pull the car around front,” he said over his shoulder.

Kimber wasn’t used to being waited on. He walked out of the front door and through the courtyard. Once he was outside the gate, he waited in the drizzle for Igor’s car.

The Maybach Igor drove was another surprise. He had even donned a cap, as if driving was another of his duties and not a simple favor to a guest.

Kimber climbed in back. He made a mental note to tell Tish he didn’t need a place to stay anymore. It was one thing to stay at a friend’s apartment, and quite another to squat in a multi-million dollar property with a butler.

The trip to the hospital was silent. Igor dropped him off at the front of the hospital and then pulled away. Kimber watched him go, uncertain what to think about his first experience being chauffeured.

With a shake of his head, he walked into the hospital and to Tish’s office first. Her administrative assistant, Melissa, told him she was out sick, and Kimber returned to the locker room.

He tucked his dirty clothes back into his locker.

“Nine o’clock at Tapirs,” someone called.

Kimber shifted the door to his locker so he could see the speaker.

“Bring a pen so you can autograph our newspapers.” Gary stood ten lockers down from him, smiling.

Kimber sighed. Before he could reply, the cheerful nurse was gone.

After his weird morning, he didn’t think he’d feel up to friends. Then again, things couldn’t really get much stranger.

He changed and reported for duty and was soon immersed in resolving whatever crises came through the ER doors.

 

  


Seven: Villains are made, not born

 


Hours later, after his shift was over, Kimber ran through the darkened, quiet streets around the hospital. The fast-paced beat of electronica thumping in his ear buds propelled him forward and drove away everything except for the sensation of his feet pounding against cement. Working out was the only time when his mind was clear. He relished the peace physical activity brought him.

He passed a group of men standing outside of a rundown house and turned a corner, heading back towards the hospital. Lost in the rhythm of his breathing, he didn’t notice the car with darkened windows draw up alongside him until it swerved off the road and crossed the sidewalk twenty feet ahead to block his path.

Four men darted out of the vehicle and started towards him, two carrying guns and another two with blunt objects.

Kimber slowed and glanced behind him, uncertain who or why anyone would be approaching him. No one else was in sight, and he stopped, tugging his ear buds from his ears. The hair on the back of his neck rose, and he shifted to the balls of his feet.

“Can I help you gentlemen?” he asked.

One of them raised a gun.

Kimber raised his hands. “I don’t have any money.”

“You Kimber Wellington?” one asked gruffly.

“How –”

“We’re here for you, not your money.”

Kimber opened his mouth to protest while simultaneously reaching into his pocket to dial 911 on his phone. He backed away, preparing to run, when a shot rang out.

He froze, waiting to feel pain tearing through him from the wound.

None came, and he patted down his torso.

One of the men before him dropped, dead from a bullet wound to the head.

The others dove for cover. One aimed for Kimber as he ran. Kimber stumbled behind the car nearest him, landing on the asphalt with a grunt. Broken glass littering the street pierced his palm, and he grimaced.

A firefight broke out between those who claimed to be after him and others he wasn’t able to see. He hunched down behind the car, unable to tell who was firing at whom by the sounds, and not about to stand up to figure it out.

Just when I thought my life was bad enough …
Was this the night he died? Kimber’s body was tense, and cold fear streaked through him.

He shifted to his knees. The direction from which he’d run appeared to be clear. If he kept low and darted from car to car, he might be able to leave the area safely.

As soon as he had formed a plan, the street fell silent. Kimber waited, heart hammering. No sound came from the direction of the four men.

“Mister Wellington!”

Kimber frowned.

“Mister Wellington!”

It was definitely Igor’s voice.

Kimber peered out from around the car to see the large man in his black suit standing four cars down, closer to where the men who approached him had been.

Catching sight of his movement, Igor turned to face him. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“No, thanks,” Kimber said. He left the protection of the car cautiously. Shaken by the incident, he started forward. “Are they gone?”

“More or less.”

As he rounded the car, Kimber caught sight of the blood. He drew closer to Igor, eyes glued to the first of the dead bodies. When he reached the spot where he had been before the men confronted him, he stopped.

All four of his would-be attackers had been shot in their heads. Instinct made him kneel by the nearest of them and check for a pulse. Dead. He studied the others.

“You should wait in the car, Mister Wellington,” Igor advised.

Kimber gazed up at him, and it dawned on him that the butler had to have been following him in order to appear out of nowhere like this. “What’re you doing here, Igor?” he asked in a hushed tone.

“Protecting you.” Igor motioned to the dead men. In his right hand, hidden from Kimber’s previous point of view, was a gun.

The wail of distant sirens reached Kimber. “From what? Or whom?” he asked.

Igor replaced the weapon in its holster beneath his arm. “Come on, Mister Wellington. We need to leave.”

“I think I should stay and explain things,” he replied.

“My boss wouldn’t approve.”

“I don’t care. The police … wait, who’s your boss?”

“Reader.”

Kimber gazed at him blankly.

 
 

“Keladry Savage.”

Understanding passed through Kimber, trailed by anger. “And these guys?”

“Jermaine’s henchmen,” Igor answered. He went to the car and opened the back door, waiting. “He found out you helped her.”

Kimber bit back his response. He had unknowingly put himself in the middle of a mafia family crisis. “Where are you supposed to take me?” he demanded, eyeing the interior of the car.

“You have a gathering with work friends at nine,” Igor said.

“How –”

“We bugged your phone and locker.”

Keladry knew nothing about boundaries. Kimber clenched his jaw hard enough for the muscles of his cheek to tick. “Whose house did I sleep at last night? Keladry’s?”

“One of her homes, yes.”

I knew it was too good to be true.
Kimber rubbed his mouth, eyes on the dead men. By his count, eight people had died since he met Keladry. That was eight too many. “Will you take me anywhere I want to go?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He started forward and got into the car. Igor closed the door and slid into the driver’s seat.

“Take me to Keladry,” Kimber directed.

“Boss may not like that.”

“I’ll deal with it.”

“All right.” Igor pulled away from the scene and turned the next corner, seconds before two police cars with blaring sirens raced down the street.

Kimber twisted in his seat to see them. His heart still raced, and the image of the men with their heads blown off was seared into his brain. He watched out the back window until he could no longer see the bright lights of the police vehicles.

“You should put your seatbelt on,” Igor advised.

Kimber faced forward. He obeyed absently, uncertain how to digest what he had just been through. The idea any supervillain-wannabe was targeting him seemed too farfetched for him to accept, and yet, he had been confronted by four armed men who didn’t appear to be there for a chat.

“Are you injured?” Igor asked in the pensive silence.

Kimber glanced down at his hand. He thought it had been cut when he fell, but no wound was present beneath a thin layer of blood. He wiped his hand on his pants.

“No,” he said. “Are you stalking me?”

“Yes, Mister Wellington.”

“Your name really is Igor?”

“It is.”

“And you’re … what exactly? A professional bodyguard?”

“I’m a nanny.”

Kimber’s sudden laugh of surprise caught them both off guard. He cleared his throat, hoping to pass it off as a cough. By Igor’s raised eyebrows, he wasn’t buying it.

Kimber didn’t know what to say at first. Keladry had literally assigned him a babysitter.

“Do all nannies in Sand City carry guns?” Kimber asked after he’d recovered from his surprise.

“They do when they’re raising supervillains.”

“So you’re Keladry’s nanny?”

“I raised her, yes. Now I serve her in whatever capacity she requires.”

“How can you work for someone like that?” Kimber questioned. Keladry was a psychopath if not completely insane.

Igor glanced at him through the rearview mirror once more. “Like
what?”

Kimber heard the lethal edge in his voice. “A villain. Supervillain,” Kimber answered.

“Because I have hope for her.”

Kimber’s brow furrowed.

“Her brother is a lost cause, but Keladry has a chance to be something her father and brother could never be.”

“Which is …”

“A good supervillain.”

“Not following,” Kimber said. “Good
as in effective? As in more diabolical than her father?”

“Villainry is a business and an art. On the business side, someone has to be in charge of the criminals, to keep the police from interfering and getting hurt, to invest the revenue from illicit activity and to maintain order on the streets. The art side determines how it’s done - whether or not collateral damage is permitted - and establishes the rules of engagement. Good supervillains can balance crime and money and fuel the local economy.”

“You believe villains are necessary for the economy.”

“Supervillain t-shirts sales are double those of sports teams, and the Savage family draws billions of dollars in tourism every year.”

The entire city is insane,
Kimber thought. It was, by far, the most ludicrous explanation he had ever heard. For whatever reason, Sand City residents believed this shit. How had supervillainry become so ingrained into the populace that they accepted any of this to be true?

“Humans have a choice between good and evil,” Igor continued. “Most choose good. Do-gooders don’t need a handler. The handler can structure those who generate evil for the greater benefit. You don’t want to cross the gray, do you?”

“I don’t even understand what that means!” Kimber exclaimed.

Igor rolled his eyes. “Anyway, no one wants chaos, not do-gooders or villains.”

“Okay, assuming all this is factual, and not part of the deranged reality existing in Sand City, how can a villain be
good?” Kimber asked.

“By making do-gooders off limits. By structuring evil responsibly and in such a way that chaos is not allowed to ensue and innocent lives are not lost.”

“And you think Keladry can do this.”

“Yes. Keladry can control minds. She’ll make sure criminals do what they’re told and nothing else.” Igor was smiling. “She and Jermaine were raised under the same horrible conditions. He eventually snapped, but she’s becoming stronger.”

“What do you mean?”

“She said you rescued her?”

Kimber nodded.

“Then you saw the scars,” Igor stated.

“I assumed she’d been in more than one altercation.”

“She’d never been bested in battle before that night. Her brother betrayed and ambushed her,” Igor growled. “Those scars were from her childhood. She and Jermaine are twins. Their father tortured them, starved them, twisted their minds. From the time they were two until they came of age at eighteen, they knew only evil and pain.”

Kimber listened, not expecting to feel his stomach twist at the information. He had seen her scars. Should it matter that they came from her father instead of during battle with some other villain? Why did his protective instinct stir at the idea of her in danger when she could clearly protect herself against almost anything?

“They were isolated, aside from contact with us nannies. We were permitted to feed them and bandage them. They never experienced kindness and were never exposed to normal people. They depended upon each other to survive their father’s brutality, until last year, when Jermaine …” Igor drifted off.

“Jermaine what?” Kimber prodded, intrigued by the insight into Keladry’s background.

Igor was silent.

“Igor, what happened?”

“Their father found his weakness and broke him. He hasn’t been the same.” By the clipped tone, whatever had happened stuck with Igor still.

Kimber didn’t want to know what made the imposing nanny – who had witnessed the torture of the child he was rearing – found disturbing enough he wouldn’t talk about it. Keladry’s sorrow at losing her brother’s loyalty had been real, and Kimber wondered if she had also lost her only friend in the extremely isolated world in which she lived.

“Why did you stay with the family? Why didn’t you report child abuse?” he asked, bothered by the image in his head of a young Keladry crying in pain.

“Report to whom?” Igor chuckled. “The Supervillain Council would’ve given him a Father of the Year award for how he raised those kids. Cops know better than to interfere.”

“But if there are supervillains, aren’t there superheroes, too? Someone you can call when you need help?”

“We haven’t had a superhero in two generations. General Savage’s rule over the city has been uncontested.”

“What about their mother? Or some other relative?” Kimber asked.

“General Savage killed their mother after they were born. In order to take over the city, he had to murder his father – his predecessor – and his brother, who was his only competition. Those kids had no one but each other.”

Kimber was quiet once more, troubled by both Igor’s account and the idea Keladry hadn’t known better than to behave like an asshole under his care.

“You’re the first person she’s asked me to watch over,” Igor added.

Why does this make me feel bad?
Kimber didn’t know. If anything, Igor’s explanation clarified Keladry’s path to insanity. Somehow, eight murders later, Kimber couldn’t help feeling sorry for her.

“We’re here.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Kimber murmured, peering out the window.

Igor had taken him to a set of warehouses in an industrial area near the river. Kimber exited the vehicle and looked around.

Igor led him into a warehouse guarded by two men in black. Kimber glanced at them as he passed. His step slowed when he saw what exactly was going on inside the massive, open bay of the warehouse.

She really does have an army of ninjas,
he thought.

Dozens of men in black were involved in combat arms training. They all wore facemasks that gave them the appearance of ninjas. They were spread out at several different stations: some sparring with weapons, others hand-to-hand, while others raced through an obstacle course or participated in heavy calisthenics. A small gym area was tucked in one corner, and one entire wall was packed from floor to ceiling with weaponry retrieved by a mechanical arm hanging from the ceiling.

Keladry had an army and military grade weapons. Why did it surprise him to discover she wasn’t entirely insane in her claim of being a criminal mastermind of some kind?

A pathway marked by yellow lines wound through the different activities. Kimber followed Igor through it, stunned by the level of activity occurring around him. Igor led him to a corner containing wrestling mats. Keladry was in the center, sweating and dressed in a black unitard that hugged her shapely body, from her lean thighs to her rounded hips, slim waist and large breasts. She wore a mask as well.

Kimber caught himself staring a little too long at the beautiful, deranged woman who claimed to be a supervillain. He told himself he was evaluating a former patient for any lingering issues. Nothing more. This was professional.

But it wasn’t. This was something else entirely and very unlike any attraction he’d ever experienced for anyone. This was … deeper. As if their paths were meant to cross.

Fate. Destiny. He didn’t know, except he couldn’t look away from her.

Why are the pretty ones always crazy?
He thought.

As if expecting them, Keladry’s gaze settled on Igor then Kimber. She lifted her chin, and the four men on the mats with her moved away.

She frowned and tilted her head, as if trying to listen for something.

Igor stopped at the edge of the mat. Kimber drew a breath and approached her, noticing the scars on her exposed skin and recalling how she had gotten them.

“I appreciate you sending your babysitter after me, but I don’t need the protection.” After Igor’s story, Kimber’s words were much kinder than he had anticipated. “I don’t want to be involved in whatever this is.” He motioned to the warehouse around them.

“Interesting,” she replied, gazing up at him intently.

“What’s interesting?” He folded his arms across his chest, preparing for more of her nonsense.

“I can’t hear you.”

Kimber recalled the familiar words. “Because you read minds,” he said.

“Most minds. Apparently not yours.”

“I find it convenient you can’t do it when I’m around.”

She rolled her eyes at him. “Request denied. Igor will stay with you.” Keladry spun and walked away.

Kimber’s gaze fell to her shapely backside before he started forward. “It wasn’t a request, Keladry!” he told her.

“Around here, I’m called Reader,” she snapped back. “And you don’t get to make that decision.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

Tired of a night that was quickly spinning out of control, he halted. “I’m not staying in your house, and if you send Igor after me, I’ll call the police.”

“Good luck with that,” she snapped. She faced him. “My brother knows who you are. You’ll be dead by dawn, if you don’t accept my protection.”

“I don’t want any of you involved in my life.”

“Then you shouldn’t have rescued me!”

“If I had known this would’ve happened, maybe I wouldn’t have!” he retorted.

“Whatever, Doc. You ran into a burning building to rescue complete strangers. I don’t need to read your mind to know you weren’t going to turn your back on me.”

Kimber bit back his response. He wiped his mouth, seeking a way to talk some sense into her. If everything Igor said was true, then Keladry didn’t understand what boundaries or respect or consideration were, because she had never experienced any of those things. Did he have the patience required to teach a supervillain how to be more sensitive to others?

He moved closer, so only she could hear him.

“You have a problem with boundaries,” he started. “Take this as a lesson in compassion. If someone says they don’t want your help, then you have to respect their decision and allow them to face the consequences of their actions. If you want to help someone, help those people who are homeless because you decided to burn down my apartment building. They’re the ones who need it.”

“You’re welcome for saving your life tonight!” she exclaimed. “I already learned a fucking lesson in compassion from you, Doc! What would you do, if you knew someone was going to die, if you didn’t help them?”

“Finding you dying in an alley and you assigning me a babysitter are not the same.”

“From where I stand, they are. The only difference is that I’m acting pre-emptively so you don’t end up in an alley bleeding to death.” Her eyes blazed with anger. “Look, Doc, I know what you’re doing. I know you have this bizarre tendency towards self-destructive behavior. You walked into the fire at your apartment building and probably told yourself it was so you could help those people, but the truth is much more selfish. You’re punishing yourself for something in your past. Nothing you could’ve done could have possibly been that bad. So, I’m going to protect you from yourself, while you attend your little pity party.”

The words hit home harder than if she had punched him in the solar plexus. “Keladry –”

“Reader!”

“Whatever! You have no clue how I feel, or what I’ve been through, or why I chose to come to this city. I
do not
want your people anywhere near me!”

“I don’t care what you want, Doc!” Keladry whirled and strode away.

“If I see Igor or any of your ninjas within a block of me, I’m calling the police,” Kimber called after her.

She flipped him off.

Humming with anger, Kimber left the warehouse and called a cab. Was he upset with her alone or with himself as well? He barely knew Keladry, and she had verbally skewered him in a way no one else had ever managed to do. He despised her having any kind of insight into him and hated the idea of anyone thinking he helped others for selfish reasons. He helped others as a form of penance, yes, but he also did it because he wanted to make the world a better place, a place where good people who made a mistake, or got caught in the crossfires of Life itself, weren’t punished forever because of it.

It wasn’t selfish to want to help people, and he was
not
holding a pity party for himself! He was being cautious, because he didn’t want to hurt anyone else by making bad decisions.

Why was the year old wound, created when he ditched his old life to start over, reopening? Why was he starting to hurt again? A year of double shifts and few breaks had effectively numbed him to the pain of what he’d been through. How did a stranger like Keladry manage to rip him open again?

Kimber was still fuming thirty minutes later when he entered the locker room at the hospital. He changed out of his running clothes and lingered by his locker, too angry for any of his thoughts to make sense.

“Hey, Doctor K.”

He closed the door to his locker and saw Gary dressed in jeans and a sweater. Kimber braced himself for the invite he knew was coming.

“You want to ride with me to Tapirs?”

Kimber hesitated, rolling Reader’s words around in his head. Dealing with her always left him ready for a stiff drink, and tonight was no different. He dreaded the idea of trying to fall asleep in the bay reserved for staff in need of some rest while working overtime. His thoughts were too agitated to leave him in peace, and he had the urge to go for another run.

“Yeah. I’ll come,” he decided, unwilling to be alone with his thoughts and the ache at his core. If nothing else, a beer or two would help him sleep.

They joined two other nurses in the waiting area nearest the parking lot and rode together to the trendy bar and nightclub district located in the eastern part of the city. Kimber had driven through the area once or twice without ever having stopped.

He exited Gary’s car and glanced up and down the busy street packed with college students and others out for a night of drinking and fun. He didn’t spot Igor or any of Reader’s ninjas and started to relax, hoping she got the point to leave him alone.

“Their margaritas are amazing,” said the female nurse, Anna, who got out of the car to stand beside him.

“I’m pretty much just a beer guy,” he replied.

Gary held out his hand to Anna, who took it with a grin. “C’mon, boys!” she said with the same cheerfulness Gary often displayed.

The third member of their party, Joe, fell in beside Kimber as they made their way out of the parking area and towards the bar sporting a digital sign that alternately flashed
Tapirs
and
Half-Priced Margaritas for the Ladies
in bright hues.

The bar was packed. Half a head taller than most men, Kimber was able to keep an eye on Gary as he followed the couple through the throng towards the bar.

“What’ll you have?” Gary called when they had reached it.

“Guinness,” Kimber replied. He pushed a twenty dollar bill at Gary, who pushed it back.

“I’ve got first round. You get second!”

Kimber nodded. Anna took his arm and tugged him towards a table with standing room only on one half. The area was large enough for all of them to squeeze in. Moments later, Gary joined them with drinks.

Kimber breathed in the scent of fried bar food. His eyes settled on the live band playing across the room. Tension melted from his frame at the familiar surroundings. He had spent nearly every Thursday through Saturday night at bars like this in college; he hadn’t realized how much he missed it. He and Suzanne had always gone together, along with whichever of their friends were available. Social by nature, he didn’t realize how much he had isolated himself since leaving Chicago.

One beer became two, three, four. He welcomed the warm buzz of becoming tipsy that made it harder for his more serious thoughts to stick around and easier to fall into light conversation with his companions.

For the first night in a year, Kimber relaxed, though it was impossible to enjoy himself when he couldn’t stop replaying Keladry’s words in his mind.

Was it possible she was right?

 

  


Eight: The greatest arch-nemeses are former allies

 


Reader watched Kimber cross the crowded street lined with bars, accompanied by three other people. He was smiling. It wasn’t the terse expression she had seen while in his care at his apartment, but a freer, broader, happier smile, probably facilitated by alcohol.

She and the surveillance team tailing him kept their distance after his visit to the training facility. Already she had spotted two of her brother’s men, also discreetly following the stubborn doctor. Her brother was nothing if not impulsive, and she was as interested in his plans as she was in what Kimber was doing. Jermaine had already tried to murder Kimber once today.

Reader studied the doctor, unaccustomed to being perplexed by anyone. She could read the minds of those around her with ease, but when she went too close to the doctor, he somehow managed to block her ability completely until she moved away. Fortunately, he was too intoxicated this night to notice her, which gave her the ideal opportunity to test the limits of his ability.

Fifteen-ish feet. If she were within four or five yards of him, she lost her superpower. The distance was far greater than she would have liked. It basically ruled out her ability to talk to him without rendering herself vulnerable to her surroundings. Safe in her lair or at the training facility, it wouldn’t matter. But anywhere else, especially in public, she couldn’t risk approaching him outright, not when her brother – and newfound arch-nemesis – was after her.

Kimber and his coworkers disappeared into another bar.

Reader telepathically ordered one of her men to stay with him before turning away and making her way down the street, towards the car, where Igor awaited her. As she walked, she sucked in the thoughts of those around her absently, always alert for any sign of threat. Forefront on her mind, however, was the unusual sensation she had first experienced the day she and the doctor spoke about suffering.

Reaching Igor, who stood on guard at the front of the car, Reader tilted her head back and gazed up at his dark features and darker eyes. His thoughts were quiet and loyal, as always. Igor was easy to understand, because he had no real desire other than to assist her, and he generally spoke his mind, unlike pretty much everyone else she had ever met. Moreover, she trusted her longtime nanny, who had sneaked her candy when she was in the dungeon, despite her father’s orders to let her starve until she learned whatever lesson it was he wanted to teach her.

“Igor, what’s the opposite of hate?” she asked.

“Love.”

She gave a snort of derision and rolled her eyes. “Not
that
opposite. Less opposite but still pretty far from hate.”

“Like?”

“No.” Reader frowned and sifted through the thoughts and emotions she picked up from Igor on a daily basis to provide some sort of basis for understanding what she was trying to ask. “It’s how you feel about your first cup of coffee in the morning.”

“Ah,” Igor said with a smile. “Happy.”

“Really?”

“Happy and grateful for its existence.”

“That seems extreme for coffee, doesn’t it?”

“It’s the coffee, but it’s also the experience. The smell, the flavor, the warmth, when that first sip reaches my soul, and I know my day will go well, since I got my coffee in.”

She rolled the explanation around in her head with some skepticism. “Can you feel that way for a person?”

“It might be a little different if you feel that way towards a person.”

“Then what would you call that entire experience if it involved a person?”

“That’s difficult.” Igor was quiet. “It’s not one emotion but many.”

Her phone buzzed, and she plucked it from her pocket. “My predictable brother,” she said. “He took the bait. Let’s go.” She climbed into the car and closed the door.

Igor slid into the driver’s seat. Seconds later, they peeled away from the curb, headed in the opposite direction of the bars.

“Affection?” Igor asked, glancing at her through the rearview mirror.

“Hmm. Closer,” she replied. “But without the warm, squishy undertone.” She checked the alert on her phone again, thoughts turning from Kimber to her brother. “I’m going to kill that fucker.” As she said it, familiar pain radiated through her insides. Her brother deserved everything he had coming to him, so why did she ache when she thought about him? Why did she start to remember the times when they were starving or injured or abandoned in their father’s dungeon, and Jermaine was the only reason she survived such an ordeal?

Reader locked her phone and set it down, gazing out the window. The cityscape zipped by as Igor deftly navigated through the city neither of them had ever left.

“Igor,” she started. “Is it wrong for me not to want to kill my brother?”

“No, Reader,” was the quiet response. “His betrayal was unexpected.”

“I should have known,” she replied. “I can read his mind but I didn’t think it necessary, since we were always united against our father. My guard was down.”

“Your father spent years trying to drive you apart. He finally succeeded. No one is to blame except for him. If not for the doctor, you’d be dead.”

I prefer death to suffering.
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll end this tonight,” she said aloud. “My father will have his heir, and the games will be over.”

Igor was quiet for a moment. “I want you in charge of the city, Reader. But if you’re not ready for the final confrontation with your brother, don’t force it.”

“I’m ready.”

She didn’t have to read his mind to know he didn’t believe her. The man who helped raise her had a way of pursing his lips when he wanted to say more but chose not to. She studied his profile, aware of how her father had broken Jermaine. No part of her believed she was safe from the same treatment, especially if she did kill her twin and become her father’s heir. He preached isolation as being the only true way to prevent betrayal and maintain absolute, unbiased power.

He’d take Igor from her or force her to kill him, just as he had done to the members of Jermaine’s inner circle. Reader couldn’t let that happen. Igor was loyal, and she cared for him more than he cared for his first cup of coffee in the morning.

It was a weakness, a horrific one she was ashamed of. If her father knew the extent of her feelings for her nanny, he would have murdered him long ago. She couldn’t allow Igor to be harmed, couldn’t dismiss her shame in knowing she had a weakness others could exploit. She was left trying to sort through her confusion alone, unable to ask her only mentor what she should do.

Beating Jermaine was the first step in protecting Igor. The second: preventing her father from ensnaring her and forcing her to destroy her only remaining friend. She wasn’t ready to face the city’s supervillain. Not until Igor was safe. Her father would destroy her if given a chance, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use everything, and everyone, he could against her.

Before she faced her father, Igor had to be safe and …

She cocked her head to the side, unease sliding through her.

The doctor needed to be safe, too. She didn’t feel for him what she did for Igor, but something about him was special, even if she couldn’t identify what or why. The do-good doctor had to survive.

Reader strapped on a mask. She needed a solid plan to safeguard Igor. She had been debating how best to protect him for months with no solid ideas. He wasn’t safe anywhere in the city; her father or brother could always get to him. That left
outside
the city, a place she wasn’t permitted to go. Supervillains weren’t allowed to leave the city limits of their assigned territory. It was the only real rule of the Supervillain Council.

Igor would never voluntarily leave her, and she’d been unable to invent a reason as to why she would ever need to send him outside the city.

“Ptolemy wants to know if he has a green light,” Igor said.

Reader pulled herself from her thoughts and focused on the plan for this night. “Yeah.”

Igor gave the quiet kill order.

Still a mile away, the explosion was visible from the car. Reader checked her weapons, eyes glued to the location. The explosion wasn’t part of her plan, but it didn’t surprise her that her brother had reacted so quickly.

Igor turned down the street housing her warehouse and pulled over. She got out of the car, breathing in the scent of super heated metal and rain.

“Stay here,” she reminded Igor.

He said nothing, and Reader trotted towards the action. Her men had formed a ring around the warehouse and were systematically executing the henchmen displaying the patch of a cloud and lighting, indicating their loyalty to her brother, whose villain code name was Thunder.

She hurried towards them. Her black-clothed ninjas parted for her as she approached, and she made her way to the center of the circle.

The report of a gun went off just as she stepped into the center of her men. The last of her brother’s men convulsed as he dropped.

“Where is he?” she demanded, searching the dead bodies for signs of her brother.

“Not here, boss,” one of her henchmen replied.

She double-checked the minds of those closest to her, ensuring none of them sought to betray her. They told the truth, and she walked among the dead, sucking up the last memories from their dying brains before they were gone. The minds of the recently dead were harder to read, and she squatted in their midst, closing her eyes to concentrate. She had given strict orders for no one to be shot in the head, so she had access to their brains.

Fragments of images formed in her head until she was able to distinguish an almost complete picture.

Her brother had been among those who followed up on the leak about the training facility’s location. According to the memories of the dead, when Jermaine realized it was an ambush, he used his superpower to set her warehouse on fire and fled towards the river, leaving those he brought with him to be rounded up and executed by her henchmen.

Reader bounced to her feet and bolted in the direction her brother had gone. She ran through the light rain, breathing in the scent of wet asphalt, and paused at the railing lining the riverbank. She strained, listening with her mind and her ears, to find her brother.

Movement from the direction of one of the piers caught her attention. She ran a short distance, when a splash of red blood on the railing caught her attention. It was fresh and bright beneath the glow of the overhead streetlight. Reader scoured the ground for more drops of blood that hadn’t been diluted in puddles or hidden by the patches of darkness existing between the reach of streetlights.

A sporadic trail formed, leading her in the direction in which she’d witnessed movement. The idea her brother was wounded filled her with elation – and also concern she tried hard to suppress. He had tried to murder her in cold blood, she reminded herself. Jermaine didn’t deserve mercy of any kind.

The trail of blood led her towards the end of the pier, past the two warehouses and several smaller boathouses, and towards lights bobbing in the bay a few feet from the end of the pier.

Reader ran to the end of the pier and leaned over the railing, squinting to see into the boat. No one appeared to be in it, aside from the driver, though the motor was rumbling quietly as it waited. Jermaine hadn’t made it this far, which meant he was still somewhere on the pier.

Turning around, she drew back and listened.

… keep moving. She’ll …
Her brother was close enough for her to hear fragments of his thoughts.

Reader darted to the nearest boathouse and ripped open the door. It smelled strongly of fish and contained a massive crane for lifting goods and fish off of ships, repair and support equipment, and a myriad of other tools she cared nothing about. She stepped inside – and Jermaine’s thoughts grew more distant.

Retreating, she moved silently back to the center of the pier, until Jermaine’s thoughts became louder and she was able to identify the direction in which he was hiding. She circled one building and spotted the blood trail once more.

He had made his way up the pier, towards the waiting boat, then stopped to hide, likely when he saw her coming.

She drew a weapon and opened the door to the warehouse into which the blood led. Reader closed the door softly behind her and stood still, listening. She sensed the gun before it fired and ducked. The sound of a bullet smashing through metal rang through the empty, dark space, and she whirled, smashing a fist into her brother’s face.

He gasped and fell back. Reader snatched the arm holding the weapon and twisted, forcing him to release the gun. She shoved him to the ground and stared into the darkness, satisfaction coursing through her.

The hair on the back of her neck stood on end as Jermaine gathered his superpower to strike her. Reader backpedaled and slammed the door of the warehouse open. She flung herself to the side as lightning arced out of the warehouse and soared harmlessly into the sky. She climbed to her feet, tucked her gun away, and snatched one of the buckets gathering water at the corner of the warehouse.

The charge was back when she entered the darkness again. She threw the water in the direction of the uncomfortable charge and heard it hit her brother. Lightning fizzled and spurted around his body, highlighting his position and temporarily crippling his superpower.

Reader grabbed one of his legs and dragged him out of the warehouse into the circle created by one of the pier lights. Breathing hard, she released him and stood over him, glaring.

“You know I could’ve made you fry yourself!” she shouted at him.

He didn’t respond. Jermaine clutched his stomach and rolled onto his side. He climbed to his feet slowly. Pain was etched on his features, along with defiance.

“It was a warning shot, sis,” he replied, straightening to face her. “And yes, I know that.”

Reader couldn’t identify where the emotions originated, or what they were, that left her trembling. She counted how many times she could’ve killed her brother in the five minutes since she’d found him but didn’t reach for her gun, despite the voice of her father in her head ordering her never to take mercy on anyone.

“I thought we should talk,” Jermaine said. Tall and lean, he was dressed similarly to her down to the mask. The only difference was the patch on his shoulder.

“Now you want to talk?” she demanded. “What is there to discuss?” She listened to the answer in his mind and drew her weapon, furious he thought to string her along until he had a better plan.

“Whoa!” he said and held up his hands. “I’m too weak to fight you. You know what our father did to me, is still doing to me!”

“What’re you talking about? Still?”

“He’s been twisting my mind as only he can do, feeding me lies about you. About everything.”

She raised her weapon. “Lies. All of it.”

“You know he can do it, Keladry.”

She listened to his thoughts.

Jermaine was a jumbled mess. His head was filled with too much for her to zero in on one solid train of thought. It had been this way since their father broke him and left him weeping in front of his own men.

The ache was back, and Reader hesitated to pull the trigger. Yes, Jermaine’s mind was a mess and yes, their father had done this to him. But nothing he said or thought was preventing his death.
Her
thoughts were in the way, not his.

“You didn’t have to try to kill me,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion. “You could’ve ambushed me and let me escape!”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“Lie!” She took a step towards him.

Jermaine backed away. “Okay, okay! So I did have a choice! I fucked up. What else do you want me to say?”

“That you won’t do it again. That we can be what we were, before the games, before our father fucked you up.”

“That’s not possible, Keladry.” Jermaine’s response was quiet, his gaze haunted. For the first time since confronting him, she sensed he wasn’t trying to lie or deceive or mislead her. “I’ll never be that person again.”

“Why not? We are … were partners. Good ones. If we work together, we could easily take him out.”

“Then what? Co-rule the city?” Jermaine shook his head. “Only one of us can take over, Keladry. It’s the way it’s always been.”

“But we’re different. We’re a team.”

“We
were. We aren’t now.” Jermaine lowered his hands. “I don’t want to kill you, but I will. My mistake was not seeing the job through myself the first time. Get used to it, sis. This is the new
us.”

Her hand shook, and she tried to find some part of what he said to give her hope, to remind her of the person who smoothed her hair and told her jokes whenever she cried in the dungeons.

Everything about Jermaine was different since their father broke him, down to the hardness in his eyes. It was a similar expression to their father’s, all that remained of the horrific deeds shaping him in his past.

“Come home with me, Jermaine,” she said and lowered the gun. “I can see what’s in your head. I know there’s a piece of you that wants us to be what we once were, allies against our father.”

Jermaine looked away. “That part of me is dead.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

“You don’t get it!
I
made the choice to ambush you! I crossed the gray! Father had nothing to do with it. I want to make him pay for what he did to me, and the only way I can do that is if you’re dead and I win the games!”

The words stung, though Reader understood the sentiment all to well. While there was a whisper of yearning in his mind for them to return to the relationship they’d had their entire lives, most of her brother’s thoughts were geared towards the sole purpose of vengeance, no matter what – or who – he destroyed in the process. She was an obstacle to him, the only thing standing between him and their father.

She’d lost him a year ago. There wasn’t enough of him left to save.

Hurting worse after witnessing the truth of his mind, Reader raised the weapon again. “I’ll at least make it quick,” she whispered.

“Do your worst, sis.” Jermaine stepped towards her and swept his arms outward, exposing his body.

Reader slid the safety off with her thumb and aimed at his head, willing to grant her longtime ally a quick death. Jermaine held her gaze, his tortured, broken thoughts sailing through her mind.

She drew a breath, steadied her breathing, and counted down.

Three.

Two.

One.

I’m not ready for this.

The corner of Jermaine’s lips curled up.

Her brother hadn’t hesitated in his attempt to kill her, so why wouldn’t her index finger obey her command to squeeze the trigger? Why was panic sliding through her at the thought of losing him permanently?

What was wrong with her?

“I didn’t think you could do it,” Jermaine said. “Father told me you were the weaker of the two of us.”

“I’m not weak!”

“Then prove him wrong.”

Reader tried again without success. She had murdered dozens of men point blank and hundreds more from a distance. Jermaine was one man, the second to her father in his attempts to murder her. If he were her father, he would’ve been dead before he had the chance to open his mouth.

But he wasn’t. He was her brother, the man who had been the anchor of her world until a year before, when her anchor broke. She’d been adrift since then.

Jermaine was smiling confidently. “Next time, sis.” He limped towards the railing, holding his stomach once more.

Reader kept her weapon trained on him and tried again to squeeze the trigger. Her finger didn’t budge. Instead, she watched her brother climb the railing with some difficulty. Jermaine saluted her then leapt off the pier into the dark waters below and the boat that had shifted to the side of the pier to fish him from the river.

Lowering her arm, Reader stared into the space before her, frustrated with her weakness and furious with the uncontrollable emotion twisting her insides and preventing her from doing what she had to.

Jermaine’s thoughts faded as the boat pulled away from the pier, taking him to safety and leaving her alone. Her brother had turned from her only friend to her first arch-nemesis. He had crossed the point of no return the night he tried to murder her. She had to do the same, to pursue him with the same tenacity and lack of mercy. She had to be ready to kill him next time or better – prepared to hunt him down.

But not tonight.

The light patter of rain filled the air around her as she stood, pensive and frustrated.

“Reader!” Igor called from the base of the pier.

She replaced her weapon and glanced towards the river. The light of her brother’s boat was visible a quarter mile away. She still had time to blow him out of the water using the heat-seeking missiles stored in her lair, or by providing his position to a helicopter equipped with heavy explosives. In five minutes, she could resolve the issue of her brother.

Reader turned away and began walking down the pier towards Igor. She ignored the thoughts of her lifelong supporter, not wanting to see his concern. She didn’t deserve it tonight, when she’d failed at living up to the namesake she wanted so badly to claim.

“Did you find him?” Igor asked.

“No,” she lied. “He was already gone.”

By the split second of silence between her statement and Igor’s reaction, he knew the truth.

“The cleaners will take care of the warehouse,” he said. “Your father has sent the next task in the games.” Igor handed her an envelope containing a single piece of linen cardstock with instructions.

Pleased at the distraction, Reader opened it and shifted to see the words written in her father’s elegant handwriting.

 


Task 6: Uncover the secret Reader’s savior is hiding, the reason why he came here. Use any means necessary – but keep him alive. As a reminder, the score is Reader 3, Thunder 2.

 


“Dammit,” she muttered and handed it to Igor. “Couldn’t be something simple like burning down one of the mayor’s houses again or torching the city’s oil supply.”

Igor read the card.

“Add another team to the doctor’s surveillance,” she instructed him.

“Do you want us to take the doctor in?”

“Not yet,” she said, mind racing. “I’m going after my brother. I need some leverage.”

Thoroughly disappointed by her evening, she trailed him to the car and hopped inside, unable to shake the ache inside her or the sense her father was about to start pursuing those she didn’t want harmed. After her discussion with Jermaine, he wasn’t going to spare anyone she cared about. He’d be healed from his wounds by morning and wouldn’t hesitate to corner the doctor and torture him, if that was what it took to level up in the games. Now that her father had inserted the doctor into their games, the chances of Kimber living through this were slim.

I have to get Igor out of town,
she thought, gazing again at her nanny.
The doctor, too.

But how? Was there another way to keep one or both of them safe?

“I figured out the word you were looking for,” Igor said. “Admire.”

“Admire.” Reader repeated. She met his gaze briefly in the rearview mirror. “I like that word.”

I don’t want anything to happen to the doctor, because I admire him.

It fit, even if the sentiment was so very foreign.

 

  


Nine: Villains will always betray you

 


Kimber’s night out was worth the hangover. It was the first time he slept through the announcements over the intercom and the busyness of the bay where doctors and nurses working overtime came to rest.

Kimber awoke groggy with a headache pulsing in his temple – but otherwise more rested than he could recall being since arriving to Sand City. He was alone in the bay and checked his phone for the time, pleased to see he had awoken before his alarm.

He showered and dressed then took his belongings to the locker room to secure them before his shift. The locker room, too, was quiet. Kimber left, wondering where everyone was, until he reached the chaos of the emergency room.

It was packed, both with hospital staff and dozens of people. The normally quiet area was loud with cries of pain, orders issued among the staff, and concerned visitors. He gazed around, trying to understand what had happened to cause the sudden influx. Whipping on his coat, he crossed to the nursing station, which was jammed with impatient visitors demanding news of their loved ones.

“What the hell happened?” Kimber asked, bending over between the two frazzled nursing aids.

“The Savage twins blew up a bus station this morning,” one replied. “We’re short staffed in resuscitation and minor surgery.”

His stomach sank, filled with dread.

Kimber rose and left, weaving through the crowd towards the hallway leading to the minor surgery rooms attached to the ER. Patients lay on stretchers lining the hallways or on the ground. Whatever he thought about Keladry’s insane aspirations to become a villain, it was clear she and her brother were menaces to the city.

“Doctor.” Someone gripped his coat and tugged him to a halt. “I need help.”

Kimber gazed down at the man seated on the floor, clutching his bloodied head. He knelt beside him. Kimber shone a penlight in the injured man’s eyes. He was in his early twenties with short, dark hair, dark eyes and an athletic frame covered in bloody clothing.

The man’s gaze was dilated and unfocused.

“May I take a look?” Kimber asked, reaching out to the t-shirt the man had used to create a bandage.

The wounded man lowered his hands. Kimber unwrapped his head gingerly, took one look at the gaping wound in his skull, and rewrapped it.

“Any numbness? Chills?” he asked.

“I can’t remember how I got here.”

“Can you stand?”

He was answered with a nod.

Kimber helped him to his feet and supported his weight. They wove through the crowds. Kimber waved over one of the nurses and very slowly guided the wounded man towards the area designated for high risk patients.

“Do you help all of these people?” the dazed man asked.

“I help as many as I can,” Kimber said.

“Hey, are you the hero doctor from the newspaper?”

Kimber almost sighed, hating the photographs in the papers. “It’s my picture, yeah.”

“That makes me feel better. You rescue people all the time, don’t you?”

“I do my best.”

“Why?”

Kimber glanced at the man. “Why do I help people?”

“Yeah.”

“Because they need it.” He lowered the man to a bed and straightened to address the nurse. “Priority one. Suspected cerebral edema.”

The nurse nodded and went to the head of the bed.

“We’ll get you taken care of,” Kimber told the man with a smile.

“Thanks, Doc.”

How many other people in critical condition were floating around the emergency room? Kimber looked around, hating the Savage twins for causing such pain and suffering. He was equally disappointed in himself for caring enough about Keladry that he hoped she wasn’t responsible for this.

“Doctor Wellington!” one of the nurses called.

Kimber turned. He dismissed all thoughts of them and anything else, throwing himself into assessing those wounded who had not been seen by a doctor or nurse.

The injured people kept coming. Whenever he had a moment to breathe, another influx of patients appeared and overloaded the ER. The hospital was at max capacity by noon – and the flow of patients showed no sign of stopping.

In addition to the bus station, he learned a mall had been attacked as well as a college sporting event. Sand General was the nearest to all three events. The more he saw of the damage, the angrier he became. How could the police allow the Savage twins to destroy the city this way? Would no one stand up to them? How did the people of Sand City not demand more of their city government?

He wrestled with the thoughts during his few breaks. It was not the first time his double shift turned into twenty hours. At the twenty four hour mark, he was ordered to sleep by the administrator acting in Tish’s place while she was out sick.

The bay where he had been sleeping for the week – aside from the night at Keladry’s – was packed with doctors and nurses trying to catch a few minutes of sleep before wading back out into the human suffering.

Kimber grabbed two blankets from those kept in the linen closet and left, heading towards the wing housing the managers’ offices. He went to Tish’s darkened office and walked in without knocking or bothering to turn on the lights. Setting his alarm to go off in four hours, he stretched out on the couch butting against one wall the best he could given his height and closed his eyes.

“Reader didn’t do this.”

Kimber snapped up into a sitting position. He’d been too tired to notice if anyone was in the room when he entered. How he missed the hulking frame of Igor, though, was beyond his ability to guess. Kimber flicked on the flashlight on his phone and shone it in the direction of the voice.

Igor was perched on the edge of the desk, dressed all in black.

“What’re you doing here?” Kimber demanded as he swung his legs over the couch.

“What the boss ordered.”

“I thought I made it clear. I don’t want her protection.”

“Boss does what she wants.”

“Like blowing up a bus station?”

“She didn’t do this,” Igor replied. “Jermaine’s framing her.”

“I don’t care. I don’t want anything to do with either of them.”

“You’re in danger, Doc.”

“That’s my business, not hers. Or yours!” Kimber snapped.

“But think about it. If you get hurt, who will take care of all these people?”

Kimber rubbed his face, exhausted. He lay down with his back to the desk. “Leave me alone, Igor. I have four hours … actually, three hours and fifty seven minutes before I have to start a new shift.”

“I’ll be outside.” Igor moved to the door and opened it.

Kimber lifted his head to tell the massive man to leave the hospital. The door closed, and he sighed. He was too tired to deal with the police. If Igor were present when he awoke, he’d definitely contact the authorities.



***


 


The alarm went off too soon. Kimber’s dreams were filled with patients he was trying to treat, except more and more flooded into the ER, and he was the sole staff member present. Left alone to deal with dozens of hurt people, he desperately ran from person to person, struggling to stop the bleeding and help everyone before additional patients appeared.

He awoke stressed out and exhausted.

“Doc, you need to go,” said Igor, opening the door.

I was really hoping he was part of my dream,
Kimber thought. “I know. I’m up. Did they call for me over the intercom?”

“Not exactly.”

Kimber stood and took a moment to stretch back and regain his bearings. Digging in his pocket, he pulled out a squishy candy bar, set it down, then pulled his phone out.

“I’m calling the police, Igor. You probably don’t want to be here when they arrive,” he said and gave a stern look to the man propping open the door with his body.

“They’re already here.”

“What?”

“Have a look.” Igor motioned to the windows behind Tish’s desk.

The blinds were closed, and daylight outlined the edges of the window.

Kimber crossed to the window, ready to call Igor’s buff. He peeked through the blinds. Dozens of police cars had surrounded the building and created a barrier, behind which swarms of reporters, hospital staff members and others waited among fire trucks, a truck marked
Bomb Squad, and SWAT teams.

“What happened?” he breathed.

“Nothing yet,” Igor said.

“Is your boss trying to take out the hospital?”

“She’s not behind any of this.”

Kimber released the blinds and faced the door. “Then what’s going on, Igor?”

“We need to get you out of here.”

“Why?” Kimber crossed his arms.

“Boss says you need to leave, so you need to leave.”

“First, she’s not my boss. Second, I’m not going anywhere if there are people here in danger or who need my help.” He gathered up his things. “You can tell me what’s going on or …”

Igor didn’t speak.

I’ll find out myself.
Kimber pushed past the large man and started down the hallway.

“Jermaine is here.”

Igor’s words stopped him.

“He took everyone in your department hostage when he couldn’t find you.”

Kimber turned to face Igor. “He’s here?”

“Downstairs. Along with a bunch of his henchmen and enough explosives to take out the entire building.”

“For me.”

“You helped Reader. That makes you his enemy.”

Kimber studied Igor briefly. After his apartment building fire, he wasn’t about to let anyone else get hurt because of his association with the Savages. He dropped his belongings onto the ground. “Tell your boss I’m not one of her minions. I’m not going to let Jermaine blow up the hospital just to get to me.” Whirling, he stalked away.

“Doc, boss won’t be happy.”

“She won’t be surprised either. By now, she knows I’ll always do the right thing!” Kimber retorted.

He ran down the hall and to the elevator. Punching the button to descend, he ran a hand through his hair and paced nervously. Confronting Jermaine Savage was the last thing he expected to happen today. But if the choice were between his life and those of the hundreds of people in the hospital, Kimber was going to save everyone else, no matter what Reader thought of his actions.

“Boss wants to talk to you.” Igor had trailed him. He held out a phone.

Kimber glanced at it, tempted to ignore half of the reason the ER had been taken hostage, before anger got the best of him. He snatched the phone.

“Keladry –” he started.

“Reader,” she corrected him.

“Whatever. Tell Igor to back off.”

“If you surrender to Jermaine, he’ll torture you and murder everyone else.”

“If he has me, he won’t need everyone else!”

“Exactly.”

Kimber drew a deep breath. “I shouldn’t be in the middle of this. I’m going down there, Keladry, and I don’t care what you think.”

“Doc, you don’t know what you’re getting yourself into. Don’t be a hero, and don’t believe anything my brother tells you.”

“I’m no hero, but I’m not an asshole, either,” Kimber snapped. The elevator dinged, and its doors opened. “I’m not going to let anyone get hurt because of me. Call off your nanny and get him out of harm’s way.” He handed the phone back to Igor, who accepted it.

Kimber walked into the elevator, wired and worried, and punched the button for the ground floor until the door closed.

The ten-second elevator ride to the first floor was the longest of his life. Uncertain what to expect from the second Savage twin, he couldn’t stop thinking about the lives he had unwittingly put in the crossfire of psychopaths by helping Keladry.

The elevator doors opened. Five men in black stood outside the lift, weapons pointed at the interior of the elevator. One of them stepped in to block the door from closing while another motioned for him to exit.

Kimber’s heart began to race at the sight of them, and all traces of his exhaustion melted beneath the fire of adrenaline in his blood. His skin crawled with awareness of the weapons pointed at him.

“My name is Doctor Kimber Wellington,” he said, automatically raising his arms to show he wasn’t armed. “I believe your boss is looking for me.”

“Follow me,” one of them ordered him.

Kimber lowered his arms and obeyed. Four of them escorted him through the vacant hallways. He peered into offices and patient rooms as they passed. He was relieved to see all the rooms empty. At least some people had already been evacuated or escaped.

The moment he stepped into the emergency room area, his hope the situation wasn’t as bad as he imagined plummeted. The department was jammed with the suffering and staff members alike. They were huddled on the floor, everyone seated or lying down. There was hardly room to move from the sheer amount of people crammed into the ER. It was eerily quiet, aside from the occasional moan and stifled sobbing. The tension and body heat combined to render the large area uncomfortably hot and the air charged.

All eyes turned to him, and Kimber’s breath caught. He had never wanted to be the center of attention anywhere, and the way the people regarded him – with a combination of hope, gratitude, and fear – left him feeling sick to his stomach. Did they look at him as if he were their savior, because of his antics after the fire last weekend? Or because, now that he was present, they would be set free?

Behind the nurse’s station, he saw several bodies laid out under white sheets.

There was no worse death than to go out feeling hopeless, powerless and afraid.

Fury originating from a place too deep for him to identify filled him. The idea people had died because some psychopath decided to take the most vulnerable people imaginable hostage filled him with more emotion than he had experienced in years.

“Where is he?” he demanded of one of the henchmen.

“Busy. He’ll be with you –”

“No. Now.”

The beefy man glanced at him then back. He lifted his chin to another of the men, who trotted away, down the hallway leading to the first floor emergency operating suites and ICU.

Seething yet calm, Kimber waited to meet the brother of Keladry.

Jermaine Savage didn’t keep him waiting long. The moment the tall, athletic man entered the ER, Kimber almost cursed. He had treated too many people during his twenty four hour shift to recall anyone’s face with clarity – except for the first man.

Cleaned up with no sign of a head wound, the patient who had snagged his coat as he crossed the floor of the ER the day before still wore his bloodied clothing and a smile.

“Hey, Doc,” he said. “I’m all nice and healed.”

Kimber was not amused. “I’m here, Jermaine. Let these people go.”

“It’s not Jermaine. It’s Thunder,” Jermaine corrected him.

“I don’t give a fuck what you call yourself! Your issue is with me, so let’s deal with it!”

“That’s no way to talk to the future supervillain of Sand City.” Jermaine tilted his head and took a step back, remaining a solid five yards away.

“Villains aren’t real. You’re a criminal whose father tortured you into believing you had superpowers and a purpose to justify your own fucked up upbringing,” Kimber retorted, warmed by anger. “You’ve held the city in fear long enough. It’s time people saw you for what you are.”

Silence. Even the moaning stopped.

Jermaine’s features turned scarlet, and his smile faded. “Careful, Doc,” he warned. He closed the distance between them and paused, toe to toe with Kimber. “I’ve rigged this place to blow.” He pointed to the walls and the blobby blocks of gray material Kimber assumed were explosives. “You piss me off, I kill everyone here.”

Kimber glared at him, unafraid. “You’re a coward. Hurting innocent people because why? Your daddy didn’t love you? This makes you feel like you have some sort of control?”

“Enough, Doc.” Jermaine snapped.

“Let’s finish this. Just you and me.”

“There’s nothing I’d like better than to peel your skin off and listen to you scream,” Jermaine said with a mirthless smile. His eyes were cold. “I have a feeling fucking up a few of these people would probably knock that defiance right out of you.”

“Villain or criminal, if you hurt these people, you will answer for it. If not to the police, then to someone else.”

“Daddy pays the cops enough to keep them away.”

“You’re used to working in the shadows, Jermaine. This is broad daylight. What do you think will happen if the footage from the ER cameras is posted online and aired by the media? Seems like it’d be bad for business. Will your daddy applaud your efforts or cut you loose?” Kimber had no idea if what he said was true, but he hoped the business side of being a villain would be enough to force Jermaine into sparing the lives of the innocent people trapped in the ER.

“Smart.” Jermaine backed away and turned. “I can see why my sister likes you.”

You have no idea what that woman thinks of me,
Kimber answered silently. After their heated exchanges, he had a feeling Keladry hated him.

“You’ll leave here and accept what I have planned for you without resisting?” Jermaine asked, glancing over his shoulder at Kimber.

“I will,” Kimber replied.

“This might be fun.” Jermaine motioned to the guards across the room from him. “Very well. I’ll let these people go.”

The phone in his pocket vibrated, and he pulled it free. Placing the phone against his ear, he went still, listening.

Kimber waited, irritated by the villain. The resemblance between brother and sister was evident in their features, from the large, dark eyes and chiseled jawbones to the shapes of their noses.

Jermaine lowered the phone with a scowl.

“Seems I’ve got bigger fish to fry,” he said and pushed the cell back in his pocket. He made the sign for his men to rally and exit. “I’ll be in touch, Doc.”

Kimber watched, startled, as the villain and his henchmen filed out of the ER, exiting through a side door.

“Umbrella!” Jermaine called before stepping outside. “I can’t risk sunlight!”

Uncertain why Jermaine was leaving without him, Kimber waited for the Savage twin to turn around and return for him or order one of his minions to gun him down.

The phone in his pocket dinged, and Kimber reached for it absently, eyes on the men in black making their way out of the hospital.

Evacuate. Now,
read the message. The number was identified only as
unknown.
Kimber’s gaze returned to the retreating villains and then went to the plastic explosives along the walls.

Kimber looked around at the amount of people crammed in the room. “We all need to leave. Exit through the main doors.”

No one moved.

“Now!” he shouted.

The people around him jerked in response and began moving. Kimber motioned Gary over.

“Good to see you.” Gary forced a smile.

“Thanks. We need to get these people out of here immediately. Ask staff members to help those who can’t walk for themselves.”

“Got it.” Gary moved away.

Kimber spun and raced down the hallway to the consultation rooms. These rooms, and the two offices in this hall, were packed. He began shouting for everyone to move and to help those who couldn’t walk for themselves. The ensuing frenzy of activity swarmed from the corridors into the ER and out into the crescent shaped driveway reserved for ambulances.

He pulled the fire alarm to alert anyone else in the building and then bent over to help carry an unconscious man out of the ER. He hadn’t walked two steps into the driveway before an explosion ripped through the ER. Heat rolled over him, and debris pelted his exposed skin. Kimber was flung to the ground by the force and lay still, momentarily stunned and breathless. His ears rang, and smoke blinded him. Cuts and bruises stung from points all over his body. As far as he could tell, they were the worst of his injuries, aside from bruised ribs from his impact with the ground. A police officer shouting through a megaphone somewhere was soon drowned out by cries of fear and panic.

Coughing from the smoke and dust, Kimber waited for his senses to stabilize. Scared and angry, he couldn’t help thinking about the Savage twins and how his life had gone to shit since he met one of them. People died every time his path intersected with one of the twin’s – or whenever they decided to seek him out. They were too selfish, too damaged, to understand their impact on the world or perhaps, they just didn’t care.

As he lay still, recovering, he couldn’t help the dread settling into his stomach as he realized he was in the middle of the twin’s war. Whether or not he belonged in it, he had become as dangerous as the twins. Wherever he went, he would draw them and their danger to him and those around him.

I have to fix this.
Kimber tried to push himself up. He knew where to find Keladry. He could start there. As he moved, he became aware of the thick, warm rivulet of blood traveling down the back of his neck and soaking his clothing.

A wave of darkness swept over him, and he tumbled into unconsciousness.
  


Ten: Villains never kill heroes the first time they meet

 


Kimber recognized the scent of disinfectant before his eyes opened to confirm he was in a hospital. He was achy with muscular pain, and his chest hurt to breathe deeply. The back of his head was numb. He stretched back to feel the numb spot. His fingertips met the roughness of a bandage stretched across his skull.

Assessing he’d been hit by debris, his eyes snapped open, and he sat up, assessing the bag connected to the IV in his hand. He read the contents – nothing more than a standard saline solution – before starting to relax. His mind wasn’t woolly or his senses dulled; they hadn’t given him painkillers, just local anesthesia.

The hospital room didn’t resemble any place he had seen in Sand General. The walls were a calming shade of blue, the bed too comfortable, and the big screen television across the room nowhere near as small as those at his normal workplace. The floors were carpet, too. There were other signs he’d been taken to an upscale clinic instead of being treated at Sand General.

His clothing was folded on a dresser. He sat, tested his body, then swung his legs off the bed.

Kimber removed the catheter in his hand and stood. Aside from remaining dizziness, and the tightness of his chest, he felt rested and well. A quick self-examination revealed nicks and bruises covering his body. He crossed to his clothing and changed out of the hospital gown into his jeans. Tugging on a t-shirt, he paused when the scent of freshly laundered clothing reached his nose.

It wasn’t his brand of detergent or fabric softener. He pulled the shirt the rest of the way down and looked around briefly for more belongings, namely his phone, before reaching back to feel his head again.

He had around eight stitches. The fact they let him sleep indicated no concussion, and the lack of painkillers meant it was likely a superficial wound. Satisfied his well being was in no real danger, Kimber checked the room for any sign of his shoes without finding them or his phone.

He opened the door and stepped into a hallway very unlike those of the hospitals and clinics he had worked in. It resembled the hall of an expensive hotel with plush carpet, stone walls, antique furniture, paintings with heavy golden frames and doors similar to his lining each side. Doorframes were thick oak, and the lighting thirty feet overhead wrought iron.

“Hello?” he called.

No answer.

Puzzled as to where he was, Kimber started down the hallway. Another hall intersected with this one. It opened into a waiting area and nurses station – both of which were furnished with antiques, oil paintings, lead crystal bowls and other displays of wealth. One of the nurses stood when he entered the area.

“Where am I?” he asked.

“Private clinic.”

No shit.
No charity hospital had this kind of money.

“If you’ll follow me.”

His gaze went from what appeared to be a genuine Picasso hanging on the wall of the waiting room to the nurse in purple scrubs walking down another hallway.

Kimber trailed her as requested. This hall was short compared to the one with all the rooms and emptied out onto a wide veranda containing a fire pit and several seating areas. Only one other person was present, a man with salt and pepper hair. Kimber’s gaze was drawn to the spectacular view over the railing. The setting sun had painted the sky in brilliant orange, pink, purple, and yellow.

Where the hell am I?
He thought, mesmerized by the scenic view of Sand City at sunset from a high enough elevation, he was able to see the river that wound through the city. He had never paid much attention to the surroundings of the city, never noticed this tree-covered mountain overlooking it.

“Have a seat, Doctor Wellington,” said the gentleman whose back was to him.

Kimber went to the chair beside the stranger and tensed.

General Savage was even more imposing in person. A bear of a man with harsh features and a mask covering the upper half of his face, the alleged supervillain was gazing out over the city he controlled through a combination of fear and crime.

“What do you want from me?” Kimber asked quietly.

“To talk.” The supervillain tapped the arm of the chair beside him.

Kimber sat, not because General Savage wanted him to, but because he suddenly realized how he was going to deal with the twins. If they weren’t going to try to curb their behavior, maybe he could convince their father to rein them in.

Stretching his neck back, Kimber grimaced. He was stiff and sore, but at least he was starting to feel more like himself and less like he woke up in a stranger’s body.

“No painkillers,” General Savage said.

“Pardon?” Kimber replied.

“I told them not to use painkillers. Didn’t want to trigger your addiction.”

Kimber’s breath caught.

“You’re surprised I’d look into your background before inviting you here?” General Savage asked, amused.

“Invitation implies you asked me instead of kidnapping me,” Kimber answered.

“I figured it was time for us to meet.”

“How so?”

General Savage handed him a newspaper. It was dated what he assumed was today, the day after the incident at the ER.

“Wow. I was out for a day,” he muttered.

Doctor Hero Stands up to Villain, Saves More Lives!
Screamed the headline.
Sand City Finally Has a Superhero!
Claimed a second.

“I wish they would stop this,” Kimber muttered and dropped the newspaper on the ground. How long would it take for someone to discover the truth, that the fire and ER incident were his fault because of his association with the crime family?

“You don’t want to be a superhero?” General Savage asked.

“Of course not. I want your family out of my life.”

General Savage retrieved the newspaper. “Even Reader?”

“Especially Reader. She’s the reason this mess started.”

“Interesting. I thought you had a part in this.” He held out the newspaper again.

“A part in what?” Kimber asked. “The ER incident?”

“No. This.” The supervillain flipped the paper and tapped a much smaller article on the front page.

Kimber accepted the paper reluctantly and scanned the title.

Apartment Fire Victims All Win the Lottery on Same Day

He re-read it and then continued on to the rest of the article, which gave no real insight into what had happened. It listed the names and ages of all the people who won and the date of the drawing. The chances of all of them winning on the same day was too coincidental to be real.

“What does this have to do with me? Or being here?” Kimber asked.

“Considering none of them had a ticket, I’d say it’s pretty lucky your former neighbors all won the lottery.”

“You can’t believe I had anything to do with this. If you found out about Chicago, then you know I don’t have that kind of money.”

“No, but I do,” General Savage replied. “My family has a policy of
steal it, keep it. Ninety million dollars went missing from one of my accounts. It’s not an unusual occurrence, but the kids usually don’t take that much. It was funneled into the lottery commission, which was paid off to announce winners, not winning numbers.”

Kimber listened.

“You didn’t put Reader up to this?” the supervillain asked, looking at him straight on for the first time. His eyes were cold, his stare direct.

“No,” Kimber replied. “You think she did this?” He lifted the paper.

“I know one of them did. Thunder wouldn’t dare oppose me after last year, but Reader … she has always been too different.”

Igor’s explanation of the twins circled in Kimber’s brain as General Savage spoke. He recalled Igor’s hesitancy to say exactly what had been done to Jermaine, and how the dedicated nanny held out hope for Keladry to become the
good
kind of supervillain. The dynamics of the crime family were beyond Kimber’s ability to understand fully, but he sensed the supervillain beside him was pleased for some reason. It couldn’t have been because of the loss of money, or Keladry giving it away to help people, which seemed to act counter to what a villain did.

“This skill of yours. How does it work?” General Savage asked.

“Skill? You mean being a doctor?”

Another unsettling, direct, unblinking look rested on Kimber. It left him wanting to shiver or perhaps, to move his chair away a few inches.

“You have a skill, just as we do. Yours appears to be blocking ours.”

“So you can’t demonstrate your superpower when I’m around,” Kimber said. He didn’t roll his eyes but wanted to. It was too convenient that the alleged villains with superpowers couldn’t actually do anything superhuman at all. How had the local media ever fallen for any of this shit?

“Correct. I assumed you were in town, rescuing people, because you chose Sand City to start your superhero career.”

“No.” Kimber snorted. “I’m a former drug addict trying to make up for shitty decisions from my past. I just want to go to work and go home to my shitty apartment. But it looks like both of those have been burnt down.”

“You seem to be an
honest
man.” The supervillain smiled, as if entertained by the idea someone like Kimber existed. He rose. “My people will take you back to the hospital.” He started away.

Kimber stood, caught off guard by the sudden dismissal. “That’s all you wanted to know? If I have intentions of being a superhero?”

“I also wanted to know if you were influencing my daughter, undoing years of special conditioning.”

“You mean torturing her as a child.”

“How else do you think supervillains are made? Through personal suffering and disillusion.”

“She’s your
daughter!”

“And I’ve finally found another of her weaknesses.” This smile was chilling.

Kimber frowned. Jermaine had said something similar. How could they both be so misinformed?

“Moving on,” Kimber said, not about to lose his chance to confront the criminal mastermind. “Your kids are destroying the city. Innocent people are dying horrible deaths, and the amount of money this will cost the city to clean up is far beyond the ninety million you’ve already lost.”

“Not sure about Chicago, but that’s what villains do here.”

“You can stop it.”

“Why would I want to? The winner of these games is my successor.”

“You mean the survivor, don’t you? Whichever sibling kills the other is the winner.”

“You catch on quickly, Doc,” General Savage replied. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay out of their way. It’ll settle down when one of them is dead.”

The words shocked Kimber, as much because they were spoken by the father of the twin who would die, as because of the callous regard he had for those caught in the crossfire.

“You can’t mean that,” Kimber whispered. “You can’t want one of your own children to die.”

“I killed my parents, my brother, my uncles, an aunt and over a hundred thousand humans to become what I am,” the supervillain said without flinching or any sign of emotion. “My children each have that potential. What I want is for them to remain focused on the prize: Sand City. Whichever one of them wants it more will win the games.”

“You’re worse than they are.”

“Where do you think they get it from?” the supervillain replied. “For some reason, my children put you in the middle of their games. I didn’t understand it at first, but after meeting you, I think I do. I see opportunity here as well as they do. I’m glad I made you part of this.”

Kimber didn’t want to know what that meant. “If you won’t stop them, I’ll find someone who will.”

“Good luck.” General Savage disappeared into the darker interior of the compound on whose veranda Kimber stood.

What the fuck was wrong with everyone in this family? Kimber couldn’t imagine how this much dysfunction existed in one place. Compared to her brother and father, Keladry was beginning to look moderate, despite being willing to burn down an entire apartment building while its residents slept.

Lifting the paper once more, Kimber studied the article. Had Keladry really stolen her father’s money and made millionaires out of the homeless families from the apartment fire? If so, why did the General want to know if Kimber was involved?

… If you want to help someone, help those people who are homeless because you decided to burn down my apartment building.

The words he’d spoken to her in anger emerged from the depths of his mind, and he began to connect the dots.

Keladry had acted because of what he said. Her father noticed, as did her brother. They did some digging and found … him.

“You did this because of me? For me? In my name?” he asked the newspaper under his breath, not understanding her motivation. She had been an absolute bitch to deal with as a patient and every second he’d known her since she left. How could anyone mistake her motivations as being directed, or influenced, by him?

In the end, it was too far of a stretch for him to believe he had been the one to convince her to do anything, let alone something decent. It had to be a coincidence.

“Mister Wellington.” A woman in a driver’s cap stood in the hallway. “Please follow me.”

Kimber left the newspaper on a nearby chair and trailed her into the compound. They walked through long hallways and short, past intersections leading into other parts of the supervillain’s lair and down into an underground basement featuring dozens of antique and collectible cars. The driver slid behind the wheel of a black Rolls Royce.

Kimber got in back and put on his seatbelt. He gazed out the window as the vehicle whisked him down a winding road from the top of the mountain he didn’t know existed to the bottom and onward to the freeway.

He dreaded discovering who had been hurt and how bad the damage was to the hospital but found himself preoccupied by another thought.

Was it really possible that Keladry had given the residents of his former apartment building money for the sole reason that he told her to?

The baffling notion she had
helped
the same people whose homes she had destroyed without a second thought sent Kimber’s mind spinning in loops. To think Keladry could modify the behavior and a world view beaten into her since she was a child, that she had done something almost good, because he had told her it was the right thing to do …

Something about her has always confused me,
Kimber admitted. He had never viewed her as strictly a patient after the first night in his apartment. He couldn’t explain what he didn’t understand, except that Keladry captured his attention in a way no one else in his recent history had. Was it their connection, the night she told him who had almost killed her? The sense of destiny that took hold of him whenever they crossed paths?

It was also possible there was no correlation between what he said and what Keladry did, that he was once again trying to read too deeply into the words and intentions of a woman who belonged in a psych ward. Kimber tried to reason his way out of thinking well of the crazy woman, but kept circling back to the newspaper article.

Keladry and the rest of her family were lunatics.

Then why did he once more find it impossible to purge her completely from his thoughts?
  


Eleven: Villains create heroes

 


Kimber stepped out of the Rolls and closed the door. The sleek, dark car slid away, leaving him on the sidewalk. His bare feet were immersed in a cold puddle, and he contemplated the latest problem in front of him.

One wing of the hospital appeared to be out of commission, if the darkened windows were any indication. The ER and ambulance entrance were cordoned off by police tape. He was effectively homeless and possibly, jobless, unless the administration had transferred the ER staff temporarily into other departments. Familiar despair slid through him, though he tried to tell himself this time, his loss of identity and purpose was different. He had done it to himself in Chicago.

In Sand City, he’d had both stripped from him.

The circumstances were different, but his feelings remained the same.

He had failed. Again.

Kimber wiped his face with his hands, trying to clear away the negative thoughts threatening to drag him down. After his meeting with the city’s supervillain, he couldn’t help wondering what would come next. The city had to be out of surprises for him by now. Even if it weren’t, he began to think nothing else could faze him again.

“Doctor Wellington?” a curious voice called.

Kimber glanced towards the group of people crossing the road then back, recognizing the nurses Gary and Anna. Warmth crept up his neck as he realized he had neither shoes nor jacket to keep the drizzle off. He looked homeless – which he was.

“We’ve been worried sick! You disappeared yesterday after the bombing!” Anna exclaimed.

They excused themselves from the other members of their party and approached him. Kimber shoved his hands into his pockets and tried to portray normal, whatever that was anymore.

“Yeah. I ended up in a medical center across town,” he hedged. “How about you? You guys okay?”

“Bruises,” Gary replied. “Because of you, we all made it out of there alive.”

Except for the three people who expired while I napped,
Kimber said silently, recalling the bodies under sheets that had been tucked away from public sight behind the nurses’ station.

Gary and Anna were smiling at him as if they truly believed he had saved them. Kimber wanted to dissuade them with the truth but couldn’t muster the will to reveal how he’d been responsible.

“What’re they doing with the staff while the ER is rebuilt?” he asked instead.

“We’re all on admin leave for a week. We’re supposed to heal up and attend a group counseling session,” Anna answered. “I think they’re trying to figure out what to do with everyone.”

“Tish?”

“She’s on admin leave, too,” Gary answered. “The explosion took out the offices on the fourth floor.”

There goes any shot I have at a place to sleep,
Kimber thought. “This has been an awful couple of weeks,” he murmured, eyes across the street on the bombed out ER.

“Oh, that’s right. You’ve been living at the hospital since your apartment building burned down,” Gary remarked.

“Do you need a place to stay?” Anna asked.

Embarrassed, Kimber attempted to formulate a response. His hesitation was answer enough to his new friends.

“You’re staying with us!” Gary said.

“No, I couldn’t –”

“Do you have anywhere else to go?” Anna asked.

“I don’t even have shoes,” Kimber said, releasing the breath he had been holding. “But I really don’t want to impose.”

“We won’t hear of you refusing,” Gary replied firmly.

Kimber studied him, torn as always by the attempts of those around him to get to know him better and his innate fear of disappointing everyone who mattered to him.

What other option did he have? Keladry’s townhouse?

“Maybe for a day or two,” he allowed. “I’ll have to find a new place.”

“And shoes,” Anna teased with a smile.

“Come on!” Gary motioned for him to follow. Anna slid her hand into his, and the couple walked down the street, towards one of the cars parked alongside the road.

Kimber followed, unable to shake the feeling it was wrong of him to accept help from anyone. He didn’t deserve their kindness, and they didn’t deserve the supervillain messes he attracted.

But he went, because he had no other choice. He didn’t even have his wallet or any belongings. How long would it take to re-establish his identity so he could access his bank account?

Anger trickled through him. This time, it wasn’t directed at members of the Savage family but at himself. How did he continually end up in such dire straits? Would he flee Sand City as he had Chicago? If so, where would he go?

Pensive, he managed to make small talk with Gary and Anna as they drove to their apartment downtown. They lived a few buildings over from Kimber’s former apartment, in an area noticeably nicer than the run down street he had chosen.

It was with some relief he stepped into their flat. His feet were almost numb from the wet and cold. His toes sank into the thick carpet, and he glanced around, beginning to understand just how horrible his place had been. The carpet at Gary’s appeared new, and his walls showed neither cracks nor water damage. Anna led him to the guestroom, which contained a day bed and chest of drawers, on top of which sat a television and aging pink DVD player.

“It’s not much. I hope it’s okay,” Anna said.

“It’s perfect. More than I’ve had the past week and a half.” Kimber saw no flaws with the warm, dry, pleasant room.

“Gary has some spare clothes in the bottom two drawers. You’re welcome to them.”

“Thanks.”

“There are tons of shampoos and shower gels in the guest bathroom, too.”

“She buys them then uses them for two days and buys more,” Gary complained.

“I’ll eventually use them! I alternate!” she retorted.

“Whatever.” He rolled his eyes with a smile. “We’re grilling out on the patio for dinner. Hamburgers okay?”

“I’m vegetarian,” Kimber replied.

“So am I!” Anna said. “Don’t worry. I have a killer recipe for grilled veggies. I’ve got you covered.”

Kimber glanced between the happy nurses. “You have no idea how grateful I am,” he said with more feeling than he intended. “I promise to pay you back for everything.”

“No worries,” Gary said. “We’ll leave you alone to settle in. Dinner in an hour?”

“Sounds great.”

“If you need us to look at your head, just let one of us know. Anna is a nurse practioner.”

Kimber nodded.

The couple exited and closed the door behind them. Kimber’s gaze lingered on the door, and he found himself almost smiling, despite the uncertainty of his feelings. He had missed friendship far more than he thought he would.

The quiet, clean, small guestroom was an oasis from the nightmare his life was rapidly becoming. He changed out of his damp clothing and took a hot shower before digging through Gary’s clothing for a pair of sweatpants and long t-shirt. He flipped on the television to help distract his thoughts.

Returning to the bathroom, once the mirror had de-fogged, he shifted to see the bandage on the back of his head. Kimber peeled it off, prepared to assess the damage and grateful the local anesthesia had managed to keep the pain numbed for a few hours. After his talk with General Savage, he didn’t feel up to dealing with pain yet.

Setting the used bandage down, he leaned forward with a frown.

The hair around the wound had been shaved. The wound itself was nothing more than a scar.

Kimber touched it gently. The stitches he had felt earlier were gone, leaving behind a ridge of scar tissue where none had been before.

It was the second time in as many days where his wound had disappeared.

“Weird,” he breathed. He straightened and tossed the bandage, not sure what to think of the wound that wasn’t there. It wasn’t the strangest thing that had happened the past two weeks, so he shook his head and returned to his temporary bedroom to rest before dinner.

The news was on, and he found himself watching for any mention of Keladry. The local station was reporting on several more explosions that rocked the city at various times during the past twenty four hours, including those he was aware of and about four more he hadn’t heard about. Jermaine was blamed for two and Keladry for the remaining two. Their involvement reaffirmed his conviction not to have anything to do with either.

The city was being terrorized by the Savages. The same question he’d been wrestling with since shortly after arriving to the city circulated through his mind. Why didn’t any of the five million residents of the metro area try to stop the Savage family?

He reached for the remote to change the channel, tired of being frustrated by the twins, when his attention was caught by the ticker scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

Hero doctor applies for the position of Sand City superhero. More at 10.

Kimber’s brow furrowed. He’d been referred to as the
hero doctor
in the newspapers, but he hadn’t applied to anyone for anything.

“Please let that be someone else,” he growled and clicked the television off.

Unease slid through him. He rose and stretched his stiff body, trying to relieve the wired tension he’d experienced since losing his apartment.

A tap at the door distracted him from his light calisthenics.

“Hey, Doc,” Gary said, cracking the door open.

“It’s Kimber,” he replied with a smile. “You took me in like a stray. It’s only right for you to call me by my first name.”

“Alrighty. Hey, Kimber.” Gary smiled. He slid into the room and closed the door behind him. “You have a visitor.”

Kimber’s smile faded. “Visitor?”

“Think you can get her to autograph my cards?” Gary whispered and handed him a set of what appeared to be five baseball cards. Kimber peered at them more closely. Each of the cards depicted beautiful Keladry Savage in a different pose and attire.

Fuck.
Kimber accepted them numbly. The moment he thought he was done with the Savages, one of them pulled him back into their twisted web. Hardening himself for the confrontation to come, he lifted his gaze to meet Gary’s eyes.

“I can’t believe you know her!” The nurse was grinning, excitement on his features. “But I guess it makes sense.”

“Not to me,” Kimber replied.

“You’re going to be a superhero. Of course you know her.”

“How … oh. The news.”

Gary nodded. “Ask her if she’ll make them out to Gary,” he added. “Is that cool? Do you think she’ll mind?”

“I’ll ask,” Kimber forced himself to say, not about to insult his host.

Gary opened the door and left, moving into the hallway. His expression turned adoring as he smiled wildly and stared at the leather-clad frame of Keladry in the hallway.

Kimber was far less pleased to see her. He motioned for her to enter and closed the door, irritated yet unable to stop his eyes from traveling down her body. She carried the backpack he had left in the hospital hallway with Igor before confronting her brother. With some relief, he realized his wallet was in there. He wouldn’t have to wait weeks to recreate his identity or intrude into Gary’s life by staying too long.

“This is an improvement,” she said with a look around the room.

“What do you want?” he demanded quietly.

Keladry set down his backpack on the bed before facing him. “We lost track of you for almost an entire day.”

He waited.

She gazed at him expectantly.

“It’s none of your business where I was,” he said finally. He held out the cards to her.

She snatched them and pulled a pen from her tool belt. “What’s his name?”

“Gary.”

He watched her sign the cards and place them on the dresser. The air between them held a familiar tension, one he wanted to assume was purely physical attraction. It wasn’t possible to be immune to someone as gorgeous as Keladry, until she murdered someone in front of him. That tended to change his outlook of the beauty.

“You didn’t come here for autographs,” he said.

“I came to make sure you’re safe.”

Kimber blinked, not expecting the response. “Because suddenly you care about something other than becoming a supervillain?”

Keladry gazed up at him. She pulled something from a pocket and handed it to him.

He accepted the folded up paper and opened it.

Superhero Application

She had completed most of the fields on the form, and his jaw went slack as he read the titles of each section. Aside from basic biographical details, the form asked for such information as
Superpower(s) Claimed; Weaknesses;
and
Arch-nemesis(es)

Keladry had identified his superpower as
the ability to block a villain’s powers, his weaknesses as
caring too much for everyone (even strangers),
and enemies as
the entire Savage family.

“Is this real?” he asked, lowering the paper.

She nodded. “Until your application is approved or denied by the city commissioner and Supervillain Council, you’re provided special privileges that should help you stay alive the next time my brother comes looking for you.”

“Aside from the bizarre factor of applying to become a superhero, you did this to protect me?” he asked, startled.

It was moments like this, when she seemed almost
kind, that he forgot how many people she had murdered before his eyes. In her own way, Keladry sometimes tried to do good, or more accurately, to be less evil.

“I didn’t know the answer to the last question,” she said. It was the first time she hadn’t been direct with him.

Kimber studied her briefly and read the question whose answer was blank.

“Source of Superpowers,” he read aloud. “Check all that apply.” The options included:
radioactivity, bitten by wild animal/insect, nuclear explosion,
and
other (please explain).

It was the craziest application he’d ever seen. If not for Keladry’s grave expression, he would have laughed at the absurdity of it all. General Savage’s questions made more sense now that Kimber understood why the supervillain suspected he wanted to become a superhero.

“A drug overdose seems mild compared to a nuclear incident.” Hearing his words, he cursed himself silently.

“Drugs,” she repeated, a light going off in her face. “Morphine. That’s why you kept staring at the bottle under the bed.”

Kimber turned away. “Forget I said it.”

“It all makes sense now. You became addicted after your father’s accident. It ruined your career, almost killed you, and you moved here.”

He tensed, hating to hear the truth aloud. Rehab had been rough enough, when he’d been faced with his mental frailty and failure at life daily. For reasons he couldn’t identify, he hadn’t wanted Keladry to know and definitely didn’t want her to judge him for it.

Why did he care at all what she thought?

“You keep the morphine to torture yourself, right? Or maybe, one day you plan on suicide?” she pressed.

“Stop, Keladry. I don’t want to talk to you about this!”

“Why not?”

His chest felt tight, and he crumpled the application in his hand.

“It’ll take a month for everyone to evaluate your application,” she said when he didn’t speak. “The city favors you. It should be approved easily.”

“This is ridiculous. I’m no hero.”

“Look at how many people you saved.”

“They were only in danger because of me!” He lifted the form and ripped it into pieces then held it out to her. “You have made my life a living hell, Keladry. It stops now. Withdraw the application or I will.”

She accepted it. A flare of defiance was in her eyes. “No. I won’t withdraw it, and you wouldn’t know who to talk to in order to do it yourself.”

“Why are you doing this? Why does your family keep interfering in my life?” he demanded.

“I. Admire. You.” The statement was hostile and short, as if she despised him for forcing her to say it.

Kimber’s eyebrows went up. “You torture me, because you admire me?”

“If I were torturing you, you’d be in the dungeon of my lair,” she pointed out. “This protects you against my father and brother.” She lifted the application. Keladry looked away, and it was then Kimber noticed her discomfort, bordering on uncertainty.

“You have been protecting me in your own way,” he said slowly, circling a new instinct. “I can never condone the body count or your methods, but you … uh, try, I guess. You helped the residents of my apartment building, didn’t you?”

“Help
is a strong word,” she objected.

“And you did it because I suggested it,” he said, ignoring her. “Were you also the one who texted me to evacuate the ER?”

Keladry shrugged.

“And now this.” He motioned to the superhero application. A strange sense was floating through him, a combination of surprise and disbelief. “You did these things for
me, didn’t you?”

“I don’t know why I did them.”

He waited for more. She supplied no other explanation.

The two of them scrutinized one another, the tension between them more charged than before. Kimber didn’t know what to think or why it surprised him to the extent it did when he considered there was a part of the supervillainess-in-training that seemed very good.

“I keep the pills as a reminder of what I never again want to become,” he said finally in the heavy silence. “Every day, I’m tempted by them, and every day, I remember how it felt to tear my life apart and not be able to stop myself from doing it.” The truth was difficult to admit, and he waited for her reaction.

Keladry listened, head tilted, as if she were attempting to use her alleged superpower. “I had a chance to kill my brother and couldn’t do it,” she said. “But I did blow up his nuclear arsenal and forty of his special force ninjas.”

A smile tugged up the corner of Kimber’s lips. Beneath her black outfits and murderous tendencies, Keladry was a woman as damaged and vulnerable to her world as he was to his. More importantly, she was trying to relate to him in her own unique, twisted way.

Rather than react as he had before, whenever she said something distinctly villainous, he chose his words carefully. “We’ve both been through a lot. But I don’t think I’m meant to be a superhero, as much as I appreciate your faith in me.”

“Your father was one,” she replied. “Maybe it runs in your family.”

“He told my stepmother to ask me about you the other day,” Kimber said with a shake of his head.

Keladry’s smile was mischievous. “I gave him a pass, since I was too weak to murder him. Next time, though, he won’t be as lucky. Warn him accordingly.”

“I don’t know what happened on that roof. I mean this with what respect I can muster, but I don’t want you anywhere near him ever again.”

“Just doing my job as a supervillain.”

Silence fell once more. Kimber’s newfound insight left his mind racing as he tried to put together a picture of who Keladry really was. Igor seemed to think she was a
good
supervillain. Although she had just admitted to murdering another forty people, Kimber found himself more interested in the idea she couldn’t hurt her brother. She was capable of love in some regard.

How could anyone be such an enigma?

Or was he finally drinking the Sand City Kool-Aid and becoming infatuated with a certain supervillainess-in-training?

Keladry’s phone buzzed, ending the long moment where they looked too long at one another. She checked it quickly.

“I’d avoid the bar district tonight,” she advised.

When she slid into villain mode, Kimber became uncomfortable. “Have you considered a different approach? One that doesn’t involve hurting so many people?”

“Don’t need to. It’s not like there’s a superhero in town who will stop me.” She winked and tucked the phone away. “Besides, it’s Tuesday night. Collateral damage will be minimal.”

Someone needed to stop her and her family.
That’s not me,
he thought.
I’m no hero.

Was this the same denial that went through the heads of the other millions of people in the metro area? Someone should do something –
but not me? Was this how the entire city ended up in the stranglehold of the Savages?

“If there were a superhero in town, wouldn’t that make you enemies with him or her?” he asked.

“Mortal
enemies, sworn to take each other down.”

“And you want me to become that person?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” A flicker of genuine confusion crossed her features. “See ya around, Doc.” She breezed by him to the door.

“If Igor is still stalking me, tell him to stop,” he said firmly.

“Nope.” She strode out.

Kimber remained where he was. For a tiny moment, he had believed he had a grip on who she was and what their tepid relationship status was. Not quite friends – but potential to become something. When he took a larger view of the situation, he grew perplexed once more. She was acting in contradictory ways, protecting him now only to try to destroy him if his application was approved.

Not that it would be. Even if it were, he’d refuse such a position. He was too flawed, too undeserving, to be the kind of superheroes he saw in movies.

She had murdered forty eight people that he knew of and was getting ready to wreak havoc in the bar district. Why the fuck was he considering their friendship potential, when it was clear she was every bit the supervillainess she wanted to be?

He stood, disturbed by the duality of his own thoughts. No amount of collateral damage was acceptable in his mind, but … was he really the only person in Sand City willing to talk some sense into her or stop her from hurting anyone?

No. I’m not that guy.

Except there was no one else willing to step forward.

Doubt and anger raged a silent war within his mind, and he allowed himself to dwell on the possibility Keladry had been correct about his pity party. He pulled on a sweatshirt and dug his phone from his backpack. Kimber found himself reaching for the doorknob to his room, walking down the hall, and – with some awkwardness – asking Gary for a pair of shoes and to take him to the bar district.

He went through the motions, telling himself he wasn’t going to be a hero and then countering his own argument with the fact no one else could save the lives of those Keladry endangered this night. Either he stopped her now or treated those she hurt later. He was already involved in the outcome of tonight.

But he fought his immediate destiny, arguing with himself all the way across town.

Keladry had helped others because he told her to. What if he showed her a different path, one that didn’t involve mass murdering and destroying the city in order to take over the mafia her father ran? She had listened once. Would she listen again?

What if she didn’t?

What if she
did? Was her submission of the superhero application on his behalf was a quiet cry for help? Acknowledgement the city needed saved?

It was this idea, that Keladry had more potential to be good than he initially thought, that finally conquered his doubt.

 

  


Twelve: Supervillains always cross the gray

 


“Just drop you off anywhere or …”

Gary’s question pulled Kimber from his thoughts. He glanced out the window and recognized Tapirs as they drove by.

“Yeah, anywhere. Then you get as far from this place as possible,” he said.

“You want me to pick you up later?”

“I’ll call you,” Kimber replied.

Gary’s look was inquisitive. Kimber wasn’t about to tell him what he was doing. He smiled tersely and got out of the car.

Gary pulled away.

Kimber tugged the hood of the borrowed sweatshirt over his head and gazed up and down the street, uncertain what part of the strip Keladry was targeting. It was a quiet night. None of the bars and restaurants had lines of customers or crowded entrances. Even so, he estimated there were two to three hundred people present along the block.

That Keladry considered this minimal collateral damage left him questioning himself anew. The bitch was crazy enough to blow up the street.

“What’re you doing here, Kimber?” he asked himself. “You’re no hero.”

He was debating what to do, and how to find her, when a sleek, black car pulled up in front of him and stopped.

Igor got out. “Doc, you can’t be here tonight,” he called.

Here I go.
Kimber drew a deep breath. “Where’s Keladry?” he asked.

“Boss is busy. She wants you gone from here.”

“Remind her she’s not my boss,” Kimber replied, irritated. “And I’m not leaving. She’ll have to blow up the block with me here.”

Igor leaned down to grab a radio from his car. He spoke quietly into it. Before he could convey what Kimber suspected was another of Keladry’s orders, a second car – a silver Aston Martin – pulled up behind Igor’s.

The protective nanny yanked out his weapon without hesitation.

“Whoa, big guy,” Jermaine said, stepping out of the driver’s side. “I’m here to talk. Good ole daddy wants the doc alive for now.”

Kimber’s brow furrowed. He glanced at Igor, who hadn’t moved or lowered the weapon. “You should’ve thought of that yesterday when you tried to blow me up in the ER,” he snapped.

“I figured you’d escape. You have a knack for surviving,” Jermaine replied with a smile. “I’m here to offer you a deal, Doc.”

“What could you possibly have to offer me?” Kimber replied.

“I’ll drop you off at the city limits, unharmed, if you reveal the reason behind why you moved here to Sand City.”

Kimber’s brow furrowed. “That’s a pretty specific question, one your father already asked me,” he said. “It wasn’t to become a superhero, if that’s what you think.”

“Then what’re you doing here tonight? You aren’t exactly dressed for a dining experience,” Jermaine said dryly.

“It’s not your concern, Jermaine.”

“Thunder,” the savage twin corrected him.

Kimber rolled his eyes. “What do you want?”

“My deal. Will you take it?” Jermaine asked.

“Why does it matter why I moved here?”

Jermaine glanced at Igor, who was frowning fiercely, his gun arm still raised and his other hand clenching the radio. “What do you know of our games, Doc?”

“More than I’d like to. You and your sister are competing to become your father’s successor by destroying the city and hurting innocent people.”

“Yes, but there’s more. Our father sends us tasks to complete, and whichever sibling completes the task first, wins that round. The game then advances to the next level.”

“Reader forbids you from speaking of this,” Igor said flatly to Jermaine.

“I don’t see her around.” Jermaine flung out his arms. “Tell her if she has something to say to me, to bring her ass here and not talk through a puppet! We’re both disarmed by the doctor so long as we stand within fifteen feet of him.”

“She’s on her way.”

“Good.” Jermaine returned his attention to Kimber. “Look, Doc, it’s in your best interest to leave town and it’s the only way you’ll outlive our games. It’s not like you have a place to live or work here anyway.”

The reminder stung, but rather than feel remotely swayed by Jermaine, Kimber grew angrier, as he had the first time he confronted Keladry’s twin.

“Five million people in Sand City, and I’m the only one willing to tell you to go fuck yourself,” he said.

Jermaine scowled. “Publicly, might I add. I’ve been watching the fucking video one of the patients in the ER posted on YouTube. I’m not at all happy with you, Doc.”

“I don’t give a shit. If anyone is thrown out of the city, it should be you and the rest of your family.”

“He’s stalling!” Reader said, striding out of an alley nearby. Her eyes were fiery, her form tense. “Thanks to you, Doc, I’m going to miss this opportunity to dispose of my brother’s backup ammo depo beneath the street!”

“If it saves the lives of everyone on the block, I’m okay with that,” Kimber replied.

Reader’s glare left him and settled on her brother. Her jaw clenched. “I already won this round, asshole.”

“Oh?” Jermaine asked with faux innocence. “I hadn’t heard. Does the doctor know what the task was?”

“I don’t care.” Kimber folded his arms across his chest.

“Father told us to find out why you left Chicago, using any means necessary, short of death,” Jermaine ignored him. “I planned to torture you, but I hear my sister found a more creative route.”

“What …” The superhero application. Kimber looked at Keladry, and it dawned on him she’d been toying with him earlier. Their alleged connection, her warning about avoiding the bar district tonight, her claim to want to protect him … did she manipulate him, so she could win some stupid game? “You told your family why I left Chicago?”

“Of course she did. It was part of the game,” Jermaine answered for her.

Keladry glanced at Kimber then back. “Sorry, Doc. I had to.”

“You’d betray anyone you had to in order to become your father’s successor.”

“Pretty sure that’s a given when you deal with a supervillainess,” she replied.

Kimber clenched his jaw. The rational side of him whispered for him not to be surprised, that he had always known what she was, while his feelings were scorched by the betrayal of his trust. He didn’t want anyone knowing about his past, let alone the three people in the city he definitely couldn’t trust. She’d revealed his secret to her fucked up family.

It wasn’t the first time Keladry Savage had surprised him, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. It didn’t change what he thought he saw in her, but he made a mental note to watch what he said around her.

“No deal, Jermaine,” he spoke quietly. “I’m here to stay for now. I plan on becoming an obstacle to both of you as much as possible. This city deserves better.”

“And you think you can stop us?” Jermaine challenged.

“Someone has to try.”

“New deal. This one is for you, sis,” the villain said, gaze on Keladry. “Kill him, and you and I can become what we once were, a team capable of taking out our asshole of a father.”

Kimber’s breath caught. He didn’t need to see Keladry’s expression to know this was the one thing her brother could offer her that she actually wanted. He had witnessed the look on her face the day she revealed her brother tried to kill her, and again earlier, when she admitted to not being able to murder him when she had the chance.

“I thought you said it wasn’t possible,” Keladry said guardedly after a pause.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said,” her brother replied. “Our father has tried to drive us apart for the past year. What if the only way to beat him is to work together?”

Kimber studied Jermaine, sensing deception. Keladry’s head was tilted to the side, as if she were attempting to read his mind. If what they said was true, she couldn’t, not when Kimber was so close to her. Was Jermaine counting on Kimber’s alleged power to block his lies?

The protective instinct stirred, and Kimber had the urge to punch Jermaine.

“I don’t believe you,” Keladry said in a hard tone.

“Really? I give you a choice between this fool and your own brother, and you choose
him?” Jermaine snarled.

“I’m not choosing anyone until you convince me everything you said the other night no longer applies!” she snapped.

“Leave me out of this,” Kimber added. “This issue between you two existed long before me.”

“You put yourself in the middle, Doc, the night you saved my sister,” Jermaine shot back.

“Because you tried to murder her! You can’t believe a word he says, Keladry.”

“I know what I’m doing, Doc,” she snapped at him before focusing again on her brother. “Are you serious, Jermaine?”

Kimber glanced at Igor, whose features were long with worry. The nanny wasn’t buying Jermaine’s sincerity anymore than Kimber was. Was Keladry?

“I am,” Jermaine said firmly. He approached his sister and stopped in front of her, hands clasped behind his back. “If you don’t want him dead, then exile him. Take him to the city limits. I’m willing to bend, if it means we’ll team up against father again and win the city.”

“Father said not to kill him, so this isn’t you bending. It’s me not taking your bait,” Keladry said.

“That was this level of the games,” Jermaine replied smoothly. “Once the superhero application is approved or rejected, the doctor becomes fair game once more. At which point, Father will probably task us to kill him.”

She was quiet, pensive, her features betraying nothing about what she thought.

“I have a choice in this, too,” Kimber said and shifted his weight between his feet, “And I’m not going anywhere. If your father won’t let you kill me, then you can bet I’ll show up wherever you try to cause mayhem in this city and block all your efforts to hurt innocent people.”

Keladry turned at his calm statement. She motioned to Igor. “Put him in the car.”

Jermaine started to smile.

“My brother as well,” she added.

“Keladry –” Kimber objected.

“Reader –” her brother said simultaneously.

“Both of you get in the fucking car, or my ninjas end you where you stand!” she shouted.

On cue, masked men in black materialized out of the shadows surrounding them. No less than fifty of them circled the two cars and four people.

Keladry got into the passenger seat and closed the door. Igor circled the car and opened the door to the backseat, motioning to Kimber and Jermaine to get in.

Kimber cursed silently as he realized he had no real choice. Whatever Keladry’s plan was, he would rather wait and find out than die where he stood. He got into the car first, frustrated, his mind racing as he considered his options. He was unarmed and alone with two dangerous criminals. What chance did he have to survive?

Jermaine slid into the seat beside him. The tension in the car was stifling, and Igor turned on the air conditioner as he pulled away from the curb.

The sense of being utterly alone, of being the one in five million willing to try to stop the Savage twins, fed Kimber’s uncertainty about what was likely to happen. Whatever connection he experienced – or thought he did – with Keladry was nothing compared to the lifelong alliance she had with her brother. Part of him was convinced they were headed to the city line, while the other part of him expected Igor to take them to the river, where Keladry would shoot him and dump his body.

Helplessness was an enemy Kimber knew and hated after his struggle to recover from drug addiction. He’d experienced it during his fall to rock bottom then again when he was sober enough to understand the damage he’d done to those he cared about, to his own career and life. The final overdose meant to kill him came after his first month in rehab, when he realized the extent of suffering he had caused and decided he’d rather not live with this burden.

But he hadn’t died. He should have, but didn’t, and he awoke from a week-long coma with a renewed sense of purpose: to help others like himself as penance.

Seated in the backseat of the car, in the company of the Savage twins, he couldn’t stop thinking he wasn’t helping anyone by dying tonight or being exiled from the city.

Igor drove them through the downtown area. They were followed by a train of six or seven more dark cars, though Kimber wasn’t able to identify if Keladry or Jermaine’s henchmen followed.

As he watched the city lights and buildings morph into the suburbs, Kimber experienced an unexpected sense of loss. He didn’t want to leave the strange city that had accepted him when no one else would. He’d found a place that needed him as much as he needed it, a city suffering from the choice it’d made at some point in its past not to fight the supervillain-mob boss that controlled it.

One choice shouldn’t condemn someone forever. He’d learned this firsthand.

Maybe fate or luck had brought him here to give the city the same second chance he’d been provided. How he was supposed to do that, he couldn’t begin to imagine, but it had something to do with stepping between the twins and the city.

Too soon, Igor slowed the car.

Kimber’s heart began to race, and he gazed out the window. In the distance, the city’s lights lit up the underbellies of the low clouds and formed a halo around Sand City.

The other three occupants of the car got out. Kimber followed their leads more slowly. He had no weapons and doubted he’d be able to fight off all of them to escape. He’d come up with no decent alternative and silently cursed at his lack of plan for surviving.

“There it is,” Jermaine said.

Kimber looked up. A white sign was just ahead of the car on the side of the road.

End Sand City Limits,
it read.

“Go, Doc,” Keladry said.

He faced her. Her gaze was hard. Anything he wanted to say to her died on his lips when he saw her implacable expression. It was then another thought bubbled forth from the maddening flurry in his mind. If fate had brought him here, it had also planted Keladry Savage directly into his life.

Maybe he didn’t need to save the city. Maybe he just needed to save
her.
He had seen the small ember of goodness in her heart that led her to help the people in his apartment building and to offer him protection.

“Can we talk?” he asked.

Jermaine snorted.

Keladry rolled her eyes but motioned for him to follow her. She led him a few feet away, out of earshot from the others.

“What?” she demanded.

Ignoring her defensive bluntness, Kimber drew a breath. “Have you ever considered leaving Sand City?”

“No.”

“Maybe you should think about it.”

“Why would I?” She appeared confused.

“Come with me, Keladry,” he said quietly.

Why did I say that?
He thought, startled by his own words. When had he stopped viewing her as crazy and started to see her as the complicated woman she was? He didn’t know – but he didn’t regret what he’d said, either.

She gazed up at him, eyes widening in surprise. “You want me to request a transfer through the Supervillain Council?”

“Not exactly.” Kimber cleared his throat. “We can go somewhere where this villain insanity doesn’t exist, where you aren’t forced into these games,” he added with a glance towards the others. “We can both start over.” He resisted the urge to say more, to add too much meaning to an idea that sounded reckless the moment he gave it life by speaking it aloud.

“You want me to give up being a supervillain,” she said.

“Yes. You can do anything, go anywhere, be anyone. You can be
good
and
walk away from the mob and life of crime before you end up dead or broken.”

“You want me to give up being me.”

“Don’t you think you’re taking this supervillain …
thing
too far? I mean, they aren’t real, outside of Sand City.”

“You want me to give up being me,” she repeated, anger flashing in her gaze. “I wouldn’t ask you to become a supervillain. I know it’s not who you are.”

“I’m not a superhero either, and you signed me up for it,” he pointed out.

“Becoming Sand City’s superhero would keep you in the city!”

“Is that why you did it, or was it for your daddy’s latest challenge?”

“Both!” Keladry drew her weapon. “If you have a reason to stay, you won’t leave like you did Chicago!”

“What happens if I stay? I become your mortal enemy? If you want me to stay, why would you make us enemies?”

Her jaw ticked, and her eyes were stormy. She didn’t answer.

“Look. I don’t want to argue about it,” he said, sensing she was preparing to either shoot him or walk away from him. “But I mean it. If you want to come with me, we can start over somewhere else.”

“But only if I change.”

“You’re a good person, or at least, you have the potential to become very good. You don’t have to change,” he said, perplexed. “I don’t mean that you need to be different. Just … be the person you already are buried beneath the black jumpsuits and mask.”

She studied him. She was tense again, and he had the feeling he’d only managed to piss her off more. Reviewing what he’d said, he had to admit it sounded worse out loud than it had in his head.

“You want me to become something I’m not, if I stay,” he continued. “How is what I’m asking any different?”

“You’ve never been able to see what’s in front of you.” She bit off the words. “You don’t
choose
to be a villain or hero. It’s a calling, one that’s been knocking at your door since you found me in the alley!”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not that person, Keladry,” he said.

Keladry took a step back then two. She spun and started back towards the car, where Igor and her brother waited.

Kimber rubbed the back of his head, frustrated, and turned towards the sign, wishing he’d phrased his request differently while also relieved she hadn’t agreed. With nowhere to go and no idea how she would handle a life outside of Sand City, her agreement would send him nose diving into more trouble than he was already in. Was it so wrong, to want her to go with him, even if he couldn’t identify what he felt about the possibility?

The sound of a gunshot pierced the night.

Kimber jumped and then turned.

Jermaine dropped to the ground, a bullet hole in his forehead and the back of his head blown off. Keladry lowered the weapon and gazed down at the body of her brother.

Igor’s startled look mirrored Kimber’s.

Speechless, Kimber moved closer, unable to believe what he saw.

“This is who I am, Doc,” Keladry said quietly. She met his gaze. Hers was cold, as if her anger had frozen into white rage. “I’m not going with you, and I sure as hell am not about to change. I’m the next Sand City supervillainess, and I don’t give a fuck what you think about it.”

Kimber’s heart sank to his feet.

“Don’t come back here, Doc. That goes for you too, Igor,” Keladry added, motioning her nanny away from the car. “You’re both officially expelled from the city.”

“Reader –” Igor objected.

“This isn’t a request, Igor! If you disobey me, I’ll throw you in the dungeon!”

Her nanny fell silent.

“Reader!” Kimber found his voice.

She faced him, and he saw the flicker of agony in her gaze as what she’d done sank in, before her gaze hardened again. He understood the kind of pain that came with losing everything he’d loved.

“Leave, Doc,” she ordered in an unsteady voice.

I don’t want it to end this way.
Confused by his own thoughts and feelings, as well as the sense that his destiny was somehow intertwined with the city’s, Kimber was silent.

Keladry turned away.

“Wait,” Kimber said. He approached her with caution and licked his lips, struggling to sort through the myriad of emotions and thoughts flashing through his mind. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” She lifted her gaze to his.

“I’m standing by the corpse of someone you executed, and all I can think about is how I want to take away your pain right now,” he said, baffled by his own indifference to the body beside his feet.

“Are you sure you’re not a superhero?” she retorted with no heat.

“A superhero would’ve stopped you.”

“Or tried to save his supervillain arch-nemesis from crossing the gray.”

“That’s what that means,” he said softly. “That was your point of no return.”

“It was. I’ll do the same to you and Igor, if you return.”

“Is that what we are? Arch-nemeses?” he asked in a hushed tone.

“It’s the only way this …
we
can ever be,” she replied. “I can’t be good. You can’t be evil. But we can co-exist in the same city.”

“I’m not all-good,” he countered. “I’m deeply flawed.”

“So am I. Those pieces of goodness you’ve seen – those are my flaws.”

“They seem to occur often around me.”

“Maybe one day you’ll stoop to my level to try to stop me,” she said.

Kimber started to smile, not caring how inappropriate it was. “It could’ve been different.”

“No, it couldn’t have,” she persisted. “Now, get the fuck out of my city, Doc, unless you’re ready to don a cape.”

Is she serious?

“Take care of Igor,” she added in a hasty whisper. Reader spun away and walked to the idling car. She got in and slammed the door.

Kimber watched her drive away, overwhelmed by the whirlwind evening and the fact he had nowhere to go.

He wasn’t a superhero – he never would be. But as Reader’s car raced towards the city, he couldn’t help wishing he
could
be.

“We got a long walk through the forest to the neighboring city, Doc,” Igor said from behind him.

If she truly crossed the gray, she wouldn’t care what happened to Igor,
Kimber thought. Reader wasn’t sending them away because she was a supervillainess. She was sending them away because she cared.

Hope unfurled within him. He didn’t know what to do with it anymore than he did where to go.

Turning away from the city and its supervillainess, Kimber glanced up into Igor’s face. The large nanny’s eyes were sorrowful.

“We’ll get through this, Igor,” Kimber said, sensitive to the man’s suffering. “I can sell my phone for enough money to get us through a few days in a hotel. We’ll brainstorm where to go from there.”

“We might need a phone. I can kill people with one punch,” Igor held up his massive fist. “Then you can grab their wallets.”

“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

Igor nodded.

Together, they began walking into the darkness.

I can still save her. Somehow.
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