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CHAPTER 1
Supervillains were a real pain in the ass, especially when one kicked you in the ass. Hard.
I staggered forward from the force of the blow. Thick fog swirled around me. Pain radiated from where Antaeus had kicked me, setting my buttocks and entire left leg on fire. Though he was a small man and my six feet, two-inch frame towered over him, clearly Antaeus was a trained combatant. It was hard for someone who had not been trained to kick with such force. I knew that from experience. I had been a mixed martial arts fighter before I decided to use my superpowers and became a licensed Hero. I had been kicked more times than I could count by more people than I could count. Antaeus knew what he was doing. If I did not take him out quickly, I would instead be the one taken out.
Though it made me clench my teeth in pain, I anchored my left foot. I spun towards where Antaeus was behind me, sending my right heel rocketing towards the center of his body. My spinning back kicks generated a lot of force. If I made contact with Antaeus, I would surely incapacitate him.
I did not make contact. Right before my kick hit him, Antaeus disappeared with a slight whooshing sound. Swirling fog immediately took the place of where Antaeus’ body had been. One moment Antaeus was there, and the next instant he was not. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.
Antaeus was a teleporter. Teleporters were the worst. Trying to fight one was like trying to swat a fly while blindfolded. Unlike most licensed Heroes, I did not wear a mask, cape, or any kind of superhero costume at all. If I did, dealing with teleporters like Antaeus would make me tear off my mask with irritation, hang up my cape in frustration, and find another line of work instead of being a private detective and Hero. Accounting, maybe. My business card could read “Truman Lord, Metahuman CPA Extraordinaire. No teleporters accepted as clients.”
The forward momentum of my kick at Antaeus carried me forward, making me stagger again. I almost fell. Before I could recover, I felt two quick hard punches in the small of my back. I gasped in pain. Antaeus again. I twisted, sending my elbow arcing back toward where his jaw should be. That whooshing sound again. My elbow impacted only air. I had put a lot of force into that elbow strike, and my momentum sent me spinning. Physics was a bitch sometimes. I was thrown off balance. This time, I actually did fall. Antaeus reappeared. His foot shot towards my side. Apparently he had not heard you were not supposed to kick a man when he was down. Rude bastard. I rolled away from his foot, lessening the blow. Only somewhat, though. I grunted in pain. Antaeus might have broken ribs had I not reacted in time. I grabbed at Antaeus’ ankle, intending to bring him down to the ground with me. Whooshing. My fingers only managed to grab air. Fighting Antaeus was like fighting a ghost, a mean, evil ghost who could punch and kick me with impunity yet whom I could not seem to lay a hand on. This was no Casper the Friendly Ghost.
I hastily got to my feet. I would have drawn my pistol, but what was the point of shooting at a target that blinked in and out of existence? I spun around, looking for Antaeus, and no doubt also looking foolish. Fortunately for my Heroic dignity, no one was around to see me spinning in place like a top or to see me getting my ass literally kicked. I was on the shoulder of a lonely mountain road in Maine. It was early. The sun had not yet burned off the thick morning fog. Across the road from where I stood was a guardrail; beyond that was a steep cliff and a deep lake. I had been in a car chase with Antaeus, and I had successfully forced him off the road, making his car crash. I had gotten out of my own car and dragged Antaeus out of his wrecked vehicle. I was about to question him and hopefully get the information I needed out of him when he had surprised me by teleporting right out of my grasp.
Antaeus was not the only one with superpowers, though. I was a hydrokinetic, meaning I could mentally control water. Hydrokinesis was perhaps not as flashy as being able to teleport or fly or shoot plasma from your eyes, but it had its uses. Water was almost everywhere and in everything, and not just in liquid form. The thick fog around me, for example, was nothing but water vapor. While I had fought Antaeus, I had sensed with my powers a displacement of that water vapor the times right before Antaeus had re-appeared to hit me again.
I turned to the right, probing the foggy area around me. Though I was looking around with my eyes, I was even more intently looking around with my powers, waiting to feel that slight displacement of water vapor that indicated Antaeus was about to reappear to take another swipe at me.
There! To my right, and slightly behind me. I spun towards where I sensed the water displacement. I sent a hard left jab shooting toward where the smaller man’s face would be if he were already visible. Antaeus appeared out of nowhere right where I expected him. My fist collided with his nose. I heard and felt a satisfying crunch. There was a spray of blood. Antaeus’ head was flung back. He cried out in pain. Now he knew how I had felt when he had been kicking and punching me. Turnabout was fair play.
I did not have time to savor the schadenfreude, rest on my laurels, or cradle my now throbbing left hand. Antaeus would no doubt teleport away again if I did not stop him. Like me, he was not wearing any sort of costume. He was dressed in jeans and a black and blue button-down, long-sleeved shirt. I grabbed him by his shirt and belt buckle. I heaved, lifting him off the ground. Though I did not have super strength, I did work out religiously. I did not exercise as much as I did for show, or just so I could flex impressively when pretty women were around. Okay, maybe I worked out as much as I did partially for that reason. But mostly I worked out so I would be ready to deal with people like Antaeus. Being a Hero was not for the weak or the easily winded.
“Hey!” Antaeus said, squirming, his feet not touching the ground. “Put me down!” His broken and bloodied nose muffled his voice. He kicked at my groin. I twisted a bit so the kicks hit the meaty part of my thighs instead. The kicks still hurt, but the pain was not debilitating. Just annoying. I let go of the front of Antaeus’ shirt. I backhanded his face, hard. The slap sounded like a gunshot. Antaeus’ face was flung to the side. A spray of his blood sailed through the air.
“Shut up,” I said. I gripped his shirt again. “If you don’t stop kicking me, I’m going to throw you off the side of this mountain.” I was almost annoyed enough to actually do it. This had not been the first time I had been punched and kicked. It would probably not be the last time. That did not mean it was fun. Maybe going into accounting was not such a bad idea after all.
Antaeus stopped kicking me, though he still continued to squirm a bit in my grasp. I was satisfied to see he did not teleport away. I had apparently guessed correctly that he could not teleport unless he was in contact with the ground. I had the misfortune of dealing with teleporters before. Because of that, I knew that teleporters had some sort of limitation on their teleportation abilities. Some of them could only teleport as far as they could see; others could only teleport when nothing was touching them; still others had to rest up between teleportation feats. All of them had some sort of limitation. I did not know why. I was a private eye and professional butt-kicker, not a physicist specializing in Metahuman abilities. Maybe God limited teleporters’ abilities to give the rest of us a fighting chance. Who knew? I was not a theologian, either.
Antaeus’ name had clued me in on what his teleportation limitation might be. His birth name was Jonathan Strayhorn; Antaeus was his code name. Most Metahumans chose a code name because the name indicated that Meta’s abilities, or because the name was imposing, or because the name hinted how the Meta’s powers were derived. I knew Antaeus was the name of a demigod from Greek mythology. That mythical Antaeus had wrestled with Hercules during the eleventh of Hercules’ famous Twelve Labors. Antaeus was invincible as long as he stayed in contact with the Earth. Hercules had defeated Antaeus by lifting him off the ground and squeezing him to death. I had guessed—correctly, it seemed—that Antaeus had chosen his codename because his teleportation powers only worked when he was in contact with the ground. Supervillains really ought not bake a hint to their powers’ limitations into their code names. It was a dumb thing to do. But supervillains were rarely also rocket scientists; they did dumb things all the time. 
And yes, I was a superhero who was well-versed in Greek mythology. That was because becoming a licensed Hero was a far more arduous process than putting on some colorful pajamas, tossing on a cape, and sallying forth to punch criminals in the face. In order to pass the Hero Trials and be awarded a Hero license, you had to have a working knowledge of a wide range of disciplines. One never knew when mythology, the battle tactics of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, how to defuse a bomb, or the migratory habits of the monarch butterfly would prove to be useful in fighting crime. A licensed Hero was a jack of all trades, and master of a few too.
One of the things I was the master of was extracting information from supervillains. I gave Antaeus’ dangling body a good hard shake to get his attention.
“I know you teleported into MetaHold, the prison holding the supervillain Chaos. I also know you siphoned some of his energy off of him before teleporting away. That energy was later used to kill a Hero. Who are you working for?”
“Screw you,” Antaeus said, still squirming.
I took one of my hands off of Antaeus long enough to slap him again. In response, Antaeus spit blood into my face. Blood and spittle got into my eye. Rude, not to mention unsanitary. I blinked it away. I took that as a sign Antaeus would not be answering my questions. I suppressed a sigh. I had seen this movie before. It would have been a nice change of pace if supervillains did things the easy way just once. Oh well. The hard way it was.
Still holding the squirming teleporter aloft with stiffened arms, I strode across the empty mountain road. Being careful to not drop Antaeus, I stepped over the guardrail.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Antaeus cried out. Panic was in his voice.
“Taking out the garbage,” I said, stopping at the edge of the cliff. Though the fog was thick and I could not see how high up we were from the waters of the lake below, I knew we were over two thousand feet away from the water’s surface. I could faintly hear the water far below. The sound was eerie thanks to the fog’s muffling effect. Fear of falling was one of man’s most innate fears. There was a tightening in my loins. Being on the edge of the cliff made me nervous. Imagine how dangling from it made Antaeus feel. He was squirming around even more fiercely now, his wide terrified eyes rolling around in his sockets like marbles.
“If you don’t stop moving around so much, I’ll drop you for sure,” I said in warning. Antaeus immediately stopped squirming, though his head still moved from side to side as he looked down into the fog. It was like looking down into the gaping mouth of an immense cottonmouth snake.
“Let me down! I’m scared of heights!” he cried out. “I won’t teleport again. I promise!”
“I don’t believe you.” My arm holding Antaeus up by his pants was getting tired; I shifted a bit so I was holding Antaeus up and out just by his shirt. “Besides, it’s the fall, not the height, that’ll kill you.” As I spoke, I took water vapor out of the air and moisture out of the ground to form a small coating of ice around my shoes. It anchored me to the ground. It would never do to accidently fall off a cliff to my death while interrogating a supervillain. Saint Peter would laugh at me when I got to the Pearly Gates. Or, Satan if I went to the other place.
“The world’s record for cliff diving is at almost two hundred feet,” I said to Antaeus. “And that was done by a cliff diving expert. We’re several times higher than that, and I’m guessing you’re not a diving expert. At this height, if I drop you, hitting the water will be like hitting a brick wall. You’ll likely break every bone in your body. If that’s not enough to kill you, drowning will.” I gave his body a slight shake. “Now tell me what I want to know about who hired you to break into MetaHold or I’ll drop you like a bad habit.” I especially liked the “bad habit” part. I had been waiting to use that line on someone.
Antaeus still looked terrified, with his eyes rolling around like the reels of a slot machine.
“You’re not going to drop me,” he said, though his now high-pitched scared voice did not sound terribly confident. It was hard to sound sure of yourself when another man was dangling you over certain death. “You’re a Hero. You don’t kill people.”
“Don’t you bet your life on it. There’s nobody around to tell on me if I drop you. If someone asks, I’ll just tell them I was chasing you and you fell. Such a tragic accident,” I said. As if on cue, there was a loud rip. Antaeus’ shirt tore a bit. Antaeus’ body slipped down slightly in my grasp as a result. He cried out in alarm. His legs sawed in the air. His hands clawed at my arms. I ignored the mute pleas of his hands and I tightened my grip. “Now tell me what I want to know,” I demanded insistently. “Your shirt won’t hold out forever. They don’t make them like they used to. Outsourcing.”
“Let me down, let me down, let me down,” he gibbered. He probably didn’t even hear my outsourcing remark. I had boiled the United States’ manufacturing problem down to a single word in front of an unhearing and unappreciative audience. A waste. I was casting my pearls before swine. “I’ll talk, I’ll talk,” Antaeus cried.
“Talk first, down second. I’m not as trusting as I used to be. Getting kicked in the ass tends to have that effect.”
“Okay, okay,” Antaeus said. His mouth was opening and closing like a fish out of water. “I was hired to teleport into Chaos’ cell. The guy I did the job for is—”
Antaeus did not get a chance to finish his thought. His shirt suddenly ripped again with a loud sound that was like a stack of papers being torn in half. Suddenly I was only holding shirt fragments. Antaeus screamed bloody murder. He plunged into the fog below. He was swallowed up by it so quickly I would have missed it had I blinked. I did not miss his scream, though. His wail of fear and anguish stabbed at my eardrums even after he was gone from view.
I cursed. Just a second or two more, and I would have had the information I needed. Nothing was ever easy. I dissipated the ice anchoring me to the ground at the speed of thought. I dove off the cliff headfirst into the foggy void in which Antaeus had disappeared a split second before.
I had not been lying to Antaeus: hitting water after falling from this great of a height would be like hitting concrete reinforced with rebar. I was already rocketing down towards the lake below like a bug about to go splat on a windshield when it occurred to me that diving off the cliff after Antaeus was one of the stupidest ideas I ever had. That was saying something as some of my prior stupid ideas had been real dillies. Hindsight really was twenty-twenty.
I plunged down like a dropped rock. I wished, not for the first time in my life, that flying was one of my superpowers.
 



CHAPTER 2
Probably the first time I wished I had the power to fly was many years before my fight with Antaeus when I had stood for the Hero Trials. The Trials were a series of tests a Metahuman had to go through and pass if he wanted to get his Hero license so he could legally use his powers under the Hero Act of 1945. When I had stood for the Trials, those of us going through the Trials had been made to practice skydiving. Each potential Hero had to do a solo dive at the end of all the practicing. If you did the dive to the satisfaction of the test proctors, you passed, and could proceed to the rest of the Trials. If you did not, you failed, and washed out of the Trials entirely. Here was the plot twist that each of us potential Heroes discovered as we were about to be shoved out of the airplane’s doors for the solo dive: they did not give us parachutes for our solo dive.
“But how am I supposed to get down to the ground without breaking my neck?” I had protested to one of the test proctors as he was about to push me out the open airplane door. He was a Hero named Big Ben. I would never forget how his big teeth looked like yellow Chiclets in his oversized mouth when he grinned at me.
“If you’re good enough to become a licensed Hero, you’ll figure it out,” he had rumbled back at me over the roar of the wind from the open airplane door. He had shrugged unsympathetically. “And if you’re not good enough, then it was nice knowing you.” He had then unceremoniously pushed me out of the airplane. Thanks to Big Ben’s super strength, him shoving me out had been as easy for him as flicking away an ant. God knew I did not want to jump voluntarily. Pushy bastard.
I had survived that fall thanks to a creative use of my powers. Though I was relieved when I got to the ground with all of my body parts intact, I was also as mad as a wet hornet. I had charged up to another of the test proctors, a Hero named Comet. I wanted to take a swing at him, but I knew that would get me kicked out of the Hero Trials for sure. I had worked too hard for too long to have a chance to stand for the Trials to blow it all in a fit of anger.
“What’s the big idea pushing us out of an airplane without a parachute?” I had demanded instead. “You trying to get us killed?”
“Listen kid,” Comet had said, “being a Hero ain’t playing patty-cake.” His eyes had danced with amusement behind his red mask at my obvious anger. “It’s a big, bad, dangerous world out there. What are you going to say if a supervillain throws you out of a plane? ‘Emperor Evil, I get you’re trying to take over the world, but throwing me out of a plane without a way down is a bridge too far. It just isn’t cricket. Be a good scout and hand me a parachute.’” Comet had shaken his head at me, still amused. “Getting thrown out of an airplane without a chute is hardly the worst thing a Hero might have to deal with. If you mess one of those things up while wearing a cape, you won’t get a do-over. When a Hero screws up, he can get himself killed. Or worse, get an innocent person killed. You best learn that now and know it as thoroughly as you know your own name. We don’t want to give a Hero’s license to someone who is not equipped to deal with the real world and what crazy thing it might throw at him. We want tough, resourceful sons of bitches who, when they get thrown out of a plane without a parachute, figure out a way to build one on the way down.”
That was why I had leapt off of the cliff after Antaeus without a moment’s hesitation: I was a Hero, and if a Hero needed to, he would jump out of a plane without a parachute and figure out how to build one on the way down. Plus, Antaeus had been right about me. Heroes were not killers. Sure I had killed before in self-defense and in defense of innocents, but letting Antaeus fall to his death was neither of those things. In addition to all that, Antaeus still had the information I needed, and he would be quite unable very shortly to share that information. Death had a nasty habit of silencing one’s tongue. 
I did not think about the skydiving portion of the Hero Trials as I plunged down towards the lake after Antaeus, nor did I think about the countless hours I had spent studying math and physics in preparation for the Trials. Nonetheless, all that preparation and training came in handy as the rushing wind in my face made it hard to breathe. I knew the terminal velocity of a man with his arms and legs outstretched was about one hundred and twenty miles per hour, though it would take about fifteen seconds or so from a fall for him to hit that top speed. Antaeus definitely had his arms and legs outstretched. He was flailing them about in a mad panic, probably trying to figure out how to fly on the, well, fly. I could not see him because the fog was too thick. But, I could “see” him, in a manner of speaking, with my powers. Not only could I manipulate water, but I could sense its presence as well. About sixty percent of the human body was water. The water signature of Antaeus’ body stood out like a neon sign in my mind’s eye thanks to my powers.
One hundred and twenty miles per hour was one hundred and seventy-six feet per second. If the cliff was as high as I thought it was, it would take Antaeus—and now, unfortunately, me—around fifteen seconds to hit the water. It might be enough time for me to pull off the idea that had flashed through my mind. It would have to be.
Those facts and figures danced through my head as I fell. The air rushing past me whistled in my ears so loudly it sounded like a scream. Part of me wanted to scream too. But I did not have time to freak out. Panic has killed more Heroes than any supervillain has. Just as I did not want to kill Antaeus, I did not want to get myself killed either. Both of us would soon be dead if I was not able to pull off what I had in mind.
The rushing wind stung my eyes, making them water. I closed them since I could not see Antaeus anyway through the dense fog. I was still locked onto him with my powers. I was pointed straight down, head first. My legs were together, and my arms were tightly at my sides to decrease my body’s wind resistance, just as I had been taught in skydiving practice during the Trials years before. Thanks to my lower wind resistance, my rate of descent was faster than that of Antaeus’ flailing body. The lock I had on his body’s water signature told me I was closing the gap between us.
In less time than it takes to talk about it, I was close enough to Antaeus to reach out and touch him. This close, even over the rushing of the wind, I could hear him screaming. I felt his pain. I kind of wanted to scream too. Instead, I spread my limbs out a bit to catch more air and slow myself down a tad. I matched Antaeus’ velocity. We hurtled together towards the surface of the lake. I tracked the water’s surface with my powers. If I did not time this just right, we would break our necks and probably everything else. It would be rest in peace for Truman Lord and his cliff diving buddy Antaeus.
Though my life did not flash before my eyes as the surface of the water rushed up to greet us in its deadly embrace, it did run through my mind who would show up for my funeral. My girlfriend Ginny Southland, certainly; my friend and superpowered companion Shadow, probably; maybe a few others. It was strange the things that went through your mind when you were staring the Grim Reaper straight in his bony, soulless eyes.
Now! I thought right as we were about to hit the water. I pushed down on the water’s surface with my powers, making the water we were about to hit curve inward like a concave lens. I continued to do this as we plummeted into the lake, making it so we never actually touched the water. Once in the lake, Antaeus and I were in a sphere of air dropping down through the water. It was as if a huge ball had been dropped into the water from a great height, with Antaeus and me in the middle of it.
The momentum of our fall carried us deep under the water’s surface. Antaeus was still screaming. If he were more coherent, he would realize he probably was not going to die. Maybe he thought he was already dead and rocketing down towards Hell. People have believed stranger things. It would serve that butt-kicking, teleporting bastard right.
Finally, the bubble of air we were in slowed its descent to the point where it stopped moving downward. A school of fish swam in our direction. It then suddenly darted away, spooked. The fish had probably never seen two men in a bubble of air in their watery domain before. They probably had thought such a thing was not possible. I had taught them differently. I had schooled a school. I wanted to mention that fact to Antaeus, but he was still screaming his fool head off. I hated to waste good puns on inattentive supervillains.
The large bubble of air we were in started to creep upwards, like an elevator car slowly starting to ascend. Antaeus stopped screaming at that point. Thank God. It took a great deal of mental effort for me to do what I was doing with my powers, and the racket he had been making was distracting. Not to mention annoying. I had been tempted to pull out my gun and shoot him. It would have been a shame to have risked my neck to save his life, only to wind up shooting and killing him anyway.
Antaeus was lying partially on top of me in the bubble as we slowly rose through the water. I pushed him off of me. The fact I had saved his life did not mean I was going to be his pillow too. Presumptuous bastard.
“Are you doing this?” Antaeus said to me, having calmed down somewhat. His eyes were as wide as if he had seen a ghost.
“Who else?” I asked. “Aquaman? Aquaman’s not real.”
We finally got to the water’s surface. I let the bubble I had been maintaining pop open, leaving Antaeus and I treading water. The water was freezing. I had not thought to put a wet suit on under my clothes when I had dressed that morning. Maybe next time. I heated the water around me and Antaeus a bit. Who needed a wet suit when you had superpowers?
“Before we were so rudely interrupted by your fall,” I said, “you were going to tell me who hired you to teleport into MetaHold.” Antaeus just glared at me for a moment, sputtering and gasping. Then he turned to start frantically swimming towards the shore.
So much for his earlier promise to tell.
I exerted my powers, pulling Antaeus under the water. He sank like a stone. I held him there for a while, not long enough to hurt him, but long enough to let him know I meant business. After a sufficiently fear-inducing time, I let him come to the surface. His head broke the water’s surface with a splash. He coughed and wheezed, spitting out water.
“I’ll ask the question again: Who hired you? If you refuse to answer again, we’ll find out if you can learn to breathe underwater.”
Still coughing, Antaeus shook his head. “He’ll kill me if I tell. You don’t know who you’re dealing with,” he said. His voice was hoarse.
“And I’ll kill you if you don’t tell. Which is worse, the devil in front of you, or the devil who’s nowhere around?”
Antaeus shook his head some more, looking scared. Stubborn. I pulled him under water again with my powers. I held him under as long as I dared. Despite my threats, I had no intention of killing him.
Antaeus gasped and wheezed again when I let him back up.
“Okay, okay, you win,” he said, coughing. “The Spider hired me to break into MetaHold to siphon off some of Chaos’ energy.”
The Spider. I recognized the name. It had come up before earlier in my investigation of the murder case I was working on.
“This Spider fella got a real name?” I asked. “And don’t say Itsy Bitsy.” After noisily sucking in more air, Antaeus told me The Spider’s real name. I was so shocked by The Spider’s identity I almost pulled Antaeus underwater again. 
By that point, Antaeus was so exhausted from fear and oxygen deprivation that he was in no condition to swim. I dragged him behind me as I swam to shore. I deposited him on the small beach. He proceeded to writhe in the sand and cough up water. I was cold and wet. I used my powers to dry myself more thoroughly and effectively than the world’s best hair dryer. I looked down at Antaeus. I was tempted to not do the same for him. The jerk had kicked me in the butt after all. Whoever in the Bible had advised people to turn the other cheek to their enemies had clearly never dealt with supervillains. If I had done that with Antaeus, I had little doubt he would have immediately kicked me in the other butt cheek. Finally I relented and dried Antaeus off with my powers as well.
I stood over Antaeus. Once he sufficiently recovered, I planned to wring out of him further details about him breaking into MetaHold at the request of The Spider. As I looked down at Antaeus, I thought about what Comet had said to me all those years before. He had been right: a Hero had to be prepared to deal with whatever curveball life threw at him. I had, once again, succeeded in building my parachute on the way down.
The Spider was a very powerful man. I would need more than just a parachute to deal with him. It was a shame the Trials had taught me nothing about building a nuclear bomb. That might have been enough to do the trick against a man like The Spider.
Maybe. I was not sure.
 



CHAPTER 3
The murder case I was working on all began when I was summoned to meet with the Earth’s most powerful Heroes weeks before my run-in with Antaeus.
I was as excited as the night I lost my virginity when I pulled into the parking lot of the Sentinels’ compound on the outskirts of Astor City, Maryland. It was not every day I had an appointment to meet with the Earth’s most powerful superheroes. I hoped I would not be disappointed by the encounter. It was a shame the girl I had lost my virginity to could not say the same.
I had gotten a call the day before requesting I meet with the Sentinels. The administrative assistant I had spoken to said she did not know why the Sentinels wanted to meet with me, only that they wanted to see me as soon as possible. Perhaps news of my daring exploits had reached the Sentinels’ ears. Perhaps they wanted to meet with me to offer me the vacant spot in their seven-person roster. Perhaps they had decided they could no longer limp along as an organization without me in their ranks, fighting for truth and justice alongside of them. And, perhaps pigs would sprout wings and people would start calling them pigeons.
No, I did not really think the Sentinels planned on making me a member. Though I had a healthy self-regard—some said I was arrogant, but what did those insulting bastards know?—I was under no illusions about my place in the licensed Hero hierarchy. There were Heroes like the Sentinels who wrestled with aliens who planned to enslave humanity, thwarted supervillains who craved world domination, and dealt with planetary issues. Then there were Heroes like me. Heroes like me dealt with street crime, thieves, pimps, murderers, and assassins. If I was confronted with an alien, I might poop my pants. Not solely out of fear, but also out of self-preservation. Aliens were known to have an affinity for anal probes. Perhaps underwear full of Heroic waste might dissuade them. Filthy buggers.
A superhero team like the Sentinels offering me membership would be like a major league baseball team drafting a junior high school player. Honestly, I did not know why they wanted to meet with me. But, a licensed Hero receiving a summons from the Sentinels was like a Congressman getting an invitation to the White House from the President, or a Catholic an invitation to the Vatican from the Pope. One simply did not say no. Not that I had been inclined to do so. The Sentinels had been around almost as long as there had been licensed Heroes. The team was formed shortly after the passage of the Hero Act of 1945. I had been a Sentinels fanboy for as long as I could remember, even before my Metahuman powers first manifested themselves when I was a teenager. Avatar, one of the most powerful of all licensed Heroes and one of the founding members of the Sentinels, had been a boyhood hero of mine and one of the principal reasons I pursued my Hero’s license. Heck, he still was a hero of mine. He was the living embodiment of everything a Hero and a person ought to be. He had an unusually long lifespan—it was widely speculated he was immortal—and he still was on the Sentinels. He currently served as the team’s chairman.
I was not alone in thinking of Avatar as an idol. Generations of Apprentice Heroes and trainees in Hero school had been taught to ask themselves one simple question if they found themselves in a tough spot and did not know which way to turn: “What would Avatar do?” or WWAD. I respected the heck out of Avatar, but WWAD? Really? I had heard that some young Heroes-in-training had started referring to screwing up something royally as “blowing your WWAD.” It proved that not all sayings should be shortened into acronyms.
I got out of my car. Though the teeming metropolis that was Astor City was just a short drive away, thick trees surrounded the parking lot, as if someone had plopped a parking lot down in the middle of a forest. That was not far from the truth. The Sentinels property constituted one of the largest urban forests in the country. I glanced at my watch. It was a little after 10:15 a.m. My appointment was at 11 a.m. I had deliberately arrived early so I could walk around the part of the Sentinels’ mansion grounds which were open to the public. It had been years since I had done so despite the fact I was a Sentinels’ fanboy. I would not be alone. The parking lot was already pretty crowded.
I opened the back door of my car. I drove a Nissan Altima. A lot of my fellow Heroes drove special, custom-designed vehicles, but I was not a conventional superhero. I did not wear a costume, a cape, a mask, and I did not go by an alias. And, I did not drive a tricked out superhero vehicle. If I did, want would I call it? The Aquamobile? The Water Whizzer? It was hard to strike fear into the hearts of criminals when they were laughing at the name of your ride.
I reached into the car and pulled out my suit jacket and put it on. Perhaps my car was not much to look at, but I was. When meeting one’s idols, it pays to look one’s best. I was dressed in my best suit, a dark blue, three button number that brought out the color of my eyes, complemented my polished dark brown dress shoes and matching leather belt, and concealed my shoulder holster containing my favorite nine millimeter gun. Nothing but the best for the Sentinels. I had considered wearing my ceremonial cape, the one the Heroes’ Guild awarded to all Heroes who successfully completed the Trials. But, the darned thing was buried somewhere in the back of my closet, wrinkled, and probably moth-eaten. Also, since I had not worn it since my Hero swearing-in ceremony years before, I’d probably trip over the damned thing. What kind of impression would that make on the Sentinels? They would dub me Truman the Tripper, whose crime-fighting tactic was to make supervillains laugh themselves to death. Besides, the flowing white cape fringed with red did not match my suit.
To complete my dashing private eye look, I put on my hat, a dark fedora. The fedora was creased along the crown and pinched just so on the front and on the sides. Rakish. I had picked the fedora up a few months ago at a haberdasher just a few blocks from my downtown Astor City office. The lady who had sold it to me had said the fedora made me look debonair with a hint of danger. That was just the way a private eye who was also a superhero ought to look. With the hat on, I thought I looked a bit like Humphrey Bogart in Casablanca. The last time I had worn it, I caught a young raven-haired woman checking me out. I had looked back at her and said, “Here’s looking at you, kid.” She had just stared back at me blankly. No one watched the classics anymore.
I locked and closed the back car door. The sun was at such an angle that I could check myself out in the reflection of my car’s back window. If I looked like Bogey, it was a Bogey who had his face pounded on more than once. Perhaps that was why no one had cast me to star in a Casablanca remake. My nose was a bit misshapen and there was some scar tissue on my face and ears. Under my clothes were more scars than I could keep track of. Accumulating scars was the risk one ran by first being a mixed martial arts fighter and then becoming a Hero. Fortunately, no supervillain had yet succeeded in separating my head from the rest of my body. But, the day was young.
I straightened my tie. A red power tie, of course, tied into a Windsor knot. It looked like a bloody fang lying against my sparklingly white French cuffed shirt. I had on the silver cuff links given to me by Zookeeper, the Hero who had sponsored me for the Hero Trials. My father was long dead, and Zookeeper was the closest thing I had to a dad. 
I stopped peering at myself in the window. I stood up straight. I flexed, feeling my muscles bunch up under my clothes. I tilted my head to the side a bit as if I were looking off into the horizon. I tried to look resolute and Heroic. I decided trying so hard to look resolute made me look constipated instead. So I relaxed. Even relaxed, I looked almost as good as I felt at the prospect of meeting the Sentinels. I shot at my reflection with my finger. Shamuses like Philip Marlowe, Sam Spade, and Hercule Poirot did not have anything on me fashion-wise. If the Sentinels did not extend me an offer of membership, perhaps they would hire me as their fashion consultant.
I started walking. Being a trained detective, I was confident I could find my way to the Sentinels’ mansion from the parking lot. Prominent signage pointed the way there. Since I was skilled at finding things, following the signs seemed like cheating. But, one must not look a gift clue in the mouth. Homer wrote that in the Iliad. Or, maybe I had read that in a Dick Tracy comic. I got the two confused sometimes.
Somewhat disdainfully using the signs as navigational crutches, I made my way through the parking lot. I emerged at a crosswalk that crossed a tree-lined road, appropriately named Sentinels Avenue. Directly across the street loomed the Sentinels’ mansion, a four-story tall sprawling white edifice with soaring columns. The mansion and a large part the Sentinels’ property were surrounded by thick black metal fencing that stretched between dark granite pillars that were sunk into the ground every thirty feet or so. The rest of the property that was not enclosed by that large fence was thickly wooded. Though there was an airport relatively nearby, no airplanes buzzed overhead. The property was restricted airspace. Though the part of the property open to the public looked like a park and for all intents and purposes was a park, I knew it in fact was more secure than any other patch of land on the East Coast, including the White House and the Pentagon. In the past, supervillains with more cojones than good sense had mounted assaults on the Sentinels’ headquarters, only to discover they had made a very bad mistake. In addition to the powers and abilities the Sentinels themselves possessed, the grounds bristled with weaponry and Metahuman countermeasures. As demonstrated by the last time the property had come under supervillain attack, the property was protected by gun turrets, surface to air missiles, and lasers, among other weaponry. It was rumored the grounds also housed silos containing nuclear missiles. I thought that was just urban legend, like alligators in the sewers or strippers who did not have daddy issues. Even if not nuclear armed, the property was a fortress that was cunningly engineered to look as open and pleasant as a college campus.
Well, open and pleasant except for the security checkpoint visitors to the grounds had to pass through. A short line of tourists extended from the security checkpoint. Directly across from the security checkpoint on my side of the street were protesters. Some were armed with signs. Others were armed with nothing but their fear and hatred of Metahumans generally, and Heroes specifically. The protesters were shouting at the people in line to enter the Sentinels’ property. Even from this far away, the protesters’ cries rose up into the air like dandelion seeds:
“You’re patronizing your oppressors!”
“Heroes are false gods!”
“Metahumans are devil spawn!”
“The higher they fly, the deeper they’ll fall into Hell!”
There were more shouts, but I could not hear all of them. It was just as well. The underlying premise of all the cries were the same: Metahumans were different than normal humans, and different was bad. It was the same old stupid song that had been sung forever. The fact humans tended to distrust and dislike people different than them was one of the fundamental reasons for conflicts and wars throughout human history. The difference here was that if a war between Metahumans and normal humans broke out, despite the fact Metahumans were a tiny sliver of the populations, Metahumans would win. It would be like a giant fighting ants—the power differential was simply too vast for the ants to prevail.
Though I was too far from the protesters to see exactly how many there were, there were certainly more than there had been the other times I had visited the Sentinels’ mansion. There seemed to be more and more people who disliked Metas these days. Just a few months ago I had reason to visit the Heroes’ Guild National Headquarters in Washington, D.C. There had been protesters picketing outside of that building as well.
The irony of the protesters decrying Heroes laid in the fact they were on property owned by Heroes and were only being allowed to protest on that property because Heroes permitted it. I remembered what Avatar had said when he had been asked about the protesters years before during one of his periodic press conferences:
“As long as the protesters stay outside of the fenced area and stay peaceful, they can say whatever they like about me, the Sentinels, or anything else,” Avatar had said. “One of the many great things about this country is the freedoms every citizen enjoys. One of those is free speech. Freedom of speech means you get to say what you want when you want, even if people like me don’t agree with what you are saying.” Avatar was far more tolerant than I might have been had I had his super strength and ability to fly. I might have used those powers to fly all the protesters to North Korea. It would be interesting to see how well the protesters trying to exercise free speech went over there.
I crossed Sentinels Way at the crosswalk along with several tourists. Those people dutifully got into line at the security checkpoint. From the looks of the contraption the people in the line had to pass through, they were being scanned for weapons and contraband. I bypassed the line and went towards the guardhouse at the front of the gates. Several people in line stared at me as I walked by. They probably thought I was a line jumper.
“Mommy, is that man a superhero?” a little girl in line said as I passed by. The mother looked me up and down. She sniffed somewhat disdainfully.
“No, honey,” the mother said. “Superheroes wear masks and capes. That man looks more like a lawyer.”
That just goes to show what you know, sister, I thought, my professional pride wounded at being called a lawyer. I was not special. A rattlesnake might also be offended at being called a lawyer. If there is a supervillain attack, don’t come crying to me for help.
“My name is Truman Lord,” I said to one of the security guards once I reached the guardhouse. He, like all the guards, had on a white and blue uniform. “I have an appointment to meet with the Sentinels.” I gave him the security code that had been given to me by the administrative aide I had spoken to the day before. The guard was wearing a white and blue helmet that matched the colors on the rest of his uniform. It looked a bit like a motorcycle helmet with a light blue visor. He looked me over carefully—admiring my outfit, no doubt—and spoke softly into a microphone that extended from the side of his helmet. He cocked his head slightly as he listened to whomever was on the other end of the microphone.
“Welcome to Sentinels’ mansion, Mr. Lord,” he said finally with a slight smile. He opened a gate that was several feet away from the one everyone else had to go through. “I hope you enjoy your visit.”
I thanked the man. As I walked past him through the now open gate, I saw he had holstered at his side a shiny silver-colored gun that looked like a prop from a science fiction movie. Generally speaking, I was happy with the guns I owned, including the nine millimeter I had with me. But, looking at the man’s big shiny gun, I came down with a serious case of gun envy. Sigmund Freud would no doubt make much of that.
“Nice gun,” I said as I passed by the guard.
“Thanks,” he said with a slight smile. “You too.” His words surprised me a bit. My suit had been carefully tailored to conceal the bulge of my shoulder holster. There was no way he spotted my gun simply from the contours of my suit. I guessed that visor was for more than shielding the man’s eyes from the sun. He had probably used it to scan me more thoroughly than the last time I went to my doctor for a check-up. I wondered what would happen if I tried to get onto the Sentinels’ grounds without being who I said I was. They would drop one of those legendary nukes on me, maybe.
I walked onto the grounds. A slight tingle ran up and down my spine. Even though I had been here before, coming here was still quite a thrill and inspired more than just a little awe. I felt much the same way when I visited the Lincoln Memorial or the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., and for much the same reasons. The Sentinels stood for everything that was good and noble about being a Hero.
A massive marble statue of Omega Man rose up before me. It was so big I could walk under its slightly spread legs without stooping down. Omega Man seemed to be looking off into the horizon, as if on the lookout for a hint of danger. His clenched fists were pressed against his waist. Despite the fact he was immobile stone, his long cape seemed to billow out behind him. His well-defined body looked like that of an Olympic weightlifter’s. I had seen plenty of pictures of Omega Man. Despite the statue’s size, the statue was such a realistic rendering of Omega Man that it was as if the man himself had been frozen in stone. Though I knew of a supervillain who was capable of such a thing, tangling with that supervillain was not what had happened to Omega Man. Omega Man had died in 1966. He had sacrificed himself to stop the V’Loths, an alien race that had invaded Earth and nearly conquered us. A bronze plaque next to the huge statue summarized Omega Man’s exploits. Though I had read the plaque before, I read it again. It left out a lot. It needed to, or else it would be the size of a novel instead of a mere plaque. Omega Man was widely considered to be the greatest Hero of all time. He was one of the founding members of the Sentinels, along with Lady Justice, Avatar, Millennium, and three others. They had come together shortly after the passage of the Hero Act of 1945 to fight menaces that were too much for a single Hero to handle. Because of the precedent established by there being seven initial Sentinels, it was written into the Sentinels’ constitution that they were to always have seven members. Thanks to their long lifespans, Avatar and Millennium were still active members. The fact I would be seeing at least some of those living legends in just a few minutes made my heart beat faster.
In addition to being the greatest of all Heroes, Omega Man was also one of the most powerful. He had been capable of destruction on a planetary scale had he so chosen. Thankfully, he had used his powers for good instead. But, in honor of him, part of the Metahuman power scale bore his name: those handfuls of Metahumans who were mega-powerful were said to have Omega level power. On the other end of the power scale were Alpha level Metahumans, people who could do things other people could not, but their powers were nothing to write home about—being able to set your forefinger on fire, or being able to make your eyes pop out of their sockets and then retract them, that sort of thing. Metahumans who were more powerful than Alphas and yet who did not have the kind of world-ending abilities that Omegas did were called Betas. Metahuman abilities were on a bell curve—a tiny handful of Metahumans were Alphas and Omegas, and the vast majority of people in the middle of the bell curve were Betas. I, for example, was a Beta level Metahuman. There were currently only four Omega level Metahumans known to be alive. Two of them were licensed Heroes, namely Avatar and Millennium. Another was a supervillain named Chaos. He was currently in MetaHold prison, with his power being constantly drained away by a cell the Sentinels had designed just for him so he would not be able to escape. There had been some talk when Chaos had been captured about executing him for the good of humanity. The last time he had run amok, he had caused more damage than most natural disasters. But, Avatar had said no to the idea of Chaos being executed, and that had been the end of the talk about it. Avatar rarely put his foot down over something, preferring to let people decide things for themselves. But, when he did put his foot down, people listened. He was universally respected, not to mention a bit feared. We all knew that it was only his inherently good nature that kept his power in check.
The fourth Omega level Meta was in a self-induced coma in Beijing, China. Lim Qiaolian was a telepath with a superpowered intellect. At the age of five, she had told her father and mother she needed to think some things over, had sat down in her room, closed her eyes, and appeared to go to sleep. That had been almost seventy years ago. She had not moved a muscle or changed in appearance since she had closed her eyes. She was still very much alive; doctors had confirmed she still was breathing and had brain activity. A cult had sprung up around her, and worshipped her as a god. After her parents died, her worshippers had constructed a temple around Lim’s still form. In light of how bloodthirsty gods tended to be, there were worse people to worship than that immobile little girl. Some of her followers had tried to wake her, but to no avail. Good. Let sleeping gods lie, I always said. No one knew what in the world the little girl had been thinking about all this time. How to cure cancer, maybe. The best way to get around Einstein’s speed of light travel limitation, maybe. Perhaps she was systematically reading the minds of every man, woman, and child on the planet. Maybe she was simply trying to remember where she had mislaid her teddy bear. Or, maybe she had decided humanity was ruining the planet, and she was thinking about the best way to eliminate us root and branch. What Omega level Metas were capable of scared me more than just a little, and this particular one was not a licensed Hero trained to use her power with restraint and for the benefit of the general public. I for one hoped Lim never roused herself from her self-induced coma. God only knew what she would do once she did.
A running little boy wearing a cape from the nearby Sentinels’ gift shop caromed off of me like a billiard ball off the side of a pool table, breaking me out of my reverie. Barely breaking stride, the little boy ran off with his arms outstretched and making a whooshing sound with his mouth. I realized I had been standing in front of Omega Man’s statue for a while, staring up at him and thinking long thoughts about the Heroes who had come and gone before me. My neck felt tight. I moved my head from side to side to loosen it. Looking up at Omega Man while standing on the ground of Sentinels’ mansion made me realize anew what an awesome responsibility I bore as a licensed Hero to use my powers wisely. Though I was often accused of never seeming to take anything seriously, the opposite was the case: I knew how serious being a Hero was and the responsibility I and others like me bore to the rest of the public. Just look at Omega Man: despite his awesome powers, he still had needed to sacrifice himself to save the rest of us. My powers were a great gift and an integral part of who I was, but they were also often a burden. At any moment I might need to sacrifice myself to save others. My joke-making was my way of lightening the load of that burden a little. Plus, if being a Hero did not pan out, I could always turn my well-honed comic skills to being a stand-up comedian. It was good to have a Plan B. Plan C was to write women’s erotica. In light of my water-based powers, my erotica writer catchphrase could be “Truman Lord: Making you wet is not just my job, it’s my passion.”
I moved on from Omega Man’s statue. I dodged more playing children and clumps of tourists as I walked. The immense swath of well-manicured lawn on the front and sides of Sentinels’ mansion was essentially a public park. Astor City was a world-class city that attracted tourists from around the world, and the grounds of the Sentinels’ mansion were one of the city’s well-known attractions. As I moved among the other statues in the park, I caught bits and pieces of conversations in various languages, some of which I recognized, some of which I did not.
Each member of the Sentinels, both past and present, was honored with a statue in the park. I wandered around the grounds, stopping to look at each statue. Some of the Heroes memorialized were still alive. Most were dead, and those who were had mostly been killed in action. Being a Hero was a dangerous occupation. Not too many of us died in our sleep. I said a silent prayer for the families of those who had fallen. I was not a particularly religious person, but it could not hurt.
I made my way through the park until I finally stood in front of the large statue that depicted the currently active members of the Sentinels as a group. Unlike all the other statues in Sentinels Park, this statue was bronze rather than marble to distinguish it from the others. Here they all were, the metal representations of the Heroes I would be seeing in the flesh in a few short minutes: Doppelgänger, Ninja, Millennium, Mechano, Seer, and, of course, Avatar. Ninja and Avatar I had met before; the others I had never seen in the flesh, though I had followed their adventures for years. Ninja I knew because we had gone through the Hero Trials the same year about ten years ago. Avatar I had seen just months before in the Heroes’ Guild’s secret space station. He had been deeply engrossed in conversation with Amazing Man at the time, so I had not gone up to him to see if he remembered me. Avatar and I had encountered each other for the first time years before in the course of a case I had been investigating. Due to a misunderstanding, he and I had briefly fought. The fight had been a draw. With Avatar being the powerful Omega level Hero he was, no one believed me when I told them that. Truth be told, I had cheated. I would not stand much of a chance against a Hero as powerful as Avatar otherwise. Once our misunderstanding had been cleared up, Avatar had shaken my hand ruefully.
“That little stunt you pulled is a new one on me,” Avatar had said at the time in the deep voice that almost everyone on the planet was familiar with. He had shaken his head ruefully as he shook my hand. “I’ll be sure to not fall for something like that again,” he had said. Only a long-ingrained sense of decorum had stopped me from asking Avatar for his autograph before he had flown away. A Hero treating another Hero as anything other than an equal was considered bad form. Similarly, the President of the United States was theoretically just another American citizen, neither better nor worse than any other. In actuality, though, that clearly was not the case. Regardless of theory and protocol, some people—and Heroes—were clearly more equal than others.
At the base of the huge bronze statue of the current Sentinels’ lineup were the words of the team’s motto: “Those who sow darkness soon shall reap.” Though it was not public knowledge, I knew those words were but a part of a larger whole. The words were taken from the Hero’s Oath each Hero swore during his swearing-in ceremony after he received his license once passing the Trials:
No cave so dark
No pit so deep
Will hide evil from my arm’s sweep
Those who sow darkness soon shall reap
For in the pursuit of justice
I will never sleep.
I thought about those words I had sworn along with several other newly minted licensed Heroes years before. My musings were soon interrupted. Four young children—three boys, one girl—were having their pictures taken in front of the Sentinels’ group statue by a man and woman a few feet from me. The four children were all freckled and sandy-haired, and looked like a combination of the man and the woman. The man and the woman both had wedding rings on. I surmised the group of six was a family. My years of training as a detective were not going to waste.
“I’m going to be a superhero when I grow up,” declared the second tallest boy, striking the same pose as that of the Avatar statue behind him.
“You can’t be a superhero, Ryan,” the tallest boy said disdainfully. “You’re too shrimpy and stupid. Besides, you don’t have any superpowers. Unless super-smelliness is a superpower.” Ryan turned and pushed his brother. Within seconds, a fight broke out between the two boys, with the third and smallest boy immediately jumping in on Ryan’s side. What the third boy lacked in size, he made up for in enthusiasm. The boys’ sister let the fight swirl about around her, as unfazed by it as she would be by a gently breeze. Her brothers’ fighting was probably something she had seen many times before. If Ryan wanted to be a superhero, at least he was used to fighting. Being a superhero was not for pacifists.
The father went over to break the fight up. His wife just peered down at her phone despite the fact her boys were in the middle of fighting World War Three. The father pulled the boys off of each other with a bored expression on his face. Like their daughter, the mother and father had no doubt experienced their boys fighting many times before. As for me, I did not have any experience breaking up children’s fights. I did not have children. I did not have any family at all. I was unmarried, and my parents and sister had died when I was fourteen. The fact I did not have any family is what permitted me to operate as a Hero under my real name and without hiding my identity under a mask and costume. Most Heroes only adopted code names and costumes because they wanted to keep their Heroic and normal lives separate and because they had family to protect. I did not have any such family. Though my relationship with my girlfriend Ginny Southland was growing increasingly serious, we certainly were nowhere near thinking about having children together. Watching the brawling boys did not inspire me to go knock Ginny up. The behavior of other people’s children was often an effective form of birth control.
“What do I need to do to be a superhero, Daddy?” Ryan asked once he was separated from his older brother. None of the boys seemed worse for wear after their fight. Ah, the benefits of youth. When I got into a fight with someone, usually neither of us walked away unscathed. “Is there a club or something I need to join?”
“Something like that,” the man said. “If you develop superpowers, the government makes you join something called the Heroes’ Guild and it makes you fight crime.”
“Actually, that’s not quite true,” I said, interrupting. The entire family looked at me. I regretted opening my big mouth, but I hated to let bad information about Heroes go unchallenged. “People with superpowers are called Metahumans. There is a law called the Hero Act of 1945 that requires all Metahumans to register with the federal government when their powers first develop. But if you have superpowers, the government does not make you use them. In fact, you are legally not allowed to use them under the Hero Act unless you become a licensed Hero first. To become a licensed Hero, you have to pass a series of tests called the Hero Trials. All licensed Heroes are members of the Heroes’ Guild, which is the group that runs the Trials and supervises Heroes. The point of the Hero Act is to make sure that, when superpowers are used at all, they are used for good and not for evil.” I almost made the analogy that the process of becoming a licensed Hero was similar to becoming an attorney—just as attorneys had to pass the Bar in order to legally practice law, Heroes had to be licensed in order to legally use their powers. And, just as state bar associations monitored and regulated lawyers’ behavior, the Heroes’ Guild did the same for Heroes’ behavior. I almost made that analogy, but I did not. The kids would not have any idea of the process one had to go through to be a lawyer. The analogy would be lost on them. Plus, discussing lawyers with children was a little too close to child abuse for my taste.
The girl and the smallest boy were looking up at me with open-mouthed wonder. Perhaps they had never seen a suit as elegant or a hat as dapper as mine. The mother was no longer looking at her phone. She was instead looking at me with interest. Despite her husband’s presence, maybe she was acutely aware of how dashing I looked. Either that or she hoped I would take her kids off of her hands. Even to a highly trained detective such as I, it was easy to confuse what lust looked like with what a longing for childless freedom looked like. It was Mother Nature’s dirty trick that lust was what led to an end of childlessness.
“Are you a superhero Mister?” Ryan asked me.
“Yes,” I said. I really wished I had not started this conversation.
“Wow!” Ryan said, his eyes widening. He looked at me like he was itching to be my sidekick. The father frowned and looked dubious. My lack of mask and costume was no doubt throwing him off. I could have proven my Hero status by forcing the blood in his head to expand rapidly and making his head explode. I then would feel morally obligated to take care of his kids, though. I had enough headaches as it was. Dealing with supervillains was bad enough.
I glanced at my watch. It was almost time for me to meet with the Sentinels. I tipped my hat to the family. Polite and oh so elegant. I made my way to the front door of the white mansion.
A large portico extended from the front of the mansion. I started to climb up its stairs. The roof of the portico was supported by massive white columns. In the middle of the two central columns stood two guards dressed in the same uniform as the guard who had admitted me into the grounds. Once I got to the top of the stairs, I told the guards I had an appointment to meet with the Sentinels. I gave them the same access code I had given to the other guard. They directed me to step behind the column on my right. Set into the column were two glass panels, one narrow and horizontal, the other square. At the guards’ direction, I put my eyes up to the narrow panel and placed my hand against the square one. A light shone into my eyes and the square panel glowed red as my retinas and palm were scanned. I knew records of my retina and my hand prints were kept by the Heroes’ Guild, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Astor City Police Department, and God only knew who else. It took a bit for the Sentinels’ computer system to compare the scan it had just done of me to the records kept on me. While I waited with my eyes and hand still up against the panels, I was hyper-aware of the futuristic guns at the guards’ sides.
I was starting to think maybe I was actually not really me when the panels suddenly flashed green. The guards visibly relaxed, their hands moving away from their guns. I too relaxed, releasing the breath I had not even known I had been holding. I realized I had been contemplating the best way to disarm the guards if the Sentinels’ system had not given me the green light. Old habits died hard.
“You’re free to go inside, Mr. Lord. I see you are armed,” the guard said, no doubt having been informed of my gun by his visor. Before I left, I would have to ask someone if they would give me such a visor as a parting gift. A weapon-spotting visor would be useful in my line of work. “As you are a duly licensed Hero, you are permitted to carry your weapon into the mansion. I would warn you however that drawing your weapon and attempting to use it is strictly prohibited.”
“What would happen if I did?” I asked, curious. The guard shrugged a bit. He had a thick moustache that looked like a black caterpillar glued to his upper lip.
“Honestly, I am not quite sure. I do know though that the last person who went into the mansion and pulled a gun I never saw again. So I am guessing that whatever happens, it is not good.”
“Don’t draw my gun inside the mansion at the risk of disappearing. Got you. I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. Before turning away from the guards, I looked out at the park I had just left. Though most people there were not paying me the slightest bit of attention, a few were looking at me with interest. They were no doubt curious about whether I was going inside the mansion, and if so, why I was so important that I was being allowed in. I felt like the hot girl who was being permitted past a new nightclub’s velvet rope and who was jumping past a line of people. The notion flashed through my mind to take off my hat so people could get a really good look at me and cry out, “Suck on that, losers!” I suppressed the impulse. Like a baseball player going to the World Series for the first time, I should be a professional and act like I had been here before.
I turned and walked to the front door. I did not know what I expected. A shimmering force field that only permitted you to pass through if you were a licensed Hero, maybe. Or, perhaps a battery of futuristic cannons that would blast you into nothingness if you turned out to be a supervillain. But, there was no force field and no battery of cannons, futuristic or otherwise. There was simply a stained, dark wooden door with a doorbell next to it. It was a nice door, one that suited the mansion it was attached to. But, it still appeared to be an ordinary wooden door.
Feeling a little let down, I rang the doorbell. While I waited, I thought about drawing my gun as soon as I was inside despite the guard’s warning. Telling me to not do something was the quickest way to get me to do that something. I was perverse that way.
In seconds, the door opened. I stepped inside and into another world.
 



CHAPTER 4
“May I take your hat, Mr. Lord?” Kenton Pearce said to me. His British accent made him sound like royalty. I would have bowed to him, but my ancestors who fought in the Revolutionary War would have turned over in their graves. I handed Pearce my hat. I did so reluctantly. I felt I should be holding his hat rather than vice versa. It felt like I was handing my hat to one of the Sentinels themselves. For those of us who followed the Sentinels and knew their history, Pearce was an institution. When I thought of the Sentinels, I thought of Avatar first, and Pearce second. Him holding my hat was bizarre. It just did not seem appropriate, like having royalty shine your shoes.
Pearce looked at me carefully, as if he were an interviewer assessing a job applicant. I did not mind; I was gaping at him too. It was not every day I met a living legend. Pearce’s thin face was heavily lined, and his otherwise black hair was grey at the temples. Though he was in his seventies, Pearce’s posture was ramrod straight and he carried himself like a much younger man. He wore grey striped trousers, a black morning coat, a white wing collar dress shirt, a black tie, a grey vest, and white gloves. Pearce looked the way someone would look if you called up a talent agency and asked for an actor who could portray an old-fashioned butler. That was precisely what Pearce was: a butler. More to the point, he was the head butler for the Sentinels. But, saying Pearce was the head butler was like saying the President of the United States was a government official: it was true, but still did not capture the duties, responsibilities, and history involved. In his position as head butler, Pearce was in charge of running the Sentinels’ mansion and the surrounding grounds. Running the grounds and the mansion required a huge staff, and Pearce was in charge of it. Pearce had started working for the Sentinels when he was a very young man. Though Pearce was not a licensed Hero or even a Metahuman, thanks to his long history with the Sentinels, he was thought of as the honorary eighth Sentinel. Whenever the Sentinels needed advice, Pearce was the first one they turned to.
“I must say I’m surprised you answered the door yourself, Mr. Pearce,” I said. “I know you have a large staff. I would think you would be too busy to answer the door.”
Pearce smiled slightly. He had the air of a man who had seen everything and was surprised by nothing. And perhaps it was my imagination, but it seemed like a hint of sadness clung to him, like someone who was in mourning.
“You are correct: normally I do not answer the door myself,” he said in very precise British English. I could easily imagine him on a stage somewhere, reciting Shakespeare’s soliloquies to rapt audiences. “In this instance I made an exception. I wanted to see you for myself.” I did not know what he meant by that, but being confused about something never stopped my mouth from running before.
“Am I all you hoped for and dreamed of?” I asked. A shadow of a smile hovered around Pearce’s lips.
“You certainly look formidable enough,” he said. I suddenly felt like I was twelve feet tall and covered with hair. “If you can keep yourself from drinking, perhaps you will do.” I shrank back down in size, now feeling like a pygmy. Months before I had struggled with a drinking problem. That problem had led to a client of mine being murdered by a Metahuman assassin, which in turn led me to being publicly reprimanded by the Heroes’ Guild. I considered myself lucky the Guild had not defrocked me and pulled my Hero’s license. Though I did not like to hear it, I was not surprised the Sentinels had apparently checked me out before inviting me over. Careful Heroes did their homework, and the Sentinels were the cream of the crop.
“Please follow me Mr. Lord,” Pearce said, turning away. “The Sentinels are waiting to meet with you in the Situation Room.” Chastened, I followed him. Though his words still stung a bit, I was excited about the prospect of seeing the Sentinels’ Situation Room. It was like going to a meeting in the Oval Office. 
Pearce hung my hat up on an antique wooden hat rack in the mansion’s foyer. Actually, the hat rack would have looked like an antique had it been anywhere else. It looked right at home in the foyer. The foyer and the rooms it opened up into looked like they belonged in the home of a wealthy aristocrat in the late 1800s. Everywhere I looked were vaulted ceilings, dark woods, solidly made thick furniture, and handwoven fabrics. There were even a few animal’s heads mounted high up on the walls. I paused below one of them.
“Is that a saber-toothed tiger?” I asked in disbelief, staring up at one of the animal heads. “They went extinct over ten thousand years ago.” Its fur was brown with hints of red, orange, and gold. Its eyes glittered, seemingly looking down at me hungrily. The two long fangs that extended down from its upper jaw were the size of my forearms. The row of razor-sharp teeth between the two fangs looked only marginally less deadly than the fangs themselves. Despite the fact there was no body attached to the head, the animal looked so alive it seemed like it was going to leap down and rip my throat out. Maybe this would be a good excuse to pull my gun out and find out what happened when one drew a weapon inside the mansion.
Pearce paused and turned. He glanced up at the tiger’s head.
“Yes, it is real,” he said. “It and three others were accidentally transported back here with Master Avatar and Master Millennium after they had gone back in time to deal with an issue.” Yes, he called Avatar and Millennium “Master.” I thought butlers only did that in movies. Then again, I had also thought there was a zero percent chance I would be looking up at a saber-toothed tiger, so what the heck did I know?
“We had to put the tigers down, of course,” Pearce continued. He frowned slightly. “Nasty bit of business that. They really are quite majestic animals. We could not take the chance they would get loose and wreak havoc, though. Plus, as there was a male and three females, we did not want them to reproduce. The twenty-first century hardly needs a revitalized line of saber-toothed tigers. We tried to give the bodies to natural history museums, but they did not believe they were real and turned them down.” Pearce paused and looked at his watch. “It is almost 11 a.m. We really must get to the Situation Room. The Sentinels have a lot of responsibilities and ought not be kept waiting.”
We proceeded through other rooms that looked like they belonged more in the past than in the twenty-first century. I saw some historical relics that were long thought to be lost or destroyed, plus stuffed animals that were believed to be mythological. A lot of what I saw made me question my eyesight. Unless my eyes had lied to me, I could report that dragons, unicorns, pegasuses, and manticores were real, or at least they used to be. I was beginning to think I had in fact been transported to the past, or at least to an alternate universe where myths were real.
We arrived in front of a closed shiny silver door that most definitely did not belong in the past. It looked more like it belonged in Star Trek than in Downton Abbey. A glass panel was next to the door. It was like the panel that had scanned my palm print outside. Pearce put his hand on the panel. It glowed green. The silver door dilated. Following Pearce, I stepped from the past into the future.
“Welcome to the Situation Room, Mr. Lord,” Pearce said. If I had not been a hard-nosed detective who was trying to act like nothing impressed him, my jaw might have dropped. The cavernous room looked like the set of a science fiction movie. Everything in it seemed to be made of thick glass and the same kind of shiny metal the door I had just walked through was made of. The room itself was not what impressed me the most, though, although it was plenty impressive. What almost made my jaw drop was the fact that all the Sentinels were here. When I had been told the Sentinels wanted to meet with me, I had expected to see one of them, two of them at the most. As the Sentinels were always busy fighting supervillains and maintaining national and sometimes global security, it was very rare for all the Sentinels to be at the same place at the same time. Whatever the reason was for the Sentinels to summon me, it clearly was a very big deal.
No, that was not right. Avatar was not here. I was so overwhelmed by the fact I was in the presence of the other Sentinels that I did not notice his absence at first. Once I did notice it, my mind latched onto it as the giant elephant in the room. Or rather, the giant elephant not in the room. He was very conspicuous in his absence. Why would all of the Sentinels assemble to meet with me except Avatar? Maybe he was off saving the world again. It still would have been nice to see him again. Though I was thrilled to be here, meeting the Sentinels without Avatar was like meeting the Beatles without John Lennon and Paul McCartney. 
“He’s here Seer,” Doppelgänger said. His voice was deep and gruff. “Get over here so we can get this over with.”
Doppelgänger was seated with Ninja, Millennium, and Mechano at a transparent glass table in the center of the huge room. The table was a heptagon, with tall silver-colored chairs positioned at each of the seven sides of the table for each Sentinel. A large golden “S” was stenciled in the center of the table. On the front and back of each chair’s headrest was an emblem representing the Hero who sat in it: a black and white splotch that looked like a Rorschach test for Doppelgänger; an upright katana with a slight reddish glow around the blade for Ninja; a large metal nut with a yellow lightning bolt passing through it for Mechano; an hourglass with most of the brown sand in the upper hemisphere of the glass for Millennium; a large, wide-open eye with what looked like rays of energy extending from it for Seer; and, a simple, blood red, capital “A” for Avatar. The seventh chair was draped with a crimson red cloth from head to toe. I surmised that chair represented Lady Justice’s former position on the team. According to Sentinel tradition, her chair was to be covered as a mark of shame until she was replaced on the team by a new Hero.
Across from the table on the far side of the room was a bank of computer monitors that rose to the high ceiling. Images from around the world flickered on the dozens of monitors. Below the monitors was a semicircle of flashing lights, data pads, and controls, like something you would imagine was at the helm of a spaceship. A tall but slim figure floated a couple of feet off the ground in front of that semicircle. I had seen the figure often enough on television to know it was Seer. She wore a robe that looked like something you would find a monk in, at least as far as the shape of it was concerned. The robe shimmered and flickered subtly, switching to every color of the rainbow like a chameleon on acid. The robe, while not transparent, was certainly translucent, giving tantalizing half-glimpses of Seer’s slender yet feminine body underneath. A thick silver helmet that was the same color of the other silver metal in the room was on Seer’s head. Thick metal cables ran from the back of the helmet to the console in front of her. The cables moved and writhed as if they were alive, like the tentacles of an octopus. With the helmet on her head, Seer looked like a futuristic Medusa.
Thanks to my knowledge of the Sentinels, I knew the complex monitoring system Seer was in front of was known as Sentry. Designed by Mechano, it drew from satellite images and video feeds from around the world to help keep the Sentinels aware of potential threats they needed to deal with. Though the information Sentry drew upon was supposedly in the public domain, I noticed that many of the images were from places that surely were not in the public domain. One of the monitors showed the President of the Russian Federation having a meeting with several advisers in the Kremlin. The closed captioning that ran at the bottom of the screen indicating the men were discussing invading a territory under Chinese control. On another screen, the President of the United States was having a meeting of a quite different sort in the Oval Office on top of the Resolute desk with a woman who clearly was not the First Lady. It was easy to tell because she did not have any clothes on.
I wondered how in the world the Sentinels were getting this footage. Knowledge was power. Thanks to Sentry, the Sentinels clearly had knowledge most people were not privy to. A Latin phrase I had read before sprang to mind: “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?” It meant “Who will guard the guards themselves?” Thought I hated to admit it, my brief glimpse at Sentry made me think that maybe the people who believed Heroes had too much power kind of had a point. After I left the mansion, perhaps I would go join the picket line of protesters outside. If I kept quiet about being a Hero, maybe one of the picketers would lend me a sign.
At Doppelgänger’s words, the metal helmet on Seer’s head levitated up off of her. The monitors flicked off. It was a shame. I kind of wanted to see how the President’s meeting with that naked women turned out. I hated to start something without sticking around to see the climax. In this case, I suspected the climax would be literal. Seer then turned in midair and quickly and effortlessly floated like a balloon to her empty chair at the table. She descended into it as daintily as a dragonfly landing on a leaf.
Pearce directed me to have a seat in Avatar’s chair, which was directly across from Seer’s. I hesitated. It was like being invited to sit in the Queen of England’s throne.
“Are you sure?” I said to Pearce.
“Quite,” he said firmly, but with the same hint of the sadness I had detected before. “Master Avatar will not be joining us.”
I sat, feeling a tremor of excitement once I settled in. I was sitting in the seat of the most powerful Hero alive. I wanted to memorialize the moment with a picture. But, asking one of the Sentinels to snap a picture of me seemed a bit too fanboyish. Like that baseball player playing in the World Series for the first time, I still was trying to act like I had been in this situation before. That did not change the fact I was excited as a puppy allowed up on the couch for the first time. 
Pearce stepped back a bit once I was seated. He stood behind me. Despite his age, his carriage was as stiff as that of the most conscientious soldier. His eyes were alert. Perhaps he was afraid I would steal something. If so, he did not need to worry: stealing something would have been beneath my Heroic dignity. On the other hand, how often would I get the chance to be inside the Sentinels’ mansion? The woman I had seen on the Sentry monitor clearly was getting a memento from her visit to the Oval Office. Why couldn’t I also get a memento from this historic place? I would have liked a less sticky memento than the woman was getting, though. Why was I suddenly craving hot dogs?
The Sentinels all stared at me wordlessly. Or, at least it felt like they were staring at me. Only Ninja’s and Seer’s eyes were actually visible. I stared right back at them, carefully memorizing what each of them looked like up close. I did not meet living legends every day.
Seer’s face was unobscured by a mask. Her face was unlined, making it appear slightly childlike. Her eyes were anything but childlike. They were the eyes of someone not just old, but ancient. Her pupils and irises were milky white. Though she was looking at me, it felt like she was looking through me, seeing things no one else could see. Perhaps she was at that. I knew Seer had some precognitive abilities, though I had no idea of their limits or how they worked. I did know, though, that her precognition made her a real fiend in battle. I had seen footage of her where she stepped out of the way of attacks, as if she saw them before they were launched. In addition to her precognition, Seer was an empath and a powerful telekinetic. She had been known to pick up and throw buildings with her mind as readily as a child picking up and throwing a ball. Her slim, almost adolescent-looking, frame belied the power she possessed.
The Asiatic eyes of Ninja bore into me behind her mask. She looked the way you would think a woman named Ninja would look: namely, she wore black clothing that obscured every part of her body except her eyes. I had the impression that, if Ninja remained perfectly still, she would blend into her surroundings. She had a sheathed katana strapped to her back, and pouches at her belt that contained darts, blowguns, and throwing stars, among other things. I did not remember her and me exchanging two words when we had gone through the Trials together years before. I, like everyone else going through the Trials, had been too busy being dumped out of airplanes without a parachute and surviving other fiendish scenarios. I had not had the time for a lot of idle chitchat.
Ninja was widely considered to be the preeminent martial artist in the world. That was not her Metahuman power, though. She had gotten to be such an accomplished martial artist through single-minded devotion, hard work, and training. Her Metahuman powers were twofold. One, she could sense the weakness of any opponent or object. Two, she could surround her weapons with a field that allowed them to cut through any substance. Watching her cut in half a thick stone pillar with a single swipe of her sword during the Hero Trials was not a sight I would ever forget. If she ever got tired of being a Hero, she could be the world’s greatest sous-chef. She would prove to be mighty hard on cutting boards, though.
Doppelgänger’s face was pointed towards me. I could feel him looking at me, but I could not see him looking at me. The same fabric that covered his big muscular body like a second skin also covered his head completely, obscuring his features. I did not know how he was able to breathe. Maybe he did not need to. His costume was off-white, with black blotches of different sizes and shapes that swirled about on his form while you looked at him. His costume made me think of what the night sky would look like if space were white, stars were black, and they moved around like fireflies. Doppelgänger had the ability to assume the form and powers of anyone he touched. I would be sure to not shake hands with him. One of me was more than the world could stand. Two would be overkill.
The single lens of Mechano’s long, thin, rectangular eye glowed down at me. It was disconcerting, like being bathed in the glow of the headlights of a car that had thoughts and feelings about you. Mechano was the only Sentinel the public and I knew the real name of. His name was Jeffrey Cole. The media often referred to him as The Mechanical Man, and for good reason. Cole was a cyborg. Actually, maybe he was a robot. It was a subject of endless debate as to what Mechano should most accurately be described as. I was a gumshoe and professional butt-kicker, not a roboticist, so hell if I knew. I barely knew how to use my cell phone without cutting myself. What I did know was that Cole’s Metahuman power was to download his consciousness into mechanical receptacles. Cole’s human body was long dead. The robot body that currently housed Cole’s consciousness was the third of its kind and, supposedly, the most powerful version so far. The almost seven feet tall robot was super strong and had sensors that allowed it to sense things no human body could detect, such as things on a microscopic level and the entire electromagnetic spectrum. Also, through that red rectangular cyclops eye Mechano was looking at me through, he could emit a concussive blast. It had been recorded slicing jumbo jets in two. The knowledge of what that single mechanical eye was capable of made being the focus of its attention even more disconcerting than it otherwise would have been. I suppressed the urge to ask Mechano if his favorite type of music was heavy metal. Now was not the time to make robot jokes.
The robot forms that housed Cole’s consciousness had been designed and built by him. The man was a mechanical and electronics genius, though it was not known whether that aptitude was a facet of his Metahuman powers. Regardless of whether his genius was Meta-based or not, Cole held more patents for various inventions than any other person in world history. Almost all of the futuristic tech the Sentinels used was designed by him. Additionally, the Sentinels’ considerable expenses were partially underwritten by Cole. The royalties he raked in for his various inventions were immense. That was fortunate. Maintaining the Sentinels’ mansion and all the various forms of transportation the Sentinels used to hop around the world was not cheap.
As jarring as it was to be stared at by a robot like Mechano, it was Millennium’s gaze and presence that was the most off-putting. Thanks to my hydrokinetic powers, I was always conscious of when people were around because I could sense the water content of their bodies. Since Mechano was a sentient machine, I of course did not expect to detect a water signature from him. I could not detect a water signature from Millennium either, though. Whatever Millennium’s body was made of, it certainly was not water based. The fact made me vaguely uncomfortable.
Though he was smaller than I, something about Millennium was so imposing and intimidating that he seemed like a much larger man than the slim, almost skinny, man he in fact was. He wore a light brown shiny metal helmet. It was a large, flat-topped cylinder with tiny openings for eye sockets and no openings anywhere else. Instead of eyes being visible in those openings, there was darkness. Looking at Millennium’s eyes was what I imagine staring into a black hole was like. He wore gloves, boots, a belt, and a thick cape that all matched the color of his helmet. The loose fitting outfit that covered every inch of the rest of his body was a royal blue.
Millennium was known as the Thousand Year Man, hence his code name. Rumor had it his body was frozen in time, incapable of aging or changing until he had lived for a thousand years, at which point he would finally die. Though I knew Millennium had been a founding member of the Sentinels back in the 1940s, I had no idea how old Millennium currently was. His powers were allegedly magically based, his Metahuman ability allowing him to tap into the mystical plane. I say “allegedly” because it had been my experience that what people often termed “magic” always had a foundation in natural phenomena they could not understand and that they therefore called magic. As the science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke once said, “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”
In short, I did not believe in magic. Maybe magic did not believe in me, either. Maybe that was why Millennium was looking at me so hard with his black hole eyes: namely, he could not believe what he was seeing. Then again, maybe he and the rest of the Sentinels were looking at me so hard because never before had they seen a superhero so fashionably turned out as I was. I wished I had not surrendered my hat to Pearce. My dashing Hero look was incomplete.
“If you all are wondering what I look like with a fedora on, rest assured you would not be disappointed,” I said, breaking the quiet of our mutual stare-off.
Silence. I was not deterred. If at first you don’t succeed in making conversation, try, try again.
“I’m pretty excited to meet you all,” I said. “Are you excited to meet me too?”
“No,” Doppelgänger said in his low, gruff voice from his seat on my left. And to think I had planned to send them all handwritten thank-you notes once I had left. I mentally struck Doppelgänger from the recipient list.
“There’s no need to be rude,” Ninja said, shooting Doppelgänger a look from across the table. She had not lost the hint of a Japanese accent she had still had the last time I had seen her. Doppelgänger’s head turned to face Ninja. They glared at each other. Then Doppelgänger let out a loud snort. He shook his head a bit, sat back in his chair, and folded his thick arms across his barrel chest. The exchange between the two and their body language made me think that all was not harmonious in the ranks of the Sentinels as the public was always led to believe. Everyone was tense. Well, at least Seer, Doppelgänger, Ninja, and Pearce were. God alone could tell whether or not Mechano and Millennium were, and maybe even He was not sure.
Ninja’s gaze returned to me.
“I’m sorry about my teammate, Truman,” Ninja said. “This has been a trying time for us Sentinels.”
“Why is that?” I asked.
“We will get to that in due time, Mr. Lord,” Seer said. Her clear, rich, commanding voice was in stark contrast to her almost frail appearance. She was the vice chairwoman of the Sentinels, and ran meetings in Avatar’s absence. Her milky white eyes almost seemed to glow in her face. Having her look at me while simultaneously seeming to look through me was creeping me out. As far as I knew, Seer did not possess x-ray vision. Even so, I found myself wishing I had worn more expensive underwear. Just in case.
“I assume we are all familiar to you, Mr. Lord. I trust introductions are not necessary,” Seer said. She did not say it with arrogance. The Sentinels were household names. I would have had to have been born yesterday to not know who everyone was.
“I know who everyone is,” I said. “What I don’t know is why you asked me to come here today. Do you want me to join up? Perhaps give the team more of a stylish flair?” Doppelgänger snorted at my words. Ninja glared at him again. Even Seer frowned slightly at him. Her face was so unlined that expressions looked foreign on it, as if they did not belong there.
“No, we did not ask you here to join the team,” Seer said. “We asked you here on a matter of some delicacy. You have a reputation for making quips and wisecracks. I trust that will not prevent you from treating a grave matter with the seriousness it deserves.”
“Sure,” I said. “Now, are you going to tell me what this grave matter is, or am I going to have to guess? We could play Twenty Questions. Is it bigger than a breadbox?” I was feeling more comfortable with the Sentinels. Now that I was seated with them, I saw that, despite the awesome power they possessed, they were still people. Well, except for Mechano, of course.
Doppelgänger thumped the table with his fist.
“Why don’t we throw this clown out of here?” he said. Though his eyes were obscured by his mask, I could feel the force of his glare. “We can take care of this thing by ourselves.” Clearly Doppelgänger was not a fan of mine. He should have joined my anti-fan club. It had a lot of members.
“Clearly we cannot handle this matter on our own,” Mechano said. His voice, while masculine, had a slightly tinny quality to it, almost as if it were the recording of someone else’s voice. “Despite our best efforts, we have not uncovered the truth. We are not detectives. Mr. Lord here is. We need a specialist. Besides, we took a vote. The majority agreed we need to bring in an outsider.”
Seer proceeded as if neither Doppelgänger nor Mechano had spoken.
“Despite your reputation for jocularity—a reputation I see is well earned—our research into you indicates you are good at what you do, both as a Hero and as a private detective,” she said. “You are both tough and dogged, two traits we have need of. We will pay whatever you ask, of course. Money is no object.”
Though the words “money is no object” were music to my ears—gun ammo does not pay for itself, after all—no one had yet told me what they wanted me to do.
“Do you want to hire me to help you get to the point?” I asked.
“What we are about to share with you cannot leave this room,” Seer said. “No one in the world except the six of us knows. You would make seven.” Six? I thought. What about Avatar? I found myself glancing down at the chair I occupied. Surely his teammates were not keeping something from him. Was that why he was not at this meeting? “I must insist on getting your word that you will not repeat what I am about to tell you to anyone else,” Seer said.
“Sure. You have my word. Cross my heart,” I said, increasingly curious, pantomiming the motion over my chest. I would have added “and hope to die,” but in my line of work, you simply did not tempt fate that way.
Seer hesitated. It was as if she could barely bring herself to tell me why she and the others had brought me here. Finally, after a long pause, she spoke again.
“Avatar has been killed. We want you to find his murderer,” she said.
 



CHAPTER 5
It was a good thing I was sitting down. My mind reeled. My heart dropped. Avatar and what he represented meant so much to both me and people around the world. Being told Avatar had been murdered was like being told the god you worshipped had been killed. The thought was inconceivable.
“How can that be?” I sputtered. I realized I had raised my voice. I took a moment and calmed myself. I tried to speak in my normal tone. “Avatar is invulnerable. I thought nothing could kill him.”
“That is what we thought, too. As you know, Avatar was the world’s mightiest Hero. In addition to his invulnerability, he was the super strong. The strongest Meta ever known, as a matter of fact. He also he possessed super speed, he could fly, and each of his senses operated on a superhuman level. Each of us has seen him do things we would not have thought possible,” Seer said. Sadness was in her voice. “And yet nonetheless, he is dead. We found him two weeks ago, shot through the heart.”
“Shot through the heart?” I asked, still in total disbelief. “What kind of bullets can shoot Avatar? I’ve seen footage of him getting hit by a missiles and surviving without a scratch. Bullets would just bounce off of him.”
Seer should her head sadly. “You would think that would be the case. As you say Avatar has survived projectiles with far more force than mere bullets. He has gone into the heart of nuclear reactors, flown into the cold abyss of space, and swam down into the depths of the deepest ocean, all with no ill effect. And yet he is still dead from those bullet wounds.” I was dubious. Surely Seer could not be right. Was this some kind of joke, a hoax the purpose of which I could not even begin to guess at?
My doubts must have been evident on my face.
“Why don’t we simply show him?” Ninja said. “Maybe it will speed this whole process up.”
Seer looked at Millennium. She nodded at him.
“Remain perfectly still, Mr. Lord,” Millennium said, speaking for the first time. Though I followed the Sentinels’ adventures closely, this was literally the first time I had ever heard Millennium say anything. His voice had a rustling quality to it, like a breeze moving through the leaves of a tree. Then he spoke again, his strange voice speaking harsh-sounding words I could not understand. Whatever he was saying, it sounded like he was choking on a mouthful of phlegm. The walls of the Situation Room, the table at which we sat, and everything else in the room slowly and soundlessly started to dissolve. It was as if everything around me was made of rapidly melting candles of various colors. Only the Sentinels, Pearce, and I remained constant. I blinked hard, scarcely able to believe my eyes. I had never done LSD or any other kind of psychedelic drug, but if I had, I imagined this was what the experience would be like. The experience was unsettling and not just a little frightening. If Millennium had not told me to remain still, I would have jumped to my feet and run. I stayed where I was, fighting the impulse to close my eyes and avoid the sight of reality dissolving around me. After all, I was a Hero, not a scared little boy. I had seen some freaky things in my career, but this took the cake. If I were even slightly less jaded, I might have peed my pants a little.
Though the experience seemed to last forever, it only in fact last a few seconds. I checked with my watch, afterward. Once everything in the room melted away, I and the rest of the Sentinels were suddenly standing. I did not remember standing up. Nonetheless, one instant I was seated and the next I was standing, as were the Sentinels. I did not know what in the world I was standing on, however. Though whatever I stood on seemed firm enough, I could not see anything underneath me. No floor, no ground, no anything. Except for a light that illuminated a raised platform off in the distance, everything beneath me and around me was an inky black void, like deep space minus the stars.
I staggered, feeling disoriented. Without a floor, walls, or any other frame of reference, it felt like I was floating, only without the feeling of weightlessness. If this was what being in space was like, I wanted no parts of it. I struck astronaut off the list of potential occupations. If NASA ever called, I would take a pass.
“Where the hell are we?” I said, still trying to avoid falling. I felt both panicked and queasy. I tried focusing on the Sentinels, like a seasick man trying to focus on a stationary point like the horizon to steady himself. It helped some.
“We are still in the Situation Room. In a parallel universe,” Millennium said in his strange voice. “Do not be alarmed. You are quite safe here as long as you do not wander off on your own.”
“There is zero chance of that happening,” I said. Despite the fact my stomach was starting to settle and my legs were feeling a bit steadier, I was tempted to cling to Millennium’s cape like a child clinging to his mother’s skirt. I looked around at the nothingness around me. As I did so, I heard a faint sound. It seemed to come from everywhere around me, and yet from no place in particular all at the same time. It reminded me a little of the chirping of crickets in a field, yet fainter and far creepier. The harder I tried to pinpoint where the sound was coming from, the more elusive it was. It was like trying to grab a handful of water. The sound was vaguely familiar, though. As my legs steadied, I tried to puzzle out why. I was startled for what already seemed like the umpteenth time that day when I realized the sound was the same rustling leaf sound that overlaid Millennium’s voice when he spoke. I looked at him with wonder. Was this the mystical plane Millennium drew his powers from? Or, were we somehow inside of Millennium? I remembered the inky blackness that looked back at me when I had looked into the eye sockets of Millennium’s helmet. 
I shivered, though I was not cold. I said before I did not believe in magic. I was starting to revise that opinion.
“Come with us,” Seer said. She turned to walk towards the distant light source. The other Sentinels followed in her wake. I got behind Millennium and followed, with Pearce behind me. Though everything I had heard about near-death experiences said to never walk towards the light, I was not about to let Millennium and the other Sentinels out of my sight. I felt like I had wandered into an episode of The Twilight Zone. If Rod Serling suddenly appeared, I would not have been the slightest bit surprised.
Though I would have sworn the light and the raised platform it shone on had been far away, in seconds we reached them. I supposed distance in this parallel universe was not what I was used to. I could not tell where the light shining on the platform was coming from. Though it seemed to be coming from above and bathing us and the platform in a cone of bright white light, when I looked up, there was only the same inky black darkness. When I looked down again, the light was still there, seemingly shining from above. The whole thing was bizarre.
That was not the most shocking thing, though. The most shocking thing was what was on the platform the light shone on. Avatar’s big, muscular body lay face up on the platform. He was dressed in the red gloves, red boots, and grey one-piece skintight outfit he always wore. A red cape extended from the nape of his neck down to his boots. The cape hung down from the platform a bit. Rather than the cape presenting a dramatic and heroic appearance like it did when Avatar was alive, with him lying on it it looked like a shroud that had been cut open to expose the body it contained. A bright red stylized “A” was on the center of Avatar’s chest. It was perhaps the single most famous symbol in the world. I read a news article years ago indicating studies had shown that the “A” that appeared on Avatar’s chest was more recognized around the world than Nike’s Swoosh or the distinctive curvature of a Coca-Cola bottle.
From his neck up, Avatar was uncovered. That was always the case as he did not wear a mask or cowl. Over the years, countless women had swooned over Avatar’s ruggedly good looks. The fact that his head from the top of his wavy hair to where his costume began looked like it had been dipped in chalk dust did not detract from his good looks. It did, however, give him an otherworldly appearance, as if he were not quite human. Because Avatar did not wear a mask, he had one of the most recognizable faces in the world. The public did not know if Avatar had a secret identity and a private life outside of being Avatar. All we knew was that, if a situation dire enough rose, eventually Avatar would appear, sometimes with one or more Sentinels in tow, sometimes on his own. As famous as his features were, it would have been tough for him to try to lead a normal life out of costume. 
Now that I was close to it, the platform Avatar was on appeared to be made out of grey-white stone. It looked almost like a cathedral altar, and it was a bit higher than my waist. Avatar looked for all the world like he had climbed up on the platform to take a nap. Except, that is, for the three bullet holes in the center of his chest. Where they had gone into Avatar’s body had left three tightly spaced holes as well as a large dark bloodstain on the front of Avatar’s grey costume. The color of the dried blood morbidly matched the red on Avatar’s costume.
If I had not seen Avatar’s dead body for myself, I would not have believed it. As it was, I could still scarcely believe my eyes. With his eyes closed, Avatar looked like he was merely sleeping peacefully.
“Are you quite sure he’s dead?” I said softly, as if I would wake Avatar up by speaking normally. Unfortunately, no one’s voice was loud enough to raise the dead. “You say he died two weeks ago, and yet he looks the same as ever.” Except for the bullet holes in his chest, that was. Maybe if I did not bring them up, they would simply go away. Wishful thinking perhaps.
“What do you think, that we’re idiots?” Doppelgänger said harshly. Normally when asked a rude question I could not resist responding in kind. But, standing in front of Avatar’s prone body, making a smart remark seemed inappropriate. Sacrilegious, almost. Plus, my powers told me what my eyes could not thanks to Doppelgänger’s entire face being masked: behind that mask, Doppelgänger was crying. It made me feel more charitably towards him despite the way he had been speaking to me since we met. I knew how he felt. I rather felt like crying myself. “We’ve run every test and scan we can think of,” Doppelgänger said. “There’s no brain, heart, or lung activity. Mechano even used his Buck Rogers technology on him. Millennium used his magic. Avatar is as dead as you’ll be if you don’t stop asking dumb questions.” Tears or no tears, I did not enjoy being talked to like this, not even by a Sentinel. This did not seem the time or place to make an issue of it, though. I kept an informal mental list of people who had irritated me before and with whom I would settle some scores if I got a chance. I added Doppelgänger to the list. It was a long list.
I bent over Avatar’s body. Despite the fact the light seemed to be shining from directly above Avatar, my bent torso did not cast a shadow on him. It was strange, but I was starting to get used to the weirdness of this place. I was tempted to turn Avatar’s body over so I could see if the bullets went through him, but the idea of touching him seemed like a desecration.
“Were the shots through and through?” I asked. “What kind of bullets were they? How and where did you find his body?”
“The bullets were still in him when we found him,” responded Mechano’s slightly tinny voice. “Each of us carries a communicator and transponder. When Avatar did not respond to our hails, we thought something might be wrong. We traced his transponder signal to a back alley in Astor City. We found him lying there pretty much the way you see him here now. My x-ray vision indicated the bullets were still in his body. Though he was unresponsive when we found him, we hoped removing the bullets would allow his healing factor to kick in, repair the damage to his body, and revive him. Once we brought him back the mansion, we removed the bullets. We had to use powerful electromagnets to pull them out through the entry wounds since no known substance or procedure can pierce Avatar’s skin and we therefore could not perform surgery on his body to remove the bullets that way. Unfortunately, there was no change once we took the bullets out.”
“And what of the bullets? They must be special in some way to have penetrated Avatar’s body,” I said.
“We assumed that, too,” Ninja said. She shook her head. “We tested them every way we could think of for advanced tech, poison, magic, everything. But they appear to be perfectly ordinary forty caliber rounds. The type of bullets you can buy at any gun store.”
“There are no other injuries to Avatar’s body other than the gunshot wounds?” I asked. Ninja and Doppelgänger both shook their heads in the negative. “But, that’s impossible,” I said. “How could ordinary bullets pierce Avatar’s skin, much less kill him?”
“That’s what we want to hire you to find out,” Seer said. “We have known Avatar a long time and fought alongside him countless times. Avatar has no weaknesses we know of. As far as we knew, he was totally and completely invulnerable. We thought the only thing that could kill Avatar was old age. Even that we supposed would be quite some time from now as he did not age at the same pace of normal humans. In addition to finding out how Avatar was killed, we obviously want to find out who did it and why so we can bring them to justice.”
I had a sudden thought that shocked me so much I could scarcely believe it had occurred to me. As offensive as the notion seemed, the question had to be asked.
“Could these gunshot wounds be self-inflicted?” I asked. “If Avatar had a weakness, surely he would know it.” The words left a bad taste in my mouth. Avatar stood for a number of things, including resilience and courage. Someone who committed suicide was not necessarily a coward in my eyes—choosing to embrace death took its own kind of courage that not many had—but the idea of Avatar choosing death over life seemed ludicrous.
At my words, all the Sentinels except for Millennium turned and looked at each other. Clearly the idea of Avatar having committed suicide had not occurred to them. Millennium remained rock-still, just as he had ever since we had walked over to Avatar. Perhaps he was contemplating the meaning of the universe. Or, universes perhaps I should say.
“Impossible,” Seer said firmly.
“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard of,” Doppelgänger said, his deep voice sounding simultaneously shocked and offended at the very suggestion.
“I don’t see how that’s possible,” Ninja said. “Killing himself was just something Avatar wouldn’t do. It’s not part of his character. His entire career as a Hero was predicated on the idea that all life is precious. I can’t imagine him taking a life, even if that life was his own.”
The Sentinels’ words confirmed everything I knew about Avatar. But, how could anyone really know someone? People often wrestled with demons that those closest to them were completely ignorant of. I shoved the unpleasant thought of Avatar having committed suicide aside for later contemplation.
“Do you have any clues at all? Anything you found at the scene that might be helpful?” I asked.
“No,” Ninja said. Even with her face mostly obscured by her mask, I could tell she was still shaken at the thought of Avatar having committed suicide. “Obviously we went over the scene with a fine-toothed comb. We also got the surveillance footage from the city’s street cameras. Assuming Avatar was killed in that alley, whoever killed him was careful to avoid exposing himself to the area’s cameras. We also canvassed the area. No one saw or heard anything out of the ordinary. Frankly, we’re out of ideas and options for further investigation. That’s why we decided to bring you in to take a fresh look at things. Despite our powers, none of us are trained investigators or detectives. We hope you will be able to shed some light on this that we aren’t able to.”
I had a sudden thought. “Wait a minute,” I said. “You say you found Avatar’s body two weeks ago. Just this week I saw him on TV answering reporters’ questions. How can that be?” I realized the answer as soon as the question was out of my mouth. I looked at Doppelgänger. “It was you, not really Avatar.”
“Give the man a cigar. Maybe you’re not as dumb as I thought,” Doppelgänger said. “Though I can only replicate the powers of live Metahumans, I can copy the appearance of a person even if they are dead.”
“But, why?” I asked, once again ignoring Doppelgänger’s jab at me. Perhaps later, once we were not standing over Avatar’s dead body, I would find out if Doppelgänger could replicate the appearance of a two-by-four when I applied it repeatedly to his head. “If you told people Avatar has been murdered, the entire world would help you in finding the killer.”
“Things are not quite that simple, Mr. Lord,” Seer said. She hesitated. “Are you familiar with the Cold War concept of Mutually Assured Destruction, or MAD?”
I was puzzled by the seemingly off-topic question. “You mean the idea that if several different countries possess nuclear weapons, no one would use them because if they did, nuclear weapons would surely be used in a retaliatory strike? The underlying notion was that if everyone was powerful enough to destroy each other, no one would attempt to destroy anyone.”
“Precisely,” Seer said. “Avatar is—” she hesitated, correcting herself, “was an Omega level Hero and the most powerful living Metahuman. With the possible exceptions of Chaos, who is in government custody and has been rendered impotent, and that young woman in China who is in a self-induced coma. Just as the mere existence of nuclear weapons prevented nations from going to war with each other, Avatar’s mere existence served as a deterrent to curb the worst impulses of certain supervillains and nations. They knew that with Avatar around, there was a limit to what they could get away with. Consider the fact that there has not been a wide-scale war after World War Two since Avatar came on the scene as a Hero. Nor have any of the more powerful supervillains made an attempt to take over the world.” I thought about what she was saying. She was right. I had never considered the possibility that Avatar’s existence might be directly responsible for that—I tended to deal more with street crime and small-scale issues than with geopolitics and world-conquering supervillains—but what she said made sense. I could believe Avatar and the power he wielded acted as a check on people’s worst impulses. He was, in essence, a nuclear bomb in Hero form.
“That is why we have restricted knowledge of Avatar’s death to the five remaining Sentinels, Pearce, and now, you,” Seer said. “It is also why we are keeping Avatar’s body here for now as no one except but Millennium can access this plane of existence. Once it is known Avatar is dead, there are certain groups and interests which will try to take advantage of that fact. Nature abhors a vacuum, after all, and Avatar’s death means there is the largest power vacuum in the Metahuman community ever. We are taking steps to curb the impulses of those most likely to try to take advantage of Avatar’s absence from the world stage. What those steps are is frankly no concern of yours. We hope the world remains ignorant of Avatar’s death until certain measures are in place, and we fully intend to have Doppelgänger impersonate Avatar as often as needed to perpetuate the illusion of Avatar still being alive.” Seer paused.
“But, there is another reason why we do not want news of Avatar’s murder to be publicized just yet,” she said. “Are you familiar with the Werther effect?”
“No. But if you hum a few bars, I’ll try to follow along,” I said. Though I could not see Doppelgänger’s eyes, I could almost hear them rolling at my response.
“You really are a prize idiot, aren’t you?” Doppelgänger said. “How in the hell did you ever get a Hero’s license? The Werther effect is not a song. It’s a psychological phenomenon. It refers to the fact that if someone commits suicide and that suicide gets a lot of publicity, there will be a spike in suicides afterwards. The effect is named after—”
“It was named after a 1774 book by the German writer Johann Von Goethe called The Sorrows of Young Werther,” I said, interrupting Doppelgänger. “In that book, the title character committed suicide. That sparked a wave of copycat suicides throughout Europe, so much so that authorities in several countries banned the novel. I was kidding about not having heard of the Werther effect.” I wanted to stick my tongue out at Doppelgänger. “Are you suggesting that if news of Avatar’s death gets out, it’ll lead to copycat murders of other Heroes?”
“We know it will,” Mechano said. “The greater the publicity, the greater the Werther effect is. Since Avatar was the greatest Hero of our time, his murder will be worldwide news. It will be the news of the year, if not of the century. I calculate that publicity about Avatar’s murder while his murderer is still at large will lead to a twenty-one percent increase in licensed Hero deaths. The percentage of Heroes who will be merely injured in the increased number of attempts on their lives will be even higher. If we identify Avatar’s murderer and publicize his capture at the same time we announce Avatar’s murder, that will greatly reduce the impact of the Werther effect.” 
Seer jumped back in. “So, as you can see, if you help us find Avatar’s killer, it is of paramount importance that you do so without telling anyone of Avatar’s death. Or even hinting at it, for that matter.”
“So let me get this straight,” I said. I was incredulous. “You want me to solve the murder of the world’s greatest Hero all without letting anyone know that Hero has in fact been murdered.” Most murder cases were solved because someone had seen something or knew something related to the identity of the murderer. The trick was in locating that person or persons and getting them to talk. To get to that person, an investigator had to ask a lot of questions of a lot of people. Asking those questions of those people without letting them know what you were investigating was like being asked to hit a home run while blindfolded and with both of your hands tied behind your back.
“That is correct,” Seer said. “Now that you know the full situation, do you think you can help us?”
All the Sentinels looked at me, even Millennium with his inky black eye sockets. I considered Seer’s question. I had admired Avatar as long as I could remember and his adherence to the ideals of truth, justice, and protecting those who could not protect themselves. He was everything a Hero should be. Of course I wanted to find his killer. How could I say no?
“No,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 6
“Are you certain you will not reconsider Mr. Lord?” Pearce said at the closed front door of the Sentinels’ mansion. He handed me my hat. I put on. After spending time in Millennium’s parallel universe, it was good to have my feet on the ground and my hat on my head again. Those were the sorts of things I could understand.
“Yes,” I said, more firmly than I felt. As a private eye and Hero, walking away from investigating the death of the world’s greatest Hero was like a football team declining an invitation to the Super Bowl. Even so, I knew I had made the right decision. “Being asked to solve a murder case without letting anyone know there has been a murder is like trying to find a needle in a haystack without moving any of the hay out of the way. I just don’t see how it’s possible. I’d be setting myself up for failure. Plus, Avatar believed in truth and transparency. He never would have approved of the public being deceived about his death. I won’t dishonor his memory by being a part of such a deception.” When I had told the Sentinels earlier I did not think Avatar would approve of how they were concealing his death from the public regardless of their motives for doing so, I had gotten the impression that Ninja and, oddly enough, Doppelgänger agreed with me. But, the Sentinels had apparently voted on how to handle the news of Avatar’s death long before they had brought me into the picture, and Ninja and Doppelgänger had been outvoted by the other three Sentinels.
All of the Sentinels, though, had been incredulous when I told them I would not help them. The Sentinels were not used to people saying no to them. Unfortunately, it happened to me all the time. People constantly saying no to me had started with girls when I hit puberty and continued right up until the present with both romantic interests and people I was trying to get information out of. I wondered what it would be like if people said yes to me all the time. I would have more children than the Brady Bunch, maybe.
Pearce’s mournful eyes met mine.
“I fear you are correct, Mr. Lord. Master Avatar was the most honest and forthright man I have had the pleasure to meet and serve. At the risk of telling tales out of school, he would never have agreed to the sham of pretending he is still alive.” Pearce shook his head. “But, I am not a Sentinel. It is not my decision to make.”
“Nor mine. So, as I told the Sentinels, I’ll keep the news of Avatar’s death under my hat even though I’ll not be working on the case.” I sighed. I hated to walk away from a case like this, but I did not see how I had a choice. I put my hand on the knob of the front door. “It’s been a real honor meeting you, Mr. Pearce, despite the circumstances. It has been a dream come true.” I started to open the door. Pearce pulled a card out of his jacket pocket and pressed it into my hand.
“Your principled position on this matter has convinced me you are the right man for this job,” he said, looking at me earnestly. “Please give me a call should you change your mind. My direct number is on this card.”
“I will,” I said.
I walked out the front door and back into the world I was used to. Though the sun was still shining, the day seemed far darker than it had when I first entered the mansion. I still could not believe Avatar was dead. It was a dark day for the world, and the world did not even know it. Sometimes ignorance really was bliss.
I walked back into the park that comprised the Sentinels’ front lawn. Just as I had when I entered the mansion, several people looked at me as I left it. Perhaps they were wondering if I was a superhero. I was feeling neither particularly super nor particularly heroic, though. It was with a heavy heart that I started walking back to my car. A stream of other people made the trek with me. Most of them seemed pleased with their visit to the Sentinels’ property. I was glad someone was.
It was when a group of us were waiting at the crosswalk to get to the other side of Sentinels Way and the parking lot there that he drew my attention. “He” was a beefy man, maybe a little shorter than I, who looked to be in his early twenties. He wore faded blue jeans, a zipped up Astor City Rockets baseball jacket, and a matching baseball cap. His sandy brown hair that was not hidden by the cap was cut close to his skull in a buzz cut. His skin was pale and doughy. He looked simultaneously strong and out of shape, like a man who lifted weights a lot but did not watch his diet. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him looking at me. I looked at him, and he immediately looked away. He started to examine the light pole as if it was the most fascinating thing in the world. He looked familiar. It took me a few moments to realize why: he had been lingering near the front of the Sentinels’ mansion when I had gone inside, and had watched me enter. He also had been near the front of the mansion when I left and had seen me come out of it.
Maybe it was just coincidence the man had seen me go into and out of the mansion and now he just happened to be going to the parking lot at the same time I was. Then again, maybe he was following me. In my line of work, it did not pay to assume something was a coincidence. It was better to assume someone was out to get you and guard against it than to have someone stick a knife in your back while you were out and about blissfully smelling the roses.
I shifted where I stood a bit. I kept the man in my peripheral vision as the group of us crossed the road and entered the parking lot. A couple of times, as a test, I casually glanced in the man’s direction as if I were simply looking around some more at the surrounding property. Each time I did so, the man looked away. He was quite obvious about it, which was the worst thing you could do when you were trying to follow someone without that someone knowing about it. I smiled to myself. Perhaps I would teach this neophyte how to properly follow someone. If I could not find out who killed Avatar, perhaps I could at least do this.
The group I was in dispersed in several different directions once we arrived in the parking lot. The man with the hat and jacket peeled off to the left, away from me. Huh. Maybe I was wrong about him following me. Maybe his interest in me really had been coincidental. Maybe he had simply been admiring the cut of my suit and the rakish angle of my hat. If so, I could hardly blame him.
I got to my car. I glanced around. I did not see the man in the baseball cap anymore. I took off my jacket and hat, put them into the back, and got into the driver’s seat. I started the car up, backed up, and headed towards the parking lot’s exit. I got into a long line of cars waiting to get out of the lot. The line moved relatively quickly, and soon I arrived near the front of the line. Once there, I noticed that over on the left a faded maroon Jeep Cherokee was parked in the middle of the front lane. As I slowly approached the Cherokee, I could see the man in the Rockets baseball cap through inadequately tinted windows. It was an odd place for him to idle his car as he was partially blocking the lane. Maybe he was waiting for someone to let him into the line of cars exiting the parking lot. Or, maybe he was waiting for me to drive by so he could start following me again. My money was on the latter.
Sure enough, after I passed the man in the Cherokee, it eased forward into the line of exiting cars, making it so the people behind me had no choice but to let him in. Car horns rose in protest as the man shoehorned himself into the line of cars behind me. He was two cars behind me. Since the Cherokee was high off the ground compared to the two cars between us, I could see the man in the baseball cap pretty clearly in my rear-view mirror. He now had on dark aviator sunglasses. Perhaps he now thought he was disguised. I smiled to myself. Amateurs were adorable.
After a few more moments, I got to the front of the line of cars. I turned right onto Sentinels Way, heading back towards the heart of Astor City where I both lived and worked. The Cherokee turned right as well. There was a single car between us. As I made my way deeper into Astor City, the Cherokee stayed behind me, sometimes directly behind me, sometimes with one or two cars between the two of us. Though I think the man in the Cherokee was trying to be subtle, he in fact could not have been more obvious about the fact he was following me if his car was lit up in neon lights spelling out the words “Hot on Truman’s trail.” I started to think of the man as Captain Obvious. Giving code names to your opponents was an occupational hazard of being a Hero, like getting shot at by supervillains or having beautiful women swoon at your feet. Actually, I had never had a woman, beautiful or otherwise, swoon at my feet. Wishful thinking.
I had no idea what the man in the Cherokee wanted from me or why he was following me. Perhaps he bore me ill will. Unfortunately, plenty of people did. I sometimes wondered if the only people who liked me were my girlfriend Ginny and my friend Shadow, and I was not so sure about Shadow. I had made a lot of enemies over the years. Perhaps this guy had been hired by one of them. To what end, I did not know.
I considered evading the man in the Cherokee. Based on the way he had followed me, he was clearly an amateur at this type of thing. I was a lot of things, but an amateur was not one of them. I did not think losing him would be particularly hard. But, I would not learn why the man was following me if I lost him.
So instead, I let the man follow me. I had initially intended to drive to my downtown office, but I did not want to let the man know who I was or where I worked if he did not already know. I instead drove to the main business district of the city. This time of the work day, the streets were relatively empty while the movers and shakers of the business world were inside creating wealth, oppressing the little man, and having sex with their secretaries. As traffic ebbed and flowed, a couple of times I had to deliberately slow down so the man in the Cherokee would not lose me. I felt like a parent deliberately losing a game to his child.
I parked in a metered parking space. The Cherokee drove past me, and parked in a space up ahead. I got out of the car, and put my hat and jacket back on. I would have preferred to leave my jacket off so I would have easy access to my gun, but a lot of civilians are put off by a man who is not a police officer carrying a gun. I left the jacket unbuttoned. I went around to the front of the car to the meter. I stood on the sidewalk, taking my sweet time digging coins out of my pocket and feeding them into the meter. I wanted to give Captain Obvious a chance to park, get out, and lay eyes on me again.
Finally, I spotted Captain Obvious up the street north of me. He still had his sunglasses on, and his cap was pulled low on his head. He appeared to be looking at a storefront. He was trying so hard to be inconspicuous, he was very obviously conspicuous. I started walking south, towards Jewel Street. The sidewalk was sparsely populated, so it would be hard for even Captain Obvious to lose me. I walked slowly, like I had not a care in the world. Captain Obvious followed, keeping a good distance between the two of us.
I turned right onto Jewel Street. Once I was around the corner, I pressed my back against the building there. In a few moments, Captain Obvious walked past. He stopped. I stepped up directly behind him. He glanced from side to side, clearly confused as to where I had gone.
“Hi!” I said loudly, almost right in his ear. Captain Obvious jumped, startled. He spun around. His sunglasses were mirrored, and I could see myself waggling my fingers at him through them. He froze for a moment. He clearly did not know what to do. I almost felt badly for him. Up close, I could see that he was wider and bulkier than I, though a bit shorter. 
“Uh, hi,” he finally managed to croak out. He looked away. He hesitated again, probably hoping I would start moving again so he could follow. I stayed where I was. Patience was a virtue. Thanks to me turning the Sentinels down, I had no client I was currently on the clock for, no place to go, and no place to be. I would wait here all day if I had to. I had the patience of a saint, though not too many other saintly attributes. I smiled broadly at Captain Obvious. It was a smile calculated to say, “I can stand here all day, so the first move is yours.” I did not know if Captain Obvious was sophisticated enough to read smiles, though. Now that I was getting a really good look at him, Captain Obvious looked vaguely cavemanish, with a big head and a sloping skull. He looked like spoken English might be tough for him, much less the nuances of nonverbal communication.
Finally, Captain Obvious gave up on me walking away first. He turned and started to walk down Jewel Street again. I followed him, closely enough that I could almost reach out and touch him. I realized I was humming slightly. I forced myself to stop. I was starting to enjoy myself. Playing with Captain Obvious was taking my mind off of Avatar.
As I followed Captain Obvious like a baby duck follows its mother, he glanced back at me from time to time. I grinned at him when he looked at me, making his head snap back around. His shoulders were tightly hunched. He clearly did not know what to do now that the follower had become the followed.
We walked almost a full city block like that before Captain Obvious finally had enough. He spun around and faced me. He ripped off his sunglasses, holding them in his clenched fist. The sockets of his brown eyes were sunk deep in his head, making him look even more like a caveman than before. I wondered if I had stumbled upon the missing link. 
“Hey man, you got some kind of problem?” Captain Obvious demanded. His tone and posture were meant to be intimidating, but his still babyish throwback face apologized for it. My earlier assessment that he was in his early twenties was probably correct, but, despite his size, he seemed younger still.
“I’m so glad you asked. As a matter of fact, I do have a problem. You’ve been following me. I want to know why.”
“Man, you crazy. I ain’t been following you. You been following me,” Captain Obvious said. His was the voice of the streets. I thought, not for the first time, about the sorry state of public education.
“You have been following me,” I said in correction. “Not ‘You been following me.’ If you’re going to say something, you should try to say it correctly. To do otherwise makes you look foolish.”
“You makin’ fun of the way I talk?”
“No, I’m just trying to do my duty as a public-minded citizen and right an educational wrong. It takes a village to raise a child, after all.”
Captain Obvious just stared at me. Him still trying to intimidate me mixed with confusion. I confused a lot of people, including myself sometimes. It could have been one of my superpowers. Finally, Captain Obvious pointed a thick finger at me. “How ‘bout you just leave me alone,” he said.
“Sure, as soon as you tell me why you have been following me.”
Captain Obvious did not respond. He just glared at me for a moment. He then turned around and started walking again. I once again followed, like a barge in the wake of a tugboat. He was sorely mistaken if he thought he could get rid of me that easily. Stubbornness could have been one of my superpowers too.
Captain Obvious walked a bit further up the street with me right behind him. Though he did not turn to look at me anymore, I could tell from the tensed and bunched up way he held himself that he knew I was still behind him. It would have been hard to miss me. I was close enough to him that he could no doubt hear the hard heels of my dress shoes against the sidewalk. Plus, by then I was loudly whistling These Boots Were Made For Walkin’. The oldies truly were golden. True, I did not have boots on, but I did not know any dress shoe songs.
Before we got to the next street, Captain Obvious turned left into an alley. Like a dutiful duckling, I followed. Though there were not too many people walking around, he clearly was trying to go to where there would not be any witnesses. Things were coming to a head. He spun around to face me again once we were well in the alley. There was an open dumpster several feet away full of trash, and the alley smelled of rot and decay. This was my natural element, far more so than a strange parallel universe was. To coin a phrase, this was right up my alley. 
Captain Obvious shoved his sunglasses into the pocket of his jacket. He balled his fists, raising them in front of him a little. Despite his size, he did not move like someone who was a trained fighter. I had faced a lot of trained fighters in my time. I knew how they carried themselves. There was a certain grace with which trained fighters moved, a physical confidence earned through blood, sweat and tears. They moved with the catlike ease of lions despite how big some of them were. Captain Obvious did not move like a lion; he clopped around like a rhinoceros. A guy the size of Captain Obvious had probably gotten by on being big and intimidating, scaring people half to death without even laying a hand on them. I had just gotten back from a parallel universe where I examined the dead body of the world’s greatest Hero. A street thug like Captain Obvious did not scare me.
“If you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to make you leave me alone,” Captain Obvious said.
“You can try, but I don’t think it’s very likely to happen.”
Before the words were barely out of my mouth, Captain Obvious took a roundhouse swing at me. I saw it coming from a mile away. I sidestepped the swing like a matador sidestepping a rushing bull. Captain Obvious went sailing past me thanks to the momentum of his wild swing. He checked himself and turned again to face me. His face was red and he was breathing hard. I wanted to cry “Olé!” but I suspected Captain Obvious would not know what the word meant. I hated to waste words on people who would not appreciate them.
Captain Obvious rushed me, trying to tackle me. I again stepped to the side right before he made contact. When Captain Obvious went rocketing past me, I pushed him, helping him to sail into the brick wall of the alley. He hit the wall headfirst. He let out a yelp of surprise and pain. He fell to one knee. His hat fell off his head, exposing the buzz cut on his head. He shook his head groggily. He would probably have a lump on top of his head tomorrow. If he did not tell me why he had been following me, he would have more lumps than just that one soon enough.
“Look kid,” I said, as that was how I was coming to think of him despite the fact he was an adult and outweighed me by a decent amount. He was outclassed and completely unaware of it, like a weekend pickup basketball player who did not know he was playing against someone in the National Basketball Association. “I don’t want to hurt you. Just tell me why you were following me and we can go off and enjoy the rest of the day.” Captain Obvious staggered to his feet. He turned, putting his fists up by his face in a classic boxer’s pose. I sighed. No one ever picked the easy way.
Captain Obvious closed in on me. Time seemed to slow to a crawl, as it often did when I found myself in a fight. His left fist jabbed out at my nose. Rather, his left fist jabbed out at where my nose used to be as Captain Obvious’ movements telegraphed the punch. I moved my head out of the way as readily as if Captain Obvious was moving in slow motion. Captain Obvious followed up with a right cross. I also easily dodged it. My blood sung in my veins. My body felt easy and loose.
“The problem you have is you’re an amateur up against a professional,” I said, continuing to dance around Captain Obvious as he kept swinging at me in vain. I was not even breathing particularly hard. My voice was easy and conversational. I felt like a ballet dancer moving around a sloth. Captain Obvious was getting more and more frustrated at my words and by the fact he literally could not lay a hand on me. His increasing frustration made his punches get even wilder, which made it even easier to dodge them. “There’s no shame in that. I was an amateur once, too. But if you’re going to continue to follow people around for who knows what reasons, you need to learn to recognize what a professional looks like before you find yourself in over your head. Kind of like now.” I moved in close as quickly as a cobra. I slapped Captain Obvious on the sides of his head first with my right hand and then with my left. I moved back out of his range before he could retaliate. I had deliberately hit him hard enough to get his attention, but not hard enough to really hurt him.
“See what I mean?” I said after I slapped him. “I could have knocked you out just then, and you couldn’t have done a damned thing about it. Why don’t we stop this silliness before you get yourself hurt? All I want to know is why you were following me.”
Captain Obvious dropped his hands. He stepped back further from me. His face was beet red. His chest heaved. His eyes looked at me sullenly. Despite the fact he had dropped his guard, Captain Obvious did not look like someone who did not want to fight anymore. He opened his mouth wide. At first I thought he was going to say something. I realized I was wrong when a black mass started to form inside his open mouth, as if miniature storm clouds were gathering inside. I froze for a moment, confused.
What the hell is going on? I thought. Buzzing was my first clue. It was faint at first, like the approach of a distant police siren. But then it got louder and louder. There was an emotive quality to the buzzing, like it was angry. It set my teeth on edge and made my hair stand on end.
Like a piñata bursting, suddenly a black mass burst forth from Captain Obvious’ mouth. It was bees! A thick stream of them flew out. They darted towards me, a dark stream of wings, stings, and venom. It looking like a Biblical plague. And here I had felt so cocky just moments before. As the Bible’s Book of Proverbs warned, “Pride goeth before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall.” I wished I had not needed to witness a modern-day Biblical plague to remind me of some of the timeless truths that book contained. I had gotten cocky, and my cockiness made me underestimate Captain Obvious. It was now clear Captain Obvious was a Meta. I had not been expecting that. I had been lecturing him about being an amateur, yet I had made the rookie mistake of underestimating an opponent. Now my mistake was coming back to bite me on the butt. No, sting me on the butt. Probably everywhere else too. 
As the swarm of bees flew towards me, it flashed through my mind how many bee stings it took to kill a person. A dozen? Hundreds? Thousands? Just one, maybe, if you were allergic. Having never been stung by a bee before, I had no idea if I was allergic or not. Now did not seem like a good time to find out.
When faced with a swarm of buzzing bees, I did what any red-blooded, fearless Hero would do. I turned tail and ran. The swarm of angry bees followed me like something out of a horror movie.
 



CHAPTER 7
I pounded out of the mouth of the alley back onto the sidewalk that ran along Jewel Street. My legs pumped up and down like the pistons of a steam engine as I ran as fast as I could away from the pursuing swarm of insects. I heard the loud buzz of the swarm behind me, getting closer and closer. Any second now I would be engulfed by them. The few people on the sidewalk screamed. I felt like screaming too. But, I ignored the screams and my own rising panic. I had other fish to fry, fish with wings and stingers that were making a literal beeline towards me.
I was not running away. Well technically I was running away, but my running away was actually more of a temporary tactical retreat. My powers had told me there was no source of water handy in the alley, and so I had run out of the alley to find some water. Well, and to avoid getting stung to death.
There! Up ahead on the near the corner of Jewel Street and McCaan Road was a fire hydrant. I dashed towards it, concentrating as I marshalled my powers. The eyes of a man between me and the hydrant widened as he looked past me. He turned and ran. I did not need to turn around to know the bees were almost on top of me. Their buzzing filled my ears like an approaching buzz saw. The back of my neck tingled in anxious anticipation. I expected the bees to catch up to me and start stinging me any second now. 
Thanks to my powers, the hydrant erupted like a geyser. I did not have time for subtlety: I needed water, and I needed it now. Water shot high into the air, roaring like a miniature Niagara Falls. I made a stream of the water shoot towards me at a ninety-degree angle from the geyser. The water surrounded me like a thick bubble, leaving me nice and dry in an air pocket inside of it. I stopped running, literally skidding to a halt, the bubble of water still surrounding me.
Just in time. Bees collided with the water around me like hailstones hitting the surface of a pond. Thanks to my powers, I felt them hit the water. When I turned to face the swarm, I saw them as well. Looking out through the water was like looking out of a particularly thick car windshield. In seconds I was surrounded by so many bees it was as if I was experiencing my own personal solar eclipse. Bees rocketed into my water shield like kamikaze pilots dive-bombing a ship. Bees were great flyers but, fortunately for me, terrible swimmers. The ones who hit my water shield and tried to penetrate it soaked their wings and fell to the ground, unable to fly. The rest of the swarm buzzed around me and my bubble of water. Perhaps it was my imagination, but it seemed like the buzzing of the swarm now had a slightly frustrated cast to it.
My heart pounded in my chest. My chest heaved with exertion and sudden relief. It seemed I was safe enough for now. It also seemed as though the bees were targeting me rather than going after anyone else in the vicinity since the swarm still hovered around me despite it not being able to get to me. Maybe Captain Obvious controlled them telepathically with his powers. Or, maybe the bees were like a smart bomb: you gave them a target, and they honed in only on it. Who knew? I was neither an entomologist nor an expert on Metahuman-conjured bees. In any event, now that I was out of reach of the bees, I could not take the chance they would turn on an innocent bystander.
I gathered my will, carefully visualizing in my mind’s eye what I wanted to accomplish. I exerted my powers again. The water encircling me exploded out forcefully, coating the swarm of bees. Almost simultaneously, I dropped the temperature of the water, turning it into ice.
Like a switch had been flipped, the buzzing suddenly stopped. The now frozen bees all fell to the ground. They sounded like tiny pieces of hail as they hit the sidewalk.
I paused for a moment, almost afraid to move. The former swarm now laid on the ground around me, like pellets from a shotgun around a bull’s-eye. Had I gotten them all? I certainly did not see any more bees. I did not hear buzzing anymore either, though over the roaring water erupting from the burst hydrant, it was hard to be absolutely sure.
With the immediate threat taken care of, my mind turned back to Captain Obvious. I still did not know why he had followed me from Sentinels’ mansion. I had not seen him come out of the alley I had left him in. I had been preoccupied with not turning into a human pin cushion though, so perhaps he had slipped out of the alley without me noticing. On the other hand, less than a minute had probably passed since I had run out of the alley, though it certainly seemed like far longer than that. Time flew when you were having fun, but it slowed to a crawl when you were running for your life.
I pulled more water from the still-erupting hydrant. I formed a beach ball-sized globe with it. I made it float over my right shoulder like a liquid guardian angel. I would not face Captain Obvious without a water source handy again. Once almost stung to death, twice shy.
I turned my attention to the burst hydrant again. All those gallons of rushing water were making a royal mess. The water would flood the nearby businesses before the city could shut it off and repair the hydrant. The Astor City Department of Public Works would not be happy with me. Then again, it never was. This was not the first time I had burst open a city hydrant in an emergency. The last time I had done it, the city had later presented me with a hefty bill for the resulting damage. Oh well. That was what I had insurance for. But, it was better to minimize the damage the water caused both from a public relations standpoint—as the protesters outside Sentinels’ mansion indicated, not everyone was thrilled with Heroes—and from the standpoint of trying to keep my insurance company from increasing my premiums. Again. Plus, cars driving through the gushing water could easily cause an accident. I did not want someone to get hurt or killed because of me. 
I lowered the temperature of the water gushing upwards from the busted hydrant. With loud cracking sounds, the water froze. The once-gushing geyser of water now looked like a tall ice sculpture. I really should have turned my talents towards creating ice sculptures for weddings, bar mitzvahs, and other gatherings rather than using them to fight supervillains. I would have been safer that way. I would have bet good money that in the history of the world, not a single ice sculptor had almost gotten stung to death by a swarm of Meta-generated bees.
I walked back towards the alley I had left Captain Obvious in. The handful of people left on the street after the fright caused by the swarm of bees pointed and stared at me. It could have been nice if they had been admiring my favorite suit, but I knew they were not. They were staring at the large sphere of water floating over my shoulder like it was a helium balloon tied to me. I stretched out my water awareness. The distinct water signature of a large man was there. Captain Obvious was still apparently there. Maybe he would spit a swarm of bees at me again. Oh goody! I could hardly wait.
I drew my pistol. I made sure the safety was off. Holding the gun at my side, I stepped around the corner of the building I was next to and into the mouth of the alley.
Captain Obvious was there, pretty much where he had been when I had left him. He stood hunched over, his legs wide, his hands resting on partially bent knees. His head was between his hunched shoulders, staring down at the ground. He panted as if he had just gotten finished running a marathon.
“Hey, kid,” I said loudly, still holding my gun at my side. His head shot up. His face was still red. There was a bit of spittle running down his chin. His eyes widened in surprise. He no doubt expected me to be on the run from his bee swarm. “You still haven’t told me why you were following me. Don’t make me ask again. You’re starting to annoy me.”
With what appeared to be an effort, Captain Obvious straightened up. His mouth opened again. Bits of darkness flickered inside his mouth. I had seen this horror movie before. This time, I was bound and determined to make sure it had a different ending. I sent a tentacle of water from the ball over my shoulder rocketing towards Captain Obvious. It splashed into his mouth, filling it completely. Simultaneously, I wrapped a thick band of water around his head. As I had with the water that had gushed out of the fire hydrant, I dropped the temperature of the water rapidly, causing it to crystallize into ice.
Captain Obvious clawed at the ice that filled his mouth. He made sounds that were a combination of moans and gags. He fell to his knees, still trying to get the ice gag out of his mouth. It was in vain. The band of ice wrapped around his head and mouth kept the gag in place. His chest heaved, his face getting even redder than before. The sounds coming from him grew more and more frantic. He was panicking, hyperventilating.
I walked a bit closer to him, still wary. He had taken me by surprise once. I did not want to be caught off guard again. Who knew what else this guy was capable of? I still had my gun down at my side, not pointing it at him, but letting it be obvious that I had it. Captain Obvious looked up at me. His face was panicked. His eyes were imploring. They were the eyes of a man who thought he was suffocating.
“Calm down, kid,” I said. My voice was soothing, like a man trying to sooth a child having a tantrum. “You can still breathe. You’re panicking, is all. Breathe through your nose, not your mouth. Like this, see?” I said, taking a noisy exaggerated breath in through my nose. I let it back out slowly. I felt like a Lamaze coach. I hoped I was not helping give birth to a ball of buzzing bees.
I took a few moments for what I was saying to penetrate Captain Obvious’ skull. It was further confirmation he was not the sharpest tool in the shed or, in light of where we were, the shiniest sewer grate in the alley. But, after a few long moments, he calmed down a bit, starting to breathe very obviously and noisily in and out of his nose. His hands stopped clawing at the ice around his head.
After he stopped panicking, Captain Obvious looked at me imploringly. His wide eyes were pleading. He grunted at me insistently. I did not need a grunt-to-English translator to know what he wanted.
“What’s that Lassie? Has Timmy fallen into the well again?” I asked. Captain Obvious grunted louder. He pointed at the ice around his head and in his mouth. He probably did not understand the reference anyway. He was too young to have watched Lassie. Heck, I was too young to have watched Lassie. I was well-versed in pop culture references, even the ones I did not experience firsthand. I could stop a bee attack and make a Lassie reference all in the span of a few minutes. It was good to be well-rounded.
“All right. Let’s make a deal. If you agree to not try to spit any more bees at me and tell me why you were following me, I’ll melt the ice and not kick you up and down this alley like a soccer ball. Or shoot you.” I brandished my gun a bit. Captain Obvious glanced down at it. His eyes widened. I did not think he had noticed it before. He would for sure notice it if I shot him with it. “How does that sound?”
Captain Obvious looked back up at me. After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded in agreement. I assessed his body language. He was not holding himself like someone who was going to attack me again. So, I used my powers to melt the ice in his mouth and around his head. I did it slowly so as to not scald him by heating it too quickly. Though I did not point my gun at him, I did not put it away either. Nor did I release the water swirling over my head. Captain Obvious did not look like he was going to attack me again, but I have been wrong before. Better safe than stung to death.
Captain Obvious spit out water and ice once enough of it had melted to free his mouth. He started coughing. He bent over, placing his hands on his knees. He retched a bit. Since I had been rushed, I had not been too careful about how far into Captain Obvious’ mouth I had shoved the ice gag. I had gone from the highest echelons of superherodom with the Sentinels to watching a man make an already filthy alley filthier. Being a Hero was not all wine and roses.
“You’re a Meta!” Captain Obvious said once he was able to talk again. He said it accusatorially, as if I should have warned him I had powers. Now he knew how I felt about him.
“Indeed. Not only that, but I’m a licensed Hero. Assaulting a licensed Hero is a crime you know. Not to mention just a bad idea unless you want a major fight on your hands.” Captain Obvious’ eyes got wide.
“You’re a Hero?” he said. There was a touch of awe in his voice. I resisted the temptation to strike a heroic pose. Too showy. Captain Obvious glanced down at my clothes. “But, where’s your costume and mask?”
“At the pawn shop. I swapped it for this gun. The same one I’m going to shoot you with if you don’t start talking.”
“Okay, okay,” he said, holding his hands up placatingly. He paused. He wiped a bit of spit off the side of his mouth nervously. “You promise you won’t tell him I told on him?” If I had thought this grown man had reminded me of a child before, he definitely reminded me of one now.
“Who’s him?” Captain Obvious took a long breath.
“Brass Knuckle.” He said it with a lowered voice while glancing around, as if he was afraid saying the man’s name would make him appear like the Devil. Brass Knuckle was not quite as bad as the Devil, but he was mighty close to it. Brass Knuckle was a supervillain, and a particularly nasty one at that. Though not the smartest man to ever put on a mask, he made up for that deficiency with towering ambition and sheer brutishness. If someone asked me who ran Astor City’s prostitution industry, I would have said Brass. I had dealings with him before, but not lately.
“Why in the world did Brass Knuckle want me followed?” I asked. “If he wants me to start turning tricks for him, he’ll be waiting a long time. I already have a job. And I look terrible in heels.” Captain Obvious looked aghast that I would joke around about Brass Knuckle that way, like I was taking the Lord’s name in vain or something. Brass inspired that kind of fear.
“Brass Knuckle didn’t want me to follow you specifically. He paid me and a few other guys to hang out outside the Sentinels’ mansion. He wanted us to follow anyone who went in or out of there, find out who they are and what they’re up to, and then report back.” Captain Obvious paused, as if he had just then realized something. “Hey, who are you, anyway? What’s your name?” I almost said “Puddin’ Tame. Ask me again and I’ll tell you the same.” But, if he did not get my Lassie reference, he certainly would not get that one. I blamed the education system.
“Never mind what my name is,” I said, not wanting him to report who I was back to Brass Knuckle. “I’m the one holding the gun, so I’m the one who gets to ask the questions. What’s yours?” I looked at his buzzcut while thinking of the buzzing sound his bees had made. “Let me guess—it’s Buzz.”
Captain Obvious looked stunned.
“Yeah, it’s Buzz. Well, Randy is my real name, but people call me Buzz. How did you know?”
“I’m psychic.” It was in fact a lucky guess, but I should have known Randy and the circle he probably ran in could not think of anything more imaginative than Buzz. Beekeeper probably would not occur to them. The Apiarist was probably well beyond the extent of their vocabularies. “Why does Brass Knuckle want the people who leave the Sentinels’ mansion followed?”
Buzz shrugged.
“Hell if I know. When Brass Knuckle tells one of his boys to do something, you do it. You don’t ask too many questions if you know what’s good for you.”
“I’ll have to get it directly from the horse’s mouth, then.” Buzz’s eyes widened in fear.
“You’re not gonna tell him I told you anything, are you? He’ll be pissed if he finds out I talked to you. People who tell Brass’ business tend to turn up dead.” With his widened eyes, Buzz seemed even younger than he already did. The longer I spoke to him, the longer he did not seem like a bad guy. Just an overgrown, untrained kid with more size than sense. I kind of felt sorry for him. I grew up around a lot of people like Buzz, people who, because of their size and intimidating appearance, took what they thought was the easy road into street thuggery. That path was not in fact easy, though. It led to jail if you were lucky, and to the morgue if you were not. Hell, if I had zigged instead of zagged and not met Zookeeper shortly after my family died, I might have wound up like Buzz myself, doing things I ought not be doing and finding myself outclassed when I accosted the wrong person.
“I won’t tell Brass,” I said. I did not want to get Buzz into trouble. Shadow often said I was the world’s oldest Boy Scout. Times like this made me think she was right.
“You promise?” Buzz’s eyes were still wide with fear.
“I promise.” I felt like a parent telling his child he would not be punished. I thought about memorializing my promise by flashing Buzz the three-fingered Scout Sign, but he probably would not know what it meant. He would probably think I was trying to flip him off but did not know how.
“You know anything else you’re not telling me?” I asked Buzz. Buzz shook his head no. I believed him. Not only was Buzz as easy to read as a three-year-old, but while I had been talking to him, I had been monitoring his body with my powers—heart rate, perspiration rate, blood pressure, that sort of thing. When I asked Buzz if he knew anything else, none of his vital signs changed, which led me to believe he was telling me the truth. Unless someone was a really accomplished liar, lying usually was accompanied by a change in vital signs. For most people, lying was stressful, and put detectable strains on the body. Lie detector machines worked because they picked up on those strains. After practicing for the past several months, I had gotten pretty good at being a human lie detector. I should have rented out my services to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In the meantime, my lie detecting abilities were telling me Buzz was telling the truth.
“Since you have Metahuman abilities, are you registered with the government under the Hero Act?” I already knew the answer. Guys like Buzz were not too scrupulous about following the law.
“No.” He said it sullenly, as if he was expecting a lecture. Of course he was not registered. Not only had Buzz been hired by a known criminal Metahuman to stalk people, but also the fact he was an unregistered Meta meant he was in violation of federal law. That meant I was duty-bound to turn him into the authorities.
Fortunately for Buzz, I was sometimes not too scrupulous about following the law myself.
I holstered my gun. It was clear I would not be needing it.
“Get out of here,” I said, stepping back and jerking my head towards the mouth of the alley. Buzz did not move.
“You mean you’re just letting me go? You’re not gonna call the cops?” He looked and sounded shocked.
“No. Consider it my good deed for the day,” I said. Buzz took a few steps forward, slowly, as if he thought I was playing some sort of trick on him. His pace sped up once he had gotten past me.
“Here’s some free advice Buzz,” I said as he walked away. “Find another line of work. Not everyone is as nice and forgiving as I. If you’re not careful, you’re going to run across the wrong person one of these days and get yourself killed.” Buzz looked over his shoulder at me. He nodded twice in acknowledgement. He scurried out of the alley, turned the corner, and was gone. I suspected he would not listen to my advice. Buzz still was of an age—certainly mentally if not chronologically—where he believed he was invulnerable. One day, probably soon, he would get himself in over his head. If a well-trained, powerful Hero like Avatar could get himself killed, what chance did a guy like Buzz have?
I shook my head. Buzz was not my problem. Despite how much I admired him, neither was Avatar. Since I had turned down the job of finding his murderer, I had no client and no case to work on.
I did have an unanswered question, though. Why in the world would a pimping lowlife like Brass Knuckle care who went in and out of the Sentinels’ mansion? If I could not figure out who killed Avatar, at least I could work on figuring out the answer to that question. I had time on my hands, and I was curious.
Brass Knuckle was not the kind of guy you confronted by yourself if you could avoid it, though. I did not want curiosity to kill this cat. It was time to call for backup.
 



CHAPTER 8
“Why do you care if this Brass Knuckle character had you followed?” Shadow asked me. Shadow and I were parked in her car across the street from Spread Legs, a strip club. It was owned by Brass Knuckle. We believed he was inside, as he was most nights. “Men follow me around all the time, yet you don’t see me staking their businesses out in the middle of the night.”
“When you’re shaped like a Coke bottle, of course men are going to follow you around. I’m not,” I said. Shadow looked me up and down in the darkened car.
“No, you’re not,” she concluded. Her teeth gleamed white in contrast with her dark face. “More like a side of beef. Sucks to be you.”
“Inner beauty is more important anyway.”
“The only people who ever say that are the ones who don’t have much in the way of outer beauty.”
I started to argue, but stopped myself. She might have been right. She usually was. In her dangerous line of work, she had to be. Shadow was an unregistered Metahuman. She was invisible to electronics, had heightened reflexes and speed, and was super strong, super tough, and sometimes super deadly. She earned her living as a mercenary. Pay her the right amount of money—as I was doing tonight—and she would do just about anything. The only limit to what she would do was her own rigorous, and sometimes inscrutable, moral code. If she felt she needed to, she had no problem with torturing or killing someone. Since I was a Hero, she curbed those tendencies around me. Usually.
“If a criminal like Brass is having people followed when they leave Sentinels mansion, it must be for a nefarious reason,” I explained.
“Nefarious? Nice word. Are you using word-of-the-day toilet paper again?” I ignored the question. I was a Hero. We took the high road in the face of impudence.
“Since Brass is definitely up to no good in having people followed, I figure it’s my Heroic duty to find out why.”
“That’s all probably true,” Shadow said. “But, I’ve known you a long time. Long enough to know that you can’t stand not knowing something. You can talk about your Heroic duty until you’re blue in the face, but at the end of the day I suspect you’re just curious.”
I shrugged.
“Well, there is that,” I said.
“If you had been with Pandora back in the day, you would have opened that box long before she did.”
“Pandora’s Box? Nice mythological reference.”
Shadow smiled slightly. “I learned it from watching you,” she said. “You never did tell me what you were doing at the Sentinel’s place, by the way.”
I wanted to tell Shadow about Avatar. A world-wide icon did not die every day, and I desperately wanted to talk to someone about it. But, I had given my word to the Sentinels I would not spill the beans.
“The Sentinels got themselves in a pickle, and they broke open one of those emergency boxes. You know, the ones that read ‘In case of emergency, break glass.’ They found a picture of me inside with my name and number written on the back. So they gave me a call. I swung by the mansion and gave them someone of my best crime stopper tips. They were quite grateful. There’s talk of renaming the mansion after me.”
Shadow regarded me silently for a moment.
“Fine, don’t tell me then,” she said.
The car fell silent for a bit again. We both watched the front of the strip club.
“You got a plan for how you’re going to get this Brass Knuckle character to tell us why he’s having people coming from the Sentinels followed?” Shadow asked eventually. “From what you’ve told me about him, he’s not the sort to go around volunteering information. Crime lords rarely are.”
“I thought I’d win him over with my sparkling personality.” Though perhaps it was my imagination, I thought I could almost hear the effort it took her to not roll her eyes.
“What’s your backup plan for when that doesn’t work?” she asked.
“In the unlikely event that doesn’t work,” I said, correcting her, “then I figure we’ll just improvise.”
“I could always pick him up by the scruff of his neck, shake him a few times, and say ‘Tell us what we wanna know muthafucka.’” For a moment, the meticulously correct English that Shadow normally spoke in dropped away—she had a master’s degree in English, after all, and could probably teach Shakespeare a thing or two about what his plays meant—and she instead sounded like she had been raised in the inner city. For all I knew, she had been. Then again, she might have been raised on Venus. Despite the fact I had known Shadow for years, she was still largely a mystery to me. “It’s the simplest plans that often work best.”
“It’s just as likely Brass will pick us up by the scruffs of our necks and give us a few good shakes. He’s not someone to be trifled with. It’s why I brought you along.”
“And here I thought it was to add some much needed class to your operation.”
“That too.”
Spread Legs was in an area of Astor City known as Dog Cellar. If you looked at a map of Astor City, you would not find an area labelled Dog Cellar. That did not stop everyone in the city from calling it that. Degenerates and lowlifes knew Dog Cellar like the backs of their hands, whereas honest citizens avoided it like the plague. The fact I knew all too much about Dog Cellar said a lot about the way I spent my time. I comforted myself with the thought that if one was a doctor looking to cure diseases, you spent a lot of time in hospital wards, not in health clubs.
I looked some more at the front of the strip club. It was late evening, the day after my encounter with Buzz. The neon signs flashing outside the club lit up the night. One such sign flashed the name Spread Legs almost hypnotizingly. The name was smart branding. It made it clear it was not a nunnery. To drive the point home, the neon outline of a reclining woman was mounted high up on the building above the flashing letters of the club’s name. As Shadow and I watched, the neon sign went from having the woman’s legs closed to having them spread wide open in a fashion that was probably meant to be provocative. It missed provocative and hit trashy. What the flashing sign lacked in subtlety it made up for in obviousness. It was just as well. If you were looking for women to jiggle their naked body parts in your face, you were probably also not looking for subtlety.
The club was housed in a two-story building with a white brick facade. There was a single door granting admittance to the building. It was set in the middle of the building’s front, directly under the flashing neon signs. Two bouncers who looked like they could be football defensive linemen checked the IDs of the people—mostly men, but a handful of women—who wanted to go inside. As it was Saturday night, there was a steady stream of people. There were no windows. Peeping Toms had to go elsewhere. If you wanted a glimpse of the naked women in Spread Legs, you were going to pay for the privilege. There was a parking lot for patrons in the back of the sprawling building. Shadow and I were instead parked across the street so we could watch the front door. We had been doing so for a little while now, scoping things out. Shadow had parked in a spot that was shrouded in the shadows so we could watch the Spread Legs without someone over there being able to readily see us.
Shadow’s car smelled of newness, expensive leather, perfume, and badassery. I had been in cars driven by Shadow before, but not this one.
“Is this car actually yours, or did you borrow it from someone?” I asked. “And by borrow, I mean steal.” Shadow had done a lot of illegal things in her time. She certainly would not balk at stealing a car.
“Of course this is my car,” Shadow said. “This car is dark, sleek, and expensive. Just like me. We go together like a pea goes with a pod.” Though it sounded like she was bragging, she was not; she was simply being descriptive. Shadow was a beautiful, dark-skinned black woman with an angular face, prominent cheekbones, and symmetrical features. Her jet black hair which was so closely cropped, she was almost bald. She was shaped like a vase, with big breasts and flared hips, but moved like a panther. And, she made more money in a month than I did all year. Whoever said crime does not pay had never met Shadow.
“How come every time I see you, you’re driving a different car?” I asked.
Shadow shrugged.
“Some women collect shoes, I collect cars. I was going to make it scalps, but I’ve been hanging around you too much lately and your do-goodery is rubbing off on me.”
I thought about Avatar. I had been having a hard time thinking about much else. If someone like Avatar could get killed, what chance did the rest of us have? Especially someone who often operated on the wrong side of the law like Shadow did.
“You ever think about going straight?” I asked her. “I know it would be a cut in income, but at least you wouldn’t have to worry about some Hero hurting or killing you one day. You could sell insurance or something.” Shadow snorted.
“I’m the reason people take out insurance. I don’t sell it.” She looked at me intently. The whites of her eyes were startlingly so in contrast with her face and her dark retinas. “Why the sudden concern about my well-being? You think of adopting the alias Captain Save-A-Ho? I don’t need to be rescued. Remember, I’m here tonight to help you, not vice versa.”
“No reason. I just have been thinking about the fragility of life lately, is all.” I wanted to tell her about Avatar’s death. Though I did not much believe in therapy—I had yet to meet a therapist who was not himself as crazy as a loon—I thought it would make me feel better about Avatar’s murder to at least talk about it even if I could not do anything to solve it. But, I had promised the Sentinels I would not tell anyone about Avatar’s death. Though they were not my clients, that did not change the fact I had given my word to them.
“A lot of cows died making the interior of this car,” I said, changing the subject. The leather seat I was in was baby-soft. It felt like hovering in a cloud. Almost everything inside the car was coated with the same supple leather. “Though my butt is hardly complaining, it begs the question of what you have against cows.”
“No cows were killed in the making of this car. They all committed suicide when they heard they had the chance to cradle my bottom. They died happy.” Shadow kidded around almost as much as I, though I suspected for a different reason. Whereas I joked around because I was in a serious business that humor helped me cope with, Shadow seemed incapable of taking anything completely seriously. She seemed simultaneously both faintly amused and contemptuous of everything in the world, as if it all was a badly written joke.
Shadow looked past me to look more intently at the facade of the Spread Legs. “I thought you said this guy ran whores. What’s he doing owning a strip club?”
I shrugged.
“Brass has got to wash his dirty money somehow. Remember that, despite all his crimes, the one the government eventually got Al Capone on was tax evasion. The smart criminals know to launder their money somehow and pay taxes on it. Well, at least pay enough to not draw attention to themselves. Hardly anyone pays everything they should in taxes, including people who don’t think of themselves as criminals.” I jerked my head towards the strip club. “This place is how Brass launders his hooker money. It’s a legitimate strip club, though it sounds weird to put ‘legitimate’ and ‘strip club’ together in the same sentence. By legitimate I mean Brass is careful to scrupulously follow the law in the running of it. He funnels a lot of his hooker money through it so he can explain on his taxes where all his money is coming from. Plus, Brass uses this place to recruit a lot of his hookers. Picture a fresh-faced, tight-bodied, corn-fed girl fresh off the bus from Nowheresville, Iowa. She’s got little more in her purse than some change, lint, and a dream of making it in the big city. Since she was raised on apple pie and church on Sundays, the men who recruit new talent for Brass will have a hard time talking her into hooking for a living. They’ll have a much easier time of convincing her to take her clothes off at a reputable establishment like Spread Legs. ‘Stripping will be easy,’ she’ll think, ‘and it beats the heck out of slinging hash for slave’s wages as a waitress somewhere. Once I’ve got enough money saved up, I’ll quit.’ Plus, the naughtiness of it will appeal to the side of her that was taught to kiss only after the second date and to let a man see her boobs with the lights on sometime after the third year of marriage. Before you know it, she’s taking off her clothes and having her attractiveness validated, all while getting paid more money than she’s ever seen before in her life. She’s playing the game of life on easy mode, and crushing it. Or, so she thinks at first.
“Then, she starts experimenting with drugs. Marijuana maybe, or coke. Perhaps a fellow dancer introduces her to them, or maybe one of Brass’ men. It’s recreational at first. Fun. After a little while, she starts to lean on drugs a little, maybe to start her engines in the morning or to come down at night after the high of being ogled for the past several hours. Before she knows it, drugs are not just fun, they’re medicinal. She needs them. Her life revolves on getting that next hit. Most of her money goes toward it, until she doesn’t have any left. That’s when Brass has her. He’ll start supplying her with drugs as long as she does what he tells her. And what he tells her is to whore herself out, with the bulk of the money she makes going to him. He’ll get everything he can out of her. He’ll squeeze the life out of her like squeezing the juice of an orange. When he’s done with her, he’ll throw her away like an empty beer can without a second thought. It won’t matter. There are plenty more girls fresh off the bus to take her place.” I stopped. I realized I had been talking for a while. The car was a quiet for a bit.
“Jesus, Truman,” Shadow finally said, “now I want to commit suicide. Brother do you know how to depress a girl. You should record that speech, call it ‘The Sex Industry Circle of Life’ and show it to every woman who’s thinking about dabbling in stripping.” She shook her head. “Can’t say you’re wrong, though. The sex industry is the wrong one to go into if you’re looking for something with longevity. Ever met an old hooker?”
“No. You?”
Shadow shook her head. “I haven’t met too many old people who do what we do, either. The ones who start to get old and miss a step or two are the ones who tend to get their numbers punched,” she said. That made me think of Avatar again. If a Hero like him could be murdered, what chance did I have? Maybe I should have hung up my metaphorical cape and gone into stripping. It was not an occupation with a bright future but, unlike Heroes, not too many strippers got shot at.
“So I take it you’re against prostitution,” Shadow said. I shook my head.
“Actually I’m not. Well, I’m against it to the degree it is illegal and as a licensed Hero I’m sworn to uphold the law. But as far as being against it on the basis of morality—” I shrugged. “What two consenting adults do is no business of mine. No one else’s either. You and I could have sex, and no one would care. Not their concern.”
“I’d care. It would mean I’d gone insane. Or that you had developed mind-control powers.”
“Save the insults until I’m done pontificating. As I was saying, if you and I had sex, no one would care. No one would say what we were doing was wrong or immoral. Why, then, is it suddenly different if I pay you? How many dates have women been on where they slept with a man simply because he spent a lot of money on dinner and a show? Yet that’s not illegal. Why has a legal line suddenly been crossed when the man pays the woman directly? If I were emperor of the world, I would legalize prostitution and regulate the heck out of it. Protect against the spread of disease, stop hookers from being abused, tax it, that sort of thing.
“So no, I don’t have a problem with prostitution itself. What I do have a problem with is how Brass Knuckle exploits the women who work for him. He and his men get women hooked on drugs and essentially enslave them. Then, Brass and his men take the lion’s share of the money the woman have earned the hard way.”
“The hard way? If I have to spare you my insults, you have to spare me your puns.” Shadow pulled her key out of the car’s ignition.
“Well, you’ll have to clean up prostitution and solve the rest of the world’s problems some other time. Let’s stop loafing and get this thing done before you get me so depressed about the plight of the hooker that I’m immobilized with sorrow,” she said.
“We’re not loafing. We’re reconnoitering.”
Shadow shook her head.
“It’s a constant source of amazement to me that a guy with a neck as thick as yours uses words like ‘reconnoitering.’” She opened the driver’s side door. “No wonder you people needed slaves. Left to your own devices, you’d reconnoiter all day and never get a damned thing done.”
“How come you can make racial jokes, but if I do it, Al Sharpton and Jesse Jackson and the NAACP show up in front of my office with picket signs?”
“Affirmative action,” Shadow said. She got out of the car. Before I opened my own door, I leaned forward and shoved a holstered gun down the back of my pants, so it was in the small of my back, held up by my belt. My brown long-sleeved dress shirt was untucked. When I stood, the bulge of the gun was concealed. I had made sure of that by examining myself in my full-length bedroom mirror before Shadow had picked me up. Weapons were not permitted inside of Spread Legs. I hoped to smuggle my gun in past the security at the club’s door. I was not about to go into the lion’s den and face Brass Knuckle unarmed. Besides, I was stylishly dressed in fitted dark blue jeans, dark brown shoes, and the athletic fit brown shirt that hugged my musculature. Strip club chic. I might need the gun to shoo away strippers when they tried to ravish me.
I got out of the car. Shadow came around to my side of the car. She was tall for a woman, and just a couple of inches shorter than I.
“Will you protect me if the strippers try to ravish me?” I asked.
“That’s like asking me if I will protect you if you’re about to get eaten by a dinosaur. The answer is yes, but it’s not likely to happen.”
“You’re just salty because you’ve got nowhere to conceal a weapon.” That was an understatement. We were near a street light, and I could see her entire outfit clearly for the first time since she had picked me up at my condominium earlier that evening. It was black of course, as I had never seen Shadow wear anything but black. It was shiny and skin-tight, as if it had been painted on. It was so tight that not only was there no way Shadow could conceal a weapon, I was pretty sure I would be able to tell if Shadow had underwear on under it if I looked hard. I did not look hard, though. Shadow did not suffer being ogled gladly.
“That’s quite an outfit you have on. Or are you naked and just wearing body-paint?”
“You like it?” Shadow said, ignoring the crack about body-paint. Her face dimpling into a smile. She looked down, looking at herself as gleefully as a little girl with a brand new tea party dress on. “It’s new. I had it custom-made. It’s blade-resistant, bullet-resistant, chemical-resistant—”
“Modesty-resistant,” I interjected.
Shadow kept talking as if I had not spoken. “And yet supple and as light as a feather. It feels like I’m wearing nothing at all. Perfect for the Metahuman badass on the go.”
“Impressive.” I wanted to say it also looked like she was wearing nothing at all, but I knew better than to keep harping on the point in light of how pleased Shadow was with the outfit. I was still trying to avoid figuring out if she had underwear on. It was hard to suppress one’s long-cultivated investigative instincts. “What’s it made out of?”
“Fairy wings and dragon scales, maybe.” Shadow shrugged. Parts of her torso jiggled interestingly. Yeah, definitely no underwear. “How should I know? I’m neither an engineer nor a seamstress. It works. That’s all I care about.”
“Don’t you think that outfit it a little on the provocative side, though? You look more like the mistress of a BDSM dungeon than a Metahuman mercenary.”
Shadow looked at me with pity in her eyes, like I was a child with a severe learning disability.
“Of course it’s on the provocative side. There are older and often more effective weapons than guns and superpowers.”
I glanced down at Shadow’s shoes. Though they were black like her outfit, in no other way did they go with the rest of her dungeon-mistress outfit.
“Combat boots?” I said. “Really? Shouldn’t you be wearing stilettos?” The contrast was jarring. It would be like the strippers inside Spread Legs wearing diapers instead of G-strings. On second thought, some guys were into such things.
“You’ve read too many comic books written by men with shoe fetishes. You can’t run, much less kick ass, in high heels.”
“I wouldn’t know. I’ll take your word for it.”
Shadow started to turn away towards the club. I reached out to stop her, but stopped before touching her. Shadow did not like being touched. I cleared my throat instead. Shadow looked at me.
“And remember, no killing,” I said. “I’m looking for information, not a bloodbath.”
“No killings, no bloodbaths, and no fun. Got it.”
We crossed the street. As we got closer to the bouncers stationed on either side of the door, I saw a yellow sign mounted on the door. In red lettering, it listed things patrons were not allowed to bring inside, which included minors, weapons, alcohol, illegal drugs, cameras, and recording devices. The sign did not say anything about superheroes with guns stuffed down their pants, so I thought it was okay for me to go in. I was a well-known stickler for following the rules. I felt the gun pressing into the small of my back. I hoped I had the safety on. If I accidentally shot myself in the ass, Shadow would laugh at me.
Two men were being patted down for illicit items by the bouncers. Both bouncers were black. The larger one, the one on the right of the door, was not doing a thorough job patting the man in front of him down. From the time Shadow and I had been watching from the car, I had noticed he tended to do sloppier pat-downs than the smaller bouncer. So, I went to stand near the larger bouncer to make sure he was the one who patted me down. He was more likely to miss the gun I was hiding in my waistband. Shadow waited next to me as the larger bouncer finished patting down the man in front of him. He and the other bouncer were dressed identically: black trousers, black shoes, and long-sleeved black tee shirts.
“They’re wearing black just like you. Do you three go shopping together?” I murmured to Shadow. “And you didn’t even ask if I wanted to go.” She ignored me. Perhaps it was a race thing. Maybe that was why I had not been invited. A clear case of discrimination. I would have to write a sharply worded letter to the Urban League and the NAACP later. No justice, no peace.
The men being patted down were cleared to go inside by the bouncers. The larger one we were in front of looked at Shadow. He had dark skin, though not as dark as Shadow’s. He was overweight, but it looked like he had a lot of muscle underneath that fat. He was around my height. His eyes caressed her curves.
“Do you mind turning around?” he said to her, his deep voice catching a bit on the last word. Shadow spun in place. The bouncer unconsciously licked his lips a little as he drank her in.
“You clearly aren’t carrying anything you shouldn’t be,” the bouncer said once Shadow was facing him again. Anything bigger than a matchbook would have stood out like a mountain in Shadow’s tight outfit. “I can still pat you down if you’d like, though,” he added flirtatiously.
“No thanks,” Shadow said. Her voice no doubt sounded neutral to the man. But I knew her well enough to know that there was an undercurrent of “I can punch you in the throat if you’d like, though,” lying underneath her simple “no thanks.” I should have opened a Shadow-to-English translation school. God only knew who my students would be, though. People who wanted to avoid getting punched in the throat by Shadow, I supposed.
The big bouncer reluctantly tore his eyes away from Shadow. He motioned me to spread my arms and legs. Starting with my torso, he did a quick pat-down of me. I saw him continuing to check Shadow out from the corner of his eye. It was an honor to be present at love’s first blush. I did not know if I should have been insulted that the man seemed to assume Shadow and I were not together romantically. Perhaps he thought Shadow was out of my league. Or maybe he did not think a white guy like me could possibly be with a black woman like Shadow. Racist. Maybe I should have let Shadow go ahead and punch him in the throat.
The bouncer frisked me all the way down to the bottom of my pants, bending over to do so. I was glad I had put my gun in the back of my pants rather than in an ankle holster. The bouncer stood up straight again. I thought I was out of the woods.
“What are you doing later tonight?” he said to Shadow. “I get off work at two. Maybe I can buy you a drink or something.” I had a feeling the “or something” would be horizontal in nature. As he spoke, he absently patting me down again around my waist. He started to reach around towards my back and where the gun was located. Crap.
“Maybe I’ll take that pat-down after all,” Shadow suddenly said. Though Shadow did not seem to move at all, her breasts were thrust forward, as if in presentation. The bouncer froze, his eyes widening at the sight with his hands almost touching my concealed gun. He grinned lecherously. His hands fell away from me. He started to reach for Shadow with his hands clawed, like he was about to pick up cantaloupes.
“Knock it off, Amos,” the other bouncer said before Amos actually touched Shadow. “You know we’re not supposed to mess around with the customers. The boss will be pissed.” Amos stopped, frowning in disappointment.
“I was just kidding around Jim,” he said. His eyes and the now prominent bulge in his tight pants said otherwise, though. Amos asked us for our IDs. He barely glanced at them. He was too busy looking at Shadow like he was a dog and she was a meaty bone. Mine could had said my name was Adolf Hitler and I did not think Amos would have noticed or cared. I paid the twenty dollar cover charge for myself. Shadow did not need to pay. Ladies got in for free. Sexist.
Amos stamped our wrists. His hands lingered on Shadow’s arm, almost caressing it.
“Remember, I get off at two,” he said to her.
“When I come find you, you’ll get off at two all right,” Shadow said. She giggled coquettishly, looking like a flirtatious coed chatting with the school’s quarterback. The bouncer leered at her. He opened the door to the club with a slight flourish. Shadow walked in, her hips moving provocatively in an exaggerated fashion. I quickly walked in behind her before the bouncer could shut the door in my face. I think he had forgotten I was even there. Now I knew how wallflowers felt.
“How come you never talk to me like you talked to that bouncer? I asked Shadow once the front door of the club was closed behind us. I had to speak almost in her ear with a raised voice to be heard over the thumping bass of the song that was playing. It was so loud it made my teeth vibrate.
“Because I’m not trying to distract you from finding a hidden gun when I’m talking to you,” Shadow said. The flirtatious schoolgirl was gone. If I had an Oscar handy, I would have given it to her for Best Actress in a Supporting Role. I thought about the effect Shadow’s outfit had on the bouncer.
“I guess you were right about there being some weapons that are older and more effective than guns and superpowers,” I said. “You think maybe I should start wearing a skintight outfit?”
Shadow stepped back and regarded me contemplatively.
“No,” she concluded. “Some weapons should remain holstered.”
The inside of Spread Legs smelled like cigarette smoke, cheap perfume, and depravity. The interior was dimly lit. Maybe it was to make it harder for the patrons to see that the contents of their wallets were being emptied. There was a large rectangular main stage on which a busty redhead wearing clear high heels and nothing else writhed and contorted around a vertical metal pole like she was possessed by a demon. Every chair around the stage was filled with men who were transfixed. Maybe they were mesmerized by the redhead’s dance moves, but I doubted it. It was more like they were mesmerized by her heaving breasts and other jiggling body parts. From time to time one of the men would rouse himself enough to toss a bill at the woman’s feet. She was surrounded by a small ocean of currency. If I ever decided to switch to a more lucrative career, perhaps I should try stripping. I was not as anatomically gifted as the redhead, though. But, could she shoot the wings off a gnat at seven paces like I could? We all have different gifts.
As we watched, the thumping song the redhead was dancing to came to an end. My ears were grateful.
“Give it up for the beautiful Mercedes!” came the voice of an invisible announcer over the club’s sound system. Why did every strip club announcer have the same fake, exaggerated voice? A smattering of applause rose as Mercedes bent over, her breasts dangling as she collected her discarded clothes and the money that had been flung onto the stage. She walked off the stage, passing a shorter woman with darker skin who looked like she had stepped out of the pages of Arabian Nights. The darker woman was dressed like a genie, though I suspected not for long. “And now, welcome to the main stage the jewel of the Middle East, the exciting and exotic Chanel!” came the announcer’s voice. There was applause and a few hoots and howls. As a new song started playing, Chanel started to shimmy and shake.
“Chanel doesn’t sound like a Middle Eastern name to me,” Shadow said. “First Mercedes, now Chanel. Ever notice a lot of strippers seemed to be named after luxury cars and perfumes? Why is that?”
“Perhaps it’s aspirational,” I said.
In addition to the main stage, dotting the room were several smaller, circular stages with metal poles running through the center that extending to the ceiling. Most of those circular stages were occupied by dancing women of various races, hues, and states of undress. Most of the women were rail-thin, but a few were voluptuous and fewer still were what my grandmother would have called healthy. Some had tattoos and piercings; the skin of others was as clear as the day they were born. Regardless of the type of woman you were into, there was a woman here who would suit your fancy. It did seem as though most of the woman had breast implants, though. It was not typical for Mother Nature to create women with waists the size of my thigh but with breasts the size of my head. There was probably more saline in the ocean than there was in Spread Legs but, if so, it was a close thing. Topless waitresses wearing only thongs flitted about the room, their hands full of trays laden with beverages and food.
Shadow saw me studying the women walking around and dancing on the stages.
“See something you like?” she asked.
“I’m looking for clues. You never know where you might stumble onto one.”
“Your devotion to duty is admirable.”
Truth be told, though I liked looking at naked women as much if not more than the next person, I found strip clubs in general and this one in particular depressing. I was looking at the women’s faces more than I was looking at their bodies. Despite the erotic motions their bodies were making, their faces mostly looked bored with a hint of sadness. Regardless of the side of the stripper pole you were on, you tended to not see the best humanity had to offer in a strip club.
Shadow and I made our way towards the back of the club. The stairwell to Brass Knuckle’s second floor office was in one of the back corners of the club. As we threaded our way through the quivering flesh and the appreciative crowd, I glanced at Shadow from time to time. Despite the fact I had known her for years, I had no idea what her sexual orientation was. It was not as though we hung out on Saturday nights braiding each other’s hair and giggling over cute boys or girls. I was looking for a hint of interest or disgust at all the naked flesh. I saw no such hint on Shadow’s face, though. She merely looked around like a tourist visiting a zoo. The same faintly amused look that was usually on her face was there. I supposed I would have to figure out in which direction Shadow swung some other time. Maybe she did not swing in any direction. Perhaps she reproduced asexually. Maybe one day a Shadow offspring would leap fully formed from her head, the way Athena was said to have sprung from Zeus’ head. I would not have been surprised.
“You having fun yet?” I asked Shadow.
“Not yet. But the night is young.”
We passed by a series of booths on our way to the back of the club. It was even darker here than in the rest of the club. This was the area reserved for VIPs. Each booth was mostly cloaked in darkness; the people in them could see out, but it was mighty hard to see in.
“Goddamn girl! How much to get a taste of that dark meat?” came a voice from the booth we were passing on the right. A pudgy white hand extended out from the booth. Like a car accident I was watching unfold in slow motion, the hand fondled Shadow’s breast. I moved to slap the man’s hand away. I was too late. Moving almost faster than my eye could follow, Shadow grabbed the man’s wrist, lifted it up, and twisted. The man howled. He tried to stand. As casually as if she was taking the first step up a flight of stairs, Shadow raised one foot, planted it on the man’s chest, and pushed him back down into the booth, pinning him to the back of it. The man let out a sound that sounded like a combination of a smothered yell and a slashed tire. I stepped closer to the booth and the man, hoping to prevent Shadow from hurting him.
Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darker area, I could see the man in the booth. He was maybe in his fifties, and thin but with a prominent belly. Skinny fat. He had a fringe of grey-black hair that ringed the back of his head, as if gravity was making his hair slide down his skull. He had on dark suit pants, a light blue dress shirt, and a loosened tie. A plain gold wedding ring was on the hand of the arm Shadow held in her vise-like grip. The man looked familiar. The woman who lifted her head out of the man’s lap did not. She was blonde, busty, and had on a black thong but nothing else. A black halter top was in a messy ball next to her in the booth. She had the same hardened yet bored look the other female workers in Spread Legs had. Her red lipstick was smeared. A bit of spittle dripped down her chin. The man’s pants were unzipped. His small but erect pink penis poked out of the fly of his pants like a blind mole rat. It was coated with spit and flecked with red lipstick. It did not take a miracle of deduction to figure out what the woman had been doing in the man’s lap.
On the table the booth surrounded were several glasses, all of which were empty except for one right in front of the man. Bourbon, from the look of it. There was also a line of white powder on the table next to the glass.
“Let go of me you crazy bitch!” the man rasped to Shadow. He clutched with his free hand at her foot planted on his chest. It had as much effect as him trying to move a sequoia. Shadow ignored him. She looked as peaceful standing on one leg as a stork would.
“What’s your name?” Shadow asked the woman.
“Lexus,” she said. Shadow’s eyes quickly cut over to me, as if to say See? about our earlier conversation about stripper names.
“This guy paying you to blow him?” Shadow asked Lexus.
“Naw,” Lexus said. “I was told to give him a freebie.” Lexus seemed to be unfazed by what was unfolding in front of her. Her eyes were glassy and her pupils were too big, even if the dim lighting were taken into account. She clearly was high or drunk or both. I could hardly blame her. I would have to be drunk and high to go down on this slimeball too.
“Well, what’s your usual rate?” Shadow asked.
Lexus told her in a slightly slurred voice. Her voice was deeper than I would have expected. Though she looked to be barely out of her teens, her voice had a lot of miles on it. The amount she quoted did not seem like nearly enough to fellate this tool. Then again, I was pretty finicky about what I put into my mouth.
“I’ll give you double that,” Shadow said. “Half for the blowjob, half to leave the booth and keep your mouth shut. Truman, my hands are full. Please pay the lady.”
It was time to put an end to this. Though we were in a darkened area and no one in the club was paying any attention to us, that could change any moment. “Don’t make a scene. Let the man go so we can do what we came here to do,” I said.
“No one is going to make a scene. I just want to have a chat with my handsy new friend here about how he shouldn’t go around touching people uninvited,” Shadow said. The man tried to yell, no doubt to get the attention of the bouncers that were dotted around the perimeter of the club. Shadow moved his arm up sharply. The man yelped in pain. Shadow shushed him like he was a colicky baby.
“If you try to yell again, I’ll rip your arm off and gag you with it,” Shadow said. She said it conversationally, as if she was telling the man it was raining outside. The man quieted down, though he still moaned quietly. “Truman, I asked you to pay the lady. Take it out of what you’re paying me.”
I was anxious to get this whole thing over with so we could move on to talking to Brass Knuckle. I knew when Shadow got a bee in her bonnet about something, it was usually easier to just go along with her than to argue. So, I pulled out my wallet, took out some money, and handed it to Lexus. She quickly counted it. Apparently I did not look as trustworthy as I felt. She then grabbed her top, slid out of the booth, and tottered away in her high heels without a backward glance.
“Now that we’re alone,” Shadow said to the man, still holding his arm and pinning him to the back of the booth with her leg, “let’s talk about how you are supposed to treat a woman.”
“Let go of me,” the man rasped. His voice was not as slurred as it had been before. It was amazing how fear and pain could sober a person up. “Don’t you know who I am?”
“Sure I do. You’re the guy who touched me without asking first.” He was not only that as I had realized by then why the man seemed familiar to me. I had never met the man before, but I had seen him on the news plenty of times. His name was Tom Selant. He was a former Astor City Councilman and current Maryland state senator. His position explained why he had been allowed by the club to get a blowjob from one of its employees while using drugs. As I had told Shadow outside, the club was normally careful to strictly adhere to the law as Brass wanted to continue to have a legitimate business to wash his dirty money in. But, rank had its privileges. Selant no doubt scratched Brass’ back in the form of favorable legislation and leaning on overzealous cops that were disrupting Brass’ business. In return, Selant got to do things in Spread Legs a normal customer would never be allowed to do. You could not run a big illegal operation like Brass’ prostitution business without greasing the palms of some government officials to look the other way. I guessed Selant’s was one of the many palms being greased. I glanced down at his exposed penis. His palms were not the only things being greased.
The last time Selant had run for re-election, he had done so on the platform of family values and being tough on crime. He had pushed through several drug laws that had resulted in numerous non-violent drug addicts spending the best years of their lives in prison. Despite Selant’s public stance on family values, I did not think it likely Lexus was Selant’s wife. Nor did I think the powder next to Selant’s drink was sugar he had been using to sweeten it. They said politics made for strange bedfellows, but hypocrisy and politicians were old lovers. Or perhaps Selant was behaving this way so he would know what to condemn next. It warmed my heart to see a public servant take his duties so seriously.
“So here’s the thing,” Shadow said to Selant who was grimacing in pain and breathing with effort, “you got to cop a feel. Nothing in life is free. You got something from me, now I get to take something from you. What shall I take?” Shadow tapped her upper lip thoughtfully with her free hand as if she was deciding what flavor of ice cream to buy. She suddenly brightened. “How about one of your fingers? I get to take from you something you used to grope me with. Poet justice, yes?” Selant’s bloodshot eyes widened as what Shadow said penetrated his skull. “The only question is which one do I rip off. Because I’m nothing if not fair, how about you decide? Tell me which finger is your least favorite, and that’s the one I’ll take.”
Selant struggled to get loose from Shadow’s grip, to no avail. He was pinned down like an insect in a bug collection. His eyes were wide with fear. He looked over at me, as if seeing me first the first time.
“Buddy, you gonna let her do this to me?” he asked pleadingly.
I sighed. “No,” I said. “Shadow let him go.”
Shadow acted like she did not hear me.
“You don’t have a least favorite? “Very well, I’ll pick one at random. Eeny, meeny, miny moe,” she started to chant, tapping the fingers of Selant’s trapped hand with her free hand.
“Let him go Shadow,” I said again. I knew I could not pull her off of him. She was too strong. I could shoot her, but because of her bullet-resistant bodysuit, I would have to shoot her in the head and risk killing her. I was not going to kill Shadow over a turd like Selant. I had to stop her somehow though.
“Catch an asshole by the toe,” Shadow said, still tapping Selant’s fingers in time with the rhyme she was reciting.
“Do something!” Selant pled of me. I had already started gathering my will, triggering my powers to begin the delicate process of preventing oxygen from dissolving into the water content of Shadow’s blood. Done correctly, it would knock her out. Done incorrectly, it would kill her.
“If he hollers, don’t let him go,” Shadow said in a singsong voice.
Selant tried to scream. Shadow pressed her foot even harder into his chest, forcing the air out of his lungs. The attempted scream came out as a low gurgle.
“Eeny meeny miny moe.”
Selant’s free hand strained at tugging at Shadow’s ankle. It did not budge an inch. I tried to move faster to knock Shadow out, but Shadow’s biochemistry was different than that of an ordinary person’s. I smelled urine. Selant was peeing himself. The stream of urine arced up from his penis, soiling his shirt.
“My mother told me to pick the very best one, and that is Y, O, U,” Shadow said, spelling out you slowly. Her finger settled on Selant’s index finger. Shadow grinned broadly. She looked like a child seeing a big present under the tree on Christmas morning. Selant whimpered with fear, reeking of his own urine.
“We have a winner,” Shadow said. She wrapped her hand around Selant’s index finger while still gripping his wrist with her other hand. “Say goodbye to your little friend.” Her exposed very white teeth almost seemed to glow in the dim light. I could hear my blood pounding in my ears as I concentrated on Shadow’s blood. I got ready to knock her out.
Faster than a striking cobra, Shadow let go of Selant’s wrist with her one hand while her other still held on to his index finger. Her now-free hand rose up and then down blindingly fast like a guillotine. The flat of her hand hit Selant where his shoulder joined his neck. With a small moan, Selant’s eyelids fluttered shut. His head lolled to the side. I was aghast.
“Tell me you didn’t—”
“Kill him?” Shadow asked. She let go of Selant’s finger and pulled her foot off of his chest. Selant’s body slumped down in the booth. “Of course not. I just knocked him out is all.” I let out the breath I had not even realized I had been holding.
“Thank God!” I said. Though I was not the slightest bit hot, sweat trickled into my eye. I wiped it away. “I really thought you were going to rip his finger off.”
“There was a time I probably would have. You know I don’t like to be touched, much less groped. But, hanging around a Boy Scout like you so much lately has been rubbing off on me.” Shadow frowned slightly. “Honestly, I can’t decide if that’s a good or a bad thing. To tell you the truth, if you had not been here, maybe I would have gone ahead and ripped it off. Old habits die hard. As it is, I think I put the fear of God into Mr. Wet Himself. He’ll think twice before groping another woman.”
Shadow looked down at Selant’s unconscious form with satisfaction. She bent over the table a bit. She blew away the line of powder on it until it was completely scattered and gone. She straightened back up and looked at me.
“You asked me earlier if I was having fun,” she said. She smiled. Her smile was wolfish. “Now I am.”
 



CHAPTER 9
“My name is Truman Lord. I want to talk to Brass Knuckle,” I said to the bouncer standing outside the door that opened to the stairwell that led to Brass’ upstairs office. It was just a few moments after our encounter with Tom Selant. Shadow and I had left him unconscious in his booth and proceeded to the back end of the club where we now were. The bouncer I spoke to was both taller and wider than I. He had a shaved head. Telltale scar tissue on his face told me the guy either had been or was still a fighter. The man looked at me assessingly. I wondered if he realized I was a former fighter too.
“Who’s she?” the man rumbled at me, flicking his chin at Shadow. His eyes darted down to her prominent chest. “Your wet nurse?”
“She’s my sidekick,” I said before Shadow had a chance to threaten to rip this guy’s finger off too.
“Partner,” Shadow immediately corrected.
“And what business do you and your sidekick slash partner have with Mr. Knuckle?” the man said. If he found us intimidating, he certainly hid it well. It just went to show how little he knew.
“Tell Brass I want to talk to him about the Sentinels. Truman Lord. He knows me. And since to know me is to love me, he’s a big fan of mine.”
The man looked dubious. Nonetheless, he stepped back to where a phone was mounted on the wall. He picked it up. He cupped his mouth with his hand as he spoke into it. He watched us as he listened to whomever was on the other end.
“If this guy doesn’t let us upstairs, can I be the one to slug him?” Shadow asked while we waited. “He said I looked like a wet nurse.” She shook her head. “Uppity.”
“Sure. I’m surprised he even knows what a wet nurse is. He looks like the kind of guy who can only grunt to communicate. He’s smarter than he looks.”
“It would be impossible for this guy to be dumber than he looks.”
After a minute or two, the bouncer stepped back over to us. He looked faintly amused.
“The boss says if you’re the Truman Lord he knows, he’s no fan of yours. He said, and I quote: ‘If someone would put that smartass gumshoe out of commission, I’d give him a medal and throw a party to celebrate.’”
“Gumshoe? How insulting. I prefer sleuth. Or even shamus.”
“I don’t think the boss cares. But he said to let you up anyway. Said that maybe you’d get out of line and that maybe he’d get the pleasure of stomping you himself. And when I told him what your friend looks like, he said to let her come up to. Said maybe he’d put her to work.” The bouncer was grinning openly now. He turned partially towards the closed door behind him. He punched a code into a keypad by the door, shielding the numbers from our view with his large body. Untrusting bastard. When the panel lit up green and the door made a slight buzzing sound, the man opened it, revealing a well-lit thin corridor with stairs leading upward. The man gestured towards the open door with a mocking flourish. I started up the stairs, with Shadow behind me. The door closed behind us. The thumping of the strip club immediately disappeared, as if a switch had been flipped. Good soundproofing.
“Even though that guy let us pass, can I slug him anyway?” Shadow asked hopefully.
“Maybe on the way out.”
“Can’t wait.”
The door at the top of the stairs opened right before we got there. I went through it with Shadow right behind me. We stepped into a long, rectangular, windowless room. In the middle of the room was a long plain wooden table. On it were stacks of cash that would make Donald Trump go from orange to green with envy. Sitting at the long sides of the table were ten men. They were counting the money, binding stacks of the cash together, and taking notes by hand in spiral notebooks. The men looked like the type of men who had gone to school for accounting. Standing watchfully behind the men on both sides of the table were two big men dressed in all black like the bouncers downstairs. They were tall and muscular. Automatic rifles were strapped to their backs, and they had pistols at their belts. They looked like the type of men who had gone to the school of hard knocks and studied thuggery.
“I know the place I’m going to rob if I ever am stuck for cash,” Shadow murmured softly. Before I could respond, a voice from my left called out.
“Over here Truman,” the voice said. I looked to the left into an open office door. A man was seated on the couch against the wall of the office by the door. His arm stretched the thirty feet or so from where he was to the doorway Shadow and I stood in front of. His hand was still on the doorknob of the open door.
“I wonder what he penis looks like,” Shadow said, murmuring again.
“I don’t,” I said. I walked towards the office the man with the stretched out arm was in, with Shadow right behind me. The man’s elongated arm closed the door behind us. Then it retracted back towards the man. When we walked into the office he was in, his elongated arm closed the door behind us. Then his arm fully retracted into his body until he was just a normal looking guy.
“How you doing Stretch?” I said to the man.
“Just fine Truman, just fine,” Stretch said. He took a sip of a large bottle of water, and then put it down on the small table in front of him. He was a wiry white guy with brown hair and prominent Adam’s apple. He had on a grey and white jumpsuit that made him look like he was wearing a onesie. I did not know what the jumpsuit was made out of that allowed it to stretch out along with Stretch’s body when he used his powers. Silly Putty, maybe. I’m no scientist. Stretch’s eyes moved from me to Shadow. They widened in interest, looking her up and down like a cat eyes a canary. The way Stretch looked at Shadow, I thought he would be more than happy to satisfy her curiosity as to what his penis looked like.
Stretch was not alone in the large, cheaply furnished office. Brass made money hand over fist, but he did not spend his ill-gotten gains on furnishings. On the other side of the room was Gunslinger. Gunslinger was dressed in faded blue jeans and a red and black checkered long-sleeved shirt. A leather, Western-style gun holster was strapped around his waist. The holster contained two six-shooters, both with ivory handles. Gunslinger also had on brown cowboy boots and a matching cowboy hat. The hat was tilted low on his head as Gunslinger leaned back in a cheap metal folding chair, watching the flat-screen television that was mounted on the wall across from him. A black and white John Wayne western was playing. Gunslinger’s stomach swelled out right above his holster, as if he was trying to hide a pillow from view. Gunslinger was not fat, but he was just a few pieces of cake away from being so. He would look ridiculous—like an extra from a Western movie who had taken advantage of the food at craft services too much—if I did not know what he was capable of. Gunslinger was the best man with a gun I had ever seen. That was saying something as I was a pretty fair hand with a gun myself and was in a line of work that brought me into contact with a lot of people who were handy with guns. In addition to his skill with a gun, Gunslinger had the Metahuman ability to surround the bullets he shot with an energy field that allowed them to pierce substances that would stop an ordinary bullet. I had seen Gunslinger shoot through a thick steel door to get to a man on the other side. Unfortunately for me, I had been that man. Fortunately for me, Gunslinger had missed as he could not see through that steel door to aim accurately. I later beat Gunslinger senseless. Maybe karma would have taken care of him eventually, but I have found karma to be less certain than a well-aimed right hook.
When Shadow and I came into the office, Gunslinger moved forward so that the raised front legs of his chair hit the floor. While looking at me, he casually unhooked the straps securing the guns in his holster. His hands hung at his sides, close to his guns. His dark eyes were inscrutable.
“Howdy Gunslinger,” I said, giving him my best John Wayne impersonation. “Rustle any cattle lately?” Gunslinger did not answer. He merely nodding to me in acknowledgement. His eyes flicked over to Shadow appraisingly, and then back to me. I did not expect a response. Gunslinger was mute. His vocal cords had been cut by a gangbanger when he was a kid. He could sign, but I had rarely seen him do so. He let his guns do his talking for him. I felt the comforting weight of my gun in my belt. Though Gunslinger was fast enough to shoot me to pieces before I would be able to get my own gun free, it still felt good to have it with me. Some people had blankies; I had a nine millimeter Beretta semi-automatic. I was not too worried about Gunslinger shooting me. I knew Gunslinger would not draw on me without getting the go-ahead from Brass Knuckle first.
I gave the television Gunslinger had been watching a quick glance. I enjoyed westerns, and I had seen this one before. But, if you looked at westerns from the perspective of Native Americans, the good guys never won. A thought about Avatar skittered through my mind. The good guys often lost in real life too.
Brass Knuckle was the third person in the office. He sat behind a large cheap desk directly across from where Stretch sat on the couch. He was a big man with longish black hair, brown skin, and small piggish eyes that were set deeply in his big head. He looked like a sumo wrestler who hailed from South America instead of Japan. He had on a shiny blue button down dress shirt that fit him the way a shirt would fit a gorilla. He wore a pink tie tied in a Windsor knot. Brass’ neck was so thick his flesh flowed over his shirt’s collar. It looked like the shirt and tie were strangling him. The world should be so lucky.
Brass Knuckle was not his real name, of course. Since I had taken a hard look at his background in connection with another case years before, I knew his real name was Sergio Mezza. He was a second generation American, his parents having emigrated to the U.S. from Peru before Brass was born. When his parents had come to this country, they could not speak English and only had the clothes on their back. Brass had kicked off his career when he was a penniless young man as a pimp and street hustler. Now this son of immigrants ran the biggest prostitution ring in one of the biggest cities in the country. The American Dream was alive and well.
Gunslinger and Stretch were Brass’ bodyguards and chief enforcers. Brass had a lot of enemies and competitors, so everywhere Brass went, Gunslinger and Stretch were sure to go. Like Mary and her deadly little lambs. Nothing about these three was as white as snow, though.
Brass was reading an electronic tablet which he held in his meaty hand. Since his hands were the size of ham hocks, the tablet looked like a toy in his grasp. His beady eyes looked up at me.
“Reading the Bible?” I asked Brass. “I love to see a man trying to improve his spiritual life. I particularly enjoy Proverbs twenty-three, verses twenty-seven through twenty-eight.”
“What the fuck do you want Truman?” Brass said. Clearly he did not know the part of the Bible I referred him to warned about the evils of prostitution. I was casting pearls before swine again. “I let you in to see me. Don’t make me regret it. And who the hell is that?” he demanded, referring to Shadow. As Brass had been speaking, she had casually walked over near where Gunslinger sat. She was looking up at the western playing on the television as if she was fascinated by it. I knew what she was really doing was getting closer to Gunslinger in case there was trouble. No one seemed overly concerned about her. Brass was contemptuous of women as a rule, seeing them as little more than three warm, wet holes he could monetize. The attitude had rubbed off on his men. Like Brass, Stretch and Gunslinger kept their focus on me. Besides, when you looked like a centerfold the way Shadow did, men rarely saw her as a threat. Shadow always used that fact to her advantage. Maybe I should have taken a page out of her playbook and started wearing tight clothes and a push-up bra.
“She’s an anthropologist,” I said to Brass. “She’s here to study criminals in their native environment.”
“I’m not a criminal. I’m a legitimate businessman.” Brass said it with a smirk. He and I both knew better.
“Oh give it a rest. You know I’m neither a vice cop nor an IRS agent. You’re as crooked as a mountain road. Not as scenic though,” I said. “But I’m not here to hassle you about your flesh peddling. I’m here to ask you why you’re having the Sentinels’ mansion watched and why you’re having people followed from it.”
“The Sentinels? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Brass frowned deeply in confusion. I did not need my powers to tell me he was lying. I had seen better acting in grade school plays.
“The hell you don’t. You’ve got some men watching the people going in and out of the Sentinels’ mansion and I want to know why.”
“Even if I did, what business is it of yours?”
“One of your goons followed me.”
“Who? Nobody told me they followed you.” Just like that, Brass tacitly admitted he was having people followed. What Brass lacked in brains he made up for in viciousness. I smiled broadly. Brass’ face got red with the realization of his admission. He had probably let me come up to his office because he hoped to find out what I knew about the Sentinels, which was why I had dropped their name to the bouncer manning the door downstairs. But so far I had learned more from him than he had from me. 
“Who followed me is not important. The why is what’s important,” I said. Brass looked stubborn.
“If you’re going to keep asking me stupid questions, you can just get out,” he said. “And I don’t mean just my office, I mean out of the entire club. And take your black bitch with you.”
“Black bitch?” I pretended to peer around the room for a moment. “I guess he means you,” I said to Shadow.
“Both rude and politically incorrect,” she said. “Sad. I only answer to African-American bitch.”
“Neither of you are funny,” Brass said. “Now get the fuck out of my club.” He gave me a look that was no doubt designed to make me flee in terror. I bore up under it like a trooper. This was not my first rodeo.
“You can drop the death stare,” I said. “I’m sure all the sixteen-year-old runaway girls you prey on find you terrifying. I’m not sixteen, nor am I terrified.”
“You should be,” Brass said. He almost smiled. I thought his face would crack. On Brass the almost-smile looked more like the snarl of a gorilla. I had told him the truth—I was not afraid of him. I had been a Hero too long and had seen too much to be afraid of him. I did respect him though. Not the way I respected a special-needs teacher or a doctor who ran a non-profit clinic or someone like Avatar, of course. Rather, I respected Brass the way a sensible person respects what a rattlesnake or a black widow spider can do.
“I’m not going anywhere until you tell me why you care so much about the Sentinels,” I said.
“Look jackass, like I said I don’t know nothing about the Sentinels. I’m a legitimate businessman and don’t have time to be fooling around in the business of a bunch of Heroes. I want to get back to running my business. Your presence is hampering my ability to do that.”
“‘Hampering my ability to do that’? Jesus Brass, you must be reading the Wall Street Journal again. Every time I see you, you sound less and less like the flesh-peddling thug both you and I know you to be. Does someone help you pronounce the big words, or do you just sound them out?” I asked. “Though I hope you didn’t learn double negatives like ‘don’t know nothing’ from the Journal. If you did, their editorial standards are going downhill.”
Brass’ eyes flashed with anger.
“Just because you’re a licensed Hero, you think you can waltz in here and act like you’re better than me. Well you ain’t. Your shit stinks just like mine does. The main difference between you and me is I’ve got enough money to buy and sell you. I’m an important man in this town. One of these days you’re going to go too far and I’m gonna bury you so deep even the worms won’t be able to find you.”
“Not even the worms? Eeek!” I was being deliberately irritating. I was trying to goad Brass into saying something useful. It had the side effect of also being fun. “I think Brass here is trying to scare me to death,” I said to Shadow. “Do I look scared?”
“Terrified,” Shadow said. She was leaning on the wall near Gunslinger. Her eyes were veiled, and she looked like she was half asleep. I knew she was not.
Brass’ face flushed, making it darker than it already was. He started to stand up, controlled himself with a visible effort, and then sat back down.
“I’m a legitimate businessman running a legitimate business,” he repeated. “I’ve asked you to leave, and you’ve refused. Hero or no Hero, you’re trespassing on private property. I’ll have the cops throw you out. Maybe they’ll throw you in jail to. You can practice running your smart mouth on the guys in lockup.” Brass picked up the receiver of the telephone on his desk and started dialing. I did not want to involve the cops in this. Brass was right: I was on his property, and he had every right to tell me to leave. I was not ready to leave yet. I knew no more about why Brass had the Sentinels’ mansion under surveillance than I did when I first walked into Spread Legs. I did not want the police involved as they would tell me and Shadow to leave.
“You’re calling the cops? Really?” I said, putting extra incredulity into my voice. “You must be getting old and feeble. What will your enemies think when I tell them you had to run and tell Daddy on me to make me leave?” A crime boss like Brass ran his organization mainly on fear. Fear was to him what an axe was to a lumberjack: it was the main tool of his trade. If people stopped being afraid of him, they would start stealing from him, start disobeying his orders, and eventually screw up the courage to make a move against him and take his place.
Brass’ face clouded over in anger and frustration. Though not an educated man, he no doubt knew instinctively that if people knew he ran to the cops when there was trouble, people would stop being afraid of him. And, if he lost that fear, he was through. He slammed the phone down.
“Throw these two out,” he growled to Stretch and Gunslinger. “And don’t be too gentle about it.” Before I could move a muscle, Stretch had thrown an arm around my neck. It tightened around me, squeezing me like an anaconda chokes a rodent. I reached up and dug my fingers into his arm. I pulled, to no effect. It was like trying to pull hardened chewing gum off your shoe.
“If you come quietly Truman, I promise to not hurt you too bad,” Stretch said in my ear. I had to act quickly; it only took a few seconds to choke a man unconscious if you knew what you were doing.
I drove my head back into Stretch’s face. I hit something hard. His nose probably. Stretch’s body was pliable only when he willed it to be so. An unexpected head-butt would hurt him as much as the next guy. Stretch cried out in pain and surprise. The tightness of his arm wrapped around my neck relaxed a bit. I stepped to the right, dipped my head, and stepped back while simultaneously pushing Stretch in front of me with my left hand. My head popped out of Stretch’s chokehold like an egg that had been stuck in the mouth of a jar. It was a sloppy chokehold anyway, otherwise it was unlikely I would have gotten out. The problem with a lot of Metas was they relied on their powers so much, they neglected fight fundamentals. Extensive fight training was but one of the things that separated licensed Heroes from a random Meta who could bench press a semi-truck.
While pushing Stretch in front of me, I drew my gun from my waistband with my right hand. I wrapped my left arm around Stretch’s neck. The reversal of where things were just seconds before was complete. Now I was the one who had Stretch in a chokehold. Stretch would be able to escape readily enough with his powers of pliability, though, unless I stopped him. I shoved my gun into the base of his skull, just under the hairline, hard enough for him to feel what it was.
“If you do so much as to stretch your imagination, I’ll blow your head off,” I said into Stretch’s ear. “Not even you would survive a point blank shot. A bullet can make quite a hole in a rubber ball.”
“Who’re you foolin’,” Stretch said. His voice was muffled. I felt blood from his nose beginning to soak the sleeve of my shirt. Perhaps I had broken it. “You’re a Hero. Ain’t no way you’re going to shoot me in the back of the head.” Well, he certainly had me there. Another thing that separated Heroes from your average Meta was we did not kill people unless is was absolutely necessary. Well, there was more than one way to skin a Metahuman cat.
Stretch’s body was not primarily water-based. The bodies of a lot of Metas were not, especially the ones who could transform their bodies in some fashion. So, I could not incapacitate Stretch directly by knocking him out with my powers as I had planned to do to Shadow downstairs. I would have to stop Stretch with my powers indirectly. I activated my powers, pulling the water out of the bottle Stretch had been drinking from when we walked in. I made it shoot from the table to Stretch’s nose and mouth, completely blocking his ability to breathe.
Panicked, Stretch flattened his head. He slipped out of my grasp. But it was already too late. I kept the water around and in his nose and mouth, muzzling him like a dog. I drove the water deeper into his body. Stretch’s face twisted and shifted and elongated like the body of an ameba as he struggled to change his shape enough to take a breath. I kept the water on him like a handkerchief full of chloroform. Stretch struggling was actually playing into my hands; the more he struggled, the more quickly he would deplete his body of oxygen and pass out.
Gunslinger rose from his seat as Stretch struggled. I saw him and turned, raising my gun all while keeping part of my attention on Stretch to make sure he was incapacitated. As if it was happening in slow motion, I saw Gunslinger draw the gun from his right holster, raising it towards me. He was faster than I, and would get off a shot before I did.
Fortunately, Shadow was there. She stepped up to Gunslinger almost faster than my eye could follow. She grabbing his arm holding the gun. Gunslinger still got a shot off. Shadow had gotten to Gunslinger in time. The glowing bullet impaled itself into the floor inches away from me. I jumped, almost losing my hold on the water I was using on Stretch. There was the slight but unmistakable crunch of breaking bones. Gunslinger cried out in pain. He went for his other gun with his left hand. Ambidextrous. Shadow pivoting sharply to the left while still holding Gunslinger’s broken arm. She spun him around, and then let go. Gunslinger became briefly airborne, hitting the wall under the television like a thrown ball. He bounced off the wall with a groan, and collapsed into a heap. He did not move.
By this time, Stretch also collapsed in front of me, unconscious. I removed the water in and surrounding his nose and mouth before I suffocated him to death. Like he had said, Heroes were not killers.
The entire fight has lasted less than a minute. That was often the case when the people doing the fighting knew what they were doing. Shadow and I both did. Brass stood. He was a big man sitting down, and he was even bigger standing up. He was over six feet seven inches if he was an inch, and was a mountain of a man. Brass looked down at his men with a combination of anger and disgust.
“Mighty hard to find good henchmen these days, isn’t it?” I said to him. I was breathing hard, though I tried to not show it. The blood roared through my veins. Like Winston Churchill said, there was nothing in life so exhilarating as being shot at without result. I tried to act casual and not seem excited, like I got shot at and choked by Metas every day. If you were going to fight Metas, it was best to try to make it seem effortless. It tended to intimidate the hell out of them, making it easier to avoid further fighting.
There was a loud clanging sound, like a hammer repeatedly hitting a metal bar. Suddenly Brass’ fists were covered in a shiny yellowish-brown metal. With a roar, Brass leapt over his big desk at me as easily as a man jumps over a puddle of water. He sailed through the air at me like a cannonball. His huge fists were over his head, ready to pound me to a pulp.
So much for Brass being intimidated into submission.
I dove to the right. It was in the nick of time. Brass landed, his fists coming down right where I had been an instant before. There was a loud crash. The floor cratered where Brass’ fists hit it. Better the floor than me. I was on the floor on my back, scurrying with my elbows and feet like a crab to get out of the range of Brass’s fists. Too late. Brass’ size belied his speed. He struck like a snake, his hand rocketing out to grab my left ankle. I winced in pain. Brass’ grip strength when he manifested his brass fists was super strong. If he squeezed it, he would turn my ankle into jelly. My ankle was the least of my problems. Brass pulled me towards him like a fisherman hauling in a net. The closed fist of Brass’ free hand loomed over me like a jackhammer. I was about to be pounded into the floor like a nail.
Thankfully I had not dropped my gun. I still clutched it in my right hand. I swung it around, aiming it at Brass’ big belly. Brass reacted, letting go of my ankle. He brought his metal coated fists to his midsection right as I fired. His fists glowed slightly. The blast of the gun was deafening. My bullets hit Brass’ fists instead of the part of his body I was aiming at, attracted to his fists by Brass’ Metahuman power. He could deflect both projectiles and energy weapons with those fists. My bullets bounced off of Brass’ fists. One ricocheted, grazing my left ear. It felt like someone had stabbed me there. The pain penetrated my adrenaline soaked mind and made me realize me continuing to shoot was not hurting Brass and might hurt me. I had just wanted to get Brass to let go of me, anyway. If that ricochet had been a little more to the right, it would likely have been bye-bye Truman Lord.
I again tried to scamper back out of the range of Brass’ grasp. Brass’ fists stopped glowing, and he moved to grab me again. Before he touched me, Shadow sailed through the air, landing on Brass’ shoulders. She wrapped her legs around his neck like she was assuming the lotus position in yoga. She slammed her closed fists against the sides of Brass’ head like she was driving nails into it. Brass staggered but, amazingly, did not fall. He reached up and grabbed one of Shadow’s legs, again surprising me with the speed at which such a large man could move. He bent at the waist and flung Shadow off of him. She flew through the air towards the far wall. For a terrifying instant I thought I was about to watch my friend go splat against the wall like a thrown tomato. I should have known better. Shadow spun in mid-air, hitting the wall feet-first. Her knees bent and her butt almost touched the wall, making her look like a coiled spring. Shadow launched herself off the wall, hurtling back towards Brass like a guided missile. She hit Brass in the stomach, sending both of them crashing backwards into a row of metal file cabinets. One of them exploded open, sending papers flying. Another hit the floor with a loud smash.
Brass was now off his feet, his back up against the cabinets. Shadow was on her feet near him. Brass shook his head groggily. He staggered to his feet. He was a tough bastard all right.
I was not idle during all this. Thanks to my water sensing abilities, I had already felt the men outside of the office moving about in agitation. Our fight was not exactly quiet. Two of the men had moved towards Brass’ office door, no doubt the big ones who were armed. I sprang to the door and locked it. For good measure, I grabbed a nearby chair. I shoved it under the doorknob at an angle. The men on the other side of the door pounded on it. The door would hopefully hold out long enough for me and Shadow to take care of Brass. Getting shot in the back by a couple of automatic rifles was the last thing we needed.
I turned my full attention back to Brass and Shadow. They were circling each other warily. By now, there was a cut over Shadow’s left eye where Brass must have tagged her with his metallic fists. Blood was flowing into her eye. Brass’ right hand shot out, jabbing towards the left side of her head. Due to her bleeding, Shadow must have been partially blinded. She did not completely dodge the punch. Brass landed a glancing blow on the side of her face. She was rocked backwards.
I had to end this before Shadow was seriously hurt and before Brass’ men could get inside. Brass was a handful all by himself. I had already started the process of keeping oxygen from dissolving into the water content of his blood. Fortunately for both me and Shadow, his biochemistry was not like Stretch’s, so this tactic should work on him. It was a delicate process, one that if done too hastily would kill Brass. Unfortunately for us, Brass had no similar qualms about killing either me or Shadow.
What I was doing to Brass’ body started to show an effect. He moved slower and slower. He looked both puzzled and frustrated by what was happening to him. He staggered drunkenly. His arms fell, as if they were too heavy to hold up any longer. He dropped to one knee, shaking his head groggily.
It was the opening Shadow needed. Her foot shot out in a wheel kick. Her heel clipped Brass’ chin with a loud sickening smack. Brass’ head was thrown to the side like a weathervane hit by a sudden gust of wind. Brass’ body swayed for a moment, like a freshly sawed tree that could not decide which direction it would fall. Then, Brass toppled to the floor face-first, hitting it like a dropped bag of dirt. He twitched a bit, not fully unconscious. I released my powers, not wanting to kill him.
Using both hands, Shadow grabbed Brass by the nape of his neck. She picked him partially up, with his legs dragging on the floor. Brass’ eyes rolled in his head. He groaned loudly. The fact he was not out cold was a testament to the fact he was as tough as a rhinoceros.
Shadow shook Brass a bit, like a dog shaking a chew toy.
“Tell us what we wanna know muthafucka!” she said, sounding like someone in a rap video. She looked over at me. Blood covered the left side of her face. She winked at me with her still clear eye while she grinned like a maniac. She looked like she was having the time of her life.
I took a long, deep breath. I really needed to find some less sociopathic friends.
 



CHAPTER 10
“Now that we have your attention, I’ll ask again: Why are you having people followed out of Sentinels mansion?” I asked Brass.
It was just a couple of minutes after Shadow and I had fought Brass and his men. I was sitting behind Brass’ desk. Brass’ own considerable girth strained a chair we had positioned right in front of Brass’ desk. His wrists were bound together behind him with the pink tie that had been around his neck. He could break free readily enough if he manifested his brass hands again, but not before Shadow knocked his block off if he made a wrong move. She was standing menacingly slightly behind him, like a guardian angel that no one wanted. Her face was still bloody and slightly puffy from where Brass had socked her.
We had already made Brass call off his men outside the office. I had tied Gunslinger up to another office chair using ripped pieces from his own shirt. He glared at me and Shadow. Though he was mute, his eyes spoke volumes. It was not love poems they were reciting. I had not tied Stretch up since his powers made doing so pointless. He was still unconscious, lying on the floor close to where Brass sat. I was keeping an eye on him. It occurred to me that the last few times Shadow and I had worked together, we had wound up tying Metas up. Coincidence, maybe. Or, maybe we shared some sort of latent bondage fetish. It was certainly better than sharing a scat fetish.
My gun was in my right hand, which rested on the desk. I was not pointing it at Brass or Stretch directly, but that could change in a millisecond. I was sitting behind the desk in the hopes of gaining a psychological advantage over Brass.
Brass just looked at me sullenly in response to my question about the Sentinels. Though he was still groggy from what my powers had done to him, he was conscious enough to understand me. I sighed. My bleeding ear hurt.
“Look Brass, we fought, you lost, we won. To the victor goes the spoils. Answer my question.”
Brass continued to stare at me. “Fuck you and your cunt friend,” he said slowly, relishing the words. “When I get through with you, you’ll wish you’d never been born.” You would have thought he was behind the desk holding a gun on me rather than vice versa. So much for gaining a psychological advantage. I could threaten to shoot him, but he knew I would not kill him in cold blood, as tempting as that prospect might have been. There was more than one way to threaten a man, though.
“I don’t like you Brass,” I said to him. “I never have. In addition to you calling your betters like my friend here names, you exploit the weak and the vulnerable to line your pockets. The only reason why I and people like me haven’t acted to take you out of the picture is because you bring to flesh peddling some measure of stability. With you controlling most of the city’s prostitution trade, you’ve largely eliminated the turf wars that would go on if you did not hold the near monopoly you do. Nature abhors a vacuum, and so does the street. If something happened to you, the vultures would immediately swoop in and start fighting over what you had left behind.” I took a breath. I was sick of being in this room, in this club, and in this neighborhood. I wanted to go home and wash the stink of Brass off me. I was rapidly losing patience.
“I’m starting to revise my thinking. How can the devils I don’t know who are waiting in the wings be worse than the devil I’m sitting across from? So here’s what I’m going to do. If you don’t tell me right now why you are having people followed from the Sentinels’ mansion, I am going to put an end to your business. From this moment forward I am going to devote every waking moment to disrupting prostitution in Astor City. I will be a one-man moral crusader. Wherever your streetwalkers prowl, that’s where I’ll be. Wherever a John reaches for his wallet, that’s where I’ll be. Wherever your high-end madams are ready to swipe a credit card, that’s where I’ll be. I’ll slap the dicks out of the mouths of every hooker from here to the Golden Horseshoe Casino. You’ve known me a long time Brass. You know I’m stubborn, especially when someone’s pissed me off like you have. I’m really quite effective when I put my mind to something. The next trick this city will see will be during Halloween. I’ll cripple your business. You’ll have to move back to Peru. And good riddance to you, I say. We’ve got enough native scumbags without having to ship in talent from overseas. Maybe you can take up potato-digging down there. Your mitts are big enough for it. I hear potatoes are the country’s biggest cash crop. Not as lucrative as hookers, maybe, but better for the soul.”
Brass’ face had been getting darker and darker as I spoke. He was furious. He started to heave himself to his feet, looked over at Shadow, and then thought better of it. He settled back into the chair.
“I’ll kill you if you do that,” he hissed.
“Maybe. You can try. Lord knows others have. Seems to me you took your best shot at it just a few minutes ago. And yet here I am, holding this gun on you while you’re tied up. I’m not so easy to kill. Besides, killing a licensed Hero is pretty serious business. The cops—the honest ones I mean, not the ones in your pocket—will be all over it. Plus the Heroes’ Guild.”
“Not to mention me,” Shadow interjected.
“See, even Shadow here will join in on the fun. You’ll have more problems than a stray dog has fleas.” At me saying Shadow’s name, Brass’ beady eyes widened a bit. He craned his neck to look at her.
“Wait, you’re Shadow. THE Shadow?” he said. A bit of awe was in his voice. Shadow nodded modestly, like a celebrity who had been recognized by a fan. Shadow was something of a legend in Metahuman criminal circles. Brass looked sick, like he was regretting calling her those names earlier. He licked his lips nervously. “I’d heard rumors you were running around with this jackass, but I didn’t believe it. I thought you operated on my side of the fence. What are you doing hanging out with this do-gooder?”
“Slumming,” Shadow said. I knew better than to ask whether or not she was kidding. Her answer was liable to hurt my feelings.
“So it’s up to you Brass,” I said. “Either you tell me what your interest is in the Sentinels, or you can kiss your flesh peddling business goodbye.”
Brass chewed at his thick lower lip for a bit as he thought. Whatever else he was, Brass was a businessman. The costs and benefits of making a deal were things he could understand, maybe even more than he understood a sock in the jaw.
“All right,” he said. He lowered his voice, as if he was afraid he would be overheard. “I’ll tell you. But you can’t tell anyone you heard it from me.” First I had to keep the fact Buzz had spoken to me quiet, now Brass. Who did these guys think I was, a father confessor? I nodded in agreement. Brass let out a long breath.
“The word is that someone killed one of the Sentinels,” he said, still speaking in a conspiratorially low voice. I felt sick to my stomach, but kept the emotion off my face. How did Brass know about Avatar? “I was told to keep a watch on the Sentinels’ mansion and follow anyone going in or out of there.”
“One of the Sentinels has been killed?” I asked. I was the picture of wide-eyed innocence. I should have gone into acting. More lucrative and less dangerous than the Hero business. Plus, actors had groupies. “Who?”
Brass shook his head. “I don’t know. All I was told was that it is one of the heavy hitters. I was told to have my men follow anyone who wasn’t one of the Sentinels who visited the mansion,” Brass said. I saw Shadow’s face out of the corner of my eye. I could practically see the wheels of her mind spinning. She knew I had been summoned to meet with the Sentinels. She no doubt deduced I knew who was dead.
“Why?” I asked. Brass shook his head again.
“I don’t know that either. All I know is what I told you. When this guy tells me to do something, I do it.”
“Who? Who are you talking about?” Who in the world had the authority to tell Brass to do something and make him hop to it like he was a bellhop hungry for a tip?
Brass glanced around like he was afraid the person he was talking about was in the room with us. He leaned forward a bit, getting closer to the desk.
“The Spider,” he whispered.
I frowned. I looked up at Shadow. She shrugged slightly. She clearly had no idea either.
Who the hell was “The Spider”?
 



CHAPTER 11
“I still can’t believe Avatar is dead,” Ginny Southland said. Her head rested on my chest, facing away from me. In my dimly lit bedroom, her flaming red hair looked like a spray of blood on my chest. Her hair smelled much better than blood, though. Unfortunately, I had bled enough over the years to know that for certain.
“Me neither,” I said. “It’s like finding out Santa Claus has been killed.”
We were in the bedroom of my condominium in Astor City. It was two nights after Shadow and I had confronted Brass Knuckle. My condo was near downtown, not too far from my office. I had bought the condo years ago during the bust portion of one of the city’s never-ending boom and bust real estate cycles. We were now in the midst of a boom period. The condo now was worth so much, I felt like the goose that had laid the golden egg.
It was late. Despite the lateness of the hour and the fact the condo was eight floors up, I could still hear the sounds of traffic and the other background noises of city life. I was so used to hearing it, I sometimes forgot it was always there, like the beating of my heart or the sound of my breathing. Like New York, Astor City was a town that never completely slept.
Ginny and I had just finished having what my Southern grandmother would have called “relations.” Nana and my grandfather had a total of fifteen children, of whom my father had been the second youngest. Nana evidently had loved having relations. I loved jelly doughnuts but, unlike how my Nana obviously had been with my grandfather, I did not eat them for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.
I stroked Ginny’s bare back. For some reason, I was always randier than usual after a fight. I think it had something to do with the fact a fight reminded me of the fragility of life in general, and mine in particular. There were few things in life more life-affirming than sex. Especially sex with Ginny. Every time I was with her—even non-horizontally—it was a fresh adventure. I was in love with her. I had not told her that yet. I was not sure what was stopping me from doing so. Maybe it was because if I told her how I felt about her, it would mean my relationship with her serious. I had spent all of my adult life alone. With my parents and sister dead, I had no immediate family. My distant relatives were mostly strangers to me. I had had girlfriends and relationships in the past, of course, but none of them had been serious. I had never let them get serious. A therapist might say that, because of my family’s death during my formative years, I had a fear of commitment and intimacy. Then again, therapists used to recommend lobotomies as a treatment for mental retardation, so what the hell did those knuckleheaded witch doctors know?
Not having any immediate family or serious relationships was why I, unlike most licensed Heroes, did not wear a mask and costume or use an alias. Those other Heroes had loved ones whose lives and privacy they needed to protect. Until Ginny had come along, I had no one. If I told Ginny how I felt about her, maybe I would also have to revisit how I operated as a Hero. Maybe I was not ready to do that. Or, maybe I was simply just a fraidy-cat. Facing supervillains was something I was used to, something I was trained to do. Having to talk about my feelings was quite a different kettle of fish. I had zero training on how to do that. The very thought of it made my faintly queasy, like that feeling you got when staring down from a great height. Maybe, once this whole thing with Avatar was resolved, I would rectify my lack of adult emotion training by watching re-runs of the Oprah Winfrey Show. 
Though I had not told Ginny I loved her, I did refer to her as my girlfriend. Honestly, I felt pretty silly as a grown man calling someone my girlfriend. The word “girlfriend” evoked in my mind things like promise rings and ice cream socials and sock hops. What Ginny and I had just finished doing had not involved any socks. There had been some hopping, but only because I had wanted to try something new I had read about in the Kama Sutra. A library card and I were a dangerous combination.
I had not broken my word to the Sentinels by telling Ginny about Avatar’s death. After Shadow and I had left Spread Legs, I had called Pearce, the Sentinels’ butler, using the number he had given me. I had told him about my encounter with Buzz and Brass, and the fact that Brass and someone known as The Spider knew one of the Sentinels was dead. For all I knew, this Spider character knew it was Avatar himself who was dead.
After I had spoken to Pearce, Seer had called me back shortly thereafter. She had told me the Sentinels had held an emergency meeting about what I had learned. In light of the fact that elements of the criminal underworld had somehow learned that one of the Sentinels was death and perhaps even knew Avatar was that Sentinel, they had voted to permit me to talk about Avatar’s death in the course of my investigation. Assuming I would change my mind and investigate Avatar’s death, that was. I had agreed. I had not had to hold a meeting with anyone to make that agreement, either. It was becoming clear to me that the Sentinels coming to a decision about anything more consequential than what kind of toilet paper to buy for the mansion involved more voting than what went on at the United Nations. Operating a one-man shop had its advantages. Another of those advantages was I was the only one who could spend the fat retainer the Sentinels had wired to me and that was sitting in my bank account. It had been a while since I had seen that much money all at once.
So, I was permitted to discussed Avatar’s death as I needed to in the furtherance of my investigation. The Sentinels probably would disagree that talking Avatar’s death over with my girlfriend was in furtherance of my investigation. If so, they would have been wrong. In addition to a having a face that could launch a thousand ships and a body that inspired a different kind of sea men, Ginny was sharp as a tack. She attended law school at night. I had no doubt she would make a great lawyer, despite the fact the phrase “great lawyer” sounded like an oxymoron. Talking my cases over with her helped me refine my thoughts and often led to me looking at what I was investigating from a different angle.
Ginny lifted her head from my chest. She twisted to face me, making her naked body rub against mine. One of the perks of Ginny working during the day at a gym was that she was in shape. Her body was firm, yet soft in all the right places. Ginny propped her head up on her arm.
“On a more positive note than Avatar’s death, you’re working for the Sentinels now,” she said. “Wow! That’s pretty exciting.”
“I wonder if the Sentinels are lying in bed with their loved ones right now with the loved ones saying, ‘Truman Lord is working for you? Wow, that’s pretty exciting.’” Even saying “loved ones” made me vaguely uncomfortable. I really was a commitmentphobe.
Ginny’s blue eyes swam with amusement in the dim light.
“If they’re not, they should be. Then again, you’re my snookums, so I may be a bit biased.”
“Snookums? How am I supposed to strike fear in the hearts of the wicked if you go around calling me snookums?”
“A good point.” Ginny frowned in thought. “Love muffin?”
“No. Since when are muffins scary?”
“You’ve clearly never tasted my mother’s baking. But I get what you mean.” She gently touched the ear that had been grazed by my own bullet during my fight with Brass. It was now bandaged up. “How about Danger Stud?”
“Now you’re talking. I should change my business’ name to Danger Stud Investigations. Supervillain thrashing at reasonable rates, boinking for free.”
Ginny laughed. The laugh quickly turned into a slight frown.
“To be serious for a moment, I don’t like to see you hurt. I mean I know the wound to your ear is not serious. But the next time, it might be. It scares me.”
“Imagine how I feel. You’re not the one who almost shot off his own ear. But, the occasional scratch and scrape comes with the Heroic territory. Would you rather I did something else for a living? Though Brass only has female prostitutes, I could always sexually integrate his business and go to work for him as a gigolo. Just think of it. I’d be a civil rights pioneer.”
“The Rosa Parks of prostitution. You could put that on your business cards.”
“Or more appropriately, tattoo it on my penis.”
“You think there’s enough room?” Even in the near darkness, I could see Ginny grinning at me.
“I wasn’t hearing any complaints about size a little while ago. Quite the opposite, actually.”
“I was in the throes of passion at the time. You know better than anyone that excited eyewitness testimony is unreliable.” I reached out to pinch her in retaliation. She squirmed and giggled. Then she sobered. 
“So what’s the first step in trying to figure out who killed Avatar?” she asked.
“Well, I’ve already asked around about who this Spider person might be. Brass has never met him, and only speaks to him on the phone when Spider calls him. The source number is always blocked, so Brass has never been able to figure out where the call originates from. Occasionally Spider sends an intermediary to speak with Brass, but even that is rare and it has never been the same person twice. Shadow has never heard of a Spider. Neither have the Sentinels. I’ve reached out to some other Heroes, some cops, and some of my less savory contacts in the underworld. So far, nada.”
“Did you do a UWant search for The Spider? The amount of information a UWant search can turn up is freaky.” UWant was the world’s most-used search engine. It had recently overtaken Google in the number of people who routinely used it. As a result, UWant’s founder and chief executive officer Richard Lobb was a household name, one of the richest men on the planet, and about as influential.
“This is not my first rodeo, you know,” I said about Ginny’s UWant suggestion. “Running a search for The Spider was one of the first things I did. The only thing that turned up was, you guessed it, spiders. On the upside, I’m now an expert on the mating habits of the black widow spider.”
“As upsides go, that one sucks.”
“Agreed.” I shook my head. “Anyway, whoever Spider is, maybe he killed Avatar. Then again, maybe he had nothing to do with Avatar’s death. Maybe he just heard that one of the Sentinels had been killed and he had Brass’ men watch the Sentinels’ mansion for some relatively benign purpose.” I shrugged. “I’ll say this, though: the fact Spider had a piece of crap like Brass keep a watch on the Sentinels tells me that whatever motivates Spider, it’s hardly benign.”
“Why is this Brass Knuckle guy doing what Spider tells him anyway? From what you’ve told me, Brass is the kind of guy who tells people what to do, not the other way around.”
“Spider apparently helped Brass launch his prostitution career. Brass had been a mere street pimp with a small stable of hookers years ago when a representative from Spider approached him with a deal: help Spider from time to time by loaning him men, providing information about what was going on in the streets, who was cheating on their wives and girlfriends with Brass’ girls, that sort of thing, in exchange for The Spider bankrolling Brass’ business and smoothing the path when Brass had a confrontation with the law. According to Brass, Spider wields a lot of influence with the authorities. Why and how, he doesn’t know. At the time, Brass was nothing more than an ambitious street thug, so he jumped at the opportunity. Thanks to The Spider’s money and Brass’ powers and drive, Brass is the king of Astor City prostitution he is today. Though Brass doesn’t need Spider’s money anymore, Brass still calls on Spider for help when Brass has a problem with the law Brass can’t handle on his own.”
“So that’s why Brass does what Spider tells him to do? Gratitude?”
“Hardly. Brass can’t spell gratitude, much less experience it as an emotion,” I said. “Brass is scared of Spider. That’s saying something as he doesn’t scare easily. A few years back apparently Brass had decided he did not need Spider’s help anymore as Brass had gotten to be a pretty big deal. So, when Spider called him up one day and told Brass he needed Gunslinger to kill someone for him, Brass told him no. Brass woke up two days later to find his brother’s severed right hand on top of his kitchen table. Brass’ brother Piero is his chief lieutenant and the only thing other than money Brass gives a hell about. Attached to Piero’s thumb was a note. The note read: ‘Refuse me again, and the next time I’ll have your brother’s head removed. Refuse me a third time, and I’ll have your head removed.’ The alarms on Brass’ house had not been tripped, nor had the security contingent Brass always kept around him seen anything. When Brass spoke to Piero later, Piero told him he had simply gone to sleep in his house as usual. When he woke up, he was in a hospital with his hand already removed. Brass never did figure out how Spider or his men removed Piero’s hand and got through Brass’ security, but it seems pretty clear Spider is either a Meta or has Metas other than Brass he uses to do his dirty work. Though Brass is too proud and too worried about looking tough to have said it this way to me, but he gave me the distinct impression that since the episode with his brother’s hand, whenever Spider says ‘Jump,’ Brass’ immediate response is ‘How high?’”
“So what’s your next move? Like you said, you seem to be at a dead end when it comes to figuring out who this Spider person is.” 
“I thought I’d tackle Avatar’s murder the way I would any other murder case: take a hard look at his friends, family, and acquaintances. Most murders are committed by people the victim knows, after all.”
“Fifty-four percent of murder victims die at the hands of people they know,” Ginny said in agreement. “My corporate law classes bore me into a coma, but the criminal law classes are fascinating.”
“The problem I have is the Sentinels have no idea what Avatar’s secret identity is. Seer seemed rather embarrassed by that fact when I asked about it. They do think he had one, though, as it did not appear that Avatar was a Hero twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. They also think he lived here in the city under an alias. They don’t think he has a wife or kids.” I hesitated, embarrassed. “Seer told me Avatar had once told her he could not be intimate with a woman because his orgasms were too powerful. Powerful enough to kill, apparently.” I had the sudden unwanted mental image of a bullet being shot into a watermelon, making it explode into a wet sticky mess.
“Yikes!” Ginny said. “TMI!”
“That’s what I said. You never know what piece of information might prove to be useful, though. Anyway, I’ll start my search for Avatar’s secret identity by looking into the men who were reported missing in the city around the time Avatar was killed.” I shook my head. “If I had worked and fought along Avatar as long as some of the Sentinels have, at some point I would have said to him, ‘Hey bro, what’s your real name anyway? After we finish kicking this villain’s butt, wanna come to my crib for some beer and barbecue?’”
Ginny’s eyes danced with amusement. “I can’t picture a single Sentinel saying ‘hey bro’ or ‘crib.’ Come to think of it, I can’t think of anyone who is not still living in the 1990s saying those things, either,” Ginny said. She moved her hand up and down my torso. 
“I’m bringing them back. I’ve been trying to bring back big band music too. Neither effort has been successful so far, but I’m known for my persistence.” Ginny rubbing me was making it harder for me to think straight. A lot of people said I had trouble thinking straight without Ginny’s help, but those were the sorts of people I did not invite to my condo.
“Speaking of bringing things back, would you look at what I’ve managed to bring back to life?” she said, grabbing a particularly sensitive part of me. She grinned at me wickedly. “I take back my earlier joke about your size. I’m holding in my hand incontrovertible evidence I was completely wrong.”
“Incontrovertible?” I said. I suppressed a moan with effort. “Wow, that’s quite a word. Learn it in law school?”
“Un-huh. But when I was in college, I learned about a few other things you might be even more interested in.” Ginny smiled at me much the way I imagined Eve smiled at Adam. “You want me to teach them to you?” I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. Ginny shifted, straddling me. Her milky white body almost seemed to glow in the darkened room.
Ginny proceeded to teach me the things she learned in college. In fact, she taught me twice. I was not sure if the lessons really stuck, though. Once I had recovered from her tutorials enough to speak coherently, I told Ginny I might need some remedial courses later. 
After all, I had an unquenchable thirst for knowledge.
***
Much later, I found myself tossing and turning. Ginny snored gently beside me. Despite the fact she had worn me out, I could not sleep. I could not stop thinking about Avatar. Though I had barely known the man, Avatar had been as much a fixture of my life as the sun was, always there whether you consciously thought about it or not. Literally billions all over the globe could say the same. Trying to go to sleep knowing I would wake up to a world with no sun was difficult. Trying to go to sleep knowing it was my responsibility to find the person who had snuffed out the sun added a whole new layer of insomnia. And, if Avatar had gone up against someone who was capable of killing an Omega level Metahuman like him, what chance did I have? What was I going to do, quip the killer to death?
I looked over at my alarm clock. It was a little after three a.m. I stared up at the ceiling. I was tired, and yet very much wide awake. I really wanted a drink. Maybe some alcohol would help me get to sleep. How long had it been since I had one? After thinking about it for a moment, I realized the last time I had a drink was when Eugene Poindexter, the man formerly known as the supervillain Ares, had hired me to protect him from some of his former criminal associates. That had been only about a year or so ago, but it simultaneously seemed like both an eternity and just moments ago. My mouth could almost taste what it felt like to have the day’s first swallow of scotch, peaty and full-bodied. From there, the alcohol would spread through the rest of my body, both exciting and relaxing me, like the embrace of an old lover.
Though I was careful to not keep any alcohol in the house, I could get some easily enough, even at this hour. There was a twenty-four-hour liquor store a couple of blocks away. Scotch and the comfort and the temporary forgetfulness it brought were less than five minutes away. The thought whispered my name, like a siren’s call.
I eased out of bed, careful to not awaken Ginny. Groping for clothes in the darkness, I quietly put on shorts and a tee shirt. I padded into my dark living room. I flicked on a lamp. I looked at the closed front door. It would be so easy to open it and walk down to the liquor store. I sighed. If there was one thing I had learned, it was that once that door was opened, it was mighty hard to close it again.
I looked at the door some more before turning away. I let out a long breath. Not today. Hopefully not tomorrow either. One day at a time.
I picked up the book I had been reading, a new biography about Herbert Hoover. I lay down on the couch to read. Hoover was the thirty-first President of the United States. He had been an engineer, a successful businessman, a self-made millionaire, and had served two other Presidents as Secretary of Commerce before being elected President himself. His one term presidency had been a disaster. Buffeted by economic forces he could not control, Hoover was swept out of office by Franklin D. Roosevelt during the Great Depression.
Reading Hoover’s biography right now was a mistake. Every word made me feel worse than I already did. If men like Avatar and Hoover could not succeed, what chance did a Georgia boy like me who was just one generation removed from dirt farming have? 
Eventually I dozed off to a fitful sleep. I dreamt of monstrous spiders that were big enough to blot out the sun.
 



CHAPTER 12
The next morning, I made Ginny and me breakfast: a bowl of steel-cut oatmeal with cinnamon and raisins, half a grapefruit, and a glass of water for her; a bowl of oatmeal, a Western omelet, five slices of bacon, three pieces of toast, a glass of orange juice, and two cups of coffee for me. I was also going to eat the other half of Ginny’s grapefruit but stopped myself in the nick of time. I did not want to be gluttonous. Though looking for a killer made for hungry work, I always kept an eye on my waistline. If I ever assumed a superhero alias and started wearing spandex, I did not want to look ridiculous.
My condominium had an elaborate alarm system, including cameras that monitored the area around my unit. After setting my condo’s alarm, Ginny and I stepped out of my unit into the hallway. Before closing the door completely, I plucked a hair off of my forearm. I put it between the door and the door jamb, closing the door on it so it was held in place a few inches above the doorknob. You would not be able to see it unless you took care to look for it, which I always was careful to do before opening my door. If the hair was gone when I returned home later today, I would know someone had opened my door. Since I did not wear a mask or a costume or use a superheroic alias, it was all too easy to find out where I lived. I had accumulated a lot of enemies over the years. It was best to not take any chances.
“Why do you always do that?” Ginny asked. “You have an alarm system.” She was simply dressed in black pants, a white blouse, and black flats. Her long red hair was pulled back in a chignon. Her face was lightly made up. Her eyes seemed impossibly blue. Even though I had spent the night exploring her naked body, my throat tightened a little as I looked at her. She was beautiful. If both of us did not need to start our days, I would have happily taken her back inside and undressed her with my teeth.
“Alarm systems can be defeated. Another layer of redundancy can’t hurt,” I said. “Besides, this method of getting rid of body hair is cheaper than waxing. Slower though.”
Ginny and I kissed each other goodbye in my building’s underground parking garage and we went our separate ways. Ginny drove off towards her day job at Zenith Fitness, the high end gym where she was the membership director. Actually, saying Zenith was a gym was like describing the Great Pyramid of Giza as a building or Mount Everest as a mountain: descriptive, but it did not even begin to capture the reality of the matter. After watching Ginny drive off, I got into my Nissan Altima. I also drove to the gym, but not Zenith Fitness. I had gotten a short-term membership at Zenith many months ago, but that had been in connection with a case I had been working on. My client back then had footed the considerable bill. Zenith had been where I had met Ginny. Even if I used Ginny’s employee discount, I could not afford to work out at Zenith long-term. One did not become a licensed Hero for the money. My run-down gym containing the bare essentials suited me better than Zenith anyway. At my gym, no one batted an eye if you dropped a heavy dumbbell to the floor after doing a bunch of repetitions to exhaustion. At Zenith, dropping a dumbbell was considered bad form and would generate a more in sorrow than in anger scolding from some perfectly coiffed, perfectly attired, perfectly symmetrical all-American gym employee named Tiffany or Blake or Thaddeus. My gym was located in the basement of a building in the warehouse district of the city, did not even have a name, was owned by a punch-drunk ex-boxer, and was frequented by people who looked like they needed baths and several sessions of laser tattoo removal. At my gym, people were more likely to be named Blade, not Blake.
I walked into my gym. The sadness I had felt the night before was not gone. I did not feel like working out, but I had a workout routine I tried to stick to. Most of the people at the gym now were regulars, as was usually the case. I greeted almost everyone by name, fistbumping the ones who were not in the middle of an exercise. Several people I greeted were ex-cons, and a few others still walked on the other side of the law than I did. I did not discriminate against these more unsavory gym members: I was Truman Lord, licensed Hero and man of the people. Though Shadow also belonged to this gym, I did not see her. She was no doubt off somewhere pulling someone’s fingers off. I was just glad it was not me.
I was dressed in a black tee shirt and red athletic shorts. I stretched a little, and then warmed up on a treadmill for twenty minutes. I then went over to the squat rack. I did a set of squats, paying careful attention to my form. After the second set, I stopped thinking about Avatar and was able to focus exclusively on my workout. I alternated between doing squats and deadlifts until my legs felt like Jell-O. I then moved over to another part of the one floor gym and started doing bench presses, first on a horizontal bench, then on one angled up, then on one angled down. From there, I moved on to doing arm, shoulder, and back exercises. By the time I finished my last exercise of the morning—dips with a dip belt around my waist that had several plates dangling from it—my muscles felt as rubbery as Stretch’s body. It felt good, though. When my body felt this way, I felt like I had accomplished something. I worked out religiously. I considered working out to being critical to being a Hero, especially for someone like me whose powers were not strength, endurance, or speed based. I was not interested in looking good naked, although I would be lying if I did not say that was a nice side benefit. I was primarily interested in endurance, strength, and physical and mental toughness. There were plenty of Metahumans who, because of their powers, were stronger and faster than I. Shadow, for example. But, I did my damnedest to make sure there was nobody tougher than I. Hard training in the gym was a part of that. As my sponsoring Hero Zookeeper used to always say, “It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog. If you’re in a fight with a supervillain and he knocks your teeth out and cuts off your arms and legs, I want to see you in there trying to gum that evil bastard to death.” In my line of work, there were two types of people: the tough and the dead. I should have put that line on my business cards.
I took a hot shower. With a towel around my waist, I then started shaving in the locker room mirror. By the time I picked up the razor, I did not feel like cutting my own throat with the razor anymore. Exercise was a terrific antidepressant: cheaper than therapy, and better for you than booze. I shaved slowly and carefully. If this whole Hero thing went sideways, perhaps I would go into male modeling. I did not want to scar up my potential moneymaker. There were far too many people who would be more than happy to do that for me.
I got dressed. Since I was not planning on meeting with any famous superhero teams today, I did not put a suit on. I instead put on khakis, a white polo shirt edged with brown, and soft-soled leather shoes. Though the weather outside was pretty warm, I put on a light jacket to conceal the handgun I had in a shoulder holster. I examined the complete ensemble in the mirror. I frowned. Though I still felt twelve feet tall and ready to wrestle a bear thanks to the post-workout endorphins coursing through my system, I was no male model material. My often-broken nose and the scar tissue on my face and ears made sure of that, assuming I had the right bone structure to start out with. Maybe I could be the stunt double for a male model, instead. Maybe I could stand in for him if he needed to film a nude fight scene with a supermodel. It would be a tough job, but I would be willing to do it. A Hero does not flee from hardship.
I got back into my car and drove to another part of Astor City. I parked at a meter on Winslow Street. I had some change in the car and could have fed the meter, but did not. I was hot on the scent of a killer after all. Exigent circumstances. I walked north, towards the Donut Hole. Foot traffic was sparse as most people were inside at work, toiling away for the Man. A tall, well-proportioned blonde woman in high heels and expensive clothes that probably cost more than my car approached me from the opposite direction. She had on large opaque sunglasses that made her face look like an insect’s. She wore a self-satisfied smile, almost a smirk. Whoever she was, she was very pleased to be her. If I had a body like hers, I would be pleased with myself too. I examined her carefully; the smart detective was ever-vigilant for clues.
As we got closer to one another, I gave the woman my half-smile. Women have been known to strip naked and try to molest me under the wattage of my full smile. I did not want that to happen as I loved Ginny and was faithful to her. The bug-eyed woman bore up well under my half-smile as we passed each other. She bore up so well, she swept right past me as if she had not seen me at all. Weird. Maybe she had not heard about how many squats I had done today.
I went inside Donut Hole and bought a box of assorted doughnuts. I also bought a large cup of coffee, two jelly-filled doughnuts, and a blueberry scone—the jelly doughnuts because I like them, the scone because eating one made me feel more refined. I ate the jelly-filled doughnuts and the scone while standing by the shop’s window facing the sidewalk. After the workout I had just completely, breakfast seemed like a long time ago. Yes, I was still watching my waistline, but there was no sense in being a fanatic about it. Moderation in all things.
I people-watched as I washed down the doughnuts and scone with the coffee. It was my third cup of the day, and it was not even noon yet. It helped me stay alert for any sign of Avatar’s murderer. Unfortunately, no one walked by wearing a sign identifying him as the killer. Nothing in life was ever easy.
I left Donut Hole, and walked northeast a couple of blocks, towards Precinct Five of the Astor City Police Department. The two story cinder block building looked like it had been designed by someone who loved prison architecture and the color gray. Normally I found merely looking at the building depressing, but today I was full of endorphins and baked goods, the twin pillars of a cheery outlook. I went inside, armed with my box of doughnuts. I was greeted by a low hum of various conversations and the smell of cigarette smoke that seemed to be baked into the yellowing walls. I paused dramatically once I reached the police bullpen, striking a heroic pose. No one looked at me or paid me the slightest bit of attention. Apparently police, like hot blondes, did not care about how many squats I had done. Swallowing the bitter pill of my disappointment, I resumed walking. I threaded my way through a maze of desks until I reach the office of Homicide Detective Glenn Pearson. Glenn was behind his desk, slowly typing something with two fingers into his computer. I rapped on his open door.
“I’m here to report a crime against humanity: no one seems to care how many squats I’ve done today,” I said. Glenn’s bulging eyes flicked up at me, and then back to his keyboard. I went into his office and put the doughnuts down on his desk. I sat down in one of the chairs across from Glenn. The chair creaked ominously under my weight. At least the chair cared about how swole I was.
“Put me down in the also don’t care category, Truman,” Glenn said without looking up. He continued to type. He was a short and stout man. He looked just the way Buddha would look if Buddha were white, had bullfrog eyes, dressed in a rumpled suit and knit tie, could not type, was smart as a whip, and could shoot the wings off a mosquito. “The last time I saw you, you looked like a piece of bruised fruit. Aside from that bandage on your ear, you look much better than last time. Not good, mind you, but better. What did you do to your ear?”
“Cut myself shaving.”
“On your ear?”
“I’m very manly. My body has an unusually high level of testosterone. That means hairy ears.”
“And an empty head,” Glenn said, still not looking up. “So what do you want?” 
“What makes you think I want something?”
Glenn’s eyes flicked up again. He looked pointedly at the box of doughnuts for a moment before his gaze lowered to his keyboard again. Perhaps he was recording in his diary I had graced him with my presence. Dear diary: Truman is so dreamy!
“I’m a detective,” he said. He continued to slowly type. I was tempted to suggest he use his detective skills to help him find the letters he wanted faster, but insulting the person you sought help from did not seem like the right move. Persuasion 101.
“As a matter of fact, the fact you are a detective is what brings me here today,” I said. “I’m looking for a missing person and thought you might be able to help me.”
“Wrong building, wrong department, wrong person. The Missing Persons Unit is housed across town. I’m a homicide detective. It says so right on my office door. That means I deal with dead, not missing, people.”
“I get that. In Latin, ‘homo’ means ‘man’. The word that ‘cide’ is derived from means ‘the act of killing.’ So in Latin, homicide literally means the act of killing a man.” Glenn’s eyes flicked up at me again. He looked surprised by my erudition. He might be even more surprised had he known I knew the word erudition. I shrugged modestly. “I read.”
“When a guy looks like you with a big body and a busted up face, I would think he only reads the funny pages.”
“My face isn’t busted up. It’s merely full of character. As for the funny pages, I read those too. In addition to the cartoons, the horoscopes are also printed on the funny pages. Your horoscope today reads ‘A dashingly handsome superhero will ask you for a favor since you are a city detective who can get answers more quickly out of the police bureaucracy than he can. In exchange, said dashing superhero will bring you doughnuts.” I made a slight flourish with my hand towards the box of doughnuts.
Glenn’s mouth twitched a little. It was as much of a smile as I had ever gotten from Glenn. An actual smile might break his face.
“The horoscopes are wordier and more specific than I remember them being,” he said.
“The stars have much to tell us,” I said solemnly. “They do not always restrict their pronouncements to tweet size.”
Glenn reached over, pulling the doughnut box closer to him. He opened it, and examined the contents with a critical eye. It warmed the cockles of my heart to watch a true doughnut connoisseur in operation. After a few moments, he nodded in satisfaction. He looked back up at me. Perhaps I had a hopeful gleam in my eye. He closed the box with a look of suspicion at me, and twisted in his chair to put the box on the cheap wooden credenza behind him. My stomach rumbled slightly. Sure I had eaten twice already today, but detecting made for hungry work.
Glenn picked up the receiver of the phone next to his computer keyboard.
“Who are you looking for and in what time frame?” he asked me as he dialed a number.
“An adult male living in Astor City who has gone missing within the last couple of weeks.”
Glenn spoke into the phone, identifying himself, and telling the person on the other end of the line what he was looking for. He waited for a few minutes. I amused myself by thinking of the places I could go for lunch. I had narrowed it down to Indian or Thai food when Glenn stirred. He jotted some names down on a notepad. He thanked the person on the other end of the line, and hung up. Glenn tore a page off the notepad, and handed it to me.
There were four names on the piece of paper: Byron Hennings, Josh Duhamel, Aaron Detling, and William Sanders. Assuming Avatar was one of these men, his real name did not seem particularly Heroic. I supposed that was the point.
“Thanks for your help,” I said, standing. I could have gotten the same information out of the police department on my own eventually, but I would have had to jump through a lot more hoops than Glenn had to. And all it had cost me was the price of a box of doughnuts. I tucked the piece of paper into my jacket pocket. I turned to leave.
“You working on something you ought to tell me about?” Glenn asked. His eyes seemed to bore right into me. Glenn had been a homicide detective for a while, and had what sometimes seemed like supernatural instincts for crime. If he were more adept at ass-kissing, he would be the chief of detectives by now.
Just the biggest murder since Jesus Christ was crucified, I thought. “No,” I said. “Enjoy the doughnuts.” I left before Glenn could press me further on the matter. Visions of pad thai danced in my head as I made my way back through the precinct. Not a single cop asked me for my autograph. Truth be told, no one had ever asked for my autograph. But hope, like my hunger, sprang eternal.
I walked back to my car. There was a ticket on the windshield. Make that the price of a box of doughnuts and a sixty-dollar ticket. The road a Hero had to walk in pursuit of justice was a rocky one. I put the ticket into the glove compartment where it joined a host of others. Meter maids clearly did not have the respect for exigent circumstances or Heroes hot on the trail of a killer like they once did.
What was the world coming to?
 



CHAPTER 13
Over the next few days I tackled investigating the names Glenn had given me in alphabetical order. At first I was going to use eeny meeny miny moe to decide on the order I would look into the missing men, but Shadow had tainted that selection method for me forever.
Aaron Detling had been reported missing by his wife, a rail-thin woman with bleached blonde hair, a disproportionately large head, and all the charm of an albino wolverine. Before he disappeared a few weeks ago, Mr. Detling had held down two jobs: one during the day as a salesperson at a car dealership; another at night and on the weekends as a freelance disc jockey. The Detlings had been together for two and a half years, and married for one. Mrs. Detling did not work, but clearly expected a certain lifestyle, a lifestyle Mr. Detling had evidently worked his fingers to the bone to provide. Conversations with Mr. Detling’s employers and reviewing documentation of his work history compared to when Avatar had made public appearances or had been with the Sentinels made me eliminate Mr. Detling as a candidate for being Avatar. Unless Mr. Detling was capable of being in two places at once, he simply worked too much for him to have been Avatar. My long conversation with Mrs. Detling—during which she aggressively hit on me, clearly on the market for a replacement for her absent husband—convinced me Mr. Detling was probably not so much missing as he was fleeing for his life. If so, I wished him Godspeed.
Josh Duhamel had been reported missing by the company he worked for, a software development firm that made both games and productivity applications. I thought that their products were diametrically opposed to one another, but no one at the company asked me for my opinion, so uncharacteristically I did not share it. Perhaps I was maturing. Duhamel had simply stopped showing up for work one day three weeks before and would not answer his cell or home phones. The third day after Duhamel did not show up for work, one of his co-workers had gone to his apartment to check on him as he lived alone. She had found Duhamel’s mailbox overflowing and no one came to his door when she knocked. She then called the police, who had opened a missing person’s file and then proceeded to do exactly nothing else in looking for Duhamel. Astor City was one of the country’s biggest cities, and the police had more pressing things to do than look for a man who might have gotten the notion to simply up and move to Timbuktu without bothering to tell anyone about it. It would not have been the first time in history someone had done something similar. Sometimes I had the itch to do it myself, usually after a supervillain had beaten the tar out of me.
Duhamel worked on the gaming side of his company. He had worked long hours, particularly when a new game was about to be released. As with Detling, the hours Duhamel worked seemed to eliminate the possibility that he had the time to also fight crime and save the world as often as Avatar did. In order to make sure, I gained access to Duhamel’s mid-rise apartment on the outskirts of Astor City and had a long look around. By “gained access,” I meant I broke in. “Gained access” sounds far more Heroic and far less illegal. I went through Duhamel’s apartment with a fine-toothed comb, including his laptop and desktop computers. They were surprisingly easy to break into in light of the fact Duhamel was a software engineer. A few photos I found of Duhamel displayed a bespectacled, doughy man whose pale skin indicated he did not spend much time outside. I did not find a hidden lair, spare costumes, selfies taken with vanquished supervillains, a casebook recording Heroic adventures, or any other indication Duhamel was secretly Avatar. I did find evidence that Duhamel led a lonely life, though. Rather, it was the lack of evidence that was telling. There were no photos of friends or family in the apartment, no emails or love notes from romantic interests, no indication at all that Duhamel did anything but go to work and come back home. I felt badly for him. If it were not for Ginny and a handful of people I was close to, I could have been Duhamel—toiling away unnoticed and uncared for. Since Duhamel evidently did not have any family or friends outside of work acquaintances, I wondered if anyone in the world was searching for the missing man. Maybe he had been in an accident and was lying in a coma in a hospital somewhere, an unidentified John Doe. Or worse, maybe he was a John Doe in the morgue. I was sorely tempted to look for the man myself. Everyone should have someone who gives a damn what happens to them. But, as tempting as it was to spend some time looking for Duhamel, that was not what the Sentinels had hired me to do. Maybe, once this matter with Avatar was wrapped up, I would search for Duhamel if he had not turned up before then.
Having eliminated both Duhamel and Detling as possibilities, I turned my attention to the next person on my list, Byron Hennings. Hennings was freelance writer. Since he did not have a regular job he reported to and he apparently lived alone, the only reason why someone realized Hennings was missing was because he had missed two writing deadlines to two separate websites, something he apparently had never done before. The operator of one of those websites, who lived in California, had called and emailed Hennings, and had gotten no response. Worried, the website operator then had contacted the Astor City Police Department. They must have caught the police department on a slow day because it had actually sent a patrol car over to Hennings’ apartment building. The cops had the property manager let them into Hennings’ apartment, which was not only where he lived but where he did his writing as well. He had not been there. According to the cops’ conversations with the building’s various doormen and Hennings’ neighbors, he had not been seen going into or out of his apartment in weeks. Then the cops had simply left it at that. Yes, maybe something had happened to Hennings. Then again, maybe nothing had. It was a free country. Someone was allowed to blow off his work and disappear if he wanted to.
Hennings lived in an apartment complex in the northwestern part of the city in a solidly middle-class neighborhood. I drove around the building a few times slowly one morning, scoping it out. The building and the grounds it was on seemed pleasant and well-maintained. The red brick building was seven stories tall and was dotted with terraces. As I drove past, I spotted a doorman who opened the front door for the people entering and exiting. It was the only entrance.
I pulled into the complex’s parking lot, located on the eastern side of the building, separated from it by a copse of trees that had a footpath cutting through the middle of it. A taste of Mother Nature in the heart of the city. Nice. I kept alert for wolves and supervillains as I walked down the path to the building through the small patch of trees. I was dressed in a solid black short sleeved shirt, tan khaki pants, and black athletic shoes. As it was too warm to wear a gun-concealing jacket, I was armed with a small caliber gun sheathed in a holster around my right ankle. My pants leg concealed the gun and holster. It was a comfortable outfit to go burgling in. I had thought about clenching a crowbar between my teeth to complete the look, but that seemed a bit much. Too ostentatious.
Before I got into view of the building’s front door and the doorman stationed there, I pulled out my cell phone. I pretended to have an engrossing conversation on it as I got closer to the building and came into view of the doorman. No, make that doorwoman. Her mousy brown hair was tucked into her red cap. She was stoutly built with a square, masculine face, making me think she was male when I had seen her from my car before. Her bright red doorman’s uniform had so many shiny buttons and epaulets on it, she looked like an admiral in a Star Trek movie. I suppressed the urge to salute her as I approached. A salute would not have fit in with the image I was trying to project. The woman looked at me as I approached. I walked with confidence, as if I owned the building I was walking towards. I spoke with authority into my phone, as if I was speaking to a subordinate at my very important job. It was astounding how many places you did not belong in you could get into as long as you projected an air of importance and confidence. As long as you acted as if you belonged somewhere, people normally just assumed you did.
I brushed past where the doorwoman stood, apparently too engrossed in my very important conversation to even acknowledge her presence. I expected her to move quickly to open the front door to admit my august presence. Instead, she stepped into my path, blocking me. I skidded to a halt to keep from colliding with her. Though she was shorter than I, her considerable bulk made her almost as wide as I was.
“Can I help you with something sir?” the woman asked. Her voice was a bit raspy, and deep for a woman’s. Though her tone was polite, her brown eyes were suspicious under the black brim of her hat. Though she was probably in her early thirties, she had deep lines around her mouth. A smoker, probably.
“Hold on a second,” I said into the phone. “No, but thanks for asking,” I said to the doorwoman. I tried to step around her to get to the door. She shifted to bar my path again.
“I don’t believe I have seen you before. Do you live here?” she asked.
“No, I’m just here to meet with someone. I have an appointment.” I tried to move past her again. She again blocked me. The Astor City professional football team should have drafted this woman to be a defensive lineman.
“With whom?” she asked. Whom? She was a doorwoman with a zeal for her job and a firm grasp of grammar.
“Mr. Smith.” Smith was the most common surname in the country, closely followed by Johnson. The odds were good a building this size had a Mr. Smith in it.
“No one named Smith lives here,” the woman said. The suspicion had migrated from her eyes to her voice now. I should have gone with a Johnson. That’s what she said, I thought. I wished Shadow were here so my jokes would not be going to waste.
“No Mr. Smith?” I said, sounding surprised. “I must have the name wrong then.” I moved towards the door once more, and was blocked again. Fred Astaire would have killed to have a dance partner who mirrored his movements like this.
“Sir, since you don’t live here, I cannot let you in unless one of the residents is expecting you.” Her voice was firm. I was being thwarted by someone dressed like an organ grinder’s monkey. Thank goodness no one from the Heroes' Guild was nearby to witness this embarrassment. I could have pushed the woman aside and gone in despite her, but I was supposed to be investigating Avatar’s death discreetly. Getting myself arrested for battery was the opposite of discreet. I thought about pulling my gun out and shooting the woman, but that seemed even less discreet. If only I had a silencer handy.
Surely I, an experienced Hero and private detective, could get past a doorwoman without having to resort to violence and bloodshed. I tucked my phone back into my pocket. I looked at the woman’s name tag. It read “Judy.” Truman Detection Tip Number Fifty-Five: When in doubt, tell the truth.
“Okay Judy, I don’t really have an appointment with anyone. The truth is I’m a private detective,” I said, pulling out my wallet. I flipped it open to show the woman my private eye license. It had a picture of me on it. I slid a fifty-dollar bill out of the billfold and showed her that too. Both I and President Ulysses S. Grant looked at the woman. “I’ve been hired by a woman who suspects her husband is cheating on her with a woman who lives here. I just want to have a look around. Maybe catch the two of them in the act if I’m lucky.” With men being the degenerate creatures we sometimes were, what woman had not been wronged by a man? I was appealing to Judy’s sense of sisterhood. If that was not enough, I was also appealing to Judy’s greed with the fifty.
Judy lifted my wallet up a bit with one of her hands. She peered closely at the picture on my license, and then looked back up at me. I smiled at her reassuringly. I was Truman the Trustworthy. After a moment, Judy nodded. She took her hand off the wallet, taking the fifty with it. The bill disappeared into Judy’s jacket pocket. She moved to open the door for me.
“Whom are you investigating?” she whispered conspiratorially. Again with the whom. Whoever had taught Trudy English deserved to be congratulated. “Is it Irene Handler in 37A? I wouldn’t be surprised. She always dresses like a slut, in tight clothes with her boobs hanging out. A woman her age ought to know better. It’s disgusting.”
“Professional ethics prevent me from confirming or denying anything,” I said as I went past her into the building. “All I’ll say is that you’re a mighty good judge of character.” I smiled knowingly at her and winked. Judy smiled back. We were old pals now, allied in striking a mighty blow against adultery. Yes, Truman’s Detection Tip Number Fifty-Five was tell the truth, but a half-truth was often more powerful than the whole truth. When combined with a bribe, it was nearly unstoppable.
The interior had thin red carpet. There was a small waiting area with chairs and tables on the left. A panel of mailboxes was set in the wall on the right. The elevators for the building were straight ahead. I walked towards them, hyper-aware of the fact that Judy was looking at me through the translucent polarized glass door I had just come through. I punched the elevator button. In a short while one of the two elevator doors dilated. A woman in a white blouse and blue peasant skirt was inside. She walked past me towards the exit, giving me a friendly smile as she went by. Neighborly. Being a well-trained detective, I noticed the woman had big breasts, though her loosely fitting top largely concealed that fact. It was a shame the woman did not dress in tight clothes like Irene Handler. I had an unquenchable thirst for knowledge, and it would be good to get another data point as to what a slut allegedly looked like.
I stepped into the elevator. I hit the button for the third floor. When the doors opened again on the third floor, I stepped out. An exit sign indicating the location of the stairwell was on the far end of the hallway. I walked towards the sign, intending to climb the stairs to the seventh floor. Hennings’ apartment was there. Since Trudy had indicated Irene Handler’s apartment was on the third floor, I had thought it best to get off on this floor on the off-chance Judy’s diligence asserted itself and she checked the elevator indicator lights to see what floor I had gotten off on.
I got to the end of the hall where the door to the stairs was. Though I had kept my eyes peeled, I did not spot any apparent sluts, Irene Handler or otherwise. Too bad. I wanted to practice not wardrobe-shaming them by congratulating them on their outfits. I had a passion for tolerance and self-expression. I started up the stairs. It was a good thing I had done all that legwork at the gym before in preparation. A good Hero was prepared to deal with any obstacle that might present itself.
I exited the stairwell at the seventh floor. Hennings’ apartment number was 77. Using my keen detective skills and the gold-colored numbers mounted on each front floor, I located apartment 77. It was near the middle of the hall. I looked right and then left. No one was around. If there were security cameras, they were so cunningly placed and camouflaged I did not see them. I scanned the interior of the apartment with my water senses. No one was inside. I also scanned behind the door of the apartment across the hall from where I was to make sure no one happened to be looking out the peephole at me. The coast was clear. I pulled out of my pants pocket a small case containing my lock-picking tools. It was a crime to be in the possession of such tools. By owning them, I was doing my part in keeping them out of the hands of criminals. Working quickly, I used the tools to try to unlock the door’s two locks. Locksport—the art of defeating locks—was a hobby of mine that had the side-benefit of being useful in my occupation. I was a card-carrying member of the Open Organization of Lockpickers—and yes, there is a such a thing. Usually I could pick a lock as easily as picking my teeth. Why, then, was I having such a hard time with these two locks?
I sensed someone coming with my powers. I quickly pocketed my tools. I started walking down the hall again, acting like resident who did not have a care in the world. A man walked by at the other end of the hall. He did not pay me any attention. Perhaps he had seen so many superheroes who were being balked by a locked door before that we were no longer a source of interest. Once the man walked out of view, I returned to apartment 77 and resumed work.
Finally, the first lock clicked open. The second lock was similar to the first, so it went faster as I now had a better idea how to defeat it. It clicked open about a minute or so after the first. I let out a sigh of relief as I pocketed my tools again. I had been bent over the locks for far longer than I ever would have anticipated. As much as I enjoyed a challenge, I did not enjoy the prospect of being caught breaking and entering. I had gone to jail relatively recently in connection with another case, and I had little interest in making an encore appearance. Jail inmates had little love for Heroes since many of them were in jail because of us.
Before opening Hennings’ now unlocked door, I walked down the hall a bit and eyeballed the locks on some of the nearby apartment doors. They all appeared to be standard-issue apartment locks. The locks on Hennings’ door were very much not standard-issue. If they had been, they would have barely slowed me down before I had gotten his door open. Interesting. Did Hennings keep something valuable in his apartment, prompting him to go through the trouble of installing different locks?
I went back over to Hennings’ door. I knocked on it. My powers were still telling me no one was inside, but it still did not hurt to knock to be extra sure. Besides, it was polite. I heard no response. I opened the door, stepped inside, and closed and locked it behind me.
I took a moment to let my eyes adjust to the dark room I was in. The same thrill I always felt when I had reason to break into a place washed over me. Being a Hero and private detective had brought me into contact with a lot of professional thieves over the years, and I knew from talking to them money was but a fringe benefit of them doing what they did. The main reason why they were thieves was for the rush they got out of going and being where they did not have a legitimate reason to be. That same rush was what thrilled voyeurs. Though I was no thief or voyeur, I could understand where they were coming from.
I pulled on some thin latex gloves I had brought with me. The air of the apartment was still and musty, as if it had been a while since the door or a window had been opened. The apartment was as quiet as a mouse. The only illumination came from across the room where closed vertical blinds glowed dimly thanks to sunlight shining on them through a large glass door. The glass door no doubt led to the apartment’s terrace. Though I had a small flashlight in my pocket, the glow from the glass door was enough for me to have a quick look around without stumbling over any of the furniture in the place.
All the windows in the place had thick blinds that were firmly closed. No one would see me if I turned the lights on, so that was what I did after doing a quick survey in the dark. I began a thorough search of the place. I was in no rush, so I was careful to put things back the way I found them as I went through them.
The apartment was completely unremarkable. There was a living room, a small kitchen, a bedroom, and a bathroom, all with unusually high ceilings. The place was as neat as the living quarters of a Marine and, except for a thin layer of dust that coated everything, as clean as a whistle. Hennings was clearly a fastidious housekeeper. It appeared that he lived alone.
I saved the bedroom for last, having found nothing of great interest in the rest of the apartment. I started with the closet, above which was mounted a stereo speaker high up on the wall. As tall as I was, I could not reach the speaker even if had stood on my tippytoes. I knew that because I eyeballed the distance, not because I actually stood on my tippytoes. I did not do it mainly because a fearless and death-defying Hero like me should not use a word like “tippytoes.” A matching speaker was on the wall over on the left.
There were no capes or superhero costumes in the bedroom closet. Finding some would have made searching for a hidden superhero go a lot easier. Nothing was ever easy. I did find inside the closet, though, two sets of plastic and metal leg braces, as well as two sets of crutches, one wood, one metal. It made me think Hennings was handicapped in some fashion. Avatar was the most imaginable opposite of handicapped. This find made it seem unlikely that Hennings was Avatar’s secret identity. But, I had already gone through the trouble of getting inside the apartment, so I continued my search of it though I was coming to suspect it was a waste of my time.
As I did so, something about the closet hovered at the edge of my consciousness. Every time I tried to figure out what it was that nagged at me, it skittered out of reach, like the name of someone you know you know, but can’t quite recall despite, or perhaps because of, how hard you thought about it. I tried to put the nagging feeling out of my mind, hoping it would coalesce and become clear before I left the apartment. 
On top of Hennings’ chest of drawers were several framed photographs. Only two people were in the photographs, a man and a woman. In most of the pictures, the man and woman were together; in a few, they were alone. The man was white, with thinning brown hair and a narrow face that looked almost emaciated. He looked to be in his early thirties. He wore leg braces, used crutches, wore thick glasses, and his back was slightly rounded. Hennings, presumably. I wondered what was wrong with his legs.
The woman featured in the pictures was a bombshell. She was blonde and white, though her skin was sun-kissed. She had light freckles under her eyes and on the bridge of her nose. She had high cheekbones and a squarish jaw that made her face seem ever so slightly masculine. She was toned, but with unmistakable curves. She was a bit taller than Hennings, but that might have been because Hennings’ posture was not straight due to both his slightly curved back and his crutches.
In the pictures where Hennings and the woman appeared together, they looked at each other the way I looked at a ham sandwich. The love they had for one another was as clear as day. If it had not been for that look and their body language, I would have assumed the two were relatives, perhaps brother and sister or maybe cousins who had grown up together. You did not often see a woman who looked like the blonde did romantically involved with someone who looked like Hennings did. Yes, beauty was only skin deep, but most people did not have x-ray vision. Outer beauty was all they saw. I mentally congratulated Hennings and the woman on bucking the typical dating conventions. I did wonder, though, why someone Hennings had contracted to do work for had reported him missing rather than the blonde who appeared in these pictures. Perhaps Hennings was not really missing, but rather he and this blonde were off canoodling on a beach somewhere. If I had not just gotten finished canoodling with my own beautiful girlfriend a couple of days ago, I might have been a little jealous. Jealousy ill-suited a superhero.
Since I was standing in front of it anyway, I went through Hennings’ chest of drawers. One at a time, I pulled each drawer out, put it on the bed, and took everything out of the drawer and went through the items. I felt like a dirty old man pawing through Hennings’ underwear. But, if you were going to do something, you might as well do it right.
The drawer at the bottom of the chest of drawers, the fourth one, felt slightly heavier once empty than the preceding ones had. Visually, it appeared to be identical to the three others. I tapped at the planks of wood that made up the drawer with my knuckle. The wood at the bottom of the drawer sounded slightly hollow. I played with the empty drawer for a while, searching for a hidden compartment. After a few minutes of finding nothing, I felt like a blind man groping in a dark room for a black cat that was not even there. The empty drawer being heavier than the others and the wood sounding hollow was not my imagination, though. I continued poking and prodding at the drawer. I resisted the increasing temptation to throw it on the ground in frustration and crack it open with brute force. Someone trying to do a covert search was like a good camper, though: you left things the way you found them.
Frustrated at not finding anything, I put the empty drawer back down on the bed. Shooting it would not accomplish much, but that was what I felt like doing. I closed my eyes and I took a long breath. I reopened my eyes, pretending like I was seeing the drawer for the first time. Suddenly it hit me. There was a latch on the rear of each of the drawer’s metal sides that did not serve any purpose that I could discern. I pulled out each of the other drawers I had already put back into the chest of drawers. There was no such latch on the other three drawers.
“Aha!” I said aloud. “Could this be a clue?” The room remained quiet. No one answered. Where were ghostly sidekicks when you needed them?
I pressed down on the latch on the right, and then on the one on the left. Nothing happened. I let go of both latches, and then pressed down on them again in reverse order. Nothing happened again. Perhaps my thought that this was a clue was premature. In a flash of inspiration that would have occurred to any inquisitive four-year-old, I pressed down on both latches simultaneously. There was a small click, and a rectangular panel at the bottom of the outside back of the drawer popped open. I upended the drawer. A large yellow envelope closed with a string-and-button closure slid out onto the bed.
I loosened the string, and opened the envelope. Hennings being a man, I halfway expected to find pornographic pictures inside, perhaps of the blonde I had seen on top of the dresser. There were pictures inside all right, but they were not pornographic. There were five large black and white photos inside—one of a man, one of a woman, one of a boy who looked to be around three-years-old, one of the same man and woman together, and the fifth of all three together. Based on the style of the photographs, the weathering of them, and the clothing worn by the people depicted, the pictures appeared to date from the late 1800s or maybe the early 1900s. The young boy looked like a mixture of the man and woman. I surmised he was their son. The word “detective” was not on my business cards for nothing.
The people in the old pictures bore a resemblance to Hennings. His ancestors, perhaps? My heart started to thump hard as I closely examined the black and white pictures. The boy in the pictures bore more than just a passing resemblance to Hennings. I held the solo picture of the boy up next to one of Hennings. If you aged the boy a few decades and put him in leg braces and on crutches, he was Hennings. But how was that possible? Based on the evident age of the black and white photos, Hennings would be well over a hundred years old. According to the pictures on the chest of drawers, he did not look to be a day over thirty-five.
It suddenly hit me. Avatar had helped found the Sentinels in the 1940s and had evidently not aged a day since then. It was widely speculated he was immortal. Maybe Hennings actually was Avatar despite Hennings’ disability and the fact he looked nothing like Avatar. It would not be the first time a Metahuman had the power to completely change his appearance. Doppelgänger, for example.
The resemblance borne by Hennings and the young boy was striking, but it did not prove the two were one and the same person, much less that Hennings was Avatar. Some said I looked like a movie star, but that did not mean I was one. By “some said,” I really meant I had said that, but perhaps someone would agree with me one day. Hope springs eternal.
I was peering into the drawer’s hidden compartment to make sure there was nothing else concealed there when the thing that had been hovering on the edge of my consciousness about Hennings’ closet jumped out into the center of my mind and waved hello. Water vapor was everywhere in the air. When conditions were right, you could see it in the form of fog or steam. When you could not see it, it was still there, from a trace amount to up to around four percent of the total mass of air. Because of my water manipulation and sensing powers, I was more aware of that fact than most people. Walking around for me was like swimming in a mass of invisible water. I was a walking hygrometer, an instrument that measured the water content in the atmosphere. I was so used to being attuned to the amount of water in the air surrounding me that I normally tuned it out of my conscious mind, like someone in a crowd who tuned out the hum of the conversations surrounding him. Because of my abilities, I now realized what had been bothering me about Hennings’ closet—directly next to the closet was a mass of moist air where there should have been drywall and lumber and whatever in the hell else laid behind most walls.
Excited, I put the photographs down on the bed. I went back over to the closet. Now that I was focusing on it consciously, I clearly sensed an empty space full of air to the right of the closet. The space was around eight feet high, five feet wide, and four feet deep. Was it a hidden room? Or, just a weird but completely innocent gap in the room’s construction? I was guessing the former. My suspicions were now fully roused thanks to the photographs I had found hidden in the drawer. 
I knocked on the wall in front of the space I sensed. It sounded solid, and no different than any other parts of the wall I knocked on. I examined the contours of the space on the wall both with my eyes and my fingers. I neither saw nor felt any seams in the wall. I poked and prodded at the wall like a particularly handsy customer at Spread Legs, but nothing happened.
Hmmmmmm. I stepped back. Contemplating, I stood in front of the space I sensed.
“Open Sesame,” I said. Nothing happened. No door opened, no trumpets blared, no genie appeared, no hidden treasure was revealed, and worst of all, no lightning strike of inspiration hit me. “Open Sesame” was supposed to work. Could it be that Arabian Nights had misled me?
The black speaker above the closet caught my eye. It occurred to me that if I walked with the aid of crutches, I would be able to reach the speaker with my crutches from where I was standing. I went back out to the apartment’s kitchen and grabbed one of the chairs from there. I took it back into the bedroom, positioning it at the bottom of the speaker. I stood on top of the chair. I examined the bottom of the speaker. There was a small black toggle switch on the bottom of it. Even this close to it, it was nearly invisible as its color and texture blended in perfectly with the speaker. I flicked the switch, hoping it would do more than merely turn the radio on.
A radio did not turn on. Rather, a portal in front of the space I sensed behind the wall slid upwards with a nearly silent hiss. The portal disappeared into the wall above it as if it had never been there. I got down from the chair. I stood in front of the newly-revealed space. The interior of it was a dull silver color. There was nothing inside the space. I poked my hand inside experimentally. Nothing happened. Emboldened, I stuck my head in. Again, nothing happened. It was said that fools rushed in where angels feared to tread. Maybe so, but an angel had not been hired to investigate the death of Avatar. So, I stepped inside the silver colored chamber. As soon as I was inside, the portal that had receded into the wall above it lowered back down, closing with an ominous click before I could even react. The walls around me glowed slightly, enabling me to see. I spun around, pressing against the portal. It did not reopen or respond in any fashion. It was as unyielding as a steel beam. I pressed against the other walls. The same. The walls were perfectly smooth, all of the same dull silver color, and warm to the touch, like someone with a fever. Now that I was inside of the space, it seemed smaller than I had at first estimated it to be. I could not spread my arms out without hitting the walls. I was not claustrophobic, but if I stayed in here for long, I could learn to be. I imagined this was what being in a coffin felt like.
The glow emanating from the walls dimmed momentarily. My skin prickled and my hair stood on end a bit, like I was near where lightning was about to strike. I felt panic rising within me when abruptly the glow returned to normal levels.
“Unidentified entity,” a voice said. I jumped, startled. The voice was masculine and had a slightly metallic quality to it. Computerized? The voice seemed to be coming from everywhere around me. “Please state the Hero’s password to gain admittance.”
Hero’s password? I did not know any password.
“My name is Truman Lord,” I said. “I am a private detective and licensed Hero.” That worked at dinner parties, why not here?
A small circular red light appeared at eye level. When was seeing a red light ever a good sign? This was no exception to the rule. “Password incorrect,” the voice stated. “Please state the Hero’s password.”
“I don’t know any Hero’s password. I’m investigating the death of a licensed Hero.” A second red light appeared next to the first one.
“Password incorrect. Please state the Hero’s password.” Perhaps it was my imagination, but the voice sounded slightly impatient this time. I thought of trying supercalifragilisticexpialidocious as a password, but I suspected this computerized voice would find that about as amusing as an actual person would. I bit my lip, thinking. I would keep quiet until I puzzled out what the voice was looking for.
After a few seconds, a third red light appeared next to the first two. “Password not entered in time. Defensive protocols initiated,” the voice said. There was a slight hissing sound. From the top and bottom of the chamber, green gas started to flow out of the sides.
So much for keeping quiet being the right move.
 



CHAPTER 14
Caught off guard, I inhaled a bit of the gas filling the chamber. I immediately felt lightheaded. My head swam a bit. Knockout gas, or something more permanent? I choked, coughing a bit before I with effort stopped myself. I needed all the air I had in my lungs to sustained myself until I could figure a way out of here. How long could I hold my breath? A couple of minutes, maybe? I faintly remembered that the world record for holding one’s breath was somewhere around twenty minutes, but I was sure whoever had managed that feat had trained for it. I was trained in many things thanks to being a Hero, but holding my breath was not one of them.
The gas was making my eyes water. I pounded on the portal, sending painful vibrations up and down my arms. By this point I was so turned around and panicked, I was not even sure if the wall I was pounding on was even the one I had stepped through. I stopped hitting the wall. It had not budged, nor had I even succeeded in putting a dent into it. A waste of time and energy and air. The only things I had succeeded in doing was further depleting my body’s supply of oxygen and making my arms hurt. Could I shoot holes in the wall to let some of the gas out, let fresh air in, and buy myself some time? I feared whatever metal I was in was too solid for that to work. I might wind up killing myself with a bullet ricochet. Whether you called it death by gun or death by stupidity, either way I would be just as dead. I would have to take my chances with the gas. At least with it, I would have a little bit of time to figure a way out.
The green gas had filled the chamber by now. Everything was a swirling green fog. My lungs felt like they would burst. Think, Truman, think! I willed myself. Every problem had a solution. I just had to find it. What had the voice asked for? What were its exact words? “Please state the Hero’s password,” it had said. What the hell could that be? What did licensed Heroes know that ordinary people not know? We knew that the Heroes’ Guild maintained a secret and cloaked space station in geosynchronous orbit around the planet. That was not a password, though. The space station did not even have a name. Heroes knew what was really being kept in Area 51. That—or rather, they—was hardly a password either. What could the voice be asking for? What words did a Hero know that others did not?
It hit me like a bolt of lightning. Trying not to breathe in, I started to croak the words I had learned when I had been sworn in as a licensed Hero, a line of which I had most recently seen inscribed on a statue outside of the Sentinels’ mansion—the words of the Hero’s Oath: “No cave so dark, no pit so deep, will hide evil from my arm’s sweep. Those who sow darkness soon shall reap, for in the pursuit of justice, I will never sleep.”
I got the last words out right as black dots were forming in front of my eyes. For what seemed like an eternity, nothing happened. I did not have another idea. My brain seemed to have stopped working anyway. I was dying to take a breath, but I was too stubborn to give in. Once I passed out, my body would take a breath soon enough. My last one, maybe. My life did not flash before my eyes. Whoever said that happens had lied.
The darkness was about to swallow me whole when I heard the voice speaking again, as if from far away: “Password accepted. Please stand by for transport.” The gas started to clear out of the chamber, being sucked out of it as rapidly as it had been pumped in. I could not hold out any longer, and took a deep breath. Though the air was still acrid with gas, making me cough, it was more clean air than gas now. Though I coughed like a drowning man pulled out of the water, I could breathe again. It took a few moments for what the voice had meant by “transport” to penetrate my sluggish mind. I felt faintly nauseous, and not from the gas. It suddenly felt like ants were crawling all over my body, right under the skin. The walls of the chamber melted, like I had stepped into a Salvador Dali painting. As quickly as they melted, they snapped back into the shape they had been in when I first entered the chamber. I had felt this sensation before the times I had used a transporter to teleport up to the Heroes' Guild’s space station. It was a very distinct feeling, and I knew no other like it. I must have been transported somewhere. Since transporter beams traveled at the speed of light and the person being transported was completely unaware of the passage of time during such a transport, I could literally be anywhere now. I hoped I had not been transported to the Moon. Not having breathable air once in the course of a day was more than enough.
The wall in front of me slid up. I bent over and pulled my gun out of my ankle holster. Holding it made me feel better. Some people had security blankets, I had a nine millimeter. I stuck my head out of the chamber tentatively. There was not any green cheese or a crater in sight. Plus, I could breathe just fine. So, I was not on the Moon. Perhaps things were looking up. Other than the fact I was not on the Moon, I had no idea exactly where I was. I stepped out of the chamber. Its portal remained open behind me.
“Welcome to The Mountain, Hero,” the chamber’s voice said, again startling me. “When you wish to return to Astor City, simply step inside again. Enjoy your visit.” The voice sounded pleasant now, rather than having the sinister tone I had detected before. Everyone sounded more pleasant when they were not trying to gas you.
The chamber I had just stepped out of was set into the middle of a rock face. The rock was grey with flecks of white and gold. The rock face extended out for yards on either side of me and above me. It made me feel small and insignificant. It formed the back wall to the cavernous room I was now in. Off to the right instead of a wall was a breathtaking view of the top of snowcapped mountains for as far as the eye could see. There were no mountains like this anywhere near Astor City. I guessed I was somewhere in Asia, or maybe South America. The Himalayas, or maybe the Andes? I was not sure. I was no mountaineer. As I looked at the mountains, transfixed, the view shimmered slightly with a bluish tint before becoming clear again. Though I was clearly at a high enough altitude to see the tops of these mountains, the cavernous space I was in was at a comfortable temperature. That fact and the bluish shimmer I saw made me realize there was a force field separating the space I was in from the elements outside. Force field projectors had been invented some time ago by Mechano of the Sentinels. Though he had not shared the technology with the general public under the reasoning that humanity in general was not yet ready for such tech, he had shared it with the Heroes’ Guild. I had seen the effects of them before.
Directly ahead of me several yards away was a huge, curved computer monitor that was taller than I and even longer than it was tall. Below it was a futuristic-looking computer panel. A single large chair sat in front of it at the focal point of the curved monitor. To the right of all that were several headless large mannequins that had mounted on them identical versions of the distinctive red and grey world-famous costume that Avatar always wore.
Dangling from the ceiling and dotted around the room were various items. Having been an Avatar fanboy all my life, I immediately recognized most of these items from adventures and challenges Avatar had faced over the years. The largest item was the robot exoskeleton Doctor Diabolical had used to terrorize and partly destroy much of Washington, D.C. in the 1970s until Avatar had stopped him. Even with the huge amount of space in the room, the exoskeleton dominated the space like a rust-colored Colossus of Rhodes. Above me hung the remnants of the alien mothership Omega Man had destroyed in 1966 during the V’Loth invasion. There were so many items I could not take them all in at once. The place was a veritable museum of Avatar’s adventures.
Well, this place clinched it. I had figured out Avatar’s secret identity.
“Great Caesar’s Ghost!” I said aloud. “Byron Hennings is Avatar!” No ghosts, Caesar’s or otherwise, responded. Perhaps they were as surprised as I. Shocked into silence, no doubt. It was times like this I wished I had a sidekick to share my revelations with. 
This place—The Mountain, I believed the voice in the chamber had called it—clearly was Avatar’s lair. Just as I did not have a sidekick, I also did not have a lair. I had not seen the need for one before. My private eye office had seemed sufficient. But, looking around at Avatar’s lair, I now desperately wanted a lair. I could call it the Liquid Lair, the Damp Den, or perhaps the Cold Water Cave. Then again, maybe not. Naming things was not my strong suit. I had proven to be pretty good at finding things, though. I would just stick with that.
 



CHAPTER 15
I walked around The Mountain, taking a careful look around. I had to constantly remind myself to not treat the place like a museum or a shrine to a fallen icon. Rather, it was a potential crime scene and source for clues. While I had figured out Avatar’s secret identity, who had killed him still remained a mystery. Baby steps. One thing at a time.
I took a careful look at all the mementos from Avatar’s adventures over the years. While fascinating from an Avatar fanboy point-of-view, I did not see anything that brought me the slightest bit closer to who had killed Avatar, and why.
After checking out every other nook and cranny of The Mountain, I went over to the computer console and the giant monitor above it. When I got closer, I saw there were several framed pictures resting on the edge of the large computer console. There were more pictures of Hennings and the blonde woman I had seen earlier in Hennings’ apartment, looking as happy as clams with one another. Not only that, but there were also pictures of Avatar in his Heroic form and costume with the same woman. A couple had clearly been taken here, at The Mountain. In one particularly striking picture, it appeared that Avatar was flying while holding the blonde in his right arm. She was kissing Avatar on the cheek as his left arm was extended in front of him, evidently holding the camera the picture was taken with. I examined the pictures of the woman and Avatar closely. She looked at Avatar with same love and affection she had on her face in the pictures where she and Hennings were together. Maybe the woman thought she was cheating on Avatar with Hennings, and vice versa. If so, the joke was on her. It was far more likely she knew Hennings was Avatar. I wondered if she knew Avatar was dead. Based on the look of love on her face in the pictures, she would be devastated once she found out.
The dark computer screen which loomed above me suddenly turning on, bathing me in light. I jumped a bit, startled. The large upper torso of Avatar’s costumed body suddenly filled the screen. In real life, Avatar was a big man. Projected from the huge screen, he was larger still, making me feel like a pygmy. His irises and pupils were as white as the whites of his eyes, making his gaze disconcerting. It was even more disconcerting in light of the fact I had seen Avatar’s body lying dead on a stone dais.
“Hello” Avatar’s voice boomed at me from the screen. “This is The Mountain, my private retreat. This is a recording, set to play automatically twenty minutes after your arrival here. Only a licensed Hero would have the wherewithal to gain access to The Mountain unaccompanied by me. So, I bid you welcome my brother Hero.” Avatar paused, smiling slightly. “If you are a woman, I mean instead sister Hero. I hope you don’t think me sexist. I was born in a time where the masculine was the default. That has changed for the better, but old habits are hard to break.
“There are three possible reasons why you are here. Possibility number one is that you either accidentally stumbled upon my secret identity or deliberately sought to discover it for some unknown reason. The Mountain’s security system is set to send me a signal to let me know if someone gains admittance to The Mountain. Twenty minutes is more than enough time for me to fly from any spot in the world to where you are. If I am alive, I no doubt have already reached you before this recording even had a chance to play. I value my privacy. If you have violated it, you no doubt have already discovered that your actions have irritated me.” Avatar frowned slightly at the last part. Even though Avatar was dead, my skin prickled at the thought of Avatar being irritated with me. When he was alive, Avatar could have literally thrown someone into orbit had he a mind to do so. I would sooner have irritated a grizzly bear.
“The second possible reason why you are here is that I am dead. Perhaps you are one of the Sentinels, investigating who I am to determine if I have any next of kin to be notified. Or, maybe the Sentinels hired you to find out who I am. Regardless, rest assured I have no immediate family. They are dead. I buried them all long ago. Outliving all the people you love is the peril of having an unusually long lifespan, I’m afraid.” Avatar looked sad for a moment. I thought of the man and woman, presumably Avatar’s parents, I had seen in the black and white photos in Hennings’ apartment. Then Avatar smiled wryly. “On the other hand, one of the benefits of having an unusually long lifespan is it gives compound interest a chance to do its work. Though I have never earned very much money, thanks to the power of compound interest and conservative investments, I am now a moderately wealthy man. The bulk of it I am donating to charity. The rest I am giving to the Heroes’ Guild for the purpose of it being used to help train future Heroes. There is a will in Byron Hennings’ name in possession of a lawyer named Randolph Barrett in Astor City. The details of my bequests are in that document. If you will contact Mr. Barrett and inform him of my death, he will know what to do.
“As I said, I have no family. With one notable exception, I also have no close personal friends. Frankly, it got to be too much to watch my friends grow old and die, so I stopped making new ones. The one exception to that is the woman you no doubt have seen photographs of both here and in my apartment. I care for her deeply.” Avatar’s face lit up at the mere mention of the blonde woman in the pictures. I wondered if anyone’s face lit up like that when they thought of or spoke of me. Ginny, maybe, but that was about it. I found myself smiling at the mere thought of her. Ginny was enough. “I will not share her name or where you can find her. It is my wish that you do not attempt to locate her.” Avatar’s lips twisted into a slight grim smile. “I hope a fellow Hero will honor the wishes of a death man. Assuming I am indeed dead. For a dead man, I’m feeling surprisingly spry.” Avatar flashed a grin. Suddenly years fell away, and Avatar looked the way he must have looked when he was a teenager rather than a world-weary Hero over a century old. He then sobered. “She is a private citizen, and I do not want her to be drawn into the public spectacle that no doubt will accompany my death. Because of that spectacle, she will learn of my death on her own soon enough, assuming she does not already know of it.
“The third possibility of why you are here is perhaps the most important. Maybe you have come here in search of a way to defeat me. Perhaps I am being controlled by some outside influence. There are some powerful Metahumans with mental and magic-based powers who have managed to exert a hold on me in the past. Or, perhaps I have merely gone rogue on my own. Though I believe it unlikely I will suddenly reject everything I have spent my entire life upholding, stranger things have happened. As it is often said, power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely. As far as I know, I am one of only four living Omega level Metahumans, so I have plenty of power ready to be corrupted. Perhaps I have gone rogue without even realizing I have gone rogue. Every villain is a hero in his own mind.
“So, the third reason why I am recording this message is as a fail-safe, a check against my own power. In addition to my other powers, I am invulnerable. If I have run amok, I know of only one way to stop me. Chaos is one of the three other living Omega level Metahumans. He is currently imprisoned in the Metahuman Holding Facility in Western Maryland. His body gives off an energy field that distorts reality. That energy field is the only way I know of to negate the invulnerability of my body. The only way to kill me. That is why I would not permit Chaos to be executed after he was captured. I knew that if there came a time the world needed to bring me to heel, Chaos was the key.” Avatar shook his head. “If there is anyone who deserved to be executed, it’s Chaos. He certainly killed enough people before we subdued him for him to merit the ultimate punishment. But, I made sure Chaos stayed alive because there might come a time when the world might need him. Just like a cobra’s venom is the key to creating an antivenom, Chaos is the key to stopping me.” Avatar’s eyes seemed to be boring into my soul.
“If you have to, use Chaos to kill me. Not only am I giving you permission to, I’m asking you to. Begging you to. If there comes a time I am not acting in the best interest of the world, then the world needs to get rid of me.”
Avatar’s massive chest swelled as he sucked in a big breath. He let it out again.
“So, that’s it. I hope the information I have provided proves useful. Use it wisely.” And, with that, the huge computer screen went dark again.
I let out a long breath. I shook my head sorrowfully. Seeing Avatar again looking as alive as I was made me mourn him anew. He was so concerned about the damage he might do if he ran amok that he had made a point to record this message telling the world how to defeat him. No, not just how to defeat him. How to kill him. A man who thought about the welfare of others more than he did about himself was a hero by any measure. WWAD: What would Avatar do? The answer was to sacrifice himself so that others would not be put in danger.
In any investigation, there were five Ws and one H that needed to be answered: What happened? Who made it happen? When did it happen? Why did it happen? How did it happen? I did not have an answer yet to any of the five Ws. But, thanks to Avatar, I had a possible clue as to the H: namely, how had Avatar been killed? Avatar had said Chaos’ reality-bending energy was the only thing he knew of that could pierce Avatar’s invulnerability. Perhaps someone had somehow used that energy allow them to shoot and kill Avatar. Chaos, it seemed, was the key. Once I knew the answer to “How?” perhaps that would lead to the other answers I sought.
It was time to pay Chaos a visit.
 



CHAPTER 16
I was at home alone the evening after I discovered Byron Hennings was Avatar. I still needed to visit Chaos at the Metahuman Holding Facility—or MetaHold, which was what almost everyone called it for short—to see if he had anything to do with Avatar’s death. But, visiting the world’s only Omega level supervillain was not a simple matter of driving to MetaHold and knocking on the front door to inquire if Chaos was available for tea and biscuits. Access to Chaos was strictly restricted. There was bureaucracy to be navigated, officials to be massaged, hoops to jump through, and red tape to be cut. If I had to rely on my own connections and pull to get access to Chaos, I would probably be old and decrepit by the time I managed to get to see him. Fortunately, I was working for arguably the world’s pre-eminent superhero team. I had already contacted Seer, told her I needed to visit Chaos, and why. She assured me she would contact the right people to get me access to Chaos. I was waiting to hear back from her. If someone had told me before I became a Hero and detective that much of the job consisted of waiting for people to call me back, I would have called them a filthy liar. Almost nothing was as glamorous as it seemed.
I checked the heat of the oil I was heating up in my deep fryer. Ginny had bought it for me a couple of months ago. Before I had it, I fried food in a skillet like some sort of knuckle-dragging caveman. The deep fryer was so much better than my skillet that it was like communicating with someone via a smartphone versus a telegraph. I did not fry foods very often. I was a Hero, after all, and being fit was an important part of that. As I had once told Ginny, I tried to maintain my girlish figure. She had responded that I was the scariest looking and most muscular girl she had ever seen. I had told her body-shaming was beneath her.
Anyway, eating a lot of fried foods was not a prescription for maintaining fitness or one’s girlish figure. My mother would have said otherwise. I remembered like it was yesterday her telling me fried food in general and fried chicken specifically was health food.
“The body is a biological machine, right?” she had asked me when I had suggested to her the fried chicken she was in the middle of cooking was perhaps not good for us.
I nodded yes. I must have been about nine-years-old at the time.
“Well,” my mom had said, “since the body is a machine, and machines needs lubricant, and this oil I’m cooking in is a lubricant, fried chicken is therefore healthy.” She winked at me. “That’s what people call a syllogism.” My mom’s Georgia drawl had elongated the vowels in the word, making it seem longer than it was. “I imagine you’ll be studying about syllogisms in school one of these days. You’ll see that I’m right. Logic does not lie.” Though I was only nine, I suspected there was a flaw in her logic somewhere. For better or for worse, I got my sense of humor from her.
Even assuming my mother was incorrect and fried chicken was in fact not health food, having some every now and then would not kill me. I was feeling nostalgic for the traditional Southern cooking I grew up on. It was comfort food. I need comforting. The fact Avatar was dead still bothered me. The more I learned the worse I felt. Whoever had come up with the expression “ignorance is bliss” had hit the nail on the head.
The oil I planned to fry the chicken in was not quite hot enough. While I waited for it to reach the right temperature, I finished preparing the cuts of chicken I had bought at Whole Foods a bit earlier. I did not shop at Whole Foods very often. There was a reason Whole Foods was called “Whole Paycheck,” and the Heroic path was not paved with gold. But, I was flush with cash thanks to my work for the Sentinels. I did not have to take out a second mortgage to pay for the chicken from Whole Foods. Being able to afford decent chicken was cold comfort for Avatar being dead.
Feeling like Colonel Sanders, I sprinkled my family’s special secret seasoning on the pieces of chicken. The ingredients of the seasoning had been passed down from generation to generation in my family like it was a family heirloom. Once you tasted it, you realized it was. If I did not ever have children, I supposed I would take the secret to the grave with me. Or, maybe I could bequeath it to someone in my will. Avatar bequeathed a small fortune; I would bequeath a chicken recipe. As someone who had tasted my family’s chicken, I could say with confidence that whomever I willed the recipe to was getting the better bargain.
Once the chicken was properly seasoned, I rolled it in white flour. Some people dipped their chicken in a scrambled egg before flouring it. Some people also smoked crack cocaine and beat their children. That did not mean they were in the right. Once the chicken was properly floured, I put the pieces in the metal basket that went with the fryer. I gently lowered the basket into the fryer since the oil was now sufficiently hot. The oil began to bubble and pop satisfactorily. The smell of frying chicken filled my small kitchen. I got a sudden sense memory of what it smelled like when my mother fried chicken when I was a little boy. I got a lump in my throat. I cleared it with a cough, feeling foolish. My parents and sister had been killed in that car accident a long time ago, but it still felt as if it had just happened. I wondered if that feeling ever went away. Then again, maybe it would be worse if the feeling did go away. The immediacy of the still-raw grief made me somehow strangely feel like I still had a family.
I very badly wanted a drink. A beer—or several—really would have hit the spot. I instead took a swallow of the sweet black tea I had made before I had prepped the chicken for frying. I pretended it was beer. Despite my powerful imagination, there was no way I could convince myself the sugary liquid was really beer. Nonetheless the tea was still good, another slice of nostalgia from my childhood. It was traditional Southern sweet tea, which is another way of saying it was a pitcher of sugar with a bit of tea added. Drinking it risked diabetes. I was not deterred. I was a Hero. I laughed in the face of danger.
Brown rice was already cooking on low heat in a small pot on the stove. It would be ready soon. While it and the chicken cooked, I put some fresh collard greens I had already chopped up into a large heavy pot. I drizzled the top of the greens with some olive oil. My Southern ancestors were probably rolling in their graves at my use of olive oil. They would have used fatback, which was literally the fat from the back of a pig. In deference to that girlish figure of mine, I was using olive oil instead. I hoped my mother, grandmother, and all the Truman women who went before them could forgive me.
I added salt and pepper and a bit of water to the greens. They were young and tender, so they would cook quickly. I turned on the burner under the potful of greens and put the lid of the pot on it tightly.
I picked up my glass of tea. I walked out of the kitchen to the floor to ceiling window in the dining area. I sipped my tea while thinking of Avatar’s death and looking out over the city. It was well after dark. The lights of the city shone brightly, like an enormous overly decorated Christmas tree. The people in it were going about their business—working and playing, loving and hating, living and dying—without a single thought about me. I thought about them, though. This was my city. That was how I thought about it. I felt as protective of it as a father does a child. I had helped a lot of people in Astor City over the years, annoyed more, and even hurt a few I should not have either through action or inaction. How many of those people would give me more than a passing thought if the same thing happened to me that happened to Avatar? Ginny? Certainly. Shadow? Probably. Glenn? Maybe. Certainly not many. Maybe more than I suspected, but probably not as many as I would hope. Life goes on. No one got out of life alive and none of us is here to stay, so carpe that old diem and gather ye rosebuds while ye may.
I sighed. I took another drink of my tea. I no longer wished it was beer. Now I wished it was scotch. The color was about the same as scotch’s, but the taste and effect were not. My reflection in the glass in front of me kept me company. 
I spent a lot of time alone. I had no family and, deliberately, few close friends. I usually did not mind spending so much time alone. Spending a lot of time alone meant there were fewer people who might get hurt or killed because of me. I was in a dangerous business with the potential for a lot of collateral damage. Not having a lot of people close to me was what allowed me to not wear a mask and costume and use my real name instead of donning spandex and assuming a name that sounded like it was out of a Saturday morning cartoon. Now that Ginny was in my life, perhaps I needed to protect my identity to protect her. How would I feel if something happened to her? How would I feel if something happened to me before I told her how I felt about her? I was tempted to call her right that second. Then I remembered she had a study group with some of her fellow law students tonight. I wondered if Avatar had told the blonde woman in his pictures how he had felt about her before he died. I hoped so.
My food was ready. I turned everything off and fixed myself a plate. I sat down at my dining room table to eat. I took a bite of the chicken first. I chewed thoughtfully. It was good. Not as good as my mother’s, but good. Every time I fried chicken I tweaked the recipe ever so slightly in an attempt to perfectly recreate how I remembered my mother’s chicken tasting. I never got it quite right. I would keep trying.
As I ate, I thought of the living and the dead. The list of the dead was much too long. My parents. My sister Helen. Avatar. Those two Metahumans I shot outside of my office a while back. My client Eugene Poindexter, who was dead because of me. Clara Barton, the young Meta who had wanted me to train her, also dead because of me. There were others in that list of the dead. Too many. Meanwhile, supervillains like Chaos, Lady Justice, the Pied Piper, Bonecrusher, Shrapnel, and Killshot were very much alive. How was that fair?
The words of the Hero who trained me and sponsored me for the Trials suddenly rang in my head. “What the fuck does fair have to do with anything?” Zookeeper always said. “Good things happen to bad people, and bad things happen to good people. Accept it and move on. If you’re able to tip the scales of justice in the right direction just a little, you’ve done more than most people ever do.”
He was right, of course. But, knowing that in your mind and feeling it in your gut were two different things.
I finished eating. I cleaned up the kitchen. I double-checked to make sure the alarm was set and the door was locked. I checked the monitors of my alarm system. The coast was clear in the hallway outside my door. No supervillain was sneaking up on me. Nor did I see a spy from Kentucky Fried Chicken hoping to steal my chicken recipe. I went to my bedroom. The air smelled of fried chicken. There were worse things to smell like. After lifting the closed blinds and exposing the city to view, I crawled into bed. I normally slept in a completely dark room, but tonight I was in no mood to be alone. It was not even 9 p.m. The city lights kept me company until I drifted off to sleep far earlier than I usually did.
I needed my rest. I had plenty of scale tipping to do.
 



CHAPTER 17
“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,” the poem that used to be on the base of the Statute of Liberty read. The Statute of Liberty was long gone, having been destroyed in a terrorist attack back in the 1980s by Black Plague. MetaHold was now housed on Ellis Island in the Upper New York Bay instead of the Statue of Liberty. Huddled masses yearned to breathe free in MetaHold, all right. Whoever decided on the location of the United States’ primary federal prison for Metahumans had either a keen sense of irony or a whimsical sense of humor.
MetaHold Warden Richard Sakey had neither.
“I’m telling you Mr. Lord, there is no need for you to see Chaos. It is quite impossible that anyone would have gained access to him. He is housed in the most secure and technologically advanced jail cell the world has ever known.”
“Yesterday you probably thought that it was impossible for a Hero as handsome and as witty as me to exist.” I smiled broadly at the warden. “And yet here I am.” Sakey did not smile or laugh or do anything to indicate he thought I was amusing. Though he would not be the first person to think I was not funny, in Sakey’s case I suspected he did not find me funny because he did not find anything funny. If so, that was a mighty bleak way to go through life.
I had been to MetaHold before, but not during Sakey’s tenure as warden. This was the first time I met him. Sakey was a tall, thin man with a head that looked too big for the rest of his body. He had a prominent Adam’s apple and a bald spot he was doing his best to hide with an artful comb-over. Maybe the comb-over hid not only Sakey’s bald spot but also his sense of humor. Sakey’s comb-over did not fool me, though. If I proved to be as good at detecting Avatar’s killer as I was at detecting male pattern baldness, the killer did not stand a chance. He should have just made an appearance, given himself up right then and there, and saved me a bunch of time, trouble, and heartache. I glanced around. Only Sakey and I were in his office. Unless he or she was hiding in Sakey’s comb-over, there was no contrite killer to be found. Uncooperative bastard.
“I still say you are wasting your time,” Sakey said. Left unsaid was the idea that I was wasting Sakey’s time. Well, it was unsaid vocally. The look on Sakey’s face said it all.
“It’s my time to waste,” I said, standing. “Are you going to take me to his cell, or are you going to make me find it by myself?” Sakey reluctantly got to his feet as well. He was wearing an expensive suit, tie, and shoes. Perhaps there was more money in warehousing prisoners than I would have thought.
“If the Director of the Federal Bureau of Prisons herself had not ordered me to give you access to Chaos, honestly I would just tell you to go away,” Sakey said. “This is a secure facility, not a place for sightseeing. You must have a lot of pull.” I shrugged modestly.
“The Attorney General has me on speed-dial. Whenever she finds herself in a sticky wicket, she gives me a call.” This was not true of course. The Sentinels were the ones with the pull, not I. Sakey did not need to know that. It seemed best to leave him with the impression I had the ear of the President all the way down to the Secretary of Agriculture. Maybe he would be more cooperative that way. Nor did Sakey need to know I had already sightseen a bald spot. It did not seem wise to antagonize the man in charge of MetaHold. I had been forced to surrender my gun before entering the facility. If Sakey ordered the prison guards to shoot me, I would not be able to shoot back.
Sakey shook his head at me. “Follow me,” he said reluctantly, heading for his office door. Sakey’s office was on the top floor of the sprawling three-story facility. We walked down stairs to the first floor. After exiting the stairwell, we walked down a corridor with rows of cubical holding cells on either side of us. The cells were enclosed in what appeared to be a thick glass. It could not have been mere glass, though. There were some Metas housed at MetaHold who could walk through thick glass like it was tissue paper. Thanks to the transparent glasslike substance, I could see that some of the cells we walked past were empty. Most were not. The ones that were not empty contained a single prisoner. A handful of the prisoners were reading or writing. Others were sleeping. A few were staring at the walls. A handful of others appeared to be talking to themselves or having a fit. The inmates who were loud more than made up for the quiet ones. Wails, yells, maniacal laughter, and heart-wrenching sobs filled the air. Though most of the prisoners were not clinically insane, I imagined this was what an insane asylum sounded like.
MetaHold contained only Metahuman prisoners. Each cell was specially designed to contain the Meta within it. I recognized some of the prisoners. Doctor Dastardly was in a cell on the left, lying in her small bed and reading a book. With the glasses perched on the end of her nose and her scholarly demeanor, you would think she was a college professor or a librarian instead of a supervillain who had come within a whisker of destroying all of New York City before she had been stopped by Captain Courageous. Two cells down from her was Pinball. Pinball was one of the loud ones. He was bouncing off the walls like a human tennis ball. A trail of yellow and red energy followed him like the tail of a comet as he shrieked at the top of his lungs with each bounce. On the left was Rhino. The horn that extended from the middle of his forehead was as thick as my forearm. It looked sharp enough to cut a man clean in two with one strike. I should know—Rhino had nearly done that to me. When I had encountered him, he had already done it to several streetwalkers and probably would have done it to more of them had I not stopped him. That series of prostitute murders was what had first brought me into contact with Brass.
Rhino got up from his bed when he saw me. He came over to stand right next to the glass of his cell as the warden and I approached. He glowered at me. I nodded at him in acknowledgement. Rhino just continued to stare at me. His small eyes followed me as I walked. If looks could kill, I would have been struck dead. If Rhino’s cell did not sap him of some of his super strength, Rhino would not have needed a look to kill me.
It flitted through my mind to say “Feeling horny?” to Rhino as I walked by him. I could not bring myself to do it. Even though Rhino richly deserved to be where he was just like the other prisoners did, that did not change the fact I felt a little badly for him. Though what Rhino and the others were in were called cells, they really were cages. I did not like the idea of a person being confined to a cage. People were not animals, even the ones who had the savage mentality of animals like Rhino did. For that matter, I did not particularly like even animals themselves being in cages. I found zoos more than slightly depressing for that reason. When I looked into the eyes of zoo animals, it often seemed like something sad and pleading looked back at me.
On the other hand, what was society supposed to do with men like Rhino? Letting them roam free clearly was not an option. People like Rhino were predators, and society had the right to protect itself from predators. The problem with warehousing criminals, though, was they often went to prison with their bachelor’s degree in crime and, thanks to the example and tutelage of their fellow inmates, graduated with their master’s degrees or their doctorates. The recidivism rate for Metahumans who had been released from MetaHold was shockingly high. I often wondered if society would be doing both itself and violent Metas a favor by executing them instead of imprisoning them. Though I did not see them, two murderous supervillains I had dealt with before, Killshot and the Pied Piper, were imprisoned at MetaHold. I for one would sleep better at night if I knew there was no chance they could kill again.
“You ever think that maybe there is a better way to deal with Metahuman criminals than warehousing them?” I asked the warden.
“No.” The warden kept walking, not even turning to look at me.
“I see. You make good points. You’ve clearly given the matter a lot of deep thought and reflection. You’ve certainly given me a lot to mull over.” The warden shot me a quick glance and a frown, as if I had spoken in another language and he did not understand what in the world I had just said. He clearly was not fluent in sarcasm. I on the other hand was bilingual.
We got to the end of the corridor. Two guards outfitted from head to toe in black and grey armor and holding large futuristic-looking rifles stood in front of a door that reminded me of a bank vault. They eyed me suspiciously, as if they would have no problem blasting me if I stepped out of line. Maybe they were looking at me like that because they suspected I wanted to steal their weapons. They were right. I was unarmed, and did not much like it. Gun envy was an insidious thing.
Sakey waved them away from the door.
“He’s with me,” he said to the guards in reassurance.
“And he’s with me,” I added about Sakey. No one seemed reassured. Sakey directed me to have my palm and eye scanned at the terminal next to the door. I stepped up to it while having a feeling of déjà vu. I had gone through the same thing with similar-looking technology to get access to the Sentinels’ mansion. That was no coincidence. Mechano had designed much of the security technology both here and at the mansion. My scans on record with the Heroes’ Guild had been transmitted to MetaHold in anticipation of my visit. After the scanned confirmed I was actually me, Sakey stepped forward as well to be scanned. He then entered an access code on the data pad. He shielded what he entered on the pad with his body so I could not see it. If I did not approve of the tight security, I would have been insulted.
The heavy metal door dilated open. Sakey and I stepped inside. The door closed behind us. The dull-silver metal interior reminded me of the teleportation chamber at Hennings’ place that led to The Mountain. I felt a tell-tale sinking sensation. We clearly were in an elevator car that just as clearly was descending into the bowels of the Earth. My ears popped with the change in air pressure. The ride took so long I felt like we were journeying to the center of the Earth. If I had known, I would have read Jules Verne’s novel in preparation.
After what seemed like an eternity, the elevator car slid to a halt. The door opened again, this time to a corridor that was made of the same dull-silver material as the elevator car. Sakey led the way. Other than the sound of our footsteps, the place was a silent as a tomb. The contrast between what it sounded like down here and what it had sounded like on the ground floor of MetaHold was profound. Translucent globes that were no doubt security cameras were mounted on the ceiling. Thin metal tubes that looked the like barrels of guns were mounted on brackets high up on the sides of the walls near the ceiling. They turned to tracked us as we went down the corridor. I felt like a walking bulls-eye.
Sakey saw me looking at the tubes. “Those are both lasers and metal projectiles,” he said in explanation. “Plus some other weaponry I’m not allowed to talk about. We’re deep under the Earth’s surface in a nearly indestructible tunnel that’s protected by force fields and electromagnetic fields that protect it from teleporters and someone trying to break through it with brute force. The fields also mask the tunnel’s presence to all known forms of detection. No one can get in here without authorization.” He sounded like a proud parent.
“Every system has a weakness,” I said, though if this part of MetaHold had one, I had not spotted it yet. Sakey shook his head in disagreement. He looked insulted at the very suggestion.
In a few moments we arrived at a door that looked identical to the bank-vault door that had given us access to the elevator. We went through the same palm and retina scanning and code-giving process we had gone through before. The door opened to what looked like the bridge of a spaceship, if the window of a spaceship looked out onto a thick metal cube twice as tall as I and wide enough to house a large sports utility vehicle with room to spare. The cube glowed white. It had runes etched all over it, making it look like it was covered in hieroglyphs. The cube pulsated a little from time to time, like it was a slowly beating heart. The cube was in a large, featureless room whose walls were made out of the same material the tunnel we had just stepped out of had been.
In the room Sakey and I had stepped into were seated a man and a woman. Each of them was dressed in the black and grey uniforms of MetaHold prison guards. They were seated at a control panel that had a row of computer monitors mounted behind it. The large window that overlooked the room the glowing cube was in was directly in front of the control panel. The two guards turned a bit. They looked at me with curiosity.
“This is Truman Lord, the private detective I told you about,” Sakey said to the two guards. “This is Mike Lopez and Kierra Singleton. Mr. Lord wants to take a look at how we have Chaos contained.” Lopez was a muscular Hispanic man with a thick moustache. Singleton was a stout but strong-looking black woman with cornrows. Lopez looked me up and down appraisingly. I felt like a horse that was being inspected by a potential buyer. Lopez smiled at me. The frank look Lopez gave me smacked not only of curiosity but also of interest. I got that look from women sometimes. Not as often as I would like, but sometimes. Lopez’s look made me uncomfortable. I had no problem with men who liked men, but Lopez was looking at me the way a dog looks at a steak. I wished I had my gun. Or at least a baseball bat.
I tore my eyes away from Lopez before he could interpret my gaze as an invitation. I was tempted to leer at Singleton to let Lopez know in what direction my glandular biases laid, but I thought that was unprofessional. Not to mention not Heroic. I could not imagine Avatar ever leering at someone. Besides, Singleton was armed, and did not look like the type of woman who enjoyed being leered at. Few women were.
Instead of leering at Singleton, I instead looked at the monitors mounted on the control panel Singleton and Lopez sat behind. There were almost a dozen of them. One was pitch black; two others showed colors and patterns that seemed to shift randomly. It made me a little dizzy to look at the varying colors and patterns. The other monitors featured a single individual inside of what seemed to be the same metal square. Each person was different. The people depicted were of different sexes, races, ages, and sizes. On one screen was a teenaged raven-haired girl who exploded, filling the screen showing her with an almost-blinding explosion. Seconds later, the girl reformed on the screen, no worse for wear. She exploded again, immediately reforming again, repeating the process over and over and over. It reminded me so much of my young Meta friend Clara Barton that I had to look away, feeling a tear starting to form in my eye. Everyone knew Heroes did not cry. Especially not in front of someone like Lopez, who still had a lustful gleam in his eye. Maybe he was attracted to the sensitive type.
On another screen was an old man who was lying down with his eyes closed. It would be easy to think he was dead, except the man was floating in mid-air, about five feet from the floor. From time to time he opened his eyes. Bright orange lights shone out of his eyes like they were spotlights. The beams of light bounced around in the square like billiard balls. Once the man closed his eyes again, they would disappear.
On another monitor was a hulking purple form that was more humanoid than human. It looked like something out of a monster movie. With rippling muscles that looked like they could tear you in half, the humanoid pounded on the sides of the cube it was in with such force that made me wince just to watch it. The cube was undamaged, though. The monster roared with obvious rage, pounding all the harder, to no effect.
On another screen was a scene that did not at first glance belong with those shown on the other monitors. A young black man wearing square glasses sat in a cloth armchair in a room that looked like it had been decorated by someone’s grandmother. He was reading a thick, leather-bound book. He studied the book avidly, as if it contained the secrets of life. Maybe it did. The only thing the young man had in common with all the other figures depicted on the screens was he was surrounded by an orange field of energy that was dotted with black. It was like he had a full-body halo. The black dots moved and morphed as if they were alive. Each figure on each screen was surrounded by the same orange energy field. While the field was centered on each figure, it extended from each of them like a rippling wave until it touched the sides of the cube.
“Chaos, I presume?” I said to Sakey. He nodded.
“The one and only,” he said, with the air of a circus owner showing off his prized elephant. “Chaos exists in several manifestations all at the same time. Think of him as a multi-sided die—each face of the die is different, but each face is still part of the larger whole. You see some of Chaos’ manifestations depicted on these screens. His Metahuman power is the ability to bend reality, which doesn’t sound like much until you see him like this. He can literally be anything or anyone he wants to be, all at the same time.” I remembered how Chaos had transformed himself into a tornado and a hurricane simultaneously, nearly destroying Chicago before he had been subdued and captured by the Sentinels years ago. He had been held here in MetaHold since then. Sakey frowned slightly. “Actually, no one knows if he actually chooses what he manifests as. We can’t tell if he is intelligent, or more like a force of nature that is governed by rules we do not understand.”
“What’s that energy field around him?” I asked. Sakey shrugged.
“We’re not sure exactly. Chaos emits it constantly, like a slug oozing mucus or a glowworm luminescing.” I almost said I did not know what “luminescing” means, but I was afraid the humorless warden would believe me. I looked like a dumb meathead, and people judged a book by its cover. “We do know that the field somehow alters reality. Expose a steel beam to it, and it suddenly becomes as soft as butter; expose cotton candy to it, and suddenly the stuff becomes harder than the hardest of substances.” At Sakey’s words, I had a flash of insight. If what he said was true, would Avatar’s invulnerable body suddenly become all too vulnerable if exposed to Chaos’ energy field? Could you then shoot and kill him as easily as a dog in the street? Was that what had happened? And, did Avatar know that was possible which was why his recording had directed me here in the event he had run amok? I nearly missed what Sakey said next.
“The structure Chaos is in, the outside of which you can see through the window directly ahead, has been specially designed by the Sentinels to contain Chaos,” Sakey said. “We call it the Cube for obvious reasons. Cutting edge technology. Nothing gets out and nothing gets in, except for when we feed Chaos. Millennium even put magical seals on the Cube, which are represented by the pictographs all around the Cube.” Sakey snorted. “Not that I believe in all that mumbo-jumbo. I personally think Millennium’s so-called magic is nothing more than advanced tech the rest of us don’t understand.” I would have agreed with him before I had experienced the parallel universe the Sentinels were keeping Avatar’s body in. Now I was not so sure. There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in your philosophy, I wanted to say to Sakey. I resisted the impulse. I did not want to blow my meathead cover by quoting Shakespeare.
“How do you feed him?” I asked instead.
Sakey went over to the large window, pointing at the massive Cube on the other side.
“See that round access hatch about the size of a paper towel tube that’s chest high?” I looked hard, and did see it. There was a small black ring around it. “When it comes time to feed Chaos, we do so through a tube that extends from the wall and connects with that access hatch on the Cube. He doesn’t need much, just a morsel or two every couple of weeks. He can make what we give him into more with his powers.”
“So you don’t have to go inside the cell housing the Cube to feed him?”
Sakey shook his head.
“No one is permitted inside that cell. For security. We don’t want to take even the slightest chance that Chaos might escape. In addition to the tech and automated procedures we have in place, there are two guards present in this room at all times, monitoring things. There are a total of six guards who have specialized training to monitor the equipment in this room. Monitoring Chaos is all those six guards do. Lopez and Singleton here are two of them.”
“What would happen if someone went into the cell outside the Cube?”
“Alarms would go off both here, at Sentinels’ mansion, and at Heroes’ Guild headquarters. MetaHold would be swarming with Heroes in minutes.”
“Has an alarm gone off in the past few weeks?” Sakey shook his head no. He said something I missed. I was only halfway paying attention to him. I was paying more attention to what my powers were telling me. Someone’s heart rate had spiked. At first I thought it was Lopez. Perhaps he had gotten a glimpse of my butt and had gotten excited. I had been doing a lot of squats lately, after all. But no, it was not him. It was Singleton. I glanced over at her. Her wide dark face was expressionless. I was not mistaken, though: as Sakey and I spoke about whether someone had recently gone into the cell housing Chaos’ cube, Singleton’s heart raced.
“What about you?” I said to Lopez and Singleton. “Have the two of you seen anything unusual here in the last few weeks?” Sakey looked annoyed that I would address his employees directly, as if I had violated some sort of protocol. He must have been a real joy to work for.
“No,” Lopez said. He looked at me like I was the most unusual thing he had seen in a while, and that he most definitely liked what he saw. The way he looked at me, I felt like I was being non-verbally catcalled. Singleton’s eyes darted over to Sakey for an instant, then she agreed with Lopez, shaking her head no. Her heart rate and blood pressure said otherwise. She was lying. It might be easier to get the truth out of her if her boss was not hovering at my elbow, though.
I thanked Lopez and Singleton for their time. Sakey escorted me out of the control room and toward the tunnel leading back to the elevator. I felt Lopez’s eyes on me as I left the room. Singleton’s reactions to my question had made me feel like I had gotten a lead. I was feeling generous. As a result, I put a little wiggle into my gait for Lopez’s benefit as I walked away. I was no bigot. If it did not hurt me, why not throw the guy a bone?
I would not be throwing him a boner, though. One had to draw the line somewhere.
 



CHAPTER 18
The day after my visit to MetaHold, I rang the doorbell of the front door of Kierra Singleton’s brownstone. I had on black pants, black Adidas running shoes with white accents, and a long-sleeved, fitted button-up white shirt. The shirt was untucked mostly because I wanted to conceal the gun holstered at my hip from view. The fact I looked unspeakably cool was a happy side effect.
The Singleton townhouse was in the Bedford-Stuyvesant neighborhood in Brooklyn, New York. I looked around while I waited for someone to respond. Black children of various skin hues played ball in the quiet street, their game pausing when a car came through. A young black guy wearing a black Yankees cap with white lettering leaned against the pole of a streetlight diagonally across the street from me, watching the kids play. The cap was on backwards. Either he was trying to look cool or he was shielding the back of his neck from the glare of the sun. He looked a little young to be the father of one or more of the children, but one never knew these days. Precociousness was not always admirable. There were some parked cars on both sides of the street, but not as many as there would probably be later in the day. It was the middle of the day, and most people were still at work. The neighborhood was middle class and primarily black. No one called me whitey, told me to go back to England, or tried to start a race war. In fact, no one paid me any untoward attention at all. Perhaps cable news had lied to me about the amount of racial animosity in the country. Maybe I needed to stop believing everything I saw on television.
“Yes?” came a voice from a speaker mounted by the doorbell. It sounded like Singleton’s. Voice recognition software had nothing on me. When they invented a computer which could shoot, annoy people with its jokes, and wear its hat at a rakish angle, then I would start to worry about my job security. 
“Ms. Singleton, this is Truman Lord. I met you at MetaHold yesterday. I would like to speak to you for a few minutes.” There was a long silence.
“What about?” Singleton finally said.
“Just some follow up questions from yesterday.” There was silence again for a long moment. Then the door buzzed open. “I’m on the second floor,” Singleton’s voice said. Perhaps it was merely the distortion of the speaker, but she did not sound happy to hear that I had turned up on her doorstep. That happened more often than I would have thought possible to someone with my sparkling personality. My feelings were not hurt. Getting punched in the jaw by a supervillains hurt a heck of lot more than not always being greeted enthusiastically.
I went inside the brownstone. At some point in the building’s history, it had been divided into two living quarters. A smell wafted from behind the door of the first floor apartment. I could not figure out exactly what the smell was, but whatever it was, it was mouth-watering. Breakfast seemed like a long time ago. Maybe I would knock on the first floor door after I finished with Singleton and ask if could join them for lunch. But, first things first.
I walked up the stairs to where Singleton lived. She stood slightly behind her open door. She was over a head shorter than I. She was barefoot and dressed in grey sweatpants and an untucked denim shirt. Her toes were painted pink with tiny little white flowers on them. Girly. Girly was too small of a word to describe her chest, though. When I had seen her seated the day before, I had thought she was merely stout. Now that I saw her standing for the first time, I could see she had very large, matronly breasts. Having heard that most women did not enjoy having their breasts stared at, I avoided doing so. Singleton’s co-worker Lopez could have taken a lesson from me in how to not make people feel uncomfortable.
Singleton opened her door wider to let me in. She did not look particularly happy about it. She looked at me with caution. As I walked past her, I saw there were fine lines on her forehead, around her mouth, and on her neck. I saw now she was at in her mid-forties, and maybe even in her early fifties. I would have guessed she was at least a decade younger the day before. Black don’t crack. It sounded much cooler when black people said it. 
I sensed that Singleton’s heart was beating fast. She closed the door behind me. There were several windows, the blinds of which had been opened. Sunlight streamed in, making everything bright and cheerful.
“How did you find out where I live?” Singleton asked. Her voice was neutrally inquisitive. I shrugged modestly.
“I’m a detective,” I simply said. She did need to know that I had asked Warden Sakey for her address and work hours. He had pulled it up on his computer, albeit reluctantly, when we returned to his office. It was better to let Singleton think I was some sort of investigative wizard. A magician never revealed his secrets.
I smiled at her reassuringly. She looked anything but reassured. Singleton looked like someone who was becoming more and more afraid, and yet was desperately trying to hide that fact. Her heart was still beating a mile a minute. It would have been flattering to think her heart was racing because Singleton was overwhelmed by my masculine presence. Shockingly, not nearly as many women were overwhelmed by my masculine presence as I would have liked. My animal magnetism was not the cause of Singleton’s physical reactions to me. She was nervous or afraid or both. She mostly kept it off her face, though. I would be sure to never play poker against her.
I glanced around Singleton’s place. It appeared to take up the entire second floor of the brownstone. Three things jumped out at me. The first was that her place was very neat and clean. If Singleton used a cleaning service, I would have to get the name of her housekeeper before I left. Though I was on the neat side myself, Singleton’s place made mine look like a pig sty hit by a hurricane by comparison. It looked like there was a place for everything and everything was in its place. If Singleton was not ex-military, I would eat my gun.
The second thing that struck me was a large painting that hung on the wall across from me. It was a depiction of Jesus’ Last Supper, but with a twist I had not seen before. A haloed Jesus was in the middle foreground, with his back to me. His twelve apostles were all black men, and more specifically, historically significant black men. I spotted Martin Luther King Junior, Malcolm X, Frederick Douglass, Marcus Garvey, Paul Robeson, and Elijah Muhammad. The others I did not recognize. I was not one of the men depicted. Though I was not black, Shadow was a friend of mine. She was black. Surely that counted for something. The artist who made this painting clearly believed otherwise. I considered telling Singleton that one of my best friends was black. I did not. I knew that black people tended to not find a white person saying “My best friend is black” as ingratiating as white people hoped it would be. Shocking, but true.
The third thing I noticed about Singleton’s place was not a thing at all. It was a person. An elderly black woman with her steel grey hair in a bun was seated in a big brown armchair. The chair was in front of a flat screen television mounted on the wall. The woman had on a white nightgown and a pink bathrobe. Her body was sunk in on itself a bit, in that slowly collapsing look old people’s bodies sometimes tended to have. The woman did not acknowledge or even seem to notice my entrance. There was a faint but vacant smile on her face, as if she was thinking of a pleasant memory from long ago. A half-eaten plate of food was on a television tray in front of her. An I Love Lucy episode was playing on the TV, the one where Lucy and her best friend Ethel went to work in a chocolate factory. Lucille Ball was in the middle of being funny without once using a vulgarity or referring to her genitals. Modern television had much to learn from the classics.
Singleton’s gaze followed mine.
“That’s my mother Mabel,” she said.
“I certainly don’t mean to interrupt her meal or her television watching,” I said. “Maybe we should step into another room and speak privately.”
“There’s no need,” Singleton said. “She has advanced stage Alzheimer’s. She’s better some days than others.” A look of sadness and being tired mingled with the caution in her eyes. “This is not one of the better days. She doesn’t even know you’re here. Her awareness of me being here comes and goes.”
“I’m sorry.” I meant it. Singleton shrugged a little.
“It is what it is. I’ve been taking care of Mom for the past few years now. I’m used to it. I have a full-time nurse so I can continue to work, but today is her day off.” She shook her head, stopping herself. Despite the fact I made her nervous, I got the impression Singleton was hungry to talk to someone. Living with someone who could not communicate well must have been paradoxically lonely. “But, you didn’t come here to listen to the life and times of Kierra and Mabel.” She gave me a slight tired smile. When she smiled, the otherwise almost harsh-looking contours of her face changed. She was attractive, though more handsome than pretty. “So what can I do for you?”
“When I asked you and Mr. Lopez yesterday if you had seen anyone in the cell housing the Cube, you both said no. I don’t think you were being honest with me.”
Singleton’s dark face was inscrutable. What was going on in her body was not, though. Her blood pressure spiked, as did her heart and perspiration rate.
“What makes you think that?” she asked. Though I could tell she was trying to keep her voice neutral, an undertone of panic was there.
I shrugged. “I am a detective,” I said again. Once I found a line I liked, I stuck with it. I was Truman the Trite.
Singleton’s eyes quickly flicked over to her mother before they returned to me. “No one has come to visit Chaos,” she said. She could not even look me in the eye. I did not need my powers to tell me that she was lying, though they most definitely were telling me that. She was also afraid of something. I often confronted being lied to by someone with a punch to the gut, but I was not in the habit of punching non-Metahuman women. Especially not in front of their sick mothers. If being willing to punch a man but being reluctant to punch a woman made me a chauvinist, then I was guilty as charged. Besides, my instincts told me this situation called for finesse, not fisticuffs. Everything about Singleton—her no-nonsense military bearing and the fact she was taking care of her sick mother, for example—told me she was a stand-up person. I sensed she just needed a little prompting to tell me the truth. 
“Look,” I said, “I’m not trying to cause trouble or get you into trouble. But, I have reason to believe someone who had no business doing so visited Chaos a few weeks ago. Maybe that someone accessed the Cube somehow and drained some of his energy away. I have reason to believe that energy was then used to kill a licensed Hero. I am searching for that person’s killer.” Singleton’s eyes grew wider as I spoke. “I would appreciate any help you can give me.”
Singleton stared at me for a minute. She looked like she saw the truth of what I was saying in my face. She looked away, towards the floor. She slowly shook her head.
“They told me they were just going to do scientific experiments with that stuff,” she said in a low voice. “Even when they told me, I didn’t really believe it.”
“Who told you?” I pressed.
“John,” she said. She spat the name out like it was a curse word. She shook her head at herself when she saw the look on my face, as if she realized the first name of John was not exactly specific. “John Barrow. Along with me, he’s one of the six MetaHold employees who guards Chaos. Four weeks ago I took a break while at work.” She smiled ruefully. “Well, a nap actually. There is a little alcove next to the control room you saw that has a bathroom and a break area. Although it is MetaHold procedure that two guards are supposed to be in the control room at all times to keep a watch on Chaos and the Cube and cell containing it, since there has never been an incident involving Chaos, we guards have gotten into the habit of taking naps in the break room when we know the warden is not around. One of us always stays on duty when the other takes a nap. That particular day I had guard duty with John. I had been taking extra shifts for extra money. Mom’s nursing care and medication are expensive, and I can use all the money I can get. Anyway, I was exhausted, so I told John I was going to take a nap while he covered the control area. He told me to go ahead. He was acting kind of weird, but I did not think much of anything about it at the time. John is kind of a weird guy most of the time anyway.
“So I went to the alcove to take a nap. Before I dozed off, I could not shake the feeling something was going on. Maybe it was because of how John acted when I told him I was going to take a nap. I don’t know. At any rate, something made me get up and returned to the control room. Someone was in the cell housing the Cube. He was holding a device up to up to it.”
“What kind of device?” I hated to interrupt. Now that I had gotten her talking, Singleton did not seem inclined to stop. A lot of people were like that when they had been holding something in and were finally getting it off their chest. Singleton shook her head.
“I don’t know. I had never seen anything like it before. It was about this big and this wide,” she said, making a shape with her hands the size of an over-inflated football. “It kind of looked like a dumbbell. You know, the weights you work out with. The bells on each end looked to be some sort of electronics; the part in the middle was a clear tube. The man was holding that device pressed up to the Cube, right where the feeding aperture is on it. He must have had it open because as I watched, some of that orange energy you saw rippling off of Chaos filled the tube in the middle of that device.” Singleton shook her head again at the memory of it.
“I’ve got to admit I froze for a moment. It took me a second to get over the shock of seeing someone in the cell. The alarms should have been screaming bloody murder, but they weren’t. I looked at the control board and realized the alarms had been deactivated. I was about to hit the panic button when John stopped me. He grabbed me by the arms and pulled me away from the control panel. Said he had let the guy in there with the Cube. Said the guy was just siphoning some of Chaos’ energy off so he could do some scientific experiments with it. While I tried to break free of John, the man in with the Cube closed the feeding aperture while still holding the device he had up to it. The tube in the middle of the device was then full of Chaos’ energy. The man turned around, and saw me struggling against John through the viewing glass. Then the man disappeared.” She snapped her fingers in front of her face. “Just like that, he was gone. One second he was there, the next he wasn’t. If it weren’t for the fact John was still holding me back, I would have thought I had imagined the whole thing.”
“What did you do after the man disappeared? Did you sound the alarm or report the man’s presence to the warden?” She shook her head again.
“Neither,” she said, looking regretful. I believed she regretted the decision. She did not strike me as good enough actress to dupe me. “John told me he had disabled the alarms and the protective fields long enough to let the man teleport into the cell housing the Cube. He said the guy had approached him weeks before about gaining access. John had told him he was sometimes alone in the control room when his co-worker snuck off to take a nap. The guy had given John a signaling device for John to hit that would alert the teleporter and give him coordinates to hone in on when John was alone in the control booth. John said the guy had assured him he wanted access to Chaos’ energy for research purposes only, and that the research he was working on had the potential to save countless lives. The guy told John he had gone through the proper channels to try to get access to Chaos, but he had been denied because no one was allowed access to Chaos, no exceptions.”
“And John believed all that?” I had a hard time believing a grown man could be that gullible. I wondered if John also still believed in Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, and the Easter Bunny. I should have gotten into touch with John and seen if he wanted to buy some oceanfront property in the Sahara.
Singleton snorted at my question.
“The only thing John believes in is the almighty dollar. I did not buy for one second John’s song and dance about disabling the alarms for the man because John wanted to advance the frontiers of scientific research and save lives. When I pushed him, threatening to report him to the warden, John admitted the teleporter had paid him to disable the alarm and protective fields and give him access to Chaos’ Cube. That part I believed. John’s got three kids who are college-bound, and he’s always bitching about not having enough money.” Singleton lowered her eyes. She looked both ashamed and embarrassed. “John even gave me some of the money to keep me quiet. My initial instinct was to tell John where he could shove his money, but Mom’s medical bills are so high. Every month is a struggle, and some extra money was always good to have. Besides, I knew if I told the warden what had happened, he would fire me as well as John since I had left my post to go take a nap. I can’t afford to lose this job, not with the condition Mom is in.” She looked back up at me. She looked like she was about to cry. “So I took the money John offered me. Ten thousand dollars. I’ve never been so ashamed in my life. I always believed that if you want money, you earn it honestly. My Dad—God rest his soul—and my Mom taught me that.” Her eyes darted over to her mother again. Mabel was still smiling vacantly at the television, as if her daughter and I were not in the room and did not exist. Perhaps in her mind, we did not. On the television, Lucy was stuffing chocolates down her blouse. I would have to remember that technique the next time I needed to smuggle a gun in somewhere. “So, the day after John gave me the money, I went to him and told him I was going to give it back to him. He must have thought I was going to tell the warden what had happened too because, that night, the same guy who had teleported into Chaos’ holding cell showed up here. In this very room, in fact. He just poof, appeared. I tried to give the money back to him, but he said keep it. He also said if I ran my mouth to the warden that it would be the last words I ever spoke. He said he would kill my mother while I watched, and then me.”
Singleton shook her head in obvious anger and frustration.
“I don’t scare easily. But this guy is a Meta and I’m not. I had no doubt he was capable of doing as he said. Plus, he kinda creeped me out. He talked about killing me and my Mom like I would talk about swatting a fly.”
“So why tell me, then? I’m obviously not the warden, but I’m sure that guy would not be happy about you telling anyone about what you had seen.” Singleton looked stubborn.
“I don’t like someone trying to intimidate me,” she said. “I like someone succeeding in intimidating me even less. Plus, taking that money has been eating away at me. It feels like I stole it. MetaHold expects me to do my job in a certain way for a more than reasonable salary, and I failed spectacularly.” She shook her head. “Every time I go to work, I feel like I’m returning to the scene of the crime. I don’t much like that feeling. So when you showed up here somehow knowing I was lying yesterday, I just couldn’t take it anymore. Especially when you said the energy taken from Chaos was used to murder a Hero. I knew that guy wasn’t doing any scientific research,” she said with a snort. She let out a long breath. “Honestly now that I’ve told you, I feel better. Well, a little at least. I’m still going to lose my job when the warden finds out.” She shook her head at herself. “No, not when he finds out—when I tell him. I’ll go to his office first thing tomorrow morning and tell him everything that happened. If that Meta wants to kill me and Mom, well he’ll just have to kill us.” Her face twisted into a grim smile. “I’ll tell you one thing, though—Meta or no Meta, that asshole is gonna know he’s been in a fight.”
I had no doubt Singleton was right. I knew I would not want to tangle with her, and I was a bloody Hero. She clearly was a tough cookie. Despite what she had done, I liked her. I would do what I could to protect her, both from that teleporting Meta and from her losing her sole means of supporting herself and her mother.
Maybe what Shadow always told me was right. Maybe I was just a big softie, an overgrown Boy Scout. Maybe I should have quit the Hero business and become a Scoutmaster. Did the Boy Scouts sell cookies like the Girl Scouts did? I liked cookies. The prospect of all I could eat cookies would be enough to make me hang up my metaphorical cape for good. I turned my thoughts away from cookies back to the matter at hand.
“This teleporter tell you his name?” I asked.
“No.”
“Do you know how to get into touch with him? Finding him will help me figure out who murdered the Hero I told you about.” Singleton said no again. “Well, what about John? Does he know how to get a hold of this teleporting Meta?”
“As far as I know, no. John told me the guy always got into touch with him.”
“Well, can you describe what the guy looks like?”
“I can do better than that.” She turned, going to a desk against the far wall. She rummaged around in it while she spoke. “Before I hired Maria to care for my mother while I am at work, I used another nurse named Sharon. While Sharon worked here, I kept noticing things would go missing. I thought at first maybe Mom was hiding things or putting them away and not remembering where she put them, but then I started to suspect Sharon was stealing from us. So, I set up hidden cameras throughout the apartment. Turns out Sharon was stealing, so I fired her and hired Maria. I never did get rid of the cameras though. I figured it would be best to be able to see what goes on while I’m not here. Though I like Maria and Mom seems to too, you can never be too careful when it comes to a vulnerable old person. Oh, here it is,” she said. She turned back around, holding a SD memory card between her thumb and forefinger. Before a few months ago, I would not have had the slightest clue what a SD memory card was. I had been boning up on modern technology. Though I had resisted it for a long time, I was slowly entering the twenty-first century. Before you knew it, I would be coding and tweeting naked selfies. With certain parts elongated via Photoshop, of course. My natural gifts had always seemed adequate enough, but why take a chance? My fans no doubt expected a certain level of virility from me. I would hate to disappoint. “The cameras were still running when that teleporter paid us a visit,” Singleton said. “I often forget to turn them off. Footage from when that Meta showed up here is on this card. You can see him as clear as day on it. You can have it if you want. I’ve already uploaded a copy to the cloud.” The fact I knew what she meant by “cloud” meant that my education in advanced technology was going well. A few months ago if someone had talked about clouds, I would have looked up into the sky.
I took the SD card from Singleton.
“This is fantastic,” I said. “I could kiss you for this.”
Singleton looked almost shy for a moment.
“I might just let you,” she said. It was the sight of my often-broken nose, no doubt. Women love a bad boy, even if he has the soul of a Boy Scout.
“One last question before I go,” I said. “Did you serve in the military at some point?” Singleton looked startled.
“Yeah. I was in the Army. I retired from there when my Mom got sick. How did you know?”
I smiled at her modestly. “I’m a detective,” I simply said. I would not have to eat my gun after all. It was just as well. I had read too much iron in one’s diet was bad for you.
 



CHAPTER 19
I stepped out of the front door of Singleton’s brownstone. The memory card containing the video of the teleporting Metahuman was burning a hole in my pocket. I went down the short bit of stairs and stood on the sidewalk. I paused in thought. Kids, mostly boys, were still playing in the street. A football was involved in the game they played, but the traditional rules of football did not seem to be. Whatever the rules were, they seemed to be complex and susceptible to interpretation. As I watched, a good-natured shoving match broke out among some of the boys about whether one of those rules was being properly followed. I would have offered to referee, but the boys were having as much fun arguing over the rules of the game as playing the game itself.
The same Yankees hat wearing black man I had seen when I had gone into Singleton’s building was still here, only on this side of the street instead of on the other side the way he had been when I had gone inside. He was still leaning against a streetlight, and still watching the kids. Maybe he was the one who was refereeing the game. If so, he took a very hands-off approach. The man looked at me out of the corner of his eye. He was probably looking for tips on how to be cool. Understandable.
Kierra had tried to give me the ten thousand dollars her co-worker John had paid her to keep her quiet. She had not spent any of it, and it was simply sitting in a bag in her closet. I had told her to keep it. She would need the money if she lost her job at MetaHold. She would most definitely lose that job if she or I told Warden Sakey about what she had done. Permitting someone into MetaHold and allowing him access to Chaos was a serious crime. Though Kierra had not done this herself, she was an accessory after the fact by keeping quiet as long as she did.
Though what Kierra had done was not right, it was not nearly as bad as what her co-worker John had done. And, she was genuinely contrite and was trying to make it right now. Plus, anyone who busted her butt to care for her elderly mother the way Singleton did could not be a bad person. Too many people institutionalized their sick parents, visiting them only on holidays. If then. Punishing Kierra would not bring Avatar back to life. What kind of justice would it be for Kierra to lose her job and maybe go to jail? Who would take care of Mabel then? I needed a way to keep John away from Chaos—I could not permit him to let someone gain access to Chaos again—without simultaneously blowing the whistle on Kierra and getting her into trouble both with MetaHold and the law. Perhaps I would pay a visit on John and convince him to take an early retirement from MetaHold. My right cross could be quite the convincer when I wanted it to be. 
I thought about the threat the teleporting Meta had made to Kierra and her mother. Someone with the resources to get into MetaHold and drain away some of Chaos’ energy without getting caught was not the kind of person who went around issuing idle threats. If he found out Kierra had spoken to me, I suspected she and her mother were indeed in danger. Since I needed to stay mobile to track down Avatar’s murderer, I did not have time to play guardian angel to Kierra and her mother. I knew of some Heroes who operated in New York City who owed me some favors. I would ask them to keep an eye on the Singletons until this situation got resolved.
Through my reverie, I was faintly aware of the approach of someone. It was the guy in the Yankees hat. He was tall and thin. His jeans sagged enough that I could see the top of his underwear. His skin was the color of stained wood and he wore stylish glasses with thick black frames. The frames of his glasses matched both the color of his hat and his underwear. I was not envious, though. The color of my gun matched the color of my underwear. This guy was not the only one with a love for color coordination.
“Hey man, you got the time?” he asked me as he approached. His hands were in the pockets of his sagging dark jeans. Since he had no hips to speak of, perhaps he was holding them up. His Yankees hat was still on backwards. I wondered how cool I would look if I wore my fedora backwards. I would have to try it out. Fashion trends had to start somewhere.
“Sure,” I said, lifting my left arm and glancing down at the watch on it. I saw a flash of blue light out of the corner of my eye. If I had not already been a little suspicious about seeing the man twice outside of Singleton’s brownstone, I might not have been alert to it. I brought my left arm back down sharply, grabbing the man’s right wrist as his hand darted towards my gut. He was holding a knife, thin and fang-like. It glowed, surrounded by a blue nimbus. I shoved his arm away from me as I twisted away. The knife sliced through the side of my shirt, nicking my waist. It could not possibly have been a serious cut. Nonetheless I gasped, feeling like my side had been shot by a cannonball dipped in poison. The entire left side of my torso went numb.
At the risk of sounding like a hypocrite, non-costumed Metas really ought to be forced to wear warning signs.
I jabbed my right fist at the man, simultaneously twisting his wrist sharply with my left hand. He let out an “oomph” sound. The knife dropped, clattering on the sidewalk. The man drove his head forward. Its crown caught me square on the jaw. I saw stars. I bit my tongue. The taste of blood filled my mouth. I let go of the man, stepping back, shaking my head to clear it. The man pulled something out of his left pocket. A thin blade snicked out of the base, glowing blue. A switchblade. “Be prepared” was the Boy Scout motto. Maybe this guy was the Boy Scout, not me. I really needed to try to have run-ins with less prepared Metas who did not carry spare knives. The man brandished the knife at me with his left hand. I had disarmed his right hand before. Was he ambidextrous? Fantastic.
The man and I circled each other. I had a longer reach and was almost certainly stronger if Yankees Hat did not have super strength. On the other hand, Yankees Hat had a glowing knife that made a pinprick feel like a gunshot wound. Each of us feinted at the other, neither willing to yet commit to a full-scale attack. Though it was bright out, the man’s bobbing and weaving knife left patterns of blue light in its wake, like a glow stick in a nightclub. It would have been pretty had it not been so terrifying. When the man drew closer to jab at me, I parried the thrusts with my hands and forearms, shooting low kicks at his legs, making him withdraw. I favored my right as my left side was still numb from where his other glowing blade had nicked me. Time slowed. I had been in knife fights before. If I had known I would get into one the streets of New York, I would have brought a knife. I had brought a gun instead. It was not the knife fight advantage one would think it would be. By the time I drew it, Yankees Hat would skewer me on his blue glowing blade.
The background noise of the street faded mostly away as I concentrated on my opponent. I was only faintly aware of the kids in the street shouting. It could have been because of the game they were playing, or because they had noticed me and Yankees Hat fighting. I did not know. I was too busy to pay attention to their cries. In my heightened state of concentration, the only things I really heard were the sounds of me and my opponent breathing and grunting. There definitely was not the sound of fingers snapping. There was far less finger-snapping in a real knife fight than there was in fictional ones. West Side Story had misled me. I wondered if I was a Shark or a Jet.
The breathing of my opponent soon grew loud and ragged. Mine was still free and easy. I clearly was in better shape than he was. I would make my move to disarm him soon. Too late. The man finally rushed me, committing to an all-out assault. I succeeded again in grabbing the wrist of his knife-wielding arm, but not before getting my right hand cut in the process. Pain rippled up my arm. My right hand went dead, but it was already clamped around the man’s wrist. I smashed my left forearm down on the man’s arm near where my right hand held him. Yankees Hat cried out, dropping the knife. I then shot my left forearm up and out. It collided with the man’s jaw, snapping his head back. The man fell back, pulling free of my deadened grasp. He staggered. Both knives were on the sidewalk slightly behind me. The man would have to get past me to get to them. He must have not felt up to it. He took one more look at me, turned tail, and ran. I guessed he had not come prepared with a third knife. Thank heaven for small mercies. 
I glanced at my right hand. A bloody gash ran diagonally from slightly above my wrist to under my index finger. It bled like a stuck pig. The cut did not appear too deep, though. More troubling was the fact my fingers were curled into a claw. I could not straighten them. I hoped it was not a permanent. Something to worry about later. I took off in pursuit of the man.
It flashed through my mind to draw my gun. Normally I was a good enough shot to just wing and stop Yankees Hat and not kill him. But, my right hand was my primary gun hand. I was afraid to take the shot with my left hand. I might kill the guy. I had questions, he had answers, and dead men told no tales. Worse, I might miss and hit one of the neighborhood kids. It also occurred to me to use my powers to stop the man. There were water pipes under the street plus fire hydrants. But, why damage public property when good old-fashioned shoe leather would do as good of a job without the expensive cleanup afterward?
My feet pounded the sidewalk after the man. He kept glancing over his shoulder at me. I was slowed down a bit by my numb side. It, along with my right hand, tingled like it had been shot full of Novocain. The numb feeling threw off my running gait. Even so, I started closing the distance between me and the man. I did not work out as much as I did just so I would look good in my birthday suit. The fact Yankees Hat had to run with one hand holding up his baggy jeans probably helped a bit too. I would have laughed at him had I not been a combination of mad, worried about my numb body parts, and intent on catching this guy and finding out why he had attacked me.
Yankees Hat glanced over his shoulder at me again. His eyes widened in alarm when he saw how close I was to catching up to him. He abruptly turned left, disappearing down an alley. I slowed in caution as I approached the mouth of it. I was not interested in taking a shovel or a bat or a two-by-four to the head. I would love to say it was my Heroic training that made me cautious, but really it was my television viewing. I had seen too many Tom and Jerry episodes to fall for the smack to the head when you turn the corner trick.
I drew my gun with my left hand. It was like eating with a fork using your non-dominant hand: it felt strange, but it was doable. My powers told me Yankees Hat’s water signature was receding deeper into the alley and not lying in wait as I feared.
I turned into the alley, gun at the ready. The alley was shrouded in shadow thanks to the tall building on the left. A blue car was parked near the end of the alley. There was barely room for it with the trash bins and debris that lined the alley’s sides. Yankees Hat was running towards the car and was almost there. I ran towards Yankees Hat. The car’s engine roared to life. Someone was in the car, perhaps waiting for Yankees Hat. I did not want him to get away. There was no one else in the alley. No innocent bystanders. I skidded to a halt. I took careful aim. I fired my gun once, twice, three times, aiming a little low. I wanted to make sure my clumsier left hand did not hit anything vital. Yankees Hat cried out and staggered, but did not go down. Tough little bastard. He opened the car’s passenger door, throwing himself inside. The car was on the move before he was in all the way. The car hurtled forward, slamming the open door closed.
The car vroomed towards me. The driver was a shadowy figure behind the wheel. Even if I shot him, the car’s momentum would still smear me like a bug. No time to back out of the alley. I instead surged forward, towards the approaching car. I leaped on top of a metal trash can, bounding from there to the taller and bigger green and black dumpster. Thank God the plastic lids were closed. I tucked and rolled on top of the dumpster right as the car whizzed by. Its side smashed into the metal can I had been on an instant before. The collision sounded like an explosion in the enclosed space. Trash went flying. My nose filled with the smell of rot, gasoline, and burning rubber. The car swerved straight, rocketing towards the mouth of the alley.
I rolled on top of the dumpster. My forward momentum caused me to tumble off of it. I dropped towards the ground. I would like to think if my side and hand were not numb, I would have landed in true Heroic fashion: on my feet like a cat, raising my gun to calmly shoot out the back tires of the escaping car like a modern day Annie Oakley.
I would like to think that. That was not what happened. I landed not like an agile cat but like a sack of dropped potatoes, hard on my stomach on the cement alley surface. The air whooshed out of me. It felt like my brain rattled in my skull. I looked up in time to see the blue car roar out of the alley, turn left with a protesting squeal of tires, and disappear from view. The car was moving too fast and my mind was moving too slow for me to act on the bodies of the men in the car with my powers. I soon lost their water signatures in a sea of other bodies and the water that ran through the city’s pipes. 
I dragged myself to my feet. My mouth was full. Not sour milk, I hoped. I spat. No, blood. Good. On second thought, when you were happy to be spitting out blood, you were perhaps not having the best of days. I still clutched my gun. I holstered it. A lesser Hero would surely have dropped it. Then again, a superior Hero would not have let the car get away. Overall, if I had to grade myself on my performance, I would give myself a C minus. A C minus performance was not the stuff of legends. I sighed. I immediately regretted it. My chest hurt.
I reached for my phone with my right hand, remembered that it was useless, and pulled it out of my pocket with my left instead. It had not cracked in my fall from the dumpster. My body felt slightly cracked though. Maybe I should have cocooned myself in whatever the phone was made of. I wedged it into the stiff fingers of my right hand, and tapped into a notepad app with my left hand the letters and numbers of the New York license plate on the car that had just zoomed away. Even in the middle of all the chaos I had gotten a glimpse of it and made a mental note of it. An old and useful habit. I wrote it down before I forgot it. I was blessed with hydrokinesis, not a photographic memory.
Who was that knife-wielding Meta? Who was his driver friend? Had the first Meta followed me to Kierra’s place, or had he had the place staked out? Why did he attack me? Was he somehow related to the teleporting Meta who had drained some of Chaos’ energy and later threatened the Singletons? Would my numb hand and side return to normal? I had a bunch of questions and no answers. Story of my life. I was almost used to it.
I twisted and turned a bit, seeing if anything on me was seriously hurt. Aside from a bleeding tongue, a bleeding and numb hand, a numb left torso, and feeling like I was a well-shaken martini, I seemed relatively okay. Aside from all that, how was the play Mrs. Lincoln? My numb hand and side were tingling more now, like sleeping body parts circulation was slowly being restored to. Maybe that was a good sign. Hope springs eternal. On the plus side, the wound from where I had shot myself in the ear had sufficiently healed days before that I no longer wore a bandage on it. Just once it would have been nice to stay injury-free for longer than a couple of days. I supposed I was in the wrong line of work for that to happen. Switching to accounting was looking better and better. 
I slowly walked out of the alley and back towards where I had parked my car. I thought of my encounter with the bee-spitting Buzz in that Astor City alley. Long before that, before I had stopped drinking, I had once awaken in the rain, drunk, lying in an alley.
Note to self: In the future, avoid alleys.
 



CHAPTER 20
Ginny was literally rendered speechless when I told her who The Spider was. I could sympathize. I had been dumfounded when I first found out too. And I had thought I had seen and heard everything.
Ginny’s mouth opened and closed for a few moments like a fish out of water.
“Richard Lobb is The Spider?” she finally managed to say. “But he’s one of the richest, most famous, most respected men in the world.”
“Money does not equal virtue,” I said. “In fact it’s often quite the opposite. Behind every great fortune is a great crime.” I took another bite of the sandwich Ginny had brought me. Ginny and I were eating lunch in my office. She had taken the day off from her job at Zenith Fitness to run some errands, and had volunteered to bring me lunch. I was thankful she had not volunteered to make me lunch. Ginny had many virtues, but being a good cook was not one of them. She was the only person I knew who was capable of burning water. If we got married, I would definitely be the family’s cook. The fact I from time to time caught myself thinking about marrying Ginny scared me more than facing that Metahuman with the knives had.
I was behind my desk. As it was a pleasant day, I had the window behind me open. My office was on the third floor of an office building in downtown Astor City overlooking Paper Street. The sounds of the city streamed in from the open window. I liked it. The sound of traffic and the almost electric hum the city made during the busy time of the day was like background music. I found it comforting. As I thought of Astor City as my city, it was the sound of home. Ginny was in front of me, seated in one of my four client chairs. I could not remember the last time I had four clients in my office all at the same time. When it happened, I was ready. Build it and they will come. If I ever decided to get out of the Hero and detective business and started a company that made vibrators, Build it and they will come would be my company’s motto.
Ginny was eating a tuna fish salad sandwich. When I ate a tuna fish salad sandwich, some of tuna fish inevitably ended up on my clothes. Ginny said I was a sloppy eater. I preferred the term enthusiastic. Ginny’s clothes did not have a speck of her sandwich on them. She looked resplendent in a loose canary yellow blouse, tight black pants, and flats. As always, she made casual clothes look like the height of chic. My throat tightened as I looked at her. I was definitely in love. Either that or coming down with strep throat. I glimpsed a hint of milky white cleavage every time she leaned forward in her chair to take another bite of her sandwich. I suspected she was not wearing a bra. The issue definitely merited further investigation. I did my best to keep my investigatory skills finely honed through constant practice. Perhaps after I finished eating my own sandwich—roast beef on whole wheat with mustard, dill pickles, and kale—Ginny would let me have her for dessert. Dessert was the most important meal of the day. Some people said it was actually breakfast. Some people had never had never laid eyes on Ginny.
The numbness of both my right hand and my left side had completely worn off a few hours after my encounter with the knife-wielding Meta. Thank goodness! If I had to eat my sandwich with just my left hand, it would probably look like a sandwich had exploded on my face. Choking supervillains would be much harder with just my left hand. I would have said that choking the chicken would be harder too, but I was far too dignified a Hero to be so vulgar.
As the numbness was gone, the only remaining souvenirs I had of my run-in with the knife-wielding Meta were a bandaged right hand and a scabbed-over cut on my left side. I rather hoped that both cuts would leave scars. If it looked like you had been in a knife fight, it made it easier to avoid getting into future knife fights. The more fearsome you looked, the less inclined people were to mess with you. For that reason, if my nose had not already been broken several times and my ears were not already slightly cauliflowered, I would have made it a point to take a bat to my own head. Better that I do it myself than to have some thug try to do it for me because my unmarred face made me look like an easy target. An ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure.
I probed with my tongue at a piece of kale that had gotten wedged between my teeth. “You know, I’m not a big fan of kale,” I said. “But, I hear it is a superfood. Since I am a superhero, maybe it will help augment my powers.”
“Makes total sense,” Ginny said with mock seriousness. “Is the kale making you feel more powerful yet?”
I thought about it.
“So far, no. Maybe I’m consuming it wrong. Maybe kale needs to be rubbed on the skin instead of eating it to activate its powers. Or, maybe the trick to activating those powers is to take the leaves, ball them up, and throw them in the trash.”
“You should try that next time.”
Even with the kale tainting it, the roast beef was tasty. It was piled high on the bread, thickly sliced, and a bit bloody. I suspected the deli Ginny had gotten the sandwich from had merely pried the hooves off a cow and then slapped it onto a sandwich. I did not mind. I would eat anything as long as it was dead or, if I was hungry enough, merely moving slowly.
A lot had happened in the days since I had left Kierra Singleton’s brownstone. I had filled Ginny in on all of it when she arrived for lunch. The first thing I did after I left Kierra’s was to run the license plate number on the car that had nearly run me down with the New York State Department of Motor Vehicles. Ordinary citizens could not demand vehicle registration information from the government, but us licensed Heroes by law had certain police powers. Getting vehicle registration information was but one of them. Rank had its privileges.
It turned out the car had been reported stolen the day before. Of course. I had people try to run me over before. They had always used stolen cars. Not that I enjoyed people trying to turn me into roadkill, but if they just had to do it, I wished they had the decency to use their own cars so they would be easy to identify and locate afterwards. Cagey bastards.
The car that had nearly run me over was a dead end. The video Kierra Singleton had given me of the teleporting Metahuman who visited her was not. I watched the video and, as Kierra had indicated, the teleporting Meta was on it as clear as day. I did not recognize him. Of course not. It would have been way too easy if I had recognized the guy and knew where I could lay my hands on him. If there was one thing I knew about this business, it was that it was rarely easy. So, I had contacted the Heroes’ Guild. Under the Hero Act, every Metahuman was required to register with the federal government, whether they planned on using their powers or not. Being an unregistered Metahuman was illegal; a non-Hero using his powers—whether he was registered or not—was also illegal. Unfortunately, supervillains tended to not being sticklers about following the law. The word “villain” was right there in their name, after all.
In addition to the U.S. Department of Metahuman Affairs keeping a record of all registered Metahumans, the Heroes’ Guild did as well. Though the identity of registered Metas was kept confidential in the interest of protecting Metas’ privacy, that confidentiality could be lifted if there was evidence a registered Meta had used his powers to commit a crime. The teleporting Meta had clearly done so by threatening Kierra and her mother: it was there on the video in crystal-clear sound and color. I had taken the video to the Heroes’ Guild to see if the teleporting Meta was registered. I hoped he was, but I feared he was not. The Guild ran its facial recognition software on the video and came back with a result. To my shock and delight, it turned out the Meta was registered. His name was Jonathan Strayhorn, though he also went by the street name Antaeus. He lived in Maine. So, I hopped on a plane and paid Antaeus a visit. First New York, then Maine. I was Truman the Traveler. If I kept this up, perhaps I would buy myself a private jet to ferry me around. I would need a name for it, of course. All superhero transports had names. Mine could be the Aqua Airship. No, that lacked a certain something. The Liquid Learjet? No, also no good. Maybe I should avoid alliteration altogether. If it had stealth capabilities, I could call it the Invisible Jet. No, that name was already taken. I did not want to get sued for trademark infringement. If I actually had an Invisible Jet though, good luck in finding me and serving me with the lawsuit. I would start calling myself the Invisible Man as well even though the name was already in use as a book title. If I was going to invite one lawsuit, why not just go ahead and open the floodgates?
You have read at the beginning of my tale how I found Antaeus in Maine and persuaded him to tell me what he knew. By “persuaded,” I of course meant I threatened to throw him off the side of a mountain. Unfortunately, I wound up having to jump off the side of the same mountain after him after he slipped out of my grasp. Being a Hero was not for the faint of heart. Or for the acrophobic. Antaeus’ confession was how I knew The Spider had hired Antaeus to pay off John Barrow to tell Antaeus about MetaHold’s security systems and protocols regarding Chaos. Antaeus did not know how The Spider knew Barrow would be amenable to bribery, but he somehow did. The Spider had provided the money Antaeus paid to Barrow, and later, Kierra. The Spider had told Antaeus to threaten Kierra and pay her money to help insure her silence when it looked like she was going to blow the whistle. The Spider had provided to Antaeus the device Antaeus had used to capture some of Chaos’ energy, and had instructed Antaeus on the device’s use. Antaeus said he had no idea what The Spider planned on using the Chaos energy for. I bet I did thanks to Avatar’s video and how he wound up getting killed by ordinary bullets that should have just bounced off his chest harmlessly. After collecting the Chaos energy, Antaeus had returned the device to The Spider as he had been instructed. Or, more accurately, he had returned the device to one of The Spider’s intermediaries. Antaeus had always dealt with one or more of The Spider’s intermediaries, and never with the man himself. Brass had told me the same story about his dealings with The Spider. Antaeus and The Spider had never actually met and The Spider had been careful to conceal his true identity from Antaeus. But, it was hard to keep a secret from a teleporter, to whom a locked door was no impediment and to whom any spot in the world was simply an eyeblink away. When Antaeus was first approached by minions of The Spider about The Spider hiring him, curiosity about who was willing to pay him so much money to get access to Chaos had gotten the better of him. He had done some investigating and, with the judicious use of his powers, discovered that The Spider was none other than Richard Lobb.
Richard Lobb was, in his own way, as powerful as, as famous as, and as much of an icon as Avatar had been. Lobb was the founder and chief executive officer of UWant. UWant had started years ago as a computer algorithm Lobb, a math and computer science major, had fiddled around with when he was in college. When a professor had pointed out the commercial implications of the algorithm, Lobb raised the seed money to turn UWant into a commercial enterprise. Essentially, UWant was a search engine like Google. But, UWant did not merely find the information you searched for on the Internet. It also anticipated, by monitoring your online history and the vast amount of information available about you in the public domain, questions that you had not even formulated yet. UWant was like Google if Google could read your mind. Google had been the world’s dominant search engine until UWant had come into bursting onto the scene. Now UWant was most people’s go-to search engine, including mine. UWant’s success had made Lobb as rich as Midas, as respected as the Pope, as famous as Kim Kardashian, and several times better connected. Unlike Kardashian, Lobb had not even needed to make a sex tape to catapult him into the public consciousness. It was just as well. Though Lobb was a handsome man, he was not my type. I would have hated to watch a Lobb sex tape in furtherance of my investigation. Kardashian had not committed any crimes I knew of, but I had carefully watched her sex tape anyway. If she ever committed a crime I might be called on to investigate, I wanted to be ready. Readiness is all. 
“Why not turn Antaeus over to the authorities?” Ginny asked. “If what he told you is true, he can help prove there’s a link between Richard Lobb and Avatar’s murder.” I shook my head.
“I can’t do that. He teleported away after I got the info I told you about out of him. I can’t seem to find him again. He could literally be anywhere in the world.”
“Do you really think Lobb killed Avatar?” Ginny asked. She seemed to have a hard time wrapping her head around the concept.
“I have no idea. He clearly is connected to this whole thing somehow. As The Spider, he had Brass keep a watch on Sentinels’ mansion. He hired Antaeus to get into MetaHold to siphon some of Chaos’ energy. It seems pretty clear that energy was used to permit bullets to pierce Avatar’s otherwise impenetrable body. Not only that, but Brass told me The Spider was the person who help him get and maintain a stranglehold on the prostitution business. Even if Lobb did not kill Avatar, he is a criminal.” I shook my head. “Lobb is a pillar of the business community. Hell, he’s a pillar of the community, period. There are rumors he’s laying the groundwork to run for President.”
“Exactly what the country needs—another crook in office.”
“And Lobb has managed to keep his crookedness completely hidden. I keep my ear pretty close to the ground as far as what’s going on in the criminal underworld. I did not hear even a whisper about The Spider—much less the fact that Lobb is The Spider—until I started digging into Avatar’s death. I wonder if Lobb is the one who had that Meta with the knives stake out Kierra’s place. Maybe Lobb was keeping an eye on Kierra to make sure she did not spill the beans about Antaeus gaining access to Chaos.”
“So what’s your next move?” Ginny had finished eating. Not even a crumb marred her outfit. I looked down. I could not say the same. On the upside, I could have the crumbs on my clothes for a snack later.
“Well, since Richard Lobb is The Spider, and The Spider is clearly mixed up somehow in Avatar’s death, I thought I would go see Mr. Lobb and have a friendly chat with him.” I shrugged. “Besides, I don’t know what else to do. I already tried sticking my head out the window and asking whoever killed Avatar to come turn himself in. No one did.”
“It’s shocking that didn’t work,” Ginny said with a smile. Then she grew sober. “Be careful with Mr. Lobb. Even before we knew he was this Spider character, he was still one of the wealthiest and most powerful people on the planet. He hobnobs with presidents, prime ministers, kings, and the elite of the elite. Even if it turns out he did not kill Avatar, he’s still dangerous.”
“Perhaps you haven’t heard. I’m a licensed Hero. We laugh in the face of danger. Besides I’m plenty dangerous myself. ‘My strength is as the strength of ten because my heart is pure.’”
“Shakespeare?”
“Tennyson. Right country, though. Speaking of the English, here’s a fun fact: Lobb is from an Old English word that means spider.”
“Richard Lobb has a secret alias called The Spider, and his very name means spider?” Ginny shook her head. “Talk about hiding in plain sight. How did you know the origin of Lobb, by the way?”
I shrugged.
“Didn’t you hear me before? I’m a Hero,” I said, as if that explained everything. Ginny eyed me suspiciously.
“You looked it up online, didn’t you?” she asked. I did not dignify her impertinent question with a response. The fact that I did look it up online did not make her question any less hurtful.
“I wonder if Richard goes by Dick,” I mused thoughtfully.
“Dick Lobb?” Ginny’s blue eyes swam with amusement. “Oh God, I hope not.”
“Agreed. Dick Lobb sounds like an Olympic sport, albeit an exclusively masculine and painful one.”
Ginny cocked an eyebrow up.
“Albeit? That’s quite a word for someone who looks like you do. First you quote Alfred Tennyson, now this.” The look of amusement was still in Ginny’s eyes.
“Yes, albeit. They don’t hand out Heroes’ licenses to just any unlettered knuckle dragger, you know. Not only am I a death-defying adventurer, I am also a gentleman and a scholar.”
“I see. Do all gentlemen and scholars have mustard smears on their chins?”
I dabbed at my chin with a napkin. It came away yellow.
“No. Just us Heroes who are grappling with weighty matters and don’t have time for minutiae. It’s not terribly gentlemanly of you to point the mustard out by the way. This is why you’ll never be a Hero.”
“That and I don’t have powers,” she said.
“Not true. You have the power to make objects hard. As it turns out, you’re doing it right now.”
“Is that so?” Ginny grinned at me wickedly. I imagined it was the same grin Eve had flashed at Adam to convince him to take a bite of the apple. Ginny stood. She stepped around my desk and stood between my legs. She leaned over, checking with her hand to see if I had been kidding. I had not been. Her grin grew even broader.
“A hard man is good to find,” Ginny said. “It would be a shame to let the effects of my superpowers go to waste.” She pulled her blouse off with one smooth motion. Mystery solved: Ginny was not wearing a bra. If a thousand ships were around, they surely would have launched at the sight of her. If the secretaries in the law office across the street were looking this way, they would be shocked. Jealous, too. Few women looked at good as Ginny. None looked better.
My heart hammered in my chest. I reached up, pulling Ginny into my lap.
“Waste not, want not,” I agreed. I kissed her.
If they were watching, I hoped the ladies across the street enjoyed the show that unfolded.
I certainly I did.
 



CHAPTER 21
Getting a meeting with Richard Lobb was easy. Too easy.
My experience was that, the more important someone was, the more people you had to go through to speak with that someone directly. If one were to call the President of the United States for example, you would have to first make your way through a host of intermediaries before you got to the man himself, assuming you ever did. On the other hand, I was easy to get a hold of. Someone could merely walk into my office or call me directly as I was listed in the phone book. Did that lack of red tape to reach me mean I was not important? Maybe, maybe not. Every rule had its exception.
I had supposed that getting an audience with a man as rich and important as Richard Lobb would be as difficult as getting one with the President. I was wrong. Sitting in my office, I placed a call to Lobb’s corporate headquarters. Once I identified myself, it was as if I had spoken a magic word. I was immediately transferred to a woman named Donna Marina, Lobb’s executive secretary. When the man I spoke to told me he was transferring me to Ms. Marina, he made it sound like she was Saint Peter and Lobb was God. Well, at least I had made it to the Pearly Gates.
I made an appointment with Ms. Marina to meet with Lobb. From when I first picked up the phone to call Lobb’s headquarters to securing the appointment to meet with him, I had been on the phone for maybe ten minutes. I had mostly expected to be given the runaround and be bounced from person to person in the layers of bureaucracy surrounding Lobb before I got to someone who would finally tell me that Lobb was a far too busy and important man to meet with a relative nobody like me. They would not come right out and call me a nobody, of course, but they would say it without saying it. Corporate and government bureaucrats were so good at politely brushing people off that it almost seemed like a superpower. Yeah, but could they shoot left-handed and use water to fight supervillains? Checkmate bureaucrats. Checkmate.
Anyway, I had expected I would be told Lobb could not meet with me, and that I would have to stage my own informal meeting by breaking into his house or business. That would be a tall order as Lobb no doubt had security that made the Secret Service look like amateurs. But, if this job had been easy, the Sentinels would not have needed to hire me.
No breaking and entering was necessary. In fact, it rather felt like the red carpet was being rolled out for me in light of how quickly I was transferred to Ms. Marina and how readily she made an appointment for me to meet with her boss. It made me suspicious. If there was one thing classical literature had taught me, it was to beware Greeks bearing gifts. I was so surprised by how easy it was to get an appointment to see Lobb that I asked Ms. Marina why that was.
“Mr. Lobb told me weeks ago you would likely be calling to make an appointment to meet with him,” she said in response. She sounded amused by the question, like I had asked how God knew how many grains of sand there were on the beach. Because he is God. Duh, Ms. Marina’s tone seemed to imply despite its professionalism.
“Well I wish Mr. Lobb had called me weeks ago to make an appointment with me, then. It certainly would have saved me a lot of time and trouble.” I glanced down at my bandaged right hand. “My chicken choker could have been permanently ruined.”
“Excuse me?”
“Never mind. I look forward to seeing Mr. Lobb.” We said goodbye to each other and hung up.
I spun around in my chair and put my feet up on the windowsill. The position helped me think. The position also sometimes helped me go to sleep. Today I had too many things to ponder to nap. Though my window was closed today, the blinds were opened. The secretaries across the way flitted in and out of my view through their window. I wondered if they had seen the show Ginny and I had put on yesterday. No, I supposed they had not. If they had, surely one or more of them would have walked over here before now in hopes of an encore performance. Or at least to shake my hand—or other parts—in congratulation.
More importantly, I wondered how Lobb had known I would be calling to meet with him. If he had a crystal ball, I would have loved to borrow it the way Shadow sometime borrowed other people’s cars. Yes, a Hero should not be stealing things, but think of all the crimes I could solve with a working crystal ball. The ends justified the means.
As I had discussed with Ginny, clearly Lobb was involved with Avatar’s death somehow. The question was exactly to what extent. Had he actually pulled the trigger that killed Avatar? Had someone else done it on his behalf? Or had Lobb merely provided the Chaos energy to someone else who then used it to kill Avatar? Regardless of whether Lobb killed Avatar himself or had someone else do it, to what end? Now that I thought about it, maybe Lobb had not intended to use the Chaos energy on Avatar at all. Maybe he obtained it for some other reason I could not even begin to guess at, and it had fallen into the hands of someone else who then used it against Avatar.
I had a lot of questions, and few answers. Unfortunately, it was a situation I was used to. That did not mean I had grown to like it.
 



CHAPTER 22
What does one wear to meet with one of the richest and most influential men on the planet? A tuxedo? If I said mine was at the cleaners, that would be a lie. I did not own one. The need to wear a tux did not come up terribly often in my line of work. Maybe I needed to contend with a better class of supervillains.
I settled on grey dress slacks, slip-on black leather loafers, a light blue long-sleeve shirt, and a dark blue blazer. Just so Lobb would not think I was meeting with him to interview for a job, I added a shoulder holster and gun to the ensemble. I put the holster on under the blazer. Wearing it over the blazer seemed overly aggressive.
UWant corporate headquarters was housed in the UWant building. Naturally. The UWant building was in the center of Astor City, not too far from my office. In fact, if I stuck my head out of my office window and looked to the left, I could see the UWant building. It towered over the rest of the cityscape. At a little under eighteen hundred feet tall, it was the tallest building not only in Astor City, but in the entire country. I had walked and driven past it countless times, but I had never been inside. I walked to it the day of my appointment with Lobb.
The building was so wide that it was hard to tell what it was shaped like when you were close to it. I had seen it from the air before and I knew it was oval-shaped, like a one hundred and ten story tall egg. The opaque glass facade of the building glittered green in the sun, as if it were made out of emeralds, not glass. Heck, for all I knew it was emeralds. UWant made that much money. If it was emeralds, I wondered if anyone minded me cutting out a chunk of it and taking it back to my office with me. Ammunition was expensive.
The inside of the building was as impressive as the outside. The welcome desk was located in a barrel vaulted atrium that extended upwards for at least thirty stories. The directory mounted on the wall next to the desk informed me that approximately the bottom half of the building was occupied by various non-UWant businesses. The upper half was occupied by UWant and some of its related enterprises. The directory did not tell me where Lobb’s office was though. I was not deterred. I was a professional detective. I would use my finely honed detecting abilities to track him down.
I turned to the welcome desk. Two young women who looked like they spent their weekends modelling were seated behind it. One was a brunette, the other blonde. They smiled at me broadly but somewhat artificially, as if they had been programmed to do so. Maybe if I had worn a tuxedo they would have been more impressed and their smiles would have been more genuine. I would remember that for next time.
“Where can I find Richard Lobb’s office?” I asked. Even I was impressed by my relentless detecting skills.
“Mr. Lobb’s office is on the penthouse level,” the brunette said. There was a trace of Eastern Europe in her voice. Russia, maybe. “But he is a very busy man. He only can see people if they have an appointment.” Despite the smile still on her face, there was a whiff of a tone in her voice that led me to think she did not believe someone with a busted up face and a bandaged right hand could possibly have an appointment to meet with the great and mighty Mr. Lobb. Wearing a tuxedo seemed a better and better idea.
I smiled back at her.
“I do have an appointment with him, which is scheduled to begin in fifteen minutes. My name is Truman Lord.” I almost said I was Truman the Timely, but that was not the name I had the appointment under. I did not want to confuse the poor girl. She looked dubious about me having an appointment. I smiled even wider and with reassurance, but held back a little. If I flashed her my full wattage smile, she might succumb to my charms, leap over the desk, and sexually assault me. I did not want to get my blazer wrinkled. I had just gotten it out of the dry cleaner.
The woman reached under her desk and typed into a keyboard hidden there. She consulted with a screen recessed into the desk. She looked up with a bright smile. All doubt was now gone.
“Welcome to the UWant building, Mr. Lord,” she said. The merely polite and professional greeting I had gotten before was now replaced with genuine warmth and undisguised interest. If I merited an appointment with the great and powerful Mr. Lobb, clearly I was somebody despite the fact I had a face that looked like it had been in a fight with a grizzly bear. “You will want to take the elevator to the one hundredth floor, the highest this bank of elevators will go, and check in with security. From there they will direct you to Mr. Lobb’s office.”
I thanked her. I walked over to the gold-plated elevator doors, feeling the brunette’s eyes on me as I did so. If she knew I was a poor Hero and not the captain of industry she now probably thought I was based on my appointment with Lobb, perhaps she would have not looked at me so hungrily. If the mere fact of a meeting with Lobb could change a woman’s attitude so dramatically, what must it have been like to have been Lobb himself? He must have swum to work in a sea of gold diggers’ panties. Tough life.
It took a while—long enough for me to grow bored despite the fact I was on my way to meet with a murder suspect—but I finally made it to the hundredth floor. I was grateful for my own third floor office. I did not want to spend my prime crime-fighting years riding in elevators. The elevator ride would have been long enough had there not been stops, but there were several as people on various floors got on and got off. Most of people were very prosperous looking and appeared like they could buy and sell me. Yeah, but how many of them had a cool looking scar caused by shooting themselves in the ear? Not a single one. I tried to smother my feeling of smug superiority. Arrogance ill-suited a death-defying, battle-scarred Hero. 
When I finally disembarked the elevator on the hundredth floor, I was greeted by two burly men, one black, one white. Cops, bouncers, soldiers, and security guards all tended to have the same no-nonsense demeanor and body language, with only the outfits varying. These guys had that same look. They were dressed in black suits and white shirts with black ties. Their suit jackets were unbuttoned, and guns were at their hips. They took my identification and examined it carefully against their appointment book when I told them I had a meeting with Mr. Lobb.
“We have to search you before you can meet with Mr. Lobb,” the black one said. “Are you carrying any weapons?” His hand was near the pistol at his hip. He asked the question while looking pointedly at the left side of my blazer were my gun was holstered. My blazer was tailored to help conceal the bulge of my gun. The guy had a good eye. 
“I have a pistol under my jacket on the left side,” I said. “I have a license for it.”
“License or no license, you can’t carry it with you when you meet with Mr. Lobb,” the man said. “You’ll have to check it here.” I did not like going around unarmed, especially when I would be meeting with someone who was somehow involved in Avatar’s death. The alternative to surrendering my weapon was to draw it and shoot the two security guards and anyone else who got in my way between here and the penthouse. Such a reaction seemed a bit like overkill—literally—not to mention frowned on by the police and the Heroes’ Guild. Spoilsports.
Moving slowly since both guards’ hands hovered near their holstered weapons, I pulled my gun out of its holster using just my thumb and forefinger. I handed it to the black guard. He locked it in a small safe, saying I could retrieve it when Lobb had finished with me. That was just how he said it—when Lobb had finished with me. The thought that I could finish with Lobb before he had finished with me did not seem to have occurred to the guard. Elitist and insulting. Then again, I was not paying the guard’s salary.
As the white guard hung back, watching me attentively with his hand still hovering near his gun, the black guard waved an electronic wand over me. The wand did not alert him to anything dangerous I was carrying. It was a good thing I had left my bazooka at home. Apparently the wand was not enough to satisfy the man, though. He proceeded to pat me down. He did a far more thorough job of frisking me than the bouncer outside Spread Legs did. I have had less invasive medical exams.
“If you’re gonna touch me like that, at least have the decency to buy me dinner first,” I said. Neither man laughed, cracked a smile, or offered to buy me dinner. Tough crowd.
Once the men had assured themselves I was as weaponless as a newborn, all three of us got into a different elevator. It was a much shorter elevator ride from the security level to the penthouse level. Thank God. It was one thing to die at the hands of a supervillain. That was the risk you ran in my business. To die of boredom was a whole different kettle of fish. “He died of boredom,” would not look good on a Hero’s tombstone. Embarrassing.
We exited the elevator at the top floor. The white guard was in front; the black guard walked after me watchfully. Perhaps he thought I might steal something. The huge room we were in looked like a set from a science fiction movie, sparsely furnished but futuristic. Everything was chrome and glass and silver-hued. There were four transparent desks behind which sat two men and two women, all of whom were attractive enough to be actors. They were all intently typing furiously on their computers like their lives depended on it. I wondered how they would have reacted if I fired a gun into the air. Then I remembered my gun had been confiscated. I wondered if the guards who were escorting me to the end of the wide room would let me borrow theirs.
“You all conducting a typing contest up here?” I said to the black guard.
“These are Mr. Lobb’s personal secretaries.”
“Well tell them to slow down. I’m developing carpal tunnel syndrome just watching them.”
We got to the other end of the room where a fifth person sat behind another transparent desk, this one larger than the others. There was crystal clear glass from floor to ceiling here instead of a wall, affording a spectacular view of the city. We were so high up, the rest of Astor City looked like an abstract painting below us. It felt like if I squinted at the horizon, I would be able to make out Great Britain. I was careful to not let my jaw drop at the sight of the view. I was supposed to be a Hero, not yokel.
The view was so spectacular that I did not at first pay any attention to the person behind the desk we now stood in front of.
“Mr. Truman, this is Donna Marina, Mr. Lobb’s executive secretary,” the white guard said. “Ms. Marina, Mr. Truman has an appointment with Mr. Lobb.” I tore my attention away from the view, and looked at Ms. Marina. My jaw almost dropped again. I had seen Ms. Marina before. I kept my face neutral with effort.
Ms. Marina stood. With a glance, she took in the fact my right hand was bandaged, and without hesitation she extended her left hand in greeting. I hesitated for a moment before I recovered from my surprise at the sight of her. I extended my left hand as well and shook hers. Her grip was cool and firm. As her desk was transparent glass, I could see her entire body. She had slicked down, shoulder-length blonde hair and long, slender, strong-looking legs. She was just a couple of inches shorter than I in her high heels. She wore an outfit the price of which probably could have paid my mortgage for a couple of months. An antique looking gold ring hung on a simple silver necklace right above the swell of her breasts. Her face was subtly but exquisitely made-up, and her hands were well-manicured. The nails of both were painted a muted red. They matched the color of her heels. Her eyes were the color of a crisp fall sky. She looked like someone straight out of the pages of a fashion magazine.
“I’m very pleased to meet you Mr. Lord,” Ms. Marina said. Her eyes sparkled with intelligence. She glanced at my bandaged right hand again. “If you don’t mind me asking, what did you do to your hand?”
“I cut myself shaving.”
Her brow furrowed a bit. “On the palm of your hand?”
“I’m a very enthusiastic shaver. Things get a little out of hand sometimes.”
Ms. Marina smiled. Her teeth were white and even. I would have been shocked had it been otherwise.
“I suspect you are pulling my leg.”
“Maybe a little. Fortunately for you, because my hand is injured, I can’t pull very hard.”
“Then I will indeed count myself fortunate. Follow me. Mr. Lobb is ready to see you.” She stepped from behind her desk, walking towards an oversized dark door. I admired the curves of her body as she walked. Normally I did that as a matter of course; one never knew where a clue might be lurking. This time I felt a little guilty about it.
“Cover me boys, I’m going in,” I murmured to the guards who still stood with me in front of Ms. Marina’s desk. The mouth of the black one twitched a little. By the end of the day, I would have him eating out of the palm of my hand.
I followed Ms. Marina to the door. She opened it, and we stepped inside. I thought the rest of the building was something, but it had nothing on Lobb’s office. If Roman emperors had kept offices, I imagined this was what they might have looked like.
Lobb’s office took up the rest of the penthouse floor not occupied by the large room his secretaries were in. Three sides of the huge office were floor to ceiling glass, just like the wall Ms. Marina’s desk was by. The fourth wall, the one Lobb’s secretaries were on the other side of, was lined with books. I had been to libraries with smaller collections. The ceiling was painted to look like that of the Sistine Chapel. To my admittedly untrained artistic eye, it looked like Michelangelo himself had been resurrected to do the work. To the far right was a work desk near one of the glass walls behind which sat Lobb. The rest of the office looked like a living room straight out of Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.
Avatar had The Mountain; Lobb had this. I felt the tiniest pang of envy. Maybe it was time for me to spring for a nicer office.
Ms. Marina led me towards Lobb’s desk. Her heels twisted a bit in the deep, rich carpeting. If she fell, there would probably be no need to catch her. The plush carpeting would swaddle her like a hammock.
We soon arrived at Lobb’s desk. He was bent over his desk, reading and initialing documents at a steady pace.
“Mr. Lobb, Mr. Lord is here to see you,” Ms. Marina said.
Lobb’s eyes flicked up, and then back down to his paperwork.
“Sit down,” he said. His voice sounded distracted. “I’ll be with you in a few moments. That will be all Donna.”
Ms. Marina flashed me another smile before turning to leave. She made the trek back to her office, closing the door behind herself. Despite the opulence of Lobb’s office, it had been richer still with her in it.
I turned my full attention to Lobb. He ignored my presence. He did not offer to shake hands. Nor did I. If he was involved in Avatar’s killing, I wanted to poke him in the eye, not shake hands with him. I sat down in a heavy chair across from him.
Lobb was thinner than he had appeared the times I had seen him on television. He was white, tall and lanky, and in his early forties. Young for a man of his immense wealth. But, he had essentially been a child prodigy, having started college early and inventing UWant while he was there. He had been a multimillionaire within two years of graduating, and his wealth had built steadily since. Despite Lobb’s relative youth, he had gone prematurely grey. He wore it long and wavy, a slightly unkempt look I was sure it had taken a stylist quite some time to produce. His grey hair was a startling contrast to his mostly unlined face.
Lobb had on a white shirt, a solid red tie, gray suit pants and black shoes. The color of his pants matched that of his hair. I was sure that was no accident. The matching suit jacket hung on a coat rack near his desk. The dark wood of the coat rack matched that of his desk. Maybe the reason I was not also the CEO of a major company was I was not a stickler for color coordination. 
The top of Lobb’s desk was mostly bare. I would have expected the CEO of a tech company to have computers everywhere, but the only one I saw was an open laptop on Lobb’s desk. As I watched him, Lobb continued to read and initial documents, taking unread papers from a wooden tray on one side of his desk, only to put the initialed papers in another tray on the other side of his desk a minute or so later. I surmised that one was his inbox, and the other was his outbox. Well, that was one mystery solved. The person who killed Avatar did not stand a chance.
“Nice office,” I said after several minutes had passed, mostly to break the silence. I was unsure if Lobb was genuinely working, or if he was simply making me wait to attempt to psychologically dominate me.
Lobb’s eye flicked up at me and then returned to his paperwork.
“It’s an overly opulent monstrosity,” he said, his eyes still on his paperwork. “See that leather couch over by the fireplace? The one all the way in the corner? The damned thing cost more than what I paid for my first car. And yet I have not sat on it once in the years I’ve owned it. And this overpriced monkey suit I’m in? If I could, I’d come to work in sweatpants and a stained tee shirt like I did when I first started working on UWant.”
“So why not get rid of it? Get rid of all of it?”
Lobb’s eyes flicked up at me again before returning his paperwork.
“Surely you can’t be that simple,” he said. I did not much care for being called simple. Lobb did not seem to care at all about what I cared for. Being a billionaire perhaps had that effect. I would not know. “Because of the way these things look, of course. The appearance, trappings, and symbols of power are integral to maintaining and growing power. I can’t do what I do without looking the part. People would not to take me seriously as the head of this company if I did look like someone who should be the head of this company. Symbols are key. I would think that you, a licensed Hero, would understand that better than most. Isn’t that part of the reason why you people run around in your underwear?”
“I think most Heroes would say they wear costumes to protect their secret identities and the people they care about. And, you’ll notice that I don’t wear a costume.” I did not bother asking how he knew I was a licensed Hero. I had not mentioned that fact to his underlings when I had called and made an appointment. But, who and what I was was a simple UWant search away. The fact I was a Hero was no state secret.
“Perhaps you should. You might be a more effective Hero. The way you look and the way you present yourself are key in how people react to you. It sounds childishly obvious when you come out and say it, but the implications are profound. Psychologists did a study a few years back. They put a man in a nice business suit and had him cross the street against traffic over and over again. Later they put the same man in jeans and a tee shirt and had him cross the same street. When he was dressed in a suit, time and time again people followed him across that street, even though they did not have the light and risked getting hit by cars. The man did not tell those people to follow him, they just did. When he was casually dressed, people tended to not follow him. Why the difference? Because when he was wearing the suit, people subconsciously viewed him as an authority figure, someone who should be trusted, someone who should be followed. Despite all our advancements and our technology, humans are still primates. We carry around the same DNA our cavemen ancestors did. We’re hierarchical in our thinking. We’re always looking for the leader, the alpha, someone we can place our trust in, someone who can make decisions for us, someone who will protect us. In being careful what we wear and how we present ourselves to the world, those of us who are capable of thinking past our noses can take advantage of that primate impulse. The canniest of you people understand that. Instinctively if not consciously. It’s why most of you dress like you’re going to a costume party. Yes, I know many of you say you dress that way so you can protect your secret identities. I suppose that might be partially true in some instances. But fundamentally what it is about is adopting a symbol. Clothing yourselves in authority. Exerting control over the rest of us.” I was strange to have someone spout all that stuff off while he was still reading documents and making notes on them.
“And by ‘you people,’ you mean whom?” I asked. “Handsome men sporting blazers and a sparkling wit?” I wanted to keep Lobb talking. Without me even bringing it up, Lobb was talking about Metahumans. And not in the most flattering way. If Lobb was involved in Avatar’s death, was that why? Distrust of Metahumans?
For the first time Lobb put the papers he was going through down. He looked at me directly. His green eyes bore into mine. I could feel the intelligence and personality of the man like they were a tangible force. It struck me that one does not build a successful multinational corporation by accident.
“You’re obviously being deliberately obtuse. I mean Metahumans of course.” Lobb pushed the papers on his desk away from himself a bit. He leaned back in his chair, lacing his thin fingers together on his stomach. “But I suspect you did not come here to discuss the psychology of power and authority. What can I do for you?”
“Why do I get the feeling you already know? Just like you knew before I called to set this appointment that I would be calling.”
Lobb smiled at me. When he did so his eyes narrowed to slits, the skin around them crinkling. He suddenly looked older than he was and somewhat sinister.
“Me predicting that you would be coming to visit me was not magic, Mr. Lord. I did not examine the entrails of a chicken or consult with tea leaves. I run the most widely used search engine in the world. I am in the information business. Just as UWant can anticipate the needs, wants, and future questions of its user, I can use it to predict what will occur. Not with one hundred percent accuracy, of course. But, with each question a user asks UWant, with each bit of information UWant gleans, what is going on in the world becomes clearer to it. The clearer the present is to it, the clearer the future becomes to it.” He smiled that sinister smile again, his eyes slit like cracked windows. “That of course means the future becomes clearer to me. I told Donna weeks ago it was likely you would be paying us a visit.”
“And do you also know what I am here about?”
“I have no idea.” Although I had been monitoring Lobb’s bodily functions with my powers, there was no change in his vitals. Regardless, I knew he was lying. How could he be The Spider and not being lying?
I decided to lay most of my cards on the table. Sometimes the direct approach was the best one.
“Here’s what I know,” I said to Lobb. “I know that you use the alias The Spider. Operating under that alias, you have funded and supported certain criminal enterprises. I am here today about one such enterprise in particular. You hired a teleporter named Antaeus to break into where they are holding the Metahuman Chaos in MetaHold. In addition to paying Antaeus for that service, you provided him with money to bribe certain MetaHold officials to provide Antaeus access to Chaos. Once he gained access, Antaeus drained off someone of Chaos’ energy using a storage device you provided him. That storage device was then handed over to one of your representatives. Shortly after that, Avatar was shot and killed despite the fact he was thought to be invulnerable. I have reason to believe that the reality-bending nature of Chaos’ energy can be used to get around that invulnerability. In light of the fact Avatar died so soon after the break-in to Chaos’ cell, the obvious conclusion is that not only can Chaos’ energy be used to kill Avatar, it in fact was used to kill Avatar.”
I took a breath. I monitored Lobb’s bodily functions carefully.
“So, I basically have three questions. First, did you shoot Avatar? Second, if you did not, who did you provide the Chaos energy to so they could shoot Avatar. Third, are you going to confess now, or do you prefer me beating the tar out of you first?”
Lobb just stared at me unblinkingly for a bit. I noticed his green eyes were flecked with gold. His heart rate, blood pressure, everything, was steady and even. The silence stretched out between us like a rubber band. I wondered when it would finally snap.
After a while, Lobb stood up. He turned around, taking a few steps to the glass wall. He looked out over the city. I could see the side of his face. It had a proprietary cast to it. I wondered if Zeus had the same look on his face when he surveyed the world from Mount Olympus.
“Have you heard of the Flynn effect?” Lobb finally said.
“Oh sure. I have all their albums.” Lobb’s mouth twisted into a smile. Despite the fact he had a hand in murdering the world’s greatest Hero, at least he had a sense of humor. Then again, Hitler loved dogs. That did not mean Hitler was not a sociopathic mass murderer. Even bad people had good traits.
“The Flynn effect refers to the phenomenon where, since around the 1930s, IQs around the world have been going up,” Lobb said. “There are a number of theories about why that might be. Better nutrition, people live in more stimulating environments, increased literacy rates, the reduction and eradication of certain diseases, that sort of thing. I personally believe the reason for the Flynn effect is the fact that, thanks to technological advances, people’s brains are slowly evolving to better cope with a more complex environment.
“The thing is, the Flynn effect has been leveling off for about the past fifteen years or so after almost three-fourths of a century of consistent IQ increases. In fact, by some measures, IQ rates have started decreasing. Do you know why that is?”
“Reality television?”
Lobb turned about to face me. He smiled again.
“A good guess. But no. I believe the reason for the IQ decrease after years upon years of steady increase is because of you. Well, not you personally, but people like you. Metahumans. Heroes. In the past several decades there has been an explosion in the number of Metahumans, as well as an increase in the number of licensed Heroes. The proliferation of Metahumans generally and Heroes specifically tracks the decrease of IQs in the general population.”
“Correlation does not equal causation.”
“No, but it does not preclude it either. I think the reason IQs are on the decrease is because people are coming to rely more and more on Heroes to solve their problems for them. Consider a child. Will a child ever become an independent adult if his parents always baby him and constantly come to the rescue every time he gets himself in a jam?”
“Non-Metas aren’t children.”
“No, but they are becoming childlike because of Heroes. Not only are IQs on the decrease, but there are many other indications that people are stagnating because of the existence of Heroes. For instance, there has not been a major war since World War Two.” His words reminded me of my conversation with the Sentinels and how they believed Avatar’s presence had single-handedly led to there being no major wars since World War Two.
“Isn’t war a bad thing?” I said.
“Not necessarily. Sometimes a wars are beneficial. They often lead to major technological advancements. Both the space age and the Internet Age were made possible because of military technology.” Lobb shook his head. “Besides, the fact a lion cannot kill other animals because he’s trapped in a cage in a zoo doesn’t mean being caged is good for the lion or that he’s happy about it.”
“Surely you’re not saying Heroes have put the rest of humanity in a cage.” Lobb proceeded as if he had not heard me.
“Patents granted to Metas are sharply up over the past several decades,” he said. “The Sentinels’ own Mechano holds the record for the most patents registered to an individual. In contrast, the numbers of patents applied for and granted to non-Metas is sharply down. The amount of original scientific research being conducted by non-Metas is down as well. Aside from my own work and that of handful others, there has not been a significant technological or scientific breakthrough by a non-Meta in thirty years. Metas, on the other hand, are creating so much new technology that you all have almost totally eclipsed non-Metas technologically. And, I can’t help but notice that you all are keeping that technology to yourselves. It’s for the protection of non-Metas, you Heroes say.” I thought about the transporter technology the Heroes’ Guild used, plus its secret space station armed with advanced weaponry non-Metas did not have access to. The guards at Sentinels mansion plus the grounds themselves were armed with Hero developed technology non-Metas did not have access to. “As an outsider looking in, it’s hard to not imagine something sinister afoot.”
“You can’t really believe Heroes are conspiring to hold people back. For the purpose of world domination, maybe? As a Hero, I can assure you there is no grand conspiracy. Heroes are sworn to protect people, not subjugate them or somehow hold them back. Heroes make the world a better place.”
“Yes, maybe, but at what price to non-Metas? A good master makes a good home for his slaves, but that does not change the fact that the master is still the master and the slave is still the slave. I for one would rather reign in Hell and to serve in Heaven.”
I recognized the Heaven and Hell allusion Lobb made. It was to Dante’s Inferno.
“Isn’t that what Satan said in the Inferno? Guess who that makes you?” I suggested. Again, Lobb proceeded to speak as if he had not heard me. Rude.
“As for the idea there is no Hero plot to hold everyone else back and for world domination, I should believe you why, exactly? You are a Hero, after all.” He smiled at me, as if to take the sting out of his words. “As I indicated before, I have looked into you. I actually like what I see. I think your heart is in the right place and I think you do what you can to help people. I don’t think you have any interest in world domination. But, that does not mean that all of your fellow Heroes feel the same way. There are plenty of supervillains whose stated goal is world domination. The only difference between a lot of supervillains and licensed Heroes is the piece of paper your license appears on.”
Lobb shrugged.
“But, to be honest with you, I do not have any direct evidence a grand conspiracy is in place among Heroes to keep people down. But remember, there was a time when both our species, Homo sapiens, and the Neanderthals roamed the world at the same time. I don’t think our ancient ancestors got together and agreed to wipe the Neanderthals from the face of the Earth. But, that is what happened. Something about our species made us smarter, stronger, and tougher than our Neanderthal cousins. As a result, we gradually wiped them out. I believe the same slow genocide is happening to non-Metas. No, let me correct that: I know it is. The data trends and the projections from my UWant software do not lie. Math does not lie. Destiny does not lie.” Lobb’s green eyes burned with fervor. He suddenly went from looking like a well-dressed businessman to looking like a fanatic. “If someone does not do something to stop it from happening, it will happen. Unless something is done by someone, and done quickly, non-Metas will be little more than animals kept in a Metahuman zoo.”
“And you are that someone? Are you admitting you did kill Avatar? You decided to strike a blow against a possible Meta take-over by killing the most visible and powerful Hero of them all?”
Lobb was breathing hard. He closed his eyes for a moment, visibly calming himself. He sat back down behind his desk. He laced his fingers together on top of his desk.
“Murder is a crime. I am an honest businessman, not a criminal. So no, I did not kill Avatar. I did not even know he was dead. I did not pay someone to break into MetaHold. I am not engaged in any criminal enterprises. I am not the person you call The Spider.”
Lobb’s eyes twinkled. He seemed to be enjoying himself.
“But let us say I was the person who decided he was uniquely qualified because of his wealth, position in society, and technological prowess to do something about the gathering Metahuman menace to non-Metas. I am not saying I am that person, of course. I am merely speaking hypothetically for the purpose of our discussion.
“If I were such a person, one of the things I would be interested in doing would be to take Avatar out of the picture. He is the most powerful and prominent Hero on the face of the Earth. The death of someone like that, especially by means of something as prosaic as a bullet, would show people that Heroes are not Gods. Remember what we discussed before about the power of symbols. Avatar is symbolic of all Heroes. He is the world’s father figure. If the father is killed, then maybe the children will realize they have to grow up and take care of themselves.” As Lobb spoke of this hypothetical, I wanted to not-so-hypothetically punch him in the mouth.
“But maybe such a hypothetical person who took steps to kill Avatar has been slowly taking other steps as well. Maybe he has been quietly and secretly funneling money to certain supervillains over the years, giving them the ability to wreak havoc, slowly turning public opinion against Metas generally and by extension, Heroes. Maybe such a person also has been financially encouraging anti-Hero groups and organizations.” I remembered how I had been seeing more anti-Hero protests and activity lately. Was Lobb saying he was behind all that? “And, if such a hypothetical person happens to be in charge of a company that controls a widely used search engine, maybe he is using that search engine to manipulate how people view Heroes and other Metahumans. If you were to pull out your phone and type ‘Heroes are’ into the UWant search engine, I wonder what the engine’s top autocomplete suggestions would be? In this hypothetical world I’m speaking of, perhaps those top suggestions would be things like Heroes are evil, Heroes are reckless, Heroes are selfish.
“Perhaps soon, when the time is right and the public mood has turned sufficiently anti-Hero, this hypothetical person will start taking action in the political realm.” I remembered how it was widely rumored Lobb was laying the groundwork to run for President. “The first step he would take would be to repeal the Hero Act. Perhaps replace it with laws that not encourage Metas to use their powers. Ones that completely outlawed Metahuman activity. And, eventually, when Metahumans are a completely loathed and despised minority, such a hypothetical person would put laws in place that would round them up,” Lobb said, smiling like the cat who had eaten the canary. “And kill them.”
“You’re insane,” I said. Lobb’s smile grew yet wider, his eyes narrowing into thin slits again.
“No, I’m quite sane. It’s this hypothetical person you are referring to. And even if that person was accused of being insane, perhaps he would paraphrase a famous saying and respond that insanity in defense of humanity’s future is no vice.”
“Why are you telling me all these things?” I asked. It was not often that someone confessed his evil plot to me.
“I have not told you much of anything. We have merely been having a purely theoretical and hypothetical discussion. If your question is more along the lines of why I have taken so much of my time to speak with you, the answer is what I said before: I really do like you. I admire the fact you have discovered as much as you have, as inaccurate as some of those things might be. If some of the theoretical things we discussed were actually in motion, I would hate to see you get yourself hurt in the course of them.” The slits that were his eyes glittered. “Perhaps you should stop looking into this matter while you still can.”
I knew a threat when I heard one. I had heard them often enough.
“Since you looked into me, surely you must know I am not going to just let this thing go,” I said. Lobb sighed.
“Of course you won’t. By all indications, you are like a dog with a bone once you sink your teeth into something.” Lobb reached for the papers in the middle of his desk again. He picked them up. He looked at me. “Careful you don’t choke on it.” He started reading again. “Though I have enjoyed our conversation, I have spared all the time for you I can. Please leave. And don’t come back.”
I wanted to take Lobb into custody and turn him over to the police. The problem was I had no tangible evidence linking him to Avatar’s death. The only person who could make the direct connection between Lobb being The Spider and The Spider having contracted to have Chaos’ energy stolen was Antaeus, and Antaeus was nowhere to be found. If I took a man as rich and powerful as Lobb to the police without solid evidence, they would laugh me right out of the stationhouse. Actually, they probably would not laugh me out of the stationhouse. They would arrest me for false imprisonment for me taking Lobb into custody without sufficient evidence.
All of that flashed through my mind in an instant after Lobb told me to leave. Still, Lobb had all but admitted he was responsible for Avatar’s death. I was not inclined to just tuck my tail between my legs and leave. I had half a mind to beat a confession out of Lobb, regardless of the later shitstorm that would rain down on me.
“And what if I refuse to leave?” I said, feeling stubborn.
Lobb glanced up at me as if he was surprised I was still here. He was probably used to people jumping to comply when he told them to do something. He shook his head. He reached for the phone on his desk, hitting a button on its console.
“Yes Mr. Lobb?” came the voice of Ms. Marina.
“Send in the guards who escorted Mr. Truman up here,” Lobb said. He then went back to reading, as if I was invisible. I seethed. I could think of nothing more useful to do than to jump over the desk and break Lobb’s jaw. Actually that would probably not prove to be useful in the long run. It would certainly have made me feel better, though.
I was still thinking about what Lobb would look like with a broken jaw when the guards who had brought me up to the penthouse floor entered the office. They walked towards Lobb’s desk. I stood and moved to the side of Lobb’s desk to where both the guards and Lobb were in front of me. I was very much aware of the fact they were armed and I was not. However, even without a gun, I was hardly powerless. I was a licensed Hero. Even unarmed I was more than a match for two security guards. If they put their hands on me, the cops could hardly blame me if I defended myself. If Lobb’s jaw should somehow get broken in the course of me defending myself, so much the better.
“If you think Frick and Frack here can throw me out if I chose to not go, you’re either overestimating their abilities or grossly underestimating mine,” I said to Lobb. “You’d better call in more guards. A lot more.”
“I suspect these two are more than enough,” Lobb said. “Why don’t you show Mr. Lord what I mean,” he said to the guards.
The white guard reached out, putting his left hand on the top of the back of the leather and wooden chair I had just been sitting in. He looked questioningly at Lobb. Lobb nodded his head in approval. The guard’s skin suddenly got bright red, as if he was having a full-body allergic reaction to something. He picked up the heavy leather chair with one hand, placed his right hand on the back of the chair near his left one. With a smooth motion, he ripped the chair in half like it was made of paper. He dropped the chair halves to the floor while looking at me ominously.
“As you can see, Andre is super strong,” Lobb said. “While Martin is a pyrokinetic. Show him Martin.” The black man’s head burst into flame. There was a sudden roar, like the one you hear when a fireplace is blazing ferociously. Then, as quickly as his head had ignited, it went out. He looked none the worse for wear and not at all as if his head had been a fireball seconds before.
If Lobb was trying to scare me, he was failing. I had obviously been faced with Metas before. I was more cautious than before, though. Trained Metas were more difficult to deal with than trained non-Metas.
“Pretty ironic not to mention hypocritical, eh Lobb? You say Metas are some sort of menace, yet you have Metas guarding you.”
Lobb smiled his eye-crinkling smile again. I wanted to wipe it off his face with a tire iron. 
“A man can dislike guns, and still keep some around to protect himself from other people armed with guns,” he said to me. “Most of the building’s security guards are Metas. All duly registered under the Hero Act, of course. I am a careful follower of the letter of the law.” His eyes shifted over to Andre and Martin. “Please escort Mr. Lord out of the building. Make sure he does not return.”
Andre jerked his head at me, motioning towards the door. I thought about staying. Even if these two were Metas, I was confident I would take them. Hero licenses were not given to people who shrieked and ran away like a frightened child when another Meta gave him a dirty look. But I would be risking getting hurt or killed for what? Because I was feeling stubborn? There were more productive ways to use my energy.
“This is not over,” I said to Lobb.
“You’re quite right,” he said. “This is not over.” He smiled again. His green eyes glittered through the slits of his eyelids. I wanted to knock his teeth down his throat.
Maybe next time.
I walked towards the door. Andre and Martin walked behind and on either side of me. I left Lobb’s office, going back into the secretaries’ area in the outer office. Ms. Marina was at her desk, studying something intently on her computer screen.
“Wait here a second fellas,” I murmured in a low voice to the guards. “I’m going to leave my number with Ms. Marina.” I winked at them. “I think she likes me.” Martin snorted in disbelief, but he and Andre stayed where they were while I walked over to stand in front of Ms. Marina’s desk. Don’t hate the player, hate the game.
I asked Ms. Marina for a pen. She looked at me with curiosity as I wrote a quick note to her on the back of one of my business cards. I shielded what I wrote with my body so the guards standing several feet away could not see it. Nosy bastards.
“You should give me a call sometime,” I said to Ms. Marina, handing her my card with the note on the back. She took it, looking surprised. If she was also flattered, she hid it well. I probably was just not looking hard enough. I flashed her a smile and a wink. It had worked on the guards, why not on her?
I stepped back over to the guards. “Lead on Macduff,” I said to them. Martin snorted again. He shook his head at me. Perhaps he knew the actual quote from Macbeth was “Lay on Macduff.” It was good to encounter a fellow lover of the classics.
The guards took me back to the elevator. The bottom of the building was a long elevator ride away. “Anybody know any good knock-knock jokes?” I asked as the elevator doors closed on us.
In my heart, I was not in a joking mood. My visit with Lobb had reinforced my belief that he had killed Avatar. It had not, however, yielded any concrete way to prove that fact.
On the other hand, I had learned something new, something completely unexpected. The note I wrote on the back of the card to Ms. Marina had read: “I know who your boyfriend is. Big guy with an A on his chest. Call me.”
For, Ms. Marina was none other than the blonde woman I had seen pictured in Avatar’s apartment and in The Mountain.
 



CHAPTER 23
“I can’t believe he’s dead!” Donna Marina said again. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying. Fat tears ran down her cheeks. I knew how she felt. Having to be the one to tell Donna that Avatar was dead made me want to cry too.
We were sitting in a booth in the Red Rooster, a pub in Astor City. It was nicer than its name implied. From time to time our waitress would stop by to check on us. Each time she saw that Donna was crying. The waitress glared at me with increasing intensity. She no doubt thought I was the reason Donna was upset. The waitress was stout and formidable looking. I was tempted to point her in Lobb’s direction, tell her he was the reason Donna was crying, and encourage the waitress to knock herself out seeking vengeance on Donna’s behalf. Even with his Metahuman security force, I suspected Lobb would not stand a chance.
Donna had called me late the same day I had slipped her my note. I told her I was not willing to speak on the phone—Lobb was the head of technology company, and I figured tapping phones would be child’s play for him—so we had agreed to meet at the Red Rooster late that evening. Before our scheduled appointment, I had driven to Donna’s place, a single family brick house in a nice neighborhood right outside the city. Just as Lobb tapping phones was probably child’s play for him, me finding where Donna lived was child’s play for me. Everyone has a talent. I had been careful to make sure I had not been followed going to Donna’s. I secretly followed Donna from her place when she drove to Red Rooster to meet me while making sure than no one followed either of us. Perhaps I was being paranoid, but Lobb had a track record of staking places out and following people. Even paranoids have enemies.
I had suggested the Red Rooster as a meeting spot because Jerry O’Byne, the owner and one of the pub’s bartenders, was an old client of mine. We had stayed in touch over the years. The Red Rooster had a pretty regular clientele, and Jerry had agreed to let me know if a non-regular walked in or if anyone in the pub paid me and Donna any undue attention. I could see where Jerry stood behind the bar from where I sat in a booth with Donna. So far he had given me no indication that anyone was paying me and Donna any unusual attention.
Other than the waitress who increasingly looked like she was going to poison the sparkling water I was drinking, no one else witnessed Donna’s grief. I was not thrilled about witnessing it myself. It was as if Donna was collapsing in on herself with grief, like an imploding building. I felt dirty and voyeuristic watching it. Saying I was sorry was inadequate, but it was the only comfort I had to offer. I had had to tell people before that their loved ones were dead, more times that I wanted to remember. I never got better at it or used to it. Not that I wanted to.
I pulled my handkerchief out and handed it to Donna. She wiped her eyes before blowing her nose. Her straight blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail. The color appeared to be natural. She was not wearing makeup. It made her look younger than she had when I had met her earlier that day at UWant. I estimated she was in her very early thirties. Her grief made her seem older. Unlike in the photos in Avatar’s apartment and in his mountain retreat, Donna was not tan, though there was a hint of bronze in her skin. Both it and her last name made me think she had some Latin in her bloodline. Light brown freckles dotted her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose. They looked so precise, it was as if someone had painted them there. Even with her red eyes, tear-stained face, and runny nose, Donna was still a beautiful woman. She had a strong jaw and a slight dimple in her chin that I had not noticed in the pictures I had seen of her.
Donna had on a red and white striped halter top that showed she was very mammalian despite how strong and athletic she looked. She had on the same antique looking gold ring on a simple silver necklace she had won when I had first met her. As I watched, she reached up and started to finger the ring with her left hand. She continued to wipe at her eyes with her right hand. Donna had not seen or heard from Avatar for weeks. She had supposed he had gone incommunicado because he had been attending to a Hero matter. Since she—like the rest of the world—had thought Avatar invulnerable, it had never crossed her mind he was dead.
“Byron gave this ring to me, you know,” she said, her voice choked. It sounded strange to hear someone call Avatar by his first name, like hearing someone call the Pope “Bob.” “It was his mother’s. Kind of an engagement ring. Once this whole thing with Richard was resolved, we were going to get married.” She shook her head sorrowfully. “My first marriage. His too, though he’s been alive over a century. He always said he was waiting for me, he just didn’t know it until he met me.”
“How did you two meet?”
“Byron came to visit Richard one night to confront him about rumors he had been hearing about Richard’s involvement in some criminal activities. He flew up to the penthouse level and knocked on the glass right by my desk.” She smiled slightly at the memory through her tears. “Scared me half to death until I realized who it was. I had never met him before, but who on the planet didn’t know who Avatar was?” She smiled again. Her crying seemed to have run its course for now. I feared there would be more later. “Anyway, he came in and spoke to Richard. When he came out, he asked for my number.
“I was flattered beyond words, of course. He was the great and mighty Avatar. He was so handsome. Even more so than he had seemed to be when I had seen him on television. I was drawn to him immediately. It was not only his looks and his strength. Despite all the power he had, there was a kindness to him, a gentleness that was evident the moment you set eyes on him. But also, a hint of sadness too. I sensed it immediately. After we got involved, I learned it was because he was both alone and lonely. Can you imagine that, one of if not the most famous person on the planet being lonely? But he was. Because of his long lifespan he had outlived all of his family. And, because he was a Hero, he was a target. He avoided getting too close to people because he wanted to protect them from becoming targets too. Not even his teammates on the Sentinels knew he had a secret identity. I was the only person on the planet who knew who he really was. It made me feel special. Byron had a way of doing that. Like I was the most important person in the world.” She shook her head. “We kept our relationship a secret, of course, both to prevent me from becoming a target of Avatar’s many enemies and to prevent Richard from finding out about it. We had not quite worked out if we would still keep our relationship a secret once we got married. I know I for one wanted to shout my love for him from the rooftops.”
“How did Byron transform into Avatar?” I asked, feeling weird to call Avatar “Byron.” I had been wondering about that ever since I had discovered Avatar’s alter ego.
“It was part of his powers,” she said. “And, it was killing him. You saw how Byron had to walk with leg braces and crutches?” I nodded. “Well, that was because he kept turning into Avatar. The only power Byron as Byron had was long life. It was only when he became Avatar that he had the power to fly, super strength, and all the other powers. Every time he became Avatar, it weakened Byron a little more. In addition to Byron’s legs getting weaker, his sight and hearing were failing. He had other health issues as well. He was in constant pain.” Donna smiled shyly. “At the risk of sharing too much information, Byron was impotent as well. When he was himself, that is. When he was in his Avatar incarnation, he was anything but impotent. Despite that, he was a virgin before he and I got involved. He had never allowed himself to get close enough to someone before me to become intimate with them. We did our best to make up for lost time. Byron was the best lover I have ever had.” I again felt like a voyeur listening to this. But, it seemed like Donna needed to say this to someone. Lending an ear was the least I could do. Donna’s eyes grew distant for a few moments, as if she was thinking of the times she shared with Avatar. I think she had forgotten she was talking to me. After a long while, she shook her head, her eyes focusing on me again.
“Eventually Byron becoming Avatar would kill him. If Byron never transformed into Avatar, as far as Byron knew, he would be immortal. More than once I pleaded with Byron to stop being Avatar. His response was always the same. ‘The world needs me,’ he would say. He was so selfless. He was better than the world deserved.” Her eyes welled up with tears again. “Better than I deserved.”
I waited for the fresh tears to run their course. I wanted a scotch. I wanted to hold Donna and comfort her. To actually do so felt wrong. I wished Ginny were here. For one thing, women were better at comforting other women without coming off as being creepy as men sometimes did. For another, witnessing Donna process the loss of a loved one made me want to have my loved one close by. Would Ginny one day be crying, having a similar conversation with someone about me? The Hero business was a dangerous one. Not too many of us lived to a ripe old age.
“Do you know what Avatar knew about Lobb’s criminal activities?” I asked. I wanted to leave Donna alone with her grief, but I had a job to do.
“Plenty,” she said, “thanks to me. Even before Avatar showed up at our office, I started to become aware that Richard was not simply the head of a technology company. Though my title is executive secretary, I do far more than typing letters and taking dictation. I have a MBA from Harvard and a Yale undergraduate degree in finance. I’m more of a chief operating officer for UWant than a secretary in the traditional Mad Men sense. Almost everything Richard sees goes through me first. Years ago shortly after I started working for Richard I grew suspicious enough about some of the numbers I was seeing and where the company’s money was going that I started to do a little digging. It soon became clear that Richard had his fingers in the pie of every major criminal enterprise in the city, and that he was slowly spreading his influence through the rest of the state and country. Drugs, prostitution, gun running, domestic terrorists, criminal Metahumans, murders for hire, the list of things Richard was involved in went on and on. I don’t think he was interested in making money from his criminal activities so much as he wanted to have his fingers in every pie, both and illegal, so he could always make sure he knew what was going on so he could manipulate events to suit his purposes. ‘Knowledge is power,” he has said to me time and time again. ‘And I want plenty of both.’”
“Why didn’t you go to the police?”
“I was scared. Richard is not the sort of man you want to cross. I suspect he had a few of his business rivals and some of the people who screwed him over the years killed. There was never any evidence leading back to him, of course. But, when someone opposes Richard or gets in his way, bad things tend to happen to that person. Getting beaten to death in a robbery gone bad, getting killed in a hit and run accident, mysteriously disappearing, that sort of thing.” I remembered how Brass had told me The Spider would call on him from time to time and have Brass’ men do certain tasks for him. What if Spider had a network of criminals and criminal Metas who were beholden to him? From what Donna was saying, it sounded like he did.
“I did not want to be added to the list of casualties,” Donna was saying, jarring me out of my reverie. “Also, I did not have conclusive proof, just hints and tiny pieces of the puzzle.” She shook her head ruefully. “Plus, and I’m ashamed to admit this, but working for Richard has made me rich. It’s much easier to convince yourself to not do the right thing when the wrong thing is what is padding your bank account. But when Avatar and I became involved, I started sharing the things I knew with him. I not only told him things, but I also shared with him some of the documents that crossed my path that pointed towards Richard’s illicit activities. He was using the stuff I gave him to build a case against Richard.” Donna’s eyes suddenly got wide. “Do you suppose that was why Byron was killed? Because of the information I was feeding him?”
“I don’t know.” I thought of the anti-Metahuman diatribe Lobb had gone on when I was in his office. Maybe Lobb killed Avatar or had him killed not only because he was a symbol for Metahumans, but also because Avatar was close to exposing Lobb as a criminal mastermind. “I’m going to do my best to find out. Do you know if Avatar shared his suspicions about Lobb with his Sentinel teammates?”
Donna shook her head.
“No. Byron told me he suspected one of his teammates got payoffs from Richard, so he didn’t want to share the info he had about Richard with the Sentinels until he had rock solid proof. Byron wouldn’t tell me who he suspected was getting money from Richard.” Donna shook her head again. “That was just like Byron. He was such a good person, he did not want to slander the good name of someone, even to me, unless he was sure of it.” A Sentinel was being bribed by Lobb? First Lady Justice, now this. Were all of my childhood heroes corrupt?
Donna leaned forward.
“I might be able to help you find out why Byron was killed and prove how Richard is involved,” she said. “Richard keeps a large safe in his office, on the other side of the room from where his desk is. It’s mounted in the wall, hidden behind a large painting. He is the only one with a combination. Richard is obsessive about keeping records. I’m sure if there’s anything incriminating, he keeps it there. Richard was always very careful to not let me see what was inside of it. Maybe he even keeps the technology he used to kill Avatar there.”
“Did you tell Avatar about this safe?”
“Yes, but he told me he could not just go into the office and break into the safe to see what was there. He was a Hero sworn to uphold the law. He said if he was ever to get in there, he would need to do it legally. That was why he was trying to build a case again Richard so he could go to the cops about him. Once there was enough of a case, the police could get a warrant and Richard’s safe could be opened and the contents used against him legally.”
“I can’t break into that safe either,” I said, “any more than Avatar could. And for the same reasons. I’m supposed to uphold the law too. If I didn’t follow the law, broke into the safe, and I did find something incriminating in it, the evidence would not be usable by the authorities as I would have gotten my hands on it illegally.” I shook my head. “Plus, I’ve been barred from the building. I would have to fight my way through Lobb’s Metahuman security force to even get to the safe, and there’s no guarantee that there would be anything there.”
“We have to do something,” Donna said firmly, frowning. She slapped her hand down on the tabletop angrily. “We can’t let Richard get away with this.”
“We won’t. I’ll think of something.” Right at that moment, though, my idea well was dry.
I looked down at my glass of sparkling water. It was probably the water’s fault. I had never read a detective novel where the hero solved a case over a glass of sparkling water. In vino veritas—in wine, there was truth. There were no cool Latin expressions involving sparkling water. Those wise ancient Romans knew what was up.
 



CHAPTER 24
I pulled into the parking garage of my condo complex in the late afternoon, three days after my conversation with Donna. I was exhausted. I had spent the past few days chasing my tail searching for a way to connect Lobb to Avatar’s death, to the break-in at Chaos’ cell at MetaHold, or to anything that involved any kind of criminality whatsoever. I accomplished exactly the same amount dogs did when they chased their tails—I was worn out, but I had not gotten anywhere. Other than Lobb having gotten a speeding ticket five years ago, he appeared as clean as a hound’s tooth. I knew that was not the case. I knew he was a dirty dog who used criminals to advance his quest for power and his anti-Metahuman agenda. Despite the fact I had not yet figured out a way to bring Lobb to heel, I not about to give up. I would not just let sleeping dogs lie.
What is it with me and all these dog analogies? I thought as I pulled my keys out of the ignition. I guessed I was making them because I was so dog-tired.
Despite the fact I was tired, I mustered the energy to climb the short flight of stairs from the parking garage to the first floor of my condo building. I was a Hero, and therefore tough. I would not be balked by a flight of stairs. I walked from the stairwell to the reception desk. Salvador, one of the three rotating attendants, was on duty today. He wore his usual outfit consisting of a red shirt and black pants.
“How ya doing Salvador?” I asked as I walked past, slowing a bit. “Your mother feeling better?” He had told me days before she was ill.
“What?” he said, seemingly startled by the question. “Oh, yeah, she’s just fine.” Salvador was nervous. His darting eyes would not meet mine. He ran a hand across his slicked-back thick black hair. I paused.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“Oh sure, Mr. Lord. Sure. You have a good afternoon.” It was a dismissal. Normally I had a hard time getting Salvador to stop talking. And he rarely called me Mr. Lord as I had told him when we first me to call me by my first name. I hesitated in front of Salvador’s desk, tempted to inquire further as to what the matter was. I decided against it. I was tired, and had more pressing mysteries to solve. I shot Salvador with my thumb and forefinger. I walked to the elevator instead of to the stairs. Yes, I was a tough Hero who could normally not be balked by eight flights of stairs. But I was tired. There was such a thing as too much of a good thing, even toughness.
Before I stepped into the elevator, I noticed Salvador was on the phone. Maybe he had acted so strangely because he had met a new hot woman, and was anxious to get back to her. Before Ginny entered my life, I might have turned around to ask Salvador if his lady friend had an attractive sister with loose morals, bad judgment, and a love for broken noses. 
I took the elevator to my floor, the eighth one. I was about to put my key in my front door when I stopped myself. Something was wrong. I was so tired, it took me a few seconds to realize what it was. I always plucked a hair from my arm and placed it between the door and the doorjamb when I left so I would have additional insurance no one entered my condo without me knowing about it. I also always automatically checked for the hair when I reentered my condo. The hair was gone. Maybe I was overlooking it. It being hard to spot was the point of having it there to begin with. I put my face closer to the door and looked even more carefully. No, it was most definitely not there.
Had I forgotten to place it when I had left my condo earlier in the day? That was not likely. Me leaving a hair in the door was an ingrained habit due to having done it for years. Besides, now that I thought about it, I specifically remembered putting the hair in the door when I had left this morning.
Maybe the cleaning lady had disturbed the hair when she had gone into my place. Maybe my son Billy had disturbed the hair when he had left to join his friends at the corner comic book shop. The problem was I did not have a cleaning lady nor a son named Billy. What I did have was plenty of people who were eager to do me harm.
My heart started beating faster. I drew my pistol with my right hand, making sure the safety was off. Fortunately, that hand had sufficiently healed so it did not need a bandage anymore. I stretched out my water awareness. I did a sweep of the entire condo. If anyone was inside, they either had no water signature or it was somehow masked. I did a quick inspection of my two keyholes. There were no unusual scrapes or scratches. If they had been tampered with, it had been done expertly. 
Using my left hand and with my gun at the ready in the right, I unlocked both locks. I tried to be as quiet as a mouse and, as a result, the tumblers seemed insanely loud. I turned the doorknob. It did not explode in my hand, nor did a hail of bullets come bursting from the other side of the door. A promising start. I opened the door a crack. I peered through the crack at the alarm system panel. I had had the foresight to make sure it was installed where it could be seen through a crack in the door. All its panels glowed green. Emboldened, I opened the door wider. Nothing happened. I could not see anyone inside nor anything that did not belong there. I was tempted to shout “Is anyone home?” but people who were lying in wait were rarely polite enough to announce their presence. Rude bastards. “Come out, come out wherever you are” would probably not work either.
I stepped inside. I closed the door. I deactivated the alarm before it started blaring. Moving as quietly as I could, I search the place from room to room, my gun still at the ready. I finished the search in the kitchen. I found nothing and no one. Everything was as I had left it when I had gone earlier. I holstered my gun before I accidentally shot myself. It happened more than one would think, though not to me so far. I did not want to break the unbroken string of not shooting myself by jumping at a shadow and putting a bullet into my foot. Embarrassing. Well, my not-shooting-myself string was unbroken unless one counted when my bullet struck Brass Knuckle’s fists and ricocheted to hit my ear.
My palms were sweaty. I wiped them on my pants. I let out a long breath. My alarm system and my search both told me all was well. But, something felt off. I could not quite put my finger on why. A subtle smell in the air, maybe? Was my subconscious mind picking up on an object that had been moved ever so slightly? When my gut told me something, I tried to listen to it. Perhaps alarm systems should be treated the way people you were not too familiar with should be: Trust, but verify.
I again searched my place. This time I did it more thoroughly, as if I were in a stranger’s house and I was looking for something. It brought to mind the thorough search I had done of Byron Hennings’ place. At least this time I did not have to wear gloves.
I was going through my bedroom closet when I found something. It was in my clothes hamper, in the middle of the pile of dirty clothes. It was a gun, but not like any kind of gun I had seen before. It was pitch black. The barrel was long, like one of those trick guns where a flag reading “Bang!” levers out of the barrel when you press the trigger. A large cylinder about the size and length of an oversized test tube was embedded into the barrel of the gun. It had a diameter larger than the rest of the barrel.
Without thinking, I picked the gun up by its grip. When I did so, the gun grew warm to the touch. It turned from black to silver, except for the larger cylinder sunk into the barrel. That part of the gun became transparent. What looked like a thick orange liquid with black splotches of various shapes and sizes floating in it swam inside the cylinder. A bullet fired from the gun would have to pass through that orange and black substance before being propelled through the rest of the barrel and out of the gun.
I nearly dropped the gun when I suddenly realized what I was holding. The orange and black substance looked like Chaos energy, just like I had seen at MetaHold and what Kierra Singleton had described Antaeus draining away into a device. Was this the gun that had shot Avatar? And what in the hell was it doing in my place? Who had put it here? For what reason?
Those thoughts were buzzing in my brain when another thought suddenly demanded my immediate attention. My water awareness alerted me to a large number of people approaching my unit from all sides. I dropped the gun on top of the pile of clothes. I raced to my alarm panel, next to which was a small screen displaying footage from the hallway outside my unit. From each side of the hallway outside my door, a large contingent of men with short assault rifles at the ready and wearing red and black riot gear from head to toe were approaching. SMART was stenciled on their armor in big white letters. I recognized the armor. It was worn by members of the Astor City Special Metahuman Attack and Retrieval Team, or SMART. SMART was the city’s elite police unit trained to deal with Metahumans and bring them into police custody. Or, if the Metas were sufficiently dangerous, to kill them.
My mind kicked into overdrive. Someone had come into my place and planted a gun. Presumably that gun had been used to kill Avatar. Now a bunch of cops trained to deal with Metahumans were approaching my door. I did not think they were coming to sell me Girl Scout cookies. They were coming because someone must have convinced them I had something to do with Avatar’s death. I remembered how Salvador had acted strangely when he saw me, and how he was on the phone as I entered the elevator. Tipping the cops off that I was home, perhaps.
The question was what to do now. Should I open the door, hand over the gun in my clothes hamper, and calmly explain to the cops someone had planted it there? And tell them whoever planted it was acting on the orders of Richard Lobb, one of the richest, most famous, and well-respected businessmen in the world? Oh, and by the way, Lobb also happened to be a secret master criminal who went by The Spider. And, whoever had planted the gun had done so without tripping my alarm system or leaving any other discernible evidence. Oh, did I mention my prints are on the gun, officers? “Funny story about how my prints got on the gun,” I might say to them. “I, an experience detective, thought it might be a good idea to pick up with my bare hands a potential murder weapon I discovered in my house. You should chalk the existence of my prints up to stupidity, not guilt.” Yeah right. The cops would not believe that story. I scarcely believed it myself. I started to curse my stupidity for picking up the gun, then stopped myself. There was no point in crying over spilt milk after the horse had already been stolen. Or something like that. I was stressed.
No, I could not give myself up and expect to be believed. Besides, who knew what other kinds of trumped-up evidence had been planted or manufactured? Avatar’s death might be pinned on me, and it might stick. If there was one thing I had learned, it was that The Spider’s web was woven all throughout the city. No. Though giving myself up was the right thing to do from a legal standpoint, it was not the right thing to do from the standpoint of bringing the true killer to justice.
All of that flashed through my mind faster than it takes to talk about it. I had to get out of here, regroup, and figure out my next move. Plan A to getting out of here was to walk out the front door and make a run for it. Since the cops were out there, I would have to fight it out with them while I was outnumbered by at least twenty to one, avoid getting captured or killed, avoid killing any of them—they were just doing their jobs, after all—and make my escape. Right.
Plan A sucked. Plan B it was, then.
The SMART team was almost at my door. I ran to the reproduction of Edward Hopper’s Nighthawks hanging on my wall near one of the eastern facing windows. I tapped the corner of the large painting three times. It slid upwards, revealing a large cubby-hole. I did not have a secret lair like Avatar and some other Heroes, but I did have some secrets. I grabbed the duffel bag inside. I slung its strap diagonally over my chest. It was one of my bug-out bags. Inside was cash, several prepaid credit cards and burner cell phones, two fake IDs and matching passports, light clothing, a .38 pistol, and ammunition. The essentials.
Also inside the cubby-hole was a flexible and strong cable coiled around a special mechanism I had designed myself and then had someone else build to my specifications. The loose end of the cable split into a Y, with two metal ankle bracelets on each end. I snapped the two bracelets to my ankles.
“Astor City Police!” came a cry from the other side of the door, followed by a tremendous thump. The work of a battering ram, no doubt. My door was steel-reinforced, so it would take them a moment or two to get through.
I hit a button in the cubby-hole. With a loud popping sound, the nearby window flew from the wall forcefully, flying across the room to smash into the wall. Wind rushed into my face, making me squint. Another loud thump from the front door, accompanied by a loud cracking sound. I tensed my leg muscles. I would need to do a running jump to move far enough from the building so I would not hit a ledge with my big fat head as I fell. I had not practiced this. Sometimes you have to practice by doing.
The front door flew open right as I took my running start. I saw red and black blurs out of my peripheral vision. “Freeze!” came several loud cries. I dove out the window head first, like an Olympic high diver diving into an empty swimming pool. The last thing I heard as I dropped was the sound of multiple gun blasts hitting the wall and the window frame. Apparently, the cops had shoot-to-kill authorization.
Fantastic.
Then again, maybe they need not have bothered. Maybe the fall would kill me.
 



CHAPTER 25
I dropped like a stone from my window. The wind whistled past my ears. There were people on the street below me. On the plus side, maybe the cops would not shoot at me out of fear of hitting a bystander. On the negative side, if this did not go right, I would hit someone and SPLAT—Truman and bystander jelly sandwich.
I rocketed toward the sidewalk headfirst at an alarming speed. Some people looked up and screamed, moving out of the way. I was about to slam into the sidewalk. I thought something had gone wrong. Right as I had that panicked thought, I jerked to a sudden halt, immediately bouncing back up into the air again like a returning yo-yo. My head jerked violently. My insides felt like they were flung into my throat. I got lightheaded. I fought to stay conscious.
After briefly rising, I fell again. When I was at the cable’s lowest point again, it snapped off near my feet, just as it was designed to do. I was ready for it. I twisted, hitting the sidewalk with the meaty part of my right trap muscle, tucking into a roll to absorb the impact. I rolled like a tumbleweed. I might have hit someone, but I was not sure. The fall and the roll hurt like hell, but nowhere nearly like the busted skull I had just risked.
I finally came to a stop on my back. My chest heaved with fear, relief, and adrenaline. I wanted a drink and a nap, in that order. I had time for neither. The police would be after me any second now.
I staggered to my feet. I felt like I had taken a ride in a washing machine. I nearly lost my balance and fell on my face when I bent over to release the metal shackles from my feet. I straightened up. Through slightly blurred vision, I realized I was surrounded by a throng of people. They looked at me like I was an angel descended from heaven. They started to applaud, first one person, and then they all were.
“Dude, that was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen!” one goateed young man said. “Are you making a movie or something?”
“Something like that,” I said. My throat was raspy. I heard sirens approaching. That was my cue. “Sorry folks, I’ve got to be going,” I said, pushing through the people around me. Once through them, I walked north on Hampton Avenue. I mingling with the other people on the sidewalk. I resisted the urge to break into a run. That would merely serve to draw attention. I turned my face away from the street and towards the buildings on my left as if I was looking for an address when Astor City Police cars roared past, their sirens wailing.
I turned left onto McAffery Street. I still heard sirens, but they were receding into the distance. I pulled my regular cell phone out of my pocket, opened the back casing, pulled out its battery, and dumped both the cell and the battery into a trash can. Even I was technologically savvy enough to know cell phones could be tracked. 
I thought hard as I walked. I needed to get as far away from the cops as possible and preferably, off the street. Going back to my building to get my car was obviously out of the question. In addition to the fact I would be walking back into a hornet’s nest, if they had any brains at all, the cops would have my car under watch. I knew some stupid cops, but most were not. I could not bank on the unlikely possibility they had sent only the stupid ones to apprehend me. Besides, SMART was an elite unit. Stupid cops did not get to be members. The fact they were smart was right there in the bloody unit’s name. No, my car was inaccessible to me right now as the far side of the Moon was.
Astor City was a big city though, with lots of transportation options. A lot of people who lived here did not even have cars. I could take a cab, hop on a bus, or get onto the subway. For that matter, I could hop a plane. Astor City had two airports. The question was, where to go? Maybe Aruba was nice this time of year. It had been a while since I had gone on vacation. Being wanted for a crime you did not commit was as good a time as any to take a break and go see the world.
No. I did not want to leave the city. Lobb was here, as was perhaps the proof he was the one who was responsible for Avatar’s death. But if the cops really believed I had something to do with Avatar’s death, they would swarm the city looking for me like ants at a picnic. I needed to hole up somewhere in or near the city and figure out my next move.
Going to my office was out of the question. It was the first place the police would look for me.
I thought of Ginny. She had a townhouse in the city. She would of course take me in. The problem was it was no secret she and I were dating. If the police knew that, they would have her under surveillance, waiting for me to contact her. If I showed my face around Ginny, the police would undoubtedly be lurking nearby to scoop me up. Besides, Ginny was studying to be a lawyer. The last thing she needed was to have to put on her bar exam application, “I harbored a fugitive from justice once. Fun times.” Bar examiners tend to frown on such things. No, I did not want to get Ginny mixed up in this.
I thought of a few other people, dismissing them for one reason or another. One person was left. The person I should call was obvious: Shadow. She had a place in the city, though I had no idea where it was. Shadow was as secretive as an international spy. In fact, I had little doubt she had done some work as an international spy at one point or another. Not only was she a Meta, but she had no problem breaking the law when it suited her. Much of her professional life was spent breaking the law. She would have no qualms about helping me.
As I continued to walk, I pulled one of the burner cells out of my bag. I dialed Shadow’s cell phone number, one of the few numbers I had memorized. I also knew the number of a pizza place. That bit of knowledge was less than helpful right now.
Shadow answered on the second ring.
“What?” she said. When this thing was all over, I would have to have a chat with Shadow about her telephone etiquette.
“It’s Truman,” I said, keeping my voice low so the people around would not overhear me. “The police are after me. I need somewhere to hide.”
“Where are you now?”
I glanced around. “The four hundred block of McAffery, approaching Shelby Street.”
“I’ll pick you up on the corner of Shelby and Lexington in twenty minutes,” she said. She hung up. There were no questions about why the police were after me, what I had done, or why Shadow should get herself involved. Just that she would pick me up in twenty minutes. I could have kissed her. A friend in need was a friend indeed.
Though I did not see any police car yet, I heard the approach of a police siren. There was a lot of crime in the city and a lot of cops out on calls. Maybe this particular car was not looking for me, but why take a chance? Besides, I had no doubt the SMART team members who had burst into my condo had radioed a description of me, including what I was wearing, to their fellow lawmen. I ducked inside a bar. The deliberately aged wooden sign hanging outside the door said it was Ray’s Tavern. I had passed by it before, but had never been inside.
The lights were low inside. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust from the brightness outside. Two televisions, both tuned to network sitcoms, were mounted on the far wall over the head of the bald bartender. The sound on the televisions was muted. The crowd inside the bar was sparse. Business would probably pick up as it got later. Most of the few people who were here were glassy-eyed. They looked like they had been here for a while. The early bird gets the tequila worm.
I went to the back of the bar where I saw a sign for the bathrooms. I went into the men’s room. It was empty. I went into a stall, shutting it behind me. I stripped off my clothes, replacing them with clothes from my bag. Instead of the khakis and long-sleeve red fitted shirt the SMART cops had seen me in, I now had on blue jeans and a short sleeved beige shirt. I put on an Astor City Rockets baseball cap. It made me think of my encounter with Buzz in the alley that had started this big ball of a hot mess. That encounter seemed like an eternity ago. I heard a couple of people come in and leave while I was changing.
I left the stall and check myself out in the mirror over the sink. The change of clothes was hardly a disguise, but if the cops had it in their minds to be on the lookout for a man in a red shirt and khakis, hopefully their eyes would pass right over me.
I was tempted to stay in the bathroom until it was time to meet Shadow. I figured it looked more suspicious to linger here than it would be to leave, though. Besides, I was shaken up a bit from what I had just been through. I really needed to sit down and take a rest.
I left the bathroom. I walked up to the bartender standing behind the bar. I wanted to order all the scotch I could drink. However, I needed to keep my wits about me. I thought about a Coke, but I did not need the caffeine. I was charged up enough as it was. My heart did not need the added strain. I ordered a Sprite. What desperate criminal on the run ordered a Sprite? It was the perfect disguise. Without a word, the bartender put the Sprite in a glass and handed it to me. He barely even looked at me. Disgusted by the fact I was only ordering a Sprite, maybe. I paid him in cash, leaving a tip that was neither too much nor too little. I did not want to give the bald guy any reason to pay special attention to or remember me. 
I took my Sprite to a small circular table in the far corner and sat. The table was in the shadows. I could see the entrance of the bar and everyone in it from here. It felt good to sit and catch my breath. Though only a little while had passed since I first sensed the SMART officers heading towards my apartment, it felt like hours. I took a sip of my Sprite. It was no Scotch, but it was cold. Better than nothing.
I had just started to calm down a little when the scenes displayed on the televisions changed. The televisions went from the sitcoms to showing a breaking news alert. Suddenly the screens were filled with a picture of me, the one on file with the Heroes’ Guild. The caption of one of the screens read: “Astor City Hero Wanted In Murder Of Avatar.” I casually reached up to pull my ball cap down lower over my face. It was times like this I really wished I wore a mask.
The low hum of the conversations going in in the bar grew quiet as people noticed what was being shown on television. “Hey Greg, turn that shit up!” someone cried. It certainly was not I. I was too busy willing myself to be invisible. The bartender reached under the counter of the bar, lifted a remote control, and pointed it at one of the televisions. The sound of it suddenly filled the bar.
“This just in,” came the urgent sounding voice of a male newscaster. “We have just been informed that Avatar, licensed Hero and Sentinel, has been murdered. Authorities have not yet disclosed the exact time and date of his death, nor the means used to kill the man widely considered to be the Earth’s greatest Hero. However, the police have named a person of interest, namely Astor City resident Truman Lord. Mr. Lord is both a licensed Hero and a private detective, with an office here in Astor City. A warrant has been issued for his arrest. Members of the Special Metahuman Attack and Retrieval Team were mobilized at Mr. Lord’s home to bring the suspect into custody. The suspect managed to escape. He was last seen by the police at approximately 6:49 p.m. fleeing from his residence located at 716 Aragon Court on foot, heading north on Hampton Avenue. He is armed and considered to be extremely dangerous. Authorities ask that all citizens be on the lookout for this dangerous fugitive. Furthermore, they ask if you see him, do not engage him. Rather, call 911 immediately. Both the police and the Heroes’ Guild are searching for him.” There was a slight pause. “We now take you to a news conference by Astor City State’s Attorney Willard Flushing that is currently in progress.”
My picture faded from the screen. It was replaced by Willard Flushing standing in front of the granite facade of the Astor City Judicial Center. Willard was behind a lectern. A bunch of microphones sprouted from the top of it like quills on a porcupine. As State’s Attorney, Willard was the city’s chief prosecutor. He was also a closeted gay man who was married to a woman. Her maiden name was not Beard, but it should have been. Willard was an ambitious politician who regularly spouted homophobic remarks in an attempt to pander to the public, all while having more gay sex than San Francisco saw in the 1970s. In addition to being a hypocrite, Willard was a blowhard and crooked. I was not a fan. The feeling was quite mutual, as shown by how Willard was talking about me.
“I have been warning the city for years Mr. Lord is a menace to the community,” he was saying on television with ill-disguised glee. He was a tall, lean man with elaborately styled hair. He wore a blue suit and a red tie I longed to choke him with. Willard’s eyes looked smug behind his glasses. “Not too long ago, the Heroes’ Guild publicly reprimanded him for his role in the death of one of the pillars of Astor City’s business community. I had asked the Guild to lift his Hero’s license rather than merely reprimanding him, but the Guild denied my request. I am just sorry it took the murder of a great man and great Hero like Avatar to exposed Mr. Lord for the criminal that he is. I swear to the good citizens of this great city that when Mr. Lord is apprehended, he will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. His crimes will not go unpunished.”
So much for innocent until proven guilty. It warmed my heart to watch the fair and unbiased wheels of justice in motion. And to think I had once sent Willard a Christmas card featuring a picture of me wearing two six-shooters, and dressed in leather chaps and nothing else. Granted, I had been making fun of Willard at the time, but still. Willard talking about me the way he was doing at his news conference was no way to show gratitude. I mentally struck Willard from my future Christmas card list. Ungrateful bastard.
The rest of what Willard was saying was drowned out by the people in the bar talking excitedly. “Can you believe Avatar is dead?” one woman said. “He saved my mother and brother from a burning building once,” a man said. “I saw Avatar get under a jumbo jet whose engines had failed and fly it down to the ground to safety. It was the damnedest thing I ever saw. A great man, gone too soon,” yet another said. “If I ever get my hands on that Truman Lord asshole, I’ll show him what we do to Hero killers around here,” a man said, twisting his hat in his hands like it was my neck. Part of me wanted to sink under the table. Another part of me wanted to rush out of there and get back out onto the street. Granted the police were out there, but maybe the people on the street had not seen my mug on television. I feared that at any moment someone in the bar would recognize me, point his finger at me, and cry “J’Accuse!” I would have a lynch mob on my hands. I could probably fight my way out, but not without seriously hurting or killing people.
I neither sunk under the table nor ran out of the bar. Either would be too conspicuous. Instead, I calmly finished my drink. I did not chug it, but I did not linger over it either. I glanced at my watch. It was nearly time to rendezvous with Shadow.
I stood, slinging my bag over my chest again. With my hat still low on my head with the bill partially covering my face, I made my way towards the exit. None of the bar patrons, still talking to each other excitedly, seemed to pay any attention to me. I guessed no one had recognized me.
I opened the door and stepped out. I lifted my head. A semi-circle of SMART cops was in front of me. They staring daggers at me through their translucent helmets. Their assault rifles were leveled at my chest. I swallowed hard. None of the cops spoke. Their rifles said all that needed to be said. I lifted my hands slowly over my head.
It did not take a master detective to figure out someone in the bar had recognized me after all.
 



CHAPTER 26
When blood did not circulate to a part of your body, it was like a car without gas—it did not work. Perhaps the SMART cops did not already know this. They were about to learn.
I exerted my will, bursting a water hydrant down the street open. Normally the water would have sprayed in all directions, but it was under my control. I sent it shooting toward the SMART cops. They obviously must have been briefed on my powers. One of them gave the order to open fire as the water rushed towards them. The men tried to shoot me. They tried, and failed. Their hands would not obey the commands of their brains. Like turning off the tap to a faucet, I had stopped the flow of blood to their hands, paralyzing them. If I did not resume the blood flow soon, the cops’ hands would be permanently damaged. I did not want to hurt them. They were good guys who had been misled was all. Hopefully the seconds I bought by stopping them from shooting me were all I needed.
With a dull roar, the stream of water hit the men forcefully, covering their legs from the calf down, as if they had all stepped into a shallow river. I quickly cooled the water, turning it into ice. Before the cops could get out of the stream of water, it was no longer a stream. It was now a solid chunk of ice that weighed the men down like they were wearing cement shoes.
That was my cue. I turned and ran, leaving the immobilized cops behind me. They shouted at me. I heard someone screaming my location and the direction I was headed, no doubt to his brethren over the radio. I turned the corner onto Shelby Street, out of the cops’ line of sight. I released my hold that prevented the blood from flowing to their hands. Their hands would probably feel like they had gone to sleep, but would soon be no worse for wear. I had not stopped the blood flow for long. I also encased the hydrant I had burst open in ice, preventing more water from gushing out, but not before taking some of the water and making it keep pace with me as I ran. It writhed and pulsated over my head like a watery snake.
I heard sirens again as I ran. I was getting closer to the rendezvous point with Shadow. I dodged pedestrians. No one tried to stop me. It was not terribly unusual to see runners on the streets of Astor City. People probably thought I was just an overdressed athlete out for an after work run to the degree they thought about me at all. They must have missed the water swirling over my head. If anyone recognized me as the alleged killer of Earth’s greatest Hero, they gave no indication of it. Or maybe some people did recognize me, but the bystander effect prevented them from taking action. For once I was grateful for big city apathy.
I was almost where I was to meet Shadow when I saw a ghost. It rose from the middle of the sidewalk directly in front of me like something out of a nightmare—first the head, then the shoulders, then the rest of its body until its feet hovered slightly above the pavement. Its milky white body was translucent, and I could see through it.
No, this was no ghost, though it certain was shaping up to be quite the nightmare. This was THE Ghost. Ghost was a Hero and the chief investigator for the Heroes’ Guild. I had dealings with him before when he had investigated me for alleged negligence in carrying out my Heroic duties. Seeing Ghost was like seeing a great white shark: though Ghost was a necessary part of the Heroic ecosystem, when you encountered him, you were not happy to see him.
I skidded to a halt about fifteen feet away from Ghost. The people around us screamed and ran, frightened by Ghost’s sudden and strange appearance. I knew how they felt. In his full-body costume and cape, he looked the way Darth Vader would look if Darth Vader wore all white. Directly ahead was where I was to meet with Shadow in just a few moments. With Ghost in front of me, the spot could just as well have been miles away.
“Can I give you crimefighting tips some other time Ghost?” I said, panting. My chest heaved with my recent exertion. “I’m kinda in the middle of something.” Ghost had found me amusing in the past. Though I could not see his face behind his full mask, he did not seem amused today.
“The crime you are accused of is most serious Mr. Lord,” he said in his deep voice. It sounded like the voice of God. “I am here to take you into custody.”
“I didn’t kill Avatar. I’ve been framed.”
“Whether or not you did it is not relevant right now. A warrant has been issued for your arrest. You must be turned over to the civilian authorities so that justice can take its course. We Heroes are not above the law. You know that. If you don’t, you should.”
Hoping to catch Ghost off guard, I pulled some water away from the mass hovering over my head. I sent it rocketing towards Ghost. The water split, becoming three ice daggers at my mental command. They passed harmlessly through Ghost. Based on how he had floated up through the sidewalk, I had suspected they would not affect him. You never know until you try.
“Really, Mr. Lord?” Ghost said. He sounded disgusted. Join the club. I was disgusted too. Before today I had not known what Ghost’s powers were, but they obviously included intangibility. 
I sighed aloud.
“All right, I know when I’m licked,” I said. I raised my hands over my head in submission. I had done the same thing with the cops a bit earlier. Deja vu all over again. I let the water hovering over me splash down harmlessly onto the sidewalk right in front of me.
“That’s more like it,” Ghost said. He pulled a pair of handcuffs out of the belt around his waist. He floated closer, reaching for me. Right before he touched me, he turned solid. I knew because I could no longer see through him. He was right over the water soaked sidewalk in front of me.
Ghost suddenly screamed, dropping the cuffs. I had turned the water on the sidewalk into superheated steam. Normal steam was visible, like the steam from a tea kettle. It really more properly should be called wet steam as what you saw was condensed water vapor. Superheated steam, on the other hand, was invisible. And, really, really hot. It could get so hot it could set things on fire. Ghost floating into my patch of superheated steam must have felt like entering an oven. The steam did not affect me at all as I had shielded myself from its effects.
Ghost became intangible again, no doubt so my steam would no longer affect him. I took off running again, straight through Ghost, passing through him like he was a hologram. Shadow should be here any second. I risked a glance back at Ghost, hoping I had not seriously hurt him. He was floating in the air, no longer screaming, but shaking his head back and forth as if to clear it.
A black car zoomed into view ahead of me where Shelby crossed Lexington. The car skidded to a halt at the corner. The windows were tinted black and were opaque. I did not recognize the make or model, but it looked the way a car would look if a BMW sports car had a baby with a black panther. The gull-wing door on the passenger side opened upward, revealing Shadow behind the wheel. I threw myself inside. The car took off before I was barely completely in. The gull-wing shut itself down behind me while we were already roaring down the street.
I untangled myself from my bag. I settled back into the passenger seat gratefully. My heart raced as fast as Shadow’s car did. As soon as I sat back, X-shaped seat belts snaked around me, locking into place and securing me in the seat. Everything in the car’s interior was sleek and had a futuristic look. It was unlike any other car I had seen. I felt like I sat in the cockpit of a rocket ship. The Sentinels had the stuff in their mansion, Avatar had the stuff in The Mountain, and Shadow had this car, plus who knew what else. Was I the only Metahuman who did not have cool gadgets? If I managed to get out of the fix I was in, I really needed to step up my Hero game.
One thing I did recognize in the car was a police scanner that was mounted in the middle of the car’s dashboard. It was on. All the talk was about me. If this was what fame was like, I wanted no parts of it.
I looked over at Shadow. As usual, she was in all black. Though she was driving fast and weaving in and out of traffic, she looked as calm and placid as a grandmother out for a peaceful Sunday drive. It must have been nice to have superhuman reflexes. Hers eyes darted over to me before returning to the road. She smiled slightly.
“I hear you killed Avatar. You see what kind of a mess you get yourself into when I’m not around?” she said. Her teeth gleamed in her dark face. “I can’t leave you alone for a second.”
 



CHAPTER 27
I stood in front of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa. Mona Lisa smiled at me mysteriously, as if saying she knew all the answers, I did not, and she knew I did not. Smug. The painting was mounted on a wall in Shadow’s living room.
“I don’t know much about art, but this is the best reproduction of da Vinci’s masterpiece I have ever seen,” I said to Shadow. She came up to stand next to me.
“It’s not a reproduction,” she said.
“Oh come on. Even I know the original is permanently housed in the Louvre in Paris.”
“Is it?” Shadow said, her eyebrow cocked slightly. “Or is this the original and the one in the Louvre is the reproduction?” Shadow gave me the same smile Mona Lisa had. She turned and walked away. I studied the painting again. After a while, I shook my head. I did not know whether Shadow had been kidding or not. It was often hard to tell. But, if she had not been, who was I to judge? I was wanted for the murder of Earth’s greatest Hero. Those who lived in criminal glass houses should not throw stones.
I followed Shadow into her kitchen where she was preparing dinner. It was some Filipino dish the name of which I could not pronounce. However you said it, it smelled good. Unlike normally, I did not have much of an appetite though. Suddenly becoming the world’s public enemy number one had put a damper on my appetite. Imagine that. 
It three days after I had escaped from the authorities. The day of my escape, Shadow had driven us to her home, a place I had never been to before as Shadow had kept where she lived a closely guarded secret. When I had asked her in the past where she lived, she had always told me that since what she did was not always strictly legal, it would never do to have a licensed Hero know where she lived, even if that Hero was me. She had brought me here now because it was the safest place for me to be outside of fleeing the city altogether since no one knew where she lived. And, though Shadow did not say this, perhaps she felt more comfortable with me knowing where she lived as I too was now a criminal. Kindred spirits.
Shadow’s place was located in the warehouse district of the city, not too far from the gym where she and I both worked out. That explained why Shadow belonged to that gym. Proximity. Her place was in an old warehouse. Actually, that was not quite accurate. Her place was under an old warehouse. The underground home was a reflection of Shadow—sleek, modern, and expensive-looking. She had a large room that was filled with books, many very rare. Her collection would be the envy of many libraries. She also had an armory filled with weapons that ranged from simple blowguns to the most advanced of modern firearms. She could read about the best way to kill someone and then arm herself to carry out that killing in a single location. Convenient.
Above her place, in the old warehouse itself, was a collection of vehicles ranging from high-end motorcycles to the futuristic car Shadow had picked me up in the day before. Whoever said crime did not pay had never seen Shadow’s collection of vehicles or her residence beneath them.
I sat at the kitchen counter and watched as Shadow chopped vegetables. I had already offered to help, an offer Shadow had declined. I felt useless sitting there watching her work. It was a microcosm of my life in general. I felt completely useless holed up like a rat while Avatar’s true killer roamed free and the world trashed my good name. Such as it was.
Even in her own home, Shadow wore black. She had on now black shorts and a short black tee shirt that left her stomach exposed and revealed ample cleavage. The fact I could not muster the energy to investigate whether or not she was wearing a bra was proof of how low I felt. It was just as well. Shadow was holding a knife. Leering at her might prompt her to use it on me.
“You come up with any brilliant ideas of how to get me out of this fix?” I asked. She looked up at me with surprise. 
“Me?” Shadow said. “I’m just the muscle and the getaway driver. You’re the detective and the Hero. Coming up with brilliant ideas is your job.”
“So far the only idea I’ve got is to mount a frontal assault on the UWant building in an attempt to get up to the penthouse and access the safe in Lobb’s office Donna Marina told me about.” I had of course already told Shadow the full story of what I had learned and done in the course of investigating Avatar’s death. “Based on the number of Metas on Lobb’s security force according to Donna, that idea would almost surely get us captured or killed.”
“I’m too young to die, and too pretty to go to jail. You need a better idea.”
“I think so too.” I shook my head. “If we could go directly to the penthouse level instead of fighting our way up there, that would solve a lot of our problems. I don’t suppose you have a helicopter upstairs among your vehicles? Maybe a couple of jetpacks?”
“Sorry. Fresh out of jetpacks.”
“Then what good are you?”
“I pulled your nuts out of the fire a few days ago.” She pointed the knife at the chopped vegetables. “Plus, I’m making us dinner.”
“Excellent points. I withdraw the question.”
I stood and went back into the living room. I turned on the television, tuning it to an all-news station. I should say it was an all-Truman station. The fact Avatar was dead and that I was wanted in his murder was all anyone could talk about. I had spent much of the last few days watching the news coverage and feeling sorry for myself. A lot of the round-the-clock coverage was filler as the networks did not have much new to report. Every expert under the sun was being interviewed to help fill the airtime: experts on the psychology of murderers, experts on Heroes, experts on all the feats performed by Avatar over the years, experts on forensics, experts ad nauseam. I was hoping eventually the networks would interview an expert on getting yourself out of trouble when you were falsely accused of killing a world-famous Hero. So far, no dice.
As I watched the news coverage, a lot of the same facts were rehashed. The Chaos Gun—that was what one newscaster had called it, and the name had stuck—found in my condo by the police was indeed the weapon used to kill Avatar. The police and the Sentinels had collaborated in performing ballistic testing, comparing the bullets the Sentinels had pulled from Avatar’s body with the gun. The striations on the bullets matched the grooves inside the barrel of the Chaos Gun, indicating it had been used to kill Avatar. My fingerprints were on the Chaos Gun. That was only because I had stupidly picked it up when I discovered it in my clothes’ hamper, but the authorities did not know that. They assumed my fingerprints were there because I had fired the bullets into Avatar’s chest.
The Sentinels had held a news conference the day before in which Seer confirmed the Sentinels had hired me to track down Avatar’s killer. She also confirmed that Avatar’s secret identity was Byron Hennings. She neglected to mention the Sentinels knew that fact only because I had told them during one of my periodic progress reports. That was gratitude for you. Without actually coming right out and saying it, during the news conference Seer managed to imply that the Sentinels had known I was the killer the whole time, and that they had only hired me to trick me into implicating myself. She also implied I was the one who told the Sentinels to conceal from the public the fact Avatar was dead. I would have admired Seer’s subtle lies and misdirections had I not been so pissed off by them. Seer assured the public that the Sentinels, in conjunction with the entire Heroes’ Guild and law enforcement, would scour the four corners of the world to bring me to justice.
As with Willard Flushing, I resolved to drop Seer from my Christmas card list.
The news reported the police had issued a warrant for my arrest and had raided my apartment based on an anonymous tip they had received. The tip also indicated that Byron Hennings had been Avatar. That tip had been accompanied by video footage of me breaking into Hennings’ apartment. Wherever the camera was that had recorded that footage, it had been well-hidden. I checked for cameras as a matter of course when I broke into a place. The date and time-stamp of the footage indicated I had broken into Hennings’ place before Avatar had been shot. Only I knew that the date-stamp had been doctored. Somehow I did not think the police would believe me if I told them.
No doubt after having been leaned on by the police, John Barrow admitted he had been paid by Antaeus to allow him access to Chaos. A hunt for Antaeus had ensued thereafter, but no one could find him. Some bright cop had then come up with the idea of showing Barrow pictures of murder victims who had turned up in Astor City’s morgues recently. Barrow pick a man out of those pictures, one Jonathan Strayhorn. His body had been found within easy walking distance of my office a couple of days after I had spoken to him in Maine. It was speculated I had hired Strayhorn to teleport into MetaHold for the purpose of stealing some of the Chaos energy. I myself speculated Lobb’s men had found Antaeus after I talked to him, killed him, and dumped his body near my office in Astor City to further make me look guilty.
Both John Barrow and Kierra Singleton were fired from MetaHold as a result of these revelations, the news reported. Both now faced charges for allowing Antaeus access to Chaos. Kierra was interviewed on air about when I visited her and her mother in Brooklyn. Her words were one of the few silver linings in otherwise very dark clouds.
“I know what everyone is saying about Mr. Lord,” she said to the reporter interviewing her. “And I only saw him twice. Once in MetaHold, and once at my house. But, I am around murderers and criminals all day every day. I looked into Mr. Lord’s eyes. I don’t think he killed Avatar any more than you or I did.”
If I ever managed to get myself out of this mess, I would find Kierra and kiss her. If Ginny were not in the picture, I would even consider marrying her. Few people had kind words to say about me.
Ginny was one of them. Reporters had camped outside her townhouse like she was a celebrity, which she had immediately and unfortunately become thanks to her relationship with me. What a lousy way to experience your fifteen minutes of fame. The day after the reporters had staked out her place, she had come out and read a statement. I had seen it replayed enough to commit it to memory. She had said, “Truman Lord is the greatest man I have ever met. Like most of us, he admired and respected Avatar. He would never have killed him. You all are jackals smearing the good name of an innocent man. Now get the fuck off my lawn.”
Astor City Homicide Detective Glenn Pearson was also interviewed once the press found out he had several dealings with me in the past.
“Detective Pearson, I am told you have known Mr. Lord for years,” a female reporter had said to him as Glenn had tried to go into his precinct. “Why do you think Mr. Lord, a licensed Hero and private detective, went rogue and killed Avatar?” She seemed as gleeful to ask the question as a child with a new toy.
Glenn had just stared at the reporter for a few beats with his big bulging eyes, regarded the reporter like she was a turd Glenn had accidentally stepped in. She had taken a step back under Glenn’s glare before checking herself.
“In this country, a man is innocent until proven guilty,” Glenn had finally said. “Though you wouldn’t know it from the way people who ought to know better are talking. Speaking as a homicide detective, Mr. Lord has done nothing wrong until a court of law says otherwise.” He started to turn away from the microphone thrust in his face. He hesitated, and turned back. “But speaking as a private citizen, if you think a good man like Truman Lord killed Avatar, you’re stupider than you look. And that’s saying something.” Glenn had walked into the precinct building, leaving the reporter with her mouth open and her face red. Though my glandular interests did not run in Glenn’s direction, if I ever saw him again, I would kiss him too.
Unfortunately, Kierra, Ginny, and Glenn were the only people interviewed on camera who had a kind word to say about me. Everyone else talked about me like I was the second coming of Hitler. There was talk of Maryland’s legislature suspending the state’s death penalty ban just so I could be executed when I was eventually caught, tried, and convicted. People talked like me being found guilty was a foregone conclusion. Assuming I even made it to trial, that was. I listened to one call-in news show where the callers outdid each other in describing what they would do to me if they had five minutes alone with me. Avatar was almost universally beloved, and the amount of hatred leveled at me was not surprising. It was still dismaying, though, as I had done nothing wrong.
Various licensed Heroes were interviewed who informed the public they had dropped everything else to devote themselves fully to finding me and bringing me to justice. Reporters tried to track down Zookeeper in Atlanta to get a comment from him. He was the Hero who had trained me and sponsored me for the Trials. But, the reporters were unable to locate him.
Even some supervillains were interviewed. They also indicated they were devoting themselves to finding me. Bringing me to justice was not what they had in mind, though. The sort of justice they promised did not involve me being turned over to the authorities. Their version of justice promised to be more painful.
A group of prominent businessmen from around the world—including Lobb, I noticed—pooled their resources and promised a two hundred and fifty million dollar reward for the person or persons who brought me to justice. No one said “Wanted: Dead or Alive,” but they did not need to. That was implied. Thanks to that bounty, if everyone in the world had not already been gunning for me, they now would be.
I shook my head as I watched the news. I should have just shut it off. It was like a car accident I could not bring myself to look away from.
I had worked hard to become a Hero. Despite all my jokes, I was proud of being a Hero. I took its responsibilities seriously. I was proud of the name I had carved out for myself after many years of hard work. All that work was disappearing like a wisp of smoke. I normally did not give a damn about what people thought or said about me. But, being universally reviled was a brand-new experience. I did not much like it.
I put my head in my hands. I closed my eyes. I was tired, frustrated, and at my wit’s end. I had not slept much the past few days. It was hard to sleep when you were Public Enemy Number One. Even with my eyes closed, I could see through my hands the flickering lights of the news, burning down my hard-won reputation like it was an out of control forest fire.
God I felt low.
 



CHAPTER 28
The next night I stood outside of Shadow’s warehouse, looking up at the stars. Her property was on a slight hill. Astor City proper was off in the distance, looking like a blanket of lights. Abandoned warehouses surrounded Shadow’s property, so there was little chance someone was around to spot me. Besides, Shadow had proximity and motion detectors all around the property. If anything bigger than a mouse approached, I would know.
I had gotten stir-crazy sitting around Shadow’s underground home, and I simply had to get outside for a breath of fresh air and to remind myself there was more to the world than my problems. Other than Astor City’s ambient lights and some cloud cover, there was nothing to obscure my view of the heavens. I always felt small when I looked up at the rest of the universe. I had been feeling smaller than usual, lately. I had still not cracked the nut of how to get into Lobb’s penthouse without being captured or killed on the way there.
As if on cue, a spotlight shone out from somewhere in the city. It hit a cloud overhead, shining a light on it. No, not just a light. A symbol. I squinted up at it. The cloud shifted a bit. The symbol suddenly became clearer. It was a stylized eagle’s crest. I recognized it. I found myself smiling, for the first time in days.
I turned to go back inside the warehouse. I went to fetch Shadow. It was time for a field trip.
***
A short while later, I opened the door to the roof of the building in Astor City Shadow and I had traced the spotlight to. Signs outside the building indicated it was scheduled to be demolished in the next few days. My powers told me there was someone already up here. One man.
I stepped onto the roof with Shadow right behind me. A man sat on the edge of the roof. The large circular spotlight sending out the eagle crest symbol into the sky was a few feet away from him.
I stepped closer to the man quietly. I had my gun out, pointed down. As I got closer, I saw the seated man’s profile. I knew him.
“Zookeeper?” I said. Zookeeper turned his head, startled. He saw me, grinned, and stood up. He took a couple of steps over to the spotlight and shut it off. With the light off, the roof was suddenly very dark despite the ambient light coming from the surrounding buildings.
“It’s about time you found me Truman,” Zookeeper said. “I’ve been lugging this damned light from building to building for the past few nights. I’m not a spring chicken anymore, you know.” Zookeeper looked just fine to me. My eyes were adjusting to the absence of the spotlight. Zookeeper was just a little shorter than I, with a broad barrel chest that tapered down to a trim athletic waist. If he had gained a pound over the almost twenty years I had known him, I did not see it. He wore his usual tan and brown costume. There was a stylized crest of an eagle on his chest, the same one I had recognized in the cloud earlier. He wore a domina mask, a small rounded mask that covered only his eyes and the space between them. He had brown hair lightly dusted with grey. There was stubble on his face, as if he had not shaved in a couple of days. Zookeeper’s real name was Bruce Berkeley. I would never violate his privacy and reveal his secret identity by calling him by his actual name in front of Shadow, however. 
“You’ll looking well,” I said.
“You look like crap.”
“Gee, thanks,” I said. Zookeeper shrugged.
“No offense. I guess I would look like crap too if the whole world was howling for my head on a platter,” he said. He spoke with a Southern accent. Like me, Zookeeper was from the Deep South. Unlike me, he had never left. The red clays of Georgia could be heard in his voice.
Though I was glad to see Zookeeper, I was cautious. I was a wanted man, after all, and Zookeeper was a licensed Hero sworn to uphold the law. I kept my gun unholstered, but still pointed down. What kind of ingrate would I be if I shot my Sponsoring Hero?
“You’re not here to try to convince me to turn myself in, are you?” I asked. Zookeeper looked both surprised and disgusted by the question.
“Of course not. I’d think you’d know me better than that. I know there’s no way you killed Avatar. You’ve idolized that man as long as I’ve known you. Even if you hadn’t, you’re no murderer. A little too flip sometimes? Yes. But a murderer? No. I’m here to help in any way I can.” Zookeeper’s eyes shifted over to Shadow. Shadow was wearing a form-fitting black jumpsuit. Zookeeper looked her up and down appreciatively. Dirty old man. Maybe that was where I got it from. “Who’s this? Someone to keep you out of trouble? If so, hope you’ll forgive me for saying so ma’am, but you’re doing a mighty shitty job of it.” 
“I’m Shadow.” Zookeeper’s eyes widened a bit. They moved from Shadow to me and back again.
“Shadow?” he repeated. “THE Shadow?” She nodded. Why was it no one ever said “THE Truman Lord” to me? If I weren’t so preoccupied with the bigger fish I had to fry, I might have been offended. “I’ve heard of you,” Zookeeper said.
“Of course you have.” When Shadow said it, it somehow sounded like a flat statement of fact rather than something immodest.
“Pretty neat trick, that spotlight,” I said to Zookeeper. “What made you think of it?” He shrugged.
“Honestly I can’t even take credit for it. Read about it in a comic book. Cops used it to summon this guy who dressed up like a bat. This bat guy didn’t even have powers. Weirdest concept for a hero ever, but the spotlight idea was a good one. I figured since everybody and his brother was unsuccessfully looking for you, me looking for you too probably wouldn’t get results. So I thought I’d get you to look for me instead. And here you are.” Zookeeper flashed a grin. “Well, now that we’re all caught up with each other and all the introductions have been made, what can I do to help?”
“Nothing,” I said, regretting the word as soon it was out of my mouth. I needed all the allies I could get. “You’re a Hero. I don’t want you risking your license or your neck to help me.”
“I appreciate the concern,” Zookeeper said, “but I’m a big boy. You let me worry about my license and my neck. Besides, if the shoe were on the other foot, wouldn’t you help me?”
“Of course,” I said immediately. And I would have. Zookeeper was the closest thing I had to a father. I would die for him. I just hoped he would not end up dying for me.
“That’s what I thought.” Zookeeper clapped his hands together. “Now that we’re on the same page, I’ll ask again: What can I do to help?”
I smiled. God knew I could use every bit of help I could get.
“You can help with the provisions,” I said. “Did you bring some peaches with you from Georgia? Maybe some boiled peanuts? Being a fugitive makes one awfully peckish.” Shadow shook her head at me. She looked at Zookeeper.
“Has he always been this way?” she asked him.
“Always making jokes?” Zookeeper let out a long sigh. “Unfortunately, yes. I did my best to beat it out of him.”
“It clearly didn’t take,” she said.
“We can always hold him down and try some more,” Zookeeper suggested. The two of them were talking as if I were not even here.
“Good idea,” Shadow agreed. “You grab his arms; I’ll take his legs. Be careful. I suspect he’s a biter.”
With friends like these, who needed all the enemies who were after me?
 



CHAPTER 29
My heart raced, and not because I was flying well over a thousand feet in the air with Astor City a blur beneath my feet. Well, that was of course a part of why my heart raced. I was not used to being this high up, held in the air only by my grip on Zookeeper’s forearms. The main reason why my heart raced, though, was because we were flying towards Lobb’s penthouse office in the UWant building. Now that Shadow and I had a way to circumvent fighting our way to the top of the building from the ground up, I was taking advantage of it to try to break into the safe in Lobb’s office. If we encountered Lobb’s security force, we might be captured or die in the attempt.
“Morituri te salutant!” I shouted at Shadow. It meant “We who are about to die salute you.” It was what ancient gladiators said to the Roman Emperor right before they fought to the death in the Colosseum. Shadow clutched Zookeeper’s other arm, looking more comfortable than I while doing so thanks to her super strength. Shadow just shook her head at me at my words. With the rushing of the wind and the beating of Zookeeper’s wings, perhaps she had not understood me. Then again, perhaps she had. Gallows humor was not nearly as appreciated as it should be.
The large wings that sprouted from Zookeeper’s back beat the air slowly, bringing us closer and closer to the UWant building. Zookeeper’s Metahuman power was to adopt the ability of any animal. Right now, he was channeling an eagle. During our strategy session at Shadow’s place a little earlier, I had asked Zookeeper what bird could carry the heaviest weight. “A crane,” he had said with a twinkle in his eye. Humor had no place in a superhero raid. And they said I was bad. 
I looked at Shadow again as we approached the penthouse of the UWant building. There was almost a grin on her face. The fool looked like she was enjoying herself. I did not know which she was enjoying more, the ride Zookeeper was giving us, or the prospect of getting into a fight. I was not enjoying myself. I just wanted the whole thing to be over. One way, or another.
Finally, we arrived outside Lobb’s office. Zookeeper came to a stop in mid-air, flapping his wings to hover in place about thirty feet from the glass that constituted part of the wall of Lobb’s office. Shadow lifted and aimed the gun that was slung by a strap over her shoulder. Another of her high-tech gadgets. She fired the gun at the green glass. A bullet did not shoot out. Rather, four projectiles sprang out of the barrel. They separated as they flew towards the glass. By the time they hit it, they were fully spread apart with thin wires connecting them in a wide rectangular shape. Rather than piercing the glass, the four projectiles fixed themselves to it like they had superglue smeared on them. Shadow twisted a button on the gun. The four projectiles glowed. A visible arc of current ran between the wires that connected them. After a pregnant pause, the large rectangle of glass the projectiles formed the boundary of collapsed, falling out of the rest of the glass wall like the rectangle was suddenly transformed into dust.
The hole formed was more than large enough for Zookeeper to fly through with us. He did so. He deposited us on the carpeted floor of Lobb’s office and then landed between us.
We were not alone in the office. Lobb sat behind his desk. Papers were spread in front of him. Despite the lateness of the hour, he clearly had been still working. Martin and Andre, the black and white guards who had first escorted me to the penthouse floor to see Lobb were there, as well as an identically dressed white security guard I did not recognize. The guards were all over to the left of Lobb’s desk, sitting around a small table. Cards and chips were on the table. Poker. I would add condoning gambling to Lobb’s long list of crimes.
This whole thing would have been easier if Lobb and his men were not present. But, like Lobb’s poker-playing guards, you played the cards you were dealt. I had warned Shadow and Zookeeper Lobb and his men being here was a possibility anyway. We were ready.
Lobb and his men gaped at us in obvious surprise. Perhaps they thought Zookeeper was the Angel of Death due to his wings. If so, I hoped his appearance was not prophesying the deaths of my friends and me. Even as I thought that, Zookeeper’s wings started to shrink, receding into his back.
Lobb was the first to recover his composure. The bastard had the nerve to smile at me. His eyes became slits.
“Well, hello Mr. Lord. I expected you would come calling on me,” he said. He raised his voice to be heard over the roar of the wind from the huge gap in his glass wall. “Though I must admit the method of your entry has caught me off guard. Zookeeper I know. My software told me it was likely he would lend a hand to assist you. Who is this woman, though? Is she aware she is harboring a fugitive from justice?” With a flash of insight, I realized Lobb’s software could not account for Shadow. Her powers made her immune to all forms of electronic detection. She was a variable The Spider did not and could not account for.
I drew my gun and pointed it at Lobb. I was in no mood to bandy words.
“Give yourself up before somebody gets hurt,” I said. “And by somebody, I mean you.”
I saw a flash of light out of the corner of my left eye. I looked in that direction, only to see the black guard’s head aflame. A stream of flame burst from his outstretched hand, hitting my arm wielding the gun. My arm burst into flames. I was wearing long-sleeves. The heat was intense and painful. Startled, I dropped my gun.
All hell broke loose. Zookeeper slammed into the white superpowered guard Andre, with his head lowered and ram’s horns curling up from his forehead. Andre went flying, slamming into the opposite wall. Shadow sprang towards the other two guards. I lost track after that. I was too busy being on fire.
The fire was spreading from my arm. I had determined the first time I had been in Lobb’s office that the closest water source was his bathroom, all the way at the other end of the palatial office. While on fire, it seemed a continent away. Fortunately, I had planned ahead. I wore a bandolier diagonally over my shoulder. Attached to it were several medium-sized plastic globes full of water. I activated my powers, bursting two of the globes. I used the water to extinguishing the rapidly growing fire.
Even with the fire out, my arm felt like I had stuck it into a fireplace full of red hot coals. I’d have to survey the extent of the damage later. I looked to see how Zookeeper and Shadow were faring. Zookeeper and Andre were trading tremendous blows, although Zookeeper looked to be getting the better end of the deal. The guard I had not seen before was grappling with Shadow on the floor. His skin shimmered gold. The black guard stood nearby with his arms, both in flames, stretched out. Waiting to get a clear shot at Shadow, obviously. His head was still inflamed.
I pulled another water globe off my bandolier. I threw it hard at the black guard, aiming for his head. My aim was true. The globe hit his head forcefully, bursting open. The water extinguished the fire around his head with a hiss. I exerted my powers further, forcing the remaining water up his nose and throat. The guard spun away from Shadow, clawing at his face. It was impossible to pull water off, especially if it was under the control of an angry Hero. The guard fell to the floor. He would be unconscious soon.
While keeping the water around the guard’s head, I glanced around for Lobb, who had disappeared. No, there he was! He was on the other side of the room. A painting that had been on the wall was now on the floor at Lobb’s feet. The door of the safe behind it was open. Something was in Lobb’s hand. A second Chaos gun! He lifted it, pointing the Chaos Gun down at where Shadow and the guard grappled. Was he targeting Shadow because she was an unknown quantity to him? I did not know, and it did not matter. I also did not know where the gun I had dropped was. That did not matter either. I had brought a spare. It was in my hand before I even consciously realized it.
“Drop it Lobb!” I shouted as I raised the gun towards Lobb. 
Too late. Lobb fired. Whether accidentally or on purpose, Shadow rolled out of the way. The shimmering bullet Lobb fired passed through spot Shadow had been at an instant before. It passed through the office floor and disappeared from view. It was as if the floor had been merely air to the bullet. If Avatar was any lesson, the same would not be true of Shadow’s flesh.
Lobb shifted his aim, readying to fire again.
I fired four times.
Lobb’s body jerked like a puppet with its strings being tugged. The Chaos gun fell to the floor. Lobb followed, his body sinking into the carpet like a demon descending into Hell.
 



CHAPTER 30
Things were a mess for a while. Then they got better.
I had killed Lobb. Shadow, Zookeeper and I defeated his guards, though the fight largely went out of them once they realized their boss was dead. Zookeeper called the police. He and I remained in Lobb’s office and waited for them to arrive. Shadow left before they got there. All three of us agreed to that. Even though I was a fugitive, I was still a licensed Hero. The law permitted me a certain latitude, as it did Zookeeper. That was not the case with Shadow. Plus, she was an unregistered Meta who used her powers, which was very clearly against the law. Shadow also gave me the strong impression that she might have been wanted for certain serious crimes abroad. I would not have been surprised. The last thing Shadow needed was to be taken into police custody and processed. They might have never let her go. As for us, Zookeeper and I thought we could weather the inevitable shitstorm.
Zookeeper and I were taken into custody. I was charged with the murders of both Avatar and Lobb, plus what seemed like every other crime known to man. I cooled my heels in MetaHold for a couple of weeks until things got sorted out. I did not even mind too much. It gave me time for my wounds to heal. It gave me plenty of quiet time to mull some things over that had been bothering me. Also, I caught up on my sleep. I had not been getting too much ever since the Sentinels had hired me. It seemed like a very long time ago.
Things were eventually sorted out. In addition to the second Chaos gun Lobb had shot at Shadow with, the authorities found in Lobb’s safe the device Antaeus had used to drain off some of Chaos’ energy. They also found meticulous records indicating Lobb paid Antaeus to break into MetaHold and to bribe John Barrow. The records further showed Lobb was secretly up to his armpits in various crimes, corruption, and influence peddling. Plus, Kierra Singleton and Donna Marina corroborated the story I told the authorities. The authorities slowly but surely became convinced I had not killed Avatar. First Zookeeper was released from MetaHold. Then I was. Me shooting Lobb was determined to be both justifiable homicide and a killing in self-defense. All charges were dropped.
The true story of what had happened spread. When I was released from MetaHold, I realized I had gone from being a pariah in the eyes of the world to being a hero. I transformed from being the reviled killer of the world’s greatest Hero, to the man who had solved the murder of that same Hero. The people who had cursed my name before now sang my praises. There was even some talk of giving me the key to the city. When I publicly asked if the key was a skeleton key, the idea was quietly dropped. Even State’s Attorney Willard Flushing, his finger always raised to see which way the wind was blowing, held a press conference praising me and congratulating me on exposing Avatar’s true killer. I hoped he would choke on his words of praise. He did not. Sometimes there was just no justice in the world.
I did not let all the adulation go to my head. I had experienced firsthand how quickly the winds of public opinion shifted. Something that fickle could not be trusted. Today you’re a hero, tomorrow you’re a bum. Being thought a hero was certainly better than being thought a bum, however. It just went to show that the only thing people loved to watch more than a fall from grace was a redemption story.
There was just one loose end that needed to be tied up.
***
I sat in the armchair in the dark room. There was a light blanket in my lap. I felt like Grandma Moses. I wanted a drink, something with lots of alcohol in it. People could not always get exactly what they wanted. The world was a hard, unfair place.
The door in front of me opened. The light flicked on. I blinked at the sudden brightness. Donna Marina dumped her keys in the bowl by the door. She saw me and jumped. She clutched her throat for a second, then relaxed.
“Jesus, you scared me!” she said. “How did you get into my house?” She looked great. Her hair was pinned up, off of her neck. She was in a white blouse, an above-the-knee black skirt over bare legs, and black heels. She looked like a million bucks. Actually, she looked like considerable more than that. She no longer wore around her neck the ring Avatar had given her.
“I’d say the city provided me with a skeleton key, but they did not. Those welshers. I was forced to pick the lock.”
“Why? What are you doing here?”
“The three of us need to talk,” I said. Donna glanced around in confusion. No one else was in the room.
“The three of us? Who are you talking about?”
“Well, there’s you. And there’s me.” I leveled my gun at her. “And baby makes three.”
Donna’s eyes got big.
“What do you mean? Why are you pointing that thing at me?”
“Because it’s the first step of the Truman Lord Criminal Justice Program. Step one: point gun at murderer. Step two: take murderer to jail. Let’s execute step two right now. I was recently in MetaHold. I know the quickest way there.”
“What in the hell are you talking about?”
I sighed.
“Don’t play dumb with me. It doesn’t suit you. You might be the smartest person I’ve run across in quite some time. Things have worked out quite nicely for you. Avatar is dead, Lobb is dead, and you’re now the CEO and majority shareholder of UWant Enterprises. Plus, richer than Midas.”
“So? Richard did not have any children and no close family. He left his ownership interest in the company to me. He and I worked closely together. He knew I was the best person to run UWant if something happened to him. Me running UWant now is not a crime.”
“No, but killing Avatar is.”
“I didn’t kill Byron. Richard did. Or hired someone to. Everybody knows that.”
“Everybody but you and me. I first grew suspicious of you when you told me Avatar was the best lover you ever had. Unbeknownst to you, one of his Sentinel teammates had told me Avatar’s orgasms were so,” I struggled for the right word, “forceful that he could not have sex with a normal woman. An Avatar orgasm would literally kill her.
“And yet, here you stand, very much alive. I started thinking about how that might be. I started thinking about how maybe you and Avatar shared more than just a bed. Maybe you, like he, are a Metahuman. Maybe you, like he, are invulnerable. It would explain how you were able to have sex with him. It would also explain why Avatar was comfortable dating you and contemplating marrying you when he had always avoided romantic relationships in the past. Because he was such a visible Hero, he had been afraid of his loved ones being targeted by an enemy and getting hurt. Maybe he was willing to commit to you because you could not be hurt. Let’s test my hypothesis.” I dipped my gun quickly down, firing at her leg. The bullet hit her bare thigh right under her hemline. It ricocheted off of her. A vase on the other side of the room exploded. Donna’s thigh glowed faintly yellow for a moment where the bullet had struck her.
“Now that is what a scientist would call a successful experiment,” I said. My ears rang from the gun blast in the enclosed area. “My hypothesis has been verified.”
Donna had not even flinched when I fired at her. She knew I could not hurt her.
“Okay, I’m a Meta,” she said. “I did not tell you before because it is neither any of your business nor relevant to Avatar’s death. Being a Meta is not a crime.”
“Oh but it is a crime if you are not registered under the Hero Act. Which you are not. I checked with the Heroes’ Guild.” I waved my gun in slight dismissal, still holding it pointed in her direction. “But, there is a bigger crime at issue, namely you shooting Avatar. Once I started thinking about the fact there was more to you than met the eye, I started thinking more about how Avatar had been shot. Three times in the chest. Not in the back, not in the side, but in the chest. Avatar was super-fast with super-fast reflexes. If someone pointed a Chaos gun at him head on, he should have been able to move out of the way of the bullet. Hell, he was so fast he probably could have disarmed the shooter before he even pulled the trigger.”
I smiled, indicating a happiness I did not feel.
“But not if he was asleep when he was shot. Even Avatar needed to sleep. Who had access to a sleeping Avatar who also had access to a weapon that could kill him? Why you, his lover and fiancée, of course. You easily could have shot Avatar in the chest while he was asleep. You could have, and you did.” The look on Donna’s face was inscrutable.
“So here’s what I think happened. A lot of this is guesswork on my part, but I have a hunch I am right. I think Lobb knew all along you were a Meta. In fact, maybe he hired you with an eye towards eventually making a move against Avatar. Lobb was always thinking several steps ahead, as you know. He had you seduce Avatar for the purpose of getting close to him, knowing you were, thanks to your invulnerability, uniquely qualified to get close to Avatar. As long as Avatar had been alone, he must have been quite thirsty for companionship he did not have to worry about endangering. Companionship you could provide. You agree to kill Avatar for Lobb, but only if he agreed to make you his successor at UWant. He did so. I checked with the lawyers of his estate; the timeline for when they drew up the paperwork at Lobb’s request fits. Then you killed Avatar. Lobb planned on Avatar’s death being an unsolved mystery. As long as Avatar was dead, it suited his long-term plan to discredit Metahumans and Heroes.
“But then I came into the picture. I discovered Lobb was The Spider. I forced him to change his plans. He decided to pin Avatar’s death on me, probably calculating I would be killed as a result. He did not count on how tough I am to kill. Or, on my friends.” I thought of Shadow and her power of immunity from electronic detection. She was an X factor, a variable Lobb could not account for. Her involvement may well have saved my life. “I instead killed Lobb, and you became the head of UWant.” I had a sudden flash of insight. “Or, maybe you were the one who thought to pin Avatar’s murder on me. If I had died when the authorities tried to apprehend me, you would have eliminated someone who was getting to close to the truth. If I survived, I would take Lobb out of the picture by killing or arresting him. After all, you were the one who suggested I could find evidence implicating Lobb in his safe. You would then become the queen of UWant. If Lobb had lived and had merely gone to prison, if he accused you of being the one who killed Avatar, no one would believe him. He was the mysterious criminal mastermind Spider, after all.” The look on Donna’s face told me I had hit pay dirt. She was silent for a long while.
“You can’t prove any of this,” she finally said. There was a hint of smugness on her face.
“You’re right, I can’t. I can’t prove a damned thing. I won’t need to. You’re going to confess.”
“Confess?” She looked like I had gone mad. “Why would I confess? You admit you have no proof.”
“You’re going to confess because I’ll shoot you if you don’t.”
Donna glanced at the gun still in my hand. Disdain was on her face.
“With that? You can’t hurt me with that.”
“No, I won’t shoot you with this,” I said. I dropped the gun on the floor. I reached into the blanket on my lap and pulled out the concealed Chaos gun. I pointed it at her. “I’ll shoot you with this. If it could kill Avatar, it can kill you. No leg shot this time. I’ll be shooting to kill. You killed a Hero and a Hero then kills you. That adds up to justice in my book.” Two Chaos guns were in the custody of the police. This was a third Chaos gun that had been in Lobb’s open safe. I had given it to Shadow for safekeeping before the cops had arrived on the scene. I had an inkling then of Donna’s involvement. I had thought a third Chaos gun under my control could prove useful.
Donna looked frightened for the first time. She stared at the barrel of the Chaos gun.
“You’re not going to kill me.” Despite her words, she did not sound certain. Maybe how I felt about her, Lobb, and this whole sordid mess showed on my face. “You’re a Hero.”
I sighed. I was tired of this conversation, tired of Donna, and just plain tired.
“Don’t you bet your life on it sister. You have two choices: confess and go to prison, or get shot and hopefully killed. Three seconds to decide which it’ll be. One...” Donna was studying my eyes. “Two...” She must not have liked what she saw there. Before I could say three, she rushed me. She reached for my gun or my throat. I was unclear as to which.
I fired.
 



CHAPTER 31
“First of all, we want to apologize for any statements we might have made to the public which implied we believed you were guilty,” Seer said. “As we indicated to you when we first met, a Hero of Avatar’s stature being murdered without a suspect being named would lead to even more Heroes being killed. We had to think of the greater good.”
“Some of us did not agree with those statements being made,” Doppelgänger growled. I could almost feel him glaring at Seer despite the fact his face was completely covered by his mask. “Some of us were outvoted, though.” Ninja nodded in agreement.
“Doppelgänger, it was your staunch support that sustained me in my hour of need,” I said. Doppelgänger turned his glare to me. I knew how to win friends and influence people. I should have added that to my business cards.
I was sitting yet again in the Situation Room of the Sentinels’ mansion. The Sentinels had summoned me yet again. So, I had come, despite not really wanting to. I had worshipped the Sentinels for too long to turn down an invitation, despite all that had happened. As when I had first come here, all the surviving Sentinels were present.
“Second,” Seer said, proceeding as if no one else had spoken, “we want to congratulate you on successfully concluding this matter. Richard Lobb is dead, and Donna Marina, the woman who actually pulled the trigger and killed Avatar, is in the hospital recovering from her wounds. When she is well enough, she will be transferred to MetaHold pending trial. Though she apparently insists she never confessed, we are confident your testimony about her confession will be enough to convict her. We have already transferred money to your account to pay your bill in full. We even added a bonus. You will find it substantial.” Bully for me. I could buy all the alcohol I could drink, and then not drink it.
“Third, and most importantly, the Sentinels find ourselves short two members,” Seer said. “Though we tend to only invite Heroes to be members who are higher on the power scale than you, we have realized you have certain skills and contacts with the criminal underworld which we lack. We took a vote. It was unanimous. On behalf of all the Sentinels, I extend to you an invitation to join Earth’s greatest Heroes. Do you accept?”
Everyone—Seer, Doppelgänger, Ninja, Mechano, even Millennium—looked at me expectantly. This was a dream come true. I had loved the Sentinels since I was a child. They were part of the reason I became a Hero. How could I say no?
“No,” I said. I stood up. “I appreciate the offer. But I work alone.” I wished I had a mic handy so I could have dropped it. Instead I turned and walked out of the Situation Room. Kenton Pearce scurried behind me. The Sentinels were silent as I left. I would not work with a group of people who would so readily hang me out to dry. Plus, Donna had said Avatar believed one of the Sentinels had been getting payoffs from Lobb. Perhaps she had been lying about that. She had lied so much. But, why take a chance? With teammates like that, who needed enemies? Never meet your idols. They will disappoint you every time.
As I walked back through the mansion towards the exit, I thought about what I had said to the Sentinels about working alone. That was actually not true. I worked with people I liked, respected, and loved. People like Shadow, Zookeeper, Glenn Pearson, and Ginny. Especially Ginny.
Pearce stopped me right as I was about to walk out the front door. He seemed embarrassed.
“I just want to say, sir, that I fear the Sentinels have treated you most shabbily. If Master Avatar were here, he would not approve. He would, however, be proud of you. And, if you don’t mind me taking the liberty of saying so, so am I.” Pearce stuck out his hand. I hesitated for a beat. I took it. We shook.
“Thank you, Mr. Pearce. You saying that means more to me that any Sentinel membership,” I said sincerely. I wondered, though, if either Pearce or Avatar would be proud of me if they knew Donna Marina had never confessed to me. She had called my bluff. I had lied about her confessing to get her arrested. I would have to lie again and perjure myself when I testified against her during her trial. Thanks to my newfound celebrity, I was known as the man who avenged Avatar. When it came to my word against Donna’s, I was betting my word would hold greater sway with a judge and jury.
Also, I had shot and killed Lobb. Couldn’t I have stopped him from shooting Shadow with the Chaos gun by temporarily stopping the flow of blood to his hands, just as I had done with the SMART team that had tried to arrest me? Honestly, the thought had not even occurred to me at the time I faced Lobb. I had not set out to kill him. My gun had been in my hand, Lobb needed to be stopped, so I had used it to stop him. Maybe. Or, maybe I had subconsciously decided Lobb needed to be killed, so I killed him. I did not know. I was not a shrink. 
WWAD—What would Avatar do? Would he have killed Lobb? Would he have lied to put someone behind bars? Probably not. But, Donna knew she had shot Avatar and I knew she shot him. She belonged in prison, not at the head of one of the world’s richest companies. If I had to lie to put her there, I could live with that. I would have to. I would also have to live with the knowledge that, in the moment I pulled the trigger of the Chaos gun, I had not been shooting to stop Donna. I had been shooting to kill her.
I opened the door of the mansion and stepped outside. The sun shown in my eyes. I put my hat on. My fedora again. It matched my suit. One did not dress just any old way when one visited the Sentinels’ mansion. Regardless of how I felt about some of the current members, what the Sentinels represented—what Avatar represented—deserved respect.
I walked with purpose across the front lawn. I was going to get into my car and drive right this bloody instant to Zenith Fitness to see Ginny. I was going to tell her I loved her.
Life was too short to leave things unsaid.
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EXCERPT FROM CAPED
I never wanted to be a superhero. I admired them, sure. I followed their adventures, absolutely. But be one? No thanks. Superheroes got punched, tortured, shot at, cut up, plotted against, and had buildings and other insanely heavy things dropped on them. And that was if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, you were killed like Avatar was. If it could happen to Avatar, the world’s greatest and most powerful Metahuman and licensed Hero, it could happen to anyone. I had no interest in being one of those anyones. If it was up to me, I would have stayed a nobody and a no one. Being a nobody was no fun and God knew it would not get you laid, but at least it gave you the chance to die at home in bed instead of at the hands of some bloodthirsty supervillain. Being a licensed Hero was super dangerous, not to mention super scary. Uh, no pun intended, I guess.
So no, I never wanted to be a superhero. But, like Dad always said, you had to play the cards you were dealt. I found out what kind of cards fate had in store for me the day I got into a fight in the men’s bathroom at my college.
If I had known about all the crazy and deadly stuff that encounter would lead to, I never would have gone to the bathroom that day. I would have just held it. Or, peed my pants. Gross and unsanitary, maybe. Safer though.
***
I washed my hands after using the urinal. I was in the bathroom of the Student Activities Center at my school, the University of South Carolina at Aiken. My hands still were hot, as if they were being held too close to a fire. I held them under the faucet’s stream of cold water for a while. The water felt great, but did not solve the problem. My hands still felt hot.
I was starting to get worried. Maybe I needed to go to the doctor, or at least to USCA’s health clinic. Though I had been inside of air-conditioned classrooms most of today, I had spent a lot of time earlier this week working outside on my dad’s farm. Maybe what I was experiencing was heat stroke. It was very hot outside. It was August in South Carolina, after all. It was supposed to be hot out. I had never heard of heat stroke affecting just one part of your body, though. Nor had I ever heard of it setting in long after someone had gotten out of the heat.
My hands had felt weird the past several days. The feeling had started as a tingle, as if my hands had fallen asleep and circulation was being restored to them. A couple of days later the tingling had become pins and needles. The pins and needles had then transformed into a dull ache, like the ache of underused muscles that had been worked out hard at the gym. Now my hands were hot, like they were in an oven set on low. They were not in pain, but if whatever was going on with them got worse, I could see them getting painful. They had been distracting me in class all day, like an annoying itch you could not quite reach to scratch.
I pulled my hands from under the stream of cold water. I examined them carefully. Other than them being wet, they looked perfectly normal, like they always did. I held them up to my cheeks, like I was checking for a fever. They did not feel hot against my cheeks. Maybe the heat was entirely in my head. Maybe what I needed was a shrink, not a doctor. I grimacing in distaste at the idea of going to a shrink again. I had been to one when my mother had died from brain cancer five years ago. My school counselor had recommended to Dad that I go, so go I did despite the fact I didn’t want to. Even at the age of twelve, going to that shrink to talk about my feelings had seemed like a huge waste of time. My mother was dead, and no amount of talking was going to change that fact. When that knuckleheaded shrink had suggested I was secretly glad Mom was dead because I was tired of dealing with her lingering illness, I had gotten up and taken a swing at that know-nothing dummy. Dad had been mad at me until I had told him what the shrink had suggested. Dad never made me go back. I had thought at the time he kind of wanted to take a swing at the shrink too.
I grimaced yet again when I looked up to see myself in the mirror. I did not think I was ugly, so that was not the reason for the grimace. Brown hair, brown eyes, average height, average-looking face. If you did a Google search for “average white guy,” I would not be the top result—I was too much of a nobody to turn up in an Internet search—but I felt like the poster boy for “nothing special.” I had grimaced at myself because I was struck again by how skinny I was. Though it seemed like my stomach was a bottomless pit, I never could gain weight. Whenever I said that to a girl, she always said she wished she was like me. Not being able to put on weight might be awesome if you were a girl, but it sucked when you were a seventeen-year-old college freshman who was trying to attract girls. Girls went for big dudes who were athletic, dressed well, drove nice cars, and were into sports, not a skinny farmer’s son who read all the time, wore clothes from Walmart, drove a hand-me-down powder blue Chevy Cavalier the inside of which leaked like a colander when it rained hard, and who knew more about actual falcons than he did about the Atlanta Falcons. It was probably why I was a virgin. I desperately did not want to be. I had never heard of someone dying from lack of sex, but it often felt like I would be the first to pull it off. What a way to make it into the history books. If my name were Mary instead of Theodore Conley, at least then I could put “The Virgin Mary” on my tombstone. On second thought, I would be a boy named Mary. I doubted that would help my virginity problem.
My hot hands forgotten for the moment, I rolled up the right sleeve of my Avatar tee shirt a bit and flexed. My bicep barely moved. Ugh. I really needed to go to the gym more. The problem was, every time I went, I felt like a weak baby in comparison to the meatheads who seemed to live there. It was demoralizing. I was only seventeen, though. I prayed I was not finished growing yet. Thanks to my bookworm tendencies, I had graduated high school early and was a year or two younger than most of my classmates here at USCA. I had always been scrawny compared to other guys my age, and being around older guys here at college made the size difference worse. Maybe I would have another growth spurt and catch up to my larger classmates. And, maybe pigs would sprout wings and start calling themselves pigeons. I was not optimistic about either prospect occurring.
The bathroom door swung open. Startled, I jumped a little. I pretended like I was scratching my arm instead of feeling myself up. Too many of my fellow students thought I was a weirdo as it was.
John Shockey slowly entered. His left foot dragged a little on the floor as he came in. He was blonde, and shorter than I with a slightly hunched back and severely bowed legs. His right hand was twisted around at a weird angle, and the fingers on that hand pointed out in several different directions. He had a big overbite, so much so his mouth was never completely closed. His upper front teeth, yellow and angled like collapsing tombstones, were exposed a little. He always looked like he was grimacing, even when he was not.
“Hey Theo,” John said to me. His voice was slow and nasal. It sounded like he was mentally challenged. I knew he was not. I had a couple of classes with him and had been in study groups with him. Whatever was wrong with him physically did not affect him mentally. Because of his appearance, most people treated John like he had leprosy or something. Not me. I knew what it was like to be different than the people around you. I made it a point to be nice to him. John and I weren’t exactly friends, but we were friendly. I figured that those of us who lived on the Island of Misfit Toys had to stick together.
“Hey John.” I glanced down at his shirt. It was identical to mine, grey with a big stylized red A on the front—the colors of Avatar’s costume and the A that he had on his chest. I grinned. “Nice shirt,” I said.
John’s mouth widened into what was supposed to be a smile. It looked more like he was in pain. “Thanks. You too,” he said in his slow, slightly slurred voice. “Shame what happened to him. I still can’t believe it.”
I nodded my head in agreement. “I know, right? The world’s greatest Hero, shot and killed. I never thought the day would come Avatar would be killed, and certainly not killed by a bullet. I always heard he was invulnerable.” Avatar had been murdered a couple of months ago. The world still mourned for him. I had seen more Avatar shirts in the past two months than I had seen before in my whole life. I thought of most of those shirt-wearers as Johnny-come-latelies. I had been a fan of Heroes like Avatar and Amazing Man and of licensed superheroes in general for as long as I could remember. They were everything I was not—beloved, strong, confident, and fearless.
“I met him once,” John said. “He shook my hand. Greatest moment of my life.” He shook his head at the thought, though it looked like more of a muscle spasm than anything else. John shuffled slowly off. He went to stand in front of one of the urinals.
My hands were still hot. I turned on the cold water again and put my hands under the stream. Though running water over my hands had not made the burning feeling go away, it did make me feel a little better.
The bathroom door opened again. Three guys walked in, laughing and talking loudly. I glanced at them. I immediately looked away. I willed myself to be invisible. I wondered if this was how a deer who had spotted three approaching lions felt. Guys like me were the natural prey of the guys who had come in. They were Donovan Byrd, Marcus Leverette, and a guy I only knew as Bubba. They were upperclassmen, star football players, very popular, strong as bulls, and not shy about reminding you of all of the above. They hung out together all the time; you rarely saw one without the other two. They called themselves the Three Horsemen. The Three Jackasses was more like it. I knew better than to say that aloud. I did not have a death wish. If you were a pretty girl, the Three Horsemen tried to sleep with you; if you were an ugly girl they made fun of you; and if you were a guy who was not an athlete like them, they pushed you around. They were bullies. I did not like them. The fact I did not like them did not mean I was dismissive of them. I respected them the way a mouse must respect a snake.
The Three Horsemen ignored me like a king ignores a peasant. They strode past me and the sinks to the urinals behind me. I sighed slightly in relief. Though my hands still hurt, I pulled them out of the water and shut the faucet off. This was no longer a good place to linger. The Three Horsemen might suddenly decide my mere presence somehow offended them. I got the sudden mental image of them pounding me into the floor of the bathroom like I was a nail. I suppressed a shudder at the thought. I hastily pulled out paper towels from the dispenser and started to dry my hands.
From the mirror in front of me, I could see that Marcus and Bubba went to stand in front of two empty urinals. Donovan stood in front of John’s back. Donovan was a tall, good-looking, light-skinned black guy with a shaved head. He was the football team’s star running back. He did not walk so much as he flowed, like a big cat. Bubba and Marcus were defensive linemen. Bubba was white, Marcus was black. Bubba had a head like a doorknob, a brain that was probably the size of a walnut, and a body like a side of beef. Marcus was equally imposing, though his head was more proportionate to the rest of his body than Bubba’s was. They were a bit shorter than Donovan, but much bulkier. 
“Move out of the way, gimp,” Donovan said to John. “I gotta take a piss.” There was a fourth empty urinal he could have used, not to mention three empty stalls. Donovan was being an ass again. Big shock.
John looked over his shoulder at John. “I-I-I’m not finished,” he said, stuttering a bit. He was obviously intimidated by Donovan and his friends. I was too. “That one is open,” John said, nodding his head to the available urinal next to him. John was being bolder than I would have been.
“I don’t wanna use that one, retard,” Donovan said. “The one you’re at is my favorite.” He unzipped his pants. “Now move out of the way before I piss all over you.” Bubba and Marcus laughed.
I hated bullies. I myself had been bullied more times than I wanted to remember, so I knew how it felt. And, John was not even able-bodied, making picking on him even more despicable. I wanted to say something. You keep your big mouth shut, my mind said firmly. Who do you think you are, Avatar? The fact you’re wearing a Hero’s tee shirt doesn’t make you one. Mind your own business, pick up your bookbag, and leave.
“Why don’t you leave him alone, Donovan?” my mouth said before my brain could stop it. “Why do you always have to be such an ass?” My brain and my mouth needed to have a serious talk later about getting on the same page. Assuming there was a later.
As I watched through the mirror, Donovan turned to me. He looked stunned.
“What did you just say to me?” Donovan demanded.
I turned to face him. I had already put my big fat foot in my mouth. Might as well try to swallow the whole leg.
“I said leave him alone. He’s not bothering you.” I said it more firmly than I felt. Inside, I was quaking. At least I had the good sense to not call Donovan an ass again. What in the world had come over me? Maybe my hands were hot because I had a fever and was delirious.
Donovan strode over to me. He loomed over me like a mountain. He was trying to intimidate me. He was succeeding. “Why don’t you mind your own business?” he said. “Or maybe the retard is your business. Maybe he’s your boyfriend. I see you are wearing the same stupid shirt he is. You two are the retard twins. Is your retard twin also your boyfriend, faggot?”
“No,” I said. Words flashed through my mind. I knew it was stupid to voice them. But, in for a penny, in for a pound. “Just because you walk around with your boyfriends all the time, that doesn’t mean everyone else does. How does your threesome work, anyway? Are you always the bottom, or do you guys alternate? Maybe you draw straws. Does the short straw get the,” I paused, moving my index finger back and forth suggestively, “long straw?” It felt good to talk back to a bully for once.
That good feeling only lasted an instant. Donovan grabbed me by the front of my shirt. With a single arm, he pulled me up, almost off my feet. My tiptoes dangled on the linoleum. Donovan leaned down and put his face right into mine.
“I don’t know who the fuck you think you’re talking to,” he snarled. His breath was hot against my face. “I’m going to punch your loser faggot ass into next month.” His free arm reared back. I pulled at his arm holding me up. It was like trying to uproot a tree. I turned my head away in fear. I was about to get my stupid head knocked off my stupid body. I did not want to watch the blow land. Feeling it land would be bad enough.
Suddenly Bubba and Marcus were standing on either side of me.
“Don’t hit him,” Bubba said, grabbing Donovan’s arm. I could have kissed him. “The coach said the next time you got into a fight, he’d have to bench you. We’ve got some big games coming up. We need you on the field.”
From behind the Three Horsemen, I saw John creeping up. Though I did not know how much help he would be, it was good to see I was not in this pickle alone. John continued right past where the Three Horsemen were clustered around me. Moving as quickly as his legs would let him, he opened the door. John fled the bathroom without so much as a backwards glance at me.
Huh. I guess what they said was true—no good deed went unpunished. So much for the idea of all for one and one for all. Maybe that was only true in books.
Nobody other than me seemed to notice John was gone. The Three Horsemen were too focused on me. Lucky me. 
“You’re right Bubba,” Donovan said after a long hesitation during which I anxiously visualized my head being knocked off my body like a golf ball driven off a tee. Donovan lowered his clenched fist reluctantly. He still held me up by my shirt. “I’m not going to risk getting benched over this loser. Can’t let him get away with talking to me like that, though. Tell you what, faggot,” he said to me, “since you’re so concerned about where I pee at, how about I pee on you?”
“No thanks. I’ve been peed on twice today already. I’ve had my fill.” I was trying to joke my way out of this. No one laughed.
“Hold him down,” Donovan said to Bubba and Marcus. Oh my God, he was serious! I started to kick and struggle. It was already too late. Bubba had me by my legs; Marcus had me by my arms. Donovan let go of my shirt. Grinning like kids on Christmas Day, Bubba and Marcus separated until I stretched out lengthwise between the two of them. Looking up at the tiled bathroom ceiling, I twisted and bucked, trying to free myself. If the viselike grips of the two loosened even slightly, it was not enough to notice. They put me down on the cold floor. Already much taller than I, Donovan now stood over me like a giant. I continued to struggle, succeeding only in banging the back of my head against the hard floor. I saw stars.
“Get me go!” I shouted.
Donovan reached into the fly of his pants. “As soon as my bladder is empty, we’ll let you go,” he said. He laughed a short sadistic bark that made me want to punch his lights out. He aimed. A stream of wetness hit my face. I turned my face away from it.
“Let me go, let me go, let me go!” I screamed over and over. I tasted urine in my mouth. Some of it got into my eyes. I tried to blink it away. I snorted as some of the urine went up my nose. I bucked violently, still trying to free myself. Marcus and Bubba held me down as easily as holding down a child. I felt a combination of anger, impotence, and humiliation. Especially humiliation. I started to cry tears of frustration. Crying made me feel even worse about myself. I was nothing but a big baby who could not even defend himself. And, like a wet baby, I stank of urine. What if Mom was looking down at me and saw me like this? I was filled with shame at the thought.
The sounds of the Three Horsemen’s laughter and the splashing of liquid against my face and neck filled my ears. I bucked even harder in Bubba’s and Marcus’ grasp. My heart pounded, harder and harder, until it seemed it would explode right out of my chest. My hands now felt even hotter than before, as if they had been thrust into the hot coals of a fireplace.
I had the sudden mental image of being strong enough to pull Bubba and Marcus off of me and flinging them against the wall. Donovan I would shove backwards into the stall behind us, stuffing him into the toilet. I saw it clearly in my mind’s eye like I was looking at a vivid photograph.
“GET OFF OF ME!” I shouted yet again. The words felt like they came from the depths of my soul. The burning sensation of my hands, already intense, moved up to a whole new level of pain, as if they had been left in the hot coals long enough to catch fire themselves.
Suddenly, all hell broke loose. Both Bubba’s and Marcus’ hands were pulled off of me. They both launched into the air, as if they had been picked up by an invisible giant and thrown. They cried out in surprise and confusion. They sailed through the air. They slammed into opposite walls of the bathroom with a loud crash. Bubba bounced off the wall a bit, landing face-first on the tile floor. The tile cracked where Bubba’s face slammed into it. He did not move. As for Marcus, he slid like a wet towel down the wall he had been thrown into. He slid until he landed hard on his butt, with his legs splayed out in front of him. His head lolled a little from side to side.
Donovan was not immune from whatever was happening. He flew back into the partially closed door of the stall behind him like he was a cannonball shot out of a cannon. The stall door flew all the way open, crashing into the stall wall. The crash sounded like a shotgun blast. Donovan landed butt-first in the open toilet. He went down deep into the bowl, like a dunked basketball. His legs dangled from the toilet, with his feet barely touching the floor.
There was dead silence for a moment, as if the entire world was stunned by what had just happened. The silence was then broken by the sound of the automatic toilet flushing. Water sprayed up, hitting Donovan in the face. I might have laughed at the sudden turnabout had I not been so astonished.
I sat up. I turned my head repeatedly from side to side like a crazy person, frantically looking to see who had done whatever had just happened. I saw no one. Other than the groans of Marcus and Donovan, I heard no one. The Three Horsemen and I were still alone in the bathroom.
I lifted my hands up. They still felt like they were on fire. They also looked different than they normally did. As I looked at them, twisting them from side to side, waves of energy radiated from them, like waves of heat coming off a hot highway. I tore my eyes off of them and looked down at my wet Avatar tee shirt.
I could scarcely believe it, though it was as obvious as the big A that was on my chest and the stench of urine that filled my nostrils.
I had superpowers. Like Avatar, I was a Metahuman.
Holy crap!
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