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CHAPTER 1
Clara Barton was not a supervillain, but she might as well have been. Dozens of people were about to die because of her powers. Hundreds more would be injured. Supervillain or scared thirteen-year-old girl: the label that properly applied to Clara little mattered. The people she killed would be just as dead either way.
Clara’s face was placid, almost wooden, as she rode down the escalator from Connecticut Avenue to the Dupont Circle Metro subway station in Washington, D.C. Clara’s mind was anything but placid, though. She was like a serene-looking lake: the surface was calm, but the water under the surface was anything but. Under the surface, predator vied with prey in the age-old struggle that was the survival of the fittest. Clara’s mind struggled against the external mind that controlled her actions. But, like a fish struggling against an alligator, Clara did not stand a chance.
There were two entrances to the Dupont Circle subway station. One was to the north of the traffic circle from which the Metro station took its name; the other was to the south of the traffic circle. Clara was riding down the escalator at the north entrance. The escalator, at almost two hundred feet long, was the sixth longest in the Metro’s ninety-one station system. When the escalator worked—and it often did not, to the eternal frustration of commuters—it moved at the pace of ninety feet per minute. So, it took about two minutes for Clara to make the trip to the bottom of the escalator standing with her fellow commuters on the right side of the escalator. For those two minutes, Clara’s mind fought and shrieked and wailed with anger, fear, dread, and frustration though her face stayed as still and as blank as a mannequin’s. 
It was a little after 6:30 p.m. on a Wednesday, and therefore the middle of rush hour. Those commuters who were not content with moving at ninety feet per minute by standing on the right with Clara hastened the pace of their descent down the escalator by rushing down the left side of it. They were very important people, or at least they thought they were. The Dupont Circle neighborhood was about a mile from the White House, and was the home to numerous think tanks, high-end shops and restaurants, white-shoe law firms, and several countries’ embassies. The men and women who rushed by Clara had empires in their brains, and traveling at ninety feet per minute was not nearly fast enough for them. They had important places to be, important people to see, and important things to do. Many of the walkers and the standers thought the world revolved around them. Soon the world would find out just how easily it could get along without them.
Clara stepped off the escalator at the bottom. She walked towards the row of fare gates and stood in one of the rapidly moving lines for them. There were cameras mounted high on the cylindrical walls of the subway station which fed video to a central location. Human eyes scanned the television monitors there for any hint of criminal activity, both terrorists and more commonplace criminals like muggers and pickpockets. In addition to that, facial recognition software fed the faces of the people milling in the subway station through computer algorithms that would alert security forces if they detected a known threat. Clara was a teenager who had done nothing wrong before. Her face was in no government database. She tripped no alarms and raised no concern.
Both uniformed D.C. cops and agents from the U.S. Department of Homeland Security were positioned at the gates and throughout the station. Their presence was normally not quite so obvious, but there had been a higher than usual amount of terrorist threats lately. There were also some undercover officers sprinkled throughout the rush hour crowd. The eyes of all of the government agents constantly scanned the crowd, alert for any threat, whether that threat took the form of a potential terrorist or simply an industrious thief taking advantage of the throng of people. The agents were on the alert for people who did not look like simple law-abiding commuters. So, their eyes were peeled for people who looked nervous, for people whose body language was not quite right, for people who were dressed unusually, and for people who might be carrying or concealing an incendiary device. And, though their superiors would have denied it publicly and would have insisted their crime-fighting efforts were free of racial, sexual, class, and age bias, the agents paid special attention to brown and black-skinned men under the age of forty who appeared less than prosperous. They knew from both personal experience and statistics what political correctness would not permit them to admit: the vast majority of crimes and terrorist attacks in the area were perpetrated by young, poor, minority men. 
Thought Clara was young, she was a white female. She only wore jeans, a long-sleeved pink tee shirt, and tennis shoes. The clothes clung to her thin developing body. There was no place she could conceal a weapon or a bomb. Though she did not have on a coat and was therefore dressed somewhat inappropriately for the cold winter weather outside, she was not the first teenaged girl in history to dress inappropriately. Other than her age, in no way did Clara fit the profile of the type of person the government agents were on the alert for. As a result, the eyes of several of them glided over her without paying her any special attention.
Once Clara got to the front of the line of one of the ticket-taking gates of the subway, she pulled a fare card out of her front pocket and slid it into the machine. With a slight whirring sound, the mechanical gate opened, and Clara stepped through. She walked right past two uniformed D.C. Metropolitan police officers, one black, one white, but both having that air of confidence and authority about them which cops so often had. Clara’s face was expressionless as she walked past the two men. Deep in the recesses of her mind, though, she shrieked at them for help. There were Metahumans who could read minds. But, unfortunately for Clara and the other people who were in the subway station that day, neither of the officers was one of them. They were just normal humans doing their job, powerless to stop what was about to happen.
Surrounded by a throng of commuters, Clara walked straight ahead to another escalator going down. This one was much shorter than the first she had ridden. Within seconds Clara got to the bottom of it. She dismounted, and walked straight ahead on the subway platform. Dupont Circle was one of the busiest subway stations in the D.C. system, with over twenty thousand passengers boarding the subway through the station per day. There were hundreds of people lined up on Clara’s side of the platform waiting for the train that headed north towards Montgomery County, Maryland. Hundreds more were on the other side of the empty tracks awaiting the southbound train that went deeper into Washington. The ceiling above was a huge arch, looking a bit like a curved waffle made out of gray concrete.
Clara was shorter and smaller than most of the other commuters. So, though the platform was crowded with people, she was able to weave her way through them with little difficulty, squeezing through holes in the sea of humanity a fully grown adult would have had a hard time getting through. A few times she stepped on people’s feet or brushed up against them, eliciting glares and cries of protest. Clara ignored them as if they did not exist. Her face was calm and still as she continued her implacable march through the throng of people.
Once she got to the middle of the platform, she stopped. Though her mind reeled and struggled, her body was still as she waited, apparently patiently, for the next train to come.
The commuters saw the next train before they heard it. Far down in the dark tunnel, the darkness became lighter and lighter as the southbound train approached, powerful headlights lighting the way before it. Then, the people waiting heard the tooting of the train’s horns. Seconds later, the sights and sounds of the northbound train also became evident. The people waiting on both sides of the platform shifted in place, happy their train had arrived. It being rush hour during the workweek, new trains came and went constantly so the people who were waiting had not been doing so for long. But, the people of D.C. were not known for their patience. Most of the commuters were full of self-importance, and, in their own minds at least, had empires to run and a world to conquer. Little did they suspect they would not be conquering any worlds that day. In fact, for many of them, the world would be ending.
The southbound train pulled up to the platform, slowed, and stopped. Each of the six cars of the train had a seating capacity of sixty-eight people, and a standing capacity of an additional eighty-seven. Seconds later the northbound train of the same length as the other one pulled up next to the first train. Both trains were packed with people like sardines. It was standing room only inside. As some of the people who had been lucky enough to grab seats got up and fought their way through the press of passengers to the closest train doors, they were immediately replaced by people eager to get off of their feet.
Outside the trains, the waiting people surged forward towards the trains’ many doors despite the computer voice that admonished them to stand aside to let departing passengers off. Only Clara remained completely still as the people around her jockeyed for position. Her mind was not still, though. It continued to both cry and cry out loudly in her head, but silently elsewhere. It willed her body to run, to get away from everyone as fast as her skinny legs would carry her. It was all in vain.
“Doors opening,” the computerized voice of the subway trains spoke as the doors to both trains opened. People surged out of the trains; others surged in. Clara remained rock still. She was surrounded by a crush of people squirming and writhing shoulder to shoulder. All told, there were over two thousand people in the trains and on the platforms.
“Now!” a voice in Clara’s head said right as most of the people getting off the trains had exited them. It was a man’s voice. It was cold, implacable, and not to be denied no matter how hard Clara tried.
Clara exploded with a deafening boom.
The people closest to Clara were immediately incinerated, their bodies, hopes and dreams converted by the force of the explosion to vapor and ash. A bit further away from Clara, people’s bodies were torn asunder, killing them more messily but just as thoroughly as the ones who had been vaporized. The people even further along the blast radius fared a bit better, at least in some cases. With some of them, eardrums were burst, bones were broken, and burns were suffered. Some people were merely knocked back, crashing into the people behind them like bowling balls hurled at bowling pins. Others were thrown into the concrete walls of the subway and into the metal structure of the northbound train. A few were thrown with such force they smashed through the windows of the train. Their blood and viscera splattered the densely packed passengers of that train car.
For a second or two after the explosion, there was a hushed silence, like the silence that falls immediately after a thunderclap. Then, as if a switch was flipped, the hellfire of Clara’s explosion was followed by all hell breaking loose. People shrieked in fear, panic, and in some cases, injury and grief. The people who were there with friends and loved ones clutched at them. Some only had severed limbs and entrails to clutch at. And, mostly everyone ran. Or, at least they tried to. Many were trampled and a few were killed in the sudden mad scramble by everyone to be somewhere, anywhere, than in that subway station.
But, that was not all. Despite the numerous people killed and injured by the blast, most of the force of Clara’s explosion had actually been directed upwards, towards the concrete and metal superstructure of the arched subway tunnel. With an ominous groaning of rending metal and cracking concrete, a fissure appeared in the roof of the arched tunnel. The people down below were too occupied with death, destruction, and the mindless drive to escape to notice it. But, seconds later they did notice it.
Thousands of pounds of concrete and metal and soil fell from the ceiling. Part of it landed on top of the still packed northbound train. The rest landed on the milling crush of people on the platform. Many died instantly. Many others suffered injuries they would later die from. Others were merely injured, but the pain from those injuries made some of those people wish they were dead.
Part of the subway roof caving in made the people struggling toward the exits redouble their efforts, which in turn led to even more people being trampled. The shrieks, wails, moans, and yells increased in intensity. The scene, which had already been like Dante’s eighth circle of hell, had descended to the ninth circle.
Part of the ceiling collapsing had left a jagged hole in the ceiling, exposing the subway tunnel to the winter night above. Fortunately, the part that had collapsed was under a sidewalk and the side of the adjoining street rather than the middle of the busy street itself. If the middle of the street had collapsed and fallen into the subway station below, it would have been an even bigger disaster than it already was.
On the sidewalk near the newly opened hole, atoms formed into molecules; molecules formed into chains of chemicals; chemicals formed into bone and muscle and sinew and organs and clothes. In less time that it takes to talk about it, Clara reappeared on the sidewalk by the gaping opening into the hellhole she had created. She looked down onto the pandemonium, giving the mind that controlled hers a long look at the chaos. She was none the worse for wear for the havoc her powers had caused. She appeared exactly as she did when she rode the escalator down into the subway tunnel minutes before. Her face was still blank. Her tortured mind was anything but blank.
Clara turned and walked north. She threaded her way through the crowd of onlookers that was starting to form around the gaping hole in the ground. No one paid her the slightest bit of attention. The unfolding drama going on below was far more interesting. People had their phones out. Some were calling 911. Others were recording the scene. A handful—the empathy-challenged—were taking selfies. One intrepid soul got right up to the edge of the hole and held his cell phone down, filming the events below. When the edge crumbled beneath him and he tumbled into the hole, perhaps it was his receding scream that dissuaded others from taking his place.
In the distance was the approaching wail of sirens. Clara did not increase the pace at which she walked down the street. She calmly but woodenly walked up several blocks. She approached a late model black Mercedes SUV that was parked on the side of Connecticut Avenue. The vehicle started at her approach. Clara opened the driver’s side passenger door and climbed into the leather seat within. She closed the door behind her, shutting out the cold winter night. But, the door closing did not shut out the screams of the people from the subway that still reverberated in her head.
In addition to the big, brutish-looking man behind the wheel, the car contained another man who sat in the back passenger seat. The driver was in his twenties, but the man in the back was older, perhaps in his late forties. He was white, and had thick black hair that was greying a bit at the temples. He had on an expensive pearl-grey suit, a white monogrammed shirt with French cuffs, pearl cuff links, a black silk tie, and a pearl tie tack that matched the cuff links. He wore black dress socks and black Italian leather shoes that gleamed with polish. He looked like a prosperous businessman, or perhaps a successful lawyer who was a bit flashier than the standard issue white-shoe lawyer. He was anything but those things.
The man in the back smiled at Clara like an uncle smiling at a favorite niece.
“Well done, my dear,” he said to her in his rich voice. He patted Clara on the knee. His voice was the same voice that had directed Clara and commanded her to explode. It lacked any kind of regional accent, which was really its own kind of accent. He sounded like a television newsman, as if he should have been broadcasting about news of death and destruction rather than causing it.
Clara did not know the man’s real name. She only knew he went by the alias the Pied Piper. Clara thought the name was lame, but what the man could do was anything but lame.
If Clara had been in charge of her body, her skin would have crawled at the man’s touch. For that matter, if Clara were in charge of her body, she would have exploded again, blowing the car to smithereens and killing the two men inside. She had never deliberately killed before, but causing the death and injury of hundreds that night was more than she could take.
But, Clara was not in charge. So, she merely looked back at the man with the same wooden expression on her face.
“Take us home, Bonebreaker,” the Pied Piper said to the driver.
Bonebreaker nodded, flicked on his lights, and pulled away from the curb. Bonebreaker drove north, towards Astor City, Maryland. Astor City was two hours away. Clara knew Bonebreaker was the Pied Piper’s driver and bodyguard. Clara also knew that Bonebreaker, like everyone who was a part of the Pied Piper’s organization, was a Metahuman. She had previously seen Bonebreaker crumple a steel beam like it was aluminum foil. Normally Bonebreaker wore his costume when out in the field, but his dark blue outfit and mask might draw unwanted attention if someone—especially a cop—happened to glance his way on the road. 
The occupants of the vehicle were quiet on the ride back to Astor City. Clara’s mind was anything but quiet, though. Her interior sobbing and wailing mirrored that of the people still in the subway. Their wails of terror and grief still rang in her ears.
They were sounds she would never forget.
 



CHAPTER 2
“She’s a goddamned filthy supervillain,” John Barton said. “She had better not darken the door of this house again.”
“She’s our daughter,” Meghan Barton protested. She wrung her bony hands anxiously. “You shouldn’t talk about her like that. And, you know better than to take the Lord’s name in vain.”
Mr. Barton turned a bit on the sofa and thrust his face into his wife’s.
“This is my goddamned house, and I’ll say what I goddamned please in my own goddamned house,” he snarled at her. Mr. Barton cursed with the relish and air of being naughty of a little kid who had just learned a bad word.
I had not been talking to the Bartons for long, but I had already developed an enthusiastic distaste for Mr. Barton. I did not like how he spoke to his wife, how he talked about his daughter, or how he talked about us Metahumans. He talked about us like we had been spawned by the Devil himself. According to the Bartons’ religious beliefs, perhaps we had been. But, I did not feel like Devil-spawn. My business card definitely did not read “Truman Lord, Private Detective, Superhero, and Devil-Spawn. Special rates reserved for Satanists.”
I was tempted to tell Mr. Barton I was not Devil-spawn via a right cross to his jaw. But, if I went around punching potential clients, pretty soon I would not have any potential clients. Then, I’d have to shutter my private detective business and find another way to earn eating and ammunition money. Perhaps I could go door to door solving crimes and battling supervillains. Then my business card could read, “Truman Lord: Have gun and superpowers, will travel.”
We were sitting in the Bartons’ home. The Bartons were on their couch in the living room. I was seated across from them in a wooden rocking chair. The house was located in a lower middle-class suburb on the outskirts of Astor City. The house was about a thirty minute drive from my downtown office. From what I had seen of it, the small home was comfortably if somewhat inexpensively furnished, like someone had decorated it on a strict budget. The furnishings had seen better days. Since I was seated across from a Metahuman hater, so had I.
Mrs. Barton had called me days before and asked me to come to their house to talk about their missing thirteen-year-old daughter Clara. At the time Mrs. Barton had called me, Clara had been missing almost two weeks. In the time between us making the appointment and me showing up at the Barton home days later, the explosion in the subway in Washington, D.C. had occurred. Once I arrived at the Bartons’ home, it was clear Mrs. Barton had made the appointment with me without telling her husband. From the way he talked about Clara, it sounded like he would be perfectly happy for Clara to stay missing.
Mr. Barton worked as a foreman in a local factory. He had a big frame with a lot of flesh on it. Some of that flesh was muscle, but much of it was not. He looked like a former high school football player who might have had some glory days on the gridiron once upon a time. Those days were long gone, though. His skin was pale white. He had blotches of red on his face, like a far less jolly Santa Claus. His brown hair was crew cut, exposing the back of his neck. Excess neck flesh rested on the collar of his shirt, making his big head look bulbous, like a circumcised penis. His thick forearms were covered with wiry dark hair. Though he lived in a lower middle-class neighborhood, his voice betrayed his lower class origins. It still had the slight sound of the gutter in it.  
“You’ve seen the same news footage I have,” he was saying to his wife. “That was Clara on the surveillance cameras. And, it was Clara that blew up, killing and injuring all those people.”
“You don’t know that for sure,” Mrs. Barton insisted weakly. It did not sound like even she believed what she was saying. “Not even the government knows what caused the explosion. They can’t find evidence of a bomb.”
“They can’t find evidence of a bomb because there was no bomb. Clara did this. You know it just as well as I do. You just don’t want to admit it,” Mr. Barton said. He shook his head. “She’s no good, I tell you. None of those Metahuman filth are. I can’t take dealing with her anymore. This is the last straw. As far as I’m concerned, that little bitch is no daughter of mine.”
Mrs. Barton continued to wring her hands. Her eyes were red. It looked like she was about to cry and, if she had, that it would not be the first time that day. She was a thin woman with a pinched face. Her body was not a toned thin, but rather a skinny-fat thin. She had on faded red Capri pants, a short-sleeved collared shirt, and black flats. A thin gold chain from which hung a small cross hung around her neck. Worry and frown lines were etched deeply into her forehead and around her mouth. She looked much older than she probably was. I could hardly blame her. Living with Mr. Barton would prematurely age me as well. I didn’t know if Clara had run away from home, but if she had, I could hardly blame her.
I considered using my powers of hydrokinesis—water manipulation—to make Mr. Barton’s head explode. No, too messy. I could instead simply pull my gun out of my hip holster and shoot him.
“I’m a Metahuman,” I said. “Am I no good filth, too?” There was a tone of warning in my voice. I did not enjoy being called names. Since I was a shade over six feet two inches tall and was a muscular guy with cauliflower ears and a flattened nose, most people had the good sense to not call me names to my face.
Mr. Barton looked over at me like he had forgotten I was there. His eyes darted over at his wife in an accusatory fashion—“Why did you invite a Metahuman into our home?” the look seemed to say—before they came back to me.
“Look buddy, I mean no offense,” he said. Despite his words, it did not sound as if he cared whether or not I was offended. “Our faith teaches us that Metahumans are an abomination in the sight of the Lord.”
I had learned once I arrived at their home that the Bartons were Jacobites, a Christian sect that believed Metahumans were not in fact human, but rather a subhuman scourge sent by God to punish man for his many sins. Some would say the Jacobites were a cult. Whether they were a religion or a cult was not for me to judge. In my mind, one man’s sensible religion was another man’s cult. It just depended on your perspective: if you were an outsider looking in, anything you did not believe in looked like a cult. To the Romans, the early Christians no doubt looked like members of a cult.
Notwithstanding my progressive live-and-let-live attitude, if I had known the Bartons were Jacobites, I never would have agreed to drive out to meet with them. I would have been too afraid they would try to smite me, proselytize me, or both.
“How nice for you,” I said in response to Mr. Barton’s nutty Metahuman beliefs. “Shouldn’t you speak more nicely about your daughter, though? After all, doesn’t Psalm 127 say ‘Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward’?” I was impressed I was able to pull that quote out of the recesses of my mind. Thirteen years of Catholic school had not been a waste. I should have had a tee shirt made that read, “Thirteen years of Catholic school, and all I got was this lousy Psalm quote.” 
Mr. Barton just set his jaw at my words and looked stubborn. Apparently, he was not as impressed with my Biblical knowledge as I was.
Mrs. Barton’s thin fingers tugged on Mr. Barton’s shirt sleeve.
“Mr. Lord is a private detective and a licensed Hero. I read about him in the news,” she said. I had recently solved a murder that had been widely reported about. As a result, I had been getting more media attention lately than Kim Kardashian. Perhaps I should have taken advantage of my newfound fame and launched a perfume line or come out with a book of selfies or made a sex tape.
“That’s why I asked him here,” Mrs. Barton said. “If anyone can find Clara and return her to us, he can.”
Mr. Barton continued to look stubborn.
“I told you, I wash my hands of that little Meta bitch,” he said to her. He turned to me. He looked me up and down. I was dressed that day in thick waterproof boots, jeans, and a heavy cotton red and black plaid shirt. It was my Hero as lumberjack look. 
“If you’re a licensed Hero, where’s your costume? Where’s your mask?” Mr. Barton demanded.
“My dog ate my costume and then took a dump in the mask,” I said. In truth, I had neither a dog nor a costume. I was one of the rare Heroes who did not hide his identity. But, I did not feel like explaining that to Mr. Barton. I disliked him more with each passing minute. 
Mr. Barton blinked at my response. It confused him. I suspected a lot of things confused him. But, he soon rallied.
“Since you came all this way, I guess I can at least listen to your sales pitch,” he said. “Why should I hire you?”
I shook my head. My patience for Mr. Barton’s attitude had worn threadbare.
“I don’t have a sales pitch,” I said. “I just came out here to bask in your charm. It’s everything I’ve heard of and hoped for. You should go to work at the United Nations. You’ll have charmed everyone into declaring world peace inside of a week, easy.”
Mr. Barton gave me a hard look. Perhaps it worked on his wife and the people who worked under him. I, however, managed to stand up under it without passing out in fear.
“You being smart with me?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
Mr. Barton blinked at me again. My answer caught him off guard. I did not think he was used to dealing with someone who did not recoil in fear when he was trying to be firm and intimidating.
“How much do you charge?” he asked. He was shifting the subject to something he felt comfortable talking about, money.
“To work for you?” I asked.
Mr. Barton nodded impatiently. 
“Well,” I said, “I normally work for a few hundred dollars a day plus expenses. But, once I factor in the ‘you’re a pain in the ass’ surcharge, the total comes to . . . .”
I looked up at the ceiling as if I was making a calculation. I looked back down at him.
“Four billion, three million and thirty-seven dollars and twenty-six cents,” I said firmly. “And not a penny less.”
The blotches on Mr. Barton’s face got redder. He stood up and pointed at the front door.
“Get the fuck out of my house,” he ordered.
The devil in me wanted to say “Make me.” Mr. Barton was a big, strong-looking guy. But, if I was right about him having played high school football, that had been years ago. I was no nerdy high school student who was intimidated by a jock. Mr. Barton’s size had fooled him over the years into believing he was a tough guy. Maybe he was in some circles. I, on the other hand, was a licensed superhero and a former mixed martial arts fighter. I was a professional tough guy in every circle imaginable. If Mr. Barton tried to physically throw me out, he was in for a nasty shock.
But, I was a guest in his home. I believed in the adage that a man’s home was his castle. Plus, as much as I disliked Mr. Barton, I was unwilling to embarrass him in front of his wife by manhandling him. Embarrassing a guy in front of his wife was about the worst thing you could do to a man.
So, I stood and took the high road.
“I’m very glad to have met you Mrs. Barton,” I said to her. “I hope you find your daughter.”
I got my jacket from the back of the chair I had been sitting in, turned, and walked toward the front door. I put my jacket on. Once I reached the door, I considered turning to stick my tongue out at Mr. Barton. I realized in the nick of time that would be beneath my superheroic dignity. Plus, Mr. Barton might have thought I was making an offer of fellatio, confirming his conviction that Metahumans were filthy degenerates. I did not want to add any fuel to the fire of his bigotry.
So instead I simply opened the front door, and walked out. I did not exactly slam the door behind me, but I did close it firmly.
That would show him.
 



CHAPTER 3
Once out of the Bartons’ house, I started walking back to my Nissan Altima which was parked on the side of the road the Bartons’ driveway emptied out onto. My Altima was old and beat up, but I deliberately kept from getting a new car. In my line of work I often had to follow people and do stakeouts. My Altima did not stand out. It would be harder to be inconspicuous in a convertible Porsche or in the Weinermobile.
It had snowed a couple of days before, and the snow had mostly melted in the slightly above freezing temperatures, turning my slog through the Barton’s yard into a wet, muddy mess. I knew I would survive my trek back to the car, though. I was tough. If the men and women who tamed the American West could survive their ordeals, I could survive this one. Besides, if I could put up with Mr. Barton as long as I had, I could put up with anything.
I thought about whether Clara had reached the end of her rope with her father, and whether that was why she was missing. I also thought about whether she really had been responsible for the Dupont Circle bombing. I thought about looking into those things just to spite Mr. Barton, but that seemed to be just as childish as sticking my tongue out at him, not to mention more time-consuming and expensive since no one would be paying me. I also thought about how the Bartons were able to afford the sparkling new, high-end BMW silver sedan parked in the Barton’s car port next to a beat-up old Honda Civic. Amidst the Bartons’ otherwise modest possessions, the BMW stuck out like a Fabergé egg at a yard sale. I had noticed it when I had first arrived at the house, and I looked at it again as I walked away. It hardly seemed fair a turd like Mr. Barton was tooling around in a high-end luxury car while I, a dashing and fearless Hero, sputtered around in a Nissan which had seen better days. I had learned long ago that life and fairness did not always go hand-in-hand, though. It often seemed like they were not even acquainted with one another.
The license plate frame on the Barton’s car was from Taylor BMW, a luxury dealership in Astor City. How nice of the Bartons to leave the frame in place. I never understood why people did that. Was it not enough they had just ponied up a bunch of money to buy a car? Did they have to give the dealership free advertising, too? It was like letting a hooker write her name and number on your forehead in lipstick after you availed yourself of her services.
But, just as nobody was paying me to look into Clara or the Dupont Circle bombing, nobody was paying me to think about luxury cars or license plate frames or the habits of car buyers. So I dismissed all of them from my mind. I continued my slog to my car. As I trudged through the muck, I wondered if this was how the forty-niners had felt.
“Mr. Lord!” came a cry from behind me. I turned to see Mrs. Barton walking quickly through the yard towards me. She had not put a coat on, and her small bare arms were folded tightly against her small chest.
“You should go back inside,” I said. “You’ll catch your death of cold.” I felt like I was channeling my grandmother. Perhaps I should also have offered Mrs. Barton some Vick’s Vaporub and milk and cookies.
Mrs. Barton shook her head.
“I’m fine,” she said. She was crying, and unsuccessfully trying to hide that fact. “I wanted to catch you before you left and apologize for my husband’s behavior.” Despite her protest that she was fine, goose flesh puckered her arms. She was shivering slightly. Her nipples poked out through her thin shirt. Mrs. Barton was not my type, but even so I normally would have been titillated by the sight. I had a healthy appreciation for female flesh, even female flesh I was not attracted to. I wasn’t titillated, though. Between Mrs. Barton so obviously being cold, her tears, the fact her kid was missing, and the knowledge she had to deal with her husband on a daily basis, I felt nothing but sorry for Mrs. Barton. She looked sad, scared, and miserable as she stood before me.
The cold, at least, I could do something about. At the risk of the Jacobite god reaching out and smiting me for using my powers on the property of his followers, I used my powers to warm up the water vapor in a bubble of air around us. In seconds, the air around us was noticeably warmer. Mrs. Barton stopped shivering. I felt a bit of sweat on my brow, which I wiped away. It was a small price to pay to keep Mrs. Barton from getting pneumonia. If the whole detective thing took a turn for the worse, I could always hire myself out as a portable sauna.
Mrs. Barton unclenched her arms. She glanced around like someone looking for a ghost. Wonder and fear playing on her face.
“Are you doing that?” she asked in a hushed tone. I wasn’t sure if it was her god or her husband she did not want to overhear her. Both, maybe.
I nodded. I almost said I also performed at parties, but it seemed too glib in light of what Mrs. Barton was going through.
“There’s no need to apologize for your husband,” I instead said. “Not everyone is a fan of Metahumans. Some of us have given people ample reason to not be fans. Some Metas have justly earned the title of supervillain.”
Mrs. Barton shook her head emphatically.
“That’s still no reason for John to be rude to a guest in our house,” she said. She started to wring her hands again. It seemed like a nervous habit, like toe-tapping or knuckle-cracking. “It’s no excuse, but Clara turning out to be a Metahuman has been hard on him. They have never had the best of relationships, especially as Clara got older. But her getting powers pushed things over the edge.”
“When did her powers manifest?” I asked.
“A little over a year ago. John and Clara got into an argument, and John grounded her and made her go to her room. She stomped into her room and slammed the door behind her. A few seconds later, boom,” Mrs. Barton said, pantomiming an explosion with her hands. Her eyes were wide at the memory of it. “The explosion completely destroyed Clara’s room, not to mention damaging other parts of the house. When John and I went to her room to find out what in the world had happened, Clara was gone. We thought maybe someone planted a bomb, or something. But, as we stood there, Clara materialized out of thin air before our eyes. She looked as shocked as we were by what happened. After the shock wore off, we eventually realized Clara is a Metahuman.”
“Can she control her abilities?” I asked.
Mrs. Barton nodded.
“Somewhat. John forbade her to use her powers. I think he was hoping if she did not use them, they would just go away. But Clara used to sneak off to the woods to practice using them. I didn’t tell John, but I encouraged her to practice. I did not want her to explode the next time she got mad or irritated. What if she hurt or killed someone? Fortunately she’s gotten to the point where she won’t explode without meaning to.”
“Your husband is wrong, Mrs. Barton,” I said. “Ignoring Metahuman powers won’t make them go away. Once they manifest, they are there for good, like it or not.”
Mrs. Barton nodded again.
“I know. I think John knew it too. Wishful thinking, I guess. Our religion teaches us Metahumans are evil,” she said. She looked up at me earnestly. Fresh tears formed in her eyes. “My daughter is not evil, though. She’s stubborn and willful and doesn’t always do what she ought to do, but she’s a good person. I know she is. That’s how I know she’s not responsible for that bombing in D.C. She wouldn’t hurt all those people.”
“Have the police connected her to the bombing? If I were investigating it and a Metahuman who was on file as having the power to explode was at the scene, she would be the first person I would look at,” I said. I saw the guilty look on Mrs. Barton’s face. I made an educated guess.
“You did not register her as a Metahuman, did you?” I said. Under the United States’ Hero Act of 1945, all people with Metahuman powers were required to register with the federal government. Under the same law, it was illegal for Metahumans to use their powers unless they first became licensed Heroes. The licensing of Heroes was done by the Heroes’ Guild. The Guild was to Heroes what bar associations were to attorneys.
“No, we didn’t register her. We knew it’s against the law to not do it, but John didn’t want anyone to know we have a Metahuman daughter. I guess he’s ashamed and embarrassed,” she said. She blushed. “To be honest, I kind of felt the same way. At least at first. But, the more time I spent with Clara after she developed her powers, the more I realized she is the exact same person now as she was before she got them. She’s not evil, she’s not a demon, and she’s nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed by.” She said it firmly, as if she was convincing herself as much as she was convincing me. “I want to find her and bring her home.”
“Why do you think she’s missing?” I asked. “Did she leave voluntarily or do you think someone took her?”
“I don’t know. She’s run off before, but has always come back after a day or two. She and John fight all the time. I’m ashamed to say it, but it got to the point where I kind of liked it when she ran off. When she was gone, the house was peaceful for a while. As long as she was safe and came back, it wasn’t a big deal. But, when she was gone for four days and I didn’t hear from her, I knew something was wrong. I’ve called her cell more times than I can count, but it always goes to voicemail. I’ve spoken to the cell phone company about if they can track the GPS in the phone, but they told me the phone must be turned off or disabled.”
“Did you report her missing to the police?” I asked.
“Yes, and they told me they would look for her,” she said. She shook her head and let out a half-snort and half-sob. “I get the feeling they aren’t looking very hard for her, though. When Clara first started running away, I reported her missing a couple of times. Because of that, I don’t think the police are taking Clara’s absence very seriously. It’s the whole girl who cried wolf thing.”
Mrs. Barton looked up at me imploringly with her red-rimmed eyes.
“I know something is wrong with Clara,” she said. “I feel it in my bones. If there wasn’t, she would have come back by now. I know John insulted you, but I still want to hire you to find Clara and bring her home.”
“You husband made it clear he doesn’t want to hire me, though,” I said.
Mrs. Barton balled her fists at her side.
“I don’t care what he thinks,” she insisted. I did not believe her. She lowered her voice a bit when she said the words, as if she was afraid her husband might hear them. I had a feeling Mr. Barton dominated her so thoroughly Mrs. Barton did not know where her husband’s thoughts and beliefs ended and her own began. It was an act of supreme courage for her to defy her husband by continuing to talk to me.
Mrs. Barton shook her head in anger and frustration, whether at herself or her husband, I didn’t know.
“The problem is I don’t work and John controls the finances,” she said. “I have a little money squirreled away that John doesn’t know about, though. I skim some off of the money John gives me for groceries sometimes, mainly so I can have money to give to Clara when John won’t give her any. It’s not much, but you can have all of it. I just want my baby back.”
I thought about how scared and confused I had been when my powers first manifested themselves when I hit puberty. How much worse would it have been if I had John Barton as a father? I also thought about how much courage it took for Mrs. Barton to defy her husband and try to hire me. I admired courage. I liked to encourage it when I found it, which I too infrequently did. Finally, I thought about the fact my bank balance was sufficiently padded I was not in any immediate danger of missing any meals.
“Do you have any money on you?” I asked Mrs. Barton. She looked startled for a moment, and then reached for her pockets. When she checked a third pocket, she found something. She pulled out a folded up piece of paper. I took it from her, and straightened it out. It was a dollar bill. It was ragged and faded and, from the looks of it, it had been washed inside of Mrs. Barton’s pants once or twice.
I folded the dollar back up again and put it into my jacket pocket. I would try to not blow it all in one place.
“You’ve just hired yourself a detective,” I said. “Do you want a receipt?”
 



CHAPTER 4
The next day, I pulled into the employee parking lot of the Astor City Times. The Times had one of the highest circulations of all the newspapers in the country. That perhaps was damning it with faint praise. Being a high circulation newspaper was no great trick anymore. Newspaper circulation had dropped so much that having three subscribers made one a high circulation newspaper. Newspapers seemed to be dying and rapidly being replaced by television shows which chased ratings instead of the facts, social media sites which were more interested in who slept with whom than actual news, and bloggers who wouldn’t know a journalistic ethic if they tripped over one.
I still had a subscription to the Times and read it every day, but I was in a dwindling minority. If I died, I feared the Times’ subscription base would be dealt a mortal blow and the paper with die with me. Since I did not have children, it was nice to have something to live for.
In addition to my habit of reading newspapers, I also preferred to read an actual book or magazine instead of a computer tablet, and I thought three dimensional movies were a cheap gimmick. I was Truman Lord, the last of the dinosaurs. Hopefully the same thing that happened to them would not happen to me.
The Times was housed in sprawling one story dull brown brick building. The windows could stand to be washed, the shutters were in need of painting, and some of the bricks looked like they were crumbling. The building had seen better days. The same could be said of the paper itself, which used to be read by every man, woman, and child in the country. Even though the Times was no longer in its glory days, it was still a serious journalistic organ that took gathering the news and fact-checking seriously.
I walked up to a glass door that was on the back side of the building. The stenciling on the door read “Employees Only.” Without breaking stride, I opened the door and walked in. The door closed behind me with a loud squeak. If confronted, I would claim I could not read. Why should I be any different than the rest of the country?
I walked into the newsroom bullpen. A sea of brownish-yellow cubicles extended in front of me. The room hummed with activity: computer keyboards clattered, people spoke earnestly into telephones, and reporters argued with editors. The only way the scene was different from a movie newsroom was a haze of cigarette smoke did not hang in the room the way it always seemed to in the movies. These days, if someone pulled out a cigarette and tried to light it indoors, he would probably be publicly executed.
No one paid me any mind as I made my way through the maze of cubicles. It made me question both their nose for news and their good taste. I was dressed in dark blue jeans, black waterproof leather boots, a brown turtleneck sweater, and a black leather jacket. It was my private detective winter weather chic look. I had a nine millimeter semi-automatic pistol in a shoulder holster concealed by the partially zipped up jacket. If a supervillain sprang out at me, it would take me an extra second or two to extract my gun due to the jacket. It was a risk I was willing to take in the interest of not drawing too much attention to myself by wearing an exposed gun. On the upside, if I did get ambushed by a supervillain in the newsroom, there were plenty of people around who could write my obituary.
I had been in the newsroom several times before, and knew exactly where to go. Neither a supervillain nor a fashion photographer sprang out at me as I threaded my way to the cubicle of Stan Langley. Stan was one of the associate editors of the paper.
I arrived at Stan’s cubicle, which was located next to the far wall of the newsroom. Stan was staring at his computer monitor, busily typing away. He did not look up at me. It was his fashion loss.
“Writing a story about me?” I asked. “Both ‘handsome’ and ‘intrepid’ are spelled with one D each.”
Stan continued to look at his monitor.
“As a matter of fact, I am writing a story about you,” he said. “How many S’s in ‘asshole’?” he asked.
Stan had not changed since the last time I saw him about a year before. He was still built like a bowling pin that had sprouted arms and legs. His steel grey hair was cut short, and his blue eyes were unadorned by glasses even though he read more every day than the head of the Library of Congress. His teeth looked like brown tombstones, stained by years of coffee and smoking. He had been threatening to retire for years, but I suspected he would die at his desk, straightening out some reporter’s mangled syntax and pissing off some wrongdoing politician. 
“How unkind,” I said. “Now you’ve gone and hurt my feelings.”
“If you ever had feelings, Truman,” he said, “they would have been knocked out of you years ago with all of the tilting at windmills you do. To what do I owe this dubious pleasure? Run out of supervillains to beat up on?”
“I want to talk to you about the explosion at Dupont Circle in D.C.,” I said.
For the first time since I had arrived, Stan stopped typing. He looked up at me with his piercing blue eyes.
“You’re involved in that?” he asked. “That’s one of the biggest stories of the year, if not the biggest. What can you tell me?”
I shrugged.
“Not much other than what I see in the news, which is why I’m here. I was hoping you can fill me in on what the authorities know about the explosion so far. I figured if there is something about the explosion worth knowing, you’d know it,” I said. The last bit was a blatant attempt at flattery, but it also happened to be true. Stan had been a newsman a long time, and had a knack for separating the wheat from the chaff.
Stan leaned back in his chair. He laced his fingers over his big belly.
“Who are you working for?” he asked.
I smiled enigmatically. I was not in the habit of volunteering the names of clients.
“What’s his interest in the Dupont Circle explosion?” Stan asked.
I continued smiling my mysterious smile. The Cheshire Cat had nothing on me. I was Truman the Tongue-Tied.
Stan sat up straight again and returned his hands to his keyboard.
“If you don’t have anything to share, then buzz off,” he said, returning his gaze to his monitor. “I’ve got more important things to do than to be your personal Google search.”
“Okay, okay,” I said. “I’m working for the mother of a girl who was last seen on the surveillance cameras in the Dupont Circle subway before the explosion. The daughter hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”
“She probably died in the explosion,” Stan said flatly as he deleted a page of text someone had likely toiled over for an hour.
“Try to avoid sobbing into your keyboard. You’re one of the last great humanitarians and bleeding hearts,” I said, shaking my head. “Whether or not the girl is dead is one of the things I’m here to try to find out.”
“The casualty list was published not only in our paper, but in just about every newspaper in the country,” Stan said. “You did not have to come here in person to get a list of the dead.” He looked up at me again and stopped typing. “But, you already knew that. The fact you’re nosing around this thing tells me there is some sort of Metahuman involvement with the explosion.”
I shrugged. Stan had not been born yesterday. It was no accident he had managed to become an editor at one of the world’s major papers.
“Honestly, I’m not sure if there is Metahuman involvement in the explosion or not,” I said. “That’s one of the things I’m looking into. Look, let’s make a deal. You tell me everything you know about the explosion and give me access to everything the Times has turned up in its reporting. I’ll in turn give you an exclusive scoop when and if I find anything.”
Stan looked at me for a moment.
“You’re a royal pain in the ass sometimes, but you tend to get results and your word is good,” he finally said. “So, it’s a deal. Pull up a chair.”
I grabbed a chair from an unoccupied neighboring cubicle and brought it back to Stan’s. I considered using it to part Stan’s hair for calling me a “royal pain in the ass,” but the Heroes’ Guild frowned on licensed Heroes bashing civilians over the head with chairs. So, I instead put the chair down in the cubicle entrance and sat down.
“Let’s start with whether the authorities know what caused the blast,” I said.
Stan shook his head. He was facing me now, with his fingers again laced together on top of his stomach. He looked a bit like a whiter, more cynical Buddha.
“They’ve found no evidence of a bomb or any other kind of incendiary device. But, with the force of the explosion, all of the debris and the mechanical and electrical stuff that is a part of the subway itself, fragments of the bomb could be there but they just haven’t been able to identify them as such, yet,” he said. “Some people have floated the idea of Metahuman involvement and that maybe there was not a bomb—or, at least not a man-made one—but that’s just a theory.” He looked at me closely. “The fact that you’re sitting here asking me questions makes me think there may be something to that theory.”
I did not respond. I was the soul of discretion. I personally thought I was also the height of wit, but enough people disagreed with me that I did not claim that distinction as well.
“How many casualties were there?” I asked.
“Thirty-four people were killed. Hundreds were injured, in many cases quite seriously. The property damage is in the millions,” he said.
“Does anyone have any idea of who was responsible for this?”
Stan shook his head ruefully.
“That’s what’s so fucked up about this whole situation,” he said. “There used to be a time in this country when something bad happened, everybody denied having anything to do with it. These days, the minute something goes down, every knucklehead and his brother comes out of the woodwork to claim responsibility for it. The KKK says they bombed the Dupont Circle subway to punish America for embracing multiculturalism. The BLA says they did it to kill as many white people as possible and prove that the white man and the black man can never live together in peace. The AOG says they did it to end abortion. The MLF says they did it to force the government to end the oppression of Metahumans. A few other groups have taken credit for it as well.” Stan shook his head again. “It’s a regular alphabet soup of evil stupidity.”
I knew most of the terrorist organizations Stan had named. The AOG was the Army of God; the BLA was the Black Liberation Army; the KKK was the Ku Klux Klan. Their collective idiocy was matched only by their disregard for human life. One group he mentioned I did not know of, though.
“What’s the MLF?” I asked.
Stan looked surprised.
“I’m a bit surprised you haven’t heard of them,” he said. “They are a relatively new group, but in light of their goals, I would have thought you would have run across them before now.
“The MLF is the Metahuman Liberation Front. They’re adorable,” Stan said sarcastically, rolling his eyes. “They believe Metahumans are both superior to us normal humans and oppressed by us. How you can be so thoroughly oppressed by your inferiors is beyond me. They say the Metahuman registration requirements of the Hero Act are a violation of Metahumans’ civil rights and establish a Metahuman/normal human caste system. They also say that the Hero Act’s requirement that Metahumans be licensed in order to legally use their powers is a violation of God’s natural law. God wouldn’t have given them powers if He had not meant for them to be used, they say. How they can be so certain of what God’s intentions are is beyond me.”
“Every nutty group seems to think it has special insight into God’s innermost thoughts,” I said. “For some reason, God always seems to approve of what that group does and thinks, but wants the rest of us evildoers to change our ways.” I thought of John Barton and his anti-Meta religious attitudes.
Stan smirked.
“Yeah, funny how that works,” he said. “In MLF’s case, not only do they think they have a direct line to God’s true intentions, but they also believe their powers are a sign they are blessed by God and are his chosen people. Normal humans are but a rung on the evolutionary ladder, with Metahumans being the final destination, of course. To the MLF, we are as much an evolutionary dead-end as the Neanderthals. They call us Unevolveds.”
“What’s this ‘we’ and ‘us’?” I asked. “For I, apparently, am one of God’s chosen people. Not one of you Neanderthals.”
Stan grinned at me.
“How’s being one of the chosen feel?” he asked.
“Feels good,” I said. “I wish being one of the chosen came with an ammo discount, though. Crime-fighting is expensive.”
Stan snorted.
“I wouldn’t know. I go after evil-doers with my keyboard. Fortunately, the alphabet is free,” he said. Stan sobered. “Despite everybody and his brother claiming credit for the D.C. explosion, the authorities do not yet know who actually caused it.”
“Well, another set of eyeballs on the case certainly couldn’t hurt,” I said. “Do you guys have the footage from the surveillance cameras? I’ve only seen bits and pieces of it on TV. I’d like to take a look at it.”
Stan heaved himself to his feet. It took longer than it really should have. Perhaps I should have paid Stan back for his information by volunteering to be his personal trainer.
“We’ve got everything the government has released to the media in our library. Come with me,” he said.
I got up out of the way. Stan wobbled out of the cubicle, and I followed. He escorted me out of the newsroom and down a long hallway. A couple of people we passed on the way glanced at me with curiosity. I didn’t know if they recognized me as a Hero, or if they thought I was a famous fashion model in light of how well-dressed I was.
“Excuse me, Miss,” I said to the next person who looked at me. “Do you think I’m a famous model? Would you like my autograph?”
“No,” the woman said without breaking stride. She was pretty and full-figured, and wore a tight black skirt and red high heels. She undulated as she walked. I turned to examine her backside as she moved past us. Perhaps she would commit a crime later and the police would need me to pick her out of a lineup. A true Hero was ready for every contingency.
“Would you stop clowning around?” Stan said.
“She is desperate for my autograph,” I said. “She’s just shy, is all. Her mouth said no, but her eyes screamed yes.”
Stan snorted.
“Guess what my eyes are saying,” he said.
I looked at them carefully.
“They’re saying things you can’t print in a family newspaper,” I said.
“Perceptive. Wow, you really are a detective,” Stan said.
We arrived at a large rectangular room that had a sign reading “Library” on the door. Using my keen deductive abilities, I concluded we had arrived at our destination. Rows of metal filing cabinets took up one long wall of the room. A row of computers, monitors, and microfilm readers were lined up on desks against one of the short walls.
“You guys still use microfilm?” I asked. “How quaint. I would have thought everything would be digitized by now.”
“Those microfilm machines were cutting edge technology when I started here,” Stan says. “We still have a bunch of stuff on microfilm. Those machines will probably still be here when I retire.”
While I watched, Stan waddled over to a file cabinet, opened it, and rifled around within it. He retrieved a CD-ROM in a case, and took it over to one of the computers. I followed him. First microfilm, now a compact disk. Next Stan would be pulling out a telegraph machine.
He popped the CD into the computer’s drive, and showed me how to use everything.
“I’ll leave you here to watch this,” he said. “I’ve got to get back to work. Don’t steal anything.”
“I can’t make any promises,” I said. I sat in front of the computer. “After all, there is a pretty hot black market for used microfilm machines. Before you go, though, can you get me a list of the casualties?”
“Would you like me to bring it over on a silver platter?” he groused before waddling back to the row of file cabinets. In a few moments, he brought me clippings from the Times.
“Remember,” he said before he left, “if you find out anything, I should be your first and only call.”
“Absolutely,” I said. “If you don’t mind, I also might give you a ring to gossip about cute girls.”
Stan snorted at me again and left.
 



CHAPTER 5
After Stan left the library, I picked up the clippings he had given me. I examined them for Clara’s name. Some people had been all but vaporized when the explosion first occurred, but those people were the minority of the ones killed. Assuming Clara had not been one of the ones vaporized, I thought I would not find her name on the list of casualties as the authorities would have notified her parents had they found her body and been able to identify it. But, it pays to be thorough.
I checked three times. As expected, I did not find Clara’s name on the list of casualties. I found little satisfaction in her absence from the list, though. Reading the list of names depressed me. Even if Clara was not there, everyone on the list was somebody’s child.
I turned to the computer screen. On the compact disk was footage from Dupont Circle’s surveillance cameras immediately before and after the explosion from several different angles. I ran the footage in slow motion until I caught sight of Clara. I recognized her immediately from pictures her mother had given me. Even if I did not have the pictures, I still would have recognized her. She was like her mother in miniature: the two shared the same rail-thin body and small, pinched features.
I zoomed in on Clara, looking for anything that might be useful. One thing I noticed was despite the fact it had been cold in D.C. the night of the explosion, Clara was dressed inadequately in a thin shirt. Her face was entirely without expression. She did not look like someone who was about to explode and kill dozens and injure hundreds more. Then again, how does such a person look? Anxious? Excited? Frightened? Who knew? Clara did not look like a terrorist, but that did not mean she was not. 
Then, the explosion occurred. I could not tell if Clara was the source of the explosion. But, I also could not tell that she was not. From taking a careful look at the shock wave that ran through the crowd after the explosion and from looking at where the ceiling cracked and then collapsed, it certainly appeared the explosion occurred in Clara’s vicinity even if it did not originate from her. If the explosion did not come from her and yet it happened near her, why had she not been killed, or at least injured? No one matching Clara’s description had been treated at any of the hospitals the injured had been taken too. I had already called each of the hospitals before coming to the Times.
I paid careful attention to the madhouse that was the subway station after the explosion occurred, alert for any sign of Clara. I did not spot her in the mob after the explosion, but that did not mean she was not there. That was especially true since the explosion had destroyed several of the surveillance cameras, limiting the angles at which I could now view the recorded pandemonium.
Although it made me sick to watch the footage, I watched it several times from each of the angles afforded by the surveillance cameras. It was like viewing a snuff film. I felt dirty watching it. I wanted to shut it off and go take a bath. But, I forced myself to watch it over and over, alert for anything that might point to what had happened to Clara or where I might find her. I found myself thinking of ways to locate the people who had committed this horrific act and daydreaming about what I might do to them once I found them. But, I tried to shrug away those thoughts. I had been hired to locate a teen girl, not to bring terrorists to justice.
After watching the footage more times than I could stand, I shut it off. I leaned back in the chair and stared at the tiled ceiling, thinking about what I knew so far. Clara had clearly been near if not at the center of the explosion. That meant she was either the cause of it or she, like so many others, had simply been at the wrong place at the wrong time. If the latter, she either had been vaporized, or she miraculously had managed to escape without injury since there was no record of her being treated at any of the area hospitals. If the former, why had a young Metahuman used her powers to become a mass murderer? If her mother was to be believed, Clara would not hurt a fly.
If Clara was dead, there was nothing I could do about it. So, I had to proceed on the assumption she was still alive. It was the only assumption that gave me something to do. If Clara was alive, where would she go? Where would she stay? Would she seek out friends or family? Was she capable of killing and hurting a crowd full of strangers? What motivated her?
I stood up. I felt older than I had when I first sat down. I had a bunch of questions, and few answers.
I navigated my way out of the Times building and back to my car. It was nighttime by then. I drove home. I wanted a drink to help me forget about the images I had seen. But, I did not drink and had not for years. Drinking and the accompanying loss of control did not mix well with superpowers, or at least they did not for me. Still, sometimes I missed the numbing medicinal effects of alcohol. Alcohol never made anything better, but it could make you feel better. For a while, at least.
Though I normally showered, I instead took that bath I had thought about earlier.
It didn’t help. I still felt dirty. I went to bed to face troubled dreams.
 



CHAPTER 6
The next morning, I drove to Anderson High School, the school Clara was enrolled in. I had not enjoyed my own high school experience. My powers had manifested when I was in high school, and that fact layered on top of the usual teenage angst and hormonal changes had not made my high school years a joyful experience. But, I was now a fully grown man and licensed Hero. I had eaten a breakfast of champions consisting of three jelly donuts and two cups of expensive coffee, and was armed with a nine millimeter Remington in a hip holster. I was fully prepared to face the blackboard jungle. Principals with delusions of grandeur and schoolyard bullies had best beware.
I walked in the front door of the school. I was confronted with sights and smells that took me back several decades. Regardless of how high schools were built or where they were located, they all had a monotonous sameness to them. They reeked of confinement, forced conformity, and an eagerness to escape. They were like prisons that way. Prisons and high schools also served much the same purpose: civilizing semi-savages enough to face the world.
I made my way to the principal’s office. I had an appointment to meet with Amy Fatica, the school guidance counselor. I told one of the secretaries in the office so. I was told to have a seat and wait. The little boy in me, the one who had spent quite a bit of time in principals’ offices back in the day, wanted to tell the secretary she was not my mother and she could not tell me what to do. I decided the impulse was childish and beneath me, and I resisted it. I sat.
Waiting in the principal’s office for someone to deal with me brought back memories from childhood. I felt far more comfortable this time around, though, being armed and all. If someone tried to chastise me or tell me I would never amount to anything, I could always pull out my Hero’s license and stick my tongue out at them.
After a while, one of the secretaries came from around her desk and asked me to follow her. She escorted me out of the office and through the halls of the school. A period bell had rung, and the halls were full of students. They reminded me of colts: big, but not yet fully grown and mature. Despite the fact many of them were old enough to drive, drink, go to war, and procreate, they were still children, both hopeful of and in fear of the future. The boys swaggered around in forced and self-conscious machismo; the girls chattered and gossiped and flirted. Both sexes were hyper-aware of, but not yet comfortable with, their burgeoning sexuality.
A few of the girls stared at me with hungry eyes as I swept past them with the secretary. I could hear them whispering about me as I walked by. Since I was older, taller, and bigger than all the other males there, I stood out like a wolf among puppies. There was a time when young girls talking about and looking at me like that would have made my day. As it was, though I had done nothing wrong, it made feel like a pedophile. Fortunately, we arrived at the guidance counselor’s office before I needed to draw my weapon and brandish it at some Lolita.
Amy Fatica stood when I entered, and I shook hands with her. She was a short woman in her thirties with shoulder-length blonde hair that was in tight curls. We told each other to call the other by our first names and sat down on opposite sides of Amy’s desk.
Assured I was not going to sneak away and steal books out of the school library, the severe looking secretary who had escorted me to Amy took her leave.
“An escort?” I said to Amy once the secretary was gone. “You all afraid I’ll pull some students aside and tell them calculus is useless in the real world?”
“Shhhh!” she said. “One of them might overhear you. Are you trying to ruin the educational scam we’ve got going?”
Amy smiled at me. I smiled back. I liked her immediately. If I had not been dating a law student named Ginny Southland, I would have been interested in finding out if the absence of a wedding ring on Amy’s finger actually meant she was unmarried. Though she was a bit bigger than was considered fashionable these days, she was attractive with eyes that sparkled and a curvy body her dark pantsuit could not hide. She exuded a warmth that must have helped students open up to her. 
Amy eyed me as I eyed her.
“Well, this is a new one for me,” she said. “I’ve never met a private detective before.” Her eyes twinkled. “Is it something I should tell my students to aspire to be?”
I smiled at her.
“You work for yourself, which is the upside. The downside is you get shot at from time to time,” I said.
She looked at me somewhat uncertainly. She did not know whether or not I was kidding. I was not.
“You wanted to talk to me about Clara Barton?” Amy said. “Her mother has authorized me to tell you anything you want to know. So, what do you want to know?”
“As I mentioned to you on the phone, Clara is missing. I’m trying to find her. Since I’ve never met her, I’m trying to get a sense for her. I’m hoping it will give me a clue as to how to locate her.”
Amy shook her head.
“I wish I knew where she was, but I’ll tell you everything I can about Clara,” she said. “Though she is troubled, I like her. I hope nothing bad has happened to her.”
I thought of all of the bodies in the Dupont Circle subway caused by the explosion, with Clara seemingly at the center of that explosion.
“You and me both,” I said. “What kind of student was Clara?”
“Indifferent. She is actually a very bright girl, but she does not apply herself to her school work. She does little more than the bare minimum to skate by.” Amy sighed. “Kind of a waste, actually. She has a lot of potential. Unless she changes her ways, that potential is never going to be realized though. Part of the problem is that it seems education is not really emphasized in the Barton household.” She hesitated. “Have you met both of Clara’s parents?”
I nodded.
“I have,” I said. “Mrs. Barton seems nice enough, though completely eclipsed by her husband John. As for John himself, he’s—how shall I say?—difficult.”
“Mr. Barton is an ass,” Amy said frankly. “He’s small-minded, bigoted, ignorant, and still believes a woman’s only true place is in the home. I don’t know if his religion makes him that way, or if he joined the religion because he was already that way and the religion’s views appealed to him as a result. Though Clara and he did not get along and she largely rejected everything he believed in and stood for, growing up in that environment must have seeped into how Clara views the world and her place in it. I think that’s why she doesn’t really apply herself. Deep down, I think her father has her convinced she would never really amount to anything because of her sex, and that her sole purpose in life is to find a man who will support her while she has babies.” Amy shook her head. “Living in the Barton household must be like living in the Middle Ages. Clara developing Metahuman abilities must have made it infinitely worse in light of how Mr. Barton and his religion view Metahumans.”
I was surprised. I had not known Amy knew about Clara’s abilities. I said as much to Amy.
“Oh, sure I knew Clara was a Metahuman,” she said. “Clara told me so herself. I think she was desperate to talk about it with someone who would not condemn her or think she was a freak. Lord knows she couldn’t talk to her parents. Her father thought she was some sort of subhuman, and her mother just wanted to pretend the whole thing would blow over.”
“Well, since you know about Clara’s powers, I have to ask: do you think she would use them to hurt anyone?”
Amy shook her head firmly.
“Absolutely not,” she said. “Though her family life is less than ideal, Clara is a gentle kid. I don’t think she would hurt anyone. God knows she had the provocation to do so.”
“What do you mean?”
“I was not the only one Clara told about her abilities,” Amy said. “She also told a few of her friends. What do you expect? She’s a thirteen-year-old going through a life-changing event. She would have been less than human if she had not told some of her friends. Though she swore them to secrecy, remember what Ben Franklin said: three people can keep a secret if two of them are dead.” Amy shook her head. “Those friends told a few of their friends, and so on and so forth. Before you knew it, everyone in school knew. Some of the kids started bullying Clara. You know how kids are. If you stand out, it immediately makes you a target. Though Clara got teased and got into a couple of fights, not once did she use her powers against her tormentors. When I asked her about it later, she said she didn’t want to hurt anyone.”
“Do you know Clara was at the Dupont Circle explosion?” I asked.
Amy nodded yes.
“I saw her on the news,” she said. “She was kind of hard to miss since they kept showing footage of the explosion over and over again.” Her eyes suddenly widened and her hand went to her mouth. “You don’t think Amy was hurt or killed in the explosion, do you? The thought never occurred to me before. I had just kind of thought her powers would have protected her.”
I shrugged.
“I don’t know quite what to think just yet,” I said. “I assume from your response that you don’t think Clara had something to do with the explosion, then?”
Amy looked shocked and outraged at the thought of it.
“Heavens, no!” she said.
“Clara has run off before,” I said. “Do you think that’s what she did this time?”
Amy shrugged. She was still visibly shaken at the thought of Clara being hurt or killed.
“I don’t know. I’m guessing no since she’s been gone so long, but I have no way to know for sure. I discussed her running away from home with her before. She did it six times before that I know of. She told me she was not really planning on leaving home for good or trying to scare anyone. She just said life at home was more than she could take, so she just needed to take a break now and then. She would go off and stay with friends, and occasionally sleep on the street when she could find nowhere else to go.” Amy shook her head at the thought of it. “I told her how dangerous it was to stay on the street, but she’s at the age where she’s still convincing she’s invulnerable and that nothing bad could possibly happen to her.”
I thought of the mangled bodies in the Dupont Circle subway again. I wondered how many people’s illusions of invulnerability were shattered that day.
“Any idea of where she might have gone this time?” I asked.
Amy shook her head again.
“No clue. A couple of the friends Clara has stayed with before and are close to go to school here, though. Erica Smoyer and Stacey Ipson.” Amy glanced up at the clock mounted on the wall over my head. “They should be in class now. If you want, I can find out what classes they are in, pull them out for a bit, and have them talk to you.”
“That would be great,” I said. Amy turned to her computer to look up where Erica and Stacey were. As I watched her, I thought about how much she seemed to care about Clara and the rest of the students. Too few people who worked in school systems did.
“Clara and the rest of the students are lucky to have you, Amy,” I said. “You do good work here.”
Amy made a face as she continued to peer at her computer screen.
“If that’s the case, why is Clara missing?” she said.
 



CHAPTER 7
A short while later, I was sitting on a wooden picnic table in the Anderson High school yard beneath a sprawling oak tree. Clara’s friends Erica Smoyer and Stacey Ipson were seated across the table from me. From time to time an acorn would fall onto the wooden table, making a sound like a tiny gunshot. I resisted the temptation to return fire into the tree. I didn’t want to scare the girls.
I had around my neck a lanyard from which dangled a bright yellow badge that read “Visitor” in red letters. Amy had given it to me before she walked through the school building with me to fetch Erica and Stacey. No doubt she thought the students would mistake me for a physics teacher if it was not clear I was a visitor. They might ask me about Schrödinger’s cat. Or worse, they might mistake me for a sex ed teacher and ask me about a different kind of pussy.
Erica and Stacey were both fourteen, though they desperately were trying to appear older. Erica was white, tall for her age, and thin, with long black hair that was in a braid that extended down her back. Stacey was a light-skinned black girl who was short and slightly chubby. She would be fat in a few years unless she had a vertical growth spurt or changed her lifestyle. Both girls would be pretty in a jailbait sort of way if they did not have so much makeup caked on that they looked almost clownish. It looked like they had applied the stuff in the dark with a trowel.
Excitement about the fact they had been pulled out of class to talk to a private detective vied against the bored facade of sophistication they mightily were trying to maintain. If I weren’t worried about bruising their fragile young egos, I might have laughed at them. As it was, I simply tried to take them as seriously as they took themselves.
“Are you really a private detective?” Stacey asked. Her eyes were wide.
I nodded.
“Do you have some ID?” Erica asked. She asked it as seriously as a U.S Senator confronting an undercover cop who had knocked on her front door in the middle of the night.
I pulled out my private detective license and pushed it across the table to them. They put their heads together and examined it thoroughly and with ill-concealed excitement. If I also revealed to them I was a superhero, their heads might have exploded. Since I did not want to single-handedly cripple the concealer and lipstick industries by killing their best customers, I kept my Hero status to myself. I almost asked if they wanted to examine my gun, too, but they probably would have said yes. They might even have shot me with it if I did not show them the respect their young minds thought they deserved. 
Erica pushed my license back over to me.
“What can we do for you?” she asked.
“You know Clara Barton is missing?” I asked.
They both nodded.
“And you two are both her good friends?”
They nodded.
“Any idea of where she is?”
They both shook their heads.
“Do you know why she left?”
Two head shakes.
“Any idea of if she left voluntarily or if someone took her?”
They shook their heads.
“Has she contacted either of you since she disappeared two weeks ago?”
Head shakes.
“How about anyone you know?”
Another set of matching head shakes. It was like interviewing two mute bobbleheads. I was a superhero being thwarted by fourteen-year-olds. It was times like this I was glad I worked alone in my private detective business. If I did not, what would the guys back at the office have said once they learned I was being outfoxed by two teenaged girls?
It was time to change tactics. I focused my attention on Stacey. Divide and conquer.
“Stacey, I understand Clara has stayed with you and your parents a couple of times when she ran away before. What can you tell me about why Clara ran away then?”
Stacey shrugged. At least it was not a head nod or shake. Progress.
“Her dad. It was always her dad. He’s a real asshole,” she said. She said the word “asshole” almost as a challenge, as if she halfway expected me to make an issue of her use of it. I said nothing about it. I just acted like we were three cosmopolitan adults sitting around shooting the breeze and using adult language. I did not reciprocate in the use of vulgar language, though. I ran in some pretty rough circles, and knew some words that probably had not yet trickled down to suburban Anderson High School. I did not want to pierce the thin veil of the girls’ assumed worldliness and shock them out of a year’s growth by using some of the words I knew. Besides, it would be embarrassing for a Hero to be arrested for contributing to the delinquency of a minor.
“What was Clara’s problem with her Dad?” I asked Stacey.
Stacey snorted.
“What wasn’t her problem with him? He belittled her and her mom, wouldn’t let her do anything, told her the only thing she was good for was to be someone’s wife, that sort of thing,” she said. “When Clara got her powers, things got worse. You know about them, right?” I nodded. “Well, once her dad realized she was a Metahuman, he went from treating her like she was nothing to treating her like she was less than nothing. Clara said he said she was a monster and evil, and he wished she had never been born. She said he started hitting her too.” She glanced over at Erica. “Clara swore us to secrecy about the hitting part, but since you’re a detective and looking for her, you should probably know.”
Jesus! I thought. I would have said it aloud, but I didn’t want to seem less hardened than these two teens. I was really regretting not beating the tar out of John Barton when I had the chance.
“If he hit me, I’d cut his dick off in the middle of the night,” Erica interjected. Stacey nodded in emphatic agreement. Erica said it so fiercely I believed her. I was tempted to put a protective hand over my own private parts, but a grown man cupping himself in a school yard is bound to get you talked about.
“What about Mrs. Barton?” I asked. “Did Mr. Barton lay his hands on her, too?”
“Not that Clara told us,” Erica said. Stacey nodded in agreement again. “It was just her and just after she got her powers. Clara’s dad is super creepy.” She looked at Stacey. “Remember how he stared at me when we went over there to check on Clara after she didn’t show up for school for a couple of days after she disappeared?”
Stacey nodded.
“Yeah, he was undressing you with his eyes. You’re his type, skinny just like his wife. He’d probably try to fuck you if he had a chance.” Stacey looked back over at me. “It’s the ones who talk about religion the most who you can trust the least. I don’t know how a loser like him got the money to buy that expensive car he’s driving around in. You remember, we saw it when we went to check on Clara,” she said to Erica. Erica nodded in agreement.
I was glad they had brought up the BMW I had spotted at the Barton house. I had not been able to stop wondering about how the Bartons had been able to afford such an expensive car. That car must have cost more than John made in a year.
“Do either of you know when the Bartons bought that car?” I asked. Now that I had gotten the two talking, it was going to be hard to get them to shut up. I didn’t mind, though. I had nowhere else to be, and the more the two talked, the more likely it was they would say something useful.
“It must have been right after Clara disappeared,” Erica said. “I was over their house with Clara right before she disappeared. They did not have that car, then. Just a beat up old Civic.”
“Any notion where they got the money from for it?” I asked.
They both shook their heads no.
“Maybe Clara’s dad prayed it into existence,” Stacey said.
“No, he beat up a little girl and stole it from her,” Erica said. They both giggled. It was the first time since I had been speaking to them they dropped their masks and sounded like kids rather than hardened women of the world.
“So do you guys think Clara ran away this time? Maybe because her Dad was hitting her?” I had asked a similar question earlier, back when they were giving me head nods and shakes for answers. But we were old pals now. Maybe they were inclined to be more forthcoming.
Both girls shook their heads.
“I don’t think so,” Erica said. “Not for this long. If it was just her and her dad, do I think she’d run away for good? Sure. She’d run away and never look back. But, Clara loved her mom and wouldn’t just abandon her even though Clara thought she was—” she trailed off, looking at Stacey. Her long black braid flicked at the air like a horse’s tail. “What was the word she always used to describe her mom?”
“Ineffectual,” Stacey said.
“Yeah, that’s right, ineffectual,” Erica said.
“Do you all know anything about the Dupont Circle explosion?” I asked. Their eyes widened simultaneously.
“Oh my God, do you think Clara had something to do with that?” Stacey said breathlessly. She and Erica looked at each other. “We knew she could blow herself up, but we had no idea she was involved with that.”
Apparently the two of them had not seen footage of Clara in the subway station on the news. I could hardly fault them. When I was fourteen, I did not sit around watching the news either. The only way I would have watched the news at that age would have been if lingerie models had been the newscasters.
I held my hands up placatingly.
“Easy,” I said. “No one is saying Clara had anything to do with that. I’m only asking because of Clara’s powers.” I feared the damage was already done. By the time I drove out of the parking lot, the school would probably be buzzing with the news that Clara had blown up the Dupont Circle subway station for the purpose of extorting more vacation days from the Anderson school system. The only thing in the universe known to travel faster than the speed of light was incorrect gossip. As Mark Twain said, a lie can travel halfway around the world while the truth is still getting its shoes on.
“Speaking of Clara’s powers,” I said, “have either of you see what she can do?”
They both nodded. Their eyes were wide.
“She took us into the woods and showed us one afternoon after school,” Erica said. “She made us stand far away from her, and as we watched, BOOM,” she said, pantomiming an explosion with her hands. “The force of it knocked me to the ground.”
“Not me,” Stacey said smugly, “I’m tough.”
“I’m tough too,” Erica said in protest. “The force of it caught me off guard, is all. Anyway, a few seconds later, Clara reappeared next to us. One second she wasn’t there, and the next instant she was. It nearly gave me a heart attack. It was almost as freaky as watching her explode. She wore a shit-eating grin, looking exactly as she had before she exploded.”
“I think Metahumans are cool,” Stacey said. “I told Clara she should study to be a licensed Hero when she was old enough. She said she was thinking about it. You ever met any Heroes or Metahumans, Mr. Lord?”
“One or two,” I said. I still did not tell her I was a Hero. From the gleam in her eye when she talked about Metahumans, I was afraid she’d try to seduce me right on top of the picnic table. Both I and the Heroes' Guild frowned on such things.  
I talked to the girls for a while longer. I did not learn anything else that was useful, other than the fact that the girls would have been happy to talk to me all day instead of returning to class.
I thanked the girls for their time. I stood up to leave.
“Are you going to find Clara?” Stacey asked as both girls looked up at me. Despite their affected adultness, their eyes were expectant and trusting.
The truth was I didn’t know whether I would find Clara or not. Life did not follow a predictable narrative. Not every story had a happy ending, and the good guys did not always win in the end. I knew that, and the girls would eventually learn that. But, that was not the answer they wanted to hear. It was not the answer I wanted to hear either.
“Yes,” I said.
Then I left to try to follow through on my promise.
 



CHAPTER 8
A couple of days later, I stood in the parking lot of Huron Incorporated bright and early in the morning. Huron made those pieces of rubber and metal on top of utility poles which power and telephone lines ran from. I had never before thought about those pieces of equipment, and I certainly had never given any thought as to who made them. But, everything has to be made by somebody. Come to think of it, that concept was the most compelling argument for the existence of God mankind had ever come up with.
I probably never would have thought about the pieces of equipment on top of utility poles or Huron had Huron not been the place where John Barton worked as a third-shift foreman. It was then almost 8:30 a.m., and a lot of the third-shift employees, the ones who worked the night shift, had already left. I had been leaning against the driver’s side of John’s BMW for over thirty minutes, waiting for him to make an appearance. The early bird got the worm.
Though there were plenty of other cars in the unpaved, red clay lot, none of them were near John’s. John’s car was by far the most expensive one in the parking lot. He had no doubt parked far from everyone to try to avoid getting his shiny new car dinged up by someone else being careless in backing up or opening his car door.
I had been told John, being in a supervisory position, generally left the plant later than the people under him. I spent part of the time I waited for him admiring his car. It really was a nice vehicle, and a miracle of German engineering. The Germans really knew how to build a machine. If they had a larger population and had not been led by an evil lunatic, they probably would have licked us in World War Two. Part of me hoped me leaning against the car would not scratch the paint job of the beautiful machine. Another part of me hoped it would.
Finally, I saw the rear door of the Huron factory open and John Barton stepped out. His car was parked pretty far away from the building. John did not see me until he was almost right on top of me.
“Hey buddy, that’s my car you’re leaning up against,” he said. He looked tired after working all night. His clothes were smudged with dirt and oil, his eyes were red, and grey-black stubble peppered his face. He took a couple more steps forward, and his eyes widened in recognition.
“You,” he exclaimed. “Didn’t I tell you I didn’t want to see your face again?”
I stopped leaning on the car and stood up straight. Though John was wider than I, I was taller, and it gave me great satisfaction to look down on him. I gave him a smile, the wide open one that both charms and infuriates.
“I believe your parting words to me were ‘Get the fuck out of my house,’” I said. I extended my arms a bit to encompass the surrounding parking lot. “This is not your house. But, perhaps these niggling little details are hard for you to miss, you not being a trained detective like me.”
“I don’t have time to play games with you,” John said. “I’m tired, and I want to go home.” He stepped forward, toward the car. I stepped to the side and barred his path.
“You can go home. But first, we talk,” I said.
“I’ve got nothing to say to you,” he said. He tried to move past me again, and again I moved to bar his path.
“Hey, get the hell out of my way,” John said.
I said the words I had been itching to say to him when John had told me to get out of his house days before.
“Make me,” I said.
John put his left hand out and pressed it against my chest. He pushed me. I had my right leg slightly behind my left one, and I did not budge. John pushed harder. I still did not budge. A look of anger and frustration passed over John’s face. With his hand still on my chest, he took a swing at me with his free hand. The slight shift in his posture telegraphed the punch before his arm even moved. I was ready for it. Before the punch connected with my face, I twisted slightly to my right, grabbing John’s left wrist and forearm as I did so. His punch missed me by a country mile. Float like a butterfly, sting like a bee. I pulled at John’s left arm, using the momentum of his punch against him to send him sailing past me. He sprawled to the ground, landing like a sack of potatoes on his stomach.
John twisted on the clay surface. He struggled to get to his feet. He was moving slowly. Him hitting the ground so hard probably knocked the wind out of him.
I resisted the temptation to knock him down again. I had come for information, not to beat the tar out of him. Beating the tar out of him would be a nice fringe benefit, though.
“So here’s the thing, John,” I said as he rose. “When I was at your house, I wondered how a factory forearm was able to afford a nice car like this one. I’m guessing it costs a good deal more than you make in a year. When I found out you got it right after your daughter disappeared, it piqued my curiosity even more.” I left out the fact I had spoken to Mrs. Barton by telephone, and she told me she had no idea where her husband had gotten the money for the car, but that not only had he bought the car soon after Clara disappeared, but he had also paid off the couple’s credit card bills in full.
“So, I paid a visit yesterday to the friendly folks at Taylor BMW,” I said. “They were more than happy to chat with a charming Hero such as myself.” John did not need to know that my natural charm was considerably aided by greasing the palm of the salesman who sold the car to John. “They told me you paid for the car in cash. You literally brought in a bag full of bills,” I said.
“So I asked myself, ‘Self, how do you suppose our working class friend John Barton got enough cash to choke an elephant, right around the time his daughter disappeared? Could it be the two facts are related?’ And then I said, ‘Self, why are you asking me when we really should be asking John?’ So, here I am John, asking. Where did you get the money from?”
John was on his feet by then, breathing heavily. His face looked wary and a little bit afraid. I think he was starting to realize that, despite his size, he was outmatched.
“None of your damned business,” he gasped.
“Wrong answer,” I said. I hit him with a right jab in the pit of his stomach. He made a sound like air escaping from a balloon. When he doubled over, I kneed him in the face. I hit him square in the nose. There was a spray of blood. John cried out. He fell to his knees. I stepped back out of the range of him in case he was foolish enough to try to counterattack.
“My nose,” John said in a raspy voice. He raised his hands to touch it. He yelped when his hands made contact with it. His voice sounded muffled. His face was messy with blood. “I think you broke it.”
“I hear you like to hit little Meta girls. Now you know how it feels when a Meta hits you back,” I said. “I’ll break more than just your nose if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”
John shook his head stubbornly. I sighed. I got closer to him and kicked him in the ribs. Hard. John squealed like a hog being butchered. He fell on his side, clutching where I kicked him. As much as I disliked John, I did not relish literally kicking him when he was down. It smacked of bullying, and I hated bullies. But, I had a job to do, and I was going to do it.
“I’m waiting,” I said.
“I sold her,” he gasped, writhing in pain.
“You sold Clara?” I asked. John nodded. Though I was halfway expecting it, I was still shocked. “To whom?”
“I think you busted my ribs, too,” he said. “I need to go the hospital.”
“You’ll go to the morgue instead if you don’t answer my questions. Who did you sell Clara to?”
John rolled onto his back. He was twitching like a dying cockroach. The ground had not yet dried out from the recent snows. Red clay clung to John’s clothes like blood. His eyes squeezed shut. Tears escaped from the corner of them and rolled down the sides of his face.
“Some guy,” he finally said. He sounded like he had problems breathing. “One of you Metas. He heard about what Clara can do from somebody at her school. He got into touch with me, said he’d pay good money if he could take her and I’d look the other way. Not call the cops, not look for her, that sort of thing.”
“What’s this guy’s name?”
John didn’t respond. I moved over to him. I put my foot on his ribcage where I kicked him. He clutched at my leg weakly. I applied a bit of downward pressure. He yelped.
“The name,” I said again.
“He told me he was the Pied Piper. I don’t know his real name, I swear. He came to the house when I knew my wife would be gone. He paid me and took Clara with him when he left. She left with him without me even telling her to. I think maybe the guy could control her, or something.”
“Did this Pied Piper say why he wanted Clara?”
John shook his head frantically from side to side. He continued to squirm beneath me.
“So you just let some guy whose real name you don’t know take your only daughter for God only knows what reason?” I said. I was disgusted. “How much did this Pied Piper pay you?”
“One hundred thousand,” he gasped. “Get off of me. You’re killing me.”
Though I didn’t want to, I let up a little on the pressure I was applying.
“A hundred thousand dollars,” I said. I snorted. “What, he didn’t have thirty pieces of silver handy?”
John did not respond. It was a rhetorical question anyway. What was there to say?
I asked John what this Pied Piper character looked like, and he told me. He was a white male of average height in his forties with black hair that was graying a bit. As that fit the description of a sizable percentage of the population, it was not much to go on. But, it was all John could give me. He was in too much pain and too concerned about saving his own miserable hide to lie to me.
Once I had gotten all of the information out of John I thought I was going to, I got off of him. I stepped back. I looked down at him on his back as he rocked from side to side, clutching his ribs.
“I didn’t do anything wrong,” he was hoarsely whispering. “Metas are evil. God Himself says so. Clara is not even human. I didn’t do anything wrong.” He said it over and over again, like he was a broken record. I didn’t know if he was trying to convince me, or himself.
I looked down at him with contempt. What kind of father who called himself a Christian sold his daughter? What kind of father of any religion sold his daughter?
I had hurt John. But, he wasn’t going to die. With medical treatment, he would be able to live his bigoted small life for many years to come. What I had done to John seemed like insufficient punishment for what he had done to Clara. Maybe it was not my place to judge. The New Testament taught that one should turn the other cheek. That was fine, I supposed, in a world of sweetness and light where the lion had lain down with the lamb and swords had been all turned into plowshares. But that was not the world I lived in. In that world, the words “an eye for an eye” from the Old Testament appealed more to me.
I reached down and grabbed John by his jacket. I dragged him away from his car until he was a decent distance away from it. He did not even resist. He just moaned in pain and kept saying “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
I patted him down. I found his car keys in his right front pants pocket. His cell phone was in his left pocket. I took both. I slipped the cell into my own pocket.
I walked to the BMW, leaving John to rock back and forth in the dirt. I unlocked the car, opened it, got in, and started the engine. Leaving it running, I got back out and walked over to John again. He still lay where I had left him.
I stretched out my water awareness. There was plenty of water vapor in the air around and in the car, not to mention liquid water in some of the car’s parts. A water molecule consisted of two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen. Any grade school chemistry student could tell you that. Hydrogen was highly combustible. People had been reminded of that by the 1937 Hindenburg disaster, where a dirigible using lighter than air hydrogen gas caught on fire and exploded. Oxygen was the fuel which every fire needed to burn.
Using my hydrokinetic powers, I broke up a lot of the liquid water and water vapor in and around the car to its component gaseous parts, namely hydrogen and oxygen. All it would take from there would be a single spark, which the car’s spark plugs would happily provide.
In seconds, there was a muted whooshing sound from the car. Smoke rose from the hood of the car. In seconds, there were visible flames. Crackling and popping sounds filled the air. Seconds later, probably when the fire hit the car’s gas tank, there was an explosion. With a loud boom, the car exploded. A fireball rose into the air. Debris flew everywhere. My ears rang. My face felt hot from the flames.
John had traded his daughter in for a car. Destroying the car did not come close to balancing the scales of justice. But, at least it was a step in the right direction.
John was propped up on his elbows, staring at the burning remains of his car like he was staring into the fiery pits of Hell.
“My car! My car! What did you do to my car?” he said to me.
“You’re lucky I didn’t put you in it first,” I said. I bent over and grabbed him by the front of his jacket. I pulled him off the ground until his face was inches from mine. The parts of his face that were not bloody were pale from injury, pain, and fear.
“I’m going to find your daughter,” I said. The words came out in a hiss between my clenched teeth. “When I do, you had better pray to that nutty god you worship that she’s not hurt. If she is, I’m going to find you and hurt you again too. And, I won’t hold back the next time.”
I itched to punch his teeth down his throat. With an effort, I resisted the impulse. I let go of him. He slumped back onto the ground with a cry of pain. He let out a low sound. I couldn’t tell if it was a moan or a sob.
I started to walk away.
“You can’t just leave me here like this,” John said. “I’m hurt bad.”
I pulled his cell phone out of my pocket. I had meant to call the ambulance for him with it after I burned his car. In my anger I had forgotten. I did not want to use my own phone to make the call and have John’s beating be traced back to me. Licensed Heroes weren’t supposed to do such things. There were rules we were supposed to follow. I had clearly stepped outside of them.
I didn’t care.
I was no longer in the mood to call someone to help John. So, I flipped the phone over to John. It landed on his chest.
“You say you’re hurt badly? Here’s your phone,” I said. “Call someone who cares.”
I walked over to my own car and drove off.
Maybe when the cops showed up, John would tell them I had beaten him and torched his car. Maybe, but I didn’t think so. He was too scared of me now. But, even if he did tell on me and the cops came around to question me, I would tell them what John had done to his daughter.
A lot of cops were parents. They would understand what I did.
 



CHAPTER 9
After leaving John, I drove to the central location of the Astor City Library. It was not too far from my office. There were some parking spaces on either side of the building that were clearly labelled “For Librarian Use Only.” I pulled into one of those empty spaces. I had just broken several laws with John. What was one more? I doubted breaking a parking code would push me into supervillain territory. If it did, what would my code name be? Parking Scofflaw? It was not a name that would strike terror into the hearts of the public.
Before going into the library, I walked across the street to a deli. I ordered a roast beef sandwich. I flashed healthiness the middle finger and I got a side of fries to go with it. Breakfast seemed an eternity ago. Stomping a relatively defenseless citizen burned a lot of calories.
I felt sick to my stomach as I ate, and not because of the food. Now that the white hot fire of my anger at John had cooled a bit, I had second thoughts about what I had done. I did not know how else I could have handled the situation, though. John would not have told me what he had done to Clara by me simply asking him nicely and by saying pretty please, with sugar on top. But, I could have perhaps not hurt him as much as I did. Despite what John had done, the strong should not prey on the weak. Though John was a grown man, I had superpowers and extensive physical training. John had about as much of a chance against me as a child did against a Tyrannosaurus Rex. It was an issue I struggled with a lot—finding out the information I needed to find out and doing what needed to be done without crossing into the territory of doing things to people simply because I had the power to do them.
Me hurting John was a sour taste in my mouth as I ate my meal. I did not feel badly about destroying his car, though. He had sold his daughter, after all. If John had bought a fleet of cars, I would have felt perfectly fine about torching each and every one of them. Plastic and metal were not the same as flesh and bone. Maybe I had a future as a car wrecker. I could visualize the sign outside my business: “Truman Lord, Car Wrecker Extraordinaire. Prove you sold your child into slavery, and I’ll destroy your car for free.”
The more I thought about John, the more I lost my appetite. I threw the rest of my meal into the trash. I left the deli, feeling more and more like a bully. Perhaps if I ran across a puppy between there and the library, I could kick it and make my transformation to bully complete. Fortunately for the puppy population, I did not see any between the deli and the library.
I had been to the Astor City Central Library many times before to do research for various cases. Each visit had been less pleasant than the last. I had to go through a metal detector once I was inside. Yes, a metal detector to get into a library. I had to show the guard my private detective and gun licenses to have him let me keep my gun.
As I went into the library, I thought about how much libraries had changed over the years. There had been no metal detectors in my childhood library. I grew up in a small town in Georgia. The county library had been in walking distance of my elementary school, and I had gone there every day after school until my parents got off of work and picked me up. That library had been housed in a pre-Civil War mansion which had been gifted to the county by a rich local family. It was self-imposed penance for their family building its wealth on the backs of slaves, maybe. It was cheaper than redistributing their wealth to the descendants of their family’s slaves, I supposed.
At any rate, the library from my childhood had been large and majestic and crammed full of books. I got a better education from my reading there than I did in school. The librarians had uniformly been dressed primly in ankle-length dresses and sensible shoes. They had been knowledgeable to the point of omniscient, and they did not hesitate to shush those who defiled their shrine to learning with loud conversations and tomfoolery.
The Astor City Central Library was not like that. That was not a good thing. Rather than it being housed in a mansion that inspired a feeling of romanticism, it was housed in a structure that looked more like a dull office building where people went to have their souls crushed. It seemed like there were more computers than books inside. The librarians looked and sounded like they had only gotten their GEDs rather than masters and doctorates in library science. I doubted they could navigate their way around the Dewey Decimal System with a head start, a map, and a compass.
The Astor City Central Library was more part homeless shelter, part television viewing lounge, and part singles bar than a place people went for quiet reading and contemplation. And, rather than being a silent shrine to learning like my childhood library, I have been inside of nightclubs that were quieter. I would have to pull out my gun and fire it into the ceiling to break through the hubbub and draw the ire of a librarian. I would probably have to explain to her first what “ire” was though. That was probably why the library had metal detectors—the librarians did not want patrons to shoot off guns and interrupt the librarians while they took selfies and updated their social media.
I went up to the reference desk on the second floor. There were two young women behind the desk. That was the only thing that gave away the fact the two of them worked there. It certainly was not their attire, their professionalism, or their attitude.
I stood in front of the desk patiently as the women played games on their cell phones. They ignored me with an ease born out of long practice. It warmed the cockles of my heart to see my tax dollars hard at work.
“Can I help you?” one of the librarians finally asked me. She had shoulder length oily brown hair, a huge silver stud in her left nostril, and a face that looked like the surface of the moon. Despite her question, she sounded like she would rather do anything in the world other than help me. Maybe she figured speaking to me was the only way to get me to go away. Little did she know I was Truman the Tenacious. I laughed in the face of being ignored.
I smiled the smile I reserved for impudent civil servants. It was the one that said “Even though you theoretically work for me and other taxpayers as a civil servant, I recognize you actually view yourself as my master, not my servant. I promise to bow and scrape before your civil service protected magnificence.”
“I want to review newspaper articles about a certain person. Can you point me in the right direction?” I asked. I could have done Internet searches from my office or on my phone, but lot of newspapers had their articles behind a paywall. I knew the library had subscriptions to a wide array of newspapers and news services.
“Dedicated news computers are in our media room,” the woman said. A “Duh!” was implied by her tone of voice.
The woman looked back down at her phone. She no doubt thought she had just amply earned her salary for the day. Or, maybe using a big word like “dedicated” had exhausted her.
“Do you mind showing me where they are and how to use them?” I said. I put a slight genuflection before her awesome importance in my voice. I was Truman the Tame.
With a long-suffering sigh, the young woman rose from her seat. She was wearing a frayed gray sweatshirt that looked like it had not seen the inside of a washing machine in a while. I bet myself five dollars she had on torn jeans and flip-flops.
She moved from behind the desk and started walking towards the back of the building without a backwards glance at me to see if I was following. I followed behind her. I was a professional detective; tailing someone who was trying to lose me was second nature. I looked down to see torn jeans and flip-flops on her dirty feet. I congratulated myself on my predictive abilities. If Miss Congeniality here did not also have a tramp stamp and a thong on under her sweatshirt and jeans, I would eat my private eye license.
I followed the woman into a room full of computers, magazines, and newspapers, the latter of which were mounted on wooden dowels. There were maybe ten or so people in the room. Still without looking back at me, the librarian bent down over a vacant computer station. The station was in between two others. At the station on the left sat a well-dressed, middle-aged Hispanic woman studiously studying the screen in front of her. At the station on the right sat an unshaven white man in tattered clothing who was sound asleep. Perhaps he had fallen asleep days ago while waiting for a librarian to help him.
With the librarian bent over, her sweatshirt had risen up on her back. I got a confirmatory flash of a butterfly tattoo stenciled onto the soft white flesh of her lower back. A white thong peeked out of the top of her jeans. It had sparkles on it. Classy. The woman did not look like she worked out or ate right, and I had little doubt the butterfly would grow into a pterodactyl in a few years.
I slipped stealthily into the chair in front of the computer. Despite her lack of good grace, the librarian was actually making herself useful by operating the computer system and showing me how it worked. I did not want to make any sudden moves and startle her back into her default state of uselessness.
After a few minutes, I thought I had a handle on the computer system. I thanked the librarian for her time. She walked off, no doubt to take a well-deserved vacation after all of her hard work.
I did some searches for the Pied Piper. I doubted that was the name that appeared on the man’s birth certificate, but one never knew these days. After all, Moon Unit Zappa was not a lunar powered Metahuman, but rather a regular person.
Fortunately, regardless of whether the Pied Piper was his birth name, there were several news reports that referenced him. It turned out he was the founder and leader of the Metahuman Liberation Front, or the MLF. I remembered Stan Langley of the Astor City Times telling me the MLF was one of the organizations that had taken credit for the Dupont Circle explosion. I also remembered how John Barton had told me it seemed like this Pied Piper character had taken control of Clara somehow when he came to the Barton house to pay John off. Perhaps the Pied Piper had used his powers to make Clara cause the Dupont Circle explosion.
It was times like this I wished I had a sidekick who could congratulate me for having uncovered a clue. The Hispanic woman had already gone, and only the sleeping white man remained nearby. I would have asked him if he wanted to be my sidekick, but he looked so peaceful I did not want to disturb him. Besides, he smelled a bit. Regular bathing was one of my strict requirements for a sidekick. 
I continued to read articles about the Pied Piper and the MLF. The more I read, the more I was surprised I had not already heard of them. The MLF was apparently a relatively new group, and had been started by Pied Piper and a couple of his followers in the United States. But, more Metahumans were flocking to the Pied Piper’s banners, and the MLF was growing in Metahuman followers by leaps and bounds worldwide. Its goal in short was to establish a worldwide social and political order where Metahumans ruled over Unevolved humans. As Stan Langley had mentioned, Unevolveds were what the MLF called people who did not possess superpowers.
The MLF had even released a written manifesto which a few newspapers had printed in its entirety. I fed some coins into the printer connected to the computer, and printed a copy of the manifesto out for later reference. It read:
1. Metahumans are the latest and ultimate evolution of the human species, as separate from and superior to Unevolved humans as Unevolved humans are from their chimpanzee cousins.
2. Expecting the superior Metahuman species to live peacefully with Unevolved humans is like expecting wolves to live peaceably among sheep.
3. Having a society structured so that Unevolved humans are in charge is like having chimpanzees rule over men. Unevolved humans are ill-equipped to rule, as indicated by the thousands of years of war, poverty, and bloodshed throughout their history. Now that superior men and women in the form of Metahumans have taken history’s stage, it is time for them to take their rightful place at the head of society. The only way Metahumans and Unevolved humans can coexist is for Metahumans to take complete control of society.
4. The so-called United States Hero Act of 1945 is nothing but a tool of oppression, a vain attempt by Unevolved humans to stave off the inevitable supremacy of Metahumans by forcing them to register with the government, reveal their abilities, and keep the government apprised of their whereabouts. Furthermore, the Act’s requirement that a Metahuman not use his powers under pain of being imprisoned unless he becomes a licensed Hero first is nothing more than a transparent attempt by the government of Unevolved humans to control Metahuman powers and exploit them for its own benefit.
5. The so-called Hero Act of 1945 is both oppressive and repressive, a violation of Metahumans’ civil and human rights, and it flies in the face of God’s natural law.
6. As one of the Unevolved humans’ own leaders once said, the long arc of history bends towards justice. In time, Metahumans will take their rightful place at the head of human society. It is inevitable. It not a question of if it going to happen, but rather, of when it is going to happen.
7. The sole reason for the existence of the Metahuman Liberation Front is to hasten the day Metahumans take charge of the world from their lesser Unevolved human cousins and usher in the Golden Age of Mankind. The Metahuman Liberation Front will take any and all steps it must to bring forth that happy day, peacefully if it can, violently if it must, but, in any event, BY ANY AND ALL MEANS NECESSARY!
Metahumans now, Metahumans tomorrow, Metahumans forever!
Scarcely able to believe my eyes, I read the manifesto a second time after I had printed it out. It sounded like something Hitler or a wacky cult leader might have written if he had superpowers. If the manifesto was any indication, the man who had taken Clara was batshit crazy. The fact I and other Metas had powers did not make us better than everyone else. More powerful, yes. But better? No. It was like a mugger saying he was better than his victim because he was strong enough to wrest her purse from her. Strength and power did not equal virtue and righteousness. I was no slouch in the power department myself, and I did not think my abilities qualified me to be one of society’s leaders. I had trouble controlling my own impulses, sometimes. I had no business controlling someone else.
According to the MLF, I should be a Metahuman aristocrat. People could call me Lord Lord. Or, I could be a monarch somewhere. King Lord had a nice ring to it.  I shook my head at the ludicrous thought. Uneasy was the head that could wear a crown. 
I went back to my search for information about the Pied Piper and the MLF. The MLF had lately been taking credit for several terrorist attacks. Before that, though, the MLF apparently had been responsible for a spate of robberies across the country. It was widely speculated the MLF needed the money to fund their organization’s aims. They reportedly had stolen millions of dollars, not to mention millions more in precious metals, jewels, and works of art.
I paused thoughtfully when I read this. The fact the MLF had been active in high-end robbery circles gave me an idea for how I could locate them in general, and the Pied Piper in particular.
I could not find a picture of the Pied Piper or even a solid description of him. It was speculated, though, that both he and the MLF were based out of Astor City. Astor City had a lot going for it. We were one of the biggest cities in the country; the Sentinels, one of the preeminent superhero teams in the world, was based here; and we were the home of the best chili cheese dog in the world, the tallest building in the country, a baseball team with ten World Series championships, and, apparently, a nest of Metahumans with delusions of grandeur and aspirations for world domination. Yes, there really was no place like home. Astor City: come for the chili cheese dog, stay for the rabid superpowered terrorists.
Once I realized I was at the point in my research where I was reading pretty much the same thing over and over but stated in different ways, I shut off the computer. Careful to not wake up my sleeping neighbor, I got up and left. I thought about leaving him my card in case he decided to take a bath and was looking to fill a Hero’s sidekick position, but I decided against it.
I walked out of the library and went to my car. It had not been towed despite it being parked in a space for librarians only. There was not a ticket on the windshield. I quickly got in and sped away. I was not sprayed with a hail of bullets by police trying to foil my escape.
The Parking Scofflaw had struck again.
 



CHAPTER 10
The next morning at about 6 a.m., I was at my gym to work out as I normally did. It was a Wednesday. I weight-trained three days a week, and did some sort of cardio or sparred the other days. Except for Sunday, of course. If it was good enough as a rest day for the Creator, it was good enough for me. Crime-fighting and being out of shape were not a good mix, so working out was an important part of my life.
Though I was at the gym to work out, I hoped to kill two birds with one stone. I was also there to look for a Metahuman named Shadow.
I had briefly joined Zenith Fitness, a high-end gym on the other side of town, for a case weeks before. But, my short-term membership at Zenith had expired. I did not want to mortgage my condominium and sell a kidney to raise the money to renew my Zenith membership. Going from Zenith back to my regular gym was like going from eating Wagyu beef to dining on discount expired hamburger. But, a fitness and cost-conscious superhero had to do what he had to do.
My regular gym was in the basement of a building in Astor City’s warehouse district. The gym did not even have a name. There was no sign on the front of the warehouse it was in announcing its presence. That was just as well as the punch-drunk boxer who owned it probably would not be able to spell the name right on the sign if the gym had one.
The gym advertised by word of mouth and appealed to a select clientele. It was not a gym for people who worked out once or twice a week and who felt they needed to wear the right outfit or adopt the latest workout look. If someone showed up at my gym wearing makeup, they probably would have been ridden out of there on a rail. It was a gym for meatheads, professional combat sports athletes and ex-athletes, and unsavory characters who did not want their names showing up on a conventional gym’s membership list. Plus, several Metahumans who did not want a big deal made of the fact they had powers were members. That included me and Shadow, the woman I hoped to talk to about the Metahuman Liberation Front and the Pied Piper. 
I did my usual hour and a half workout. I did not see Shadow anywhere by the end of it. If she was in town, I usually saw her Wednesday mornings. Though I was pretty tired, I decided to go to another area of the gym and hit the heavy bag for a while before giving up for the day on talking to Shadow. I would have called her instead or gone to her house, but I had no idea what her phone number was or where she lived. If someone had ever found out where Shadow lived, she had probably killed them. I would not put it past her.
I hit the heavy bag until my arms felt rubbery. If the bag had been the Pied Piper, he would have pled for mercy and promised to sin no more. After he regained consciousness, that is.
I unwrapped my hands, took a quick shower, and put on some street clothes. I went back into the gym’s weight room to see if Shadow had made an appearance. And, just like that, there she was. She was doing bench presses. Even while lying down on the bench press bench, Shadow was hard to miss.
Shadow was black. It was both a description of her race and of her skin color. Her skin was the color of night. Her hair was shaved down close to her scalp, so her tightly curled jet black hair hugged the contours of her skull. Though Shadow was slim and toned, her hips and bust swelled out like those of a fertility goddess. As she reclined on the bench pushing the barbell overhead using perfect form, her prominent breasts pointed up at the ceiling like rockets ready to launch. She had on loose black sweatpants, black sneakers, black socks, and a black sports bra that left her waspish midriff exposed.
I walked over to her. She moved the barbell slowly up and down as I approached. I counted the plates that were on the heavy-duty barbell. She was pressing over twelve hundred pounds as easily as I could one hundred.
“Hi Shadow. You’re dressed as colorfully as always. Do you need a spot?” I asked once I was alongside her. It was bad form to talk to her mid-rep, but I was hot on the trail of a supervillain. Sometimes the niceties have to be ignored for the greater good.
Shadow’s eyes flicked over to me, and then back to the weight she held over her chest. The whites of her eyes were startlingly so in her dark face. Her irises were such a dark brown they were almost black.
“I’m dressed colorfully? If that is some sort of racial crack, I’ll belt you once I’m through,” she said. “And no, I don’t need a spotter.” Her breathing was normal and her voice was as easy and conversational as if she was talking to me over a cup of coffee. Only the beads of sweat on her forehead betrayed the energy she was expending. “Today is a light weight, high rep day. Now be quiet. You’ve made me lose count.”
As requested, I kept my mouth shut as Shadow completed her reps. It was a common misconception that Metahumans who had super-strength did not need to work out. If they did not work out, they would never be able to reach the full potential of their super-strength. Just as a normal human who never worked out would never be as strong as he could be, a Meta with super-strength who never worked out would never be as strong as he could be. Many of the Metas I knew who had super-strength worked out as diligently as the meatiest of meatheads. Shadow was one such Meta. You would never know it from her lithe, feminine arms and legs, though. She looked like she should be on a stage somewhere ripping her clothes off rather than ripping the arms off of her opponents. More than one person who had gone up against her had been foolish enough to underestimate her because of the way she looked.
In addition to her super-strength, Shadow had augmented reflexes and her skin was super-tough. In a rare moment of candor years before, she had told me her skin was tough enough to stop a blade, especially if the blade was being wielded by a non-Meta, but that she was not invulnerable. A bullet would pierce her skin almost as easily as it would mine, she had said. That was good to know on the off chance I ever had reason to shoot her.
The name Shadow hinted at another ability she had. Her name was not a politically incorrect reference to her skin color or race. Rather, it hinted at the fact she was invisible to any kind of electronic detection—motion detectors, cameras, that sort of thing. Even microphones were useless on her. Her invisibility to electronic detection made her the ideal Metahuman thief, which was part of how she made her living. Shadow was a high-priced mercenary. If someone paid her enough money, Shadow would do almost anything, whether that meant stealing a Picasso, spying on China, or assassinating an African dictator. The “almost” was key. She had a personal code she followed that made her too proud to do just any old thing, regardless of the amount of money someone threw at her.
Shadow’s personal code kept her, if not on the right side of the law, then at least on the right side of morality. In my mind, at least. It was what kept me from subduing her and turning her in to the authorities. Well, that and the fact she would not be too easy to subdue.
“I think that’s fifty reps,” Shadow said. She lowered the loaded barbell back onto the bar holder. Though she let the barbell down gently, it was so heavy I felt the vibration through my legs.
Shadow sat up. She dried her face with a towel. I was tempted to examine her impressive cleavage while her eyes were obscured. I was a professional detective after all, and trained to take careful note of my surroundings. Plus, the caveman in me wanted to look. But, I resisted the powerful temptation. God only knew what Shadow might have done had she caught me stealing a peek. She might have choked me unconscious. Or, she might have pulled up her bra, flashed me, and forced me to motorboat her. One never knew with Shadow. She was unpredictable.
Shadow removed the towel from her face. I was struck anew by how beautiful she was. Her dark face was angular and perfectly symmetrical. If she had made different life decisions, she could have been a model. If she were one, a designer who gave her a hard time would be in for a nasty surprise. Shadow was pretty, of that there was no doubt. A coral snake was pretty too, but that did not detract from its deadliness.
Shadow looked up at me.
“What do you want?” she asked.
It had been a while since I had seen Shadow. With anyone else, I would have extended my hand in greeting. But, Shadow did not shake hands with people. She had told me long ago it was too easy to get attacked by someone while they held your hand. She told me she did not have long hair for the same reason as long hair was too easy to grab. In the rough circles Shadow tended to move in, she was being prudent rather than paranoid.
“What, no small talk?” I asked. “No, ‘Hey, Truman, how’s the detecting biz? Read any good books lately? Beat up on any interesting supervillains?’”
“My mistake,” she said. Shadow plastered a big fake smile on her face. Her even white teeth gleamed. “Hi, Truman! How are you? Did you lose weight? Gee, you sure look swell!” she said in a high-pitched, girlish voice. She sounded like a college cheerleader from the 1950s majoring in school spirit.
After a moment, the smile slid off her face and her face assumed its normal, slightly menacing cast.
“Better?” she asked in her normal voice. “Now, what do you want?”
“I just want to talk. Let’s go over to where we can speak privately.”
Shadow shrugged. The movement made her breasts move provocatively. I tried to ignore them. It was not easy.
Shadow stood. She was tall for a woman, but shorter than I. We walked over to the corner of the weight room away from everyone else. Most of the people there were men, and most of them looked at Shadow as she walked by. They did it covertly, though. Shadow was a bit of a legend at the gym, and was not the kind of woman you rudely ogled even if the contours of her body almost demanded it.
If Shadow noticed the attention, she gave no sign of it. I knew, though, that she was hyper-aware of everything around her even if she did not seem to be. If asked to, she could have closed her eyes and sketched everything and everyone in the room as accurately as a courtroom sketch artist. I had seen her do it before.
“What’s so pressing you need to interrupt my workout?” Shadow asked once we were in the corner. “Need to borrow money? The answer is no.”
“I want to talk to you about the Metahuman Liberation Front. The Pied Piper specifically. I’ve read the MLF has been pulling off some high-end heists lately. Since you know the people who do that kind of work, I thought you might know something about them.”
Shadow pursed her lips and let out a low whistle.
“The MLF?” she said. “There are some pretty dangerous Metas in that group. Crazy, but dangerous. The Pied Piper especially. I’ve met him. He tried to get me to join the MLF. I told him no. What’s your interest in them? Did they steal one of your Boy Scout merit badges?”
Though Shadow and I often worked on different sides of the law, I had known her a long time. She was discreet, and I trusted her. So, I told her about Clara and her powers and how I suspected she had been used by the MLF to pull off the attack on the Dupont Circle subway.
“What does the MLF want with the girl? For that matter, why would they blow up anything?” she asked once I had finished. “There’s no money in blowing up subway stations.”
I shrugged.
“I don’t know. I’ve been reading up on them and their goals. Maybe they’ve moved from the money-making stage of their operation to the try to take over the world through terror stage.”
Shadow looked thoughtful.
“An exploding Meta would be useful to terrorists,” she said. “Getting through security would be a breeze. The metal detectors wouldn’t go off, because there would be no metal to detect. Just an innocent looking teenaged girl. Send the girl into the White House or Congress and bang—no more executive and legislative branches. Plus, if the girl is not destroyed in her own explosions like you say, you’ve got a recyclable bomb. Useful.” Shadow sounded almost wistful, as if she wished she could explode too.
“Am I correct in believing the Pied Piper can control minds?” I asked.
Shadow nodded.
“Yeah. But, just the minds of kids. I’m not sure what the age cutoff is or how it works, but he definitely can’t control adult minds,” she said. “You’d best stay far away from him. Mentally, you’re probably young enough to be susceptible to his power.”
I let the insult roll off my back. I was Truman the Teflon Man. If I had one, that would be my superhero alias.
“Staying away is not an option,” I said. “I was hired to retrieve Clara, and that’s what I’m going to do. Any truth to the rumors the MLF is headquartered here in Astor City?”
“That’s what I hear, but I don’t know where,” Shadow said. “Astor City is huge. Lots of places to hide.”
“Know any Metas who belong to the MLF?” I asked. “Maybe I’ll find one of them and ask them nicely where I can find the Pied Piper.”
Shadow nodded, and rattled off a list of names and code names. I recognized one of them: Eugene Simmons, also known as the Hopper. He was a small-time crook and a big-time loser. I had some dealings with him before. I knew where to find him.
“Perhaps I’ll go pay a visit to Hopper and ask him where I can find the Pied Piper,” I said. “Thanks for the help Shadow.” I turned to leave. Shadow grabbed me by the arm.
“You’re going up against the Pied Piper and the MLF by yourself?” she asked. “Like I said, they’re crazy, but dangerous.”
“Ah, sweetie, you’re worried about me. I promise I’ll be careful.”
Shadow snorted.
“I’m not worried about you. You’re pretty dangerous yourself, though you wouldn’t know it from all the dumb jokes you’re always making,” Shadow said. She paused thoughtfully. “You did me a favor, a while back. You could have turned me in to the cops, but you didn’t.”
I knew the incident she was talking about. I shrugged.
“What you did was wrong,” I said, “but you did it for the right reasons and it needed to be done. You didn’t deserve prison.”
“All the same, I owe you one. I don’t like being in someone’s debt.”
“Are you saying you’re volunteering to help me to find Clara?” I asked.
Shadow shrugged.
“Why not?” she said. “I’m between jobs right now and don’t have anything better to do. Besides, if I let you go off by yourself and you get killed, you’re ornery enough to come back as a ghost and haunt me for not working off my debt to you.”
I smiled. I was very much used to working alone, but having someone around to watch my back as I tackled a band of superpowered terrorists would be nice.
“On the plus side, you don’t even have to work for free,” I said. “I’ll pay you half of what my client’s paying me.”
“Oh, how much is that?”
“A dollar,” I said.
Shadow looked startled for a second. Then she laughed. Her teeth flashed brilliantly.
“One dollar,” she said. She shook her head. “You really are the last of the Boy Scouts, aren’t you?”
I shrugged modestly.
“Well, I am physically strong, mentally awake, and morally straight.”
Shadow continued to shake her head at me.
“All right, we’ll share and share alike,” she said. She held out her open palm.
“You want your money now?” I asked. “You know I’m good for it.”
Shadow shook her head in the negative.
“I’ll just bet you’re good for it. That’s what you people always say,” she said. “My people and I are still waiting for our forty acres and a mule.”
“‘You people’?” I said. “Are you casting an aspersion based on my race?”
“Yes,” she said.
I sighed and shook my head in mock sadness.
“Can’t we all just get along?” I asked plaintively. I reached into my pocket, found two quarters, and handed them to Shadow. She slipped them into her sweatpants. I was surprised she didn’t bite into them to verify they were real.
“Okay then,” she said. “You’ve just bought yourself a partner.”
“Partner? I had in mind more of a Hero and sidekick relationship.”
“Me too,” Shadow said. “With you as my sidekick. I just said partners before to be polite.” I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not.
I again turned to walk away. Shadow stopped me by putting her hand on my chest. It felt like a backhoe was pressing against me.
“One more thing,” Shadow said. She smiled sweetly at me. “If you call me sweetie again, I’ll shove my hand down your throat and pull your balls out through your mouth.”
“Duly noted,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 11
That night, Shadow and I sat inside my car parked across the street from Grisham’s Bar. The sign over the door was in neon. The letter B was dark, making it look like it read “Grisham’s ar.” Grisham should have considered making the bar pirate themed. My marketing genius was wasted in the detective business. I shared my plan with Shadow, who, as usual, was dressed in all black. She snorted derisively, shook her head, and said nothing more. Genius is so often misunderstood in its own time.
Grisham’s Bar was in a part of Astor City known as Dog Cellar. I had no idea how the neighborhood had gotten such a colorful name. Perhaps it was because even dogs’ spirits fell down in the dumps when they found themselves in Dog Cellar. That was just speculation on my part, though. Dog Cellar was on the bad side of town. Every side of Astor City had bad things going on in them. The ritzier parts of the city just hid them better. Dog Cellar made no effort to hide its bad parts: it paraded them out in the open, like it was proud of them. If you wanted porn that would make Hugh Hefner blush, a thug for hire, stolen goods, hookers, drugs, or your own throat cut, you could find it all on the mean streets of Dog Cellar.
Shadow and I had been waiting for Eugene Simmons, or Hopper, for over two hours. It was close to midnight. It was a cold winter night, though the temperature was above freezing. It had been drizzling rain, off and on, the entire time we had been sitting there.
“You sure Hopper will make an appearance?” Shadow asked.
I nodded, keeping an eye on the door of the bar. A light mounted over it lit up the surrounding sidewalk. I wouldn’t miss Hopper if he went into the bar.
“Hopper’s a creature of habit. He comes here every night to play pool and to have a few drinks. Not to mention to ingest God knows what other kinds of substances. He’ll show. It’s just a matter of time,” I said.
“It’s not a good idea to be such a predictable creature of habit if you’re a criminal,” Shadow said. “Too easy for people to find you.”
“That would be one of the reasons why Hopper is not a very successful criminal.”
We were silent for a while.
“I’m cold,” Shadow eventually said. “I know you can’t start the car and run the heat because an idling car draws too much attention. But, next time, have the good sense to schedule a stakeout during the spring.”
“Next time,” I promised.
We waited a while longer. A few times while we waited, several teenaged boys walked by. They were young enough that they should have been at home in bed. Though they were of various races, they all wore baggy jeans that sagged partially off of their butts. I felt like an anthropologist in the wild, observing young thugs in training wearing gangster chic in their natural habitat. With their pants falling off of them, I wasn’t sure how they kept their genitals from freezing.
The boys peered into each parked car as they walked by them. Perhaps they were doing what they thought was their Christian duty and making sure someone had not accidentally left her baby or dog behind in a locked car. Perhaps it was the inner fire of the boys’ righteousness that kept their partially exposed genitals warm. It was more likely they were looking for something to steal, though. But I was old and cynical, and perhaps did the boys an injustice by thinking ill of them.
A few of the boys looked at us as they walked by. A scowl was on their young faces. They were trying mightily to look tough and intimidating, while all the while their baby faces apologized for the effort. Perhaps years down the road they would master the stare of death so many hardened criminals had. In the meantime, the boys just looked silly and like they were trying too hard. I would have laughed at them, but I didn’t want to hurt their feelings. Or, for that matter, get shot.
Shadow smiled widely at each of them as they passed. Usually when a beautiful woman smiled at a young man who was brimful of testosterone, the young man would take that as a green light to hit on the woman. Not these young men, though. When Shadow smiled at them, they immediately averted their gaze and hastened their stride. I felt their pain. When Shadow smiled at you, it was like being smiled at by a cobra.
“Lay off of them,” I warned Shadow when yet another boy hustled past us at the look Shadow gave him. “You’re going to give someone a heart attack.”
Shadow looked at me. Innocence filled her eyes.
“I was just being friendly,” she said. It was my turn to snort in disbelief then.
A while later, I finally spotted Hopper. He walked into the circle of brightness cast by the light over the bar’s door. He was white, of average height, skinny, and had a narrow face with a prominent nose. Even from this far away, he looked furtive and jittery. He looked in need of a bath and a flea dip. He looked like what he was: an unsuccessful crook, and a very successful drug addict. If he was representative of the Metahuman Liberation Front, I was not impressed by their membership.
Shadow saw me staring at the man.
“That Hopper?” she asked. “I know of him, but I’ve never seen him before.”
I nodded and I watched Hopper open the bar door and go inside.
“Let’s wait a bit before we go talk to him, though. He’ll be easier to deal with once he’s self-medicated some first,” I said.
“You just want to see how long I can stand the cold,” Shadow said. She turned to stare straight ahead. “I don’t care. I’m tough.” I noticed she slipped her hands inside the pockets of her leather jacket, though. I didn’t point that out. God alone knew how she might react. Though I was not exactly afraid of her, I did have a healthy respect for her fierceness. I resisted the urge to put on my gloves. I would show Shadow who was tough.
After a suitable wait time, Shadow and I climbed out of the car.
“Was that a sigh of relief I just heard from you?” I asked her.
“No. You’re imagining things,” Shadow said. I had not imagined the fact her teeth had chattered when she said that, though. With satisfaction, I mentally added a slash mark to the Truman column in the “Who is Tougher?” ledger I was keeping in my head.
We went across the street and into the bar. Though the hour was late, the place was moderately crowded. Those who patronized Grisham’s were not the types of people who had to get to bed early to be ready for early morning conference calls at the office. Acrid smoke hung in the air, a combination of tobacco and marijuana. I would get high if I stayed in there for long breathing the unventilated air. The smell was so thick, I might have gotten a contact high from just walking inside.
An enclosed bar area was to the right. It was surrounded by stools on which perched men and women who looked like they had been there since the Bronze Age. They looked like vultures on perches waiting for something to die. Maybe it was they themselves they were waiting for the deaths of. If so, I was sure the bartender Antonio, a tall Hispanic man in a red plaid shirt, would be happy to give them something other than stale beer to speed the process along. He kept more drugs than a pharmacy in locked boxes bolted to the floor. I was pretty sure he did not have a license to dispense medication, though. Perhaps I should have reported him to the American Medical Association.
A thick-bodied bouncer dressed in jeans and leather stood to the left of the door. I recognized him. His name was Bill. He wasn’t too bad of a guy, but he moved in some rough circles. I nodded at him in recognition. Bill nodded back. His eyes slid from me to Shadow and back again.
“I don’t want no trouble,” he said. I had been in the place before. The last time I had been there, I had to knock a few heads together to get the answers I needed. Not all citizens cooperated with Heroes or were as civic minded as one would hope.
“I’m not looking for trouble,” I said. Bill could save me the time and trouble of wandering around the dark, smoky bar. “What I’m looking for is Hopper. You seen him?”
Bill hesitated. As if it was written on his face, I could see him trying to decide if I already knew Hopper was in the bar and weighing whether it was smarter to piss me off or to piss Hopper off. He finally made the right decision.
“He’s in the back playing pool,” he said in a low voice. “But, I’m not the one who told you so.”
“Of course not,” I said. “A little birdie told me.” I shot Bill with my thumb and forefinger.
I started walking towards the room where the pool tables were. Shadow followed in my wake. The bar was shaped like a dumbbell, with the bar area at one end and the pool room at the other, with a narrow corridor connecting the two. As we moved down the corridor, we had to weave past couples who were making out. One couple was particularly immodest. The woman was pressed against the wall and moaning in a low voice. The man, with his pants halfway down his legs and his pimpled butt exposed, was thrusting away into her like a jackhammer and grunting like a wild boar. Nobody else seemed to be paying them the slightest bit of attention. Whether it was out of respect or because such things happened all the time at the bar, I didn’t know.
“Classy joint,” Shadow murmured into my ear once we had gotten past the amorous couple. “You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”
“Not as good of a time as he’s showing her,” I said.
“Let’s keep it that way,” Shadow said. “You’re not my type. Don’t get any ideas.”
I didn’t think it was possible, but the wall of smoke in the pool room was even thicker than it had been in the bar area. The only lights in the room were long rectangular shaded ones that hung directly over each of the five pool tables. Between the smoke and the low lighting, it was hard to see.
But finally, I spotted Hopper. He was bent over the table to the right. The top of the cue he held rested on his left hand while his right hand moved back and forth, lining up a shot. A lit joint was in his left hand. Hopper was also chewing gum. Multitasking. Impressive.
I walked up behind Hopper. The guy Hopper was playing against and some spectators who lingered around the table looked at me, but did not say anything. Hopper appeared to be trying to hit the seven ball in the far corner pocket. He had the angle all wrong. I watched patiently as Hopper took his shot. He missed. The seven ball hit the edge of the pocket and rebounded back towards Hopper. Hopper cursed.
“You would have made that shot if you had given the cue ball a bit of bottom right english,” I suggested helpfully. I was Truman the Teacher.
Hopper turned to look at me. I smiled. He frowned. His pupils were hugely dilated. The marijuana he was smoking had not done that. I did not know what he was on, but whatever it was, it slowed his reaction time. It took him a few moments to recognize me.
“Shit,” he said once who I was managed to penetrate his skull. His gaze shifted to the emergency exit at the back wall. In an instant and with a slight whoosh of air, he went from standing in front of me to standing by the exit. He dropped the cue stick with a clatter, and ran out of the door.
“That’s how I wanted to react when you came up to me in the gym,” Shadow said. Before I could respond, she was making a beeline for the door Hopper had gone out of, shoving people out of her way in the process. A pool table was between her and the door. Without slowing down, Shadow leapt headfirst over the table in the space between it and the low-hanging light above it. She did a small somersault in midair, and was back on her feet and out the door Hopper had gone out of in the blink of an eye.
“Show off,” I said to her, though she was gone before the words were out of my mouth. It must have been nice to have super-reflexes.
 



CHAPTER 12
I ran towards the exit after Shadow and Hopper. I weaved through the people in the room and around the pool tables. I probably could have leapt over the table like Shadow had. I was tempted to try. But, I decided it would be beneath my dignity as a licensed Hero. Plus, there was a not inconsiderable chance I would fall flat on my face in a roomful of witnesses. How could I strike fear into the hearts of evildoers after such an embarrassment? I would have to go into hiding until the shame blew over.
By the time I made it out the door, Shadow had a decent head start on me. The exit fed out into a narrow alley that extended through two rows of buildings. I spun around at the sound of footsteps. I saw Shadow streaking after Hopper. I ran after her.
Shadow almost caught up with Hopper when he disappeared again. He reappeared almost instantaneously at the end of the alley. He turned right onto the main street there and disappeared from view. Hopper was a teleporter. He was limited by being able to teleport only as far as he could see. Plus, each teleportation tired him, making the next jump harder. In short, he could hop from spot to spot. Hence his alias.
Shadow rocketed down the alley, reached the end, turned right, and disappeared. As much as I hated to admit she was faster than I, she was. My water-based powers did nothing to help me run faster. But, though my muscles were not superpowered like Shadow’s were, I was in shape. My legs felt loose and my breathing was easy as I raced after her and Hopper. It was drizzling. My hair got damp. I felt the bottom of my pants getting wet as I pounded into and out of standing puddles of water. I got to the end of the alley and ran to the right after the two.
I could see Hopper far up ahead on the sidewalk. Though many of the streetlights in the dilapidated neighborhood were out, I could still see him thanks to the ones still functioning. Since he was not in the kind of shape Shadow and I were in, Shadow was rapidly closing the gap between him and her. But, we were now in an open area where Hopper could see far into the distance. At any moment he could hop even further away from us and perhaps elude us.
I stretched out my water awareness to past where Hopper was. The sidewalk there was wet with rain. I decreased the temperature of a large patch of water that was on the surface of the sidewalk, making it icy and slick. When Hopper hit that patch of sidewalk, he slipped like a comedian making a pratfall. His momentum sent him sailing down the now icy sidewalk into overflowing metal trash bins. He hit them with a crash, making them fall on and around him like bowling pins.
Hopper tried to get back up. He immediately slipped on the ice and fell back down, hitting his head. He didn’t try to get up again.
Shadow slowed down a bit to let me catch up. I pulled up alongside of her. We jogged together toward where Hopper lay.
“The ice your doing?” Shadow asked. She was not even breathing hard.
“Yeah,” I said. I, however, was breathing hard by then. “Anybody can jump over a pool table. How many people can do what I just did?”
“It’s not a competition, Truman.”
We arrived at Hopper’s weakly struggling body. I fished him out of the pile of garbage. I half-marched, half-dragged him to a cinder block wall next to a closed liquor store. I lifted Hopper and slammed him against the wall, not too hard, but hard enough to make sure Hopper felt it. I pinned him against the concrete wall with my left forearm against his chest. As long as I touched him, he couldn’t teleport away. He was at eye level with me. Since he was a good bit shorter than I, his feet dangled off the ground.
“Ow Truman, that hurts! I think you mighta broke something,” he cried out. “What are you hasslin’ me for? I ain’t done nothing.” Hopper was missing several teeth, and the ones that remained were decaying and stained brown. His breath was strong enough to rouse a corpse. It reeked of reefer, something garlicky, and halitosis. The rest of his body did not smell much better. I wasn’t sure how much of the smell was his natural aroma and how much had come from the trash he had just collided with. His eyes were still dilated, and they rolled around in their sockets like the eyes of a frightened horse.
Was this a shining example of the highest form of human the Metahuman Liberation Front spoke of? Some master race.
As I held Hopper in place, I patted him down with my free hand.
“If you didn’t do anything, why did you run when you saw me?” I asked Hopper, still probing his clothes. “Is that something an innocent man does, Shadow?”
“The wicked flee though no one pursues, but the righteous are as bold as a lion,” she said. If I hadn’t been so focused on Hopper, my jaw would have dropped. It was a quote from the Bible’s Book of Proverbs. Shadow never ceased to surprise me with what she knew.
The name I called her pierced Hopper’s dim wits and drug haze. His eyes widened. He looked over at Shadow.
“Wait, you’re Shadow? THE Shadow?” he asked. “I didn’t think you were real.”
I pressed harder against Hopper. I felt and pulled a couple of items out of Hopper’s front pockets. He squirmed against me.
“She’s real and so am I,” I said. “You never did tell me why you ran.”
“Awww man, you know how it is. Heroes like you are always hassling people like me. It’s gettin’ to the point where a man can’t make a decent buck in this city. When I saw you, I panicked is all. Let go! You’re hurting me.”
“If you teleport and make us chase you again, when we catch you, I’ll let Shadow here squeeze your head until your eyes pop out,” I warned.
“Ooooh, can I?” Shadow said as eagerly as a kid asking to play with a new toy. We were bad cop, worse cop.
“I won’t ‘port again. Honest! Let go! I can’t breathe.”
I let go of Hopper and stepped back. He dropped to his feet, staggered, and almost fell. He braced himself with one hand against the cement wall. He noisily sucked in air, like an asthmatic trying to catch his breath.
While Hopper recovered, I looked down at the items I had taken from him. One was a folding pocketknife with a five inch blade. The other was a clear plastic bag that contained pills of every color of the rainbow and of various shapes, plus an amber translucent vial that contained some sort of powder. I showed them to Shadow.
“Drugs, plus a knife that’s longer than the legal limit. How much time to do you suppose Hopper here will get for possessing this stuff?” I asked her.
She shrugged.
“Five years? Maybe half that with good behavior,” she said.
Hopper had recovered enough to see what I had taken off of him and to hear my exchange with Shadow.
“Hey, you can’t take that stuff off of me,” he said. “You ain’t got the probable cause to search me.”
“Probable cause?” I repeated. “Our man Hopper is a lawyer now,” I said to Shadow.
“They’ll let anyone into law school these days,” she said.
“Tell you what, Hopper,” I said. “How about I give you this stuff back, we’ll trot over to the nearest police station, and I’ll tell them how you took a swing at me. They’ll book you for assault, search you when they process you, and find the drugs and the knife. Then they’ll also book you for drug and weapon possession. Everything will be nice and aboveboard, your legal sensibilities won’t be offended, and your due process rights won’t be violated.”
Hopper looked at me with bulging eyes. Shadow and I had him backed up against the concrete wall, with the two of us facing him.
“Assault you? I didn’t assault you. You assaulted me!” he said.
“Yes, but I’m a licensed Hero famous for my veracity. You’re a crook with a rap sheet as long as my arm. Take a guess as to whom the cops will believe,” I said. I let my eyes widen a little, as if I had just remembered something. “Now that I think about it, aren’t you on probation for battery? If you get arrested again, that’ll be a probation violation. It won’t be five years you’ll be facing, it’ll be thirty.” I shook my head in sadness. “Thirty years is a long time, Hopper. By the time you get out, you’ll be an old man.”
“Shit man, I ain’t do nothing wrong,” Hopper said. “The pills are just so I can have a good time. As for the knife, you can’t expect me to walk around this kind of neighborhood without some kind of protection. We don’t have to get the cops involved. Maybe we can work something out.”
“Maybe we can,” I said. “I hear you’re a member of the Metahuman Liberation Front.”
Recognition of the name passed over Hopper’s face.
“I ain’t a member of nothin’. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. Sober, Hopper was a bad liar. High, and he was as transparent as his bag of drugs.
“He’s screwing with us, Shadow,” I said. “Let’s take him to the cops and let them deal with him.” I grabbed his right arm; Shadow followed my lead and grabbed his left.
“Okay, okay, okay, I’m a member of the MLF,” Hopper said, trying to shrug us off. “But, it’s supposed to be a secret, so don’t tell anybody I told you.”
Shadow and I let go of Hopper.
“That’s better,” I said. “Don’t lie to us again. I’m looking for your leader, the Pied Piper. Where can I find him?”
“I don’t know,” Hopper said. Shadow and I grabbed his arms again. Hopper yelped in protest. “Really, I don’t know. We operate on the cell system—you know, I only personally know the two people in my cell and one person in the cell below and above me in the hierarchy. That way, if the cops or a Hero hassles one of us, we can’t expose everyone in the organization. I’m telling you the truth, honest.”
“All right,” I said, “can you at least get a message to the Pied Piper?”
Hopper nodded.
“I can pass a message to the guy in the cell above me and he’ll do the same, so on and so on, until it gets to the Pied Piper. But what do you want to bother the Pied Piper for? He’s a great man. He’s fightin’ for your freedom just as much as he is mine. He and the MLF are going to see to it that us Metas run things, just like we’re supposed to.” Hopper sounded like he believed what he was saying. He had actually drunk the MLF Kool-Aid.
I shook my head.
“Never mind the sales pitch. Just get a message to the Pied Piper. Tell him I want to talk to him about a Metahuman named Clara Barton,” I said. “Clara Barton. You got that?”
“Clara Barton,” Hopper repeated. “Yeah, I got it. But, the Pied Piper is an important man. Why would he want to talk to you? Besides, how will he even find you?”
“Tell him to look me up in the phone book under ‘Implacable,’” I said.
“Huh?” Hopper looked at me blankly.
“Never mind. I’m easy to find. I have an office downtown. I’m sure a great and important man like the Pied Piper will be able to figure out how to find me. As for why he’d want to talk to me, I will make it my life mission to be a royal pain in his ass if he doesn’t get into touch with me. And you know from personal experience just how big of a pain in the ass I can be, Hopper. You tell him I said that.” 
“Yeah, I’ll tell him,” Hopper said. He straightened up a bit. Talking about the Pied Piper—whom Hopper clearly admired—had stiffened his spine. “But you should know that the Pied Piper ain’t scared of you,” he said to me. He looked over at Shadow. “You either,” he said to her.
Shadow had been listening quietly to me talk to Hopper. A slight smile had been playing on her lips, as if she was enjoying listening to music only she could hear. Without the expression on her face changing, her right hand rocketed out almost faster than my eyes could follow. Shadow chopped the side of her hand into Hopper’s throat, next to his Adam’s apple. Shadow’s left fist then shot out, hitting the cinder block wall with such force I felt the vibration through the sidewalk. She left a fist-shaped crater in the wall about two inches deep.
Hopper fell to his knees like a marionette with its strings cut. He grabbed his throat, choking and gasping. Shadow grabbed him by his hair, and twisted his head around and back to look at the hole she had punched into the wall.
“You should be scared of me,” she said to him. Her tone was conversational, as if she was giving a lost tourist directions. “If you don’t do exactly as Truman told you, I’ll come back and hit you again. But, next time, I’ll hit you as hard as I hit this wall. Understand?”
Hopper couldn’t speak. But, he nodded feverishly as he coughed and wheezed.
Shadow and I turned and walked away. We left Hopper kneeling on the sidewalk. I noticed Shadow winced a little the moment our backs were to Hopper. We walked further away from Hopper, and turned a corner. I dumped Hopper’s knife and drugs into a trash can. Shadow flexed and unflexed her left hand.
“Hurt your hand a little punching that cement wall, didn’t you?” I said.
Shadow grimaced.
“Yeah. I was trying to make an impression. Got a little carried away.”
We navigated our way back to my car. I was somewhat surprised to find it was still there.
 



CHAPTER 13
I was having dinner with Ginny Southland at Gino’s, a steakhouse in Astor City. Ginny was a woman I had met while investigating another case over a month ago. She worked during the day at Zenith Fitness, and went to Astor City University Law School at night. In addition to all that, she occasionally spent time with me, to my delight. She had red hair, blue eyes, and curves I could not imagine getting tired of examining. Though we had gone out several times, I felt a slight lump in my throat every time I saw her.
We were not quite boyfriend and girlfriend yet. That was partly because we had not yet dated long enough, and partly because using the terms “boyfriend” and “girlfriend” at my age seemed ridiculous. If I called Ginny my girlfriend, it sounded like I should be taking her to prom and then the malt shop afterwards.
“Do boys still take girls to malt shops?” I asked Ginny.
“Yes,” she said. “They take them to those shops, drink malted beers until they’re on the verge of passing out, and then go back to their place where they proceed to try to put their penises inside the girls’ assholes.”
“Yikes!” I said. “Unless the youth of today are radically different than I was, those are not the kinds of malt shops I was talking about.”
Ginny grinned at me. She had a nice smile, wide and open with a hint of naughty, and I liked it. I also liked the cleavage that peeped out from her aquamarine blouse, which hinted at the treasures that lay below. I had seen those treasures before, but that did not detract from them. I had high hopes I would see them again.
Ginny’s crystal blue eyes sparkled in the muted lights of the restaurant.
“Sorry,” she said. “I must have misunderstood the question.” She cut off another piece of her steak. I watched as blood oozed out of it. Her steak was so rare I was afraid it would start mooing. I wanted to avert my gaze from the bloodbath taking place on her plate. But, I did not. I was a licensed Hero. I was supposed to be tough. I had a reputation to uphold.
“Aren’t you at all afraid People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals will jump out of the woodwork and accuse you of cruelty to animals?” I asked as she raised a bloody chunk of meat to her mouth. She opened her mouth and chewed. “I’m pretty sure your food is still twitching.”
“I’ve got a big strong superhero with me,” she said. “You’ll protect me.”
“Sure,” I conceded, “but who’s gonna protect me? Those PETA people are ruthless.” I took a bite of my own steak, which had sensibly been cooked enough that I did not feel like a cannibalistic murderer in eating it.
“Speaking of ruthless, I’ve been reading up on the Metahuman Liberation Front. They’re scary,” Ginny said. I had filled her in on the fact I was searching for Clara Barton.
I nodded.
“Don’t worry about me. I’m scary too,” I said. “And yet, oh so gentle. It’s why I’m so successful with both supervillains and the ladies.”
“Since my clothes are still on, you haven’t succeeded with me yet, big boy. Don’t get cocky.”
“The night is yet young,” I said. “Hope springs eternal.”
Ginny put her fork down. Her face took on a serious cast.
“Though I don’t agree with the MLF’s tactics, I kind of think they have a point,” she said. “About the way Metahumans are treated, I mean. Under the Hero Act, you all are required to register with the government once your powers manifest. You have to disclose your identity, and keep the government apprised of your address. And, you are prohibited from using your powers unless you go through the Trials and become a licensed Hero. That hardly seems fair. Normal humans don’t have to jump through those kinds of hoops. If we have a special skill, we aren’t required to tell the government about it, or tell the government where we are at all times, or get the government’s permission to be able to use it.”
“Being good at math or having a great jump shop are hardly the same as being able to shoot lasers from your eyes,” I said.
“Yeah, but isn’t it all a question of degree? I’m taking a constitutional law class right now, and it seems to me the government has a real Equal Protection Clause problem with the way it treats Metahumans. Under the Constitution, the government is supposed to treat citizens the same under the law. It doesn’t do that with Metahumans. It treats them differently than normal humans simply because of an accident of birth. It’s like how the government treated blacks until the success of the civil right movement.”
“I get what you’re saying,” I said, “but it’s not the same thing. The government once allowed the systematic oppression of black people under the idiotic reasoning they were not the equals of whites and therefore did not merit the same rights and privileges of whites. That’s not what the government is doing with Metahumans. The laws about Metahumans are in place because of concerns about public safety. Do you know why the Hero Act was originally passed?”
Ginny nodded.
“A Meta named Joseph Tilly thought too many people would die if the Allies were forced to invade Japan in order to end World War Two,” she said. “So, he flew to Japan and used his powers to set off nuclear explosions in the cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Japanese surrendered shortly thereafter.”
I nodded.
“That’s right,” I said. “Historians still argue about whether those nuclear blasts made Japan surrender, or if it was on the verge of surrendering anyway. To some people, Tilly is a hero. To other people, he’s a mass murderer.”
“Which do you think he was?” Ginny asked.
I shrugged.
“Beats the heck out of me. I’m still stuck on whether Columbus was an intrepid explorer or a genocidal maniac,” I said. “But, regardless, with Tilly, a single person took it on himself to intervene in a situation that had worldwide implications. That’s why the Hero Act was passed: the government figured it couldn’t have people with powers running around doing whatever they wanted to whomever they wanted with no check on them. The registration requirement makes it easier to trace an incident to a specific Meta if he uses his powers to do something terrible. The licensing requirement is supposed to help ensure that those who use their powers are trained in how to do so, and that they use those powers to help people instead of hurting them.”
“You sound like you agree with the Hero Act and the requirements it imposes,” Ginny said.
I shrugged.
“What’s the alternative?” I asked. “Living in a country where every Metahuman can use his powers however he likes? It would be like living in prehistoric times, with the strongest taking what he wants and to hell with everything and everyone else. If the MLF manages to achieve its goals, there won’t be some kind of Golden Age like they talk about. Whenever a group says they are better than another group, things never end well. Without a check on the power of Metahumans, within a decade we’ll have enslaved all normal Humans, and then start fighting each other over who gets to have the biggest slice of the world’s pie.”
Ginny looked thoughtful.
“Perhaps you’re right,” she said. “I still don’t think the Hero Act is constitutional, though.”
“Don’t tell that to the MLF,” I said. “They would probably kidnap you and force you to represent them in the Supreme Court.”
The waiter took away our plates and brought us dessert. Ginny had something with a lot of chocolate in it. I had blackberry cobbler. I took a bite and chewed thoughtfully. It was not as good as the cobbler my Southern grandmother used to make. But blackberry cobbler is like sex: even so-so cobbler is still great.
“I can’t believe you don’t like chocolate,” Ginny said as she dug into her dessert. “I’m not sure I can trust someone like that. Anyone who doesn’t like chocolate surely has other vices.”
“I’m trying to watch my girlish figure,” I said.
Ginny’s eyes twinkled.
“I’m trying to watch your girlish figure, too,” she said. “I especially enjoy watching it while it’s naked.”
I took another bite of my cobbler. I had a feeling I would be needing the extra calories shortly.
“And so you shall, my dear lady,” I said. “And so you shall.”
 



CHAPTER 14
Early the next morning, I sat behind the desk of my third floor office. It was located in downtown Astor City. It was small, but I did not need much. It contained the wooden desk I was behind, the chair I sat in, a file cabinet, a small couch against the far wall, and four client chairs placed in front of the desk. I used to only have two client chairs, but I had gotten a lot of press in my last case, and as a result, more visitors. Business was looking up. Pretty soon I would need an office manager, an intern, and a secretary I could sexually harass.
I sensed a presence approaching my office door. Since the human body contained a lot of water, my water-based powers were better than a motion detector.
The door opened. Shadow walked in. As usual, she was in all black. She carried a large duffel bag in her left hand.
“Are you my new secretary?” I asked her. “Can I sexually harass you?”
“You can try,” she said. “If you come away from the attempt with fewer fingers, that’s on you.”
Shadow put her bag down on one of the client chairs.
“The last time I was here, there were only two chairs,” she said. “Now there are four. Optimistic.”
“Hope springs eternal,” I said.
Shadow surveyed the room like a general surveying a potential battlefield. She went to the file cabinet, put a hand on either side, and picked up and moved the full cabinet as easily as it were a bag of groceries. She then picked up and moved the couch so it was by the hinged side of my door. She retrieved her bag, and moved it over to the couch. She unzipped it, and took out a single barrel, pump-action shotgun and two large caliber handguns. Yikes. I would have to be sure to resist the temptation to sexually harass her. I would prey on someone less well-armed.
“Are you planning to overthrow the government with all that firepower? Since I’m a Hero, I can’t go along with that,” I said. “I kind of liked my furniture where it was, by the way.”
Shadow checked the action on her shotgun.
“You want me to watch your back, or to respect your feng shui?” she asked. From Shadow’s vantage point on the newly positioned couch, she would be behind someone who entered the office. Plus, if she needed to fire the shotgun, from her new angle, it would be less likely I would be hit in the blast.
“Do as you will,” I said. “It does my heart good to watch a true artisan in action.”
“Pay close attention,” she said. “Perhaps you’ll learn something.”
One Shadow finished checking the guns, she placed them on the couch. She then pulled out of the duffel bag a stack of magazines. I spotted Time, The Economist, Black Enterprise, Vogue, Ebony, and The Numismatist.
“The Numismatist?” I asked. “Wow.”
Shadow shrugged. She sat down on the couch with the guns next to her. She opened Time magazine and stretched her long legs out in front of her.
“I’m eclectic,” she said.
We settled in to wait. We had sent a message to the Pied Piper, and hoped he would respond. If he did not, I would have to come up with another plan.
Nothing happened that day. Other than going for a run before lunch, Shadow and I stayed in my office the entire time from the morning until we left at night.
“Is this what being a detective is like?” Shadow asked me at the end of the day before we went our separate ways for the evening. “You just sit around, waiting for something to happen?”
“Mostly. Sometimes I shake things up by eating jelly donuts,” I said. “Got any?” I added hopefully.
“Fresh out,” she said. “I spent all my donut money on ammunition for my guns instead.”
“You picked ammunition over jelly donuts?” I asked. “That shows poor judgment, not to mention a lack of appreciation for a good jelly donut.”
Shadow shrugged.
“If you say so. I’ll trade the ammo in for donuts tomorrow then. If a bad guy comes in, you hold him down and I’ll force-feed him donuts. Then, we’ll just wait and let diabetes take its course.”
 



CHAPTER 15
The next day, I made some calls and did some filing while Shadow read. To my chagrin, she had not brought any donuts. Neither my calls nor my filing took up much time. I sat at my desk and killed time by reading a thick biography of Theodore Roosevelt. As I read, I wondered, not for the first time, if Roosevelt had secretly been a Meta. If would explain some of the seemingly superhuman things he had accomplished.
There were some big words in the book. I resisted the temptation to sound them out as my eyes moved over them. I did not want to embarrass myself in front of Shadow. She looked up to me. I did not want her to think less of me.
“Do you look up to me, Shadow?” I asked. “Am I the Hero you hope and pray to be someday?”
“No,” she said flatly. She did not look up from her magazine. I was not sure I believed her. She probably just did not want to give me a swelled head by saying yes.
I suddenly thought of the conversation I had had with Ginny about the Hero Act.
“Shadow, are you a registered Meta under the Hero Act?”
Shadow looked up. That day, in a shocking change from her normal color scheme of all black, she had on a dark gray turtleneck. It was tight on her, making the swell of her large breasts hard to ignore. I focused on her eyes and tried to think pure thoughts.
“I’m a sometime thief, sometime assassin, and an all-the-time badass mercenary. Does a person like that want the government keeping tabs on her? So, what do you think?” she asked. “Why, you going to turn me in for being unregistered?”
“No. Although, according to the Hero Act and the Heroes’ Guild, I’m supposed to,” I said.
“I’ve known you long enough to know you don’t always follow the letter of the law or do what the Heroes’ Guild says to do,” she said.
“You’re right. Why start now by turning you in? I do follow the spirit of the law, though. In my mind, the Hero Act was designed to protect the public from dangerous Metas. You’re plenty dangerous, but not to the general public. You’re only dangerous to the people you are hired to target.”
“Yeah, it’s not like I go around knocking little old ladies over the head to steal their Social Security checks. I only sign on to steal from rich people or businesses who can afford it. What I do is not causing them to miss any meals. Besides, people like me are what they’ve got insurance for. Also, it’s not like I’m being hired to knock off priests or orphans. The people I’m hired to deal with are some bad dudes who are better off in the next life. Better off for the rest of us, at least. If there’s a Hell, the people I kill are definitely not better off as they’re most assuredly in it. My last project was a warlord directly responsible for the deaths of over a million of his own people.” Shadow shook her head. “Although it’s hardly legal, I don’t lose any sleep over what I do. The world needs people like me, people who are willing to break the rules and do the things that need doing. Guess who my last client was, the one who hired me to deal with that warlord?”
“No idea,” I said.
“The United States government,” she said. “Remember that in case you’re ever inclined to report my unregistered status to them.”
“I thought it was the government’s official policy it did not participate in assassinations,” I said.
Shadow snorted loudly.
“If you believe that one, I’ve got some beachfront property in the Sahara Desert you might be interested in,” she said. “Why the sudden interest in my registration status, anyway? Thinking about signing on as my apprentice?”
“No. I was talking about the Hero Act with my friend Ginny the other night, and it got me thinking about you. I kind of always assumed you weren’t registered, but didn’t know for sure. Since you don’t believe in Meta registration, do you agree with what the MLF is trying to do?”
Shadow shook her head at me.
“I didn’t say I didn’t believe in Metahuman registration,” she said. “I very much do. A lot of Metas are dangerous, and society is better off with the government knowing who and where they are. Not every Meta has the scruples I do. I won’t do just anything to or for anybody. I have standards, things I’m not willing to do. I won’t hurt an innocent person, for instance, regardless of how much someone is willing to pay me.
“Plus, I think it’s a good thing the government requires people to become licensed Heroes in order for Metas to legally use their powers,” Shadow said. “Although some of you Heroes have egos as big as the sticks up your butts, having you all go through the training and testing requirements of the Trials is a good thing. It weeds out a lot of the bad apples. Not all, but no system is perfect.” 
“‘Egos as big as the sticks up your butts,’” I repeated. “I’m not sure, but I suspect you just insulted me.”
“I’ll allay your suspicions—I did.” Shadow graced me with a rare unironic smile. “Even though you’re not nearly as funny as you think you are and you really are an overgrown Boy Scout, you’re the kind of person who should be allowed to use his powers. You use them to help people.” She shook her head as the smile slid off her face. “The people in the Metahuman Liberation Front are cut from a different cloth. They’re not the types of people who should be allowed to use their powers. The members I know are thugs and bullies and gangsters and wanna-be conquerors.”
“It sounds like you won’t be showing up at the group’s next open house for a membership drive, then,” I said.
Shadow laughed dismissively. 
“I don’t want to be a member of any group that would also have a worthless turd like Hopper as a member,” she said.
 



CHAPTER 16
It was the third day Shadow and I had been waiting to hear something from the Pied Piper. I was beginning to think that maybe we would not hear from him. As I sat behind my desk, I thought about what else I could do to locate him and Clara. I also thought about what I would do with her once I found her. 
“I’ve been mulling over what we’re going to do with Clara once we find her. Any thoughts?” I asked Shadow.
“What do you mean, ‘What we’re going to do?’” she asked. She put a finger in the book she had been reading. It was a book on psychology. Perhaps she was trying to figure out if she was a sociopath or a psychopath. “You’re the private detective and the licensed Hero. I’m just the hired muscle. You figure it out.”
“Well, I figure I can’t simply take her back to her parents. Her father might try to get rid of her again,” I said.
Shadow shrugged.
“Clara is a minor. Plus, her mother is your client,” she said. “What to do with Clara isn’t exactly your call to make. It’s not your problem.”
I sighed.
“You’re right, and I know it,” I said. “I just wish there was a better option than just handing her back over to her parents. Her father’s the one who got her into this fix to begin with.” I paused. A wild idea occurred to me.
“Shadow, you’re a woman and a Meta. Maybe you could take care of Clara for a while once we find her. Just until I figure out what to do with her.”
I had never seen Shadow look shocked, but the expression on her face came close.
“Me? Who do I look like, bloody Mary Poppins?” she said. “Mr. Scarlett, I don’t know nuthin’ bout birthin’ no babies.” Shadow dropped her normal precisely spoken English and drawled the movie quote like she lived on a Southern plantation.
“Clara’s not a baby. She’s a teenager,” I protested.
“See? That just proves you know more about kids than I do. You take care of her,” Shadow said.
“A grown man living with a teenaged girl he’s not related to?” I snorted. “You trying to get me arrested for pedophilia?”
“Better you than me,” Shadow said.
I didn’t respond. I bit my lip thoughtfully. The question of what to do with Clara when we found her had been nagging at me for a while. But, I guessed I was putting the cart before the horse. After all, we hadn’t found her yet.
As if on cue, I sensed the water signature of two people exit the elevator on my floor. The water signature of one of them was very unusual, and unlike anything I had felt before.
The two people walked towards my office. I got that itch in the back of my skull I sometimes got when I was about to have visitors. ESP was not part of my powers, but I still got premonitions of danger from time to time. Maybe it was a genetic relic from an earlier time, back when humans were prey animals as much as deer or gazelles were. I ignored my premonitions at my peril.
“Shadow,” I said softly, “I think we’re about to have a couple of visitors.” Out of long habit, I mentally checked the bowl of water I always kept on my desk to make sure it was full. It was. I had filled it with fresh water just hours before as I did whenever I went to my office. I never knew when my powers might need a water source.
In the blink of an eye, Shadow was standing beside the hinges of my closed door office. I barely even saw her move. It was almost as if she teleported from being seated on the couch holding her book to standing by the door holding her gun. She really was fast when she wanted to be.
I slid open the right top drawer of my desk, the one that contained the loaded Beretta semi-automatic pistol with the safety off and a round in the chamber. I rested my hand on the lip of the drawer. I did not pick the gun up, though. Perhaps my potential visitors were harmless. Perhaps someone was sending me a strippergram. Though I considered it unlikely, I didn’t want to shoot an innocent naked lady by accident. Female nudity should be encouraged, not discouraged by waving a gun at it.
The door opened. A wall of costumed flesh stepped inside. This was no naked lady. My hand wrapped around the gun in the desk.
The man who had come in was tall, but perhaps a bit shorter than I. His imposing size came from his width and the sheer mass of his body. Muscles rippled like waves under his skintight dark blue costume as he moved. A matching mask completely covered his face except for his mouth and eyes. His eyes looked as friendly as a hippo’s. He wore over the blue outfit a dark brown vest lined with pockets. Perhaps that was where he kept the protein powder he probably needed to maintain his massive body.
Behind that hulking brute followed a man who was as different from the first one as the day was from the night. The second man was not wearing a costume, unless his was a lawyer’s costume. He was dressed in a three piece dark gray suit and wore a dark red tie. He was white, of around average height, and had black hair with grey at the temples. His hair was stylishly and expensively cut. If I had seen him on the street, I might have thought he was the CEO of some company, or maybe a partner at a big white-shoe law firm. Unless, that is, I had seen his eyes. There was something wild and dangerous about his eyes, a look I had seen before in the eyes of mafia heads and religious zealots. This man was no lawyer or CEO.
Shadow pumped her shotgun. The sound was like a cannon going off in the room. She had it leveled at the head of the man in the suit. The two men turned a bit, and saw her standing behind the door. She closed the open door with her foot so she could see the hulking man better. That man took a step towards her, but he froze when she gave him a hard look without taking the gun off of the other man. I would have frozen too. The right look from Shadow would stop a charging rhinoceros in its tracks. 
“The one whose brains I’m about to splatter against your wall is the Pied Piper,” Shadow said to me. “The walking steroid is called Bonebreaker.” She smiled slightly. The smile did not reach her eyes. “Take a guess as to what his superpower is.” 
I had my gun out now, and pointed at Bonebreaker. I probed his body with my mind. Over sixty percent of the average person’s body is water, which is how I was able to sense the approach of people. Bonebreaker’s body chemistry was different, though. His body still had some water in it, but nearly as much as usual. There was something unusual about his makeup that made him as distinctive to my powers as a lit green lightbulb in a row of white ones. I hoped he could be shot as I doubted my powers would work on his body type.
As for the smaller man, his body chemistry was typical. I could have killed that one with my powers if he made a wrong move. Made the blood in his heart explode, maybe.
“Bonebreaker?” I said. “Subtle name. Let me guess, your power is flexing. Or is it conjuring rainbows and butterflies?”
Bonebreaker’s lips tightened. But, the Pied Piper was the one who spoke. He seemed completely unfazed by the fact a shotgun was pointed at his head.
“Now, is this any way to treat guests?” he said. His voice was deep, rich, and perfectly modulated, like someone who had once taken formal voice lessons. “You are Truman Lord, I assume?”
I nodded my head in acknowledgment. I kept my eyes and my gun on Bonebreaker.
“I understand you have been looking for me,” the Pied Piper said. “Or, more to the point, looking for a young woman named Clara Barton. My colleague and I are just here to talk. Perhaps we can raise a flag of truce and you can lower your weapons. I promise neither Bonebreaker nor I will make any hostile moves.”
“Shadow?” I said inquiringly without looking at her. She knew the Pied Piper and I did not.
“He’s a megalomaniacal lunatic, but his word is good,” she said. “If he says he won’t attack us, he won’t.”
I thought about it. They said you got more flies with honey than you did with vinegar. I never completely understood that expression, though. Who the heck wanted flies? Bullfrogs, perhaps? It would not hurt to talk, though. Maybe I would learn something which would prove to be useful later.
I shrugged mentally, and put my gun back into my drawer. When she saw me do this, Shadow lowered her gun as well until the barrel pointed at the floor. I did not close my drawer, though, just as Shadow did not put her gun down. Trust was all very well, but you could not shoot a supervillain with trust in a pinch.
“All right,” I said to the Pied Piper. “Have a seat. We’ll talk.”
He smiled at me amiably, as if it were the start of a beautiful supervillain and Hero friendship. I would not be exchanging birthday cards with the man anytime soon, though. I made it a point to not get too friendly with Metahuman terrorists. You were known by the company you kept, after all.
The Pied Piper sat down in the client chair closest to me. He crossed his legs, adjusting his pants’ fabric so the crease was just so. His black dress shoes were so shiny I could have shaved in them. Bonebreaker remained standing, as did Shadow. Bonebreaker eyed Shadow warily. Shadow’s face was placid the way it often was and vaguely vacant as she looked at both nothing and everything all at once.
The Pied Piper looked at me appraisingly, just as I looked at him. There was a palpable force to the man, a charisma that was hard to deny. I had the feeling that regardless of the group the Pied Piper joined, he would wind up being the leader of it. It was a shame he wasted his obvious charms as the head of a murderous cabal of terrorist supervillains.
“Your nose looks like it has been broken a few times,” the Piper Piper finally said. “Plus, there’s a bit of scar tissue around your eyes and your ears have seen better days. Did you used to box?”
“I was a mixed martial arts fighter for a while,” I said.
“Were you any good?” he said.
I smiled at him.
“I have a feeling you’re going to find out soon enough,” I said.
He smiled back at me. He did not seem the slightest bit intimidated by me. I supposed that was only fair: I was not intimidated by him either.
“Perhaps I will at that. I did a little fighting myself back in the day. Amateur boxing, in my case,” he said. He paused. “I have been looking into you, Mr. Lord. I must say I’m impressed. You combine a powerful and versatile Metahuman ability with brains and doggedness. Your talents are wasted working for the Unevolveds.”
“Whom should I be working for instead? You?” I asked. I was pleased by my correct usage of the word “whom.” My high school English teacher would have been impressed. The Pied Piper seemed far more impressed by himself than he was by my diction.
The Pied Piper smiled at me again at my question.
“As a matter of fact, yes. The human race is on the cusp of a new age, the Age of the Metahuman. The time when the Unevolveds reigned supreme is over. We Metas can control minds, split atoms with a thought, and tear down buildings with our bare hands.” The Pied Piper nodded his head in my direction. “Or, in your case, control the elements. How can the Unevolveds hope to stand against us? We are everything they are, plus so much more. We are the pinnacle of human evolution. The automobile ended the use of the horse as a means of transport. But, when the automobile first came along, the farrier did not know his day was done. It was, though, just as the Unevolveds’ day is done. They just don’t know it yet.” The Pied Piper’s eyes gleamed almost feverishly. I realized at that moment the Pied Piper he was no con man, no lying demagogue with a scheme to empower or enrich himself. He actually believed what he was saying.
“That’s why I wanted to come here and meet you face to face,” the Pied Piper said. “I’m here to give you, as one of my Metahuman brothers, an opportunity to join the winning side, the side of history and destiny.” He glanced over at Shadow. “Shadow, too. More and more Metas are flocking to the banners of the Metahuman Liberation Front by the day. They realize the Unevolveds are oppressing us, trying to keep us from using our God-given powers, trying to keep us from unlocking our full potential and from reaching our destiny.”
Like far too many leaders, the Pied Piper was full of himself and liked to talk. I thought I would use that foible to get some questions answered.
“Is that why you used Clara Barton to kill and injure all of those people at Dupont Circle?” I asked. “To help Metahumans unlock their full potential?”
The Pied Piper shook his head quickly as if shooing away a buzzing fly.
“The incident at Dupont Circle was intended to be a demonstration, an indication to the Unevolveds of our power. By striking in Washington, D.C., we wanted to send the message to them we could strike at them anywhere, even at the seat of their government.” The Pied Piper shook his head almost sadly. “Unfortunately, that message got muddied by so many other groups stepping forward to take credit for the explosion.”
“You say it was a message,” I said. “Others would say it was a terrorist attack.”
“Whether someone is a terrorist or a freedom fighter is all a matter of perspective,” he said smoothly. “Had the United States’ Revolutionary War gone differently, George Washington would have been condemned as a terrorist and a traitor. Remember what Benjamin Franklin said to the other so-called Founding Fathers before the signing of the Declaration of Independence: ‘We must all hang together, or most assuredly we shall all hang separately.’ But, Franklin, Washington, and the others were not hung because they won. Because Washington was on the winning side, history says he was a patriot and the father of his country. History is written by the victors. As sure as we are sitting here, Metahumans will be victorious in their struggle against the Unevolveds. We will be the heroes, the patriots, the fathers of a new age.”
“Why take Clara Barton?” I asked. “If you are right, Metahumans taking over from normal humans is as inevitable as the sun rising. Why take a girl away from her family?”
The Pied Piper made a face.
“It isn’t much of a family. John Barton is a religious fanatic and a Metahuman bigot,” he said. I almost interjected that it takes a fanatic and bigot to recognize another one, but I kept quiet. “Whereas Meghan Barton is a nonentity, completely weak and under her husband’s thumb. They do not deserve a Metahuman treasure like Clara. 
“When I heard what Clara could do, I thought her abilities would be useful in our cause,” the Pied Piper said. “I considered simply taking her away from the Bartons, but realized that would cause too much of a stir. Not only would the police get involved, but if the Heroes’ Guild heard a young Metahuman had been abducted, they might search for her as well. I decided the safest course would be to offer Mr. Barton money to let me take his daughter.” A look of contempt passed over the Pied Piper’s face. “Barton jumped at the chance to sell his daughter to me. It just further demonstrates how degenerate and brutish the Unevolveds are. I did Clara a favor by removing her from that household.”
“Did Clara voluntarily blow up the Dupont Circle subway, or was she under the control of your powers?” I asked.
“Alas, Clara is still young and foolish,” he said. “She still believes the rubbish the Unevolveds preach about all people being equal and how if you’re nice to people, they’ll be nice to you back.” His eyes flashed with anger. “They preach those things, but they do not practice it. Look how they oppress Metahumans through the so-called Hero Act.
“So Clara has not accepted the aims of the MLF. Yet. As she matures, I am confident she will come to see the truth and accept the fact that she and Metas like her are the natural rulers of this world. So, yes, Clara was under my control when she destroyed part of the subway station. When she is not under my control, we sedate her to prevent her from foolishly attempting to escape from us and returning to her rubbish family.” The Pied Piper’s eyes gleamed maniacally. “Despite all of her explosive power, would you believe Clara has not yet reached her full potential? We have been analyzing her biochemistry. In time, we think she will exceed the explosive power of Joseph Tilly himself, the man who single-handedly ended World War Two. Yes, Clara will be quite an asset to us. Quite an asset indeed.”
“So you’re going to use her to kill more innocent people? Like the people in the subway?” I asked.
The Pied Piper smiled tightly.
“They are hardly innocent. They are a part of the anti-Meta and discriminatory power structure, even if they are not fully aware of it. Weren’t the people of Germany who stood idly by while Jews were imprisoned and murdered as complicit in those crimes as the Nazis who actually carried out the atrocities?” he said. He shook his head. “Even so, I did not relish hurting those people, even if they were but mere Unevolveds. I did not particularly dislike it either, though. Do you care when you step on a roach? Does a builder care about the ants he kills when he builds a house on an anthill? I am building something great, Mr. Lord, a bright new future where Metahumans reign supreme. The deaths of a few Unevolveds do not matter. I would kill millions more of them if I had to. I will kill millions more if they get in my way. Clara and the powers of hers we are in the process of augmenting will aid me in that. You and Shadow can aid me in that, too.”
The Pied Piper leaned forward in his chair a bit.
“By all accounts, Mr. Lord, you are no fool. Though Metahumans are but a sliver of the total population, we are to the Unevolveds as they are to worms. Metahuman supremacy is inevitable. It is not a question of if, but rather, a question of when,” he said. His eyes were ablaze with an internal fire. “Will you join us? Will you help us usher in the dawn of a new and better age?”
I stared at the Pied Piper. Maybe he was right. Maybe Metahumans were the next stage in human evolution. Maybe we would eventually leave regular humans behind much as modern humans left their primate ancestors behind. But, if those things happened, I did not want them to happen thanks to the tactics of men like the Pied Piper. I did not want the blood of innocents on my hands.
“No,” I said. “You’re not a freedom fighter. You’re not some Metahuman savior or a latter day George Washington or someone who is going to usher in a golden age. You’re a thief, a kidnapper, a terrorist, and a murderer. You’re also a coward. Even suicide bombers are brave enough to blow themselves up. You use children to do your dirty work for you. I’m not going to join you or follow you or help you. I’d sooner follow that cockroach you mentioned. What I am going to do is take Clara away from you and return her to her family. If I have to stomp on you instead of that roach in the course of achieving that goal, so much the better.”
The Pied Piper recoiled at my words as if he had been slapped. The mask of suaveness and urbanity dropped for a moment, and I got a glimpse of savagery and raw ambition. Then, as quickly as it appeared, it was gone, replaced with a bland look of almost disinterest.
The Pied Piper looked at me steadily, like a boxer sizing up an opponent. After a bit he stood up.
“Then let the games begin,” he said. He turned and walked towards the door. I did not try to stop him. I would let him leave, and would then tail him to find out where he went in the hopes he would lead me to Clara.
But before he opened the door, the Piper Piper paused. He turned back to look at me.
“Oh, I almost forgot. Do me a favor and take a look out of the window,” he said.
I just gazed at him without moving. I must have looked at him with suspicion. The Pied Piper shook his head with disgust.
“Don’t be silly. I am not going to attack you,” he said. ”I said we were under a flag of truce earlier. I am a man of my word,” he said.
My gaze flicked over to Shadow. She still had the shotgun in her hands pointed at the floor. She was looking nowhere in particular, but I knew she was really looking everywhere all at once. She would keep an eye on the two men while my back was turned.
I mentally shrugged and spun around in my chair to look out of the window. The view was the same as always. Paper Street was below, and a high-rise was across the street. Everything looked the same as it always did.
“What exactly is it I’m supposed to be looking for?” I asked. “Your conscience?”
“Look to the right. At the building next to the high-rise,” the Pied Piper said.
I shifted my gaze. The pale brick building next to the high-rise was only four stories tall. Something on the roof of it drew my eye. Actually, it was not just one something. It was three somethings. Three small figures were on the roof, standing dangerously on the edge. They were children. From this distance, the oldest of them looked to be ten or eleven.
“Those children you see are under my control. I didn’t get their names or ages. It doesn’t matter—they’re just Unevolveds anyway,” the Pied Piper said contemptuously. The way he said “Unevolveds,” he made it sound like a curse word.
“Ten minutes from the moment I walk out of your door, I will make those children jump off the building. If you try to force me to release my hold on them or try to prevent me from leaving, I will make them jump right now. If you are inclined to follow me to see where I go, you have a choice to make: follow me, or save the lives of three young Unevolveds,” he said. I turned back around to look at him. He smiled at me. “Since you’re a Hero, I think we both know what choice you will make. And, in case you’re inclined to send Shadow trailing after me while you rescue the kids, just know my powers let me see what they see. If only one of you shows up on that roof, I will make them jump.”
The Pied Piper smiled at me again. He looked smug. I wanted to wipe that smug look off of his face with a vat of acid. He touched his hand to his temple and flicked his hand at me in farewell.
“See you around,” he said.
“Count on it,” I said.
The Pied Piper walked out of my office. Bonebreaker was about to follow when Shadow stepped in front of him and barred his path. She was close enough to lick him. He was taller than she, but not by much. She stared into his eyes with a look of challenge.
“I look forward to seeing you again. Next time, I’m going to find out if you’re as tough as people say you are,” she said to him.
Bonebreaker snorted derisively under his mask.
“If you’re ever stupid enough to see me again, I’ll pull those big black titties of yours out, pin you down, and gorilla fuck you,” he rumbled.
Shadow smiled happily. She looked like a kid who had been told there was going to be a second Christmas.
“You’re welcome to try,” she said. “You’d have to borrow someone else’s cock and balls first, though.”
For a split second, I thought Bonebreaker was going to take a swing at her. Then, he barked out a laugh. He sidestepped Shadow, and walked out of the door after the Pied Piper. Shadow closed the door after him.
“I’m surprised you challenged him,” I said to Shadow. “It’s not like you to bluster like that.” Unlike a rattlesnake, Shadow usually struck without warning someone first.
Shadow shook her head at me. She looked pleased with herself.
“I wasn’t blustering. I was getting close enough to slip a tracking device into his jacket pocket. Since we couldn’t follow them directly, I thought that would be the next best thing,” she said.
I just looked at her for a moment. And here I was thinking I was the clever one.
“I’m impressed,” I said. And, I was. “Pretty nifty for someone who claims to just be hired muscle.”
“I’ve spent the last three days cooped up in this office with you,” she said. “Maybe your detective wiles are rubbing off on me.”
“That sounded suspiciously like a compliment,” I said.
Shadow looked aghast.
“You really are rubbing off on me, then,” she said. “If we don’t find Clara soon, before you know it I’ll be making stupid jokes and checking out women’s butts.”
We left to go fetch the kids from the roof across the street. In silent retaliation for Shadow’s words, I checked out her butt as she walked out before me.
 



CHAPTER 17
In the late evening after Bonebreaker and the Pied Piper visited my office, Shadow and I followed the signal from the bug she had planted on Bonebreaker to the southwest of town. The area we followed the signal to was in transition. For decades, the area had been mostly residential. But, over the years, money had changed hands, zoning laws had changed as a result, and industrial and manufacturing interests had moved in. That, in turn, had made more of the residential tenants move to areas that did not constantly smell of chemicals and job creation. By the time Shadow and I prowled the streets of the area on the hunt for the Pied Piper and Bonebreaker, it was almost all industrial.
Streetlights were sparse where we were, as was traffic. The night was overcast and dark. Shadow’s face was lit up from the glow of her cell phone. She was using an app on her phone to track the bug on Bonebreaker.
“Take a right here,” she said to me. I did so. I drove slowly, giving Shadow and her app a chance to triangulate Bonebreaker’s location. To the left of us, a huge building loomed out of the inky blackness of the night. There were no lights around it, but several of the windows of the big building glowed bright. The building took up much of the block it was on.
“He’s in there,” Shadow said, pointing at the big building on our left. I slowed, and pulled into a parking space across the street from the building. I shut off the car’s lights. In the dark area, having the lights on might draw too much attention to us.
“Where did you get that tech from, anyway?” I asked Shadow, referring to her bug and tracking app. “That’s not the kind of thing you get from RadioShack.”
“I appropriated it from the government during my last job,” she said.
“By ‘appropriate,’ I’m guessing you mean ‘stole.’”
Shadow shook her head.
“‘Steal’ sounds so harsh, and carries with it an espionage charge and a prison sentence. Appropriate I said, and that’s what I meant,” she said.
“It does my heart good to see my tax dollars at work,” I said. I nodded towards the building Shadow said Bonebreaker was in. “Just because Bonebreaker is in there, how do we know his boss is too?”
“In addition to having an itch for power,” Shadow said, “the Pied Piper is paranoid. He has reason to be. Politics via terrorism ain’t beanbag. Those two are like Mary and her little lamb—everywhere the Pied Piper goes, Bonebreaker is sure to go. The Pied Piper is in there, all right.”
I punched the building’s address into my own phone using a real estate app I utilized from time to time.
“The property is owned by Rainier Holding Company,” I said to Shadow. “Name mean anything to you?” She shook her head no. “Rainier is a privately held company, and there is no record here as to whom has an ownership interest. The building used to be an apartment complex before it was sold to Rainier. Rainier let the leases on the building’s few remaining tenants lapse, so God only knows what the building’s being used for now.”
“As headquarters for the Metahuman Liberation Front, maybe?” Shadow said. 
“Maybe,” I said. I hesitated. “What in the world did superheroes do before smartphones and apps?” I asked.
Shadow shrugged.
“Probably just found someone to beat the info they needed out of,” she said.
We both looked at the building some more. We were positioned where we could see the front entrance. No one went in, and no one came out. Traffic was almost non-existent, and long periods of time would pass by before we saw a car drive past us.
I itched to find a clue as to Clara’s whereabouts, but none came in the time Shadow and I spent watching the building. There were no flashing neon signs on the building reading “Clara is here.” Such signs would have been very helpful. Supervillains can be most uncooperative.
“See anyone we can beat some info out of?” I asked.
“No,” Shadow said. “It’s almost as dark as the inside of a cow out here, though. There could be an army of supervillains out here to beat up on, but we wouldn’t know it.”
“My power tells me there are over a dozen people in that building right now,” I said.
“A dozen is not an army,” Shadow said, “but if they’re all Metas, it’s a lot of people to wade through while simultaneously searching for Clara.”
I nodded. We looked at the building some more. We had been looking at it for several hours by then. Still no one had come in, and no one had left. We had learned nothing new. I was not discouraged, though. Sometimes I went days without learning anything new. I was used to it.
“I think I liked waiting in your office better,” Shadow eventually said. “At least there, I had something to read.”
“What would you suggest instead? Barge in there? We might be walking into a nest of supervillains. You and I are a pretty powerful combination, but there is a limit to what even we can handle.”
“Speak for yourself, Kemo Sabe,” she said.
“Kemo Sabe?” I said. “That means faithful friend. It’s what Tonto used to call the Lone Ranger. I knew you were the one who was the sidekick.”
“Faithful friend?” Shadow asked. “I thought it meant ‘white asshole who sits around on his butt too much.’ My mistake.” She sighed in frustration. “I’m sick of sitting here. I want to get out and scout around a bit.”
“How come you can call me a ‘white asshole,’ yet if I call you a black anything, suddenly I’m a racist and I have a race war on my hands? It hardly seems fair.”
“It’s because you get white privilege and in exchange I get to call you a white asshole. I agree it’s not fair. Let’s switch—I’ll get the privilege and you can call me a black asshole.”
I thought about that for a moment.
“No deal,” I said. Then I thought about her suggestion she go scout around. What could it hurt?
“Okay,” I said. “You go have a look around. I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the front door. Don’t let anyone spot you.”
Shadow looked at me with a combination of insult and incredulity, as if I had asked her to believe the Easter Bunny was real and he was shacking up with Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy. I held up my hands placatingly.
“Okay, okay, I withdraw the comment. You’re not going to let anyone spot you,” I said.
“You’re darned right I won’t.”
Shadow slipped out of the car and closed the door behind her. She disappeared as abruptly as if she had become invisible.
I continued to stare at the building. Was Clara in there? The longer Bonebreaker and the Pied Piper went without making an appearance, the more I was starting to think the building was where the two lived. But, that did not mean Clara was there, too. Maybe they kept her somewhere else. Perhaps they maintained an off-site supervillain lair for the purpose of holding bridge tournaments, plotting world domination, and storing kidnapped girls.
If Clara was in the building, how in the world would I find her? The building was four stories tall and very wide and long. It contained a lot of square footage. Judging from the number of windows I could see, the building had a lot of rooms. Would I have to go door to door through all the rooms looking for Clara, fighting off supervillains all the while? It would not do Clara much good if I got myself killed trying to liberate her.
As I continued to look at the building, I thought about how maybe I needed a lair of my own. Maybe the lack of one was what was holding me back from the next level of superherodom. That, and a proper sidekick. As much as I had kidded Shadow about her being my sidekick, she was not suited for the role. Too lippy.
A little over an hour after Shadow had left, she reappeared next to the car as if from out of thin air. If I had not been such an intrepid Hero and detective, I might have been startled. She opened the passenger door and slid back into her seat.
“I’ve decided you aren’t going to be my sidekick,” I said.
Shadow was expressionless as she looked at me.
“Imagine my dismay,” she said. “I took a look around the building. The place it huge. If Clara is in there, it’s going to take us a while to find her.”
“I was thinking the same thing myself,” I said.
“On the sides you can’t see from here, there are several windows with lights on. I got close enough to see inside of a couple of the ones that didn’t have blinds closed. The rooms looked like living quarters. I didn’t see either Bonebreaker or the Pied Piper, but one of the guys I did see I recognized as being a Meta,” she said.
“So, maybe this really is the place the MLF has its base,” I said.
“That would be my guess.”
“Still doesn’t mean Clara is inside though,” I said. “We need better intelligence before we go traipsing in and get our heads shot off by a bunch of supervillains.”
Shadow nodded.
“On that note, there’s an old building across the street from this one that’s empty,” she said, pointing at a large shadow across the way that was a dim, hulking presence in the darkness. “According to a sign out front, it’s scheduled to be knocked down a few weeks from now. A new factory is to take its place. I was thinking maybe we could set up shop there and reconnoiter this building from that one. See who comes and goes, get a better idea of what we’re up against, that kind of thing. If we stay in this car long enough, someone is bound to notice us, especially since this area doesn’t see a lot of traffic.”
Once again, I was impressed.
“That’s pretty good work and sound thinking,” I said. “Plus, a nice use of the word reconnoiter.”
I started my car and drove off. I headed back the way we had come so Shadow and I could grab some sleep before returning to continue to surveil the building Bonebreaker was in.
“Maybe I’ll reconsider having you as my sidekick after all,” I said thoughtfully.
“No,” Shadow said.
 



CHAPTER 18
Early the next morning after a few hours of sleep, Shadow and I approached the abandoned building she had referred to the night before. According to Shadow’s government tech, Bonebreaker was still in the building next door. I was tired, but had been sleep-deprived before. “We never sleep” was the slogan of the Pinkerton detective agency. I considered adding to my business card the slogan “I sometimes sleep,” but it did not have quite the same pizazz as the Pinkerton’s slogan.
I had thought about waiting until it got dark again before going to the abandoned building to help conceal our presence from the people in the building we were interested in. Then I realized sneaking around in the abandoned building in the dark would require us to use flashlights, and mysterious lights might attract the attention of the next door neighbors. To avoid being spotted in the light of day, Shadow and I parked far away from the building we planned on entering and approached it from a side that did not face the building Bonebreaker was in.
A large sign on the side of the abandoned building indicated it was scheduled for demolition in a couple of weeks. An even more prominent sign stated “No Trespassing.” I figured the sign could not possibly be referring to me. Who wouldn’t want to be visited by a superhero? Surely the sign referred to visits from non-superheroes.
“Stay close to me,” I said to Shadow. “I’m a Hero, but you’re not. You don’t want to be caught trespassing. As long as you stick by me, I’ll vouch for you.”
Shadow acted like she had not heard me. She was not an attentive audience. Despite my second thoughts the night before, she was not good sidekick material. Sidekicks were supposed to hang on your every word.
The double doors before us were chained shut, and a very large and sturdy-looking padlock locked the ends of the thick chain together. Shadow reached for the lock as if to rip it off the door by force. I stopped her.
“Easy there cowgirl,” I said. “This is a covert operation, not a riot. Keep your eyes peeled for any onlookers.”
I pulled out my lock-picking tools from my jacket pocket. I did a quick sweep of the building with my powers to see if I detected the water signature of any people. There were plenty of small lifeforms in the building—rats and the like, I imagined—but no people. I hummed happily to myself as I probed the interior of the padlock with my tools. I enjoyed picking locks, and did not have the occasion to do so nearly as much as I liked. It was like being a pro tennis player with no one to play against.
“I thought possessing burglary tools and breaking and entering were against the law,” Shadow said. “I also thought licensed Heroes were not supposed to break the law.” As she spoke, the lock clicked open. I pulled the chain off and pushed one of the doors open. I smiled at Shadow.
“Would you look at this? Someone foolishly left the door open. It’s not breaking and entering if you just stroll in through an open door,” I said.
“I’m pretty sure that’s not how it works. I’m no lawyer, though.”
“Thank God for that. You’re hard enough to take as it is sometimes without you being a lawyer,” I said. I lifted the bag of equipment and supplies we had brought along. Then I thought better of it, and handed the bag to Shadow. “Wait, you’re the one who’s super-strong. Why should I be the one to lug this thing around?”
“It’s good to see chivalry is not dead,” Shadow said.
“The day you lose the ability to punch people’s heads off is the day I start carrying stuff around for you,” I said. “Let’s go.”
We stepped inside. I closed the door behind us. Since there were no windows to be seen and there were no lights as the electricity had been shut off in the building, we were engulfed in darkness. Shadow flicked on a flashlight. I secured the inside of the door with the chain and the padlock I had removed from the outside. I did not want someone coming into the building after us without us realizing it.
I straightened up from securing the door. Shadow handed me a second flashlight.
“I hope you’re not afraid of the dark,” I said as I turned the flashlight on and glanced around.
Shadow snorted.
“Of course not,” she said. She hesitated. “I do have a touch of musophobia, though,” she finally added. She sounded embarrassed, an emotion I had never seen Shadow exhibit before.
“Musophobia? What in the world is that? Fear of literary inspiration? Fear of running out of people to beat up?”
“It’s a fear of mice,” she said. Her voice sounded small. I almost laughed, but then I caught the look on Shadow’s face. She was serious. I smothered the laugh before it escaped from me.
“Don’t worry,” I said solemnly. “I’ll protect you.” It did not seem a good time to mention all the rodent life forms my power was detecting.
Shadow and I cast our flashlights about. Directly ahead was a stairwell leading up.
“Let’s go upstairs and find a good place to set up shop,” I said. Shadow nodded, and off we went. It took about thirty minutes of us looking around before we decided on the best spot. It was on the fourth floor, faced the building we had tracked Bonebreaker to. The large room we settled on took up most of the floor. It had several windows from which we could keep an eye on the front and side doors of the building.
I pulled a small telescope out of the bag Shadow had been carrying and set it up on its tripod so the lens was trained on the front entrance to the other building. Shadow brought in some cheap metal folding chairs we had found abandoned in another room. We sat with me by the telescope and Shadow at another window armed with binoculars. We settled in to wait and observe the building.
“If you ever hire another detective, will the advertisement read ‘Must have an iron butt’?” Shadow asked after a long while. “I don’t think even professional theater reviewers sit around as much as detectives do.”
“The trick is to look like you’re thinking deep thoughts and sifting through clues while you’re waiting,” I said. “It gives people the impression that you’re doing something important.”
“There is more to this detecting business than meets the eye,” Shadow said.
“We’re like icebergs that way,” I agreed.
“Look like you’re thinking deep thoughts so I have someone to model myself after,” Shadow said.
I tried. After a few minutes, Shadow spoke again.
“Never mind. I’ll figure out how to look like I’m thinking deep thoughts on my own. You just look like you’re constipated.”
I did not respond. I was too busy thinking deep Heroic thoughts. Shadow was neither a detective nor a Hero, so who was she to judge?
We carefully kept watch on the building all day. We watched people come and go. Some were in costumes, others were not. Enough people were in costume, though, it soon became clear that unless we had stumbled upon a Metahuman convention or a gathering of cosplayers, the building was connected to the Metahuman Liberation Front. Since Shadow and I recognized a few of the costumed folk as known supervillains, I ruled out the possibility of cosplayers.
In the early afternoon, we observed the Pied Piper and Bonebreaker leave, accompanied by two other costumed people—one man, one woman—neither Shadow nor I recognized. The woman wore high heeled boots and a skintight outfit that showed off the generous proportions of her body. I examined her form closely with the telescope. Perhaps I would find a clue there. Or, though it did not seem possible in light of how tight it was, perhaps the woman was smuggling Clara out of the building in her outfit. A careful detective can never be too diligent.
I glance over at Shadow. She was dressed in her usual black ensemble. Not even a blind man would mistake Shadow’s curves as belonging to a man, but she certainly was not dressed sexily like the Metahuman outside.
“Why don’t you dress more like our female friend out there?” I asked Shadow. I almost added Shadow had the figure for it, but it seemed likely I would get kicked in the throat if I said something like that.
Shadow shifted her binoculars a bit to look at the woman.
“I don’t like to draw too much attention to myself,” Shadow said.
“A lot of female costumed Metas don’t seem to feel that way,” I pointed out. “The average costumed Meta female could be mistaken for a streetwalker because of the way she dresses.” Even if Shadow walked down the street buck naked, I had a hard time thinking of her as a prostitute. She wore an air of menace and dignity like a cloak. Woe to the John who mistook Shadow for a hooker.
Shadow shrugged.
“I suspect it’s because their costumes are designed by men,” she said.
By the time darkness fell, we had noted the comings and goings of quite a few people. None, however, were children, much less Clara. If she was inside the building, they were not letting her out, at least not while we watched. As the day wore on, though, it became clear that several Metas and people we suspected were Metas called the building home.
“Getting into that building, searching around for Clara, and getting her out without getting her or us killed by all those Metas is going to be a tall order,” Shadow said. “Even for us, and we’re no slouches. And that assumes she’s even in there to begin with.”
“Where else would they be keeping her?” I asked. “On Sesame Street?”
Shadow kept talking as if I had not said a word. I was getting used to it.
“You ever think about turning this whole thing over to the police? Or even the Heroes' Guild?” she asked. “They could raid the place and throw a lot of manpower at the building that we don’t have. Heck, as far as the cops are concerned, they don’t even have to raid the place. They could get a warrant to search the building and find and bring Clara out nice and peacefully.”
“I have thought about that,” I said. “But if we hand this over to the police and they get a warrant, do you really think the Pied Piper is going to let them execute it on him just because they ask nicely? He’s a terrorist. Not following the law is part of the job description. As for the Heroes' Guild, sure they can get a bunch of Heroes together and get Clara out if they had a mind to do so. But, if they got her out, they would then turn her over to the civilian authorities. You and I know the Pied Piper was controlling her when Clara blew up the subway, but the cops and the state don’t know that and won’t have any proof of that. They’ll prosecute her for more crimes than the number of years Clara has been alive. She’s innocent. I’m not inclined to do something that’s going to wind up having her spend the rest of her time as a juvenile in juvenile prison. And that assumes they don’t try her as an adult in light of the number of deaths and severity of the injuries at the subway station. Clara might never see the light of day as a free person again.”
I shook my head.
“Plus, although the cops and the Heroes' Guild have more manpower than we do, you know what they don’t have?”
Shadow shook her head.
“Us,” I said. “Even though we’re outnumbered, I trust us to extricate Clara more than I do anyone else.”
After a moment or two, Shadow sighed.
“Yeah, everything you said I kind of thought too. I just wanted to see if there was a flaw in my logic somewhere before I went and risked getting myself killed over a girl I don’t even know.” Shadow shook her head. “Plus, I hate the notion of running to someone else for help. The very idea sticks in my craw. You and I can’t continue to do the kinds of things we do if we have to stop and holler for backup every time we’re in a tight spot or face bad odds.”
I nodded in agreement. I left unvoiced the thought Shadow could back out and let me rescue Clara by myself. I knew Shadow would be offended at the mere suggestion. She had signed on to help me, and help me she would, even if she got herself killed in the process. Her word, once given, was unbreakable. Despite our many differences, Shadow and I were alike in that way.
“Plus, on the upside, you are getting paid for this gig,” I said.
“Yes, a whopping fifty cents. How could I forget? Though it’s not enough money to retire on, when I do retire, I’ll be sure to buy myself a couple of gumballs with those two quarters,” Shadow said.
“Not so fast,” I said. “With inflation these days, you’ll be lucky to be able to put a down-payment on those gumballs with the fifty cents by the time you retire.”
“A good point.”
We were quiet for a while. What we needed was proof positive Clara was inside the building across the way, and if so, intel about where exactly she was in the building and the security situation so we could intelligently plan a rescue operation. What we needed was to talk to someone who had spent some time inside the building we were surveilling.
“We need to know exactly what is going on in that building. Would it shock you if I proposed a kidnapping?” I asked.
Shadow’s face lit up with a smile. It was like watching a sunrise.
“Kidnapping? I thought you would never ask,” she said happily. She paused. “Besides, after watching you—a high and mighty licensed Hero—break and enter, my shock fuses have been blown.”
 



CHAPTER 19
The first step was deciding whom to target. Shadow and I did not want to kidnap one of the Metas from next door who would be hard to capture and contain. That eliminated from contention several of the Metas Shadow and I recognized from next door. Bonebreaker, who was super strong, was out, as was Ghost who could phase through objects, Blaster, who shot beams of concussive force from his eyes, and Hot Foot, who could generate and control fire.
But, that also eliminated people with more subtle but equally potent abilities. We spotted Entomologist next door, but we discarded him as a candidate for what we had in mind. He could control insects. Though they were not always readily apparent, insects were all around us, both in the world generally but also specifically in the abandoned building Shadow and I were in. If we captured Entomologist, he would have an army of insects crawling over me and Shadow in a heartbeat, stinging and biting us, blinding us by crawling over our eyes, and deafening and choking us by flying and crawling into our ears and throats.
The Masochist was also out. She grew more powerful the more pain she underwent. A few bites down on her own tongue or lips, and Shadow and I would have a powerhouse on our hands who would be harder and harder to defeat the more we struggled against her.
No, we needed someone whose powers would not be so easy to use offensively against us so we could contain him or her long enough to get the information we needed.
We finally decided on a Meta named Hacker whom we saw come and go several times. He was one of the Metas Shadow had listed when I first went to the gym to meet with her whom she knew of as being a member of the MLF. I did not known him when Shadow had mentioned him then, and I did not recognize him when she pointed him out to me as he left the building we had under surveillance. Hacker was a bit shorter than average, and had a compact muscular build and sandy hair. He got into a restored old light blue Mustang that was parked down the street from the building, and drove away.
According to Shadow, Hacker’s power was the ability to reprogram electronic devices simply by touching them. A simple device he could reprogram almost instantly; something more complex would take him longer. Hacker’s powers were useful in stealing money from ATMs and gaining illegal entry into databases, but not so useful in fighting back against two determined kidnappers. That was why we decided to target him. On top of that, he kept to a pretty regular schedule, coming and going from the MLF building at predictable times. He was perfect.
The third day Shadow and I had been watching the MLF building, right on schedule around twilight Hacker unlocked the door of his car and got in. He started the car, put it into gear, and drove off.
I sat up from where I had been hiding in the back seat of the car under a blanket Hacker had left back there. I was sure he did not leave it back there for the purpose of hiding a potential kidnapper, but the blanket did not balk at being used for that purpose. I had my gun out. I pressed its barrel against the base of Hacker’s skull, just under his hairline on his bare skin. I wanted him to feel the metal and know what it was.
“Jesus!” Hacker exclaimed. His eyes flicked over to the rear-view mirror, and he saw me sitting behind him. If I were a woman or interested in men, I would have said that up close, Hacker was a handsome man with pretty eyes. They were a light brown and flecked with gold. I waved hello to him with my free hand. I had to give the guy credit: he did not swerve or brake or accelerate or do anything other than what he had been doing before I popped up in his backseat. He was a cool customer.
“That thing you’re feeling pressed against your head is a nine millimeter Remington pistol,” I said to him. “The kind of hole it will make in your skull at this range is frightening to even think of. If you give me the slightest bit of trouble, I’ll splatter your brains all over the windshield. If you don’t do exactly what I tell you to do, ditto. If you even look at me funny, ditto. You get the message? Say yes or no instead of nodding or shaking your head. I’ve got an itchy trigger finger, and the slightest movement by you might make me do something rash and quite permanent.”
“Yes, I understand,” Hacker said. I would not have killed him in cold-blood of course. He did not know that though, and I certainly was not about to volunteer information about my Heroic scruples.
“Good,” I said. “I would hate to mess up your nice interior. It looks like a restored 1965 Mustang. It’s a beauty. The only problem with these old cars is they don’t have modern burglar deterrent technology. Car alarms, that sort of thing. It makes it really easy to break into them.”
“Is that what you want? The car? Let me out and you can have it. I won’t give you any trouble. I can give you money too. Everything I have on me.”
“I’m not interested in your car or your money,” I said. “I also am not interested in hurting you if I don’t have to, so don’t do something stupid and make me have to. Now shut up and keep quiet. Turn right here.” Hacker did as I told him. I had him drive to the spot I had arranged to meet Shadow at, a location about twenty-five minutes away from the MLF building.
At my direction, Hacker pulled into the parking lot of Shady Pine Elementary, an elementary school that had been closed for years due to budget cuts and the aging demographics of the neighborhood. The city had been talking about doing something with the school property for years, but, bureaucracy being what it was, nothing had been done with it yet. It was a good bet nothing would be done with it for some time to come. The surrounding woods were beginning to reclaim it. In a decade the paved parking lot would be ripped up by encroaching vegetation and the school building itself would be a mass of trees, vines, and brambles. Perhaps the city would do something with the property before then, but I had learned long ago to never underestimate government inertia and inaction.
There was not much traffic on the road that went past the school, and what traffic there was was obscured from view by overgrown shrubbery and trees.
“Keep going until you’re behind the school,” I said to Hacker. In a few moments, we were there. “Pull up near that Nissan,” I said to him then. The back parking lot was vacant except for my car and weeds and saplings valiantly trying to reclaim the asphalt surface for the wild. My car was parked near the crumbling school building. Shadow was leaning against my car with her arms crossed.
“Hey, I know her,” Hacker said as he parked the car. “She’s Shadow. What’s all this about? What do you want from me?” He hesitated. “Whoa, I feel funny all of a sudden. What are you doing to—” Hacker’s voice trailed off. He slumped forward over the steering wheel. I had used my powers to prevent oxygen from binding to his blood long enough to make him pass out. It was something I disliked doing as using my powers in that fashion was very delicate. I was afraid I would make a mistake and kill somebody. I was also afraid I would get used to and enjoy the power my abilities gave me over people. Becoming like the Pied Piper and other supervillains lay down that path.
But, using my powers on Hacker to knock him out was safer than bashing him over the head. If I had used the latter method, I might have accidentally caved his skull in and knocked him out permanently. If I knew how to use the Vulcan nerve pinch, I would have done that instead. But, I was not a Vulcan, this was not the Starship Enterprise, and green-blooded aliens and Star Trek were not real anyway. So thought a person who was a Metahuman with the power of hydrokinesis. Perhaps, somewhere out in the universe, Vulcans did not think I was real, either.
“I don’t suppose you know how to use the Vulcan nerve pinch?” I said to Shadow as she opened the driver’s side door to get Hacker out. “If you do, perhaps you can teach me how to do it.”
Shadow grabbed Hacker and slung him over her shoulder like he was a sack of potatoes.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said. “Is that some sort of Star Wars thing?” Right there, in that moment, I almost made the dark turn into supervillaindom and smote Shadow for confusing Star Wars and Star Trek. I was willing to participate in a kidnapping for a good cause, but letting Star Wars and Star Trek confusion stand was more than I could take.
Shadow carried Hacker into the school. I trailed behind her, mumbling under my breath about cultural philistines.
 



CHAPTER 20
Shadow carried Hacker into a classroom we had already prepared for the purpose of housing him. She deposited him into a heavy wooden chair in the center of the room that had thick arms on it. We had already nailed the chair to the floor. I used rope to tie him to the chair. I bound his ankles to the legs, his wrists to the chair’s arms, and his waist to the slats in the back.
“Make sure you tie him down securely,” Shadow said. “We don’t want him escaping the moment our backs are turned.”
I made a face at her.
“Don’t try to teach grandpa how to suck eggs,” I said. “You yourself said I’m an overgrown Boy Scout. I know a thing or two about tying knots. I could teach a master class in it.”
“Sucking eggs and Vulcan nerve pinches. Why don’t you learn how to speak like a normal person?” Shadow asked.
I could not think of anything to say to that, so I kept quiet. As I made sure Hacker was secure, I thought about how there were virtues in working alone. Having a sidekick was overrated. I checked to ensure Hacker was tied down tightly, but not so tightly his circulation was cut off. He would be here for a while.
I pulled up another chair, put it in front Hacker, and sat down to wait for him to revive. Shadow stood nearby, quiet and motionless. I was pretty sure if she had to, she could stand rock still like a statue until the final trumpet heralding the end of the world sounded.
We waited for a while. After a few minutes, Shadow spoke.
“I’ve been thinking,” she said.
“Good. A mind is a terrible thing to waste,” I said.
Shadow proceeded as if she hadn’t heard me. “If Clara is in that building and we need to go in there to get her, can’t you do to everyone in there what you did to Hacker here? Just knock everyone out cold, and we can waltz in like we own the place.”
I shook my head.
“Preventing oxygen from dissolving into someone’s bloodstream is delicate. Think of it like brain surgery. If I don’t do it just right, I’ll kill somebody. It’s not the sort of thing I can do on a bunch of people at once, especially if they are far away, spread out in a big building, and I can’t see them. At best, my efforts won’t have any effect at all. At worst, I’d kill some people.”
“Killing guys like these wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to happen,” Shadow said.
I glanced over at Shadow before looking back at Hacker.
“I haven’t said this explicitly before, so I’ll say it now. I don’t want us to kill anybody unless it’s absolutely necessary to save Clara or to defend ourselves,” I said.
Shadow shrugged.
“It’s your show and your rules,” she said. “It would be easier if we didn’t have any restrictions, though. I don’t like going into a fight with a hand tied behind my back. If I get my head blown off because I have to hold back, I swear to God I’m going to come back and become your personal poltergeist. I’ll make sure you never get a wink of sleep again.”  
I had been watching Hacker carefully, and was pretty sure I saw his breathing rate change.
“Hacker, open your eyes,” I said. “I think you’re just playing possum now.”
There was no response. I sighed. I got up, stepped over to Hacker, grabbed his right ear and twisted it, hard. He yelped, and his eyes flew upon. Hacker’s ear started to bleed where I had torn it a bit away from his skull. I sat back down again.
“Jesus, what’s your fucking problem, man?” Hacker said. He twisted his head around as if to look at his aching ear. That would have been a neat trick if he had been able to pull it off. After a few vain seconds he gave up on that project and turned his head back towards me. His eyes shifted anxiously between me and Shadow. He squirmed a little in his bonds, but he was not going anywhere. I had made sure of that.
“You two have made a very bad mistake,” he said. “I belong to a group that’s going to bury the two of you once they find out you’ve taken me.” His tone grew bolder as he spoke. I think he was convincing himself as much as he was trying to convince us.
“As coincidence would have it, that’s the very group we wanted to talk to you about. The Metahuman Liberation Front. I want to know everything there is to know about the building you came out of before I grabbed you. Let’s start with a teen girl by the name of Clara Barton. Is the MLF keeping her in that building?”
Hacker just stared at me for a moment.
“Go fuck yourself,” he said. I smiled at him.
“That’s a colorful expression,” I said, “but both biologically improbable and unhelpful. I’ll ask you nicely again: is the MLF keeping Clara Barton in that building? If you make me ask a third time, it won’t be nicely.”
Hacker proceeded to discuss my ancestry and sexual habits and my mother’s virtue. I was starting to admire his inventiveness and imagination when Shadow stepped forward. She grabbed the pinky finger of his right hand. She twisted it sharply. I heard it snap. Hacker screamed.
“Is the MLF keeping Clara Barton in that building?” I asked again. “Shadow will continue to break fingers until you answer. When we run out of fingers, we’ll start on your toes. Then, maybe your penis. Assuming we can find it.” Hacker did not respond. His initial scream had trailed off and he was then gibbering in pain.
I shook my head. I was not enjoying this. This was not my idea of how a Hero should be behaving. When I had studied for the Hero Trials years before, no one had said torture was an acceptable tactic to be used by a Hero. What choice did we have, though? What would happen to Clara and God knew who else if we did not get Clara and her explosive powers away from the MLF?
“Break the next finger,” I said to Shadow. Her face was as placid as ever as she moved to comply. There was a second hard snap. Hacker’s screams filled the room. My stomach turned. Bile filled my mouth. I did not let my distaste for all this show on my face, though. I had to make Hacker believe we would do anything and everything to him. I was Truman the Torturer. It was not a role I savored.
Shadow had broken four of Hacker’s fingers by the time his spirit followed suit and broke as well. That was good: I was not sure how much more punishment Hacker could take. For that matter, I was not sure how much more I could take.
Hacker told us everything we wanted and needed to know. Clara was indeed being kept in the building. The building served as both MLF headquarters and as the residence for several of the MLF’s higher echelon members, including the Pied Piper and Bonebreaker. Rainier Holding Company, the entity listed as the owner of the building, was a shell company controlled by the Pied Piper. The building had been bought using the proceeds of some of the MLF’s earlier heists and robberies. As a result of those thefts, the MLF had millions of dollars squirreled away. The group had now turned its full attention to recruiting new members and executing the attacks on the non-Metahuman population it thought would further its cause.
They were keeping Clara sedated and in a locked room to prevent her from attempting to escape, something she had tried when she had regained consciousness unexpectedly days before. They were also pumping her full of drugs designed to speed up the development of her powers and augment them. They planned on using her in a series of upcoming terrorist attacks, and they wanted her explosive power as potent as possible to cause the maximum amount of damage.    
Using Hacker’s description of the MLF building, I sketched out on a sheet of paper a map of its interior and exterior. I showed it to him, and he had me make some minor corrections where I had gotten a few things wrong. I also got from him detailed information about the Metas who frequented the building, what their powers and weaknesses were, and who tended to be present in the building when.
I pumped Hacker for information until his well appeared to be dry. I was relieved when I thought I had gotten everything I could from him. I was sick of watching the man writhe in pain in front of me. I felt dirty, but I knew a shower would not wash away the filth.
But yet, it was not quite over.
“Shadow and I are going to go into your building and take Clara away from your friends,” I said to Hacker. “If we’re successful, we’ll tell the MLF where to find you. If we’re not—perhaps because you’ve lied to us about the set-up inside—you’ll sit right here for days and die of thirst. It’s a bad way to die.” I put a hardness into my voice I did not feel. “So, if you have left anything out or need to correct something, speak now or forever hold your peace. Your ass is on the hook here as much as mine and Shadow’s.”
Hacker shook his head weakly.
“I’ve told you everything I know,” he said. His voice was hoarse. I had to strain to hear him. Half-dry blood from his bleeding ear was streaked down the side of his face. 
I stood. I wanted to cut him loose. But, if I did, he would certainly warn his friends Shadow and I were coming. I had to leave him where he was. It was the tactically correct thing to do. The correct thing is not always the right thing, though.
Shadow and I left, leaving behind a bound man with broken fingers in a room that had not seen signs of life in years. If Shadow and I got killed trying to rescue Clara, death would again take the place of Hacker’s life soon enough.
I was some Hero. Maybe I should have found a crippled grandmother and tied her up and broken her bones, too. It would put the cherry on top of the day.
 



CHAPTER 21
Since the MLF had used Clara to cause an explosion, it seemed only right to use an explosion to help rescue her.
I was parked in my car on the street that was behind the MLF building. Though I was a good distance from the building, I could see the window on the third floor that Hacker told us was the window to the large room that served as both the MLF’s library and records room. The Pied Piper was cautious. He was concerned about the authorities or some Hero hacking into the MLF’s computer systems. So, he did not keep any important records electronically. All the records were on paper, and according to Hacker, there were a lot of those records in the library along with a great many books and magazines.
Shadow and I had scouted out the building the day before with what Hacker had told us in mind. He had told us there was a humidifier in the library to help preserve the books and paper in it, so there was not much water vapor in the air of the room for my powers to work with. That was not a problem, though. I knew thanks to my powers and my recon the day before there was a water pipe in the ceiling of the record room. I had burst the water main leading to the building using my powers only a minute or so before, but there was still enough residual water in the pipe in the ceiling of the records room for my purpose.
I reached out with my powers. I was pretty far away, but still within the effective range of my powers. With my powers, I caused the water in the pipe in the ceiling of the library to expand and crack the pipe. Water began to leak down into the ceiling and drip into the room below. No one was in the room. I had verified that with my water-sensing powers already.
Using the same process I had used to destroy John Barton’s car, I broke some of the water up into its constituent parts of hydrogen and oxygen atoms as the water leaked down into the room below. Soon the room was full of combustible gas.
“Now Shadow,” I said into my cell phone. As I watched from the car, Shadow stepped from where she had been pressed against the wall at the back of the building. Though Hacker had told us there were motion detectors and perimeter alarms set up around the building, Shadow would not set them off because of her powers. She stepped quickly to where she had a better angle on the window to the records room above her. As she went, she used a lighter to light the wick of one of the three thick glass bottles filled with alcohol she carried. Once she was in position, she threw the Molotov cocktail up at the window. She had told me earlier when I had insisted she bring two spare bottles that she would need only one. 
She was right.
Thanks to her super-strength, the thick lit bottle Shadow threw went right through the library’s window pane. An instant later, there was an explosion that blew out what remained of the partially shattered window of the gas-filled room. Fire shot out of the window. Even as far away as I was, I heard the fire alarm in the building go off. Thanks to me having broken the water main earlier, the sprinkler system Hacker told us about would not be able to extinguish the fire.
I watched as Shadow went back close to the side of the building to help obscure her from the view of someone on the inside who might look out. She walked toward the far side of the building, turned the corner, and disappeared from my view. I would meet up with her shortly. I mentally counted off two full minutes. In my mind’s eye with the help of the intel gleaned from Hacker, I imagined what was going on inside. Thanks to the lack of sprinklers, the fire would be spreading. The Pied Piper was not in the building as he and Bonebreaker had left earlier. Shadow and I had made sure of that before making our move. With him gone, command of the remaining Metas in the building devolved on the person whose turn it was to man the security room where a bank of monitors showed the viewer what was going on in and around the building. With the sprinklers not working, it was that person’s job to go to the scene of the fire and coordinate the efforts to put it out. Most of the Metas in the building were supposed to go to the scene of the fire as well and help. The Pied Piper ran the MLF like a paramilitary organization, and he had drilled his subordinates on this very scenario. I just hoped the Metas inside followed their training.
Two minutes were up. I put the idling car into gear and raced down the street. I turned left, and pulled up as close to the side of the building as I could. I got out. Shadow was already there. The car and I no doubt were setting off alarms in the security room, but with the person who normally manned it off tending to the fire, there would be no one to see or hear it. At least, that was the plan.
We could hear the fire alarm shrieking within. Admittance through the side doors of the building was granted based on a handprint. A scanning panel was mounted next to the closed steel double doors. They were magnetically sealed. Since neither Shadow’s nor my palm would open the door, we ignored the panel. Instead, Shadow grabbed the handle of the left door, planted her feet, and pulled. I wondered which would give first, the magnetic seal or the door. I doubted it would be Shadow.
The answer was the door. With an ear-splitting rending of metal, the metal door peeled open. I went in first and Shadow followed. I had my gun out and my water senses extended. I did not sense anyone in the immediate vicinity. I did not see anyone either. I could smell smoke, though. The wailing of the fire alarm set my teeth on edge. Though it was hard to tell over the noise of the alarm, I thought I heard shouting.
According to Hacker, Clara was on the third floor in a room directly above where we were. An elevator was directly ahead. I ignored it. We did not want to get trapped in it if the fire caused the power to go out or if someone deliberately cut the power to it while we were in it.
I led the way to the stairs, which were on the right. Shadow and I hastened up them. I was about to open the door to the third floor when I sensed a presence on the other side.
“Someone’s out there,” I whispered into Shadow’s ear. Shadow nodded in acknowledgement. Thanks to the fire alarm, whispering probably was not necessary. But, better safe than sorry. 
I pushed the door open. A long hallway was ahead. A man in a black and gold costume turned. His eyes glowed red. It was Blaster. Blaster shouted something I could not quite hear. Time slowed. I raised my gun. The glow of Blaster’s eyes intensified. Shadow sprang to the left. Instinct took over. I threw myself forward and to the right. A blast of energy shot from the man’s eyes, hitting the door where Shadow and I had stood a split second before. I heard the door explode behind me. Shrapnel pierced my clothes. I barely felt it. I rolled to one knee, with my gun arm braced on the other knee. I squeezed off shots. It was two, maybe three. I wasn’t sure. Blaster spun to the side. He fell to the floor. His legs and arms twitched.
Shadow raced over to Blaster. I got to my feet and started to run over to him as well. Thanks to Shadow’s heightened speed and reflexes, she got to him before I did. Shadow turned Blaster’s head away from her so his eyes weren’t pointed at her. She carefully, almost clinically, slammed his forehead against the wall. Blaster stopped twitching.
No one else was in the hallway. I sensed no one else nearby. I leaned over Blaster and checked him. He was out cold. I rolled him over. I had shot him at least twice in the side. It did not appear I had hit anything vital. With medical treatment, he would live.
I stood. I looked at the door of the room in front of me. Hacker had said this was where Clara was being kept. I did not sense anyone inside, though. There was a hasp mounted on the door and the doorframe. The hasp was padlocked. Why lock a door from the outside if you did not want someone who was inside to get out? I gestured at the lock to Shadow. She reached out, grabbed the padlock, and pulled. She ripped the lock and hasp off the door as readily as pulling a hair out of someone’s head.
I tried the door’s knob. Locked. I backed up. Putting my weight into it, I kicked at the door just under the knob with the flat of my foot. The door flew open. I stepped inside. My gun was at the ready as my eyes swept over the room.
Clara was inside. She was on top of a bed, fully dressed. Her eyes were closed. Tubes ran from her arm to clear bags of fluids hanging from a metal rack standing by the bed’s side. Shadow guarded the open door while I went to the bed. Though I stood right over Clara, I still could not sense her with my powers. Perhaps her biochemistry was not water-based due to her own powers. I glanced around again. No one else was in the room. I holstered my gun at my hip.
Clara looked even thinner than she had in the pictures I had seen of her. She looked like a miniaturized version of her mother. Her face was the color of white paper. Her mousy brown hair was long and tangled. Her clothes were dirty. I shook her. She did not stir. I checked her pulse. It was strong and steady.
I quickly but gently pulled the tubes out of Clara’s arm. Blood welled out of the punctures in her arm in their absence. I picked Clara up. She smelled. I slung her over my left shoulder and held her in place with my left arm. She was light, but awkward to carry. Shadow could have carried her more readily. Shadow’s powers were more dependent on her freedom of movement than mine, though.
With my free hand, I pulled an envelope out of my pocket. I placed it on the bed where Clara had been. It contained a note stating where the MLF could find Hacker.
I pulled my gun back out. I went back to the door and out into the hallway. Shadow led the way. We went back down the hall to the stairs. The smell of smoke was even stronger now. We went down the stairs back to the first floor. We got outside without further incident.
I holstered my gun again, pulled out my keys, and tossed them to Shadow. She opened the back passenger door. I put Clara down on the back seat. I went around the car and got into the front passenger seat. Shadow was already in the driver’s seat by then with the motor running. She hit the gas. We left the building behind. The sound of the fire alarm faded behind us. Shadow was whistling softly. I recognized the tune. It was an old ragtime song. It was “There’ll Be a Hot Time in The Old Town Tonight.” 
I glanced back at Clara who was still lying in the back seat unconscious. In person, she looked younger than thirteen. She looked much too young to have the explosive power she possessed.
I turned back around and looked at the road ahead. We had rescued Clara. Great.
Now what in the world was I going to do with her?
 



CHAPTER 22
 “I can’t take her back to her parents,” I said to Ginny Southland. “Her father is the one who put her in this fix to begin with.”
“So what are you going to do with her?” Ginny asked.
I shrugged.
“Beats the heck out of me,” I said.
Ginny, Shadow, and I were in the living room of Ginny’s townhouse in Astor City. It was the day after we had rescued Clara. We had left Clara upstairs in Ginny’s bed. She was still unconscious. Before we had brought her to Ginny’s the night before, we had taken her to a discreet doctor I knew who owed me a favor and could keep his mouth shut. The doctor had checked Clara out. He said she had been pumped full of a powerful sedative, but that she would eventually wake up on her own without any ill effects. He also said that though Clara was slightly malnourished and in need of some solid food, she was otherwise healthy.
I had taken Clara to that doctor because I had not wanted to take Clara to the hospital. If I had, they would want to know how I was related to Clara. When they found out I was not her father, they would want to contact her parents and probably the police. I did not want either the Bartons or the police to know I had Clara. As I had told Shadow days before, I was concerned about the cops holding Clara responsible for the subway explosion in D.C. And, though Clara’s mother was my client, if I told her I had Clara, she might tell her husband. As I had just said to Ginny, he was the one who had handed Clara over to the MLF. Given half a chance, he might do so again. The MLF no doubt wanted Clara back as she featured prominently in their future terrorist plans.
Before taking Clara to Ginny’s, I had asked Shadow if we could go to her place instead.
“No one knows where I live,” she said. “And I’m going to keep it that way. I’m a mercenary. I’ve made a ton of enemies over the years, all of whom would be delighted to know where I live so they can put a slug into my brain one fine evening.” Shadow had shaken her head. “Three people can keep a secret only if two of them are dead. Clara and you would make that magical three. So, if I told you where I live, I’d have to kill you.” I thought she had been kidding, but one could never be too sure with Shadow.
I did not want to take Clara to my office or my condo as the MLF would surely look for her there. So instead, Shadow, Clara and I had spent the night at Ginny’s.
Before the two of them met, I was a little leery of how Shadow and Ginny would hit it off. Shadow was a beautiful woman after all. Though there was of course nothing romantic going on between me and Shadow, Ginny did not know that. I wondered if the green-eyed monster would rear its ugly head in Ginny’s eyes when she met Shadow. I need not have worried, though. The two women hit it off immediately, and were instantly as thick as thieves. While I ate and listened, they had had a long conversation about the constitutionality of the Hero Act of 1945 using a bunch of legal terms I barely understood. I would have thought Shadow would not have understood them either if I had not witnessed her bandying them about like she was a constitutional law professor. I was rapidly coming to realize there were even more sides to Shadow than met the eye.
The two women also had had a long conversation about modern fashion. They used a bunch of terms talking about it I did not understand at all. I had been on firmer ground when they had been exploring the intricacies of the Constitution’s Equal Protection Clause.
The fact Shadow liked Ginny was affirmation that my own affection for Ginny was not misplaced. Shadow did not like very many people. I was not entirely convinced she liked me.
Having Clara at Ginny’s place was a short-term solution to a long-term problem, though. I had no right to impose on Ginny long-term. Plus, I did not want to put her in danger by keeping Clara there a second longer than I needed to.
“Does Clara have some extended family who can take her in?” Ginny asked after I said I could not take her back to her parents.
“Not that I know of,” I said. “I suppose I could ask the guidance counselor at her school if she has some relatives.” I thought about that for a moment. Then I shook my head. “Taking Clara to relatives won’t work, either. There’s no guarantee they wouldn’t turn right around and hand Clara over to her parents. Or worse, the cops. Plus, what if the MLF gets wind of where she is? They will take her back for sure.”
The expression on Shadow’s face caught my eye. Her normally placid face looked torn, as if she was wrestling with a decision.
“I know where we can take Clara,” Shadow finally said. “I’m still not willing to reveal where I live in the city, but I have a place down in Virginia out in the woods. I vacation there from time to time. I generate electric power there through solar and wind, and there is not a land telephone line. I own the property through a dummy corporation. The place is completely off the grid. We can take Clara there and hide her from the MLF until we come up with a better idea.”
I was surprised. “You sure you trust us to know the location of your vacation house?” I asked.
“I’ll burn the place to the ground and start over somewhere fresh once you leave,” Shadow said. As usual, I could not tell whether or not she was kidding. “Besides, as you pointed out, where else can we take her?”
“You two can’t just take Clara out of state and keep her for God knows how long,” Ginny insisted. “If I were her mother, I would be losing my mind with worry. I know what you said about her father, but you have to take her back to her parents. At the very least you have to tell her mother you have Clara.”
“I’m not going back there,” a voice behind me said.
I twisted in my seat to see Clara standing in the middle of the stairs. She was clutching the railing with both of her bony hands. Our backs had all been to the stairs. Since I was apparently incapable of sensing her with my powers, who knew how long she had been standing there listening to us?
“I’m not going back to my parents,” Clara said again firmly. Her pale face was both stubborn and fierce. “If you take me back there, I’ll kill Dad for what he did to me. I hate him.” Her eyes were wet. Tears started to drip down her face. “I’ve already killed a bunch of people because of him. What’s one more?”
“But honey, they’re your parents,” Ginny said.
Clara’s thin face grew even more determined.
“I’m not going back there,” she insisted again.
I looked over at Shadow. She shrugged.
“Out of the mouths of babes,” she said.
 



CHAPTER 23
The next day Shadow, Clara, and I piled into my car and headed towards Rockbridge County, Virginia. The county was a little over four hours away from Astor City. Although I had never been to Rockbridge County before, I knew Lexington was its county seat. I only knew that because Lexington was home to both the Virginia Military Institute and Washington and Lee University. Stonewall Jackson had once taught at VMI, and George Patton had been a student there before he transferred to and later graduated from West Point. General Robert E. Lee was the president of Washington and Lee University after the Civil War. If that part of Virginia had been good enough for those luminaries, I guessed it would be good enough for me.
Maybe I would pick up some moonshine and boiled peanuts as well as reacquire my childhood Southern accent while I was down there. I had offered to bring Ginny back the Southern delicacy known as chitterlings when I returned from my stay in Virginia. She declined when I explained they were pig intestines. I was surprised. I had come to think of Ginny as an adventurous eater. She had me in her mouth often enough.
The day before Clara, Shadow and I hit the road for Virginia, I had explained to Clara how she had come to be with us. I told her that her mother had hired me to locate her and what Shadow and I had gone through to locate and rescue her. I told her everything: my confrontation with her father, Shadow and I torturing Hacker, Shadow and I invading the MLF headquarters, me shooting Blaster, the whole nine yards. They were things a normal thirteen-year-old girl probably should not hear about. Clara was not a normal girl, though. She was a Metahuman with a powerful ability who needed to understand the stakes involved. I wanted to impress upon her what we had done to rescue her, and the things the MLF would no doubt do to get her back.
It was not merely that, though. I told Clara everything because I thought she could handle it. Her school guidance counselor had told me Clara was no dummy, and my initial interactions with her confirmed it. She was a tough girl who had been through a lot, and I thought she deserved the straight scoop on what had happened thus far instead a sanitized, fairy tale version of it all.
Clara had already refused to return to her parents. When I laid out to her what our limited options were, she had agreed to let me and Shadow take her to Shadow’s vacation home in Virginia. I had emphasized to Clara we would not take her anywhere unless she consented to it. We were not the Pied Piper and the MLF.
I drove. Clara sat in the passenger seat. Shadow was in the back. Periodically I would glance at Shadow in the rear-view mirror. I would always see her looking straight ahead with that thousand-yard stare she had, looking at nothing and everything at the same time. I wondered what she spent the ride thinking about. Perhaps she was thinking back on the discussion she and Ginny had about the Constitution’s Fourteenth Amendment and the ramifications it had on the Hero Act. Or, perhaps she was reviewing the most efficient way to disembowel a man with a butter knife. God only—and Shadow—knew.
“Having the Pied Piper control you is kind of like this,” Clara said at one point on the drive south.
“Kind of like what?” I asked.
“Being a passenger in a car,” she said. “You can see and hear everything going on, but the Piper Piper is behind the wheel driving. As much as you want to, you can’t stop him from taking you where he wants to go. You can’t stop him from doing what he wants to do.”
Clara fell quiet. After a while, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her wipe her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt. I knew she was thinking about the Dupont Circle explosion.
“The things he made you do, they weren’t your fault Clara,” I said softly.
“I know they weren’t,” she said. She sniffled a bit. She was crying and trying to hide it. “But that doesn’t change the fact a bunch of people were killed and hurt because of me.”
I wanted to argue with her, but I could not. Nothing I could say would make her feel better. Clara had learned being a Meta was not the idealized fantasy of putting on a colorful costume and mask and going out to beat up bad guys while the public cheered. Being a Meta was like being a normal person, just on a larger scale: messy, confusing, sometimes wonderful, sometimes scary, often dangerous, and always unpredictable. All Metas who used their powers learned that lesson eventually. Clara had learned the lesson sooner than most.
I changed the subject slightly.
“How exactly does the Piped Piper take control of someone?” I asked. “Does he have to be close to you, can he do it from a distance, how long does his control last, that sort of thing? I hate to dredge up bad memories, but the information might be useful one day.”
“It’s okay,” Clara said. “I don’t mind talking about it. Anything to help keep him from doing what he did to me to someone else.” Clara let out a long breath before starting.
“The Pied Piper can sense children in his vicinity and his power gives him a vague idea of where they are. To take control of you, the Piper Piper has to get close to you and look you in the eyes. Once he does that, he has total control of you and can control you remotely since once he takes control, he can see what you see, hear what you hear, and smell what you smell.”
“What’s the range of his powers?” I asked.
Clara shook her head.
“I don’t know, exactly. He can control you from pretty far away. He was blocks away when he made me explode in Dupont Circle. But, there are limits. A mile? Maybe two? I’m not sure of the distance. I do know, though, his control fades after a while. He has no control over me now, for example.”
“Thank God for that. I recently got the car detailed. I’d hate to see it blow up. Me too, for that matter,” I said. Clara smiled for the first time since I had met her. It was quick, and made her look her age. Then it faded, and she was back to looking older than she was.
“He would have to get close to me and look me in the eyes to take control of me again,” she said.
“Shadow and I will do our best to make sure that doesn’t happen,” I said.
“Thank God for that,” Clara said. Then her smile flashed again. I liked her smile. I hoped to see more of it. She was only thirteen and she should have been smiling early and often to thoughts of friends, boys, and whatever the heck else thirteen-year-old girls thought about. But unfortunately, Clara face’s tended to be the serious face of a girl who had seen and done too much. Oh well. You had to play the cards you were dealt, even if the deal was a shitty one.
Eventually, once we were well into Virginia and in the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Shadow had me turn off of Interstate 81 and onto US 11. From there she directed me onto a secondary road, and then onto a series of dirt roads that snaked their way through woods. It was not long before I was so turned around I would have had a tough time finding my way back to the interstate on my own. I almost asked Shadow if she was taking me somewhere to kill me. I did not ask, though. I was afraid of what the answer might be.
“Shadow, you’re going to have to buy me some new shocks,” I said after we jolted over yet another tree root half buried in the dirt road. “My poor car was not designed for traipsing through the wilderness. It’s a city slicker. It’s not nearly as tough as I am.”
“We’re almost there,” Shadow assured me.
And then, suddenly, we were there. At Shadow’s direction, I turned right, and parked next to a large sports utility vehicle which was protected with a car cover. We got out of the car. We were on top of a small hill. Directly ahead of us were steps carved into the hillside and buttressed with thick pieces of wood. The steps led to a sprawling wood, glass and brick cabin which looked like it had been designed by Frank Lloyd Wright and built by Donald Trump. Further down the hill from the cabin was a large stream, the moving surface of which gleamed and glinted in the pre-twilight sun. Beyond the stream swelled hills and gently sloping mountains. The land between the cabin and the stream had been cleared, and I had no doubt the view from the cabin was spectacular. The whole scene was like something out of a postcard.
“This is the vacation house you told us about?” I asked Shadow incredulously. “When you said you had a cabin in the woods, I was envisioning a one room log cabin with a dirty floor. This place is fantastic.”
“Thanks,” Shadow said. She looked pleased. “I designed and built it myself. I even cleared the property on my own.”
“You did?” I said.
I took another look around. Wow! I looked at Clara. Her eyes were wide with wonder. I looked back at Shadow.
“Remember when I asked if you wanted to be my sidekick?” I asked her.
Shadow nodded.
“How would you feel about taking me and Clara on as sidekicks instead?”
 



CHAPTER 24
It was late afternoon by the time we arrived at Shadow’s cabin, and both Clara and I were tired. Perhaps Shadow was too, but if she was, she would never have admitted it. Shadow and I got our bags out of the car. Clara had nothing but the clothes on her back we had washed at Ginny’s and a jacket I had lent her that fit her like a cloak. Clara’s clothing situation was something we would have to remedy.
The interior of the cabin was as impressive as the exterior. In addition to the typical rooms found in a home, there was a library, a glass enclosed sunroom overlooking the stream down the hill, and a hidden weapons room that was a militia’s wet dream come true. Like a kid showing off her toys, Shadow showed me the things she had squirreled away in there, which included more of the technology like the bug she had planted on Bonebreaker. Bonebreaker must have found and destroyed that bug as we had lost the signal to it the day we rescued Clara.
Shadow made us a dinner composed mainly of canned foods as there was no fresh food in the house. She had a local man come by periodically when she was not there to maintain the place, but it was not part of his job to keep fresh food on the premises as Shadow never knew when she might be using the cabin. She promised to go grocery shopping the next day.
There were two bedrooms in the place. Shadow took one, Clara the other. I was to sleep on the couch in the living room, which was right outside of Clara’s room. After sitting on the couch for the first time, I did not mind the sleeping arrangements. The couch felt like it had been made out of angels’ wings. It was far softer and more comfortable than my bed at home. As I luxuriated on it, I thought I would be tempted to strap it to the roof of my car and take it home with me when I returned to Astor City.
After Shadow and Clara went to their rooms, I stripped off my clothes and put on shorts and a tee shirt. Before I turned in for the night, I put a small loaded pistol with the safety on under my pillow. I put a larger caliber handgun on the coffee table in front of the couch, also with the safety on. I normally did not engage the safeties on my guns, but I normally was not around children. If the MLF or a bear found us, I was prepared. Readiness was all. I was tempted to also strap a machete to my thigh, but that seemed like overkill.
I stared up at the vaulted ceiling of the cabin for a long time, unable to sleep. Though I had grown up in the country, I had spent my entire adult life in cities. I was used to being lulled to sleep by the sounds and pulses of city life. Astor City never completely slept. The cabin, on the other hand, was quiet. Too quiet. It was still winter, and even the insects and animals in the surrounding woods were mostly quiet. The silence was deafening.
After a while, the silence was broken by a recurring sound coming from the direction of Clara’s room. The sound was faint. Had the silence not been so total and absolute, I probably would not have heard it.
I reached for the gun on the coffee table. I disengaged the safety. I got to my feet, and padded over to Clara’s door. I sensed no one on the other side. Nonetheless, I put my hand on the knob of the closed door and opened it quietly.
A bit of moonlight came in through the far window, allowing me to see inside the room. There was no one there except for Clara, who lay in bed on her side. The sound I had heard was coming from her. She was sobbing and rocking back and forth slightly. Her back was to me.
I wanted to crawl into bed with her to hold and comfort her, but that seemed wildly inappropriate. So instead I pulled up a chair until it was next to her bed. I put the gun down on the floor between my legs. I reached out my hand to touch Clara’s shoulder. She stiffened and turned her head. Wetness shone on her face in the dim light. She relaxed when she saw it was me. She grabbed my hand and clutched it with both of hers tightly. She closed her eyes. Tears rolled out of them. Clara emitted low sobs which racked her body and pierced my heart. She sounded like a wounded animal. I had not shed a tear since my parents had died when I was not too much older than Clara. However, I remembered what the pain and loss and loneliness that caused such sobbing felt like. It was hard to forget.
I sat there, with my hand clutched by hers, until Clara’s sobs subsided. Finally, after a long while, they stopped. Her breathing eventually became regular and even. She was asleep. I tried to pull my hand away, but Clara stirred. I did not want to wake or leave her. So, I left my hand where it was.
I watched and watched over Clara the rest of the night. My extended arm fell asleep after a while, but I did not.
 



CHAPTER 25
Days became weeks. Time marched on as it always did, but more pleasantly for me than usual. Shadow, Clara, and I soon settled into a routine. Shadow and I did the cooking. Clara did the cleaning. She did all of it at her insistence. I think it made her feel useful.
Shadow or I would occasionally go into town for supplies. Clara always stayed at the cabin. We did not know how far the tentacles of the MLF’s organization extended. We did not want to take any chances.
Shadow and I never left Clara by herself, partly because we wanted to make sure she was protected, and partly because she would not let us out of her sight. We were the first Metas she had spent time around who were not trying to exploit her. Also, we accepted her for who she was, powers and all, unlike her parents. Clara followed Shadow and I around like a puppy. If I did not have a reputation to maintain as a hard-edged, hard-nosed, hard-boiled private eye, I would have said I liked it. It gave me a small taste of what fatherhood must be like. 
Shadow had a very large and eclectic book collection, and we all spent a lot of time reading, especially since there was no television or Internet access at the cabin. In an abundance of caution, both Shadow and I shut off our cell phones to keep them from being traced. If we needed to make a call, we drove to town to do so even though Shadow kept a couple of prepaid burner phones at the cabin for emergency purposes.
One day it occurred to me the three of us were like a small, superpowered family.
“Do you think Clara is the Beaver or Wally?” I asked Shadow.
“Neither,” she said. “If she was, that would imply you are Ward Cleaver, I’m June Cleaver, and that we are married.” Shadow sniffed disdainfully. “You should be so lucky. Besides, how am I supposed to kick people’s asses in pearls, a skirt, and heels?”
“That is the kind of question that keeps me up nights,” I said.
“Who is Beaver?” Clara interjected. “And, what the heck is a ‘Wally’?”
Shadow and I looked at each other.
“I feel old,” I said.
“I feel old, too,” Shadow said. “I don’t look it, though. Not like you, paleface. Black don’t crack.”
“Paleface?” I said. “I’m pretty sure that’s a racial epithet. My sensitive ethnic sensibilities are offended.”
“You are right—it is a racial epithet. And I don’t care,” Shadow said.
Clara just listened to our banter. She had a slight smile on her face. By then, she was used to how Shadow and I interacted with each other. I knew she preferred our banter over the yelling that passed for communication in the Barton household.
Shadow and I worked out every day. Not only were we accustomed to exercising every day, it helped us kill time. In addition to us hiking and running through the woods, Shadow set up weights right outside the cabin and hung a heavy bag from the limb of a tree. Clara would often watch us.
About a week or so after we first came to the cabin, Shadow was holding the heavy bag as I punched it. I was practicing combinations on it. Clara was lying in a lounge chair on the back balcony of the cabin, alternating between watching us and reading Don Quixote.
“I wonder if Clara knows she is reading your biography,” Shadow said. I did not have to ask her what she meant. Shadow thought I was too idealistic. Because of my inherent and deep sense of Heroic dignity, I did not respond. Also, I was tired from punching the heavy bag. If I had tried to speak, I would have panted. Shadow never panted when she hit the heavy bag. It was not good to be shown up by one’s potential sidekick.
“Speaking of tilting at windmills, come up with any brilliant ideas as to what we are going to do with Clara?” Shadow asked.
“Not yet,” I said. If I had said more, it would have come out as a gasp. A Hero must maintain an unruffled air. If I kept up the pace and the force with which I was punching the bag, I would be maintaining my unruffled air unconscious on the ground.
“You need to think faster,” she said. “We can’t stay holed up here forever. At some point, we have to break up this little happy family we’ve formed. You are not Ozzie and I am most definitely not Harriet. Plus, we have about as much legal right to keep Clara as the Pied Piper did.”
“The difference is Clara is with us voluntarily.”
“I’ll be sure to explain to the judge when I get arrested for kidnapping that this minor child came with me voluntarily,” she said.
Shadow was right. I did not have a solution yet though. All I had was the bag in front of me, so I continued to tackle that problem instead. One thing at a time.
“Instead of hiding out, we could always take the fight directly to the MLF,” Shadow said. “The expression the best defense is a good offense is a cliché for a reason. From everything we’ve learned, the Pied Piper is the brains of the outfit. If we kill him, the organization will fold in on itself like a house of cards. We would not have to worry about them taking Clara again.”
I stopped hitting the bag. The bag had had enough. I had beaten it to within an inch of its life. Plus, it would be embarrassing to pass out in exhaustion.
“We’re not killing the Pied Piper,” I said. I was breathing hard. “You know that’s not how I operate.”
“You don’t have to kill him. I’ll do it.” Shadow sounded eager.
“No,” I said. I had to see it to believe it, but Shadow’s lower lip stuck out a little like a pouting child who had been told she could not have a cookie. I would have laughed at her, but she might have attacked me. I was too tired to properly defend myself.
“Why do you two exercise so much?” Clara asked us that night over dinner.
I shrugged.
“Why does anyone exercise?” I said. “To stay in shape, get stronger, and be healthy.”
“But you’re already strong. You have powers,” she said.
“There’s more to being strong than having powers,” Shadow said. “Even if you ignore the health benefits of exercise, regular exercise builds discipline and mental toughness. If Truman lost his powers and had to go up against the entire MLF without them, my money would still be on Truman coming out on top.”
I looked at Shadow.
“That sounded suspiciously like a compliment,” I said to her.
“It was,” Shadow said. “Don’t get used to it.”
I winked at Clara.
“I think Shadow is falling in love with me. I suspected this would happen. It was only a matter of time,” I said.
“How old is the universe supposed to be? Around fourteen billion years old?” Shadow asked. She shook her head. “That’s still not enough time.”
The next day Clara asked to work out with me and Shadow. We, of course, let her. Clara was as weak as a kitten, but nobody starts off as Arnold Schwarzenegger. Other than a barbell stripped of plates, Shadow did not have much in the way of weights that were light enough for Clara. But, we worked with what we had. Plus, Shadow and I taught Clara a bunch of body weight exercises. She soaked up what we taught her like a sponge. Her form was perfect, and, if truth be told, better than mine.
Since Clara also said she wanted to learn to throw a punch, I taught her that as well. One day I had Clara hit the heavy bag while I held it. She could not hit it hard enough to get it to move, so me holding on to it was not necessary. But, I wanted to be in front of her so I could see what she was doing.
“No, don’t punch with just your arms. Punch with your whole body like I taught you,” I said to her. Clara hit the bag again. “Better,” I said. “As you punch, use the torque from the rotation of your body to put more force into the punch. Again. Again. Come on, I can barely feel you hitting the bag. Again. Harder. My grandmother can hit harder than that, and she’s dead. Again.” Suddenly, there was a deafening blast. I sailed into the air. I landed on the ground on my back, hard. The wind was knocked out of me. The edges of my vision dimmed, and I almost passed out. Almost, but not quite.
After a few seconds, my vision cleared. Shadow and Clara were standing over me, bent over me in concern. Someone was moaning. I realized it was me. I stopped.
“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Clara said over and over, like it was an incantation. She looked like she was about to cry.
“What happened?” I asked. My voice was shaky. I had never been hit by a truck, but how I felt was how I imagined getting hit by a truck was like.
“You were telling me to hit harder, so I used my powers to make my fist explode when it hit the bag,” Clara said. “I had practiced some in making just parts of my body explode before the MLF took me. It was supposed to just give my punch a little extra kick. I guess the drug the MLF was pumping into me to strengthen my powers worked. I didn’t mean for a blast like that to go off. It’s the first time I’ve used my powers since the MLF took me.” Clara turned pale. “I could have killed you. Just imagine what would happen if I did a full-body, full-strength explosion.”
My head swam. I tried to stand, but couldn’t. That was fine by me. Standing was overrated anyway.
“Are you hurt?” Shadow asked me.
Aside from the world refusing to stand still, I seemed otherwise uninjured.
“I think I’m okay,” I said. I tried to get up again. I was successful this time. I had to lean on Shadow to keep from falling over, though.
“Clara, why don’t you go to the house and get an icepack for Truman,” Shadow said. Her mouth was twitching.
With another stream of apologies, Clara turned and ran towards the house. Her hair streamed out behind her.
Shadow was laughing openly now.
“What’s so funny?” I demanded. I pushed away from her. I was starting to feel better.
Shadow’s smile was brilliantly white in her dark face.
“You got knocked on your ass by a thirteen-year-old girl,” she said. I had never seen her enjoy herself quite so much.
“She’s a Meta,” I said defensively. “It could have happened to anyone.”
“It didn’t happen to anyone. It happened to you,” Shadow said. She was laughing so hard, she clutched her sides. She was as gleeful as a gossip with a secret. “Just wait until we get back to Astor City. I’m going to tell everyone I know that superhero Truman Lord got knocked out by a little girl.”
I felt like sitting down. Only self-respect kept me standing.
 



CHAPTER 26
The next day, Shadow and I started training with Clara in the use of her powers. Clara’s MLF augmented powers were like having a loaded gun around. If you were going to have a loaded gun, you had better learn how to use it safely.
In training Clara and experimenting with her powers, we learned several things. For one, Clara learned she was exponentially more powerful than she had been before she was taken by the MLF and doused by their drugs. She told me when she had blown up in the Dupont Circle subway at Pied Piper’s command, she had blown up as hard as she could. After blowing up experimentally at a mere fraction of her full capabilities deep in the woods under my guidance, Clara told me she could not imagine the amount of destruction she would now be able to unleash if she really let loose.
Her words reminded me of what the Pied Piper had said to me when he had come to my office. He had said Clara had the capability to exceed the explosive power of Joseph Tilly, the man who set off the nuclear explosions during World War Two. I shuddered at the thought of it. It renewed my resolve to not let Clara fall into the hands of the MLF again.
Additionally, I learned of some of the limits to Clara’s power. If she did a full body explosion, she could control—but only to a certain degree—where she rematerialized post-explosion. The outer limit of her rematerializing radius seemed to be less than one hundred feet.
I had Clara experiment with using her powers in the stream behind Shadow’s place to test how water affected her abilities. Though the flowing water was named Maury River, it was really just a wide but shallow stream. It was a tributary of the much larger James River. Since the portion of the Maury River that flowed by Shadow’s place was quite shallow, Clara could wade into it without fear of drowning. I had her do very low level explosions in the water. We determined water dampened her explosive force. By exactly how much and why, we did not know.
Also, now that I knew Clara could make only a part of her body explode thanks to the stunt she had pulled on me the day before, there seemed to be some pragmatic problems with her doing so. What if she wanted to put her hand on a door and explode her hand to blow a hole in the door? Sure, it would work, but the shrapnel from the explosion would probably blow a hole in Clara too.
When we took a break from Clara’s training, I explained my concerns to her.
“Should you decide to use your powers on a regular basis when you get older, you might want to consider having a suit made that will protect you from the debris from your blasts,” I said. Her eyes widened.
“You mean I could put on a suit and be a Hero?” she said. “Like you?”
“There’s more to being a Hero than putting a suit on,” I said. “Besides, you don’t have to wear a costume just because you are a Hero. I’m a licensed Hero, and you see I don’t wear one.”
Clara nodded thoughtfully.
“What do you have to do to be a Hero, anyway?” she said.
“Well, you have to pass the Trials. The Trials are a month long series of tests that are designed and conducted by the Heroes' Guild. There’s a physical fitness test, a psychological test, a combat test, a legal knowledge test, a power proficiency test, an ethics test, and a few other tests I’m forgetting about right now,” I said. “Once you successfully pass the Trials, you are officially a licensed Hero and a member of the Heroes' Guild.”
“Wow, that sounds like a lot of work,” Clara said.
I nodded.
“It is. It’s supposed to be. The Trials are designed to weed out the stupid, the weak, the corrupt, and the corruptible. Those of us with powers have the capacity to be very dangerous. That is why the government requires Metahumans to be registered, and for Metahumans who are going to use their powers to be licensed Heroes. Society doesn’t want just any and everybody using their powers. That is why Heroes have to go through so much training and have to pass the Trials to prove they have been properly trained. Licensed Heroes are part-police officers, part peacekeepers, part role models, and part butt-kickers.”
“Not to mention part goody-goodies and part stick-in-the-muds,” Shadow interjected.
“Quiet,” I said to her. “Don’t interrupt while I’m mid-lecture. Besides, you’ll sour Clara on Heroes.”
“Why aren’t you a licensed Hero, Shadow?” Clara asked.
“There are too many rules Heroes have to follow,” she said. “The rules are a little too—how shall I say?—restricting in the kind of work I do.”
“But isn’t using your powers without being a licensed Hero illegal like Truman said?” Clara asked.
Shadow smiled at her.
“It sure is. That’s half the fun,” she said.
“I believe you are doing what the law calls contributing to the delinquency of a minor,” I said to Shadow. She shrugged.
“I have done a heck of a lot worse than that over the years,” she said. “Just add that to the list.”
“So what do you do to train for the Trials?” Clara asked me.
“To even be able to participate in the Trials,” I said, “a potential Hero has to first become the Apprentice to a Sponsor. You have to be at least seventeen to become someone’s Apprentice. A Sponsor is an already licensed Hero who agrees to be responsible for the Apprentice’s training for the Trials. In the past few years, Metahuman schools have been cropping up to train Metas to get ready for Apprenticeships, but there is no requirement that someone goes to such a school before becoming an Apprentice. If you are in Meta school or an Apprentice, you are allowed to use your powers under strict supervision even though you are not yet a licensed Hero.” I had a sudden thought as I spoke. Clara was too young to be someone’s Apprentice, but maybe I could get her enrolled in a Metahuman school. Such schools were protected by the Heroes' Guild, so perhaps Clara would be safe from the MLF there. I made a mental note to discuss the notion with Shadow later.
“How long do you have to be an Apprentice before you can take the Trials?” Clara asked.
“There’s no definite time requirement,” I said. “Whenever an Apprentice and his sponsoring Hero think the Apprentice is ready, he or she can stand for the Trials. Some people are Apprentices for years before they take the Trials. The quickest I’ve ever heard someone going from Apprentice to taking the Trials is a couple of months, but that person was very much the exception to the general rule.”
I stood up straight from the tree I had been leaning against.
“At the risk of being accused of being a goody-goody by Shadow, let me say this about training to become a Hero. The training will teach you how to use your powers, to act within the confines of the law, and a bunch of other things. But, the most important thing the training will teach you is the essence of what a Hero is. A Hero is someone who does what needs to be done, even if that thing is not easy or he does not want to do it,” I said. “On second thought, make that especially if that thing is not easy and the Hero doesn’t want to do it. A true Hero does what’s right even when what’s right is hard.”
I clapped my hands together.
“Okay, that’s enough talking for now. Let’s get back to work. Try not to singe my eyebrows off when you explode this time,” I said.
Later that day, we all ate dinner together as had become our habit. Shadow had cooked the meal. The main dish was a seafood and vegetable stir-fry over brown rice. Though the food was good, I was a slightly better cook than Shadow. I knew better than to suggest that to her, though.
“I’ve been thinking about what we were talking about earlier,” Clara suddenly said. “I think I want to try to become a licensed Hero when I get older.” Clara looked at me. “And, I want you to be my Sponsor.”
I put my fork down, my food immediately forgotten. I was shocked by her request. Being someone’s Hero Sponsor was, in some ways, like adopting a child. You were responsible for taking care of an Apprentice, for her Hero education, and for making sure she did not hurt herself or others. In other ways, it was even more significant than adopting a child. If your Apprentice hurt or—God forbid—killed someone, the Hero was as much responsible for it as if he committed the act himself. Even after the Apprenticeship was over and the Apprentice became a Hero herself, what she did as a Hero reflected, for good or ill, on the sponsoring Hero. Committing to be someone’s Hero Sponsor was as significant as saying marriage vows. It was a sacred trust and obligation, and not something to be taken lightly.
All that flashed through my mind in an instant. I had grown quite fond of Clara.
“Sure,” I said.
“You cannot do any better than Truman as a Sponsor,” Shadow said to Clara. “Though he’s always making jokes and being goofy, that’s mostly a facade. He is just like that because it’s a dangerous world out there, and Truman has to face it day in and day out. If he did not make light of the world and himself, he’d go crazy. Underneath it all, Truman is strong, tough, smart, resourceful, loyal, and brave. I’m proud to have him as a friend. He is a good man and a great Hero. You’re already a good person. If you listen to Truman, he will help you become a great Hero too.”
The room fell silent. If Shadow had stood up on the table and announced she was the Virgin Mary, I would have been less surprised and taken aback.
“Shadow,” I said, “I know you don’t like to shake hands, but what would happen if I got up and hugged you right now?”
Shadow speared some green beans with her fork, put them into her mouth, and chewed thoroughly and thoughtfully. Then she swallowed, and spoke.
“Well, I would do one of two things. I would either break one of your bones—one of the major ones, you know, to make sure it took a long time to heal—or I would slap you into next month. It would all just depend on my mood at the time.”
“I see,” I said. I supposed I should have known Shadow would not remain warm and fuzzy for long.
Clara was looking at Shadow with wide eyes.
“What would you do if I hugged you?” she asked.
“I don’t like to be touched,” Shadow said firmly. “By anyone.”
Later that night, Clara and I both fell asleep in the living room reading. Clara dozed off lying on the couch; I fell asleep in Shadow’s leather recliner with the footrest extended. I became semi-conscious when Shadow entered the room. Through half-closed eyes, I saw Shadow approach Clara quietly. Shadow bent over her and gently moved a few errant strands of hair off of her face. Then she kissed Clara on the forehead. She carefully picked Clara up, and carried her into Clara’s bedroom.
A few minutes later, Shadow came back into the room. My eyes were shut, but I was only feigning sleep at that point. The tenderness Shadow had shown Clara had shocked me into full wakefulness. Shadow came up to me, put a blanket over me, and gently tucked it in around me. She did not kiss me on the forehead as she had Clara. If she had, I might have had a heart attack.
Shadow was not as hard as she pretended to be. Almost, but not quite.
It took me a while to go back to sleep. I thought for a long while about how we all wear masks, even those of us who did not have masks in the traditional sense of the word. Maybe we who did not wear conventional masks were more thoroughly masked than anyone else.
All of my biological family had died when I was quite young. But, when I finally did go back to sleep, I dreamed vague but comforting dreams of friends and family. 
It was nice.
 



CHAPTER 27
About three weeks after Shadow and I had rescued Clara, we were at Shadow’s dining room table having lunch. I had broached the subject of Metahuman training school with both Shadow and Clara, and they both thought it was a good idea. Clara’s parents would need to sign off on the idea, of course. I had little doubt Mrs. Barton would do so. As for Mr. Barton, I would make sure he agreed to it. If he did not agree, making his life a living hell until he changed his mind would be my new pet project.
The only remaining issue was that of money to pay for tuition as the schools were private. Expecting the Bartons to pay the tuition seemed to be more than could be expected, regardless of how much of a hell I made Mr. Barton’s life. Besides, the Bartons could hardly afford the tuition on Mr. Barton’s salary alone. I was willing to help defray some of the expense myself. Shadow had said she would help as well, which, frankly, had not surprised me the way it might have weeks before. Nothing Shadow did surprised me anymore.
To fill the gap between what we could raise on our own and what I thought the total expense would wind up being, I had contacted some wealthy people I knew, both in and out of the Hero world, who might be willing to donate to a worthy cause. I was waiting to hear back from all of them. I was planning to go to town later that day to see if there were any messages from them awaiting me. I was optimistic things would work out and I would be able to enroll Clara in a Metahuman school shortly.
As we ate, I looked at Shadow and Clara. Though I was looking forward to getting back to my normal life, I would miss moments like these. It made me wonder if I should find some nice girl—Ginny Southland perhaps—and settle down. I had been a bachelor all my life and never had children. Though I had a couple of close calls in the past, marriage and parenthood always seemed like things I would do in the future, when I was older. I’ll settle down once I stop fighting, I had thought at one point in my life. I’ll settle down once I pass the Trials, I thought at another point. When my detective business makes a certain level of income, that is when I’ll consider marriage, I thought later. There was always something, always a reason to postpone marriage and family until some point in the future. But, I was no spring chicken any longer. The future was now.
“You wanna get married Shadow?” I asked. “Just think of the pretty mocha superbabies we could have.”
“Sure,” she said. “You’ll have to take my last name, though. Plus, I’ll expect you to have dinner on the table and waiting for me when I get back from my assignments.”
Shadow carefully looked me up and down appraisingly.
“I’m not sure how you’ll look in a skirt and heels, though,” she finally said. “You might have to go for the barefoot and pregnant look instead. Speaking of which, you’ll need to talk to a doctor about what you’ll need to do in order to get pregnant. At a minimum, I expect you’ll need several surgeries and hormone treatments.”
Clara continued to eat as she listened to our exchange. She was used to hearing me and Shadow joust.
“Are you trying to imply you would have to be the dominant one in our marriage?” I asked. 
“Yes,” Shadow said.
“Hmmm,” I said, pretending to think things over. “I withdraw my proposal then.”
“I thought you might,” Shadow said.
I suddenly felt a tingling sensation at the base of my skull. My powers were making me aware of the presence of someone—no, make that a number of someones—outside the cabin. I put my fork down and stood.
“There are people outside,” I said quietly. Shadow stood as well. Clara’s eyes got wide with anxiety and a touch of fear. I drew my gun from my hip holster. I kept a gun on me at all times. We had not had any issues since we had come to Shadow’s cabin, but it pays to be prepared.
There was a knock on the door. The sound rang through the cabin like a gunshot.
“Stay here with Clara,” I murmured to Shadow. “I’ll see who it is.”
Perhaps it was nothing. Perhaps some of Shadow’s neighbors decided to pay us an unexpected visit. But, they had never done so before. Besides, Shadow’s closest neighbor was many acres away, and there were multiple people outside. I was guessing this was not a surprise neighborly visit.
I went to the front door. A rectangular pane of glass was in the top half of it, covered by a curtain. I lifted a corner of it and peeked out. Nothing. Then, I looked down. There were two children in front of the door, with a smaller, younger boy standing in front of a taller, older girl. The boy was maybe five-years-old, and the girl maybe eleven. The left arm of the girl was around the neck of the boy. The faces of both were expressionless.
I did a double-take at what I saw in the older child’s hand. I blinked in disbelief. But, what I had seen was not my imagination: the older one held a pistol to the head of the younger one.
As I watched, the boy knocked on the door again.
“If you don’t open up, the brains of this little boy will get splattered all over the front door,” the girl said. “That would be a shame. It is quite a nice door. Maple is it? Besides, the boy’s brains aren’t even fully developed yet. It seems a waste to spoil them before he and his parents get to find out how he turns out.”
The voice was high and girlish, but the words were anything but girlish. The words were those of someone I had hoped to never encounter again.
The Pied Piper had found us.
I wondered how he had located us. But, that was a question for another time. I needed to deal with the problem at hand first.
I opened the door. Two young blank faces looked up at me. The boy had brown freckles on his pale nose and a pink smear on the side of his mouth, as if he had been sloppily eating ice cream not long before. The girl was blonde, and had a pink ribbon in her hair. Her blue eyes had flecks of gold in them. It’s funny the little details you picked up in moments like that.
I held my gun down at my side. Mine was a nine millimeter. The one in the girl’s hand appeared to be a .25, or maybe a .22. Though it was a small gun holding small caliber bullets, it looked big in the girl’s hand. With her holding the gun right up to the little boy’s head, even with a small caliber bullet, it would be big enough to get the job done.
The thought flew through my mind to bat the gun away from the boy’s head, but I discarded it as soon as I thought it. The girl’s finger was on the trigger, and she would be able to get the shot off before I was halfway to her hand. Then, I thought of using my powers to knock both of them out. I was summoning my will to do so when other people—no, other children—caught my eye.
The two children in front of the door stood on a flat laminated wooden platform with stairs extending from either end. The stairs to my right led up the hill and towards my and Shadow’s parked vehicles. The stairs to my left led down the hill and towards the stream. Directly beyond the railing of the stairs was a cleared ribbon of land, and then woods. Two other children stood on the steps leading up. Another pair of children stood on the steps leading down. Lined up outside of the stairs on the cleared land were three other pairs of children. Twelve children total. They were all of various races and sexes, and they ranged in age from maybe four at the youngest to twelve at the oldest.
The children all had three things in common, though. The first was the bigger of each pair had his or her arm around the neck of the smaller child. The second thing in common was the bigger child either held a gun to the head of the smaller child, or a knife to the throat of the smaller child. The third thing in common was each child’s face was as blank as an empty canvas.
There were too many of them for me to incapacitate them all at once, not without seriously hurting or killing them. I did not want to hurt children. They were but marionettes. It was the man pulling their strings I wanted to hurt.
The children were all turned towards me. They looked at me unblinkingly. It was creepy. It was like stepping into the scene of a horror movie. But, this was no movie. This was real.
“Why don’t you come out and face me Pied Piper,” I said loudly, “instead of hiding behind children?”
“I considered that,” spoke the girl standing in front of me. Though her lips moved, the rest of her face was as still as newly fallen snow. “My colleague Bonebreaker wanted to come in, kill you and Shadow, and simply take Clara. Since we brought along with us a couple of our MLF brethren, we probably could do it.”
The girl paused.
“But, perhaps I underestimated you before,” the girl said. Though the girl’s expression did not change, I caught a hint of a smile in her tone. Or, I should have said, the Pied Piper’s tone. “I think it is possible I have grown too accustomed to dealing with Unevolveds and their limitations and impotence. You and Shadow have proven yourselves to be formidable adversaries. Perhaps you would not be as easy to kill as Bonebreaker thinks. Perhaps I or my men would be injured or killed ourselves if we took Clara by force. And, though you have caused me and my organization a great deal of trouble, I have a weak spot for Metas. You are my people after all. I hate to kill a Meta when other means to accomplish my goals are available.”
The girl’s lips twisted into a travesty of a smile. With the rest of her face immobile, the parting of her lips looked more like a baring of teeth than a smile.
“Which is why my colleagues and I stopped off in town to gather these children before paying you a visit,” the girl said. “The beauty of small towns like Lexington is that parents do not watch their children as carefully as they would if they were in a big city. Borrowing these children was child’s play, if you will pardon the turn of phrase.”
“What do you want?” I asked. I already knew the answer.
“Oh don’t be coy, Mr. Lord,” the girl said. “I am here to reclaim Clara, of course. The MLF has expended a great deal of time and money augmenting her developing powers, and we are not about to let that investment go to waste.”
“What makes you think Clara is here?” I said.
“You are in danger of going from being coy to insulting my intelligence,” the girl said. “The great thing about an organization like the MLF is the wealth of Metahuman talents we can draw on. Radiowave, one of our members, can monitor cellular transmissions with his powers. After you took Clara, I had him stay close to Mrs. Barton. I thought if you or Clara contacted anyone about Clara’s whereabouts, it would be Mrs. Barton. And sure enough, two days ago Mrs. Barton received a call from Clara. Clara refused to tell her where she was, and said she only called to assure her mother she was all right and that she was with you. That brief call was enough for Radiowave to determine Clara’s location and lead us here to you.”
I had specifically told Clara to not contact her mother or anyone else. She must have used one of Shadow’s burner cell phones to do so anyway. Well, what was done, was done. There was no point in crying over spilled milk. The horse had already been stolen. I wished there was a cliché that could get us out of this fix, but I was coming up empty.
“All right,” I said. “Let’s say Clara is here. What makes you think I will turn her over to you?”
“The reason why I think so is standing in front of you. Twelve such reasons stand in front of you, actually. If you do not hand Clara over, six young lives will be ended before they even get properly started. Then their young killers will turn their weapons on themselves.” Though I knew she was being controlled, to hear those cold-blooded words come from a child chilled my bones. 
“So, how about it, Mr. Lord?” the girl asked. “Twelve children in exchange for one teenager. If you ask me, you are getting the better end of the bargain.”
I was between a rock and a hard place. I could almost certainly act quickly enough to stop some of the children from killing each other. I would not be able to stop all of them, though.
I did not want to put Clara in the Pied Piper’s hands again. I was afraid of what he might do using her powers. Plus, I had come to care for Clara. She had trusted me enough to ask me to be her Hero Sponsor. How could I betray that trust by handing her over to the man who had forced her to kill? On the other hand, how could I let twelve innocent children die to save one? That was a betrayal of the Hero oath I had taken years before, not to mention something that would fly in the face of my own conscience.
“If I give you Clara, do I have your word you will not harm these children? Will you let them all go unharmed?” I asked.
“You do and I will,” the girl said.
What choice did I have?
“Come here Clara,” I said with my voice raised. I felt sick.
After a moment or two, Clara came up beside me. Her face was ashen. She was shaking.
“Did you hear what we were saying?” I asked her.
She nodded.
“I’m going to have to ask you to go with him,” I said. “If you don’t, all these children will die. We can’t let that happen.”
Clara nodded again. Though she was clearly terrified, she was not crying. She looked up at me with clear eyes.
“It’s okay, Truman. I’ll go,” she said.
I was proud of her. I looked at her intently, not caring that the Pied Piper could hear what I told her next.
“I promise you Clara, I will get you back. This is only temporary. He won’t have you for long,” I said.
Clara nodded. Her thin face was pale as a ghost’s. I hoped she believed me. I feared she did not.
“It’s my own fault,” she said. “I shouldn’t have called Mom. You told me not to, and I did it anyway. I didn’t want her to worry about me. I’m sorry.”
Clara visibly steeled herself and turned to the girl who had been doing all the talking.
“Where do you want me to go?” Clara said to the girl.
“Follow us,” said the boy who was on the ascending part of the stairs holding a gun to the temple of a smaller boy. He was at an age where his voice had not deepened yet, and he sounded much as the girl in front of me had.
Without a backward glance at me, Clara walked up the stairs towards the boys. The boys turned and walked up the stairs followed by Clara. They walked towards the dirt road that extended past Shadow’s property. They soon dropped out of sight.
“The children will remain here to keep an eye on you,” the girl before me said. “Once those two boys lead Clara to where I and my men are, I will have the boys come back to you. Once my men and I are safely away with Clara, I will release my hold on the children. You can either return them to where they came from, or let them wander through the woods to try to make it back to their homes on their own.” The girl’s lips curled into the same humorless smile that was almost a snarl from before. “I think we both know which you will do. It will give me even more time to get away from the area. I will make sure you do not locate Clara again. I will not make the mistake of underestimating you twice.”
“This is not over,” I said. I felt impotent. It was not a feeling I was used to, or one I liked.
The girl did not respond. She merely stared at me vacantly. All of the kids were staring at me like that. Soon Shadow joined me in the doorway. We all stood there like statues for quite a while, staring at each other.
When the children’s faces eventually stopped looking like mannequins, I knew the Pied Piper had released his hold on them. The children suddenly looked confused by where they were, and then scared. Most of them started crying.
I knew how they felt. I wanted to cry too.
***
It was late in the evening by the time Shadow and I had returned all of the children to where they belonged in and around Lexington. We were tired, but we were not through for the day. Not by a long shot.
“So how are we going to find Clara?” Shadow asked me once we had returned the last child and we were alone. “The Pied Piper won’t be so stupid as to take her back to MLF headquarters again.”
“I already know where Clara is,” I said. “Or at least I will once we consult the location software you took from the government. After we bought Clara some new clothes, I sewed one of your locator bugs into each piece of her clothing. I wanted some insurance in case something like this happened.”
Shadow smiled. She started to say something. She saw the look on my face and stopped. I was in no mood for banter or for compliments. I only wanted two things: Clara back, and to confront the Pied Piper.
One way or another, I would make sure he never took Clara again.
 



CHAPTER 28
Shadow and I returned to her cabin to hastily pack after we returned the children to their families. We got into my car and headed back towards Maryland. That was where the tracking bugs I had planted on Clara’s clothes told us she was.
I drove north on Interstate 81 back towards Maryland while Shadow consulted the tracking app on her phone and navigated from the passenger seat. Though I wanted to push my car to its limits to get to Clara as quickly as possible, I smothered the impulse and instead merely drove a few miles over the speed limit. I did not want a state trooper to try to pull me over for speeding. If he did, I probably would not stop in my haste to get back to Clara as quickly as possible. The last thing we needed was to get involved in a police chase while we were trying to rescue Clara.
Almost four hours after we started the drive but almost forty hours after the Pied Piper took Clara, we closed in on Clara’s location. It was around mid-morning on a Saturday. From the signals from the tracking bugs, Clara was on the Astor Bay Bridge.
The iconic dual-span bridge was about four miles long and crossed Astor Bay, the largest bay in the United States. The bridge was one of the largest in the world. Astor Bay Bridge connected the eastern and largely rural part of Maryland, known as the Eastern Shore, with the Western Shore of Maryland, which was far more urbanized than the Eastern Shore since it contained Astor City.
That time of the day and year, traffic was heavy and got heavier the closer we drove to the bridge. Right as we were about to hit the toll booths that marked the entrance to the bridge, I started to sense the unique water signature of Bonebreaker’s body. It was unmistakable. We zoomed past a dark sports utility vehicle that was pulled onto the shoulder of the road shortly before the toll booths.
“Bonebreaker is in the SUV we just passed,” I said to Shadow. She twisted in her seat to look back at it. “Are you sure Clara is not with him?”
Shadow consulted her phone again.
“No, this is saying she is about two miles straight ahead,” Shadow said.
I shrugged, wrote Bonebreaker and the Pied Piper a mental IOU, and kept driving. I stopped to pay the toll, and then kept driving onto the eastbound span of the bridge. This side of the bridge had two lanes. The westbound span, which was separated from the eastbound span by water and air, had three lanes. 
The bridge was really quite beautiful. Once we had been on it for a few moments, the view from it overlooking Astor Bay extended for miles. Sail and powerboats plied the waters around us and off in the distance. My mind gaped at the immensity of the water below. Almost without meaning to, I stretched out my powers to touch the water. I let the water wash over my mind, luxuriating in it like a caught fish released back into the water. The road got blurry before me. With an effort I pulled back the range of my water awareness. I wrenched my mind back to the task at hand. The road refocused before me. Letting my mind linger on the vast expanse of water that was Astor Bay would be like staring at the sun too long. It would overload my senses.
Anxiety mounted in me as I drove closer to Clara’s signal. I did not understand why she was up ahead of us, and yet Bonebreaker and, presumably, the Pied Piper were behind us. Then, the obvious hit me like a brick wall. The Pied Piper planned on making Clara explode on the bridge. He did not want to be caught in the blast, which was why he stayed off the bridge. The bridge was busy with traffic. How many would die this time in an explosion Clara caused, especially with her augmented powers? Dozens? Hundreds? How many more would die or be injured if the explosion cause part of the bridge to collapse? At its highest point, the bridge was about one hundred and eighty feet from the surface of the water. Astor Bay was cold that time of the year. The shore was far away from where we were. If someone was not killed or injured in Clara’s blast, he likely would be by the fall into the water below, by the cold, or by drowning.
My stomach clenched at the thought of it. I stepped down harder on the gas. I drove as fast as the thick traffic would allow. I weaved in and out of the stream of cars. My tires squealed in protest. Shadow and I were rocked violently from side to side. We were peppered with honking horns as we barreled down the bridge.
“We’re not going to do Clara or anyone else any good if we kill ourselves trying to get to her,” Shadow said. Her head was down as she studied her phone. Her voice was perfectly calm. It was as if she was simply telling me the time.
I ignored her. I swerved into the left lane into a tight space to avoid a car driving too slowly in the right lane. Again, horns rang out around me in protest. After surging ahead, I swerved back into a space in the right lane.
“She’s up ahead on the left side,” Shadow said.
I peered ahead and to the left. I could just barely see what appeared to be the top of Clara’s head.
“I see her,” I said as I swerved into the left lane again. Within seconds, we were almost next to her. She was roughly in the middle of the bridge’s span, walking on the far left side. There was a thin walkway on the outer edges of each bridge span which was used by maintenance workers and where people often stood to get out of traffic when they had an accident. The walkway was separated from traffic by a low concrete guardrail.
I drove until I was alongside of Clara. I skidded to a stop as I rolled down my window. I was blocking one of the two lanes of traffic. A symphony of horns swelled behind me. I did not care. The people behind me could get out and swim if they were in such a rush. It would be better than being blown up.
I looked at Clara. Her face did not hold the blank look people controlled by the Pied Piper always did. Rather, Clara looked agitated and terrified. We must have been too far from the Pied Piper for his powers to have a hold on her anymore.
“Get in the car,” I shouted to Clara. The wind was whipping and more and more cars were honking. “We’ll get you away from here.”
Clara turned her head and looked at me. She looked startled for a moment at the sight of me. She stopped walking. Happiness at seeing me lit up her face for a brief moment. An instant later the look was replaced again by fear and panic. Clara took a step towards me, and then stopped. She shook her head.
“I can’t,” Clara shouted back. Even though we were relatively close to her, I could barely hear her over the car horns and the high wind.
I cursed. I opened my door. As an afterthought, I slapped the button on my dashboard to turn on my emergency blinkers. I got out of the car, as did Shadow. I absently noted my stopped car was beginning to cause a bottleneck. Cars were continuing to drive eastward in the right lane, but their pace was already beginning to slow as drivers rubbernecked at us and the cars stuck behind mine started to merge into the right lane.
The concrete guardrail separating us from Clara was a little lower than waist high. I vaulted over it to land in front of Clara. Shadow did the same thing on the other side of Clara.
“You have to come with us,” I said to Clara. “The Pied Piper is close by.” Even standing in front of Clara, I had to raise my voice to be heard over the sounds of the cars and the wind rushing past us.
“I can’t,” Clara insisted again. “I’m going to blow up.”
“What do you mean?” I shouted. “The Pied Piper isn’t controlling you.”
Clara’s eyes were wide saucers. They looked like those of a spooked horse.
“They pumped me full of that drug they had been using to boost my powers,” Clara said. The words came out in a rush. “They gave me the biggest dose ever. I’m going to blow up, and I can’t control it. I can feel it. I’m going to fly apart any second now. I’m trying to hold back, but I can’t. They left me here a little while ago and drove off. The Pied Piper held me in place with his powers. They must have driven further than the Pied Piper can control me because his control wore off a couple of minutes ago. They must have gotten as far away as possible out of fear of how much damage the blast will do.”
Clara looked at the line of cars that were now backed up behind my car. Her face was pure panic and terror.
“I’ve been looking for a way to get off the bridge. I don’t want to kill all these people. Not again. But, there’s no way off but down. Even if I jump, the blast will partially destroy the bridge, especially with my powers boosted. I don’t know what to do!”
“How long before you think you’ll explode?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” Clara said. Her voice shook. “I’m barely holding myself together as it is. A minute or two maybe. I don’t know. That drug they gave me is really doing a number on me.”
A minute or two was not enough time to get Clara off the bridge. I did not know what to do. I looked up at Shadow. She looked back at me. She shook her head slightly. She did not have any ideas either.
“The water!” Clara suddenly said. “Remember how the river water muffled my explosions at Shadow’s cabin? If I dive down into the water, you can cover me with it and muffle the explosion.”
My mind raced. It could work. But, to make sure Clara’s explosion was muffled as much as possible, I would have to cover her with as much water as I could. I stretched out my powers to check the depth of the water below. It was about one hundred and fifty feet deep.
I shook my head in the negative.
“The water is too deep,” I said. “I would have to bury you as deep as I could in the water, and your rematerialization range is far less than the water’s depth. We don’t know what will happen if you rematerialize in water instead of in the air as you normally do. You could die. Or, you could not rematerialize at all.” I shook my head again. “We have to find another way.”
Clara’s face hardened. She was still scared, but she looked resolved.
“There is no other way,” she said. “Either I do this, or I kill a bunch more people. I kill you and Shadow.” Clara shook her head. Her eyes were wet. “I’m not going to let that happen.”
My mind groped for another solution. I did not want to die, but I would if I had to. Risking your life came with being a Hero. And, though Shadow was no Hero, she faced death all the time. She was not afraid to die either. But how could I sacrifice the lives of all the other people on the bridge just to save Clara? Didn’t the lives of many outweigh the life of one teenaged girl?
I did not know all the other people on the bridge, though. I knew Clara. I did not want her to die.
I shook my head no. I would not sacrifice Clara.
Clara took my hand.
“You have to help me do this,” she said. Her eyes bore right into my soul. “I can’t let anyone else die because of me. I want to grow up and be a Hero. To be like you. What would you do if you were me? You would jump off this bridge. I know you would. And I have to do it, too.”
She was right. I hated to admit it, but she was right. If I were in her shoes, I would jump off the bridge and try to save everyone else. It was what a Hero would do. It was what a Hero had to do.
I picked Clara up and put her on top of the guardrail on the outer edge of the bridge. I put my hand around her waist as she balanced there.
“I’ll drill a hole down into the water,” I said to her. My voice cracked. I coughed to clear it. “I’ll put you as deep down as I can. The moment the hole collapses around you and the water hits you, explode.”
Clara nodded. I felt her thin body shaking. She looked at Shadow. Shadow nodded at her respectfully. Clara looked back at me. With her on top of the guardrail, her gaze was level with mine. Since Clara was as much of a Hero in that moment as I was, that was only fitting.
“Tell my mother—” Clara’s voice caught. She started again. “Tell my mother I love her and that I know she did the best she could.”
I nodded. I let go of Clara’s waist. She balanced on the guardrail for a moment. My world froze. Then, Clara deliberately stepped forward, and she was falling.
Both Shadow and I leaned over the guardrail to watch her fall. It was not a dive, not an Olympic-level athletic feat that would make Clara cut into the water cleanly. It was a free fall. Clara’s arms and legs flailed about as she fell. She did not scream as she fell, though. I would have.
In a vacuum, a falling object accelerates at the rate of thirty-two feet per second. We certainly were not in a vacuum, but it only took seconds for Clara to come close to hitting the water.
It seemed like much longer.
When I was confident of where Clara was going to hit the water, I used my powers to drill down into the water at the point of her potential impact. I drilled an open shaft into the water as deep down as I could. The shaft was well over a hundred feet deep. Exactly how deep, I did not know. I had never displaced that much water before, and it was the most difficult thing I had ever done. The water pressed in on my mind, exerting a pressure on me like none I had every felt before. I struggled to keep the shaft open. But, if Clara could do what she had done, I could do this.
Clara fell into the open shaft. The rate of her fall was terrific by that point, and she was near the bottom of the shaft in a wink of an eye. I released my hold on the water, and thousands of pounds of it rushed into the shaft, hiding Clara from our view.
An instant later, there was an explosion. I felt the vibration of it through my feet. A plume of water rocketed upwards to a point high over our heads. Down on the surface, the water cratered out from the water spout like the ripple caused by a giant rock thrown into the water. Then, the plume of water splashed back down, spraying us. My clothes were instantly soaked. The jet of water fell back down into the bay with a crash.
I looked down at the water’s surface. It was turbulent and foamy. There was no sign of Clara.
“She saved us, Truman,” Shadow said. Her voice was uncharacteristically soft. “All of us. If Clara had exploded like that above water, she would have incinerated God knows how many people.”
I nodded absently, still probing the water’s surface with my eyes. I also probed the water with my powers, looking for Clara. I had never been able to sense her body before because of her unique biochemistry, but it could not hurt to try. But, even if my powers worked on her, the human body is over sixty percent water. There were literally tons of water in the area. Looking for Clara with my powers was not like looking for a needle in a haystack. It was more like looking for a needle in a sea of needles.
Yet still I looked, as did Shadow.
We never did find her.
 



CHAPTER 29
I barely remember getting back into the car, driving to the end of the eastbound side of the bridge, and then getting back onto the westbound span of the bridge. That was what Shadow and I eventually did, though. It had become clear there was nothing we could do for Clara. There was much we could do to the Pied Piper.
Shadow and I were silent as we sped back to the Western Shore and where we had seen the SUV Bonebreaker was in. But, the rage and sorrow Shadow and I felt was so thick in the air, you could cut it with a knife.
When I pulled off the bridge, the SUV was still there. I sensed Bonebreaker inside and, once I was close enough, I could faintly see his hulking form behind the wheel. Someone was in the car with him, whom I could only assume was the Pied Piper. They were too far away and at the wrong angle to see the giant waterspout caused by Clara’s explosion. I supposed they were still waiting to see Clara blow up part of the bridge.
I spun the wheel sharply to the left, pulling into the lane Bonebreaker was parked on the shoulder of. My tires squealed in protest. Cars skidded to a stop as I was now blocking the two lane eastbound road. A cacophony of horns rose. Shadow and I got out of the car. I drew my handgun. Shadow and I started walking towards the black SUV. Bonebreaker must have seen us as the SUV started to pull away. Without consciously thinking about it, I shot out the back tires as easily as if I was poking them with my finger. The SUV fishtailed with a horrendous squeal, bringing the driver’s side of the vehicle into view. I shot out the driver’s side front tire too. Three tires, three shots. I was a good shot, but not normally that good. But, I was operating on rage and instinct. Conscious thought was not getting in the way.
Bonebreaker opened the door and got out. The SUV visibly shifted as Bonebreaker’s massive form got out. He has his costume on, but his mask was off and hanging from the back of his neck. It was the first time I had seen Bonebreaker’s face. He was young, somewhere in his twenties if I had to guess. He flashed us a feral smile before he pulled his mask over his face. I wanted to wipe the smile off of him with a crowbar. Bonebreaker started walking towards us.
“I’ve got Bonebreaker,” Shadow said. Her voice was flatly grim. “You get the other one.” Before I could respond, Shadow was rocketing toward Bonebreaker faster than the fastest sprinter.
Bonebreaker had good reaction speed, I had to admit that. A lot of people would not have even gotten a punch off before Shadow slammed into them. But, as fast as Bonebreaker was despite his hulking mass, Shadow was faster. When Bonebreaker swung a wild haymaker at Shadow’s head as she approached, she ducked under it almost faster than my eyes could follow. Then, she sprang up, punching Bonebreaker right under his jaw. There was a loud smack, not unlike the sound of a bat colliding with a fastball. Bonebreaker was launched into the air and over his SUV. He landed on the road with a crash. Shadow followed after him like a lion hunting a gazelle.
I was about to go to the SUV and drag the Pied Piper out. I did not need to. He got out as I watched. He walked around the front of the vehicle until his back was to the driver’s side door. He faced me. As when I first met him, he was wearing a well-tailored expensive suit and tie. His tie was the color of blood.
I had my gun pointed at him. The Pied Piper held his hands up a bit at his side.
“I am assuming you somehow prevented Clara from exploding,” he said. He looked and sounded calm and unruffled, as if he was going to a boardroom meeting rather than having a gun pointed at him. The Pied Piper smiled. “Well done. It really is a shame you chose the wrong side. You would be quite helpful in advancing the cause of Metahuman freedom.”
I said nothing. I steadily walked closer to him. My gun was still trained on him. He must have seen the look on my face.
“I am not armed,” he said. “Surely a Hero such as yourself will not shoot an unarmed man.”
I was less than ten feet away from him now. I holstered my gun.
“I am going to shoot you,” I said. “But now that there are no children for you to hide behind, I’m going to beat the shit out of you first.”
The Pied Piper smiled at me. He looked smugly confident.
“You can try,” he said. The Pied Piper closed his hands, raised his arms, and got into a fighter’s stance. From the posture he assumed and the way he held himself, he looked like he knew how to fight.
I was not in the mood to spar or trade blows with him or find out who the best standing striker was. I just wanted to hurt him. My leg shot out as I twisted, getting the full force and weight of my body into the kick. It landed on side of the Pied Piper. He was not expecting it. He rocked to the side and fell to his knees. I kicked him again, this time in the face. I heard bones break and teeth crack. He fell forward onto his face. I roughly rolled him over with my foot. He was moving. He was still conscious. Good. I knelt down, putting one knee onto Pied Piper’s stomach, pinning him down. He groaned. I started punching his face, over and over and over. He screamed. My hands hurt. A sharp pain shot through my left arm. It felt like I broke a bone in my hand. I did not care. I kept punching him. Soon, the Pied Piper’s once handsome face was a Rorschach test of blood and flesh and exposed broken teeth.
The Pied Piper soon stopped screaming and moving. I stood up. I looked around. Off a little bit in the distance, Shadow was now on my side of the SUV. She was punching Bonebreaker’s head literally into the asphalt. His head was being driven into the road like a nail being pounded by a hammer. He was still faintly moving, though.
Traffic all around us was stopped. Some people were out of their cars, staring at us. Despite the crowd of people, everyone was quiet like they were watching a movie. Some people were recording us with their smartphones. I could hear Shadow’s punches as she drove Bonebreaker’s head into the pavement.  
I leaned down to check the Pied Piper’s pulse. He was still alive. Good. I had told him I would beat him and then shoot him. I was a man of my word.
I grabbed the Pied Piper by the knot of his tie. I lifted his prone upper body up with my left hand. Though my broken hand shrieked in protest, in my rage and anguish, the Pied Piper seemed to weigh nothing at all. I drew my gun with my right hand. I put the gun by his temple. I did not care that I was being recorded. My finger hovered over the trigger. I could have killed him with my powers. Perhaps a deprivation of the dissolving of oxygen into his blood, or a blood clot to the brain. But, this seemed less clinical. More brutal. More appropriate.
“Truman!” The uncharacteristically sharp tone of Shadow’s voice pierced my consciousness. I looked over at her. She stood over Bonebreaker’s now limp body. Alarm was on her face. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“He killed Clara, Shadow,” I said. Something was in my throat. I swallowed hard. “The people in Dupont Circle. God only knows how many others. How many more will die because of him? This ends now. He ends now.” My finger was on the trigger.
“No,” Shadow said. She looked for a moment like she was going to run over and try to stop me. I think something in my face made her pause. My finger was on the trigger, and she was too far away. I could get the shot off. I would get the shot off.
“No,” Shadow said again. “You’re not a murderer.”
“I’ve killed before. So have you.”
Shadow shook her head.
“You’ve killed before, but you’ve never murdered before,” she said. “There’s a difference. I know. I’ve done both. You’re better than I am. You’re better than the Pied Piper is. It’s what makes you a Hero. Don’t throw that away over the likes of him.”
I hesitated. The metal of the gun’s trigger felt cool and inviting.
“Remember what you told Clara,” Shadow said. “‘A true Hero does what’s right even when what’s right is hard.’”
Clara’s face floated before me. Her small face had been etched with fear before she dove down into the water. But, she had done it. She could have saved herself. It was the choice a lot of people would have made. That would have been the easy thing. She had instead chosen to save me and Shadow and countless others. She had done the hard—but right—thing.
Killing the Pied Piper would have made me feel better. It would have been easy. But how could I sully the memory of Clara’s hard, selfless act with an easy, selfish one?
I did not want to—God I did not want to—but I let go of the Pied Piper’s tie. He slumped to the ground.
Suddenly, Shadow was in front of me. Then she—the woman who did not even shake hands—enveloped me in her arms. I put my arms around her. I held her tight. For such a hard woman, she felt surprisingly soft. I clung to her like a man who had nearly drowned clung to a life raft.
Then the strangest thing happened, something that had not happened since I was a kid.
I started to cry.
 



CHAPTER 30
Much later, I sat in my office. I was alone. It was night outside and I did not have the lights on. The darkness matched my mood.
The Pied Piper and Bonebreaker were both in the custody of the police. They would no doubt be going to prison for a long time. It was still too good for the likes of them. Clara was dead and they were alive. How was that fair? It was not. But, it was what was right. Shadow had reminded me of that in time.
It still did not make me feel better though.
I reached for the phone with my left hand, winced, and instead picked it up with my right. I dialed the number for Stan Langley at the Astor City Times.
“Stan Langley,” he said.
“It’s Truman Lord,” I said. “Remember how I told you I would give you the exclusive scoop on what I turned up in my investigation of the Dupont Circle subway explosion?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, get your pen and paper ready,” I said. My vision got blurry. It had been doing that a lot lately.
“I want to tell you the story of a young woman named Clara Barton,” I said into the phone. “And, not to tell you your business, but if I were you, I’d title it ‘Becoming a Hero.’”
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EXCERPT FROM KILLSHOT
What was my name again? A superhero really ought to know his name.
Though I seemed to have misplaced my name, I was definitely a superhero. Of that I was certain. I just woke up seconds before, lying on my back in a dark alley between two buildings that rose on either side of me like two mute giants. It was nighttime. Rain fell, a steady cold wetness that soaked my clothes and pounded my head like Chinese water torture. Instinctively, I made the rain stop hitting me. It was like I was suddenly enshrouded in an invisible force field. The rain hit it, trickling off onto the ground instead of giving me an unwanted and unappreciated bath. Then I increased the temperature of the water in my clothing and on my body, making it evaporate into a mist of steam with a slight hiss. I immediately went from being cold to warm. I was as snug as a bug in a rug. Well, as snug as a bug could be lying in an alley surrounded by other bugs, rats, and God only knew what else.
So, I was definitely a superhero. I could control water, its movement, and its temperature. I was a hydrokinetic. I could come up with the word hydrokinetic, but not my own name. That was strange. Why was that? My head seemed like it was full of cotton. Thinking and dredging up memories took a concentrated act of will. Regardless of not being able to recall my elusive name, due to my powers, it was clear I was a superhero. Who other than superheroes had superpowers? Well supervillains, I guess, but supervillains were bad guys. I did not feel like a bad guy. I felt like a good guy. So, until I had evidence otherwise, I would assume I was a superhero.
I felt myself grin foolishly. I was a superhero. Hot damn! I clung to the assumption gratefully. It was a life raft in a dark sea of hazy memories and uncertainty.
Though I felt like a good guy, I was a good guy who did not feel good. My grin faded off my face as I started to realize how uncomfortable I was. The concrete under me was hard, as concrete worth its salt tended to be. I felt sick. And, despite the rain no longer hitting my head, my head pounded. Though it felt like it was packed with cotton, the cotton on the inside was not dulling the pain that started on the outside and radiated inward like spokes of a wheel. Sharp, pointy, jagged, throbbing spokes. My head felt like someone was taking a jackhammer to it.
I sat up. It was a mistake. The world tilted, my stomach somersaulted, and my head felt like it was sliding off my shoulders like a house sliding off the edge of a cliff during a mudslide. I lay back down, panting. Though my head still hurt, the world stopped spinning after a bit. Better. I learned my lesson. I would stay lying down. Sitting up was overrated anyway. If it was so awesome, people would sleep sitting up. Screw sitting.
I smiled up at the night sky with satisfaction. I had accomplished something. I had struck a mighty blow against sitting. If sitting were a supervillain, I had just smacked the crap out of him. Then I frowned. I was still lying in an alley. My nose and increasingly nauseated stomach were telling me the alley was full of rotting trash. As accomplishments went, taking a courageous stand against sitting while sprawled in a filthy alley was not on the same level as walking on the Moon or splitting the atom.
How had I gotten here? The pounding of my head, the roiling of my stomach, the furry thickness of my tongue, and the sour taste in my mouth were my first clues. I had been drinking. Not only that, I had been drunk. I thought hard about that. My memory was hazy, my thoughts were sluggish, and my body felt like death warmed over. I concluded I still was drunk. How could that be, though? I had a vague but strong impression I did not drink. Drinking and having superpowers were not a good combination.
It slowly started coming back to me. The memories flowed back like a dam springing more and more leaks. I used to not drink, past tense. But then a young Metahuman—a person with superpowers, that is—named Clara Barton had died a few months ago because of me. I had sought solace in a bottle. Well, it started off as a bottle. It had become a lot of bottles. So many, I had lost track of them all. I had quickly gone from Truman the Teetotaler to Truman the Tippler; from Lord the Lightweight to Lord the Lush.
Wait. That was it. That was my name. Truman Lord. I remembered now. Sweet. Truman Lord, Mr. Lord, Señor Lord, Monsieur Lord, Lord-san. It was a nice sounding name in all the languages I could think of. I liked it. Did I also have a superhero alias, something like Water Wizard, or Hydro Man, or Rainmaker, or Drip?
I frowned up into the rain falling from the heavens at the thought.
Dear God, I prayed, please don’t let my code name be Drip.
There was no response. Typical. I chewed on the notion of code names for a bit. It slowly, fitfully, dawned on me: I had superpowers, yet I only went by my real name. Though my head still felt like it was stuffed with cotton, it was getting less thick. Less like durable flannel, more like wispy cotton candy. My already sensitive stomach threatened to revolt at the thought of food. I assured my stomach the cotton candy was staying in my brain and not making its way south.
Hunh. Not good. Not only was I lying in an alley talking to myself, I was talking to my stomach. What kind of weird-ass superhero was I? Schizophrenia Man?
Like a light bulb had been flicked on, the answer soon came in a rush of memories. No code names or costumes or masks or capes or secret lairs or homoerotic sidekicks for me. No siree Bob. I wore regular clothes; I did not wear a mask or a cape, though most superheroes did; I did not have a secret lair, unless the condominium I lived in counted; I did not have a sidekick, homoerotic or otherwise; and, I went by my real name. And that real name was Truman Lord.
So I knew my name and I knew I had no heroic alias. A step in the right direction. Not being named something lame like Drip was another fifteen steps in the right direction.
I sat up despite the strenuous protests of my body. A private detective and licensed Hero really ought not lie in a filthy alley. I remembered that too, now. I worked as a private detective. And, I was not merely just a superhero. I was a licensed Hero, one of a small number of well-trained Metahumans who were permitted to use their powers because they had sworn to use them for the public benefit. Me using them for the public benefit was how I had wound up in this alley, I now remembered.
I had been walking home in the wee hours of the morning to my Astor City condo after drinking more than I could remember in a bar. I had heard someone cry for help. A young woman was being dragged into an alley up ahead by two men. Being an intrepid Hero, I had rushed to help her. Though it would be embarrassing enough to say the two men had overpowered me, that was not what had happened. Being a drunk intrepid Hero, I had tripped on something in the alley before I had even gotten to the men. I had fallen, hitting my head on something hard. I now touched the back of my head with my hand. Sure enough, it came back bloody. Falling was the last thing I remembered before waking up in the rain a few minutes ago.
I looked around. The two men and the woman were gone now. God alone knew what had happened to her. Some Hero I was. I should have used my private detective skills to track the men down and seen if they needed help robbing a bank as well. Though I did not feel up to driving their getaway car, perhaps I could hold the bags of money for them.
How long had I been lying here? I looked at my watch. I blinked several times, not being able to focus enough initially to see it. The fact it was not on my wrist hindered that. It was gone. I patted myself down with unsteady hands. So were my cell phone and wallet. Great. Had my gun been stolen too? I thought about that for a moment. No, I had not been carrying it. I had been smart enough to not pack heat when I had started out on the town many hours before. Thank goodness for small favors.
Though I did not know the exact time, there was little doubt it was time to get up. I struggled to my feet. The world spun. Sitting up had been bad enough; standing up was more than my stomach could take. I threw up. I puked so hard I would have regurgitated my socks and shoes had I still had them on. Apparently they had been stolen, too. My socks? Really? The shoes I could wrap my head around, but what kind of filthy degenerate stole a man’s socks? The next time I got drunk and knocked myself out in an alley, I would have to be sure to do it around a better class of criminals.
I finished throwing up what felt like every meal I had since birth. Ugh! The aftertaste of my throw up was enough to make me gag. How about making sure there is no next time you get drunk, Captain Vomit? I thought.
I still had on my jeans and white dress shirt. The former was splattered with dirt and now vomit. The latter was a kaleidoscope of colors, none of which were white. I faintly remembered having started the night off in a checkered sports coat. It was, of course, now gone. It would have been an insult to my fashion sense to have my socks stolen but my nice sports coat left behind.
Nature called. Urgently. I unzipped my pants, fumbling clumsily in my haste to pull myself out before I had an accident. I pulled my penis out through the fly of my pants and underwear in the nick of time. My urine stream added to the fetid wetness of the alley. Though I seemed to have lost my dignity along with my shoes, socks, jacket, phone, watch, and wallet, I still had my underwear on. So that was something. If I went around wearing my underwear as outerwear as some other Heroes did, perhaps I would not have been so fortunate. Someone would have stolen it for sure. So it was a good thing I did not wear a costume. Who needed to fight crime dressed like a trick-or-treater anyway? Not this guy.
My seemingly limitless stream of pee made me remember how much drinking I had done that night. The bar I had been in had to throw me out at closing time. The employees had not had an easy time doing so. I was a big boy at a shade over six feet, two inches tall and over two hundred pounds. I was a former mixed martial arts fighter and current Hero. Throwing me out of anywhere when I was not cooperative was not an easy task. Even though I was still drunk, I felt a flush of embarrassment at my behavior that night, all of which culminated in me puking and peeing in a filthy alley like a feral dog with a stomach virus.
I thought before I had lost my dignity. No one had made me drink. So no, I had not lost my dignity. Nor had it been stolen. I had given it away. 
My bladder finally emptied. I tucked myself away and zipped up. Concentrating mightily to keep myself upright, I staggered out of the alley back onto the street’s sidewalk. At least I had the decency and good sense to get drunk in my home city, Astor City, Maryland. This was McAdams Street. Home was just blocks away. Astor City was one of the biggest cities in the United States. It was a bustling metropolis that never completely went to sleep. So whatever the exact time was, it clearly was still very early in the morning as only a few cars were on the road and even fewer people were on the street.
Despite the throbbing of the painful gash on the back of my head and having thrown up, I was still very much drunk. Each step I took required will and concentration. I turned left on McAdams. It was still raining steadily. None of the rain was hitting me, though; I was still using my powers to keep it off of me. I walked almost an entire block. Something was wrong. I peered around. Things did not look right. The Jeffersonian building was on my left. Normally when I walked home on McAdams Street, the Jeffersonian was on my right. What a dirty trick to move an entire building just to confuse me. The work of supervillains no doubt. Crafty bastards.
No. Wait. The building had not been moved. I was walking the wrong direction. I turned around. It took longer than it really should have. I might have spun in a circle a couple of times. Not sure though. Eventually the Jeffersonian was on the correct side. All was right in the world. I apologized for slandering the good names of supervillains needlessly. I promised myself I would make amends by buying the next supervillain I saw a drink. I resumed walking. Though I looked, I spotted no supervillains. Shame. I kinda wanted another drink.
A bus drove by, sending sheets of water flying onto the sidewalk. I heard someone singing:
“The wheels on the bus go round and round,
Round and round,
Round and round.
The wheels on the bus go round and round,
All day long.
The wipers on the bus go swish, swish, swish,
Swish, swish, swish.
Swish, swish, swish.
The wipers on the bus go swish, swish, swish,
All day long.”
I suddenly realized I was the one who was singing. The microscopic part of my brain that was somehow still sober and already horrified by my behavior was further mortified.
Stop that! that part of my brain said.
Shut up! You’re not the boss of me! the rest of me responded. I continued singing loudly as the falling rain around me provided a counterpoint.
I remembered it all, now. I was Truman Lord, licensed Hero and private eye.
And I was a mess.
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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!
 
Caped can be found here:
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