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CHAPTER 1
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.
 



CHAPTER 2
About a week after I woke up in the alley, I sat in my office one morning drinking scotch and thinking somber thoughts. I was probably about half an hour from being drunk when a supervillain walked in.
“Hello Truman,” the middle-aged man said politely as he stood just inside the doorway of my downtown Astor City office. “Do you have a few minutes to talk? I need your help.” His manicured hand sporting a gold wedding band rested on the knob of my open office door. The name of my business, “Truman Lord, Private Investigations” was spelled out in metal letters on the top half of the wooden door. I had wanted to add “Licensed Superhero, Professional Gumshoe, Enthusiastic Butt-Kicker, Renowned Humorist, and All-Around Swell Guy,” but the man who installed the letters on the door had told me there was not enough room on the door for all that. He had not shared my artistic vision. Nor had he thought I was funny. I got that a lot. 
I had the impression the man now in my doorway would back out of my office gracefully and close the door behind himself if I told him I was too busy to talk. His appearance and how he held himself had changed in the years since I had last seen him. His light brown hair was expensively cut and carefully styled. He was dressed in a well-tailored, conservative, navy blue suit and a buttoned-down, French cuff shirt that was as white as an angel’s wings. He also wore dark brown leather shoes that gleamed with polish and a red tie with a subtle checkered pattern on it. Everything about him conspired to whisper money. He looked more like a candidate for the United States Senate than a supervillain.
Politeness, grace, and being well-dressed were not what I remembered about the man standing in my doorway. What I remembered was the man had been clad in a garish yellow and blue costume as he ran out of Astor City Central Bank years before clutching two bags full of stolen money. I also remembered the look of surprise in his eyes when I grabbed him by his flowing white cape, threw him to the ground, and then choked him unconscious. I later learned his name was Ares. In addition to being stronger than the average human, Ares had the Metahuman ability to create any known weapon out of thin air. Low-level, super strong Metahumans like Ares could be physically overpowered readily enough if you caught them off guard and you were skilled enough in jujitsu to knock them out before they could bring their superior strength to bear. I had been a freshly licensed Hero at the time. The oath I had sworn at my Hero swearing-in ceremony to promote public safety and to keep the peace had still been ringing in my ears. I saw it as my duty to fight crime wherever I found it, especially when it took the form of a supervillain running past me as I entered my bank. Besides, if I had let a supervillain rob my own bank right under my nose, my colleagues in the Heroes’ Guild would have never let me hear the end of it. Plus, some of the money Ares had been trying to steal might have been mine. Unlike Ares, I could not create bullets out of thin air. Gun ammunition was not cheap, and I had been a young Hero on a budget. 
If I had known at the time I had choked Ares unconscious that his name was Ares, I might have giggled too hard to be able to knock him out. After all, a supervillain who named himself after the Greek god of war really ought not have a gut. Back then, Ares had a belly so big that, in his skintight costume, it looked like he had swallowed a third bag of money. That was one of the reasons why I did not wear a mask and a costume unlike a lot of other Heroes—it was much harder to look ridiculous in regular clothes than it was in spandex.
“Come on in, Ares,” I said. I already had my right desk drawer open and my hand on the Smith and Wesson Model 500 handgun inside of it. At this range, the gun had the firepower to stop a charging African Cape buffalo in its tracks. It was more than enough gun to stop a human, even a superpowered one like Ares. Though there were plenty of Metahumans whose skin could stop bullets, Ares was not one of them. Even though I was buzzed from the bottle of scotch I was nursing, I was confident I could hit him at this close range if I needed to. An elderly woman with palsy and glaucoma would be able to hit him from this range. Besides, in addition to the gun, I could always use my powers on Ares if I needed to. I always kept a large bowl of water on the corner of my desk for just such a reason.
Ares’ real name was Eugene Poindexter. I had learned that when I showed up at Ares’ armed robbery trial to testify against him. If I had a name like Eugene Poindexter, I would go by Ares too. As it was, I was happy to report my given name Truman went with my birth name Lord like peanut butter and jelly.
Ares grimaced slightly at my use of his code name.
“Ares,” he said, with a rueful shake of his head. “It’s been a while since anyone has called me that.”
Ares closed the door behind himself. He sat down in one of the four client chairs in front of my desk, unbuttoning his suit jacket before doing so. The belly I remembered him having was gone. Ares now appeared trim and athletic. His jawline and cheekbones were defined, and his taut skin was tanned. Ares crossed his legs. His socks matched his suit, his shoes matched his brown leather belt, and his silver cuff links matched his watch. Stylish. Though he did not seem threatening, I now had my gun out and pointed at him under the lip of my desk. Though it was of course rude to point a gun at a guest, it was better to be rude and alive than polite and dead. Or, as Hamlet put it, readiness is all. Everything sounded better when Shakespeare said it.
“Would you prefer if I called you Eugene instead of Ares?” I asked.
“You remember my real name,” he said, pleased. He said it like I had just gotten an A on a pop quiz. “Please do call me Eugene. Ares is a relic from an earlier time in my life. A less prosperous time.”
“I can see that,” I said. “You’re looking well. The bank robbery business must be going gangbusters.” I found I had to enunciate carefully to avoid slurring my words. Day drinking will do that to you. Night drinking too, for that matter. I knew from experience. I had been doing both recently.
Eugene smiled. His teeth were even and white. When I had last seen Eugene, his smile had been snaggletoothed and yellow.
“Robbing banks is also a relic from an earlier, less prosperous time. I have changed,” Eugene said.
He paused, looking pointedly at the heavy clear glass tumbler on my desk that was half full of scotch. His gaze then shifted to take in the open bottle of scotch next to it. I was suddenly acutely aware of the empty liquor and beer bottles in the small trash can on the floor next to my desk. I had not emptied it in days.
“I see that you have changed, too,” Eugene said. “I recall hearing that you did not drink. You were a stickler for the idea that superpowers and alcohol did not mix. Or so I was told.” Eugene wrinkled his nose. “Clearly I was misinformed. It’s not even eleven in the morning yet and it smells like a distillery in here.”
“Hey, it’s a big wide world out there,” I said. I was slightly embarrassed for being seen drinking during the workday, even if the spectator was a supervillain. Perhaps more scotch would wash away the embarrassment. “It’s got to be time for cocktails somewhere. Want some? It’s single malt scotch. Pretty good stuff, too.”
Eugene smiled slightly.
“Why not?” he said. “As you say, it’s got to be happy hour somewhere.”
I put the gun I had been holding in my concealed right hand back into the open desk drawer. I did not sense any menace from Eugene. I did not close the drawer, though. After all, a rattlesnake that is not rattling in warning is still a rattlesnake. Eugene’s eyes widened slightly when he spotted the gun.
“I’m not here looking for trouble,” he said.
“Good,” I said. I almost added, “because if you’re looking for trouble, you’ve found it,” but I fortunately swallowed the words before they could escape my lips. It sounded like a line out of a bad B movie. Drinking scotch neat was really impairing my ability to come up with witticisms. On the upside, if I continued to be a lousy Hero, I could take my cheesy line generating abilities and go make my fortune in Hollywood. Ninety percent of the dialogue that came out of Hollywood these days sounded like something out of a bad B-movie. I would fit right in.
Now that my hands were gun free, I took a clean tumbler out of my desk. I poured Eugene two fingers of whiskey. I leaned forward to hand the glass to him.
“You want some ice?” I asked.
“Sure.”
I triggered my powers and stretched out my will towards the bowl of water on my desk. It was fresh as I had refilled it only an hour or so before. A tendril of water rose from the surface of the water, broke away from the main body of water, and snaked through the air towards Eugene. As he watched with widened eyes, I used my powers to compress the tendril into the shape of a cube. I then quickly lowered the temperature of the water until the cube of water crystallized into ice. I gently lowered the ice cube into Eugene’s drink.
“Nice trick,” Eugene said. He swirled the glass around a bit to hasten the ice cooling the scotch.
“Thanks,” I said. “I’m fun at parties. If I ever decide to use a superhero alias, I’m thinking of going by Icebox Man. Or, maybe Cube King or Ice Icon. More alliterative.”
“Salud,” Eugene said, raising his glass to me. I mirrored his gesture. I did not add any ice to my own glass. Good single malt scotch should not be adulterated by water. I was no philistine.
Eugene tipped his glass back and took a couple of large swallows. For my part, I merely took a sip of mine. I had a head start on Eugene, and it would never do to get rip-roaring drunk in the presence of a known supervillain. Passing out and falling out of your chair in front of a criminal was not a recommended crime-fighting tactic.
“Wow,” Eugene said, looking at the remainder of the amber liquid in his glass with admiration. “You weren’t kidding about this being good.”
“Nothing but the best for us Metahumans,” I said. We both took another drink. We took a few moments to silently savor the whiskey. A licensed Hero and a known supervillain, drinking together in perfect harmony. Would wonders never cease? Perhaps I should have taken my peacemaking skills to the Middle East, or to an even more war-torn and chaotic place like Washington, D.C.
 



CHAPTER 3
As we drank in companionable silence, Eugene looked around my office. It was not much, but I did not need much. In addition to the chairs we sat in and the desk I sat behind, there was a small couch against the wall and a filing cabinet. Behind me was a window that overlooked Paper Street, one of the main arteries running through downtown Astor City. My office was on the third floor. For the past few months I had spent a lot of time staring out of my office window, drinking, and thinking about Clara Barton. She was a young Metahuman with the ability to explode at will. She had died while in my care months before. Her death was what had made me end my long-standing practice of not drinking. Drinking did not make the pain of her loss go away. But, it did dull it a bit. Too much, maybe. Part of me was starting to get concerned I was coming to rely on alcohol. I was drinking in my office in the middle of the day, after all, and had awoken in an alley the week before. The other part of me, the part that kept me drinking, did not care. 
After a while, Eugene spoke.
“Though you and I have both changed, you are still as big as I remember,” he said. “You certainly look the part for what I’m looking for.”
“Let me guess—you’re financing a movie and are looking for someone to play the leading man. You wouldn’t be the first to ask me to grace Tinseltown with my talents.”
Eugene smiled at me.
“I see the fact you cannot take anything seriously has also not changed,” he said. “No, I am not looking to cast a leading man. Even if I were, your nose is a bit misshapen and there is some obvious scar tissue on your face and ears.”
“You try being an unsuccessful mixed martial arts fighter like I was. Your face wouldn’t come away unscathed, either.”
“No doubt,” Eugene said. “In any event, you’re way too rough looking to be a movie leading man. The leading man’s henchman, maybe. I’m not here to cast you in a movie. I’m here to talk to you about hiring you as my bodyguard.” 
“Last I heard about you, you had just gotten out of prison for serving time on that bank robbery you and I had crossed paths on,” I said. “If you’re not still robbing banks, what are you up to these days where you need a bodyguard? Based on the pretty penny that suit must have set you back, insider trading maybe? Or, maybe you’ve set your sights on the big bucks and gone into politics?”
“Hardly,” Eugene said. “I’ve gone straight. It happened a while after I got out of prison. I had gone right back into the supervillain lifestyle after prison, and fell in with four other Metas. We called ourselves the Felonious Five.” Eugene snorted. “Felonious Five—God only knows why we picked that. It sounds like something out of a bad Saturday morning cartoon. Anyway, one day, after a particularly gruesome job, I took a nice long look at myself. I did not like what I saw. I was an out of shape D-list supervillain with a record. At the rate I was going, I was going to wind up in the graveyard, either because of another criminal, one of you Heroes, or because of my own bad habits. Back then, a drug I wouldn’t snort, smoke, swallow, or shoot up hadn’t been invented. So, I got out of the game and hung up my supervillain costume. It took a little while and a lot more effort, but I got myself clean. I got myself into compliance with the Hero Act of 1945 by registering with the government as a Metahuman and by stopping using my powers. Lost weight and got myself into shape, too.” Eugene looked down at the glass in his hand. “I don’t even drink much anymore. This is the first taste of alcohol I’ve had in weeks. When I do drink, it’s just the occasional glass of wine with dinner. You know, for the antioxidants. About the only vice I allow myself is gambling. Poker’s my game. I win more than I lose, so it hasn’t been an issue the way drugging and drinking was.”
Eugene was quiet for a moment. He had a faraway look in his eyes, as if he was thinking of the man he had been. After a while, he shook his head vigorously like he was shooing away an irritating gnat.
“After I got myself straightened out, I even thought about standing for the Trials and becoming a licensed Hero so I could use my powers to do some good for a change. But then I met Gloria, who is now my wife.” Eugene’s eyes darted down to his wedding band. Eugene’s face softened a bit. A smile played on his lips. Marriage implies, but does not always necessitate, love. I had done enough surveillance work in divorce cases to know that. Eugene was clearly in love.
“When I met her, Gloria was widow and single mother. Her daughter Sabrina was a smart girl who I suspected one day would get accepted into a very elite—and very expensive—college. After Gloria and I got serious, I saw years of crippling college debt in my future if I became a Hero. So, I decided to go out and make some money instead.” Eugene smiled ruefully. “Legally this time, and without dressing up like a cartoon character. I became a stockbroker. Now I’m a partner in a small investment house here in the city.” He gestured slightly at his clothing. “This is the only costume you will catch me in these days. The funny thing is I’ve discovered a man in a monkey suit can make more money than a man in a supervillain suit ever could.”
“So why are you in the market for a bodyguard?” I asked. “Did you tell someone to buy low and sell high and the advice backfired?”
Eugene smiled, and then his face quickly got serious.
“Hardly. I think someone is trying to kill me. Three someones to be exact. I have gotten word through the grapevine the living members of the Felonious Five have taken a contract out on me with a Metahuman assassin.”
“Why? They wanted to form a barbershop quartet and you refused to sing tenor?”
Eugene frowned.
“I know you like to make jokes, but there is a time and a place. Do you find my potential death amusing?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “Like you say, I kid around sometimes. Too much, some would say.”
“Well, this is no laughing matter. Hellfire, Sampson, Lead Pipe, and Ricochet—the members of the Felonious Five—are pretty bad guys. I should know. I used to be one of them.”
“Why are they trying to have you killed?”
“Years ago, the five of us broke into a house owned by Randall Garnet. He was a real estate magnate, and richer than Midas. He didn’t entirely trust banks, and we had gotten word from someone who worked for him he kept a lot of money and valuables in his house sealed up in a vault. We thought it would be the easiest score in the world—one old rich man versus five Metahumans. We’d find out where the vault was, break into it, and spend the next several years enjoying the money.”
Eugene sighed.
“Turns out Garnet was a tough old bird,” he said. “When we demanded he tell us where the vault was and its combination, he told us we could go fuck ourselves. Said it would be a cold day in Hell the day he’d be intimidated by a bunch of thugs dressed up like cartoons. We slapped him around a little, but he still would not tell us anything. I wanted to leave, but the other four insisted we had come too far to turn back.”
Eugene shook his head in evident disgust.
“I tried to stop them, but they proceeded to torture that old man. As Sampson restrained me to keep me from intervening, the other three wound up killing Mr. Garnet.” Eugene looked away. “They never did get the information about the vault out of him. He was literally laughing at them when they killed him. I think him taunting them is what pushed them over the edge.”
Eugene looked back up at me. His eyes looked haunted.
“I was a Metahuman strong enough to tear down a building with my bare hands. And yet, Mr. Garnet was more of a man than I was. Maybe more than I’ll ever be. That was the moment I decided to try to turn my life around and to give up being a supervillain. I had done some bad things, but I had never been involved in a murder before. I did not have the stomach for it. Moreover, I did not want to develop the stomach for it.”
“So is that why the other members of the Felonious Five are trying to kill you?” I asked. “Because you stopped being a supervillain?”
“No, they did not have a problem with me stopping being a supervillain as long as I kept my mouth shut about the things I had done with them and seen them do. And, for a while, that’s exactly what I did—I kept my mouth shut. But, Mr. Garnet and what they had done to him haunted me. Before that incident, I slept like the dead. Being stoned out of my mind half the time probably helped with that. But after I witnessed Mr. Garnet’s murder, I developed insomnia. A lot of times when I closed my eyes and tried to sleep, I would see Mr. Garnet’s blood-covered face, with one of his eyes swollen shut.” Eugene shuddered. “And that laugh. That taunting laugh rang in my ears like an unanswered phone. It still does, sometimes.
“As the years passed and I turned my life around, I never forgot about Mr. Garnet. How could I? I saw him in my dreams more time than I care to remember.
“It took a while, but eventually I became a pillar of the community: a business owner, devoted husband, and step-father. That is how I was perceived at least. As long as Mr. Garnet’s murder went unpunished though, in my heart I still felt like that drug-addled supervillain who was hurtling down the expressway to nowhere. So, after talking the whole thing over with my wife, I finally decided to go to the police over what happened to Mr. Garnet even though he had been killed years ago.”
“Well, there is no statute of limitations on murder,” I said.
Eugene nodded.
“The case on Mr. Garnet’s disappearance was still officially open, though the police told me unofficially they had long given up on what had happened to him. After the other members of the Felonious Five killed him, they had taken his body out of his house and buried him in the woods in a state park outside the city. I told the police what had happened, and took them to where they could find the body.” Eugene shook his head. “Between the passage of time and Mr. Garnet’s remains being gnawed on by animals and insects, there was nothing left of him but his bones and some scraps of his clothing. But, the police were able to identify his remains based on his dental records. I kind of think the police thought I was just a bored attention seeker making up fairy tales until they dug up Mr. Garnet’s remains and ID’d them.”
“I begin to see why your life has been threatened. I take it you pointed the finger at the other members of the Felonious Five,” I said.
“That is exactly right,” Eugene said. “Based on what I told them, the police located and arrested Hellfire, Sampson, and Lead Pipe. Ricochet was dead by then, having died in a fight with the Hero Avatar a few years ago. The rest are in Metahuman jail now. Their murder trial is scheduled to begin in a few weeks. They all have pled not guilty. They are going to have a hard time showing their innocence, though. In addition to me being an eyewitness, hair from Hellfire and Lead Pipe were found in Mr. Garnet’s clothing.” Eugene shook his head in awe. “It’s amazing what forensic science can do these days. Both the prosecutor and my own lawyer tell me that evidence, along with my eyewitness testimony, should ensure the three of them go to prison for the rest of their lives, especially since they all have prior criminal records.”
“What about you?” I asked. “Though you did not have an active hand in Garnet’s murder, you did break into his house with your friends for the purpose of stealing from him. Though you personally did not kill Garnet, the fact you were involved in an attempted burglary that led to his death should expose you to a felony murder charge.” My tongue felt thick and my thoughts felt sluggish. I congratulated myself on working that out with a belly full of scotch. Maybe I should have hung up my metaphorical cape and gone to law school.
Eugene nodded.
“That’s why I talked this all out at length with my wife before I went to the cops. I knew there was a very good chance I would wind up going back to prison myself. But, because I was not involved in the murder directly, I had come forward voluntarily, and I have kept my nose clean since I stopped being a supervillain, the prosecuting attorney decided to only charge me with burglary. In exchange for me pleading guilty to that charge and testifying against the Felonious Five, the prosecutor has agreed to recommend to the sentencing judge that I get probation. No prison time. My attorney assures me the judge will go for it.”
I nodded in understanding. In light of the fact Eugene was going to testify against his former friends, it did not take Sherlock Holmes to figure out why Eugene’s life had been threatened. I figured it out even though I was buzzed.
“I take it the three remaining members of the Felonious Five have taken a contract out on you to prevent you from testifying against them,” I said.
Eugene nodded.
“That is what I’ve heard,” he said. “I still have some people in the supervillain world who are friendly towards me. The rumor they passed along to me is that my former colleagues have hired a heavy-hitting Metahuman assassin to take me out before the trial. The prosecutor tells me that if something happens to me, she will not have nearly enough evidence to successfully prosecute the Felonious Five.”
“You know who they hired?” I asked.
“No idea, just that there is a contract on my head,” Eugene said. He shrugged. “Maybe they did not really hire anyone to take me out. Maybe the rumor is just that, a rumor. Maybe there is no truth to it at all. Or, maybe the Felonious Five started the rumor in the hopes of scaring me into not testifying against them and they did not hire anyone to do anything.”
“Do you believe that?”
Eugene smiled grimly.
“Not for a minute. I ran with those guys for quite a while. I know what they are capable of. They would not hesitate to kill me if they could. They would likely do it themselves if they were not in jail. Both the police and the prosecutor agree it is likely my life is in real danger. Though I’m a Metahuman, I have not used my powers in years. My fighting skills and instincts are rusty, not that they were any great shakes to begin with.” Eugene smiled ruefully. “As I’m sure you remember in light of how easily you dealt with me outside of that bank all those years ago. I’m not confident I can handle a professional assassin on my own. Plus, not being licensed, I’m not supposed to use my powers anyway. That is why I came to you. I want to talk to you about hiring you to protect me until the trial is over. I’ve already sent my wife and stepdaughter Sabrina out of town until this whole thing is over. I’ve been dealing with Glenn Pearson, a homicide detective with the Astor City Police Department. He recommended you to me. He said you were tough, resourceful, smart, and would do what you say you will do. I’ve asked around about you, and many other people say much the same. Since I had dealings with you before, you seemed like the perfect person to talk to about this thing.”
I smiled happily at the testimonial from Detective Pearson.
“Glenn is a shrewd judge of character,” I said. “He’s a pretty good detective, too. I taught him everything he knows.”
Eugene laughed. His teeth gleamed white in his tanned face.
“Pearson really is a shrewd judge of character. When I told him I was coming to see you, he said—and I quote—‘That lying bastard will probably tell you he taught me everything I know even though I was solving crimes when that smug asshole was still in diapers.’”
I took another sip of my drink.
“Glenn should add ‘predictable’ to the list of my virtues, then,” I said.
Eugene watched me drink. He suddenly looked serious. He looked at the drink in my hand, and then leaned slightly to the side to peer at the empty bottles of whiskey in the trash bin next to my desk. He straightened up and looked me in the eye.
“What Detective Pearson did not say was that you are a heavy drinker. No one else mentioned that, either. I am not going to entrust my life to someone who has a problem with alcohol. I know better than most how alcohol and other substances slow your reaction time and dull your senses and reflexes.”
“I don’t have a problem with alcohol,” I said. As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wondered if they were true. I had awoken in an alley, after all.
“Good,” Eugene said. “If I hire you to protect me, I want your word that you’ll stay away from the sauce until the trial is over and I’m out of danger.”
I had not worked since Clara had died. For the first few days after it happened, I holed myself up in my condominium and searched for solace at the bottom of a bottle. Several bottles, actually. After a few days of that I started to feel like a filthy and lazy degenerate. So, I had started doing my drinking at bars like a proper gentleman. I had given up on drinking in public after that incident in the alley the week before. It had scared me. I had superpowers. I did not want to accidentally hurt myself or someone else while drunk.
So, for the past week, I had done my drinking at the office. I had felt like a character out of Mad Men as I drank behind my desk, looking out of the window and thinking long thoughts about what was and what might have been.
After Clara died and I started drinking, I had turned away all the potential clients who had approached me. Frankly, I had not been in the mood to go back to work for anyone. I had still been in mourning for Clara. Plus, I simply had not felt up to the work they had wanted me to do. I had failed to protect Clara. I was not used to failing. As much as I hated to admit it, failing Clara had rattled my confidence. If I failed once, I could fail again. What kind of Hero was I if people could not rely on me? Perhaps more to the point, what kind of Hero was I if I could not rely on myself?
But, as Eugene sat across from me expectantly, I realized I needed to go back to work. I was not a wealthy man. I could not live indefinitely with no new income. Plus, I was largely defined by my work. I did not have any family and few friends. I was a Hero and a detective. Those words did not merely describe my occupation. They described who I was at my core. At least who I thought I was. If I did not work, who was I? What was I?
It came to me in a flash. The answer was I was a guy who sat in his office in the morning drinking scotch, feeling sorry for himself, and mourning a young woman who was not coming back to life no matter how much liquor I drank.
All that went through my mind as Eugene looked at me. Finally, I put my glass down. If you were a cowboy, at some point you had to climb back onto your horse, even if you were afraid you would get bucked off again. Especially then, maybe.
“You have my word,” I said. “I won’t drink while I’m working for you. But, you have not officially hired me yet. I wonder if you even need to. Why not just join your wife and stepdaughter out of town? Then you wouldn’t need a bodyguard.”
Eugene shook his head.
“I fear whoever the Felonious Five hired might locate me even if I leave town. I don’t want to put Gloria and Sabrina in danger.” He smiled grimly. “Besides, I’m stubborn and proud enough to not run and hide, or to have it thought that I’m running and hiding.” Eugene paused. He glanced around my office again.
“I wanted to ask if you had anyone who worked for you. I want twenty-four hour protection. That’s probably more than one man can handle on his own.”
I thought of my Metahuman friend Shadow. She had helped me deal with Clara’s situation, and had done so pretty much for free. I felt I owed it to her to throw some paid work her way.
“Though I will have to check with her to see if she is available, I’ve got someone who can maybe assist me with your protection,” I said.
“She any good?” Eugene asked.
“She’s the second best person for this type of work.”
“Second best? Who’s the best?”
I smiled broadly. I was aiming for self-effacing modesty.
“Oh,” Eugene said.
Honestly, I was exhibiting a confidence I did not feel. As they say, fake it until you make it. 
Eugene and I talked about what I charged for a bit, and quickly came to an understanding. Eugene would be the source of a much needed cash infusion. I would not have to start skipping meals or rationing ammunition.
I was back in the saddle again.
Giddyap.
 



CHAPTER 4
After Eugene left my office, to help me sober up I drank so much water I thought I would burst. I had calls to make, and I did not want to slur my words when I made them.
After sobering up a bit, I made a few calls to the State’s Attorney’s office to try to confirm what Eugene had told me. After all, the last time I had seen him, Eugene had been a supervillain on trial for having robbed a bank. I was not so wet behind the ears that I would just take a supervillain at his word as to what was going on. I was born at night, but not last night.
The State’s Attorney was the locally elected criminal prosecutor. Each Maryland county had one except for some of the smaller rural counties. Astor City was the largest city in Maryland, so we had our own State’s Attorney. His name was Willard Flushing. Willard was more interested in looking good to voters and climbing the political ladder than in catching and prosecuting criminals. He made no secret of his ambition to become the governor of Maryland and eventually, the President of the United States. God save us all if he managed to pull it off. I had known cats in heat that were smarter and less shameless. Though he portrayed himself as a faithful husband, devoted father, and devout Christian, he was a closeted homosexual and had more gay sex with random men than the Village People. While I had no problem with someone’s sexual orientation, I despised hypocrisy. 
Years ago I had gotten a key piece of evidence from a man by dangling him by his ankles from the roof of a twelve-story building. Though the man ran a chain of dry cleaners, he did more than simply launder clothes. Those businesses were used to launder money from several criminal enterprises. In addition to being something of a criminal kingpin, the man was also one of Willard’s top campaign donors, which was the main reason why the authorities had never taken a hard look at the man’s criminal activities. After the incident on the roof, Willard had said in a television interview I was a “superpowered cowboy with an over-inflated sense of self-righteousness and an under-inflated respect for due process.” Shortly thereafter, I had sent Willard a Christmas card featuring a picture of me wearing two six-shooters and dressed in leather chaps and nothing else. The note I wrote inside the card read, “My self-righteousness is not the only thing that is over-inflated.”
Though I suspected Willard saved the card and looked at it from time to time—hard in pursuit of evidence of a crime, probably—I did not get a Christmas card in return. Some people just did not get into the spirit of the holidays. Bah humbug.
Fortunately for me, Willard had several deputies who felt more charitably toward me than he did. One of them I spoke to after Eugene left my office confirmed what Eugene had told me. Some of my contacts in the business community confirmed Eugene was a respected stockbroker and business owner, and had been for years. I also spoke to Detective Glenn Pearson at the Astor City Police Department who further confirmed what Eugene had said. I did not remind Glenn of the flattering things he had said about me to Eugene. He would probably tell me he had been high on angel dust he had confiscated from a suspect and had not been in his right mind.
I finally got off the phone, having fully confirmed the things Eugene had told me. I had believed what Eugene had said, but it was good to have outside verification. Trust, but verify.
After I made sure Eugene’s story was on the up and up, I picked up my office phone again. I was going to call Shadow. Shadow was a Metahuman mercenary. She was invisible to electronics, had heightened reflexes and speed, and was super strong, super tough, and super scary. Though I knew she did things that were not strictly legal—including killing bad guys—the illegal jobs she did I tended to approve of. So, though she was an unregistered Meta who used her powers in violation of the Hero Act, I had never turned her in to the authorities.
I had not seen Shadow since Clara died months before. Before I started drinking, I worked out religiously. Dealing with supervillains was not a job for the out of shape. Since Shadow worked out regularly as well and we belonged to the same gym, we used to cross paths with each other there from time to time. Since Clara’s death, I had stopped working out. A psychologist would probably say I had not worked out because I was depressed. I had yet to meet a psychologist who was not at least half-crazy himself, so what the hell did he know?
Not only had I not seen Shadow, I had not spoken to her either. After Clara died, Shadow had given me her cell phone number for the first time after years of me knowing her. Shadow had made me swear to call her only when necessary before handing me her number. It was probably easier to get a direct line to the President of the United States.
I dialed Shadow’s number. Her phone rang twice. Someone picked up. There was silence on the other end of the line.
“Is this the President?” I asked.
“Do you remember what I told you when I gave you this number Truman?” Shadow’s voice said. She had a voice like a radio broadcaster, feminine but not the slightest bit girlish.
“I don’t remember your exact words, but it was something along the lines of ‘If you use this number to call me without a very good reason, I will give you a vasectomy with my bare hands.’”
“Oh good, you were listening. So this had better be for a good reason, or I’ll be paying you a visit soon to perform the operation. If you want to have some children, you had better get Ginny knocked up before then.”
Ginny Southland was my girlfriend, though the word “girlfriend” sounded juvenile, like Ginny was the girl I planned on taking to prom and losing my virginity to. I had left both my prom and my virginity behind many years ago. Though my prom was nothing to write home about, I had enjoyed losing my virginity so much I tried to recreate the experience as often as I could. Ginny was my current partner for those recreations. Non-married adults really needed a better word for the people they liked other than girlfriend and boyfriend. “Significant other” sounded too much like you were married; “lover” sounded too much like you were married and cheating. Once this whole matter with Eugene was wrapped up, perhaps I would come up with a better term than girlfriend. “Non-spousal virginity loss recreation partner,” maybe. No, that hardly rolled off the tongue. I would mull it over and try to come up with something better later. One problem at a time. 
“I do have a good reason for calling,” I said to Shadow. My mind had a tendency to wander, especially when I had been drinking. “I’m calling to offer you a job.”
“The last job I did for you paid a grand total of fifty cents. I still haven’t blown through that windfall yet,” Shadow said. “I don’t think my bank balance could withstand another one of your jobs.”
“This one is different.” I sketched out Eugene’s situation and how I wanted her to help me keep Eugene under constant protection. I included how much Eugene was paying me. Shadow whistled when she heard the sum.
“I see your retainer negotiating skills have improved,” she said. “When we were searching for Clara, her mother paid you a dollar. Excuse me, fifty cents. I forgot to subtract my cut. How could I have forgotten such a huge pile of loot? I converted it into pennies and I’ve been swimming around in it Scrooge McDuck style.”
“In my defense, they don’t teach money management skills when you go through the Hero Trials,” I said.
“Yet another reason to not become a Hero. I’d rather be a rich civilian than a broke Hero.”
“So are you in or not?”
“What kind of money split are we talking?”
“I was thinking an eighty-twenty split,” I said.
“Why that’s hardly fair,” Shadow said. “You deserve more than just twenty percent. Eugene is your client, after all. I’m just the subcontractor. We’ll bump you up to twenty-five percent, and you’ve got yourself a deal.”
“I meant eighty percent for me, and twenty percent to you.”
“Sorry, I was confused,” Shadow said. “I thought you were divvying the money up based on skill level and worthiness, hence the eighty percent for me.”
“No. I was doing it based on gender. I read that women get paid only seventy-nine cents for every man’s dollar. Someone recently accused me of being a misogynist, so I was trying to be true to my misogynist roots.”
“You? A misogynist?” Shadow snorted in disbelief. “You’re a lot of things—some good, some bad—but a woman hater is not one of them. Who the heck was dumb enough to call you a misogynist?”
“A couple of weeks ago, a woman caught me looking at another woman’s backside as she had walked by me. She said I was a misogynist for checking the other woman out.”
“Let me guess,” Shadow said, “the one who said you are a misogynist had a body like a sack of oversized potatoes and a face to match.”
I hesitated.
“Uh, I don’t want to say,” I finally said. “I’m afraid I’ll get accused of being a misogynist again.”
“Just as I thought,” Shadow said. “The woman who said you are a misogynist was probably just mad that a man had never checked her out. Jealousy often manifests itself as name-calling. A world where a man’s instinct is to not look at an attractive woman, and vice versa, is a neutered world I don’t want to live in.” Shadow was a beautiful, tall, dark-skinned black woman shaped like an old-fashioned Coke bottle. Any man with a healthy level of testosterone and functioning eyesight would go out of his way to check her out. Since I was neither blind nor a eunuch, I had checked her out on more than one occasion. After all, only rigorous practice kept a detective’s observational skills finely honed. I had been careful to not let Shadow catch me looking at her, though. Yes I had functioning man parts and eyesight, but I might quickly lose both if Shadow caught me looking at her in a fashion she did not approve of.
“‘A body like a sack of oversized potatoes’?” I said, repeating Shadow’s words. “Now that actually does sound misogynist. You might want to tone such talk down should you ever decide to run for office.”
Shadow snorted in disbelief again.
“I’ll become a supervillain long before you catch me running for office,” she said. “If I’m going to be a leech on society and rob people, I would at least have the decency to be upfront about it.”
“Shadow, you are an unregistered Meta who goes around using her powers left and right. Under the law, technically you are already a supervillain.”
“You say supervillain, I say superpowered entrepreneur,” Shadow said. “Enterprising small businesspeople like me are what made this country great. I’m as American as apple pie and obesity. But speaking of supervillains and business, back to our reformed supervillain Eugene. Try to pretend for a moment you aren’t a rabid misogynist trying to oppress us poor, helpless women and make me a serious offer to help you.”
It was my turn to snort.
“Shadow, you’re about as helpless as a great white shark,” I said.
“White?” she said incredulously. “Why you gotta be bringing race into this? We’ll add racism to the ever-expanding list of your oppressions and micro-aggressions. But I digress. How much will you pay me for helping you? Hurry up and make me a fair offer before I report you to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.”
“How does fifty-fifty sound, share and share alike?” I asked.
“That’s better. I’ll call off the civil rights lawyers,” Shadow said. “You’ve got a deal. But, if someone needs to take a bullet for Eugene, let’s make sure it’s you and not me. I don’t want to carry this share and share alike thing too far.”
“No promises,” I said. “I’m a stickler for equality.”
 



CHAPTER 5
A few days later, I stood in line at Perk Up, a coffee shop a few blocks away from Eugene’s office. Eugene was next to me. In addition to coffee, the shop sold pastries and other food. It was all on display in a glass case next to the cash register. There were plenty of hotcakes on display in the case. Apparently the expression “selling like hotcakes” was a lie.
Though no one had made an attempt on Eugene’s life in the days Shadow and I had been hovering over him like guardian angels, I was as nervous and anxious as a gazelle who smelled a lion nearby as I stood with Eugene in the coffee shop. Part of that was because I was trying to look everywhere at once to spot any potential threats. The other part of that was because I was going through alcohol withdrawal.
I had not had a drop of alcohol since Eugene had hired me. All the signs and symptoms of alcohol withdrawal were there as I stood in Perk Up. In addition to being nervous and anxious, I was restless, agitated, sweaty, and my head felt like my brain was chiseling a hole through my skull. Until I had stopped drinking cold turkey when Eugene hired me, I had been drinking pretty heavily every day for months. My body clearly had grown dependent on alcohol. I knew that if I went and got a drink, it would make me feel better. I literally needed a drink. But, the fact that I needed one told me I most definitely should not have one. If I was not already an alcoholic, I was dangerously close to being one. The world was already in a big enough mess without adding a superpowered alcoholic to the mix.
The fact I knew all that did not change the fact I still very badly wanted a drink, though.
In the days since Eugene had hired us, Shadow protected Eugene at night; I was in charge of him during the day. I had wanted him to take some time off of work and stay at home until the trial date for the Felonious Five arrived. Eugene would have none of it.
“I’m not going to turn into a hermit and a prisoner in my own home because of some threats,” he had said when I had brought up the notion of him staying at home. “Besides, I have too much work to do at the office to turn my life upside down for what might be just idle rumors. I hired you to protect me. You can protect me just as easily at the office as you can do at the house.”
I had told him that was not the case as it was easier to secure and guard a single location, but he insisted on living as normal of a life as possible. Since Eugene was paying me, he was the boss. I did not like it, though.
Before we had made our way to the coffee shop that day, Eugene had worked in his office all morning and much of the afternoon. Meanwhile, I had cooled my heels in one of his guest chairs, unsuccessfully trying to focus on reading, unsuccessfully not thinking about having a drinking, successfully and thoroughly inspecting Eugene’s female support staff for any hint of a threat, and barely not dying of boredom. 
Eugene had wanted to take a coffee break, and we had made the short walk from his office to Perk Up. As we stood in line waiting to place our orders, I wished I had eyes in the back and on the sides of my head as I tried to look everywhere at once to spot sources of potential danger. Maybe no one was trying to kill Eugene. But, if I operated under that assumption and I let him get killed on my watch, I would not have blamed Eugene if he came back as a ghost and haunted me. I had to operate under the assumption that someone was indeed trying to kill him and plan accordingly.
I wanted to decapitate myself and re-mount my head on a swivel. I understood viscerally for the first time why prey animals tended to have their eyes set so far apart in their heads to spot potential danger before it was too late. Never before had I had reason to be envious of rabbits and their wide-set eyes. I take that back—rabbits were also known for their fertility. Rabid fertility was certainly something to also be envious of.
One never knew where peril might lurk. Metahuman assassins did not wear signs around their necks identifying them as such. I kept my eyes peeled, my powers on a hair trigger, and my hands ready to slip inside my jacket. I felt the comforting weight of my nine millimeter Remington mounted in a shoulder holster on my left side.
People had asked me in the past why a licensed Hero needed to carry a gun. One dummy had even suggested I had some weird male power fantasy; another said I was probably compensating for some—how to put this politely?—biological inadequacy. Neither was the case. Since I had superpowers, no I did not necessarily need to carry a gun. A gun was but another tool in my superheroic toolbox. It was better to have a gun and not need it than to need a gun and not have it. For example, what would I do if I went up against a supervillain with the power to nullify other Metas’ powers? Complain that he wasn’t fighting fairly, say what he was doing was not cricket, and try to nag him to death? A gun would come in mighty handy in that situation.
Also, sometimes a gun got results where superpowers did not. Unlike a gun, you could not wave your superpowers in someone’s face threateningly. The threat of violence was often more potent than actual violence. I think I read that on a fortune cookie. That did not subtract from its truth, though. Wisdom can come from a multitude of sources. Got that gem off a fortune cookie, too.
Besides, if I did not carry a gun, I could not fantasize about pulling it out and shooting one of Perk Up’s baristas behind the counter with it. Her name was Justina according to her name tag. Even though music was playing in Perk Up and the shop buzzed with conversation and activity, Justina’s loud voice—sometimes yelling, sometimes singing, sometimes whistling like a red-headed, pasty-faced cuckoo bird—cut through the rest of the noise in the place like a jagged and very annoying knife. She was what I imagined a banshee sounded like. Justina was making my already throbbing headache worse. Although it was a nice fantasy, actually pulling out my gun and shooting her would have been a tad of an overreaction. Both the police and the Heroes’ Guild frowned on such things. 
In addition to my gun, I had on black pants, a forest green long-sleeved tee shirt, and black athletic shoes. It was my superhero and bodyguard casual chic look. I had a black leather bomber jacket on over the gun to avoid drawing too much attention. The jacket was unzipped for easy access. A couple of people in Perk Up looked at me funny when my jacket opened enough to display the gun. I did not care. It would never do to have the need to draw my gun quickly, but not be able to do so because my jacket was zipped up. Assassins were not known for their willingness to wait while bodyguards unzipped and armed themselves. Polite assassins who gave their opponents a fair chance were not successful assassins.
Other than Eugene and I, there were a total of thirty-one people in the large coffee shop at the moment: fifteen customers who were seated; nine people in line with us; four employees behind the counter, including Justina; and three others in the back room of the shop I could not see. I could see them in my mind’s eye, though, thanks to my powers. Since the human body is over sixty percent water, my water manipulation powers made people in the area stand out in my mind like heat sources viewed through infrared goggles, even the ones who were not visible to my actual eyes.
I kept sweeping over the occupants of the shop with my eyes and powers. I was keyed up. I wished I had insisted Eugene not go out in public like this until the Felonious Five murder trial was over. Maybe it was psychosomatic or a symptom of my body craving alcohol, but I felt an itch between my shoulder blades, as if there was a target on my back. I was uneasy as I continued to look the patrons of the coffee shop over. Except for the people who had caught a glimpse of my gun and a few others, no one seemed to be paying me and Eugene the slightest bit of attention.
A few feet away at one of the shop’s round tables sat two women in their twenties. One had a baby carriage with her. My keenly honed deductive abilities told me there might be a baby inside. Catching sight of two flailing pink little feet told me that sure enough, there was. Why Scotland Yard had not hired me to fly over and solve their thorniest cases was beyond me. The other young woman had a young boy, maybe five or six-years-old, standing by her chair and clutching her skirt. A stain was on the front of his light blue shirt. Chocolate milk or hot chocolate, probably. He was looking at me intently with his mouth agape in the unselfconscious and unabashed way children often stared at you. Perhaps he was staring at me because he had never seen a licensed Hero in real life before. It was more likely he guessed we were about the same age mentally. Probably sensed a kindred spirit.
Though I was still hyper-conscious to any possible threats, I took a moment to cross my eyes at the boy while sticking my tongue out at him. The boy giggled, turned, and buried his head into his mother’s skirt. Perhaps if I spotted an assassin, I would merely have to cross my eyes at him. It was good to have a plan.
Another person was looking at me. She was a white woman several people in line behind us. She was average in almost every way—dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, brown eyes behind black, square-framed glasses, average height, average looks, wearing neutral-colored clothing, and so on. If it were not for the fact she was looking at me as frankly and openly as the little boy had been, I probably would not have paid her the slightest bit of attention. Her gaze was assessing, as if she were a cat surveying a mouse. Now that I was paying attention to her, there was something vaguely familiar about her, as if I had seen her before. I chalked up the women’s familiarity to the fact she was so average in appearance that she looked like a lot of other people. 
The woman saw that I was looking back at her. Rather than looking away, she instead smiled slightly at me. At the risk of being called a misogynist again, I winked at her. She did not seem offended or oppressed by the wink. Rather, the woman smiled even more broadly, as if she had just opened an unexpected present. The smile lit the woman’s face up, and she suddenly went from being nondescript to quite pretty.
Thoughts of the woman flew out of my head when I noticed a third person was looking at me and Eugene. He stood behind a young blonde woman who was immediately behind Eugene and me. The man was in his early thirties, a few inches shorter than I, stocky, and his big head was shaved completely bald. His broad nose looked somewhat like mine, flattened, as if it had seen its fair share of blows. Though he was Caucasian, his skin was dark, like he spent a lot of time outside. There was a jagged scar on top of his head. The scar was lighter than the rest of the skin on the man’s head, making the scar look like a lightning bolt. The man was wearing blue jeans and a thigh-length cloth coat. The coat was partly unbuttoned. There was a bulge on the left side of it. The bulge could have been caused by a thick wallet, a paperback book, the man’s shirt bunching up underneath the coat, or any number of things. The bulge also could have been caused by a concealed gun.
Though he was doing his best to not be obvious about it, I was sure the bald man was studying me intently out of the corner of his eyes. I stepped to the right a bit, further away from Eugene and the rest of the people in line. The man immediately shifted to keep me in his peripheral vision. That confirmed it: he was definitely watching me. Something about the way the man carried himself hinted at potential danger and barely suppressed energy, like that of a coiled spring. He seemed like a cocked revolver whose trigger might be pulled at any moment. The way he behaved and the way he looked at me without acting like he was doing so made me even more nervous than I already was. The bulge under his coat made me even edgier. My already pounding skull pounded harder still as my heart began to race.
The line moved forward, bringing Eugene to the front of the line. Eugene started to order. The young blonde behind him stepped a bit to the side to look at some dessert items in the glass case by the counter. Eugene’s back was totally exposed to the bald man. Though the man still was looking at me out of the corner of his right eye, his eyes were also still straight ahead, pointing at Eugene. The bald man’s right arm lifted. His hand slipped inside the partially open coat, towards the bulge on the left side of his body.
I was sure he was reaching for a gun.
 



CHAPTER 6
I reacted without thought. I closed the gap between me and the bald man in a few swift steps. I grabbed his right arm which reached inside his jacket, twisting it behind his back. The man yelped in surprise and pain. While holding his right arm behind him in a hammer lock, I shoved his body forward, slamming him into the glass display case next to the register. He cried out. He tried to push back at me, but I was strong—the countless hours I had spent at the gym were not just for show—and I had leverage over him. I felt the man’s free left hand clutching at me.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing? Do you know who I am?” the man gasped. It sounded like I had knocked the wind out of him.
“You’re the guy who was reaching for what looked like a gun. As for me, I’m a licensed Hero who’s going to break your arm if you don’t stop grabbing at me and shut up,” I said. His left hand kept moving against me. I levered the man’s right arm up more sharply. He let out a yelp of pain. His left hand stopped moving.
“Stretch your left arm out and lay it flat on the case before I break your other one,” I said. The man complied. “Now spread your legs.” The man complied again. Properly applied pain did wonders to foster cooperation. Though I was focused on the man, I was faintly aware of the fact the man and I were causing a bit of a commotion in the store. Voices raised in alarm. “Someone call the police,” someone said.
I patted the man down. I paid particular attention to where I had seen the bulge under the man’s jacket. The bulge certainly felt like a holstered gun. I reached into his partially unzipped jacket and pulled the object out. It was in fact a gun. It was a black and silver semi-automatic. A nine millimeter from the looks of it. I made sure the gun’s safety was on. I slipped it into my jacket pocket. I returned my hand to the man’s jacket as I had felt another bulge there. I pulled something out of the inside pocket of the man’s jacket. It was a leather wallet. Without opening it to examine it, I pocketed it too.
“You’re making a bad mistake buddy,” the bald man said. His voice was strained. Having someone wrench your arm almost out of its socket was no fun.
“Shut up before you make me shoot you with your own gun,” I said. “If I do, when you get to Hell, your fellow assassins there will make fun of you.”
The hubbub around us due to the scene I was causing increased. I ignored it all, keeping my focus on restraining the bald man and continuing to pat him down. But, hearing my name being called finally pierced by concentration.
“Truman,” Eugene was saying, “the lady behind the counter says this guy is a police officer.”
“Yeah, he is,” I heard Justina say. “He comes in all the time.” 
Right as those words were sinking into my consciousness, I felt a lump in the front left of the man’s pants pocket. I pulled it out. It was a badge. A hard knot of embarrassment and anxiety grew in my stomach as I examined it. The oval metal shield was mounted on a thick black leather rectangle. It was an Astor City Police Department badge. A badge number was stenciled into the bottom of the badge. The geometric shape of the area containing the badge number indicated the rank of the badge holder. The square there meant the badge holder was a lieutenant.
I had seen a lot of Astor City police badges over the years. Though I could not swear this one was real beyond a shadow of a doubt, it certainly looked and felt real. The fact the barista was saying this guy was a cop almost guaranteed that it was in fact real.
So, I had assaulted, battered, and taken the gun away from a police officer. And, not a lowly cadet, recruit, or patrolman, but a lieutenant. In front of a store full of witnesses. Not to mention the store’s security cameras. Blocks away from police headquarters. Great. Maybe once I was done here, I would fly to the Vatican and shoot the Pope while he was conducting Mass. 
I let go of the bald man. He spun around. He grabbed his right shoulder with his left hand and massaged it.
“Sorry Lieutenant,” I said. “I was hired to protect the man who was in line ahead of you. It looked like you were reaching for your gun. Plus, I saw you looking at me. It made me suspicious.”
“I was reaching for my wallet to pay for my coffee, you idiot,” he said. “And I was looking at you because I saw you were packing heat.” His face was flushed red from pain and anger. The lightning-shaped scar on his head looked white in contrast. He looked like he wanted to take a swing at me. If there had not been so many people watching, he probably would have. A couple of people near us had their cell phones out and were recording the incident.
I wanted to say a man who had no guns should not call a man who had two guns an idiot. And “packing heat”? Really? I wanted to ask the cop who wrote his cheesy dialogue. The lightning-shaped scar reminded me of Harry Potter, and I wanted to tell the cop he should carry a wand instead of a gun. But not even I was reckless enough to make a joke at a time like this.
I pulled the man’s wallet out of my pocket. I pretended to fumble it, and flipped it open. I quickly glanced at it. When on the lookout for a potential assassin, trust, but verify. “Lieutenant Mark Gibbons, Astor City Police Department,” the identification card tucked inside the wallet’s clear plastic window read. The man pictured on the card was unmistakably the man who stood before me. Never before had I so fervently wished someone was really an assassin who had duped a barista into believing he was a cop. Come to think of it, never before had I ever wished someone was an assassin, period. Life was full of disappointments.
I handed Gibbons his wallet and badge. I then gave his gun back. He looked like he wanted to shoot me with it. He simply holstered it instead. The part of me that was already dying of embarrassment wanted him to go ahead and shoot and put me out of my misery. Another part of me was justifying to myself what I had done. I had been correct in guessing Gibbons was carrying a gun, and he had been looking at me intently. How was I to know he was a cop? Wasn’t it better to be safe than sorry? A third part of me wondered if I would have been so quick to act if I weren’t so jumpy from feeling the need for a drink. Was suffering from alcohol withdrawal affecting my judgment?  
Gibbons demanded my Hero’s, private investigator’s, and gun licenses. I pulled them out and gave to him. He examined them like he was praying they were fake. Fortunately, they were not. He reluctantly handed them back to me.
“You would think someone with so many credentials wouldn’t be so goddamned stupid,” Gibbons said.
It took both me and Eugene explaining the situation and why I acted as I did to convince Gibbons to not arrest me for assaulting a police officer, disturbing the peace, and God only knew what else. The charges probably would not have stuck—one of the benefits of being a licensed Hero was a Hero had limited police powers when acting in his official capacity—but an arrest still would have meant I would have cooled my heels in jail for a while until I was bailed out. Honestly, if I had not taken his gun away from him so readily I suspected Gibbons would have arrested me regardless of the circumstances. If Gibbons arrested me, not only would he have to deal with the hornet’s nest of having arrested a licensed Hero, but he would have to explain to his superiors how I had taken his gun away from him so easily. Cops frown on other cops losing their guns.
I apologized to Gibbons profusely. Gibbons gave me a loud lecture in front of everyone that was no doubt designed to shame and embarrass me. It somewhat succeeded in that. It also served to make me mad. I did not enjoy being called stupid or being berated, especially in public. Who did? I uncharacteristically held my tongue. I was in the wrong, after all. And, if I got into a verbal pissing contest with Gibbons, he might have gone ahead and arrested me. I had signed on to guard Eugene, and it would be mighty hard to do it from a jail cell.
Gibbons finally decided to let me go after his lecture ran out of steam and he ran out of ways to call me stupid. I could have supplied a few more to him. But, when someone is shooting at you, you don’t hand them more bullets.
Eugene and I left Perk Up. Thanks to my run-in with Lieutenant Gibbons, we had been in the shop far longer than we had intended to be. Many of the people I had carefully noted while waiting in line with Eugene were gone. We started to walk north on Hamilton Street back to Eugene’s office. The street and the sidewalks were only moderately busy this time of day. That would be changing shortly as people got off of work. Soon the sidewalks and streets would be teeming with people rushing home.
Though it was late afternoon, the day was still bright and sunny. My mood was not, though. Eugene must have sensed that.
“I would rather have you overreact to a situation than underreact,” Eugene said. The look he gave me was one of pity.
“Yeah, better safe than sorry,” I said. My heart was not in my response. I did not know if Eugene meant what he said, or if he was simply trying to make me feel better. I did not feel better. It was a cliché that everyone made mistakes. But, Heroes were supposed to keep them to a minimum. We had too much power to make too many mistakes. People often died when we made mistakes. That had been hammered into me over and over years ago when I had trained for the Hero Trials, the series of tests one had to pass to get his Hero’s license. My experiences as a Hero further served to hammer the point home. What if I had not merely disarmed Lieutenant Gibbons? What if I had seriously injured him? Or, killed him? Had drinking—or my recent lack of drinking—impaired my judgment? Was I letting my zeal to protect Eugene become paranoia?
Eugene and I fell silent as we continued to walk down the sparsely populated sidewalk. Though I was thinking about what I could and should have done differently in the coffee shop, I was still hyper-aware to any hint of danger. I was on Eugene’s right side, closest to Hamilton Street. We passed a series of businesses on his left. There was a sudden squeal of tires. Someone behind us yelled in alarm. I turned my head in the direction of the sound. A grey car was barreling down Hamilton in our direction.
Right as I saw it, the car jumped the curb with a loud thump. It hurtled towards me and Eugene.
 



CHAPTER 7
I lunged to the left without thinking. I enfolded Eugene in my arms. I tackled him to the ground like he was a quarterback about to get a pass off. We fell hard on the concrete inches from the front of a building. I was on top of Eugene. He cried out in surprise and pain. The car rocketed past us with a roar. It just barely missed us. I gagged on the smell of burning rubber and exhaust.
I rolled to my feet. My gun was in my hand and pointed at the car. I must have drawn it, though I did not remember doing so. The safety was already off. My finger was on the trigger. I hesitated. Too many people around. Plus, maybe the car having swerved towards us had been an accident. I did not want to overreact again and kill somebody.
The car clipped a man on the sidewalk. He went down. People screamed. The car lurched back to the right, off the sidewalk, barely missing oncoming cars on Hamilton. Horns shrieked in protest. Out of habit, I noted the details of the car: a grey Honda Accord with a license plate starting with NDR. I could not catch the rest.
The Honda tore down the street away from us, towards where Hamilton intersected Franklin at a red light. A fire hydrant was near the intersection. I triggered my powers, stretching out my mind to increase the water pressure in the hydrant. The hydrant burst. Water shot out. It drenched the road in front of the speeding Honda. As fast as thought, the water on the road became ice at my mental command. The car hit the icy patch. Losing traction, it spun out of control, fishtailing to the right. It rammed into a couple of parked cars on the side of the street with a loud crash. The Honda slammed to a stop. There was the rending of metal and the tinkling of broken glass. Glass shards sprayed people walking by the parked cars. More screams. One car’s alarm went off. Its shrieking punctuated the shouts of onlookers and the honking of horns.
The door to the Honda opened. A woman stepped out. She staggered, obviously shaken up from the crash into the parked cars. She shook her head, as if to clear it. She then looked at Eugene, who was crouched down on the sidewalk near me. It was almost if I could read her thoughts: “Should I make another run at him now?” she seemed to be thinking. I almost started to run to her. I stopped myself. I did not want to leave Eugene’s side. Then the woman’s gaze shifted to me. For an instant, time froze as we stared at each other. She half-smiled, half-grimaced at me. There was something vaguely familiar about her, something about the way she held herself and moved. I could not put my finger on why she was familiar. I pointed my gun at her. I had no intention of firing it, however. She was too far away. There were people behind her. I did not want to miss her and hit someone else. If the woman was afraid of me and my gun, she hid it well. The look she gave me was one of challenge, not fear.
Though I did not recognize her, she was a Metahuman. There were several clues to that fact. The first was, despite her having on regular street clothes, the woman wore a white mask with pink accents that completely covered her head except for her eyes and mouth. White and pink gloves were on her hands. A similarly colored cape that was attached to her mask billowed out behind her.
I could have killed her readily enough. I could have made the water molecules in her blood be explosively repellant to one another, or prevented the blood from reaching one of her vital organs. But merely incapacitating her was a more delicate operation and required more time and concentration than killing her would. Before I could focus my powers on the woman’s body to incapacitate her, she sprang into the air. Any Tom, Dick, or Harry could put on a mask, gloves, and cape. Not just anybody could fly. This was the decisive clue the woman was a Metahuman. She rose straight up like a rocket. Her cape snapped loudly in the air behind her. She moved too quickly for my powers to lock onto her.
Time to change tactics. I sent a stream of water from the still gushing hydrant after her. I intended to suffocate her or to encase her in ice to bring her crashing to the ground. It was too late. Once the woman was higher than the tallest of the surrounding buildings, she streaked off horizontally. In seconds, she was but a diminishing dot in the sky. Maybe I could have hit her with a surface to air missile, or a particularly long-winded bolt of lightning. I had neither. I had only my gun and the water from the hydrant, both of which the woman was already out of the range of.
The woman went from being a small dot in the sky to being totally gone. If it had not been for the carnage she had left behind, I could have convinced myself the woman was but a product of my imagination. 
I let the water I had sent airborne fall harmlessly to the ground. I looked around. Cars were now parked in the middle of Hamilton Street, causing traffic to back up both ways. Water from the hydrant was soaking people, cars, and the street. No one else appeared to be a threat. I brought my powers to bear again. With loud cracking sounds, I encased the hydrant in a thick block of ice, cutting off the water flow. Without the rushing sound of running water, the scene was suddenly strangely quiet even though horns were still blowing. Everyone looked shell-shocked, as if they could not believe what had happened.
I holstered my gun before I accidentally shot myself or, worse, someone else. My hand shook a bit. I was not sure if it was because of adrenaline or if it was alcohol withdrawal rearing its head again.
I turned back to Eugene. I helped him to his feet.
“You hurt?” I asked. My blood pounded in my head and roared in my ears.
“I don’t think so,” Eugene said. The front of his suit was dirty. He was visibly shaken. “You think that was just an accident?”
“You hear of a threat to your life, a Metahuman almost hits us with a car, and then flies away?” I shook my head. “If that’s just a coincidence, it’s the world’s biggest one. No, it was no accident.”
I started to hear the wailing of sirens. A throng of people surrounded the nearby man who had been hit by the speeding Honda. He was lying on the sidewalk. A splatter of blood was on the pavement at his side. He was writhing in pain. Good. He was alive, at least for now.
“I didn’t really think it was an accident,” Eugene said. He shook his head. “Wishful thinking, I guess. It’s been a while since someone tried to kill me.”
“Happens to me all the time,” I said. “I wish I could say you get used to it. You don’t.”
Telling Eugene to stay close, I went to the man on the sidewalk to see what I could do to help. The blood splatter on the pavement looked like something out of an impressionist painting.
Yes, maybe I had been paranoid earlier when I accosted the police officer. But, as the female Metahuman’s appearance had made clear, even paranoids had enemies. 
 



CHAPTER 8
“It’s too bad you didn’t shoot that woman,” Shadow said, “or used your powers to make her head explode.”
“It just didn’t seem like a good idea at the time,” I said.
“I’ve found that it’s almost always a good idea to kill your opponent,” she said. “Makes it much harder for them to try to kill you.”
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time.”
It was early evening, a few hours after my run-in with the female Meta. It was time for Shadow to take over bodyguarding Eugene. We sat inside Shadow’s car parked across the street from Eugene’s fancy house. Eugene was inside the house. Shadow was in the driver’s seat; I was in the passenger’s. After talking to Shadow for a bit, I planned to meet my girlfriend Ginny for a date at a local museum. I wanted a drink—or several—before meeting her. Since I had promised Eugene I would abstain from drinking, I would do my best to resist that temptation. The lure of alcohol was strong, which only served to confirm I should do my best to ignore it. I knew I had to stop drinking permanently at some point anyway. Now was as good a time as any to start. Knowing that and ignoring the alcohol cravings of my body were two different matters, though. It reminded me of the prayer the Christian theologian Saint Augustine of Hippo once made: “God, grant me chastity and continence. But, not yet.” I knew how he felt.
Eugene lived in a ritzy gated community in the Astor City suburbs. His sprawling tan brick house and its location in a very affluent community were silent testimony to the fact there was more money in being a stockbroker than in being a Hero or a private detective. Then again, there was more money in being a high-priced prostitute than in being a Hero. It just went to show where society’s priorities were.
Shadow did not look at me as we spoke. Her gaze was fixed on Eugene’s house and grounds, alert to any hint of danger. She was dressed in a black summer sweater and black pants. Black was Shadow’s go-to color of choice. If I ever saw her in a primary color, I might have had a heart attack. Shadow’s clothes clung to her curves. This was not because her clothes were particularly tight but, rather, because Shadow’s curves were considerable. Shadow probably could put on a burlap bag and still look like a magazine centerfold. Since she was looking at Eugene’s house and not at me, I was tempted to take a good long look at her body. What if her body was growing a tumor she did not know about? It was my duty as her friend to look out for her best interests. But, if I gave in to the temptation and Shadow caught me ogling her, she would be the one who gave me a heart attack. So, I kept my gaze on Shadow neck-level and above. It was safer that way. Besides, I did not want to be accused of being a misogynist again. 
As dark as Shadow’s clothes were, they were not as dark as her skin. Shadow’s skin was so dark it was almost blue. Her tightly curled hair was shaved close to her skull, leaving only an ultra-thin layer of jet black hair.
The car we were in was old and somewhat beat-up. I was not the kind of car I expected to find Shadow in. I expected her car to be like her: sleek, chic, fast, and easy on the eyes.
“This your car?” I asked.
“Of course not,” Shadow said. “I wouldn’t be caught dead owning a car like this. My cars are a little on the showy side. They’re not good for a job like this. For a job like this, you need something inconspicuous.”
“So whose car is this, then?”
Shadow shrugged.
“Beats the hell of me. I borrowed it,” she said.
I sighed. “By borrow, you mean stole.”
“No, I mean borrow. Stole implies you’re not giving it back. I’m taking this car back to where I found it in long-term parking at the airport as soon as you relieve me in the morning. Its owner won’t even miss it. I’ll borrow a different one tomorrow. If you think about it, I’m doing the owners of these cars a favor by driving them and keeping the batteries alive while they are gone.”
“You’re a real humanitarian,” I said.
“I think so too. I’ll be sure to mention to the cops you said so if I get caught.”
“On another criminal note, based on what I’ve told you about the Meta who tried to kill Eugene, do you recognize her?” I asked.
Shadow shook her head.
“No,” she said. “Though I’ve performed an assassination or two in my time, not all Metahuman killers know one another. It’s not like we hold weekly meetings to get to know each other and swap poison recipes and gun recommendations. We are not the Rotary Club.
“Did you run the woman’s description and powers past the Heroes’ Guild?” Shadow asked. “Maybe she is a registered Meta and they can give you her name and location. I thought one of the main purposes of the Hero Act’s registration requirements was so a Meta can be tracked down if she does something illegal.”
“That is one of the purposes of the Hero Act,” I said. “And yes, I did check with the Guild. But, I do not have much of a description. A woman of indeterminate race, age, eye, and hair color, somewhere between five feet seven inches and five feet eleven inches tall, who can fly? An awful lot of registered Metas in the Guild’s database fit that description.”
“Hell, I fit that description. Except for the flying part,” Shadow said.
“Was it you who tried to run Eugene and me over?”
“Afraid not.”
“Good. I can eliminate you as a suspect, then. One down, hundreds more female Metas to go. At this rate, I’ll have zeroed in on a suspect right around the time I’m on my deathbed. By then, I’ll be past caring.” I shook my head in disgust. “And when I say hundreds more to go, that assumes the woman I faced today is even a registered Meta. Some Metas aren’t. You know that better than anyone since you aren’t.”
“Me having to keep the government constantly informed as to my whereabouts would make it harder to perform my—how shall I say?—extralegal activities.”
“And by ‘extralegal,’ you mean criminal,” I said.
“Of course I do. But criminal sounds so much less refined than extralegal. And I am nothing if not refined,” Shadow said. “What about the car the woman was driving?”
“Evidently it was stolen. I examined it after the Meta flew off. No keys were in the ignition, and it looked like the car had been hotwired. I later determined it had been originally been parked a few blocks away from Perk Up. The man it is registered to was in his office working at the time of the incident. He insists he did not give anyone permission to use it. I believe him.”
“Fingerprints?”
“The police dusted the interior. They said they’ll get back to me when they run the prints they found. When I saw the female Meta, she was wearing gloves though.” I shook my head. “I get the feeling the lady we’re dealing with is a pro. I’d be shocked if there are any prints in the Accord that can be traced back to her.”
“Next time, tell her to take her gloves off so you can get some fingerprints,” Shadow said. She shook her head at me with a slight smile. “I don’t know why that didn’t occur to you. And you call yourself a detective.”
“Ask supervillains for their fingerprints. Gotcha. I’ll remember that for next time.”
We fell silent for a while. I thought about what Shadow had said earlier about how I should have killed the Meta I had encountered.
“Do you really think I should have killed her?” I asked.
“I probably would have,” she said. “Or, at least I would have tried to. But I wasn’t there.”
“You didn’t quite answer my question.” 
“Killing that Meta would have solved Eugene’s problem. At least it would have solved it temporarily. Assuming the Felonious Five hired the Meta you saw, if you had killed her, they could always hire another assassin and try again.” Shadow shrugged. “So, I personally would have tried to kill her. I’m just a superpowered mercenary, though. I do whatever seems most expedient. You’re a licensed Hero. You have to follow rules I don’t.”
“One of those rules of course being I’m not allowed to kill someone unless in self-defense or to prevent the death of another,” I said.
Shadow nodded.
“Also,” she said, “as I recall, a licensed Hero is supposed to be trustworthy, loyal, helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, brave, clean, and reverent.”
“You just recited the Scout Law,” I said. “You’re confusing Heroes with the Boy Scouts.”
Shadow’s face turned toward me slightly so I could see it in profile. She smiled slightly. Her teeth gleamed white in her dark face.
“Why so I did,” she said. “As an outsider looking in, Heroes and Boy Scouts look much the same.” I was pretty sure Shadow was teasing me. But, one never quite knew with her. She was capable of making the most outrageous statements with a perfectly straight face. Although I was the one who was constantly accused of making jokes, Shadow was the one who never seemed to take anything quite seriously. She looked at everything in the world as if she was faintly amused by it.
“Sometimes I think the world would be better off if Heroes did not take the no killing rule quite so seriously,” I said. I let out a long breath.
Shadow looked at me directly for the first time.
“Are we still talking about the Meta you dealt with earlier today, or are we now talking about what happened with Clara Barton?”
“Both, I guess,” I said after a moment’s hesitation. “I can’t shake the feeling Clara would still be alive if I had killed the Pied Piper when I had a chance to.” The Pied Piper was a Meta who had led the Metahuman Liberation Front. The MLF was a group of supervillains who believed Metahumans were a more advanced race of beings than ordinary humans and that they therefore were entitled to rule the world. The Pied Piper had kidnapped Clara—twice—eventually leading to her death.
“I’m tired of having to go up against people who don’t have the same scruples I do,” I said. “They will not hesitate to kill me and the people around me. I on the other hand have to hold back. Half the time I feel like I’m fighting with one hand behind my back.”
“You’re starting to sound as bloodthirsty as I.”
“Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.”
“You should be so lucky,” she said. Shadow flashed another quick smile. Then she looked serious again. “You’ve got to stop beating yourself up over Clara’s death. You can’t start killing people to try to make up for it. You throwing away what you’ve been trained to do and what you’ve sworn to do by becoming some sort of Heroic killing machine isn’t going to bring Clara back.”
“It’s true nothing I do now will bring Clara back,” I said. I shook my head in frustration. “But, maybe if I were a little more willing to kill, I could prevent innocent people like her from dying. I could have killed that female Meta today and eliminated her as a threat to Eugene. Maybe, by not being quicker to use lethal methods, I’m hobbling my ability to protect people. Maybe the world is too savage for a Hero to not be a killer. Wasn’t it Machiavelli who said ‘Any man who tries to be good all the time is bound to come to ruin among the great number who are not good’?”
“Machiavelli?” Shadow said. “Sounds like a white guy. Relative of yours?”
“Not all white people are related,” I said. “If I made a similar assumption about black people, you’d jump down my throat. And rightly so. No, Machiavelli isn’t a relative. He was a writer and philosopher. Among other things—”
Shadow held up a hand to stop me.
“Before you bore and patronize me to death with a history lesson, I was just kidding around. Niccolò Machiavelli is the father of modern political science. Among other things, he wrote The Prince, which is where the quote you just recited came from. He died in 1527, if I recall correctly,” she said. Surprise must have been on my face. Shadow grinned at me. “I have a master’s degree in English, so of course I know who Machiavelli is. The bigger surprise is the fact you know who Machiavelli is. You look like a Mafia thug, not someone who goes around quoting The Prince.”
It was a good thing I was already sitting down, or else I might have fallen over in shock. I had no idea Shadow had any formal education other than a doctorate in hurting and killing people.
“You have a master’s degree in English?” I said incredulously. “I had no idea.”
“I’m also a chess grandmaster and know thirty-seven synonyms for the word penis. There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” Shadow said. That was true enough. Though I had come to trust Shadow with my life, I did not even know her real name. Hell, for all I knew, Shadow was her real name. If Shadow indeed was her birth name, I would have hated to see what her parents named their cat.
“You have superpowers, you look like a centerfold, you are a chess grandmaster, and you have a master’s degree in English,” I said. “Anyone ever tell you you’re a Mary Sue?”
“What the hell is a Mary Sue?”
“You have an advanced degree in English, yet you don’t know what a Mary Sue is? Wow. It turns out you’re not perfect after all.”
“Of course I’m not perfect,” Shadow said. “After all, I associate with you. Another way I’m not perfect—at least in some people’s eyes—is that I have no problem killing someone if I think I need to or someone hires me to. God knows I have before. Though I’m no Hero and am not restricted by the same rules Heroes are, I still have rules about who I’m willing to kill.”
“I know,” I interjected. “It’s why I haven’t taken you into custody yet.”
Shadow’s teeth quickly flashed in a grin again.
“It’s why you haven’t tried to take me into custody yet,” she said. “You would find trying to do it and actually doing it to be two completely different things.”
“You don’t think I could?” I asked.
Shadow shrugged.
“Maybe you could,” she said. “Despite all the goofy things you say, you’re probably as tough as you think you are. Here’s the thing, though: I know I’m as tough as I think I am. You might be able to subdue me, but you would certainly know you had been in a fight afterwards.” Shadow shook her head. “But you’re getting me off topic. What I was saying was I have rigid rules about whom I will kill. I will only kill someone if they deserve it. My conscience acts as a check on my Metahuman powers. Not everyone shares my conscience or my rules. As you said, there are plenty of people who will kill for little reason, or no reason at all. That’s why, even though I am not in compliance with it, I think the Hero Act is such a good idea. We talked about this before when we were going up against the Metahuman Liberation Front. If the Hero Act did not require Metas to register with the federal government and for them to become licensed Heroes and follow the rules in order to legally use their powers, there would be a lot more Metahumans killing people than there already are.”
Shadow shook her head. “That’s all my very long way of saying this: no, I don’t think you should start going around killing people. Even if killing someone is sometimes the most expedient thing to do. You’re a Hero. You’re supposed to be better than that. You set an example for the rest of us.”
She was right. I knew she was. But it did not make me stop wondering if I would have saved Eugene future grief had I killed the Metahuman woman who tried to run him over. It did not make me stop wondering if Clara would be alive had I killed the Pied Piper. How many lives might I have saved in the past—how many lives might I save in the future—if I put a permanent end to supervillains when I encountered them? If you encountered a rabid dog, you did not pat it on the head and ask it nicely to stop biting people. No. You put it to sleep for the benefit of society. Maybe some rabid Metas deserved to be put to sleep. And, if Heroes were not going to step up to the plate to do it, who would?
I shoved the thought to the side for the time being.
“It’s pretty ironic that an unregistered Meta and sometimes paid assassin is advising me to follow the law,” I said to Shadow. “Your mouth says one thing, but your actions say another.”
“Do I contradict myself?” Shadow asked. “Very well then, I contradict myself. I am large, I contain multitudes.”
“Wow, that’s beautiful,” I said. I shook my head in amazement. “Who would have thought you had the soul of a poet?”
Shadow looked over at me again. Pity was on her face.
“I didn’t come up with that. It’s Walt Whitman. From his poem Song of Myself.” I must have looked impressed. Shadow shrugged modestly. “I told you, I have a master’s degree in English. Who do you expect me to go around quoting, Snoop Dogg?”
“It’s whom do you expect, not who,” I said.
Shadow turned her head back to look at Eugene’s house.
“Don’t you think I know that? It’s rude of you to correct me. No one likes a know-it-all, Truman.”
 



CHAPTER 9
I stood in front of the painting, studying it intently. A spaghetti spray of paint of various colors adorned the huge canvas. The work looked like it had been painted by a blind epileptic monkey in the middle of a seizure. The plaque mounted on the wall next to it said the title was Young Girl in Repose.
The title confused me. I did not see a girl, young or otherwise. And, wherever she was in the jumbled mass of colors, she might have been in repose or she might have been shooting an AK-47 while doing jumping jacks for all I could tell. Perhaps a different angle was needed. I cocked my head to the side. No good. I squinted. Nope, nothing. There was big spot on the canvas in the right quadrant which was empty of paint. Perhaps the painter had painted the young girl there in invisible ink. And here I stood, like an idiot, fresh out of ultraviolet lights.
“What do you think?” my girlfriend Ginny asked. She was standing next to me studying the painting too.
“I think this painting captures just the way a girl would look if a girl looked like something else,” I said. “A junkyard viewed while tripping on LSD, perhaps. Or the rain-soaked scene of the murder of a clown. Now that I think of it, that series of squiggles could be a chalk outline.” I turned towards Ginny. I looked her up and down appreciatively. Her red hair framed her milky-white face like her skull was on fire. She had on high-heeled boots making her almost as tall as I, dark skinny jeans, and a top that matched her crystal blue eyes. I loved her a little bit more every time I looked at her. Though I had been going out with Ginny since before I met Clara Barton, I had not told Ginny how I felt about her yet. I did not know what I was waiting for. Actually, yes I did. I had felt like too much of a mess while I had been drinking to get serious with anyone.
“The painting is called Young Girl In Repose,” I said to Ginny. “I think it was mistitled. You’re a girl, and this painting looks nothing like you. You’re not young, though, so maybe that’s the issue.”
Ginny punched me playfully in the bicep. The punch stung a bit. Though she was slim, Ginny worked out a lot and she was stronger than she looked. In addition to attending law school, she worked at a gym. She took full advantage of the free membership that came as a perk of her employment.
“See, that just goes to show what a cultural philistine you are,” Ginny said. Her eyes danced playfully. “Not to mention rude for pointing out the all too obvious fact I’m not that young. I’ll let slide the fact you called me a girl instead of a woman, though. As you implied, I’m too old to fret over labels.” She turned her attention back the painting. She gestured at it pointedly. “Don’t you see what the artist is doing here with his use of color and composition? Clearly the painting is a meditation on the fleeting nature of beauty and the transience of life. The artist is saying that we come from dust, and it is to dust we shall all inevitably return.”
I looked back at the painting with new appreciation.
“Wow! Do you really see all that here?” I asked. My knowledge of art extended little beyond knowing how to spell the word.
Ginny stood up on her tiptoes to give me a kiss on the cheek. She wrapped her arm around mine.
“Of course not,” she said with a grin. “And I’ll bet no one else does either, though they might pretend they do. I don’t care what anyone says: this painting is just a bunch of random paint splatters. The painter is more of a con artist than any other kind for selling stuff that looks like this.” Ginny jerked her chin at the painting. “Now let’s go look at something else. Preferably something that actually looks like something. Staring at this monstrosity is giving me a headache.”
We strolled off to look at more art. We were in the Astor City Museum of Fine Art at night. The museum stayed open late a couple of nights a week. A world-class museum that also had extended hours was one of the benefits of living in a big city like Astor City. Smog, high crime, and bumper-to-bumper traffic were three other such benefits. They were of more questionable value. On second thought, the high crime part was not of questionable value. As a Hero and private detective, the high crime rate helped to keep my bank balance healthy. Gun ammunition was not cheap.
After leaving Shadow to continue to watch over Eugene and his house, I had driven to meet Ginny here at the museum. After leaving here, we would have dinner, and then, perhaps, dessert. Since the kind of dessert Ginny and I often shared was not served in a restaurant, dessert was my favorite part.
My arm stung a bit from where Ginny had punched me. I resisted the temptation to rub it. People might see me. Heroes were supposed to be tough. Despite the time, a lot of other people were around. I had a reputation to uphold. Well, I was hardly famous, so it was very unlikely someone would recognize me as a Hero. Still, it was better to not take a chance. What if I had a fan club, and the president of it happened to be around? What would she think if she saw me rub my arm after a non-Meta punched me? She might rush home and tearfully rip my poster down from her bedroom wall.
“Do you think anyone has a picture of me up on her bedroom wall?” I asked Ginny.
“Yes. I do,” she said.
“You do not. I’ve been inside your bedroom. Though I’ve been, ahem, distracted most of the times I was in there, I would have noticed a poster of myself.”
Ginny squeezed my arm.
“My mistake. Just wishful thinking, I guess,” she said.
“If you want, I’ll have a poster specially made just for you. Since I don’t have a Hero’s suit, I’ll just wear my birthday suit in it. I can see it now: the tagline will read, ‘My water powers will make you wet.’”
Ginny giggled loudly. The noise drew the glare of two old ladies who had been quietly contemplating a sculpture that looked like a cross between a bicycle, a vacuum cleaner, and a pterodactyl. The plaque next to it said the piece was entitled Hope Springs Eternal. Of course it was.
“Sorry ladies,” I said to the two as we got closer to them. “We were discussing a very large and very impressive work of art. My friend here got overly excited.”
“Oh really?” the one on the right said. “What’s it called?”
“South Of The Border,” Ginny said. “And it’s not nearly as impressive as he says it is.” As we strolled past them, the older women looked at each other, puzzled.
“Hey!” I protested once we were out of earshot of the two. “That’s not what you said the other night.”
Ginny grinned at me.
“You didn’t say I was not young the other night,” she said.
We made our way out of the modern art portion of the museum and into the part that housed the paintings of several of the Old Masters.
“This is more like it,” I said, stopping in front of a Rembrandt. It was The Night Watch, on loan from the Amsterdam Museum. The painting was huge—about twelve feet by fourteen feet—and it dominated the wall it was on and the room it occupied. “I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like. And, I like this. I have a theory about art. I have zero artistic ability. If I can make it, then it’s not art. The painting Young Girl In Repose? Give me a bunch of paint and a bottle of scotch, and I’ll bet you I can paint it. Or, something so close to it most people wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. But this?” I said, pointing at the Rembrandt. “This I could not reproduce if you put a gun to my head and gave me twenty years to do it.”
We sat on the cushioned bench in front of the Rembrandt. We looked at the masterpiece silently for a little bit. A uniformed guard stood at the other end of the square room. She was unarmed. She looked straight ahead with an unseeing thousand yard stare.
“You know, if I ever get sick of the Hero business, I could just rob museums for a living,” I said in a low voice to Ginny. “More specifically, this one. The guards are unarmed, and, though there are security cameras, a ski mask would take care of getting identified. Plus, some of the cameras are at the wrong angle, creating some blind spots. With my pistol and a free arm, I would walk out of this place with enough pieces to set myself up for several lifetimes.”
“I guess being with a guy who cases every place he goes into is the downside of dating a professional crime-fighter,” Ginny said. “I know you wouldn’t actually rob this or any other place. Even if you weren’t a Hero, you’d still be the most honest person I know.”
I sighed.
“Unfortunately, you’re right,” I said. “Alas, an excess of virtue is keeping me from a lucrative life of crime. Well, that and the fear of going to prison. I’m too pretty for prison.”
“Your nose has been broken too many times for the adjective ‘pretty’ to apply,” Ginny said. She touched my cheek with affection. “Ruggedly handsome is more like it. And, not to throw a wet blanket on your museum heist, but we had to go through a metal detector at the door to get in here. You wouldn’t be able to bring a gun in.”
I snorted.
“Getting a gun past the Barney Fife character they have at the door would be simplicity itself,” I said. “Did you see what he did with your purse after it triggered the metal detector? All he did was make you open it, and he barely glanced inside of it while poking inside it with a wooden stick. If I were inclined to smuggle my gun inside, all I would have to do would be to bury it at the bottom of your purse under your other things.”
“Wait—is that why you asked for my purse before we came in here?” Ginny asked. She sounded outraged. “You told me you wanted some kleenex.” She reached for her purse, a large tote bag that she had put next to her. My hand stopped hers.
“Don’t bother,” I said. “I already took it out while you were in the bathroom.” My zipped up jacket obscured the now-holstered gun from view. ”I made sure I was standing in one of the blind spots I mentioned before when I made the transfer from your bag to my holster.” I grinned at her. “Besides, if it were still in your bag, what were you going to do just now? Pull it out and start waving it around? I’d have to arrest you for unlicensed possession of a firearm. How would it look for an upstanding Hero such as myself to be dating a hardened criminal?”
Ginny gave me a long-suffering sigh.
“Remember when I said you were the most honest person I knew? Well, I take it back.” She smiled at me with affection. “In addition to you being a gun smuggler and a potential art thief, you are all of about six-years-old. I think you brought your gun in here just because you thought you could do it and get away with it. Also, you have a juvenile problem with authority and being told what to do.”
“Nuh-uh!” I said. Ginny rolled her eyes at me. I grinned. After a few moments, I sobered. I shook my head, thinking of my earlier discussion with Shadow.
“The run-in I had with that Meta earlier today got me thinking about all these rules I’m supposed to follow,” I said. “As a Hero, I mean. If I encounter her or someone like her again—and in my line of work, I’m bound to—there’s not a bunch of rules she is going to follow. She’s just going to do whatever seems most effective.” I sighed. “I guess me bringing a gun in here was my silly little way of not conforming to the rules for a change. Sorry. I shouldn’t have used your purse.” I smiled ruefully. “But, it was either that or shove it up one of my orifices.”
“Yikes! I think you made the right choice by using my purse.”
Ginny leaned her head against my shoulder. We were quiet for a while. Though people flitted in and out of our field of vision, it was as if we were alone in the museum.
“I’m glad you decided to take this job working for Eugene,” Ginny suddenly said. “You not working was starting to worry me. Your drinking, too. I’m glad you stopped.”
Her words startled me. I had not told her I had stopped drinking. In fact, we had not discussed my drinking at all, though I had not hidden it from her.
I pulled away a bit and looked down at her. “What makes you think I stopped?” I said.
“Well, for one thing you don’t smell like a brewery anymore,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “When I first met you, you did not drink at all. You said having superpowers and drinking did not mix well.” She hesitated. “Then, when Clara died, you started drinking. You were half drunk every time I saw you after Clara died, so it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure it out. I didn’t say anything because I figured you were grieving for Clara, and that drinking was your way of dealing with it. You wouldn’t be the first to self-medicate using a bottle.” Ginny smiled humorlessly. “I’ve been known to do that a time or two myself. Sometimes a couple of shots of tequila are better medicine than aspirin. They taste better too.”
She shook her head.
“But, it was starting to look like you had climbed down into the bottom of a bottle, and that you weren’t particularly interested in climbing back out. Though you still had potential clients come to you, you turned them all away and just drank and sulked, even with me. I was worried about you. Still am. I’m glad to see you took another case and that you stopped drinking to do it.”
“To be honest, I don’t know if I’ve have stopped drinking so much as paused. Eugene made me promise to not drink while I work for him.” I smiled ruefully. “He was probably afraid I would shoot him by accident if I didn’t.”
“So you’re going to start drinking again once you finish working for him?” She looked concerned.
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “I hit the bottle pretty hard for a while. My body started to rely on it. Even now, I have a bit of a headache and feel shaky. If it weren’t for the promise I made to Eugene, I probably would be half in the bag right now.”
“What about what you said when we first went out? About how alcohol and being a superhero did not mix?”
“I still think that.” I sighed. “It’s just that drinking helps me forget about Clara for a little while. No, that’s not quite right. I never forget about her. Drinking makes me not feel so badly about her. It takes the edge off the grief. Dulls it. That, and it helps dull the anger I feel at myself for having failed her.”
Ginny put her hand on my thigh.
“You didn’t fail her,” she said.
“If that’s true, why is the Pied Piper still alive and she is still dead?”
Ginny didn’t answer. I didn’t blame her. I had been mulling that question over for months. I still didn’t have an answer either. I stared up at the Rembrandt painting. The men depicted in it looked back at me mutely. They did not have an answer either. There was a lot of that going around.
“Is that why you were talking about not following the rules earlier?” Ginny eventually said. “You think if you had not followed the rules and killed the Pied Piper before he abducted Clara again that she would still be alive? That you failed her by not killing him?”
“Yes.”
Ginny twisted around to face me.
“See, that’s where you’re wrong,” she said. “If you had broken the rules and killed him, that is when you would have failed her. You are a Hero. You’re supposed to set an example for Clara and the rest of us. If you start killing people because it’s convenient and become a one man judge, jury, and executioner, you’re no better than the Pied Piper or the woman you faced earlier today or anybody else who thinks they can do exactly what they want to do just because they are powerful enough to do it.”
“That’s what I keep telling myself. Shadow also said something similar earlier today. But, another insistent voice in my head keeps whispering that sometimes you have to fight fire with fire. That, sometimes, you have to be like a supervillain in order to effectively deal with them. I think that’s why I’ve been drinking so much. I’ve been trying to drown out that voice.”
Ginny put her hands into mine.
“And how has that been working out?” she asked.
“Not so well so far. That voice is a persistent little bugger. Maybe the problem is I’ve been drinking mostly scotch. Maybe I should try some of that tequila you mentioned earlier.”
We held hands quietly for a while.
“Do you think you have a drinking problem?” Ginny suddenly asked. She said it like she was afraid of the answer. I did not have to mull the question over. I already knew the answer.
“Yes. I most definitely do. It is not terribly surprising. There is a history of alcoholism in my family,” I said. “Me drinking so much so fast probably has a genetic component. Not that that’s an excuse. When I was younger I drank sometimes. I stopped then because it was turning into a problem. No one forced me to pick up a bottle again.”
I sighed.
“Did I ever tell you how my parents and sister died?” I asked. Ginny shook her head no. I did not know why I asked. I knew I had never told anyone before. “When I was fourteen, they died in a car crash. My father was driving. They were on the way home after eating out. They ran off the road and hit a tree. They were speeding. Apparently Dad had not even tried to brake before hitting the tree. Maybe he had too much to drink to see it. Both my parents were drunk according to their blood alcohol levels. Neither of them had on a seatbelt. They were thrown through the windshield at impact.” I took a long breath. My throat felt tight. “They died at the scene. My sister Helen was in the back seat and was wearing a seatbelt. It did not do her much good. She died two days after the crash in the hospital.”
“My God, Truman. That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.” Ginny squeezed my hand.
“I like drinking. I like the sound of the splash of the liquid dropping into the glass, the way the smell burns the back of my nose, the way it tastes, and the way it makes me feel. No, I don’t just like it, I love it. And, like I said, it helps me feel not quite so bad about Clara.” I turned a bit to look directly at Ginny. “But I need to stop. I have to. Before I wind up like my parents and get myself killed. Or worse—get someone else killed.”
“Can you stop?” Ginny asked. Her eyes were big blue swimming pools.
“I don’t know,” I said. “I honestly don’t know.”
 



CHAPTER 10
 “Have I mentioned lately what a terrible idea this is?” I asked Eugene as I drove.
“Not in the last five minutes, no,” Eugene said. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eugene grin at me from the passenger seat. “If I wind up getting killed tonight, feel free to tell me ‘I told you so.’”
I shook my head at him and did not respond. This really was a terrible idea. But, he was the boss as he had firmly reminded me at his house less than an hour before. 
I was driving Eugene’s BMW sports utility vehicle down the highway, doing my best to look to the side and behind us for potential danger all without crashing into the cars ahead of us. If I ever took a bodyguarding job again, I would be sure to have my head detached and remounted on a swivel first. It was Saturday night. The female Meta’s attack on him had happened four days before. I was hyper-conscious of the notion another attack could occur. I did not think we were being followed. It was nighttime and the highway we were on was busy, though, so it was impossible to be sure. I kept looking out of the rear view and the side mirrors, but in the darkness, all the headlights and cars looked about the same. Normally Shadow was in charge of Eugene at night, but she and I had swapped shifts to change things up and break up the monotony.
I took a right exit off of the highway, as did several cars ahead of us and even more behind us. The base of my skull itched. I was jumpier than a Mexican jumping bean as I kept an eye on the cars behind us through the mirrors. I still had not had a drink. I very badly wanted one. Though I did not like the fact that cars were behind us, the fact they were behind us did not mean they were following us. Eugene and I were heading to the Golden Horseshoe Casino, which was a very popular destination after all. The cars behind us were probably just heading to the casino to blow off some steam and some excess money, and not to blow Eugene’s head off. Even so, I fantasized about shooting at the cars behind us, just to be on the safe side. After all, one of them might have contained a superpowered assassin. I did not give in to the fantasy. The police frowned on people shooting at random cars on the off chance one of them might contain an assassin. Spoilsports.
I looped around the exit to wind up on Casino Way. There were not nearly as many cars on this road as there had been on the highway. I felt even more exposed. With fewer cars to blend in with, it occurred to me a Meta flying overhead would be able to track us as readily as a lion tracked a gazelle on an open plain right before pouncing and ripping its throat out. I wished the thought had not occurred to me. I also wished I had not watched so many nature documentaries.  
The female Metahuman making an attempt on Eugene’s life days before had been enough to convince Eugene my earlier advice had been correct and that he should stay at home so Shadow and I could guard him more effectively. But, after a couple of days of home confinement, Eugene had gotten antsier than a whore at a nunnery. I did not particularly enjoy being stuck at Eugene’s house either having little more to do than stare at all the pictures of Eugene and his wife Gloria and his stepdaughter Sabrina. Everyone looked so happy in those pictures. It reminded me I had no family. In addition to my immediate family being dead, I did not have kids or a wife. Though being constantly surrounded by mementos of Eugene’s happy family made me a bit sad, being a bit sad was better than being run over by a car driven by a homicidal Metahuman. Most things were better than being run over by a homicidal Metahuman. 
The Felonious Five trial was about two weeks away. Eugene had said after a couple of days of being stuck at home he did not know how he was going to stand staying home until the trial started. By the time Saturday had rolled around, he said he could not take being stuck at home anymore. He had said he wanted to go to the Golden Horseshoe to play poker. I had refused. Eugene had argued that with all the security and cameras at the casino, he would be safer there than at home. I refused again. He had said I had proven myself to be more than capable of protecting him. I had refused again. Then, he had played his trump card: he was the client, I was his employee, and if I wanted to continue to get paid, I would do as he said. I had reluctantly given in. If Eugene played poker like he played that trump card, he would bankrupt the other players. 
After a few minutes of driving on Casino Way, the Golden Horseshoe Casino loomed into view like the Rock of Gibraltar in a sea of greed, desperation, and squandered mortgage payments. The casino was located just a few miles outside of Astor City. The tall, sprawling, onyx and silver building was lit up like the set of a movie. If I said you could see the building from space, I would be exaggerating. But I wouldn’t be exaggerating much. The Golden Horseshoe was the largest casino on the east coast of the United States. You could not build a building like that by making sure all your gambling customers were winners. That fundamental mathematical fact did not deter people from flocking to the casino like bees to honey. As someone who enjoyed playing poker from time to time in the past myself, the fact that the house ultimately always won did not deter me either. The records I kept about my playing showed I won more than I lost. The strange thing was, everyone always thought they won more than they lost. Casino owners had been getting rich on that fallacy for years.
I pulled off of Casino Way and into the parking garage of the casino. The fact people flocked to the casino was clear from how packed the parking garage was. Most casinos did the bulk of their business on the weekend, and the Golden Horseshoe was no exception. It being Saturday night, cars were packed like sardines in the six-story structure of the garage.
I wound my way slowly up the parking garage, looking for both assassins and an open parking spot. I hoped to find neither. I hoped there would not be a place to park and we would have to turn around and go back to Eugene’s house. It was not to be. On the fourth floor of the garage the density of the parked cars thinned and we found a parking place. I pulled into it. Why was it parking spots were nowhere to be found when you desperately wanted one, yet readily available when you fervently wished they were not? Speaking as a man, that was also true of erections. Who would have guessed erections and parking spots were equally perverse?
I opened my mouth to share my insight with Eugene. I closed it before the words escaped. Licensed Heroes really ought not go around talking about erections. It was undignified. I understood that instinctively even though the subject had not come up in my Heroic training. “Come up.” Good Lord above—I should have been fully focused on looking for homicidal supervillains, and I was instead nervously distracting myself with penis puns. I really did need a drink to settle my nerves.
“It ever occur to you a penis pun both sounds like a penis pump and is equally likely to make your partner groan?” I asked Eugene.
“What?” he said, startled.
“Never mind,” I said. Wow. I had sunk so low I was both thinking and talking about penis pumps. I really did need that drink.
I shut the vehicle’s engine off. I was carrying my nine millimeter Remington in a hip holster. I knew I would not be allowed to bring it into the casino. There had been a shooting at the Golden Horseshoe a year or so before. Since then metal detectors had been set up at the casino entrances to check for firearms. I hesitated before getting out of the SUV. I thought about smuggling the gun in as I had at the museum days before. Unlike Ginny, Eugene did not carry a purse, but I was confident I could find another way to get the gun into the casino that did not involve purse smuggling. The conversation I had had with Ginny about following the rules and setting an example still rang in my mind, though.
I pulled the hip holster containing my gun off my belt. I leaned over to put the gun into the glove compartment. I locked the compartment. I sat back up and looked at Eugene.
“At the risk of sounding like a broken record,” I said, “going into a crowded public place unarmed when you know a Metahuman is targeting you is a terrible idea. For that matter, going into a public place armed to the teeth when a Meta is targeting you is not such a hot idea, either.”
Eugene grinned at me again.
“I think you might have mentioned something along those lines before,” he said. “I’m willing to risk it. For one thing, I have you with me to protect me. You’ve proven yourself to be more than capable. For another thing, the casino has more security and cameras than the prison I was in. I’ll probably be safer there than if I had stayed at home. Third, if it turns out one of us is in need of a weapon, don’t forget I have the power to conjure one if I need to. Though I haven’t used my power in years because I’m not legally allowed to, that doesn’t mean I won’t use it if my life depends on it. I’m sure the cops and the Heroes’ Guild would understand.”
We got out of the car. I still was not mollified. The comforting weight I usually felt at my side due to my gun was gone. I felt like I was walking in public naked. Actually, being naked would have been better than being clothed and unarmed. At least if I were naked, there was a good chance I would get arrested for indecent exposure and spend the night in a nice, safe jail cell. Plus, if I were naked, it would be easier to pee on an approaching supervillain. It might not prevent her from killing me and Eugene, but at least it might slow her down. It would me. Not too many people outside of certain fetish communities enjoyed being urinated on. Besides, though I was not looking for a superhero code name, Golden Shower was not a bad one.
We made it through the parking garage and down the elevator to the ground floor without incident. As far as I could tell, no one I saw paid us the slightest bit of attention. I could not fight the foreboding that weighed down increasingly on me, though. I told myself I was being a worry wart. I told myself Eugene was right about the casino being a very secure place with a state of the art surveillance system. I told myself this casino would be the last place an assassin would try to make her move in. I told myself everything would be just fine. Telling myself those things did not make me feel better. They only made me worry I was talking to myself too much. Supervillains, penis pumps and puns, feeling naked, golden showers, and now an emerging personality disorder. It was always something.
There was a short line at the main entrance to the casino due to people having to go through the metal detector single file. A large sign mounted next to the casino’s glass and chrome doors read: “No admittance under the age of 21. No firearms or other weapons. No smoking.”
In short order after waiting a bit in line, Eugene and I walked through the metal detectors after emptying our pockets of metal such as change and keys. The security guards looked like they were too sharp to let me sneak into the casino with a sword clenched between my teeth like an oversized metal toothpick. That was a shame. Since I couldn’t bring a gun in, a sword had been my backup plan.
“I’m old enough to remember a time when a naked toddler could walk into a casino smoking an unfiltered cigarette and armed with an Uzi like a free and proud American,” I said to one of the casino employees manning the metal detectors. He looked to be around my age. He wore a grey and black security guard uniform. “My how times have changed.”
The burly man nodded with a slight smile.
“It makes you wonder what the country is coming to,” he agreed. 
Unlike me, the man and his fellow identically dressed security guards were armed. A large caliber black gun rested on the man’s right side in a holster. A pang of gun envy ran through me as I looked at the big guard. Sigmund Freud would make much of that. If Freud were alive, I would tell that filthy-minded charlatan that sometimes gun envy was simply gun envy.
The security guard seemed friendly. I wondered if he would let me borrow his gun if I said “pretty please, with sugar and a cherry on top.” If he knew I had mental conversations with dead psychiatrists, he would probably say no out of fear I was unstable. Who was I kidding? He would probably say no regardless. Stingy, gun-hoarding bastard.
A cacophony of lights and sounds assaulted my ears as Eugene and I made our way across the crowded casino floor. Casinos were the streetwalkers of big businesses—they did not believe in subtlety. In light of how scantily clad the cocktail waitresses were, lack of subtlety was not the only thing the casino had in common with streetwalkers. I had heard the casino had a policy of not hiring a waitress—and yes, they were all waitresses, no men allowed—unless she had a face like Helen of Troy and the measurements of Marilyn Monroe. The casino had been sued once for sex and appearance discrimination because of its hiring practices, but the case had gotten dismissed on a technicality. It was my understanding the true technicality was the fact the casino had paid a few of its waitresses to sleep with the presiding judge before he made his ruling. But, perhaps I did the casino and the judge an injustice by being too cynical. Dealing with criminal Metahumans, the most recent of whom had tried to run me and my client over, tended to have that effect. Call me crazy. 
From all of the flashing lights and computerized voices excitedly announcing winners, you would think everyone on the crowded casino floor was a winner. That was the impression the casino wanted to give you. No machine flashed and no artificial voice shrieked in excitement when people gambled away their last dollar. Those people were forced to slink away without fanfare.
There were over forty-three hundred slot machines and electronic table games in the casino, and almost two hundred live table games including blackjack, roulette, craps, baccarat, and others. Though not every game and table were occupied, most of them were. Business clearly was booming.
“You’re a stockbroker,” I said to Eugene as we threaded our way toward the poker room, located on the other side of the building from the entrance we had come in. I was still trying to watch everyone. It was hard to do with only two eyes without spinning around like a top. “Think I should invest some money in casino stock?”
“There are worse investments,” Eugene said. “After all, the cliché ‘the house always wins’ is a cliché for a reason.” Eugene gestured at the surrounded gamblers vaguely. “Everything on the casino floor is a sucker’s game, with the odds tilted in favor of the casino. Sure, you might win something every now and then. But over time, the casino will come out ahead. It’s as inevitable as taxes and as certain as death. You’ll never catch me playing anything out here. I only play poker. Although the casino takes a small percentage of each pot, at least there I’m playing against other people who have the exact same chance of winning and losing I do. It’s an equal playing field where skill wins out in the end, unlike in the rest of the casino.”
“I agree,” I said. “Poker is the only kind of gambling I ever do too. I played semi-professionally for a while when I was still fighting MMA. Before I stood for the Trials and became a licensed Hero.”
“You did?” Eugene said, looking and sounding surprised. “I have a hard time picturing you sitting still at a table day after day hunched over cards. Too sedentary. And, no offense, but poker is a thinking man’s game. You seem like more of a man of action.”
I nodded, still looking around. No one seemed to be paying us an unusual amount of attention.
“I’m smarter than I look,” I said. “Just barely maybe, but still smarter.” The fact I was trying to protect someone by bringing him into a casino full of thousands of strangers made me question if I really was smarter than I looked. I wished for the umpteenth time I had put my foot down with Eugene over this foolhardy excursion.
I could not shake the foreboding, a feeling of impending doom. I hoped the feeling was wrong. I had gotten such a feeling before, more times than I could remember.
I knew it rarely was.
 



CHAPTER 11
A professional poker player once said that poker, properly played, consisted of hours of boredom punctuated by moments of sheer terror. The same could be said of being a Hero.  
I was in the hours of boredom portion of being a Hero. Eugene was in the high stakes area of the poker room, playing $50/$100 no-limit Texas hold ‘em at a table with eight other players. I alternated between sitting and standing near him, alert to any danger while keeping half an eye on the game and how Eugene was doing. If I had better business sense and a worse moral sense, I would have also kept an eye open for an opportunity to slip into my pocket some of the high value chips the players in the high stakes area were tossing around like they were pennies. As I watched, dollar amounts average people would have been proud to call their yearly incomes passed back and forth among the high stakes players in seconds without them batting an eye or breaking a sweat. Though they seemed completely unfazed by it all, watching that kind of money changing hands so rapidly made me vaguely nervous even though the money was not mine. It reminded me of what F. Scott Fitzgerald said: the rich are different from you and me. Yeah, they have a lot more money. And, the people in the high stakes area were not afraid to lose it.  
The high stakes area only contained eight tables. It was on the far end of the fifty-five table poker room, separated from the masses in the rest of the large rectangular room by a waist-high, gold-plated railing. I normally was a part of the masses, but since I was with Eugene, I was allowed to hang out in an area my net worth would not permit me to if I were there by myself. In light of the amounts of money that were being won and lost in the high stakes area, it would not have surprised me if the railing was actually made of gold as opposed to being merely gold in color. I spent some of the time I was bored daydreaming about ripping it up and smuggling it out under my jacket. But, I could not figure out how to do it without being spotted. There were a multitude of domed security cameras mounted in the room’s high ceiling that looked like flies’ eyes. There were also armed security guards posted in the high stakes area. I would have to give stealing the railing further thought later. If real, I could retire on the gold that railing contained. It was good to have a retirement plan. Relying on a 401(k) was too dull. A Hero’s retirement plan really ought to involve more pizzazz.
The $50/$100 I mentioned earlier referred to the stakes of the game Eugene sat in. The minimum buy-in at the table was ten thousand. Eugene had bought in for twenty thousand. I really should have charged him more to protect him.
Having played semi-professionally, I often watched and enjoyed poker being played on television. But, on televised poker, either sensors embedded in the cards or cameras under the table informed the viewer what everyone held. The television viewer could therefore play along at home, rooting for the players to raise or fold. Watching people play poker live when you could not see their cards, though? I would say that was like watching paint dry, but that would be an insult to drying paint.
To keep myself from falling asleep, I practiced a new application of my powers I had started toying with shortly before Clara Barton died. Since such a large percentage of the human body was water, my powers allowed me to sense things like blood pressure, someone’s pulse, and the rate at which they were sweating. Lie detector machines did the same thing to determine if someone was lying. The principle behind them was that your body reacted one way when you were telling the truth, and another way when you were lying. So, I had recently been using my powers as a method to determine if someone was lying. Since a poker bluff was a form of lying—you were pretending your hand was strong when it was actually weak—standing around watching poker seemed like a golden opportunity to hone my new skill. Once I had observed the people at Eugene’s table long enough to determine the baseline for their bodies’ reactions, I found I could predict with uncanny accuracy whether the people at Eugene’s table were lying or telling the truth about the strength of their hands. I was Truman Lord, the Human Polygraph. Cheating spouses had best beware. I might never be able to ethically play poker again. It would be like taking candy from a baby.
I stood from my seat behind Eugene. I stretched, feeling my joints pop. We had been here for hours. There had not been the slightest hint of any potential danger to Eugene. I was tired of practicing my lie detecting skills and was bored to death. But, being bored to death was better than being shot to death by a Metahuman. Every cloud had its silver lining.
I looked out to survey the poker room yet again. That was easy enough to do as the high stakes area was on a large dais that was a foot or so higher than the rest of the room. The gold railing and the dais separating the high stakes area from the rest of the room said loudly, clearly, and undemocratically, “That part is for you; this part is for us.” Looking out, I felt like Marie Antoinette surveying a mob. It was weird because normally I was a part of the mob being told to eat cake.
Like the rest of the casino, the poker room was packed, and almost every seat at every table was filled. High definition television monitors were imbedded into the brightly colored walls. A few displayed a list of the people who were waiting for a seat to open up at a poker table; most were tuned to various sporting events from around the world. The televisions were all on mute, so the only sounds in the cavernous room came from the players themselves and the casino employees. Players talked, laughed, and cursed. Dealers yelled out for floor managers. Masseuses massaged the stress out of players, or tried to. Waitresses who looked like they had stepped out of the pages of Playboy flitted about in their black and white tight dresses from player to player and from tip to tip like bees flying from flower to flower. They handed out alcohol like it was water. Drinks in the casino were free. The casino wanted to encourage the bad decision-making and reckless spending that went hand-in-hand with alcohol. My mouth watered at the thought of fortifying myself with a drink. The headache I had been suffering from the last few days had not gone away. I had not had a drink since Eugene hired me. I very badly wanted one, especially since I had a bird’s-eye view of the people in the poker room drinking like fish. I thought a drink would settle my nerves and dilute the irrational feeling of foreboding I still had not been able to shake. Surely a drink or two wouldn’t hurt.
I shook my head, trying to shake loose the though. I needed to tune out my body’s cravings for a drink. I tried to focus on something else. I continued my survey of the room. About a dozen people were clustered on the outside of the railing surrounding the high stakes area, watching the action they no doubt could not afford to play in. Such onlookers were so common, poker had a term for them: railbirds. Railbird was not a half-bad name for a superhero. “Fear my locomotive-like strength or I’ll peck you to death! Caw!!!” might be his catchphrase.
On second thought, that was a terrible superhero name and worse catchphrase. Lack of a drink was affecting my creativity. A shockingly high number of people already thought I was not funny. I feared if I did not get a drink soon, I would open my mouth and prove those haters correct.
I shook my head vigorously again, clearing it of thoughts of lame catchphrases if not of thoughts of a drink.
I resumed looking at the railbirds. Most of them were not noteworthy. No one held a sign reading “Danger: Metahuman Assassin.” It would be most helpful if Metahuman assassins were polite enough to hold such signs. Sneaky bastards.
A few of the railbirds were noteworthy. A woman caught my eye. I realized with a sudden start I recognized her. I did not know from where. My heart started to race. Was she a threat? She was a light-skinned Indian woman with hazel eyes and raven black hair. She was dressed in a red outfit that hugged her slim but curvy body like it was trying to smother her to death. Actually, to say it was a dress was a bit of an overstatement: it was more of a cross between a dress and a particularly large postage stamp. The woman’s nipples and genitals were not visible, but just barely. Her towering heels matched the color of her dress. Walking in those shoes must have taken the balance of a gymnast. Shoes like that were not really designed to be walked in anyway. They were designed to be looked at, and to lengthen the legs and stick out of the butt of the wearer so they would be looked at too.  
I could not figure out where I knew the woman from. Though she appeared to be about as dangerous as a model on a catwalk, looks can be deceiving. I regretted not smuggling my gun in. The woman I recognized was standing next to another woman I did not. Her companion, a blonde white woman, was similarly attired, though in black instead of red.
The Indian woman must have felt me looking at her. Her eyes flicked over to mine. She studied me coolly. Then, her eyes suddenly widened in recognition. She looked away. The panic which has been mounting in me faded. The woman looking away from me made me suddenly realize where I knew her from.
The Indian woman’s blonde companion noticed her reaction to me. She looked at me as well. Her blue eyes looked me up and down assessingly. She was no doubt appraising my net worth and calculating how much of it she could extract from me. For, I now recognized the Indian woman as being a high-priced call girl. Based on her appearance and attitude, her blonde friend was one as well. Birds of a feather flocked together. For the right amount of money they would no doubt do more than just flock. But who was I to judge how other people flocked behind closed doors?
Almost a year ago I had kicked in a hotel room door while on the hunt for a supervillain named Wrecking Ball. I found him all right: in bed, naked, with his wrecking balls deep in the Indian woman who now stood at the railing. Wrecking Ball’s hands—and other parts—had been full when I burst in, so knocking him unconscious had been an easy matter. Since I was not a vice cop, I had simply told the Indian woman to get out before I dealt with Wrecking Ball.
“But he hasn’t paid me yet!” she had protested as she stood in front of me naked.
“Demanding payment for an illegal act from a licensed Hero? Pretty cheeky,” I had said to her. The irony of my use of the word “cheeky” had seemed lost on her as she had stood in front of me with her full buttocks bare. I had fished Wrecking Ball’s wallet out of his pants on the floor and paid the woman. As she had walked out of the door clutching her clothes, she had averted her eyes from mine then just as she had now in the casino. It was her doing so now that made me recognize her. The fact she was wearing more clothes now than then—though barely—was probably why I had not recognized her immediately.
These two scantily clad railbirds were no doubt on the hunt for a couple of rich worms, which was probably why they were perched next to the railing surveying the people on the other side like livestock about to be slaughtered.
From birds to worms to cattle. I really needed to work on not mixing my metaphors. 
I was more relaxed now that I realized why I recognized the Indian woman. I was tempted to walk up to her and her friend and ask them “How’s tricks?” but I was afraid they would not appreciate the pun. After all, the Indian woman had not noticed the double-meaning behind the word “cheeky” when I had encountered her before. I was not going to waste good puns twice on the same person. I was famous for my pun frugality.
I turned my attention away from the hookers. I continued to look around. I stopped. Yet another woman at the rail was vaguely familiar to me. As with the Indian woman, I could not put my finger on why. This woman was of average height, and had on white pants and a fitted black silk top. The most striking thing about her was her hair. Her hair was snow white and matched her pants. The color was clearly not natural, but it suited her somehow. Everything else about the woman was so ordinary that the hair seemed fitting, like a bright pocket square adding a splash of color to an otherwise dull business suit.
As I looked at the woman and tried to dredge up from my throbbing brain why she seemed familiar to me, the woman locked eyes with me. The woman’s face was expressionless. Then, without her face otherwise moving a muscle, the woman winked at me. She then looked away. The woman’s face was so serious and the wink happened so quickly I was not sure I had not simply imagined it.
I shook my head to try to clear it. It hurt. I felt unsteady, unfocused. The boredom I was experiencing was not helping. Being surrounded by drinks and drinkers most definitely was not helping. I was terribly thirsty, but it was not water I craved. I felt like a man dying of thirst afloat in an ocean of undrinkable sea water.
I was of little use to Eugene like this. An assassin might be standing right in front of me, and I would miss him.
I leaned down over Eugene’s shoulder.
“I’ve got to go to the bathroom,” I said to him. Eugene looked up from the table.
“But we just went not that long ago,” he said. Eugene had needed to use the bathroom before, and I had escorted him. I had felt a little bit like his mother. If Eugene’s mother was as hairy as I though, God only knew how she convinced his father to get inside of her long enough to produce Eugene. Entangled him in her chest hair, maybe.
“True, but the call of nature waits for no one,” I said. “Just stay at the table. I’ll be back before you’ll know I’m gone.”
Eugene nodded in agreement. He immediately turned his attention back to the poker table. It occurred to me Eugene might have a gambling addiction. There were a lot of addiction problems going around.
I walked through the small opening in the gold railing and down the three stairs to the main poker room floor. I noticed out of my peripheral vision that the Indian prostitute studiously ignored me as I swept close by her. My mind was not focused on her, though; I was just focused on getting out of the poker room. Even so, with each step I took towards the bathroom located outside the other end of the poker room, something nagged at the edge of my consciousness. It tried to demand my attention, like a gnat I could hear but not see. I threaded my way through the poker tables and the throng of people to get out of the poker room, which took me almost a full minute to do.
Once outside the poker room, I turned right, towards the men’s bathroom. I stopped at the bathroom entrance and waited. There were so many casino patrons there that night and so many waitresses buzzing around to serve them that I knew I would not have to wait long. I only waited for about thirty seconds before a waitress burdened with a tray full of drinks swung into view by walking around a slot machine and towards me.
“Can I take a couple of those drinks off your hands, miss?” I said to her as she approached.
She glanced at me. She gave me a tired smile. Her caked on makeup hid how young she was. If you scrubbed it off of her, she would barely look old enough to drink the drinks she was carrying. Based on how she was walking, her high-heeled feet hurt as much as my head did.
“Sorry, sir, but another patron ordered these,” she said. She stopped in front of me when she saw the twenty dollar bill I was holding. Her smile widened a bit. “Well hello, Mr. Jackson. It turns out you were the person who ordered these drinks. I didn’t recognize you at first.”
I smiled back at her. Her name tag read Nicole. I tucked the twenty into the cup Nicole kept on her tray for tips. Without examining the selection of drinks on the tray, I picked up two cups at random. If I took the time to figure out what was in the drinks, I might stop myself from drinking them. I was in no mood to stop myself.
“Thanks, Nicole,” I said. Even without swallowing a drop, I felt better simply holding the drinks in my hand.
“You’re very welcome,” she said, smiling up at me. Her eyes flashed with a look of interest I knew all too well. I knew it so well because I was usually the one who had it in my eye. “The next time you need a drink—or anything else—you be sure to find me.” Nicole then walked away. Her hips swayed in an exaggerated fashion as she left. I knew because I examined them closely. Though I was not old enough to be Nicole’s father, I felt old enough these days to be her grandfather. As a result, I felt faintly creepy and pedophilic as I watched the young woman walk away. It was not enough to stop me from looking. Though I did not think it likely, what if Nicole turned out to be the Metahuman I had encountered days before? Occasional creepiness and eternal vigilance were the high price one paid to be a Hero.
Once Nicole and her hips turned the corner, I turned my attention to the drinks in my hands. They were in clear plastic cups. The casino did not serve drinks in glass. It would be too easy for a drunken brawl to turn deadly if someone in the casino had easy access to broken glass. The drink in my left hand was clear and bubbly. It was a vodka tonic from the look and smell of it. The other one was dark, filled with mashed fruit and ice, and smelled of rum. At the risk of sounding sexist, it was a girly drink. It was not something I personally would ever order. But hey, any port in a storm. I would have preferred actual port, though.
I started to lift the vodka tonic to my lips. I stopped halfway. After all, I had given my word to Eugene I would not drink while I worked to protect him.
What Eugene does not know won’t hurt him, a voice in my head whispered seductively. Besides, we’re doing this for him. We’re shaky and unfocused. The drinks will take the edge off. Make us more effective.
A faint memory of something from days before at Perk Up hovered at the edge of my awareness. I shove the not fully formed thought to the side. I returned my attention to the drink in my hand. It was room temperature. No ice. Just the way I liked it.
I lifted it to my lips. The smell of it filled my nose and my awareness. God, how I missed the smell and the feeling that followed. Wasn’t that feeling more important than some cheap words I had mouthed to Eugene before?
Unbidden, the last images I had of Clara Barton and my sister Helen before they died rose in my mind, like restless ghosts. There was a look of reproof and disappointment on their faces. Regret and self-loathing washed over me like a wave. My throat felt tight. My eyes got wet, blurring the sight of the liquid in the cup. It shimmered through my tears, like the mirage of an oasis in the searing heat of a desert. Like a mirage, maybe the solace I sought in the alcohol was not real either.
The cup was against my closed lips. Opening them and taking a long swallow would be the easiest thing in the world to do. But, hadn’t Helen died because a Lord had taken a drink when he should not have? Hadn’t I already failed to protect Clara? Would taking this drink lead me to failing Eugene, too? What would Clara think of me if I broke my word to Eugene? She had looked up to me. Though she was dead, I still wanted her to be able to look up to me. And, I still wanted to be able to look myself in the eye. That was something that had been harder and harder for me to do the deeper I climbed into bottles.
I stopped myself before my lips opened to swallow. No. No, the feeling that accompanied the alcohol was not more important than my promises. What the hell was wrong with me? My word, once given, used to be an unbreakable bond. How could anyone trust me as a Hero or a man if that was not the case? How could I trust myself? True, Eugene would not know I had taken a drink. But, anyone could keep his word or do the right thing when someone was looking over his shoulder. Wasn’t the true measure of a man what he did when no one was looking?
Though I still wanted to drain it dry, I lowered the cup of vodka. My heart pounded. Before I changed my mind, I started to dump the two cups into the trash bin outside the bathroom. I stopped before doing it. I did not want some overworked janitor to have to deal with a wet, alcohol-reeking mass of trash.
I stepped into the men’s bathroom. Against one of the long walls of the rectangular room was a row of sinks under a long mirror. I went to the nearest sink. An elderly, white-haired black man was washing his hands in the sink next to me. I dumped the vodka tonic into the sink. The smell of liquor filled the air. I cupped my hand over the top of the other drink and upended it, catching the ice and mashed up fruit in my fingers as the liquid poured down around them into the sink. No sense in making some cleaning person have to clean up after my mess by dumping the whole thing—fruit, ice, and all—into the sink. The downside was I wanted to lick my fingers clean.
Through the mirror in front of us, the black man watched me dump the drinks out. He had a slightly amused look on his face. 
“Decided you’ve had enough? Smart man. It’s good to know your limits,” the man said. “Believe me, I’ve been there.” He winked at me. I froze.
The wink. That was it! His wink flipped a switch in me. The thing that had been buzzing around my head on the edge of my consciousness suddenly came into clear view. I knew why the woman at the rail with the white hair looked familiar. The woman at the rail who had winked at me was the same woman I had winked at days before in Perk Up. Her different clothing, hair color, hair-style, and lack of glasses had thrown me off. But it was her.  I was sure of it. And, that woman was the same height and build of the Meta I had confronted after she tried to run us down. I could not believe I had not realized it before. Perhaps alcohol—or, lack of it—had dulled my mind and instincts.
What were the chances it was a random coincidence the same woman was in both Perk Up and the casino at the same time Eugene and I were? I was no mathematician, but I feared the answer was zero. Not all fear was the result of irrational paranoia. I had learned over the years a seeming coincidence was often the workings of a plot you were not privy to.
That all went through my mind in a horrifying flash. Cursing, I dropped the cups onto the floor. Fruit and ice sprayed out like shrapnel. I bolted out of the bathroom, shoving a man who was coming in out of the way. I left his cries of protest behind. My hand was wet with rum. I flew up the short stairs to the poker room. Even from this far away, I could see there was a commotion in the high stakes area on the far end of the room. My heart sank. I rushed through the crowded poker room as quickly as I could, suspecting and dreading what I would find when I got to the other side.
I leapt onto the high stakes dais and burst through the opening in the railing. A knot of people surrounded Eugene’s table, obscuring him from my sight. I pushed and shoved my way through them. I froze in front of Eugene’s chair. I saw what I halfway expected to see, and what I wholeheartedly did not want to see.
Eugene was sitting where I left him. His open, unseeing eyes stared off into the distance. He was frowning slightly, as if he was solving a particularly thorny math problem in his head. There was a hole in his clothes, just right of the center of his chest. The hole was about the size of an oversized pencil. A bit of coagulated blood formed an oblong bubble right below the hole. It looked like a giant crimson tear.
I leaned over Eugene’s body. There was a slight smell of ozone and of cooked meat, like someone had just seared a steak. I reached out to check Eugene’s pulse on his neck. My hand stank of rum. The smell was a silent reproach. When I touched him, Eugene’s body slumped forward a bit. The same hole that was on the front of him was also on his back. There was also a hole through the back of the chair. The edges of the hole in the chair were charred.
My fingers confirmed what my powers said. My powers had told me before I even touched Eugene that his heart was no longer pumping blood through his body. I had hoped I was so keyed up that my powers were wrong, though I had known they were not. Wishful thinking.
Eugene was dead.
I stood up straight. Rage bubbled up inside of me, threatening to erupt. I was angry at whoever had done this, yes. But, I was especially angry at myself. Eugene had been killed while I was off scoring a drink.
First Clara had died on my watch, now Eugene.
Some bodyguard I turned out to be.
Some Hero.
 



CHAPTER 12
Okay, I had been gone from Eugene’s side for how long? Five minutes? Seven minutes, tops? The person who killed Eugene could not have gotten far.
I glanced around. The man who had been sitting next to Eugene at the poker table was now standing a couple of feet away, staring at Eugene’s body with open-mouthed disbelief. He looked like he had just seen an UFO abduct Bigfoot. Though the man had pale skin, he looked even paler than he had before I left.
“How long ago did this happen?” I asked him. I had to say it again in a louder voice for the question to sink in. The man looked at me, shaking his head as if awaking from a dream.
“A couple of minutes ago,” he said. “Maybe a little more or less.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” volunteered another bystander, a heavyset woman with long brown hair. “There was a bright flash of light, and then suddenly your friend was like this.”
“Did you see where the light came from?” I asked her. She seemed less shell-shocked than the man. She shook her head no. “Did anyone see where the light came from?” I asked, raising my voice to address the growing crowd of people who were gathering around. The question was met with a chorus of noes and head shakes. Great. A room full of people, and no one saw what happened. At least they had been in the room. That was more than I could say.
The array of cameras in the room no doubt recorded where the light came from. I could look at their footage later. In the meantime, I had a sneaking suspicion of where the light had come from: the woman who I winked at a few days ago and who had winked back at me just a few minutes ago.
I jumped on a chair. Though I was taller than almost everyone around me, I wanted an even better vantage point. I took a quick but careful look around. I did not see the white-haired woman in or near the high stakes area. With her unusual hair color, she would have been hard to miss.
“Someone tell a casino employee my friend needs a doctor,” I said, jumping back down. I was on the move through the crowd of people as soon as my feet hit the floor. I knew it was too late for a doctor to do anything unless there was a doctor who could raise the dead. Couldn’t hurt to be safe, though. “And someone call 911,” I shouted, pushing through the ever-growing throng of people.
I went back down onto the main poker room floor. I moved as quickly as I dared while still being attentive as I went through the players and tables to the poker room exit. I kept my eyes peeled for the white-haired woman. I did not see her as I worked my way through the room. Frankly, I had not expected to. If I had just killed someone in a crowded area, I would not stick around either. I would leave the area as quickly as I could without seeming to be in a hurry in order to avoid drawing attention to myself. I would operate under the assumption that was what she was doing, and head to the nearest casino exit in the hopes I could find her before she got out of the building. It was my best shot. Maybe my only one. If the woman escaped the building, how would I find her then? I doubted she would turn up in the casino’s Lost and Found. Maybe my good sense and judgment were there. I clearly did not have them with me when I stupidly left Eugene alone.
Later, I said to myself. There will be plenty of time for self-blame later. Right now, focus on finding the white-haired woman.
I stepped out of the poker room. A couple of minutes had passed since the flash of light and Eugene’s death, the pale-faced dazed man had said. It had taken me maybe a minute more to do a sweep of the poker room. The white-haired woman could not have gotten too far in just a few minutes. The casino was packed. Moving through the crowd would take her some time, especially if she was moving slowly enough to not draw attention to herself.
I knew there were two entrances to the casino: the one Eugene and I had come in on the north side of the casino, and another on the east side of the building. The east side entrance was closer to the poker room. If I were the white-haired woman, I would head to the closest exit. I moved in that direction, hoping I had guessed correctly. I started counting seconds off in my head. One, two, three four, five . . . I hurried, not quite running, but certainly moving faster than the people around me. I wanted to run. I resisted the impulse. It would be almost impossible to run flat out in this crowd of people. Also, I might miss spotting the white-haired woman if I ran. Additionally, running would draw the attention of security. People running in a casino tended to have done something wrong, like stealing money. Security would no doubt accost me and have me explain why I was running. I did not have time to stop or to make explanations or to enlist their aid.
I still counted. Fifty-three, fifty-four, fifty-five. When I counted off a full minute, I stopped. If the woman had a couple of minutes’ head start on me but she was walking slower than I, she should be right around here. I spun in place, looking. It was hard to see clearly with all the people and the tall casino machines in the way.
I jumped on top of the closest gaming table. Unfortunately, the table was full of players. Blackjack, maybe. I was not paying attention. I did not care. Chips, cards, and drinks went flying. I was now high enough to see a pretty good distance. I spun around on top of the table, carefully searching for the white-haired woman. I did not see her. Damn.
“Sir, patrons are not permitted on top of the gaming tables,” the bored voice of the dealer floating up to me from his perch in the middle of the horseshoe-shaped table. A symphony of angry and irritated voices from the gamblers at the table played around me. The voice of the dealer, though, was flat and unemotional. It was a jaded voice, the voice of someone who had seen and heard everything. If he had worked in casinos for any length of time, he probably had seen everything. Maybe I was not the first Hero to clamber on top of his table.
I jumped down. I hurried again towards the exit. I started counting again. Twenty-six, twenty-seven, twenty-eight. When I hit thirty seconds, I jumped onto of the nearest table again. This table was also occupied. Chip stacks toppled and drinks spilled. Voices of surprise and anger rose below me. It was déjà vu all over again. I peered out at the people on the casino floor, paying particular attention to the people moving in the direction of the exit. No, it was not quite déjà vu. I saw a flash of white hair. Since I was looking so hard for it, it stood out like a neon sign. I could see the back of the woman’s head. She was, as I had guessed, on the move toward the exit. She was a couple of hundred feet from where I was.
“Sir, you have to get down,” a voice from below said. This was no bored voice this time. This was a firm voice of command. I looked down to see a casino security guard. He looked up at me, annoyed. There was an earpiece in his ear. Either he happened to be standing there coincidentally, or someone monitoring the security cameras had seen me jump up on the first table and had sent this guy after me.
“Sure thing,” I said to him. I hopped down in front of him. He was around my age, big in a weight-lifter kind of way, and slightly shorter than I. Though he was armed like the other guards I had observed, his hand was not near his weapon. He no doubt was used to dealing with drunk and rowdy gamblers and had not been trained to have his hand on his weapon when confronting someone. “No need to scare the patrons,” the people who trained him probably had reasoned. Not a good idea.
“Sorry,” I said to the guard in apology, but not for standing on the table. I jabbed him hard in his stomach with my left fist. He gasped in pain. I followed up with a hard chop with the side of my right hand onto the man’s trapezius muscle, near his head. The guard collapsed like an empty suit. I bent down and took his gun from his holster. I thumbed off the safety. The whole thing had only taken a few seconds. The weight of the gun felt reassuring in my hand. Though I had my powers, of course, it was good to be armed again. Sometimes a bullet—or the threat of one—could do what superpowers could not.
I stood. I rushed in the direction I had seen the white-haired woman. I was faintly aware of voices raised in alarm behind me, no doubt caused by my encounter with the guard. I held his borrowed gun at my side. I did not want to shoot someone by accident. If the white-haired woman was guilty as I suspected, I would not have minded shooting her on purpose, though.
I had to hurry. Not only did I not want the woman to escape, but I knew I would soon be swarmed by more security guards. This time, they would have their weapons at the ready. I had to get to the woman before the guards got to me.  
I hastened my pace through the crowd of people. In my rush, I pushed some people out of the way. Cries of complaint rose in my wake. There she was. Right ahead of me. The commotion I was causing must have alerted her. She turned her head. She saw me. She turned all the way around to face me. Now that I had connected the dots, it was obvious looking by at her she was the woman I had winked at in the coffee shop days before. I leveled my gun at her.
“Freeze!” I shouted. Unoriginal, yes, but it got the point across. A couple of people close-by screamed. People took one look at me and my gun and scampered out of the way. It was like watching the Red Sea part. In seconds the path between me and the woman had largely cleared. 
The woman smiled at me. She seemed unfazed by the gun pointed at her. Not the reaction I expected. Her left eye glowed pink. Suddenly, there was a slight haze around her left eye, like a pink fog. I considered firing. No, too high of a chance of hitting an innocent bystander. Instinctively, I dove to the right, behind a tall slot machine. Too late. A beam of pink light lanced out from the woman’s left eye. The light struck me in the left side. I heard a bunch of screams. Mine was one of them. My left side felt like someone had stabbed me with a hot poker. I collapsed behind the slot machine, hitting my head on the chair mounted to the floor in front of it. My head throbbed, adding insult to injury.
I looked down. A hole was in my clothes, the edges of which smoked. I hastily pulled my shirt up. There was a wound on the edge of my left torso. It bled a bit, though not as much as I would have thought. The flesh around it looked charred. Maybe the heat from the energy beam partially cauterized the wound, preventing me from bleeding too much. Though it hurt like the devil, nothing vital seemed hurt. That would not have been the case had I not reacted in time. A bit to the right, and bye-bye Truman Lord. But as it was, I would live. For now. If I took another shot in the wrong place, I might not. I resolved to not get shot in the wrong place. Easier said than done.
A young man was crouched down at another slot machine to the right of me. He barely looked old enough to be in here. He looked at the gun in my hand with fear in his eyes.
“Are you one of the good guys?” he asked. His voice quavered.
“Yes. Though sometimes it’s hard for me to tell,” I said. I winced in pain. “Stay down. I’m a Hero. I got this.”
I peeked my head around the slot machine a bit to see where the Meta was. She had barely moved. Waiting for me to make another appearance, probably. Now that I could see her again, I could lock onto her with my powers despite the crowd of other people. Her left eye glowed pink again. I snapped my head back. Right where my head had been, the slot machine exploded. Coins rained down on me. And me without an umbrella.
“You sure you got this?” I heard the young man shout over the bedlam. I did not answer. Everyone was a critic.
Now that I had a lock on the woman’s water signature despite the crowds, I could exert my powers on her directly. I reached out with my mind, attempting to prevent oxygen from dissolving into the water in her blood. It was a delicate process; if I proceeded too hastily, I would kill her. Tempting, but no. If I was successful, the woman would be unconscious in just a few moments.
Damn it! It wasn’t working. The woman’s biochemistry was slightly off. It was not like that of a regular human’s. Not every Metahuman’s was. I would not be able to exert my powers directly on the woman. If I got up to confront the woman physically, though, she would blow my head off. Time for Plan B.
My powers told me water pipes ran through the walls and ceiling of the casino. Not to mention there was water in plastic bottles and cups scattered about. I exerted my will. The water pipes nearby burst. Water gushed out of the walls and ceiling. More screams. As the water rushed out, I turned it and the water in the nearby cups and bottles into a fine mist. In mere seconds, a thick fog swirled in the area. Though people were still yelling and running about, the sounds became strangely muffled. You couldn’t see an inch past your face. Unless the female Meta had some sort of super-vision, she would not be able to see me in the fog. Thanks to the lock I had on her water signature with my mind, I would be able to “see” her, in a way, with my powers. Despite the thick, soupy fog, the outline of the Meta’s body glowed in my mind like a body viewed through infrared goggles.
Could the Meta still see me anyway? Only one way to find out. I stood. I stepped quickly away from the ruined slot machine. I was not drilled by another energy beam. Good. Things were looking up.
Emboldened, I advanced on the Meta’s location. People screamed and milled about, confused by what was going on. Casinos were not supposed to be foggy. I pushed people roughly aside as I came closer to the Meta. Almost there. Damn it! My powers sensed she was airborne. She was flying towards the exit she had been walking towards before I confronted her. She was fast. She was going to get away.
Since she was no longer surrounded by people, I fired my weapon several times at her in the air. More screams, more running, more panic. I operated on adrenaline, anger, and instinct in shooting. Later it occurred to me firing a gun in a crowded enclosed area was not a good idea. The Meta did not slow down. I did not know if I had hit her or not. If I did not stop her, she would get away.
I made more water rush out from the pipes near the exit. I slammed a torrent of it against the doors of the exit, cooling it quickly. With loud cracks that sounded like more gunfire, a wall of ice formed in front of the exit. Would it be enough to stop the Meta?
No. Even through the pea soup fog, I saw a pink light lanced out. The entire area was suddenly suffused with a bright pink light. There was a combination of a crack and explosion. My ice wall gave way. I sensed it more than I could see it. There was a rush of air. The fog seemed to clear a bit. I ran. I dissipated more of the fog with my mind so I could see better.
I was soon at the exit. A hole had been blown through my thick ice barrier and through the doors behind it. I sensed the Meta receding off into the sky outside of the casino. In seconds, I could sense her no more. She was gone.
I had let her escape. Again.
Great.
I shook my head at myself in disgust. Though adrenaline had made me forget about it, my head still hurt from where I had slammed it against the chair when I had dived for cover. I clutched my side. It still felt like it was on fire. My clothes were wet thanks to the water I had unleashed. They clung to me like a heavy second skin.
I made the fog dissipate. I formed a sheet of ice over the cracks I had blown in the water pipes. The water spewing out stopped running. The pipes would have to be patched or replaced, but the ice would hold the water back for now. With the disappearance of the fog and the stopping of the water, there was a fresh surge of panic due to the sudden change. I looked around. Everywhere was pandemonium. People were scrambling around like ants. Some were trying to get out. Others were scooping up chips. Fistfights were breaking out. It was a riot. 
Here was my casino trip in a nutshell: I had abandoned my client to go get a drink even though I had promised him not to. He was killed while I was gone, presumably by the Metahuman woman I had just chased. That Metahuman woman had gotten away from me, just as she had when I had confronted her days ago. I had assaulted a casino employee and taken his gun. I had fired that gun surrounded by throngs of people, putting lives at risk. Oh, and I had caused a riot. I had done all that while under more electronic surveillance than they had in Fort Knox.
I was not having a good night.
Unfortunately for Eugene, his night was worse.
 



CHAPTER 13
“Despite the State’s Attorney’s argument that the Defendant is a dangerous Metahuman who should remain in custody until trial in the interest of public safety, I believe defense counsel’s arguments are more compelling,” Judge Leon Archibald said.
Willard Flushing, the Astor City State’s Attorney, stood behind the table in the courtroom reserved for the prosecutor’s office. He frowned at the judge’s words. Willard glanced over at me with obvious dislike on his face. He was a tall, lean man with a haircut that looked like it had cost almost as much as his expensive suit. He wore rimless glasses. I was pretty sure he only wore them to make him look smarter. They did not work.
I was tempted to bend over and moon Willard. I did not. Doing so at my bail hearing did not seem like the appropriate time or place. Occasionally, I could control my impulses. If only I had done so the day before when I allowed Eugene to be murdered. Besides, I was in handcuffs and wore a one-piece green Astor City Department of Corrections jumpsuit. Exposing my butt enough to moon Willard would have required Houdini-like dexterity. It was just as well. I knew Willard to be a closeted homosexual who secretly cheated on his wife by having so much sex with men it was as if he was trying to medal in the gay sex Olympics. He might have misconstrued me mooning him as an invitation. He was not my type.
A few feet from Willard and the prosecutor’s table, my attorney Laura Leonard and I stood behind the defense table. Laura looked the way I imagined a fairy with glasses would look. She was skinny, over a foot shorter than I even in her heels, and had natural blonde hair and blue eyes. She was so tiny, it seemed like a strong gust of wind might blow her away. She was one of the smartest people I knew. Maybe the weight of her intellect served as an anchor. Laura had a Bachelor of Science degree in biology from Johns Hopkins University, a Juris Doctor degree from Yale University, and a Ph.D. from the school of hard knocks. She had started off in life in a trailer in rural Kentucky.
I was so much bigger than Laura, it was as if we belonged to two different species of humans: her Homo Sapiens, and me Homo Screwupicus. In my Corrections Department green jumpsuit, I felt like the jolly green giant standing next to Laura. Minus the jolly part. I was still pissed at myself for letting Eugene get killed and for letting his presumed killer get away.
After being arrested the night before at the casino and charged with reckless endangerment, destruction of property, assault, battery, and theft for attacking the security guard and taking his gun, I had spent the night in jail. Laura and Willard had just finished making their arguments to the judge regarding bail and whether I should be released pending trial. Normally a lowly assistant State’s Attorney handled something as routine as a bail hearing instead of the head prosecutor himself. But, Willard had told the judge at the beginning of the hearing he was handling it himself because “Mr. Lord is a dangerous Metahuman with a history of disrespect for the law.” I suspected the real reason was partly schadenfreude, partly Willard wanted to be the one responsible for keeping me in jail, and partly the fact Willard was an attention-whore and wanted to showboat for the members of the press in attendance. The press was there because it was not every day a licensed Hero got arrested. By virtue of our licenses, Heroes had limited police powers which afforded us some leeway when battling supervillains. The State’s Attorney was arguing I had exceeded the scope of my authority at the casino.
Since Willard had gone out of his way to handle my bail hearing himself, perhaps that Christmas card I had sent him featuring myself nearly nude had been a mistake. Truly no good deed went unpunished. That was what I got for showing my Christmas spirit. Christmas spirit was not the only thing I had shown on the card.
“I believe defense counsel’s argument that Mr. Lord, being a licensed Hero and a business owner with no criminal record, is neither a danger to the community nor a flight risk,” Judge Archibald said. His liver-spotted jowls quivered as he spoke. A fringe of kinky grey hair ringed his otherwise bald head. Judge Archibald was knocking on the door of retirement. Perhaps he knocked on death’s door too in light of how overweight and out of shape he was. Typically, bail hearings were presided over by younger, less experienced judges. The fact Judge Archibald had not risen higher in the judiciary was a testimony to both how dumb he was and how ineptly corrupt he was. If he had been a little smarter and a bit less obvious about the bribes he had taken over the years, perhaps he would be on the Unites State Supreme Court by now.
“As a result, I do not believe Mr. Lord’s further confinement is necessary, nor is bail necessary to ensure his appearance at trial,” Judge Archibald intoned. “I am ordering the Defendant’s immediate release on his own recognizance pending trial.” The judge rapped his gavel against the dark wooden bench. I heard the gallery of people whisper and stir behind me.
“I’m shocked you’re letting me go so easily. I didn’t even have to bribe you,” I said loudly to the judge. The crowded courtroom grew eerily still at my words. The eyes of the two court clerks seated at desks next to Judge Archibald’s raised bench got wide. I felt Laura’s fingernails digging into my arm. I ignored her. The pain from her nails was no big deal. It was nothing compared to being shot with an energy blast by a Metahuman. I knew that all too well from recent experience. “I heard your starting bribe price was ten thousand dollars,” I said. “You must be getting soft in your old age. I’d say senile, too, but I’m not sure you were ever all there mentally to begin with.”
Judge Archibald’s face got red. His fleshy face shook with rage. He looked like he was going to have a stroke.
“Are you impugning the integrity of this court?” he thundered.
“If by ‘impugning’ you mean ‘scoffing at,’ then yes, I am impugning the integrity of this court,” I said. The gallery of people behind me murmured loudly. By now, Laura was pressing into my foot with the pointed high heel of her shoe. For a small person, she exerted a lot of stomping pressure.
Judge Archibald banged his gavel repeatedly until the courtroom fell silent again. He stared at me with unconcealed anger.
“Mr. Lord, I am holding you in contempt of this court and fining you one thousand dollars,” he said. He impaled me with his bulging eyes. “If you say one more word, it will be two thousand dollars and two more days of confinement in jail. You may be a licensed Hero, but you are not above the law. You will show this court respect.”
“If it’s all the same to you, your Honor, I’ll write you a check for four thousand. That’s three thousand extra if you’re too dumb to do the math. I’ll spend the balance on showing my contempt for the court,” I said. 
Judge Archibald recoiled as if he had been slapped. Then he stood, moving faster than he probably had in years. He stretched out his black robed arm, pointing his gavel at me.
“Bailiff, take this man back to jail. Perhaps a couple more nights there will pound some respect into him,” Judge Archibald shouted.
“You’re a world-class idiot,” Laura said to me as the bailiff approached our table. With her honeyed Kentucky accent, even insults sounded like endearments. The other people in the courtroom were talking loudly now. 
“Don’t worry. I have a plan,” I said to Laura. She did not look reassured or convinced I was not an idiot. I got that look a lot. The bailiff grabbed me by the arms and led me away.
***
I did not lie to Laura: I did have a plan. When I had spent the night in jail the evening before, officials had kept me segregated from the general population. Since Heroes did not get arrested very often, the jail officials feared some of the inmates might take the opportunity to settle some scores if a Hero was in their midst. I figured if I could get Judge Archibald to send me back to jail for a day or two, he would have me kept among all the other inmates to teach me a lesson. I would take that opportunity to talk to some of them and see if any of them knew anything about the Meta who had killed Eugene. Crime was like any other business: people gossiped, networked, and kept tabs on one another. Talking to a bunch of criminals concentrated in one place would be like logging onto a LinkedIn for crime.
Well, my plan worked. The jail did put me in with the general population of inmates. I asked around to see if anyone had any notion of who the female Meta was and how to find her. No one knew anything about her, though. If they did, they were not sharing it with me.
The night before I was to be released after my extra two day stay in jail, I sat alone at a table in the jail’s large recreation center. The other inmates were carefully avoiding me by that point. I felt like a school kid suspected of having cooties. Though “recreation center” was what the jail called the big room, “recreation” might have been overstating matters. The only recreation to be found in the room was a small, cracked, black and white television mounted on the ceiling which did not work, some paperback books missing their covers, and a few outdated news magazines. According to the magazines, Bill Clinton was the sitting United States President.
I was traveling back in time by reading one of the magazines when I felt several men approach me. I looked up at them. Eight men—no, nine—formed a semi-circle around my table. They scowled at me. They did not look like they had come around to ask if I was enjoying my jailhouse stay. I recognized two of them as being men I had a hand in apprehending in the past.
The rest of the room had fallen silent, like the quiet before a storm. Though there were cameras mounted on the ceiling of the large room, normally there were at least three guards stationed at the edges of the room as well. A quick glance told me they were nowhere to be found.
Fantastic.
“Howdy, fellas,” I said to the group around me. I put down the magazine I had been reading. “Are you coming over to find out how Clinton’s impeachment turned out? Spoiler alert: he does not get removed from office.”  
“We hear you been asking a lot of nosy questions,” one of the men said. He had a jagged scar under his right eye. He had that half-menacing, half-furtive look a lot of career criminals did. If you saw him on the street instead of in jail, you would probably think he was the sort of person who ought to be in jail and then cross to the other side of the street. Yes, appearances can be deceiving, but often they were not. “The fellas ‘round here don’t appreciate being asked nosy questions about you kind of people.”
I stood. I slowly went around the table to get closer to the man with the scar. It gave me satisfaction to see I was taller than he was. I looked down at him. He did not seem the slightest bit intimidated by me, though. I would not be either if I had my eight closest hoodlum friends with me. One of them looked like a cross between a gorilla and a giraffe. I was not taller than that guy. Mount Everest was not taller than that guy. He looked like he lived at the gym, only leaving it long enough to eat entire sides of beef and inject steroids. The other men closed ranks around me a bit. I positioned myself so my torso faced the gorilla-guy, while my head was turned slightly to address the guy with the scar.
“What do you mean by ‘you kind of people’?” I asked the guy with the scar. “People with a thirst for knowledge about Bill Clinton who are minding their own business?”
“No. I mean fuckin’ dirty Meta freaks,” he said.
“Well, technically, I’m a Hero, which is a small subset of Metahumans. Or, ‘fuckin’ dirty Meta freaks’ to use your felicitous phrase. My, but you do have a way with words. I admire the heck out of it. I detect a hint of an accent. Did you get an advanced degree overseas? Perhaps you studied at Oxford? Or was it the Sorbonne?”
The man with the scar did not respond. He just gave me a hard intimidating stare, the one wannabe thugs affected and hardened criminals actually had. I managed to not faint under it. It was not the first time someone had given me the hard stare.
These guys had not come up to me to ask if I had a doily preference. They had come to start trouble. I would have been shocked if this encounter did not degenerate into a fight. I reached out with my powers. Blast it, there was no water nearby. So instead, I locked my powers onto the man with the scar. He seemed to be the leader. I also locked them on one of the men on my left. He moved with the confidently aggressive grace of a trained fighter. I proceeded carefully. If I did it right, I could render the men unconscious in seconds by preventing oxygen from dissolving into the water content of their blood. If I did it wrong or too quickly, I would kill them instead. I wanted the group to make the first move, though. If they did, the cameras’ surveillance footage would demonstrate I acted in self-defense if a fight broke out. Being charged with assaulting a bunch of inmates on top of the trouble I was already in was the last thing I needed. I did not want to spend a day longer than necessary in this jail. I owed it to Eugene to bring his murderer to justice. I could not do that behind bars.
One of the men snorted at my words.
“You talk mighty big for someone who’s outnumbered. You act like you ain’t even scared of us,” someone at the corner of my eye said.
“I’m not,” I said. That was most definitely not true. I had been in a lot of fights and near-fights in my life. I had been scared before every single one of them. Only a fool was not afraid of a potential beating. There was no need to tell these guys that, though. Bullies feed on fear. Show them you are not afraid, and often they will just leave you alone.
No such luck this time. A fist rocketed out from the side, going toward my jaw. I moved my arm up, absorbing the blow on my bicep. I simultaneously unleashed my powers on the two men I had earlier focused them on. They both staggered. I knew they would be unconscious in seconds. Unfortunately I could not simply knock all of the men out; doing so was a delicate operation, and there were too many of them. If I tried, I would kill them instead.
I kicked the gorilla-like man in the balls. A jail was no place to fight fair. That was why I had moved to stand in front of him. He was the biggest threat—literally—and I needed to neutralize him first and fast. The big man howled, doubled over, and fell to his knees, clutching his privates. Three down, six to go. Six on one. Still not great odds. The remaining six men rushed me.
Even though I was still injured from my encounter with the female Metahuman at the casino, I was a former professional mixed martial arts fighter and trained Hero. The men attacking me were not. Though outnumbered, I acquitted myself well. There was a flurry of blows and dodges, kicking and twisting. I knocked out one man, incapacitated another by gouging his eyes, and broke two arms. I was starting to think I was going to prevail. Then, I was rocked by a sucker punch to the back of my head. I staggered. Someone kicked me behind my knees. I went down. The men pounced on me like jackals going in for the kill of a wounded antelope. Blows rained down on me. I tried to get up, but the men kept me down.
No fair! I was winning, I complained to the universe mentally. The universe did not care. Neither did the men surrounding me who kept me on the ground by punching and kicking me. I felt like a piñata. At one point, I threw up. It was not candy that came out of me.
Though it was touch and go, I did not ever quite lose consciousness during the beating. After what seemed like an eternity, I became faintly aware of no longer being kicked and punched, though I still ached all over. Through already swelling eyes, I saw that the guards had reappeared. They had pulled the men off of me. I suspected the invisible hand of Judge Archibald in the guards’ delay. He probably did not enjoy being called out in his own courtroom in front of reporters. I did not enjoy having the stuffing beaten out of me. Everyone had their dislikes.
Through a haze, I saw someone hovering over me. It was one of the guards.
“Just taking a breather,” I managed to croak. My tongue felt swollen. “When I get up, I’m going to kick all your asses.” I did not think he could hear me. It was just as well. I was lying, anyway. I had no intention of getting up. The hard floor felt oddly comfortable. At least it was not kicking me.
I lay there for a while, teetering on the edge of the dark abyss of unconsciousness, tasting and smelling my blood and the rancidness of my own vomit. Though I had not uncovered any clues as to how to locate the woman who had killed Eugene, I did manage to get the crap kicked out of me. So, I guessed I had accomplished something by staying in jail an extra couple of days.
Honestly, after failing Eugene, I kind of felt like I deserved the beating.
I found myself thinking of the female Meta who had killed Eugene. I had little doubt if she got into a jailhouse fight, she would simply kill her attackers. But I was a Hero, and I was not supposed to do such things. Heroic ideals were cold comfort, though, when you were lying on a cold jailhouse floor in your own blood and vomit. Where was Eugene’s murderer, I wondered? In a fancy restaurant, maybe, having a nice meal using the money she got for killing Eugene while tuxedoed waiters heeded her every beck and call. Which of us was the smarter of the two?
That was the last thing I thought. I fell off the edge of the abyss. Blackness rushed up to greet me. It embraced me like a lover.
 



CHAPTER 14
“Jesus, Truman, you look a hot mess,” Shadow said, looking up at me from the foot of the courthouse stairs. Unlike me, she was immaculate as always. She wore tight black leather pants, a tight black silk shirt, and a black lightweight jacket. It was a bright sunny day, and dark sunglasses were on Shadow’s chiseled face. Her clothes gripped her considerable curves like a second skin.
“I feel a hot mess,” I said. I immediately regretted it. It hurt to move my mouth. It hurt to move everything despite being juiced to the gills on pain medication. I tried to not think about it. It hurt to think, too.
Holding on to the handrail, I continued to ease my way down the front of the courthouse’s marble steps, trying to make my way down to Shadow’s parked car. Every step was a painful effort. Shadow came up the stairs to help me down. She put her arm around my waist. Normally male pride might have made me push her away. It must have been beaten out of me by the jail inmates. Besides, Shadow had super strength, and was plenty strong enough to help me. I leaned against her gratefully, though the bruises on my side shrieked in protest. Her body paradoxically felt both hard and soft, like rebar covered in velvet. In better times I would have considered copping a feel. Today I knew I was too weak to withstand the inevitable counterattack from Shadow.
“So this was your brilliant plan to get a lead on the Meta I heard about on the news and you mentioned to me on the phone? Get the shit kicked out of you by a bunch of prisoners?” Shadow asked as she helped me down the stairs. She helped me as effortlessly as if she was partially carrying a rag doll instead of a full grown man.
“I told my attorney I had a plan,” I said. I winced as I took another step down. “I did not say it was a good one.”
I had spent the night in the jail infirmary after the beating. I had called Shadow from the infirmary and asked her to meet me upon my release to pick me up and take me home. Thanks to my encounter with the nine inmates the day before, I was now blessed with tattered and soiled clothing, a concussion, two black eyes, a busted lip, a scratched cornea—hence the eyepatch on my left eye—bruised ribs, a sprained ankle, a bruised liver and kidney, and cracked teeth. And, of course, I still had the wound in my left side from where the female Meta had shot me with the beam from her eye. But, I was alive. That was more than Eugene could say. Though the crap had been beaten out of me, my anger at myself for not protecting him had not been beaten out of me. It was a burning coal of red-hot anger in the pit of my stomach.
One of the doctors in the infirmary had told me it was a minor miracle nothing was broken or permanently damaged. He said the fact I was in such good shape had much to do with it. I had told him he was wrong about nothing being permanently damaged in that my ego might be irreparably ruptured. The doctor said there was nothing medical science could do about that. I would be sure to ask for a second opinion.
Shadow helped me to her car. It was a gleaming, late model black Mercedes double-parked right outside the courthouse. She helped me ease into the front passenger seat. I winced as I sat down. Though it had not been diagnosed, I wondered if I also had broken buttocks. But what did I know? I was no doctor. Not much of a Hero either, lately.
I glanced around the car’s shiny interior. It still had that new car smell.
“Nice car,” I said to Shadow. “Did you steal—excuse me, borrow—this one like you did the last one?”
“Of course not. This is my car. One of several. What I do is a lot more lucrative than what you do,” Shadow said. She closed the door on me, went around to the other side, and got into the driver’s seat. No one shot a rocket propelled grenade at us as we pulled away from the courthouse and glided onto Judiciary Way. Things were looking up.
Shadow was taking me to my place. I desperately needed a shower and a change of clothes. I looked, smelled, and felt like I had taken a bath in a sewer.
“Well the races are right, but the sexes have been reversed. Plus, shouldn’t I be in the back seat? Where are the cameras?” I asked.
“What?” Shadow asked, her eyes still on the road.
“For the Driving Miss Daisy remake. Isn’t that what we’re filming? Tell the director to only film me from the right side since I have an eyepatch on the left. Unless of course he wants this to be a pirate flick.”
“I see they did not beat your sense of so-called humor out of you. Unfortunately,” Shadow said. “Feeling up to telling me exactly what happened with Eugene and that Meta? You didn’t say much about it on the phone earlier and the news reports are all over the place.”
“Sure, talking doesn’t hurt. Well, much.” I proceeded to tell her everything that had happened since I had last seen her when I had taken over Eugene’s protection the day we went to the casino. I did not leave anything out, including the fact Eugene had been murdered while I was away getting a drink. Shadow had been as responsible for Eugene’s safety as I had been. By letting him get killed on my watch, I felt I had let Shadow down almost as much as I had Eugene.
Shadow listened to my story without comment.
“So, what’s our next move?” she said once I had finished. She did not say anything to blame me for Eugene’s death. I was not sure if that made me feel better or worse. Maybe if someone yelled at me about it, it would lighten the load of the considerable guilt I felt.
“You don’t have a next move,” I said. “Since you were hired to protect Eugene and he is now dead, your work is done. Since I am the one to blame for getting Eugene killed, I am going to track down the Meta who did it. You can go back to bench pressing cars or rolling around in your mercenary money or whatever it is you do when you are not with me.”
Shadow shook her head.
“Nope. That’s not how this works. Since Eugene was under my protection as much as he was under yours, I am going to help you find this Meta. For one thing, I finish what I start.” Shadow flashed a smile. “For another thing, how would it look if people who hired me to protect them are killed and I don’t do anything to bring the killer to justice? I would become a laughingstock of the badass community. I have a reputation to uphold.”
I had a thought as to another reason why Shadow might want to help me find the Meta. I probably should have kept quiet, but sometimes I simply could not help myself.
“Could it also be that since I’ve gone up against this Meta twice and let her get away and also since I’m not one hundred percent right now, you don’t want me going out by myself and getting myself killed?” I asked.
“That has nothing to do with it,” Shadow said. Despite her words, the tone in her voice told me I had stumbled on the truth.
“Yes, it does,” I said triumphantly. Though it hurt, I grinned. “You care too much about me to see me killed. Could it be that, despite your pretended indifference, you really like me?”
“No.” Shadow’s jaw was clenched. My grin widened. I felt the stitches in my lip come apart a bit. I tasted blood. It was worth it. I gently hit myself in the forehead with the palm of my hand.
“Oh my God, Shadow, how could I not have seen it before?” I said in mock surprise. “It’s been as plain as the nose on my face. You don’t just like me. You love me. I guess my charms are just too powerful for you to resist. I would be lying if I said I’m not flattered. But alas, my heart belongs to another.” I sighed dramatically. “But, in another time and place, our love would be the stuff of legend. Poets would run out of ink writing odes to our love; bards would sing themselves hoarse about our yearning.”
“One more word, funny man, and I will finish what those inmates started,” Shadow said ominously. I laughed, and was sorry I did so. Laughing hurt. Discretion being the better part of valor, I wisely did not speak of it again. I was pretty sure she was kidding about her threat. But better safe than sorry.
The car fell silent for a bit.
“So, do you have a plan to track this Meta down?” Shadow asked after a while. “I hope it’s better than your plan to ask around in jail. That one did not work out so well.”
“No,” I answered honestly. “But, we’ll think of something. As soon as I take a shower and put on some clean clothes, we’ll get started.”
“No,” Shadow said firmly. “You are going to shower and then get into bed and sleep the rest of the day. We will get started tomorrow after you get a decent night’s sleep.”
I opened my mouth to argue, but doing so made me wince in pain. She was right.
“Yes, Mother,” I said instead. I almost said lover instead of mother. I stopped myself in time. Shadow had already warned me once. Unlike in baseball, Shadow believed in only one strike.
Eventually, Shadow pulled in front of the red brick facade of my four story condominium complex.
“Truman,” Shadow said before I got out. She twisted in her seat to face me. Her sunglasses were off. Her deep, dark eyes bore into mine. “While we’re looking for this Meta, I think it would be a good idea if you did not drink.” There was no judgment in her tone. It was just a flat statement of fact.
“I agree,” I said without hesitation. “I won’t.” And, I meant it. I had learned my lesson.
I prayed I was strong enough to keep my word.
***
Much later, I stood in my bedroom with a towel around my waist. I had just gotten out of the shower. Before she had left, I had asked Shadow if she wanted to watch me shower. She had told me no. Sometimes, a person’s mouth said no, but her eyes said yes. In Shadow’s case, both her eyes and mouth had said no. It was puzzling. Maybe she was not in love with me after all.
I took the towel off and surveyed my bruised body in my bedroom’s full-length mirror. I looked like a tenderized slab of meat, as if I had been put into a bag and beaten with a stick.
Despite my joking around with Shadow, I felt as badly as I looked. Because of me, Eugene was dead. My jokes were my way of dealing with a world that was oftentimes more grim than it was funny. As part of the Hero Trials, potential Heroes were required to undergo extensive psychological evaluations. One of the psychologists who had conducted mine said humor was my coping mechanism. She was right. Then again, psychologists used to think they could assess your personality by examining the bumps on your head. Phrenology, it was called. So, what the hell did those head-groping witch doctors really know?
Despite looking and feeling badly, I was still alive and kicking. Though I had been beaten by both the female Meta and the non-Meta inmates, one thing being a professional fighter had taught me was that it did not matter how many times you got knocked down. What mattered was how many times you got back up again.
First I had to find the Metahuman who had killed Eugene. Then it would be time to knock her down for a change.
I looked forward to it.
 



CHAPTER 15
The next day, I pulled into the parking lot for Precinct Five of the Astor City Police Department. The squat, characterless, cinder block, two-story building looked more like a jail than the jail I had just been in. Working in an ugly, sterile-looking building like that would depress me. Maybe the architecture was intentional. Perhaps the designer had wanted to encourage the police officers it housed to go out and solve crimes rather than lounge around in a comfortable building swapping lies and eating doughnuts. If so, the strategy had worked. At least in part. I knew a lot of cops who spent almost no time at the precinct, and instead spent most of their time lounging around coffee shops eating doughnuts. Things rarely worked out the way you intended them to.
All the parking spaces near the building were clearly labelled “For police only.” Ever a good citizen with a well-known habit of doing as I was told, I drove past those spots. I instead parked in a space next to the main entrance labelled “Park.” I happened to know Deputy Chief Hye Park was out of the country on vacation. It seemed a shame to let her space go to waste. Besides, it said “Park” right there on the sign. I was a stickler for following directions.
I struggled to get out of my car. Every movement of my battered body set the pain centers of my brain on fire despite the fact I had taken more of the pain medication the jail doctors had given me. I had two days left of the medication. Once it was out, I did not plan on refilling it. I would just have to suffer through the pain. The medication was a powerful opioid. It would be all too easy to get addicted to the stuff. I did not want to trade an alcohol addiction in for a pill addiction. I had enough problems as it was.
I went slowly into the precinct building. Though indoor smoking had been banned in city buildings years ago, the building still smelled faintly of smoke. It was as if the smell of cigarettes had leeched into the building’s dull yellow walls. Maybe it was the years of cigarette smoke that had made the walls yellow. I suppressed a grimace of pain with each step. I felt like death warmed over. But, I did not want to show weakness around all these cops. I had brought a box of doughnuts with me. If I showed a hint of weakness, they might try to take them away from me. I had considered bringing a cutlass into the police station with me for doughnut defense purposes. I already looked like a pirate thanks to my eyepatch. Why not go whole hog? I had thought better of it. Police tended to frown on sword-wielders, especially when the swords were being wielded on police property. Killjoys. I had also thought about carrying a parrot, but the last thing I needed was something on my shoulder that would squawk about my recent failures. My conscience was already doing a great job of it. It did not need help. Plus, risking bird poop on my shoulder was a threat to my Heroic dignity. As if an eyepatch was not enough.
I threaded my way through a maze of desks in a large open area. Some of the desks were empty, while others had blue-uniformed cops behind them filling out paperwork, or talking on the phone, or both. Small offices for detectives and senior police personnel lined the perimeter of the area. I went to one of them and stood in the doorway. Homicide Detective Glenn Pearson was seated behind his desk. He was the man I had come here to see. My people-finding skills were clearly on point. The Metahuman who had killed Eugene did not stand a chance.
I rapped on the open door. Glenn looked up from what he was writing.
“Writing a letter to the police chief recommending I get a crime-fighting commendation?” I asked him. “I appreciate the thought, but I do not do what I do for thanks or glory. Like virtue, crime-busting is its own reward.”
“It is a good thing you do not do what you do for glory,” Glenn said, “as you did not exactly cover yourself in glory letting Mr. Poindexter get killed.” Good to see you too, I thought. “Thanks to you, the Felonious Five are going to wind up beating a murder rap. And to think I recommended to Mr. Poindexter that he hire you.” Glenn’s protruding eyes glared at me balefully. He shook his head in disgust. “You really shit the bed on this one Truman.”
I sighed.
“Not exactly elegantly put. But as much as I hate to admit it, you are one hundred percent right,” I said. I held up the box I was carrying. “On the upside, I brought doughnuts.”
“Not jelly-filled, I hope.”
“Of course not. I know you have terrible taste and do not like jelly-filled.”
“Well, at least you’ve gotten something right,” Glenn said. “Come in and close the door. I don’t want the other cops seeing me consorting with a known screw-up and jailbird.”
I closed the door. I put the doughnuts down on Glenn’s desk and then sat in the chair across from him. Glenn opened the box. He examined the contents carefully. He pulled out a doughnut with pink frosting and red sprinkles. He took a bite. He did not like jelly-filled doughnuts, yet he would happily eat one with pink frosting and red sprinkles. It was un-American.
A sprinkle fell onto Glenn’s rumpled shirt and was soon lost in the wrinkles. Glenn’s clothes were always rumpled. I had known Glenn for years. I could not remember a time when he did not looked like the bottom of a laundry basket. I wondered, not for the first time, if he or his wife were aware of the existence of irons and dry-cleaners. Maybe, because Mother Nature had decided against making him terribly attractive, he had long stopped caring about his appearance. Glenn was squat, with short thick arms and legs and bulging eyes, like he had been a bullfrog in a former life. Perhaps that was why, despite his odd appearance, he could shoot the wings off a fly from a hundred feet away. Flies and frogs were ancient enemies. Glenn’s odd appearance often led people to underestimate him. He was one of the smartest people I knew. If he had ever forgotten something he had seen or heard, I did not know of it.
Glenn’s bulging eyes surveyed me as he chewed.
“You look terrible,” he said.
“That’s what people keep telling me. It’s a real boost to the old self-confidence. I’m thinking of licensing my image to some Halloween companies so they can make costumes based on me.”
“Next time, don’t start a jailhouse fight,” Glenn said. Clearly my run-in at the jail was the talk of the law enforcement set.
“Hey, I didn’t start that fight,” I protested.
“Judging from the way you look, you didn’t finish it either. So what do you want? I’m guessing you want something in exchange for these doughnuts. How about advice? You need to duck more.”
I shook my head.
“Your cynicism saddens me,” I said. “But, this time, you are right. I do want something. I’m told this precinct is in charge of investigating Eugene Poindexter’s death. I want to take a look at the security footage from the casino. I would get it from the casino directly, but since I caused a lot of damage when I was there, I suspect they would not be inclined to help me.”
“And you thought I would?”
I shrugged. “I did bring you doughnuts.”
Glenn just looked at me. Though we had known each other for years, we were hardly friends. I got the impression my recent behavior was not going to change that.
“You are right that we are investigating Eugene’s death,” Glenn finally said. “And we do have the footage from the casino. I have seen it. That’s how I know you were off flirting with a waitress and getting a drink when you should have been protecting Mr. Poindexter. Haven’t you already done enough as it is? Maybe you should just let us handle it.”
I felt like a student in the principal’s office. The worse part was I knew Glenn was right.
“I admit it: I screwed up. Big time. If I had not left him, maybe Eugene would still be here. He would be able to testify against the Felonious Five and help to put them away for good. But I did leave him, and Eugene is gone. There’s nothing I can do to change that. I would if I could. Believe me—as terrible as I look, I feel worse. But I can’t dwell on feeling badly. It does no good, and might serve to make things worse.” Glenn just stared at me as I spoke. I thought of Clara Barton and how me crawling into a bottle had ultimately led to Eugene being murdered. Being a Hero and a private detective were not things you should be doing if you were not at your best. What I let happen to Eugene was ample proof of that. How many other people might I endanger if I did not turn things around and get my act together? Catching Eugene’s murderer would not bring him back—Clara, either—but it was a step in the right direction. 
“The only thing I can do now is try to make sure Eugene’s killer is brought to justice,” I said. Glenn continued to look at me with his bulging eyes. “I’m normally too proud to beg, but if that’s what you want me to do, I’ll do it. Since my legs ache and kneeling down will be difficult, I’m hoping the doughnuts are enough to sway you.” I found my lips twisting into a slight smile. It hurt. I willed my lips to stop. Who would have guessed how many muscles smiling used, and how much those muscles would ache after one’s face was pounded on for a while? 
Glenn regarding me silently. After a while, he shifted in his seat and sighed.
“You and I have known each other a long time,” he said. “Though you’re a royal pain the in the ass and you think you’re smarter than you are, you’re still pretty smart. Stubborn too. Which is why I know that despite anything I say, if you have your mind set on finding Eugene’s killer, that is exactly what you’re going to try to do. Maybe you will find her. As a Hero, you have abilities and resources we do not. Or, maybe you’ll simply continue to get yourself beat up and shot up. Maybe even killed. That would be quite the early Christmas present for the residents of Astor City.” Glenn’s mouth twitched. “I might even go to the funeral. To make sure you’re really dead. If I can get the day off.”
“If all this is your idea of a compliment, I’d hate to see you insult me.”
Glenn ignored me. He tapped on his desktop computer’s keyboard. After a minute or two, he turned his attention back to me.
“Because I am a police officer who has sworn to uphold the law and you were involved in Mr. Poindexter’s death, not to mention being a potential future convict, I am officially warning you to leave the investigation of Mr. Poindexter’s death to the proper authorities. I would not be doing my duty if I did not say that to you,” Glenn said. He stood, and moved to the closed door. “I am going to go get some coffee from the machine to wash these doughnuts down. I’ll go outside to enjoy it in the sunshine. I’ll probably be gone for thirty minutes or so. I just pulled the casino’s surveillance footage up on my computer so I can look at it again when I get back.” Glenn’s mouth twitched again. “Under no circumstances while I’m gone are you to look at it. Evidence of an ongoing criminal investigation is held in the strictest confidence.”
Glenn opened the door and stepped out. Before he closed it, he hesitated. He came back in. He scooped the box of doughnuts off the top of his desk while glowering at me. He left, closing the door after himself. Untrusting bastard.
I got up, moved gingerly to the other side of Glenn’s desk, and eased back down behind it. I poked at his computer keyboard. Fortunately, operating his computer was so easy, a monkey could do it. Unfortunately, I did not have any monkeys handy. It took me longer than it probably should have to figure out how to view the casino footage already queued up on the screen. Computer literacy was not something they trained you on in preparation for standing for the Hero Trials.
Once I finally got the footage rolling, I watched it closely. It was surreal watching myself and Eugene in the high stakes area of the poker room. Though I looked badly now thanks to my wounds and bruises, I looked pretty bad in the footage as well. I looked nervous and jittery, like I was a drug addict jonesing for a hit. Maybe I was. I found myself flushing in shame as I watched myself walk out of the view of the high stakes area’s cameras on my way to the bathroom. Shortly after I left, the cameras captured the white-haired female Metahuman shift positions. She moved from where she had been standing outside the rail to actually stepping into the high stakes area. The woman’s face was hidden, as if her features had been pixelated. I blinked, and looked closer. No, I was not mistaken: the woman’s face, unlike everyone else’s the cameras captured, was obscured. I wondered if the effect was a side-effect of her powers. So much for the idea I had earlier to run the woman’s face through the Heroes’ Guild’s registry of registered Metahumans. Nothing was ever easy.
As I watched, wishing I could time travel to go back and change the ending, the woman got into a position where there was no one between her and Eugene. She looked to be about twenty feet from him. A beam of light shot out from her face, hitting Eugene in the chest. Pandemonium ensued in the high stakes area. Not that there was really any doubt in my mind, but it was still good to see with my own eyes the fact the woman I had fought in the casino had been responsible for shooting Eugene. Well, it was not exactly good to see it. Poor choice of words.
After shooting Eugene, the woman calmly turned around and left the high stakes area, and, eventually, the entire poker room. She moved as calmly as a tourist on holiday. The calm way she acted, not drawing attention to herself, reinforced the impression I already had that this was not the woman’s first rodeo.
The version of the footage I watched continued to follow the woman through the casino until I confronted her. Since I already knew how that part had gone down, I was tempted to fast forward through it. I resisted the notion and forced myself to watch the entire incident. Since I was no longer in the heat of the moment, perhaps I would stumble upon a clue as to how to find the woman. I did not. As I watched though, I had the feeling again I had seen the woman before. I had that feeling when I had been in the casino, but I had chalked that up to previously seeing the woman in Perk Up. As I watched the footage in Glenn’s office, I got the feeling again. It seemed like I had seen this woman before, and not just in the coffee shop. As I watched the rest of my fight with the woman play out, I tried to place her. I could not. Maybe it was just my imagination, anyway. Or, maybe I was confusing her with someone I had dealt with or seen before. I had dealt with a lot of people over the years.
After my fight with the woman was over, the footage cut away to an earlier scene, when I had first walked out of the high stakes area, leaving Eugene behind. I stopped it when it showed me getting drinks from the waitress. I could not bear to watch that part again. Wallowing in my lapse would not help me find the Meta who shot Eugene.
I opened a web browser, and logged onto a web-based email system. It took me a little while, but I figured out how to attach a copy of the casino footage to an email and email it to myself.
Sweet! I had achieved the computer literacy of a monkey. Good for me.
It seemed a very small accomplishment in light of my recent failures.
 



CHAPTER 16
“You really don’t have to come with me,” I said to Shadow. “This was my fault, not yours.”
“Eugene was my client too,” Shadow said. She shrugged. “Since I took his money, I have a responsibility to come with you. You have to take the bad with the good.”
We had just parked outside Eugene’s house. Eugene’s wife—no, widow—Gloria had come back into town to deal with her husband’s affairs. With Eugene’s death, it seemed she and her daughter were no longer in danger from the Felonious Five. I had made an appointment with Gloria to pay my respects and express my regrets. It seemed the least I could do. Shadow insisted on coming with me.
We got out of the car. We walked up to the front door of the big house. I rang the doorbell. After a minute or so, the door opened. It was the Poindexters’ next-door neighbor and family friend Donna. I had met her before while protecting Eugene. She was a tall older woman with dark curly hair that was lightly streaked with grey.
“Hi Donna. We met once before. This is my friend Shadow. I have an appointment to speak with Mrs. Poindexter,” I said. Donna did not respond. She merely looked at me hard behind her round, thick glasses. If looks could kill, I would have been struck dead right there on the front porch. After a few seconds, Donna let out a loud, disgusted sniff. She turned around and moved down the front hallway deeper into the house. Since she left the front door open, she clearly intended us to follow her despite her unwelcoming attitude. I glanced at Shadow.
“What were you expecting? For them to roll out the red carpet?” she murmured. She brushed past me to follow Donna. I sighed, and followed as well. This was not going to be fun.
Donna led us into the house’s large living room. Photos of Eugene, Gloria, Sabrina, and extended family members were dotted around the room. The atmosphere of the house was different than the last time I had been here with Eugene. The last time I had been here, despite the fact Gloria and her daughter had been out of town, the house felt like a home—warm, lived-in, and loving. Now though, the house seemed cold and barren, like a fire that had been snuffed out. I knew it was my imagination, but it seemed like the people in the pictures looked at me with silent rebuke.
Gloria was standing by the empty fireplace. She stared with vacant eyes out of the nearby window into the backyard. She turned to face us when we entered the room. She was shorter than average, and slim but strong looking in the way women who worked out regularly often looked. She had short blonde hair and brown eyes. I suspected that in better times, Gloria would be quite pretty. The way she looked in the pictures in the room confirmed that idea. But right now, her face just looked drawn, pale, and lifeless. Her eyes were not lifeless though. They flashed in anger when they saw Shadow and me.
“Mrs. Poindexter, I’m Truman Lord. This is my friend and colleague Shadow,” I said.
“Gloria, do you want me to leave you all alone for a few minutes?” Donna asked.
“No,” Gloria said. Her strong sounding voice was at odds with how tired she looked. “They won’t be here long.” Donna leaned against the wall. She folded her arms and stared daggers at me. No one invited me to sit down. I did not ask to.
I cleared my throat. God I hated this.
“Mrs. Poindexter, Shadow and I just wanted to come by and express to you personally how badly we feel about your husband,” I said. “We are very sorry for your loss. If there is anything we can do for you, please let us know.” Shadow nodded in agreement.
“Haven’t you done enough, Mr. Lord?” Gloria said. Her voice caught. She paused. She looked like she was willing herself to not cry. I knew how she felt. “The police tell me you left my husband alone, and that he was killed while you were gone. If you had done your job, he would still be alive.”
“Truman did all he could,” Shadow interjected. I wished she had not.
“Did he really?” Gloria said, her voice rising a bit. “If he had, he never would have left my husband alone for a second, knowing a Metahuman killer was after him.” Gloria paused. She was starting to cry. Fat tears rolled down her cheeks slowly. “You know, Eugene always said that Sabrina and I saved him, that we changed his life for the better when he met us. That if he had continued to be a supervillain, he would have wound up getting himself killed by another supervillain, or maybe even a Hero.”
Gloria’s tear-filled eyes bore into mine.
“Turns out that even though Eugene turned his life around, he still wound up getting killed by Metahumans. By not just a supervillain, but also by a Hero. Mr. Lord, you are as much to blame for my husband’s death as that other Meta is. More, actually. She was not hired to protect him. You were. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a murderer too. The only reason why I agreed to meet with you was to tell you so to your face.”
My face felt hot. I did not know what to say. What was there to say?
“I swear to you, I will do everything I can to find the Meta who killed your husband,” I said.
“As will I,” Shadow said.
Gloria shook her head vigorously.
“No. It’s too little, too late. I don’t want you doing anything. You’ve already proven yourself to be incompetent. Let the police handle it. You stay out of it,” she said. “Now, get the hell out of my house.” Despite the tears streaming down her face, she looked like she wanted to physically throw me out. I felt so badly, I wanted to let her.
There did not seem to be anything else to say. So I did not. Shadow and I turned around and left the room. The walls of the house felt like they were closing in around me until I got back to the front porch. I closed the front door behind me. I let out a long breath. It made my injured ribs ache. I very badly wanted a drink. In silence, Shadow and I climbed back into my car. I drove away. We did not speak for quite a while.  
I had felt low before I saw Mrs. Poindexter. I felt lower now.
Finally, Shadow broke our silence.
“Is this what being a Hero feels like?” Shadow asked.
“Not always. But, sometimes,” I said.
“It sucks. I don’t know how you stand it.”
“Me neither.”
We were quiet again.
“Are we going to do what Mrs. Poindexter asked?” Shadow asked. “Are we going to just leave finding that Meta up to the police?”
“Of course not,” I said.
“Good.”
 



CHAPTER 17
A few days after meeting with Gloria Poindexter, I sat in my office. I was waiting to hear back regarding some feelers I had put out into both the Hero and larger Metahuman community regarding who the woman who killed Eugene was, and where I might find her. Shadow had put out some feelers to her contacts as well. Unfortunately, the Metahuman killer had not presented herself at my office to turn herself in. While it would have been nice, I did not expect her to. Supervillains could be most uncooperative. On the upside, my doctor had cleared me to take off my eyepatch. I no longer looked like a pirate who had been mugged. Now I just looked like someone who had been mugged. Progress.
While I waited to hear back from someone, I alternating between feeling sorry for myself, sorrier for Eugene, wanting a drink, and trying to not think about circumcision. When I had driven to the office that morning, there had been a segment on the radio discussing the health merits and demerits of male circumcision. Unfortunately, I could not get thoughts of it out of my head; I did not have any idea how to locate the Metahuman killer, and nature abhors a vacuum. Get circumcision out of my head: there was an obvious penis pun there somewhere. I tried to avoid thinking about it. I always tried to not pick the low-hanging fruit. The low hanging fruit: there was a testicles pun in there, too. But, I was too dignified to go into the bush to chase after it. 
I shook my head, trying to rid it of thoughts of puns and circumcision. I tried to focus exclusively on the Metahuman who killed Eugene. But often, the harder you tried to not think of something, the more you thought about that something. Thoughts about foreskins danced at the edge of my consciousness as I tried to grab them and get rid of them. Foreskins were hard to pin down. Unless you were a mohel.
I was mentally hip deep in foreskins when my office door opened. A Metahuman walked in. Unfortunately, it was not the woman who had killed Eugene. Darn her stubborn hide. Rather, it was a Metahuman who looked like Darth Vader.
No, it was not actually Darth Vader. If it had been, I would have thought I was drinking again. Darth Vader was merely a fictional character. I still had not had a drink since I had started working for Eugene. The man in my office was no movie character. He was as real as a heart attack. His presence in my office nearly gave me one.
Despite the man not being Darth Vader, he still reminded me of him. It was not the color of his costume, because Darth’s was black and this man’s was off-white. And though, like Darth, this man’s costume and long flowing cape covered him from head to toe, he did not wear a helmet like Darth did. Rather, this man wore a tight mask that completely covered his head, with no holes for his eyes, nose, or mouth. I had no idea how he managed to breathe. Maybe he did not need to. Carbon dioxide was probably too scared of him to try to suffocate him. 
The man was tall and imposing, just the kind of man you would expect to see in a position of authority and responsibility. Also like Darth Vader, an air of menace surrounded the man like a cloak. I did not pull out the gun in my desk, though. I recognized him. I knew I was in no danger. No physical danger, at least. The threat this man posed to me was real enough though.
Without asking, the man swept into my office with his cape billowing out behind him. He sat down in one of my client chairs directly in front of me. He was careful to drape his long cape over the back of the chair so he would not sit on it. Though I could not see his eyes, I could feel the man looking at me appraisingly. It was unnerving.
“I find myself thinking about circumcisions,” I blurted out. “Since you are here, I’ll start a poll. Uh, no pun intended. To use a euphemism, are you a sock-puppet Sam or a no-hood Ned?”
“What?” Even muffled by his mask, the man’s deep voice was resonant.
I shook my head at myself.
“Never mind. I make jokes sometimes. It gets worse when I’m nervous. I’m nervous now. Are you?”
“No,” the man said. The area of his mask around his mouth crinkled a bit, as if he was smiling underneath it. “Since you are nervous, Mr. Lord, I take it you know who I am.”
“Sure. You’re Ghost, the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. I saw you at my Hero swearing-in ceremony. No offense, but I had hoped to never see you again.”
“None taken. Unfortunately, I am rarely the bearer of good news. Yes, I was at your swearing-in. I make it a point to go to the swearing-in ceremony of each class of new Heroes after they pass the Trials,” he said. At his words, something clicked in my mind. I suddenly realized why the Metahuman who killed Eugene seemed so familiar. I got excited. I shoved the thought aside for the moment as Ghost was still talking.
“Do you know why I’m here?” he asked.
“I’m not quite sure,” I said. That was not at all true. There was only one reason why Ghost paid a visit on a licensed Hero: namely, someone had filed a formal complaint against the Hero with the Heroes’ Guild. “Since you look a bit like Darth Vader dipped in bleach, could it be you heard about the Star Wars fan fiction I’m writing? It’s inspired by the movie The Sixth Sense. In my book, Luke and his friends fight against Darth and the Galactic Empire. The plot twist is it turns out Darth Vader was dead the whole time. The title is the best part. I call it The Sith Sense.”
The fabric around Ghost’s mouth twitched again.
“No, oddly enough, that is not why I am here,” he said.
“Could it be you are hot on the heels of a supervillain and you stopped by to get some crimebuster tips?” I said hopefully.
“No,” Ghost said. “Gloria Poindexter, the widow of your former client Eugene Poindexter, has lodged a complaint with the Heroes’ Guild regarding your conduct as his bodyguard. It is her belief your alleged negligent conduct led to her husband’s death. After looking into the matter preliminarily, I believe there to be sufficient evidence to open a case against you and conduct a thorough, formal investigation. I am here as a courtesy to inform you. I make it a point to visit a Hero when I start a formal investigation of him.”
“Ah,” I said. “That was going to be my third guess as to why you are here.”
Ghost shifted in his seat, leaning forward toward me slightly.
“Mr. Lord, you have a reputation for jocularity,” he said. I was tempted to interject and say I did not know what jocularity meant, but it would have been both untrue and inappropriate. I normally could not control my jocular impulses, but continuing to make jokes in front of Ghost seemed incredibly stupid. Even a blind squirrel stumbled upon a nut every now and then. “And, I see your reputation is warranted. The Guild opening a case against you is a serious matter, however. Because of our abilities, Heroes have the power over life and death in our hands. The Guild views Heroes being allowed by society to use our powers responsibly and for the public weal as a sacred trust. Both the Guild and I take that trust very seriously. You should too.” Ghost paused to let that sink in. Similar sentiments had been pounded into my head when I was training for the Trials. I had never forgotten them despite the lighthearted air I often assumed.
“Based on our preliminary fact-finding of what happened at the Golden Horseshoe Casino including reviewing the surveillance footage, we are investigating you for negligence, dereliction of your Heroic duties, assault and battery of a non-Metahuman, reckless endangerment of the public, and engaging in conduct unbecoming a licensed Hero,” Ghost said.
“Is that all? You left out jaywalking,” I said. I knew this was a serious matter. Sometimes I simply just could not help myself.
Ghost’s mask twitched again.
“Yes, that is all,” he said. Despite the smile which might have been under the mask, Ghost’s voice was as serious as dagger to the heart. “For now, at least. Our investigation may uncover other charges. The results of the investigation and my own personal recommendation will be forwarded to the Heroes’ Guild’s seven member Executive Committee for a vote on what your punishment should be, if any. Punishment can range from a private reprimand, to a public reprimand, to temporary suspension of your Hero’s license, or, the most severe of all our punishments, to permanent defrocking. If defrocked, you will be forever barred from being a Hero and prohibited from using your powers.”
Well, there is was. For once, I did not have anything to say. I had worked incredibly hard and had made numerous sacrifices to become a licensed Hero. Being a Hero was an integral part of who I was. If I could not be a Hero, what the hell was I? Just an ex-fighter with a battered face and goofy jokes.
“As I said, I wanted to do you the professional courtesy of informing you of the Guild’s investigation face to face. You will receive a formal copy of the charges against you via certified mail,” Ghost said. He stood, and looked down at me.
“Before I go, let me say this. I have monitored your career with great interest since you were licensed. Though you have been a somewhat unconventional Hero and your methods and approach have tended to be unorthodox, from what I can tell your heart has been in the right place. You have brought credit to your cape.” The fabric around Ghost’s mouth crinkled again. “Since you do not wear a cape, I of course speak metaphorically. But, these charges are serious. Though it will give me no pleasure to do so, I will recommend your punishment to the Executive Committee if I determine what you have done warrants punishment based on the results of the investigation. We will expect your full cooperation during the investigation.”
I stood too. Even if a joke had occurred to me, I don’t think I would have said it.
“You will have my full cooperation,” I said. I extended my hand over my desk. Ghost took it, and we shook hands. Though Ghost making an appearance was like seeing the angel of professional death, he had a reputation for conducting his investigations fairly and impartially. I respected him. He scared me a little too, and not just because my professional life was in his hands. Though no one knew how old he was, Ghost had investigated generations of Heroes. He was a Heroes’ Guild icon. An aura of implacability surrounded him, like he was a force of nature that would sweep away anything that stood in his way. And, though I did not know exactly what his superpowers were, they were reputed to be formidable and on the higher end of the Metahuman power scale.
Ghost turned and walked to my closed door. He opened it. He turned back around to look at me. The fabric around his mouth was crinkled a bit again.
“And about your earlier question. The circumcision poll? I’m a no-hood Ned,” he said. There was a smile in his voice. With that, Ghost left my office. He closed the door behind himself.
I fell back into my chair. I was stunned, and not just because I was the subject of a formal Guild investigation. Ghost was a living legend and a pillar of the Hero community. Him saying what he had as he walked out was like one of the heads on Mount Rushmore coming to life and sticking its tongue out at you.
Wow Ghost, I thought. Too much information.
After the shock of Ghost’s parting words wore off a bit, I turned my attention back to the Meta who had killed Eugene. Ghost has inadvertently given me a clue as to who she was. Thanks to Ghost jogging my memory, I even now thought I knew the killer’s alias. Or, at least the alias she used to go by.
Killshot.
 



CHAPTER 18
 “So let me see if I’ve got this straight,” Shadow said. “All we need to do is find this Killshot woman, subdue her without getting our heads blown off, prevent the Heroes’ Guild from taking your license away from you, and keep you from going to prison for assault on the security guard in the casino. That about sum it all up?”
I nodded. Shadow grimaced.
“Sounds easy enough,” she said sarcastically. “What shall we do after we accomplish all that? Part the Red Sea? Walk on water?”
“Sure,” I said. “And after we do that, maybe on the seventh day, we’ll rest.” I winced a bit as I walked on the gym treadmill. Though I was on the mend from my recent adventures, I was still not one hundred percent. Normally I ran, not walked. I felt like the meatheads at the gym were looking at me with contempt for merely walking. Perhaps it was my imagination. 
Shadow and I were at the gym we both belonged to. She stood next to the treadmill I was on as I painfully walked. Our gym was not the clean, shiny, machine-filled gym sporting dedicated yoga rooms and juice bars that high-end gyms tended to be. Our gym, located in the basement of a building in the warehouse district of Astor City, had the bare essentials: barbells, dumbbells, plates, kettlebells, benches, weight racks, chin up and dip bars, a boxing and sparring room, a handful of cardio machines, and enough dried sweat over years of accumulation to disgustingly salt every French fry in the world. There was not even a sign outside announcing the gym’s presence to the world. The gym’s owner figured that the people who needed to know about his gym would find out about it through word of mouth. This was perhaps not the world’s soundest marketing plan. He was a punch-drunk ex-boxer, though, not a Wharton Business School graduate with a marketing degree. The people who frequented our gym fit into three categories: dedicated athletes who were not interested in frills; people who operated in gray areas of the law and who appreciated the fact the gym was not a stickler for official identification; and the occasional Metahuman who wanted to be able to use his or her powers without being gawked at. Our gym was the kind of place where members would roll their eyes at you if you dared enter wearing makeup, cologne, or hair gel. If you walked in wearing a headband, they might tar and feather you. After relieving you of your valuables, of course.
This was the first time I had worked out since Clara had died. Before then, I had worked out religiously. A Hero needed to keep up his strength, after all. One never knew when one would stumble across a supervillain in dire need of a thrashing. But, since crawling into a bottle, I had not been going to the gym. In light of the fact that I was the one who had been getting thrashed lately, it was time for me to climb back on the wagon. Or in this case, the treadmill.
I slapped the red stop button on the treadmill. It ground to a halt. I was sweating and breathing heavily, much more than I should have been in light of the vigorous workouts I was able to put myself through when I was healthy and not drinking. I was not yet physically up to leaping back into my normal workout routine consisting of running, heavy weight training, and sparring. One must walk before one runs. In my case, literally.
I gingerly stepped off the treadmill. I was still in pain, but not nearly as much as I had been in days before. Though I was still one big bruise, the marks on my body had faded somewhat.
Shadow looked me up and down, eying me critically. Her fitted workout gear was all black. Big shock.
“You don’t look a hot mess anymore,” she said. “You’re still a mess, but not a hot mess. It’s progress.”
“Gee thanks,” I said. “You’ll make me swoon with all these flowery compliments.”
“If you’re going to swoon, have the decency to move to the other side of the gym first. I can’t be seen associating with a man who swoons.”
I slowly made my way to the rack of dumbbells with Shadow in tow. I moved past the heavy dumbbells I normally used, knowing I was not up to them yet. I started to pick up a lighter pair. My body shrieked in protest. I put them back down. I eased over to some dumbbells that were of a weight I would have scoffed at in better times. My body shrieked again when I picked them up, but less loudly than before. Better.
I moved over a few steps to face the mirror that took up the entire wall of this side of the gym. I started doing bicep curls. Despite the light weight, I struggled. It felt like my body was held together by chewing gum and paper clips. Ugh. No pain, no gain.
Shadow started doing dumbbell curls next to me. She was doing them with the heaviest dumbbells the gym offered. I have seen anvils that weighed less. 
“Must be nice to have super strength,” I said to her through gritted teeth.
“It’s useful in opening pickle jars,” she agreed. Unlike mine, her breathing was unchanged and even. I’m not sure if some of the men around us could have said the same. Shadow’s clothes were tight, and her dramatic curves were on full display. Through the mirror in front of me, I could see several guys checking her out appreciatively. They were careful to not be too obvious about it. Smart move. Shadow liked being stared at about as much as a grizzly bear did. Despite having a body a centerfold would be envious of, there was something about her that hinted of menace, of barely contained violence. Even here at the gym, where Shadow was a fixture and no one was a shrinking violet, people gave her a wide berth. As soon as we had moved into the dumbbell area, the people who had been here almost immediately moved elsewhere. The upside of that was Shadow and I could speak freely with little fear of being overheard.
“So what makes you so sure you know the Meta who killed Eugene?” Shadow asked.
I put the weights down on the floor after completing my repetitions. My arms felt like frayed spaghetti. I told myself I could squeeze a few more reps out. No. I did not want to do more reps than Shadow and show her up. I glanced at her. Her body was rock still with her upper arms tight against her body as her forearms pumped up and down slowly using perfect form. She did not seem worried about being shown up. I did not pick my weights back up, though. Better to be safe than sorry, I thought. I sank gratefully down on a nearby bench. I panted. Don’t want to embarrass my friend.

“When Ghost was in my office and mentioned my Trials,” I said, still catching my breath, “I suddenly realized why that Meta seemed so familiar all this time. The body language, the powers, the height, the weight—it all matches. Though it’s been many years, I am almost certain Eugene’s killer went through the Hero Trials with me using the code name Killshot. She washed out before passing them. I’m not sure why. One day she was there, and the next day she was not. That was not terribly unusual. People who go through the Trials wash out left and right. There is a less than ten percent passage rate. I remember what they said the first day of the Trials—’Look to the left. Now look to the right. There is a high probability both people you looked at will never pass the Trials and become Heroes.’”
Shadow finished her curls. She put her weights down.
“And yet somehow you squeaked through.”
“Probably because of my charm.”
Shadow considered that.
“No, probably not,” she said.
“Just because you seem to be immune to my charm,” I said, “that doesn’t mean the rest of the world is. Anyway, it’s Heroes’ Guild policy to have potential Heroes go through the Trials without revealing their real identities to their fellow potential Heroes. It would never do to have a person’s secret identity blown before he or she even becomes a licensed Hero. Even I had to wear a costume and mask and use a code name during the Trials. As a result, I had never seen Killshot unmasked or out of costume during the Trials, so I had not known back then what she looked like out of uniform. The woman who killed Eugene and the woman I knew as Killshot shared similarities, though. Unless my memory betrays me, they are about the same height and weight. Killshot’s powers had been plasma-based and had given her some super strength and had allowed her to fly. I do not remember Killshot being able to shoot energy beams through her left eye, though.” I shrugged. “So that part doesn’t match up. If the two women really are one and the same, she must have developed that ability after I knew her.”
“From potential Hero standing for the Trials to assassin,” Shadow said. “That’s a pretty big change. Are you sure it’s really the same person?”
“No,” I said. “But the similarities are too big to be ignored. Besides, neither you nor I have been able to find through our contacts anyone who knows who this woman is. It’s the only potential lead we’ve got.” I shook my head at myself. “The female Meta seemed familiar from the moment I laid eyes on her in the Perk Up coffee shop. I’m shocked it took Ghost mentioning the Trials for me to make the connection between her and Killshot. I must have killed off a bunch of my brain cells in my recent walks down alcohol lane.”
“Dunbar’s number,” Shadow said.
“What?”
Shadow shook her head at me in mock sadness.
“You know, you ought to do more with your free time than just working out and ogling girlie magazines,” she said. That just showed what she knew. I did not ogle girlie magazines. I read them for the articles. “Dunbar’s number refers to the concept that the human brain can only retain a limited number of names, faces, and relationships. The number is theorized to be around a hundred and fifty. You meet and deal with a lot of people. Maybe Dunbar’s number is why you did not think of Killshot until Ghost triggered you.”
“Dunbar’s number, eh? Hmmm. I learn something new every day. Maybe that is why.”  
“So what’s the next step? Slap a photo of Killshot from the casino’s cameras on milk cartons with the caption ‘Have you seen this Metahuman?’”
“No, but we’ll save that as our backup plan,” I said. “First I’ll go to the Heroes’ Guild and see what information they can give me on Killshot. Her real name, last known address, that sort of thing.”
“Wait, I thought that kind of information about Heroes and potential Heroes was held in the strictest of confidence. How else can Heroes with secret identities preserve them? The Guild is not allowed to give that information out to just any Tom, Dick, or Harry who asks for it. Even when a Hero is asking for it.”
“What you’re saying about that information being confidential is true,” I said. I smiled. It did not hurt nearly as much to do so as it had days before. “But you’re forgetting about my fabled charm that you’re inexplicably immune to. I’ll use it to smooth-talk the info we need out of the Guild.”
“I see,” Shadow said. She looked dubious. “And when that doesn’t work, then what?”
I stood back up. I had rested long enough.
“Yea of little faith,” I said. I sighed. “Doctor Watson never doubted Sherlock Holmes this much. I need to upgrade to a more trusting sidekick.”
“Sidekick? Surely you mean partner.”
“Whatever.”
 



CHAPTER 19
The day after my workout with Shadow, I pulled into a parking space reserved for licensed Heroes near the building that housed the Heroes’ Guild National Headquarters in Washington, D.C. I felt strange parking there, probably because I was allowed to park there. Generally, I made a habit of parking in whatever parking spot was closest to where I was going, even if the parking spot was reserved for someone else. The only exception I made to that was spots designated for the handicapped. I never parked in those. I considered those spots to be off-limits to the non-handicapped. People who were genuinely handicapped had a hard enough time without me taking their parking spaces. What Ginny had said about me at the Astor City Museum of Fine Art was probably correct: I had a juvenile problem with authority. It was one of the reasons I was self-employed. God help me if I lost my Hero’s license and was forced to go to work for someone else. On my resume, under relevant job skills, I would have to list insubordination.
Washington, D.C. was only two hours south of Astor City. Since I had left Astor City before sunrise, the Heroes’ Guild building was just now opening its doors to the public for the day. I got out of my car and walked to the front of the building. The gleaming white marble building sparkled in the bright morning sun. Since the exterior of it was designed along the lines of an ancient Greek temple, it looked a little like the Lincoln Memorial. I paused in front of it and drank it in. On top of the building was mounted a huge bronze statue of Omega Man. Omega Man was widely to be considered the greatest Hero of all time. He had died in 1966. He had sacrificed himself to destroy the spaceship containing the V’Loth queen back when that alien race had invaded Earth and nearly conquered all of humanity. The queen controlled the V’Loth telepathically. Her death had put the aliens’ invasion to an end.
There was a longstanding rumor among the superstitious that the Omega Man statue would come to life if the Earth again faced an existential crisis. I knew that was not true. Despite our powers, we Heroes were still merely men and women, not gods. If I actually were a god, God help us. My first divine decree would probably be to ban women from wearing clothing. Well, some women. 
I felt a lump in my throat as I looked at the building and the massive statue of Omega Man on top of it. I had been here several times before, but the building and what it stood for never ceased to instill a sense of awe in me. The building reminded me that I belonged to a group of men and women who, often at great personal cost, had saved the world more times than the average person even knew about. Though I had a hard time taking myself—or much else—seriously, I knew I belonged to an elite group of powerful men and women who used their powers for the public welfare rather than to enrich themselves. I was proud to count myself in their number. I tried to live up to the ideals of the Guild. I often fell short. Me letting Eugene get killed was but the most recent and dramatic example of that. But, I did try. I would keep trying.
My thoughts were interrupted by raised voices. Across the street, a handful of picketers marched up and down the sidewalk. I squinted, peering at some of the signs they carried. “Heroes are Zeroes,” “We can save ourselves!” “Heroes are tools of the police state,” “Superhero=Gov’t Sanctioned Supervillain,” “Heroes are evil,” “America is for Americans, not Freaks!” “One man’s god is another man’s devil,” some of the signs read. Or at least, that was what it appeared the people who had written the signs had been trying to say. In some cases, it was hard to tell. The spelling on some of the signage was creative, to say the least. If any of the protesters was a closet Meta with the superpower to spell everything correctly, he was keeping that ability on the down-low.
Protesters often marched outside the Guild building. They were walking proof not everyone held Heroes in high regard. The ranks of the protesters usually swelled when there was a Hero in the news. Though my run-in with Eugene’s killer had made Astor City local news, I doubted if the encounter had been reported on this far away from Astor City. This group had probably never heard of me. Their loss. Rather than this group marching for any specific reason, it was probably composed of Hero-haters with nothing better to do with their time than to protest.
Protesters used to march directly in front of the Guild building on the large lawn in front of it, intimidating potential visitors. They did this despite being arrested and carted off repeatedly by local police for trespassing. They would simply come back as soon as they got out of jail, their numbers augmented due to the free publicity their arrests got them. Then, the Guild had one of our members with the power of teleportation start to teleport the trespassers off the lawn into the vats of the nearest sewage treatment plant. Though that had not been my idea, I wished it had been as it was the sort of tactic I would come up with. After a day or two of that, the protesters learned to do their marching across the street and not on Guild property. 
I knew the good work many Heroes did, often at great personal sacrifice. The protesters irritated me. Seeing them and their signs, I could not help myself. I walked across the immaculately manicured lawn in front of the Guild building. I stopped on the sidewalk directly across the street from the picketers. Most of them looked like they were in need of a bath and a high school education.
“You all holding a Mensa meeting over there?” I shouted over to them. Some of them stopped marching back and forth and stared at me. It was like looking into the dumb eyes of cows whose grazing was interrupted. “I hate to intrude on your festival of ignorance, but the word ‘evil’ some of you have on your signs is spelled with an i, not an a. It’s an easy mistake to make. You all are probably distracted with thoughts of the intricacies of quantum mechanics, after all. Kinda makes you look foolish, though.”
“When gods walk the Earth, mortals are trampled underfoot,” a dark-skinned man dressed only in dirty jeans yelled back at me. I was taken aback for a moment. What he said was unexpectedly both intelligent and poetic. Then the man crowed like a rooster. Genius and crazy are close cousins, and often share the same residence.
“You trying to be funny, mister?” one of the other protesters shouted at me. She was a white woman with dreadlocks. Perhaps I was not culturally broad-minded enough, but I thought dreadlocks on white people always looked terrible. This woman looked like she had a particularly messy rat’s nest on her head.
“No, I’m just trying to right a spelling wrong,” I said. “As someone who is smart enough to count past twenty without taking his shoes off, I consider it my civic duty to help the less gifted.”
My comment was met with mutters. Some of them were unsure of whether I had insulted them. Bigotry rarely was accompanied by a high IQ. It soon sank into the group’s awareness I was not being complimentary. In moments, the shouting began. “Filthy Meta lover!” “Why don’t you go back to where you came from?” “Come over here and say that to our face!” they said. One gem floated up above the rest: “Ass-faced bastard!” the woman with the dreadlocks said.
I figured no one else in the group would be able to top that one. I smiled broadly and blew the group a kiss. Why the Guild did not hire me to head up its public relations department was beyond me. I turned back around to walk towards the Guild building. The shouts from the protesters receded behind me.
I should not have provoked those knuckleheads, but they irritated me. Talking to people like them was like wrestling a pig: the pig enjoys the attention, and you only succeed in getting yourself dirty. I was proud of being a Hero. I thought society was better off with us than it was without us. If aliens invaded again, people like the protesters would be the first to holler for us Heroes.  
I mounted the marble steps of the Guild building. A long line of tourists snaked out of the massive, silver double doors of the building. People had to go through security to be admitted to the Guild building and tour it. In addition to being the Guild’s national headquarters and housing the Guild’s administrative offices, the part of the building that was open to the general public was a museum. The museum housed relics connected to notable Heroes since the passage of the Hero Act of 1945. As a result, the Guild building was a tourist destination, attracting visitors from far and wide.
I did not get into line with the tourists. I turned to the right, walking to the side of the building. Ordinary people had to wait in line to gain admittance to the Guild building. Licensed Heroes did not. Rank had its privileges.
There was a normal sized door sunk into the middle of the side of the building. Though the door appeared to be wooden, I knew it was not. A large, black, glass panel was mounted chest-high next to the door. I put my right hand on the glass while crouching down a bit to stare into the pinpoint of light emanating from the panel. I knew my prints were being scanned, as was my retina. After a second or two, the panel glowed green.
“Welcome Truman Lord, Licensed Hero,” a feminine voice said. The throaty sexiness of her voice hinted at least a C cup bust. I did not get excited. I knew the voice was computer generated. I wondered if female Heroes going inside were instead favored with a deep masculine voice. Perhaps, if I managed to avoid being defrocked, I would volunteer my vocal talents.
The “wooden” door shimmered, and disappeared. I stepped inside. I felt a slight tingle as I did so. I was undergoing a third scan, this one a DNA scan. I did not know what would happen if the scan did not match the DNA on file for me in the Guild’s records. Whatever it was, I knew it would not be good. Teleported to the dark side of the Moon without a spacesuit, maybe. Or worse, teleported into the middle of the protesters across the street. Fortunately I really was me, and I found myself inside of a dull metallic chamber that was about twice the size I was. The opening I had stepped through disappeared.
“Please remain still,” the same throaty voice said. I obeyed. I spent the short time I waited thinking of how maybe I should adopt an alias. While I liked my name, Truman Lord did not have the same cachet something like Omega Man did. I felt faintly nauseous for several seconds. Then, the queasy feeling passed. The chamber wall in front of me dilated, forming an opening large enough for me to exit. I stepped out. Directly ahead of me was what appeared to be thick, clear, curved glass. I looked out. The Earth lazily turned below, looking like a giant blue, green, and white marble. It seemed close enough to reach out and touch, though of course it was not.
I had been transported up to the Heroes’ Guild’s real headquarters, a space station in geosynchronous orbit. The building in Washington, D.C. was little more than a sham headquarters and tourist trap. The existence of the space station was a closely-guarded secret. As far as I knew, only licensed Heroes knew of its existence. Only licensed Heroes were permitted on the station. It could only be accessed through the transporter in D.C. plus a handful of other transporters in regional Guild offices scattered around the world. 
I continued to look down at the Earth. If the protesters knew of this secret space station, they would say it was proof of how Heroes thought they were better than regular humans. Above them. I would argue the opposite. Looking down on the Earth from here humbled me, making me realize how small I was in the great scheme of things. From up here, there were no nations, no borders, no states. There was just one beautiful but fragile-looking planet. Nation’s leaders could learn a lot by coming up here.
As coincidence would have it, North America was directly below. I put my finger on the glass in front of me, right where Kansas probably was.
“Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore,” I murmured to myself. My words gave me an idea. Since my powers were water based, how about Wicked Witch’s Bane for a code name?
Naw, no good. I would probably get sued for trademark infringement. It was a shame. All the best names were already taken.
 



CHAPTER 20
I stood at the window of the space station for a while, watching the Earth below. I did not come here as often as I would like. I could not imagine ever tiring of the view. I had a vague understanding the “window” was not in fact a window, but rather a very complicated and high-tech projection of what was outside the Guild space station. But it looked like a window, so that was what I thought of it as. I was a professional ass-kicker, not a scientist. Lately I had not done such a good job at kicking ass. I was doing a bang-up job of getting my ass kicked, though. Perhaps experience in being kicked would lead to greater proficiency in doing the kicking. Turn lemons into lemonade, right? Unfortunately, my lemons still ached thanks to my run-ins with Eugene’s killer and the inmates at the Astor City jail.
I sighed. Though I would have liked to linger longer, I had a job to do. I started walking to the right, around the space station’s Promenade, towards where the Guild had its administrative offices. The window through which I could still see the Earth continued its gentle curve on my left as I walked. If you saw it from the outside, the space station would look like a thick cigar stuck through the center hub of a bicycle wheel with spokes radiating out to the tire. The Promenade was the tire, the spokes housed the offices where the Guild conducted its business, and the cigar area contained all the machinery and electronics that kept the space station running. That included a power plant, an artificial gravity generator, waste treatment and recycling, and atmosphere generators and scrubbers. It was rumored the space station was also armed to the teeth in case of another alien invasion. I did not know whether that was actually true. I was used to dealing with street thugs and criminal Metas. Unsuccessfully, lately. Dealing with alien invasions was way above my pay grade. If the Guild needed someone to come up with an alien anal probe joke, though, I was their man. For example: “Greetings, human! We’ve come to Earth to explore Uranus.” It was good to know one’s strengths.
The Promenade was littered with comfortable chairs and couches, both clustered together and off by themselves. It put me in mind of what a very well-maintained and expensive college faculty lounge with a world-class view must have looked like. As I walked through the Promenade, I passed other Heroes, most of whom were admiring the view. Not all of them were in their full costumes and masks. Unlike seemingly everywhere on the planet below, there were no recording devices on the space station. On Earth, cameras had become ubiquitous, partly to deter crime and to help track down criminals once a crime had been committed. That was not a concern here. The process to become a licensed Hero was so rigorous it was assumed a Hero would never dream of committing a crime. Generally that was true. Occasionally, though, a bad apple slipped through the system’s cracks and into the barrel. I had dealt with just such a Heroic bad apple months ago.
Since the interior of the space station was not under electronic surveillance and Heroes using devices to record their fellow Heroes here was strictly prohibited both by custom and by regulation, Heroes who came here were encouraged to remove their masks and costumes if they so chose. I passed Amazing Man and Avatar, deep in conversation. Their masks were off. I only recognized them because the rest of their iconic costumes were still on. They were world-famous, very powerful Heroes. Avatar looked the way an underwear model would look if he was also a professional basketball player and Olympic gymnast on the side. Amazing Man was also a physically imposing figure, though with his mask off I could see he was a distinguished-looking older man with grey hair.
The two Heroes were probably mulling over how to save the world yet again. I wanted to ask them for their autographs. I fought off the urge. Such things were frowned on as being bad form. Despite varying power levels and fame, we were all licensed Heroes after all, and supposedly equals. But, as with any group of people, some people were more equal than others.
With effort, I suppressed my fanboy tendencies. I walked right past Amazing Man and Avatar. They did not ask for my autograph either. I swallowed my surprise. Perhaps they had not seen me.
I turned right, off of the Promenade and onto one of the space station’s spokes. The view of the Earth faded behind me. With the rich wood paneling on the corridor’s walls and plush carpeting on the floor, it was as if I was walking the halls of a Fortune 500 company instead of those of a space station. This section of the station was where the Guild’s senior staff maintained their offices. Ghost’s office was somewhere down this corridor. Maybe I should have stuck my head in his office and put the fear of God into him as he had done with me. I suspected he did not find me as intimidating as I did him.
I headed to the office of Aurora, the Guild’s executive secretary. She kept records of every licensed Hero and Hero candidate. If anyone would be able to tell me about Killshot, it would be her. I did not have an appointment to meet with Aurora. Each Guild administrative employee on the space station had an open door policy when it came to other Heroes. Since they were paid partially with the Guild dues all licensed Heroes were required to pay, the Guild employees worked for us Heroes. At least theoretically they did. That meant Ghost worked for me. That did not change the fact he scared the crap out of me.
I arrived at Aurora’s office. I knocked on the open door. Aurora looked up from where she was seated behind her desk glass and metal desk. She smiled.
“Mr. Lord, so good to see you again. Come in,” she said. She stood, extending her hand to shake mine. Her handshake was firm and warm. Aurora had on a light grey pantsuit and a white blouse. Faint yellow pinstripes on the suit added a flair of color. Physically, she looked the way a college cheerleader would look if that cheerleader grew up to be a company’s chief executive officer. If it were not for a canary yellow mask that obscured her features from the bridge of her nose to the top of her head, one might easily mistake Aurora for a CEO instead of what she was: the light-bending executive secretary of a group that regulated Metahumans.
“I am surprised you remember me,” I said as I sat down on the other side of Aurora’s desk. “We only met once several years ago.”
Aurora smiled.
“It’s part of my job to remember the Heroes I meet,” she said.
“And here I was hoping you remembered me because I was so charming,” I said.
Aurora’s smiled broadened. It seemed genuine.
“That would be the other reason why I remember you,” she said. Despite Shadow’s scoffing, perhaps I would be able to charm the information I need out of the Guild after all.
“So what can I do for you, Mr. Lord?”
“I have had a couple of violent encounters with a female Metahuman. She recently murdered a client of mine. I have reason to believe she is the same Meta known as Killshot who stood for the Trials at the same time I did. She did not complete them though, and as a result did not receive her Hero’s license. I want to get Killshot’s legal name and last known address from you, plus any other information you might have about her. I want to track her down and bring her to justice if she is the murderer I believe her to be.”
“I see,” Aurora said. She frowned. “I would love to help you, but the secret identities of both Heroes and potential Heroes are held in the strictest of confidence by the Guild. Even though you are a Hero yourself, I cannot give you that information.”
“Maybe you missed the part where I said Killshot is a suspect in a murder case.”
“Oh, I heard you. But, unfortunately, the rules are the rules.”
“One of the points of Metahumans being required to register with the government and the Guild under the Hero Act of 1945 is so they can be located if they use their powers to commit a crime. Or am I misremembering my Hero Act history?” I asked.
“That is true enough,” Aurora said. “But, from what you have told me, you are not absolutely certain Killshot committed a crime. Rather, a Metahuman you have reason to believe to be Killshot committed the crime. Reason to believe is not proof. It is not enough evidence to permit me to break protocol and Guild regulations to violate Killshot’s privacy by giving you her personal information.” Aurora gave me a regretful smile. She seemed sorry she had to say no to me. “If you can convince a court of the appropriate jurisdiction to issue a writ in compliance with the Hero Act permitting the inspection of Guild records regarding this Killshot woman, I would be more than happy to accommodate you. If what you say is true about Killshot, both the Guild and I would love for you to locate her and bring her to justice. But, until you have such a writ in hand compelling me open the Guild’s records, I have an obligation to maintain the privacy of our records. Sorry.” 
Frankly, I had not expected a different response. But it never hurt to ask as sometimes people surprised you by saying yes to a direct request even when they should not. Time for Plan B.
“Would your answer change if I said I’d be your best friend if you gave me the information I needed?” I asked. I gave her my best smile, the full strength one designed to compel women to disrobe and do things that were against their better judgment. 
Aurora’s face dimpled as she smiled back at me. Even with her face partially obscured, she was quite pretty.
“No,” she said. She somehow resisted disrobing. My nudity-inducing smile must have been on the fritz. It seemed to be on the fritz more often than not.
“How about if I juggle my guns for you? Or, I could pull up my shirt and show you where Killshot shot me with an energy beam. The wound is not fully healed yet, but it’s leaving a really neat scar. I hear you ladies love a good scar. Makes a man seem rugged and dangerous,” I said. I stood and started to pull my tucked-in shirt out of my pants. Aurora laughed. She stopped me with a raised hand.
“Thank you, but no,” she said, still laughing. I sat back down. “Now a question for you: Does this clown act ever work in getting information out of people?” 
“Some days yes, some days no.”
Aurora’s light brown eyes sparkled behind her mask.
“Guess which kind of day today is,” she said.
“A ‘yes’ day?” I asked hopefully.
“Guess again,” Aurora said, still smiling. She was the most cheerful brick wall I had ever dealt with. Oh well. I had not really expected Plan B to work, anyway. As with Plan A, it did not hurt to try. I already had a Plan C in mind.
“All right.” I sighed dramatically. “I know when I’m licked. Can you at least tell me that I’m right about a Metahuman named Killshot having taken the Trials the same time I did? That was over nine years ago, and I fear my memory is playing tricks on me.”
Aurora pursed her lips at me thoughtfully.
“All right,” she said after a moment’s hesitation. “I do not see how I’m violating anyone’s privacy or breaking any Guild regulations by refreshing your memory.” She swiveled a bit in her chair to face the large screen of her desktop computer. Her hands hovered over the keyboard for a moment. Then they reached out to turn the monitor slightly so I could not see any of the front of it.
“Promise to not try to steal a peek?” Aurora asked. Though she was still smiling, her eyes were not. She was serious.
“I promise to not try to look at Killshot’s records while you’re looking at them,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Cross my heart,” I added, pantomiming the motion with my hand. I wanted to make sure Aurora’s computer was logged into the Guild’s record system. Plan C would take care of the rest.
Aurora asked me when I had stood for the Trials. I told her. Her fingers flew over her keyboard. Her eyes narrowed as she read what apparently had come up on her screen.
“Yes, a registered Metahuman with the code name of Killshot did stand for the Trials in the same Hero candidate class you were in. As you remembered, she did not complete the Trials,” Aurora said. She looked up at me. Her look was regretful, but firm. “And, I’m afraid that is all I can tell you.”
I stood, extending my hand over Aurora’s desk. I carefully avoided looking at her computer screen. A promise was a promise. Aurora stood as well, and shook my hand.
“Thank you for taking the time to talk to me,” I said.
Aurora’s eyes danced merrily behind her mask.
“You’re not getting away that easily,” she said. “You promised to show me your scar in exchange for information, and a scar is what I want to see.”
I smiled to myself. I pulled up my shirt a bit. It just proved what I always thought: even Heroes were suckers for a good scar.
 



CHAPTER 21
After leaving Aurora’s office, I walked down the entire length of the station spoke her office was on. Then, I went back to the Promenade and walked around a bit. After about twenty minutes or so since I left Aurora’s office, I figured enough time had passed.
I went back to the corridor her office was on. When I walked its length before, I had made note with my powers of the water lines that ran through the floors and ceilings. Much as I had in the casino when I fought the woman who killed Eugene, I caused the lines to rupture. Only this time, instead of merely creating fog, I caused steam to fill each of the offices running up and down the corridor. I was careful to not make it too hot. I wanted it to be hot enough to be extremely uncomfortable, but not hot enough to hurt someone. These were my colleagues, after all. In the corridor itself, I created a fog so thick you could barely see past your face.
The effects of what I did were almost immediate. Cries filled the corridor as Heroes fled the steam in their offices. Though my vision was just as obscured as everyone else’s, thanks to my ability to sense the water in people’s bodies, I could “see” where everyone was after a fashion. I easily dodged people as I made my way back to Aurora’s office. Except for when I needed to move around someone, I ran my hand along the walls as I walked, counting the office doors. I had noted earlier Aurora’s was the sixth one on the right.  
“Please evacuate Administrative Wing A,” came a loud computerized voice from all around me. I almost jumped, not expecting it. “There is a malfunction in the water system there. Follow the sound of the emergency alert to make your way to the Promenade until we are able to effect repairs.” Off in the direction of where I had come from, there was a loud ping. After a few seconds, it went off again. It reoccurred in a regular pattern. Soon everyone in the corridor was heading toward the sound. I had not expected the space station’s protocols to help me clear the area, but one does not look a gift computerized horse in the mouth.
By feel and count, I located Aurora’s office. My powers told me it was empty. I stepped inside. I closed and locked the door. I quickly strode to the desk and sat down. Though I continued to let the steam come out of the ruptured water line in the room, I created a bubble of clear air and normal temperature around myself and the desk. I did so both so I could see and to reduce the chance of damaging Aurora’s computer. I did not want to stop the steam altogether. I suspected the station’s computer system would be able to detect it if I had. I did not want awkward questions being asked later why the problem in Aurora’s office seemed to miraculously fix itself while the problem still existed in the other offices. I was taking a big enough chance as it was. I did not want to risk drawing further attention to myself.
Fortunately, Aurora’s computer was still logged into the Guild’s records. I was already familiar with the Guild’s record system, so navigating it was not a problem. I never had enjoyed this level of clearance to access the more sensitive parts of it, though.
I worked as quickly as I could. I pulled up the records from the year I stood from the Trials. From there, I found the Guild’s file regarding Killshot. I pulled it up. The information filled the screen along with a picture of her.
Actually, it was not a picture. It was an artist’s rendering of her that was so well done, it made me think it was a picture at first. The file on her told me Killshot unconsciously emitted a low level of radiation from her face that interfered with the ability of electronics to capture her likeness. Hence the drawing the Guild had of her rather than the normal photo it took of all registered Metahumans. The file noted Killshot had the potential to channel that radiation and use it as a weapon in the form of a plasma blast, but that at the time of the Trials, she had not yet realized that potential. She had moderate super strength, heightened physical durability, and could fly. Everything in the file confirmed my suspicions: Killshot was definitely the Metahuman who had killed Eugene. Looking at the drawing of her, there was no doubt of that. Though Killshot’s face was a bit fuller and her hair was different in the drawing than it was now, she was absolutely the woman I was looking for.
I pulled out my smartphone. I took a picture of the drawing of Killshot’s face that filled the screen. I used my powers to check to see if anyone was approaching. They told me the broad corridor and the offices adjoining it were still all clear. At least for now. I needed to hurry up before I got caught. I was under investigation by the Guild as it was. If I got caught accessing Guild records without the proper authorization, I would be on an express train to being defrocked. I went back to reading Killshot’s file.
Killshot’s real name was Brooke Cantrell. She was born in Maine, though her last known address was listed as being in Chicago, Illinois. The file listed her vital statistics and her social security number. I hastily tapped all that information into a note-taking app on my phone. The members of her immediate family were dead. Other than the Hero who sponsored Killshot’s application to become a licensed Hero, there were no known associates listed. Her Sponsor was Arthur Barker, also known as the Hero Scarlet Centurion. While he still retained his license, the Guild listed Mr. Barker as an inactive Hero who had retired from both being a Hero and from his day job as an architect. His permanent address was in Atlantic City, New Jersey. I wrote down Mr. Barker’s contact information.
The biographical part of Killshot’s file did not contain any more information that seemed relevant. I moved on to skim the Guild’s assessment of Killshot during the Trials. Her psychological evaluation was of particular interest:
Hero candidate Killshot, while a proficient martial artist and Metahuman combatant, does not have the proper temperament to be granted a Hero’s license. Despite her pleasing demeanor, charisma, and surface equanimity, our testing indicates she has a low level of empathy, sociopathic tendencies, delusions of grandeur, and is overly aggressive and violent. In the opinion of this writer, Killshot will almost certainly abuse the rights and privileges accorded to her should she become a Hero. I recommend that she not be permitted to complete the Trials.  If she is allowed to proceed with the Trials and successfully completes the non-psychological portion, the Guild ultimately will have to deny her a cape because of her unsuitable and unstable psychological profile. I further recommend that the Guild closely monitor Killshot’s future activities and whereabouts as there is a high probability she will use her powers despite not being licensed.
After reading Killshot’s psychological profile, I was tempted to pull up my own. I already felt like I had been too long in Aurora’s office, though, to give in to curiosity about what the Guild had thought of me when I had stood for the Trials. Besides, what if what they had said was not flattering? In light of my recent failures, I did not think my ego could stand any more blows.
I returned Aurora’s computer back to the screen she had it on when I entered. I got up, adjusted the chair, and took a couple of steps back. I took a careful look at the desk. Everything looked the way it had when I had walked in.
I went to the door. My powers told me no one was coming. I opened the door. I walked out into the still fog-filled corridor. I walked back towards the Promenade. When I arrived there, people were milling around. No one seemed to pay me any untoward attention as I joined them. I then broke away from the group, and went to walk around the Promenade some more. After a while, Administrative Wing A was out of the range of my powers. Though I could not see it, I imagined the fog in the corridor slowly dissipated while the steam hissing into each office stopped immediately and was replaced by a trickle of water. I suspected the Guild would have the water pipes repaired soon enough.
As innocent seeming as a babe in the woods, I eventually made my way to another transporter. I stepped inside and stated my destination to the computer. I stood still, preparing to have the atoms of my body torn apart and transported back down to the Guild’s Washington, D.C. building. It looked as though I was getting away with looking at Killshot’s records. Perhaps it is true what they say, I thought. In space, no one can hear you steam. That was my last thought before I dematerialized and faded out of existence for an instant. In my defense, transporter technology was known to cause a short-lived impairment of judgment. I did not know if I would have come up with such a terrible pun left to my own devices.
I arrived back in the transporter chamber in D.C. without incident. I walked back around to the front of the Guild building. The protesters across the street were still picketing. There was a sign carried by one of the protesters that either was new or that I had not noticed before. It read “We don’t want Big Brother watching over us!” If they only knew.
I got into my car. I pulled out of the parking space, and started the drive back to Astor City. Had I gotten away scot-free? Until I was on the interstate heading north, I felt like a Hero might land in front of my car and take me into custody. Since one did not, I must have gotten away with my little intelligence gathering operation. For now, at least. Though there were no surveillance cameras on the space station, some sharp Hero—Aurora or Ghost, maybe—would surely realize all those water pipes would not fail all at once on their own. In addition to Aurora having spoken with me, a transporter log was kept of everyone who beamed into and out of the station. Though the Guild might not be able to prove I was the cause of the incident, they might suspect I was because of my powers.
Oh well. The Guild could just add this incident to the list of charges it was investigating me for. Frankly, I did not care. If the information I got off of Aurora’s computer led to me finding Killshot, it would be completely worth it.
 



CHAPTER 22
“There’s an invention two brothers named Orville and Wilbur Wright came up with over a century ago,” Shadow said as our Amtrak train pulled out of Astor City Central Station. “It’s called an airplane. Metal tube that flies through the sky? It saves loads of time. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”
“I have,” I said. “But with airport security as tight as it is, smuggling my gun onto a plane would be difficult. On the other hand, there are pizza places that have better security than Amtrak.” I kept my voice low so our fellow passengers would not hear us. Amtrak’s northeast corridor was a busy one, and the train was packed. I felt the comforting weight of my gun under my jacket. Having to take a firearm off of the security guard in the Golden Horseshoe Casino had taught me to not go around unarmed if it could be avoided. On Amtrak, I had been able to board the train without going through any security precautions. There had been a few drug-sniffing dogs and their handlers wandering around Astor City Central Station, but since I was carrying a gun and not drugs, they had not bothered with me.
“Besides, a nice long train ride will give us a chance to chat,” I said to Shadow.
Shadow reached into her overnight bag under her feet. She pulled out a Kindle. With a pointed look at me, she flipped open its leather cover. She began reading. So much for us chatting.
I felt and heard the train ease out of the station. I leaned back in my aisle chair, settling in for the over three hour ride from Astor City Central Station to Atlantic City, New Jersey. We were on our way to pay a visit to Killshot’s Hero Sponsor, Scarlet Centurion. It was the last lead we had based on the information I had gotten out of the Guild’s records. The other leads had proven to be dead ends.
Shadow and I had already looked into the last known address the Guild had for Killshot. It was for a small apartment complex in Chicago. According to the apartment’s manager, Brooke Cantrell had moved out of it around ten years before. Shadow and I had also spoken to some of Killshot’s former neighbors, at least the ones who still lived in the apartment building. Most had not remembered anyone named Brooke Cantrell; the handful who had remembered her had no idea of how to locate her.
The apartment manager did not have a forwarding address for Brooke, or an emergency contact listed for her. Registered Metas were required by the Hero Act to keep their current address on file with both the federal government and the Guild. It came as no surprise to me a Metahuman assassin like Killshot did not strictly adhere to the law. She probably did not come to a complete halt at stop signs, either. Cheeky scofflaw.
Knowing Killshot’s legal name and social security number had not led to useful information, either. She did not have a criminal record. That was not evidence she had not committed crimes, of course; it showed merely she had not been caught committing crimes. I hoped to make a change in that very soon. Thanks to some contacts I had with the United States Internal Revenue Service, I learned Killshot had not filed a tax return under her legal name and social security number since she had been asked to leave the Trials.
In short, it looked like Brooke Cantrell had dropped off the face of the Earth once she had washed out as a Hero candidate ten years before. The fact she had not filed a tax return since then told me she was not making a living legally. In light of the calmness with which she had killed Eugene and how adeptly she had fought me off, I had a feeling Killshot had not spent the past ten years picking up cans on the side of the road and taking them to recycling centers to pick up spare cash. If she was not a full-time professional Metahuman mercenary and assassin, I would eat my hat.
Shadow and I got off the train in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. After a brief layover at the Philly train station, we got on a New Jersey commuter train heading to Atlantic City. In a short while, the Atlantic City skyline—such as it was—came into view. The skyline consisted pretty much exclusively of casinos and hotels. Atlantic City was on the ocean. In its heyday, it was a bustling resort town, with visitors from all around the country coming to the town to enjoy its beaches and to do some gambling. This was not its heyday. Thanks to casinos springing up like mushrooms after a rain in surrounding states—like the Golden Horseshoe in Maryland, for example—the gambling monopoly Atlantic City had once enjoyed had been dealt a crippling blow. Many of the casinos, which had once thrived and printed money, now flirted with bankruptcy. I had no idea what would happen to the city if all of the casinos went under. It looked like they would do so sooner or later if something did not change. Since the casinos were the main source of employment for locals, them going under would devastate the area. Something needed to be done to avert that economic disaster, and soon. But I was a Hero, not a city planner. Preventing a region’s economy from collapsing was well outside of my area of expertise. As it was, I was having enough trouble tracking down a single Metahuman. Perhaps if I managed to find Killshot, I would then tackle saving Atlantic City. Then maybe I would wipe out malaria and address climate change. One thing at a time. 
After arriving at the Atlantic City train station, Shadow and I took a cab to a cheap hotel I had reserved a room in near the Tropicana Casino. We left our bags there, and then hailed another cab. I gave the driver the address for Arthur Barker, formerly known as the Hero Scarlet Centurion.
“Are you sure it’s a good idea to not make an appointment to meet with Mr. Barker?” Shadow asked in the cab. “What if he’s not at home?” Shadow looked out at the dilapidated homes we were passing. Homeless people dotted too many corners. “What if he flew to Las Vegas to do some gambling in a non-shithole? For that matter, what if he is home? He might not react well to two strange Metas showing up on his doorstep. I know I wouldn’t. Especially if one of those Metas is you.”
“If he’s not home, we’ll wait for him,” I said. “As for why I did not tell him we are coming, what would you have me say if I called him first? ‘Mr. Barker, you don’t know me, but I illegally gained access to your secret identity. I’m looking for the woman you sponsored to take the Hero Trials. Be a peach and tell this strange voice on the phone where I can find her.’”
“And if you tell him the same story in person, you expect him to believe you why? Because of your trustworthy face?”
“I was planning on relying on my charm again.”
“You rely on your charm a lot,” Shadow said. “As far as I can tell, it usually does not work out so well for you.”
I sighed.
“Unfortunately, you’re right,” I said. But, today could be the day my luck turns around.”
“Hope springs eternal.”
The cab dropped us off at the address I had for Mr. Barker. The home at the address was a two-story, white clapboard, well-maintained house with a small front yard. It seemed to be in a nice neighborhood, something Atlantic City had too few of. The yard was enclosed by a small, black iron wrought fence. Shadow and I walked up the stone walkway to the front porch. I rang the doorbell.
“Let me do the talking,” I said to her.
“Of course,” she said. Her dark eyes sparkled. “I wouldn’t dream of missing the chance to see your charm in action. Maybe I’ll learn something.”
No one answered the door at first. I was beginning to think no one was home. Then I heard footsteps on the other side of the door. The door opened. Since the Guild’s records had told me Mr. Barker was 79-years-old, I was expecting a shriveled old man. The man at the door was anything but shriveled. Though the man’s almost white hair and the wrinkles on his face were a testament to his advanced age, he stood ramrod straight with posture that would be the envy of a drill sergeant. He was a bit taller than I, and had broad shoulders tapering down to a trim waist. Since he had on shorts and a tee shirt, his arms and legs were bare. They were corded with muscle. On the top of each of his forearms was a large horizontal lump under the skin about six or seven inches long. If it was some kind of tumor, it was the weirdest looking one I had ever seen.
The man’s clear blue eyes looked at me and Shadow with curiosity and a hint of caution. His eyes were the color of robin eggs.
“Can I help you two with something?” the man asked.
“We’re looking for Arthur Barker,” I said.
“Well, you found him,” he said, smiling slightly. His teeth were white, but slightly crooked. “I hope you aren’t going to try to sell me something.”
“Fortunately, no,” I said. “We are looking for information. Do you mind if we come in?”
“I hope you don’t mind me saying so, but yes, I do mind if you come in,” Mr. Barker said. “Atlantic City is not as safe as it used to be. I don’t invite just any and everyone into my house.” His eyes darted down to my waist. “Especially not someone who is carrying a gun on his right under his jacket.”
I was impressed he had spotted the slight bulge of my gun. I should not have been surprised, though. Inactive or not, the man was still a Hero.
“My name is Truman Lord. I am a licensed Hero. This is my sidekick, Shadow,” I said.
“Partner,” Shadow corrected immediately.
“Regardless,” I said, shooting Shadow a look, “we are searching for a woman named Brooke Cantrell, whom we understand you know.”
“Brooke Cantrell?” Mr. Barker repeated slowly, saying the name as if it was unfamiliar to him. “I don’t believe I know anyone by that name.” Despite his words, I thought he was lying. His eyes had widened almost imperceptibly when I had said Killshot’s real name.
“Mr. Barker, we know you are a Hero who used to operate under the name Scarlet Centurion,” I said. I lowering my voice a bit to make sure it did not carry to Mr. Barker’s neighbors. “We also know Brooke Cantrell used to go by the code name Killshot. You sponsored her to stand for the Hero Trials. Now, do you really want to talk about all of this out in the open where someone might hear us?”
Mr. Barker regarded me wordlessly for a moment. Then, he opened the front door wider and stepped behind it. Shadow stepped inside, followed by me. I got a glimpse of a large, high-ceiling living room decorated in black and white. Then, unexpectedly, I was slammed into the wall by the door. My back hit the wall hard. My bones rattled. The air rushed out of me. Mr. Barker’s forearm pinned my neck against the wall, making it hard for me to breathe. It felt like a thick lead pipe pressing into my neck. Through blurred vision, I saw what looked like a walrus tusk slide out of the top of the wrist of his other arm. It was slick with blood. It looked sharp, like an oversized fang. Mr. Barker pressed the tip of the claw—if that’s what it was—against the side of my exposed neck. I felt a pinprick of pain as it pierced my skin. Though the wind had been knocked out of me and I was disoriented, I instinctively started to reach under my jacket for my gun.
“Move another muscle and I’ll cut your throat open,” Mr. Barker hissed through clenched teeth. I froze. He did not sound like he was kidding. “Now tell me who you really are and how you know who I am.”
“Let go of him,” Shadow said to Mr. Barker. She had moved so she was slightly behind him.
“Stay out of this,” he said in response without looking at her. It was a mistake, one that people had made before. Because Shadow looked like a runway model who posed for Playboy on the side, people often underestimated her and did not see her as the threat she was.
Shadow grabbed the elbow of the arm with the claw extended and Mr. Barker’s other shoulder. She pulled him off of me. I staggered, sucking air into my lungs gratefully. Shadow twisted slightly. She threw Mr. Barker across the room. He sailed through the air, colliding with the top of his white sofa. The sofa turned over with a loud crash, dumping Mr. Barker on the floor.
If the average person had been thrown across the room like that, they would have stayed down. For one thing, they probably would not have been able to get up. For another, they would have been too afraid to face the person who was capable of throwing them across the room like that. Not Mr. Barker. He got back up like a teenager who had fallen off a skateboard rather than like an elderly man who had been thrown across the room by a Metahuman with super strength.
He moved around the fallen couch. He approached Shadow warily. His left hand shot out. Shadow dodged it easily. It was but a feint. His right fist hit her flush in the face. Shadow staggered slightly. She moved back out of the range of his long arms. Her face was bloody. If Mr. Barker’s claws had been out, he would have shish-kebabbed her with that blow. So he was not trying to kill her. Good.
Shadow grinned at Mr. Barker. Her teeth were crimson with blood. That maniac was enjoying this. The two combatants ignored me, which was just as well. I was partly bent over as my chest heaved. I was still not fully recovered from my recent fights. Mr. Barker slamming me against the wall so hard had rattled every bone in my body. I was still seeing stars. I did not feel up to interceding in the fight between Mr. Barker and Shadow. Besides, that bloodthirsty lunatic looked as happy as a pig in mud facing Mr. Barker. She could take care of herself.
Shadow slid forward. Her right leg arced out, slamming into Mr. Barker’s side so hard it hurt me just to watch it. He grunted, but did not go down. Moving faster than I would have thought possible for an elderly man, he grabbed Shadow’s raised leg. His own leg snaked out, striking her other leg and sweeping her onto the ground. He then pounced on her like a cat pouncing on a mouse. The two of them started rolling around on the floor of the room like two kids tussling in the school yard. Pieces of furniture went flying.
“That’s enough!” I said. It came out as a hoarse rasp. Since I could barely hear it, I knew the two of them could not hear it either over the pandemonium they were causing. “That’s enough!” I said again, forcing my aching throat and lungs to be louder. My command was answered by a jostled vase crashing to the floor. This was not helping me find Killshot. I pulled out my gun. I raised it over my head and fired two shots. In the enclosed area, they sounded like cannon fire.
The two wrestlers on the floor froze. Shadow looked like she was trying to wrap Mr. Barker’s leg around his own neck. Mr. Barker’s free leg looked like it was trying to pop Shadow’s head off of her neck like a cork popping out of a champagne bottle.
I lowered my gun, pointing it at Mr. Barker.
“This whole thing has gotten out of hand,” I said. My throat felt raw. “We came to talk, not to fight. Now let go of her before you two killed each other.”
With a look of reluctance, Mr. Barker untangled himself from Shadow. He stood up. He barely seemed to be breathing hard. He was clearly a tough old bird even if he was just an inactive Hero. His tee shirt was torn and streaked with blood. I was not sure if it was his or Shadow’s.
Shadow stood as well. She came to stand by me.
“You all right?” I asked her.
“Of course. I could have taken him if you hadn’t butted in,” she said. She sounded a bit like a kid whose toy has been taken from her. Her face was streaked with blood.
“Was your plan to bleed all over him and drown him?” I asked without taking my eyes of off Mr. Barker. I spoke to him again before Shadow could respond. “You want to tell me why you attacked us? We are just here looking for some information.”
“So you say,” Mr. Barker said. His eyes were on my gun. I had the impression if I wavered even the slightest bit, he would rush me and try to take the gun away from me. In light of how he could still handle himself in spite of his age, I had little doubt he could do it. “But when someone shows up on my doorstep unexpectedly tossing around my code name, I assume the worst.”
“I told you I’m a Hero,” I said.
“Anyway can say he’s a Hero,” he said. He looked like a coiled spring poised to release. “But, you’re not wearing a costume I recognize and I don’t know you from Adam. And, even if you are a Hero, that still doesn’t explain how you know who I am.”
Without taking my gun off of Mr. Barker, I reached into my pocket with my free hand. I pulled out the wallet containing both my Hero’s and private detective’s license. I tossed it over to Mr. Barker. He caught it, and opened it up. He examined the licenses carefully, looking up to compare the photos they contained to my face. I flashed him my winning smile, the one designed to inspire trust and confidence. Since I still felt like I had been sideswiped by a car, it probably looked like a grimace. I was getting really tired of being smacked around. It was way more fun to be the smacker than to be the smackee. I hoped the time would come soon when I was the tennis racket and not the tennis ball.
“Okay, so you’re a Hero and private detective,” Mr. Barker said. He flipped the wallet back at me, towards the center of my body. I would have to shift my gun to catch it. I instead just let the wallet hit me and then fall to the floor. Mr. Barker had thrown it like that to try to get me to take the gun off of him for a moment. If I had fallen for it, I had little doubt I would be slammed against the wall again and disarmed.
Mr. Barker smiled at me slightly when I failed to take the bait.
“I guess it was too much to ask for you to fall for that,” he said.
“Yeah, it’s not my first rodeo,” I said. The tension had drained out of the room. “Now that you know I’m a Hero, can I put my gun away without you trying to perform surgery on my neck again?”
“Truce,” Mr. Barker said in agreement. I holstered my gun. I took care to unzip my jacket so I could get to it more easily the next time. I picked up my wallet and put it away.
“If Mr. Lord here is a Hero, what are you?” Mr. Barker asked, looking at Shadow. “Robin?”
Shadow touched her face with her hand. She winced a little. She looked at the blood on her hand. There was a hint of disbelief on her face. “I’m someone who is not used to someone else being able to hit her in the face,” she said. She grinned at Mr. Barker. “I must say I’m impressed.”
Mr. Barker smiled back at her. “Me too. Not too many people can take a punch from me and remain standing.”
It was time to break up this mutual admiration society. We needed information, not compliments.
“Like I said at the door, I’m here looking for information about Brooke Cantrell, who used to go by the code name Killshot,” I said. “Still does, for all I know. Since you were the Hero who sponsored her for the Trials, I hoped you could give me an idea of how to find her.”
“You still haven’t explained to me how you knew I’m a Hero,” Mr. Barker said. “I have been very careful to keep my secret identity a secret. Or at least I thought I had.”
“I uncovered your name in the course of my investigation,” I said vaguely. I did not want to go into detail about what my uncovering had consisted of. The last thing I needed was for a Hero to tell the Guild I had gained unauthorized access to its records. I was in enough trouble with the Guild as it was.
“What do you want with Brooke?” Mr. Barker. “Has she done something wrong?”
“Do you know where we can find her?” I asked.
“You answer me first,” he said with a slight smile. We just stared at each other for a moment. I did not know the relationship he and Killshot currently had, if any. If I told him I was looking for her because she had murdered my client, would he shut down and tell me nothing? Would he warn her I was looking for her? As it was though, Mr. Barker was telling me nothing. Plus, despite the fact Shadow and I had just fought him, I got a good vibe off of Mr. Barker. I came to a decision.
“Killshot killed a client of mine,” I said. “I’m trying to track her down and bring her to justice.”
“I see,” Mr. Barker said. Was it my imagination, or did he not seem surprised? “You got some proof of that?” he asked.
I pulled out my smartphone. I pulled up the video of Killshot shooting Eugene in the Golden Horseshoe Casino. I handed the phone to Mr. Barker. He hit play. He stood silently with his head bent over the phone as he watched the entire video play out. He looked back up once it was over. His face looked grim.
“Let me take a look at this again on the big screen,” he said, moving towards the large flat screen television in the room. Fortunately, unlike several other items in the room, it had not been a casualty of his fight with Shadow. He pulled a cable from the back of the television and plugged the end of it into my phone. He turned the television on. After playing with my phone and the television for a few moments, the opening image of the Killshot video from the casino sprang onto the screen.
“I don’t know how to connect a phone to a television. And I’m not nearly as old as he is,” I murmured to Shadow as we watched Mr. Barker fiddle with my phone and the television. “Do you?”
“No,” Shadow said. She shrugged slightly. “It’s all geek to me.”
Mr. Barker hit play again. The video played out on the large television. Mr. Barker studied it intently. Though I had seen the video multiple times, I still hated to watch it. It reminded me of things I would rather forget: that a wife no longer had a husband; that a daughter no longer had her stepfather; of my own failures and weaknesses; and that the Felonious Five would almost certainly get away with murder thanks to Eugene not testifying against them. Watching the video again with Shadow and Mr. Barker, I swore to myself yet again that I would not let Killshot get away with murder too.
The video finished. Mr. Barker looked up at me and Shadow from where he was sitting in a cushioned armchair near the television. His face was drawn and sad. For the first time, he seemed his age.
“There’s no doubt about it—that’s definitely Brooke,” Mr. Barker said. “The energy blast thing is new, but back when I knew Brooke she had the potential to generate such a blast and was working on developing it. I see she managed to do it. Even with her powers obscuring her face, I would know her anywhere. I was her Hero Sponsor and trained her for the Trials, after all. Her fighting style is as familiar to me as her face is. I had heard rumors she was earning a living as an assassin for hire. I did not want to believe them.” Mr. Barker shook his head ruefully. “Video doesn’t lie, though.”
“Do you know where we can find Brooke?” Shadow asked. Mr. Barker shook his head in the negative.
“I haven’t seen her since shortly after she was rejected from the Trials,” he said. “Her not being allowed to become a Hero devastated her. As you probably know, if you do not pass the Trials initially, you are allowed to re-apply in two years.” Mr. Barker shook his head. “Brooke didn’t want to wait, though. As long as I’ve known her, she has been a bit on the arrogant side. It was quite a blow to her when she was told she had washed out of the Trials. I had trained her well and she was as proficient and knowledgeable as a Hero twice her age. She expected to breeze right through the Trials. Even now, I remember what she said to me when she told me she had been rejected: ‘If they don’t want me to be a Hero, then fine, I won’t be a Hero.’ She lived with me at the time, and had since she was fifteen-years-old. She left two weeks after being rejected from the Trials. Left me a note saying that since she wasn’t going to be a Hero, she was going to go out and find something else to do.”
Mr. Barker let out a long breath. 
“When she first left, I looked for her, but could find no trace of her. After a while, I stopped looking. She was an adult by then. She had the right to chart her own course in life. Since then I had from time to time heard rumors about a Meta matching Brooke’s description being involved in some murders. I told myself it couldn’t really be Brooke.” Mr. Barker’s face looked sorrowful. “After watching this video, clearly I was just kidding myself.”
“You say Brooke had lived with you since she was fifteen. Why is that?” I asked.
“Brooke’s family—her parents and her younger brother—were killed when she was fifteen. They got caught in the middle of a fight between me and a couple of supervillains. One of the villains threw me into a building. It collapsed. Fortunately the building was under construction and vacant. Unfortunately, Brooke’s family happened to be driving by. They were buried under the rubble. It was a wrong place at the wrong time sort of thing. It happened on June 16th. I’ll never forget that day. Brooke was off at camp at the time. She had no extended family and no place to go after her parents died. Since I thought myself to be partly responsible for her family’s death, I decided to take her in rather than letting her become a ward of the state. As I had no wife or kids of my own, she quickly became like family to me. I eventually became her legal guardian. As coincidence would have it, Brooke manifested Metahuman powers shortly after her parents died. As you probably know, it’s very common for a traumatic event to trigger latent Metahuman abilities. I made sure Brooke registered with the Guild under the Hero Act. Since Brooke expressed an interest in becoming a Hero, I started training her in the use of her abilities. When she was old enough to fight crime with me, she became my apprentice under the code name Killshot. I became her sponsoring Hero.”
“I thought a Meta was not supposed to use her powers unless she gets licensed first,” Shadow said. 
“Generally speaking, that’s true,” I said. “But an Apprentice being trained under a Hero Sponsor can use her powers as long as she is acting under his direct supervision when she is doing so. It’s so an Apprentice can get some on the job training, so to speak, in preparation for the Trials.”
Mr. Barker’s eyes darted from me to Shadow.
“Wait, you’re not a Hero, too?” he asked her. “Since you clearly are a Metahuman—no normal human can stand up to me the way you just did—I just assumed you were a Hero as well. You know, you really ought not to be using your powers unlicensed.” 
“I’m trying to get her to turn herself in for unauthorized Metahuman power use,” I said with a slight smile at Shadow. “So far, she has proven to be recalcitrant.” Mr. Barker frowned slightly at us, but did not say anything further about the matter. After all, he had just watched a Metahuman he had trained kill Eugene in cold blood. Those who live in glass houses should not throw stones. 
“Did Brooke give you any indication when you were training her she was capable of killing someone?” I asked Mr. Barker.
He sighed.
“Unfortunately, yes. You’ve seen my claws. Though they are more of an offensive weapon than a defensive one, in almost fifty years of being a licensed Hero, not once have I killed anyone,” he said. He shook his head regretfully. “Not directly, anyway, as the death of Brooke’s family can attest to. Brooke, on the other hand—” He shook his head again. “She had a bloodthirsty streak in her that I did my best to train out of her. She probably had some anger issues about how her family died which she took out on the Metahumans we battled. On more than one occasion, I had to stop her from beating a Meta to death. Once, she did kill a supervillain when I was in another room dealing with his partner. Brooke told me she killed the villain in self-defense. Even at the time, I had wondered if that was really the case. I did my best to convince myself she was telling the truth.” Mr. Barker took a long breath. “I wonder if I had done more—trained Brooke better, taught her better—if she would not have become the person we watched on your video.” His voice was full of regret. There was a lot of regret going around.
“I know you said you do not know where we can find Brooke,” I said. “Do you have any other information that might prove useful in locating her? You already said she does not have any living family. What about friends?”
Mr. Barker was silent as he pondered for a while.
“There is one person,” he said after a bit. “He’s a registered Metahuman. His street name is Shrapnel. I don’t know his real one. Last I heard he operated out of Portland, Oregon. After Brooke washed out of the Trials and she left my home, I heard now and then she associated with him. I was never able to verify that. Nor do I know if Brooke and Shrapnel still communicate. It’s been years since I heard anything about Shrapnel. The only reason why I remember his name is because it’s so distinctive. Hard to forget a name like that.”
“Do you happen to remember the names of the supervillains you fought the day Brooke’s family was killed?” I asked.
“Why?” Mr. Barker said. “Do you think that might be important?”
“Who knows,” I said with a shrug. “As you know from your time as a Hero, knowing is better than not knowing. You never can tell when something will prove to be useful.”
“That’s true enough,” Mr. Barker said. “Their names are Dreadnought and King Cobra. I fought them in Dallas, Texas, which I believe was the city they primarily operated out of.”
I could not think of anything more to ask. I looked over at Shadow. She shrugged slightly. She did not have anything else to ask either.
I stood. I thanked Mr. Barker for his time. I handed him my card.
“If you can think of anything else that might be useful in locating Brooke, please contact me,” I said. He nodded. He stood as well to shake my hand. Then, he shook hands with Shadow.
“Sorry for the mess we made of your house,” Shadow said to him. The room did look like a hurricane had hit it. “Can we give you some money to pay for the damage?”
Mr. Barker grinned at her. It made him look far younger than his years again.
“Hey, I was the one who started it by attacking Mr. Lord,” he said. “Besides, I should be thanking you instead of you apologizing to me. It’s been a while since I’ve been in a fight.” His smile looked wolfish. “I have not had so much fun in years.” Looking at the two of them standing there grinning at one another, I thought that despite the difference in their sex, age, and race, they were very much alike. Like two peas in a bloodthirsty pod. I fought when I needed to; these two seemed to do it because they enjoyed it. 
Shadow and I left Mr. Barker’s house. We walked down the street, on the lookout for a cab to take us back to our hotel.
“You know, there is dried blood on your face,” I said to Shadow. “You’d better wipe it off or else we’ll never be able to hail a cab.”
Under my direction, Shadow tried to clean her face off with her hands. She grimaced in pain as her fingers touched a tender spot on her face.
“I still say I could have taken that guy,” Shadow said as she gingerly wiped the blood away.
“I have no doubt you could have,” I said with a straight face. I suppressed a smile. I considered pointing out that a 79-year-old man had bloodied her and fought her to a standstill. I thought better of it. Unlike Mr. Barker, I did not have claws. If Shadow attacked me, I would have to shoot her.
A Hero really ought not shoot his sidekick.
 



CHAPTER 23
I sat behind my desk in my office in Astor City. I had my feet up on my desk and my office phone cradled between my shoulder and ear. I had been on hold with the Dallas Police Department for several minutes, waiting for Homicide Detective Gloria Rodriguez to come on the line. It seemed much longer than merely minutes. The terrible music playing in my ear made the minutes stretch out to what seemed like an eternity. The music was from an album where a hot young pop star had tried to repackage herself as a more serious artist by covering several George and Ira Gershwin standards. The Gershwins were brilliant songwriters, but the young singer’s renditions of their songs were rapidly making me loathe them. Maybe the Dallas Police Department used this music when people were on hold to get them to hang up in disgust. That was one way to cut down on call traffic. Smart. If the Dallas police displayed similar savvy in solving crimes, Dallas criminals did not stand a chance.
Shadow was stretched out on the small couch I had against the wall. She read Vogue magazine as her long legs dangled off the end of the couch. Perhaps she was reading up on the best way to reduce facial puffiness after having a run-in with a retired Hero.
“If we’re partners like you say,” I said to Shadow, “why is it you’re lounging around while I’m doing all this arduous investigative work and having my ears assaulted?”
“I’m not lounging,” she said without taking her eyes off her magazine.
“Oh? My mistake. This music is so terrible that not only is it affecting my hearing, but apparently my eyesight as well. If you’re not lounging, what are you doing?”
“Supervising you. It’s hard, but fulfilling. You’re doing a pretty good job. Probably because I’m overseeing you. I wish you’d do your job more quietly, though.” Shadow smothered a yawn. “I’m thinking about taking a nap when I finish this article. Supervising is strenuous work.”
I was about to reply when the music in my ear mercifully stopped. “Detective Rodriguez,” a new voice said. Since there apparently was a God in heaven, the new voice lacked the young singer’s annoying vocal fry.
“Detective, my name is Truman Lord. I’m a private detective in Astor City. I’m calling to report a homicide. Your phone system has murdered my hearing and my musical sensibilities.”
There was a pause, and then a short bark of a laugh.
“It’s god-awful, isn’t it?” Rodriguez said. “The higher-ups say that kind of music is supposed to help make young people feel more comfortable talking to the police.” The detective’s voice was deep for a woman’s, and had a hint of both a Spanish accent and a Texas twang.
“How’s that working out?” I asked.
“Well, since I’m talking to you and not to a young person, not too well,” she said. “What can I do for you other than lobby for better music?”
“I’m working on a case involving a Metahuman who murdered by client. In the course of that investigation, the names of two Metahumans based in Dallas came up: Dreadnought and Killer Cobra. After doing some media searches for their names online, I learned they were killed a couple of years ago. Apparently they died at the hands of a Metahuman. The murderer has not yet been found and the case is still open. I also learned you are the lead detective. That’s why I’m calling. I was hoping you could tell me what you know about their deaths. They may be tied to the matter I’m working on. I might be able to help you close their cases.”
There was silence on the other end of the line for a bit.
“Well Mr. Lord,” Rodriguez finally said, “other than the fact you seem to have decent taste in music, I have no idea who you are. I am reluctant to discuss an open investigation with someone when I have no idea who he is.”
I glanced over at Shadow. She was still lying down. Her eyes were closed. “Well, my sidekick Shadow is about fifteen feet away from me,” I said. “I could put her on the line to vouch for me.”
“Partner,” Shadow said immediately. I did not think she had been listening. I should have known better; Shadow was always aware of what was going on around her, even when she did not appear to be. When she eventually died and was lying in her casket, her spirit would probably be able to tell Saint Peter how many mourners had shown up for her funeral and what they all were wearing. Though it was not one of her superpowers, her observational skills were so well-honed that they sometimes seemed like they were supernatural. 
“Though I don’t know how I could doubt the word of someone named Shadow, I’ll need something better than that,” Rodriguez said. She sounded amused. If I were talking to her in person, I would have her eating out of the palm of my hand by now. Then I remembered how Aurora had so easily been able to say no to my request for information despite me working my charms on her in person. So, maybe I would not be able to have Detective Rodriguez eating out of the palm of my hand. Just as well. It was an unsanitary way to eat. Probably how mad cow disease got started.
“All right, if the word of my sidekick is not good enough, how about the word of another police detective? Detective Glenn Pearson of the Astor City Police department can vouch for me.” I gave Rodriguez Glenn’s direct telephone number, as well as my own.
“Okay, Mr. Truman, I’ll give this Detective Pearson a call and check you out,” she said. There was a sudden smile in her voice. “If it turns out you’re wasting my time, I’m gonna fly to Astor City and force you at gunpoint to listen to those Gershwin covers on a continuous loop.”
“Yikes!” I said. “Police brutality.” The detective and I said goodbye to one another, and hung up.
I put my feet down. I had no idea if or when the detective would get back to me. I did not know what to do with myself until then. Other that Dreadnought, Killer Cobra, and Shrapnel, I was all out of leads. Shrapnel I intended to track down and visit in person.
I turned around and looked out the window. Paper Street was three stories below. I craned my neck a bit to look up and down the street. I looked carefully. I did not spot Killshot anywhere. I did not expect to, but it did not hurt to check. “Leave no stone unturned” should have been my official motto.
I turned back around. Shadow was still supervising me. She was so exhausted by how hard she was supervising me, she was now snoring gently. I considered leaning back, closing my eyes, and supervising her right back. I decided against it. What if Killshot’s conscience got the best of her, and she walked into my office to turn herself in? It would be mighty embarrassing if she turned right back around and resumed her killing spree because she found her man hunter asleep.
It crossed my mind I could kill some time by having a drink. I still had some bottles of liquor in the bottom drawer of my filing cabinet. Though I knew I should have poured them out already, I had not been able to bring myself to do so yet. As I sat there, it seemed like the bottles in the drawer were calling me so loudly I could literally hear them.
I shook my head vigorously to clear it. No. I had been down that road before. The destination was not pretty. So instead of having a drink, I decided to do some much neglected paperwork.
About two hours later, Detective Rodriguez called back. Since Shadow was awake by then, I put the call on speakerphone so she could hear as well.
“I spoke to your Detective Pearson,” Rodriguez said.
“I thought I felt my ears burning. Did he sing my praises? Modesty compels me to say only half of what he told you is true. Pearson has long been an admirer of mine. He tends to gush.”
Rodriguez laughed.
“If by gush you mean he said you are like a herpes outbreak—annoying and persistent—then yes, he gushed,” she said. “He confirmed you are who you say you are. He also told me you are a licensed Hero, something you neglected to volunteer.”
“I didn’t want to unduly sway your opinion of me,” I said. “We Heroes have groupies, you know.”
“I get the feeling Pearson is not one of yours. Unless, of course, groupies always call the objects of their affection herpes outbreaks.”
“Glenn’s one of those guys who hides his deep affection through insults. He doesn’t want the world to know what a big softie he is.”
“Yeah, we homicide detectives are well known to be big softies,” Rodriguez said. “It’s probably why so many people try to get away with murder. They think we’ll go easy on them. Speaking of which, I pulled up the files for the murders of the Metahumans known as Dreadnought and King Cobra.” She paused. “Dreadnought and King Cobra: where do you people come up with these names?”
“Don’t look at me. I only go by Truman Lord,” I said. I thought it best not to mention I had earlier thought my code name might be Drip when I had regained consciousness in that filthy alley. Detective Rodriguez did not know me. I did not want to make a bad impression.
“Anyway, Dreadnought’s real name is Mario Modell. King Cobra’s name is Solomon Frey. Both of them served time over thirty years ago for separate incidents. Assault and armed robbery in the case of Dreadnought, and assault, armed robbery, and destruction of public property in the case of King Cobra. Prison is apparently where they met and befriended each other. They became thick as thieves, no pun intended. After they were released from prison, they teamed up to conduct various criminal enterprises, including human trafficking, extortion, robberies, and murder. They both were wanted for a list of crimes longer than my arm. But someone got to them before the cops did. Dreadnought was found dead in the home of his girlfriend here in Dallas on the morning of June 16th six years ago; King Cobra was found dead in an alley the same evening. No witnesses and no clues in either case. Until you called, I figured the murders would go unsolved.”
Shadow and I looked at each other. June 16 was the day Mr. Barker had told us Killshot’s parents and brother had been killed years before when Killshot was only fifteen.
“Five bucks says I know how those two Metas were killed. Someone was settling an old score,” Shadow murmured quietly. I waved at her to be quiet.
“How were Dreadnought and King Cobra killed?” I asked Detective Rodriguez.
“It was the same MO in each case. Both were shot with some sort of high-yield energy weapon. The blast went all the way through each of them, leaving a hole you could stick a metal rod through. Dreadnought was shot in the chest, right through his heart. King Cobra was shot dead center in the middle of his forehead. Since they died in the same way and on the same day, it is pretty obvious the same person or people killed them. Either it was a Metahuman like them or someone with access to some high-tech weaponry the likes of which I’ve never seen.” Detective Rodriguez paused. “That’s basically all I can tell you. Now it’s your turn. What are you working on that might be able to help me?”
I told the detective about what had happened to Eugene at the hands of Killshot and my efforts to track her down thus far. I left out facts that might incriminate me in the eyes of either the police or the Guild. I did not tell her of my conversation with Mr. Barker either. For one thing, I did not want to explain how I located him. I was in enough trouble with the Guild as it was. For another thing, I did not want to say something that might expose Mr. Barker’s secret identity or Hero code name.
“It certainly sounds like this Killshot woman has the power needed to kill Dreadnought and Killer Cobra the way they died,” Detective Rodriguez said thoughtfully once I had finished. “Anyway idea what her motive for killing them might have been?”
“I’m not sure,” I said, crossing my fingers. Shadow rolled her eyes at me.
“You got any leads on where I can find Killshot?” the detective asked. “Now that I know of her, I would very much like to talk to her.”
“We’re working on that. As soon as we know something definitive, we’ll let you know.”
“You do that,” she said. “I hate to have open murder cases. Even if the victims are men like Dreadnought and Killer Cobra. The fact they were scum does not mean their killer should be allowed to get away scot-free.”
“Will do,” I said. We said our good-byes to each other and hung up. Shadow and I looked at each other.
“Three dead Metas: Dreadnought, Killer Cobra, and Eugene. Killshot is a busy beaver,” Shadow said.
“And those are just the ones we know of,” I said. “Killshot apparently makes her living as a professional assassin. Who knows how many people she’s killed over the years. Even her psych profile in her Guild file said she had sociopathic tendencies. And that was when she was trying to be a Hero.”
“I think our next move is to pay a visit on that Shrapnel character the Scarlet Centurion told us about. It seems to be the only active lead we have right now,” Shadow said.
“I was thinking the same thing.” I paused. “I must say I’m proud of you. You’re thinking like a detective. Perhaps I’m rubbing off on you.”
Shadow made a face.
“Oh God, I hope not,” she said. “Since you also were thinking about talking to Shrapnel, it must be a bad idea. How about this for a plan instead: as Killshot seems to be killing Metahumans left and right, one of us could stand outside and wait for Killshot to amble along and shoot us in the head. Then, the other one could grab her.”
“Interesting notion. Are you volunteering to be the one who gets shot?”
“No,” she said.
 



CHAPTER 24
“Hello?”
“Is this Jeremiah Longfield?” I said into the pay phone outside of the convenience store. Graffiti was all over the phone and the metal pole it was mounted on. I was in a bad part of Astor City. I was tempted to draw my gun and brandish it around proactively, but that seemed a bit of an overreaction.
“Yes.” The man’s voice sounded suspicious.
“My name is Nathan, and I’m with the National Television Rating Company,” I said. “I want to ask you—”
“Look buddy, no offense, but whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” Jeremiah said impatiently.
“I’m not selling anything,” I said quickly before he hung up on me. “In fact, I’ll pay you one hundred dollars for literally three minutes of your time to ask about your television viewing habits.”
There was a pause on the other end of the line. One hundred dollars for three minutes was a pretty good rate of return. Corporate lawyers did not make that much per minute.
“Okay,” Jeremiah said, “but make it quick.”
I asked the man some questions about his viewing habits, in the course of which I verified the information I already had for him: his age, occupation, and address. Once I had everything I needed, I assured him he would receive a check from my company in the mail. I hung up the telephone receiver. Jeremiah Longfield was the real name of Shrapnel, the registered Metahuman the Scarlet Centurion had mentioned to me and Shadow. Now that I had confirmation Shrapnel still lived at the address I had earlier gotten for him from the Guild, I planned on showing up on his doorstep. Not for the purpose of delivering a check, though. I suspected Shrapnel would be disappointed to see me instead of a check. Life was full of disappointments.
It had taken me longer to locate a working pay phone than it had for me to speak to Jeremiah. I had not wanted to call him from either my office or my cell phone. I did not want to tip Shrapnel off that I was looking into him. But, I did want to verify the information the Heroes’ Guild had on Shrapnel was accurate before I made the cross-country flight to visit him.
As I walked away from the phone booth, I nodded at the two young, tattooed Hispanic men standing nearby. They did not nod back. They had been waiting for me to get off the phone. They looked at me suspiciously. They probably thought I was a cop. Due to my size and the way I carried myself, I was often mistaken for one. The fact I was a white guy in a mostly Hispanic neighborhood did not help. Even so, it hurt my feelings to be racially profiled. I in turn thought the men were drug dealers who were trying to stay off of law enforcement’s radar by using pay phones. But, perhaps I was doing the men an injustice by thinking that of them. Maybe they were hanging around the pay phone because they were expecting a call from their priest. Or, maybe they were waiting to hear if their applications to Harvard Medical School had been accepted.
I got into my car, which was parked in the convenience store parking lot. Before I drove off, a thin white woman walked up to the two men. Money and a plastic bag changed hands as deftly as a magician’s sleight of hand. That confirmed it: the men were not waiting to hear about medical school. Pharmacy school was more like it. I drove off, leaving the open-air pharmaceutical dispensary behind me.
Earlier, I had contacted the Heroes’ Guild and gotten the home address and real name for Shrapnel. A licensed Hero was permitted access to such information about registered Metahumans as long as he swore under oath that the information was needed to further an investigation. I had to send a sworn affidavit to that effect to the Guild before it would release Shrapnel’s information to me. I knew all this red tape was in place to protect people’s privacy and preserve due process. But, sometimes it was a wonder to me the bad guys ever got caught in light of all the hoops one had to jump through in order to catch them.
Since I was thinking about bad guys, I thought about calling the police and reporting the drug dealers at the pay phone. I did not do it. The men would probably wind up suing me for harassment and racially profiling them. Then, I had the opposite impulse to turn the car around and buy some of their product from them. If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em.
I managed to resist the temptation. I had enough problems as it was.
 



CHAPTER 25
The next day, Shadow and I got off a plane at the Portland International Airport in Portland, Oregon. I felt naked without a gun as we collected our bags from baggage claim and picked up our rental car. I could have brought my gun on a train again, but Shadow might have rioted had I suggested we take Amtrak all the way across the country. For that matter, I had not been terribly thrilled about the idea of it myself. I had briefly considered smuggling a gun onto the plane, and thought of a few ways I probably could have gotten away with it. I ultimately decided against making the attempt. I was in enough trouble as it was. I did not need to add a terrorism charge to all the things I was facing.
“I really don’t like walking around unarmed,” I said to Shadow as she drove away from the airport in our rental car. I was in the passenger seat. A light rain was steadily coming down from a grey sky. Since this was the Pacific Northwest, that was hardly surprising.
“I told you I can get in touch with some people I know. I can have any kind of gun you might want ready in less than an hour,” she said. “Besides, you’re a Hero who controls water. You’re surrounded by weapons.” She gestured at the wet windshield, on which the wipers were steadily moving back and forth. 
“Sure. But it never hurts to have a gun as backup,” I said. “But I don’t want to go through you to get access to a gun. When you say ‘some people I know,’ I know you mean criminals.”
“Well of course I mean criminals. You can’t get nuns to deliver guns to you.”
I shook my head.
“Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. “I have enough bad and illegal ideas all on my own. I hardly need you to enable me. Besides, I’m a licensed Hero. I’m supposed to be upholding the law, not finding new ways to subvert it. I’ve cut too many corners in this case already as it is.”
“Well, if you find your head getting blown off by some Meta because you lack a gun to defend yourself with, don’t come crying to me.”
“I will keep that in mind,” I said.
While I navigated, Shadow drove us to the Pearl District in northwest Portland. We pulled up at the address I had for Shrapnel. It was six-story apartment complex. It was a red brick building with black accents. Some sort of ornamental, viny vegetation clung to the building’s facade as artfully as if it had been told to do so by the building’s architect. Maybe it had been. The building looked like something straight out of Architectural Digest magazine. The neighborhood looked like it belonged in Beverly Hills. Shadow and I looked at each other.
“I thought you said the records for this Shrapnel guy indicated he was unemployed,” she said.
“They did. He confirmed it when I spoke to him.”
“Begs the question how he’s able to live in such a nice place in such a ritzy neighborhood.”
“It does at that. We’ll be sure to ask Shrapnel how that is.”
“So what’s the plan? Go up and just knock on Shrapnel’s door and ask him if he’s seen his old pal Killshot lately?”
I shrugged.
“It’s as good a plan as any,” I said.
“What if Shrapnel’s not home, though? Though it shows poor taste, not everyone sits around waiting for us to knock on their door.”
“If he’s not home, I figure we’ll let ourselves in and wait for him. I brought my lock picking tools with me for just that reason. They did not get stolen by the airport’s baggage handlers. Though it would be pretty ironic if lock picking tools were stolen.”
“Carrying lock picking tools is against the law,” Shadow said.
“True enough. But, Shrapnel’s the only lead we have left. We did not come all this way to go away empty-handed,” I said. I shrugged. “Besides, I’ve already been charged with crimes on the East Coast. Why should the West Coast be any different? If I’m going to be accused of crimes, might as well go whole hog and be bicoastal.”
Shadow smiled slightly.
“Oh, I wasn’t complaining,” she said. “I’m all for breaking the law. Since you’re willing to do it so readily, maybe I’m the one who is rubbing off on you.”
We got out of the car. It was raining harder now. Almost immediately I felt water run down the back of my shirt and down my spine. I had on a baseball cap, khaki pants, a black long-sleeved tee shirt, and black running shoes. If I were true to my private detective roots, I would have on a fedora and a trench coat instead. Or, if I were true to my superhero roots, I’d have on a cowl and cape. In either case, water running down my spine would have been less of an issue. It made me wish I had dug the ceremonial cape I had been given when I was sworn in as a Hero out of the back of my closet before Shadow and I had gotten on the plane.
I created a small field around both myself and Shadow through which water could not penetrate. Water immediately stopped running down my neck. Who needed a trench coat when you had superpowers? Eat your heart out Sam Spade. 
The front door of Shrapnel’s building was locked. There was a keypad listing all of the apartments under an intercom, including Shrapnel’s in Apartment 6A. It was mid-afternoon and there was plenty of street and foot traffic. Though I did not like picking a lock with so many potential witnesses, I would take a chance. Besides, the lock did not appear complex. It would not take me long to open. I reached for my lock-picking tools in my pants pocket. Shadow reached out and stopped me. She started pressing the buttons for the apartments on the fifth floor. When she had hit the third button, someone answered.
“Yes?” came a woman’s voice out of the intercom speaker.
“I’ve got a flower delivery for Jeremiah Longfield in Apartment 6A,” Shadow said into the intercom. “He doesn’t seem to be home. I don’t want to leave the flowers out here. Someone might walk off with them.” Almost immediately, the door buzzed open. Shadow thanked the woman, and then followed me into the building.
“Most women are suckers for flowers,” she said to me as we walked up the stairs. “Even if they aren’t for them.”
“What would you have said you were delivering if you had gotten a man instead?” I asked.
“Porn.”
We went up to the sixth floor. Shrapnel’s apartment was towards the rear of the building. I stretched out my water awareness. My powers told me someone was inside the apartment. I knocked on the door. After a few moments, I heard footsteps and felt the person inside the apartment approaching the door.
“Who is it?” a man’s voice asked. It could have been the voice I had spoken to the day before, but I was not certain.
“We’re here to talk to Jeremiah Longfield,” I said.
“What about?” the voice asked. I was now sure it was Shrapnel’s voice.
“We want to talk to you about Brooke Cantrell,” I said. Sometimes honesty was the best policy.
“Who?” the voice said.
“Brooke Cantrell,” I repeated.
Silence. Though I could not tell you why I thought so, I had the feeling Shadow and I were being looked at through the door’s peephole.
“Okay,” the voice said. “Give me a minute to put some pants on.” The man’s water signature receded back into the apartment. After a few moments, I felt the man’s presence leaving the floor we were on. I hesitated for a moment, concentrating. It was no mistake: Shrapnel had definitely left the apartment.
So much for honesty being the best policy.
“Shrapnel just left the apartment,” I said to Shadow. “Either there is a back door or he went out the fire escape.”
“Why do people always run from us?” Shadow said. “I’ll go outside and try to catch him going down.” She was moving down the stairs we had just come up as soon as the words were out of her mouth. She was almost a blur. With her heightened reflexes and speed, she really could move quickly when she wanted to.
While Shadow tried to head Shrapnel off at the pass, I would go after him head-on. I kicked at Shrapnel’s door with the flat of my foot. The door did not budge. Pain danced up my leg and through my torso. I winced. Either Shrapnel’s door was solidly built, or I was not one hundred percent back to peak capacity after my recent injuries. Probably both. I kicked at the door again. Nothing. The impact made my teeth rattle. The third time I tried, the door flew open. I went inside in a rush. There was a short hallway that opened up to a large room. Directly ahead was a partially opened window. My powers sensed Shrapnel making his way down below the window.
I ran to the window. I stuck my head out. I saw a small metal landing with rungs running up and down from it. A fire escape. A brown haired man was making his way down it. I opened the window wider and climbed out onto the grated platform. My climbing out there caused a ruckus. Through the holes in the fire escape, I could see Shrapnel look up from where he was climbing down. He freed an arm from a rung and lifted it, his palm open in my direction. I pulled my head back just in time. Sharp shards of metal flew up past me through some of the holes in the metal fire escape. Other pieces hit the escape, causing a clatter that sounded like the rain had suddenly turned into hail. A piece of metal ricocheted and glanced off my temple. There was sudden pain. Blood dripped into my eye. Another piece of metal impaled my wrist. It hurt like hell. I quickly pulled it out and dropped the metal shard.
That was Shrapnel’s power: creating and projecting shards of metal from his hands at high velocity. Hence his code name. It was one thing to read about his powers in the Guild’s records on him; it was quite another seeing—and feeling—them in action.
I was really sick of Metas shooting at me.
Using the rain and the water dripping off of the fire escape, I formed a shield of ice immediately beneath the platform I was on. Shrapnel’s metal immediately stopped flying through the cracks in the platform, bouncing harmlessly off the thick ice. If anyone happened to look out their window during all of this, they were getting quite a show.
I poked my head back out to where I could see Shrapnel. He had stopped shooting at me—probably because he saw it wasn’t doing any good—and had both hands back on the fire escape, climbing down. He had about two stories left to go. Shadow was nowhere to be seen in the alley the fire escape descended into. I did not want Shrapnel to get away. I had no clue how to find him again if I let him elude us.
I concentrated on the part of the escape Shrapnel was on. I turned the wet surface of it ice cold. With my powers, I felt the part of the escape Shrapnel was furiously climbing down almost immediately being coated with a sheet of ice.
With a cry of dismay and surprise, Shrapnel slipped. He fell. He landed like a sack of dropped potatoes on the ground below. For an instant I feared I had done the wrong thing as Shrapnel did not move. Then, he let out a moan I could hear from as high up as I was. He slowly got to his feet. He started to stagger off, towards the alley’s opening that was on the same side of the building Shadow and I had parked on. I gathered my will, preparing to incapacitate him before he could get away. No need. Shadow appeared at the mouth of the alley.
Shrapnel raised his hands towards Shadow. A blast of shrapnel rocketed from his palms at her. Rather, they rocketed towards where Shadow had been. She was already moving, almost faster than the eye could follow. She dodged to the right, and sprang into the air. Her body moved like a bullet toward the building on the other side of the narrow alley. She spun in midair, pushing off of the building’s side right as she impacted it. Another blast of shrapnel hit the wall near where Shadow had been, but Shrapnel’s reflexes were too slow and Shadow was too fast. Like a smashed tennis ball angling off a wall, Shrapnel rocketed down towards Shrapnel. The heel of her foot clipped his jaw. His body spun halfway around like he had been slapped with a steel girder. He collapsed listlessly onto the ground. Shadow landed on the ground on her hands and knees like a cat that had hopped down from a table.
Shadow stood up straight. She turned to bend over Shrapnel for a moment. Then she picked up him. She slung his unmoving body over her shoulder like he was a bag of sugar. I almost yelled down to her to tell her to bring Shrapnel up the fire escape rather than taking him around to the front of the building and bringing him up the stairs. The latter would attract too much attention. I smothered my cry. My yelling down might itself attract too much attention.
I should have known Shadow did not need me to tell her the right thing to do. With Shrapnel still slung over her shoulder, she leapt up to grab the bottom rung of the fire escape. I got rid of the ice I had coated part of the fire escape with so Shadow would not have a problem coming up. She started to climb up the fire escape as readily as a monkey climbing a tree. Shrapnel’s dead weight on her shoulder caused her no more problems going up the escape than a purse slung over her shoulders would have.
I climbed back inside Shrapnel’s apartment. Shadow arrived outside the window shortly thereafter. I helped her get Shrapnel’s inert form through the window. I laid him on the floor. He was a medium-sized wiry man. He had on a polo shirt and dark jeans, no shoes or socks. I checked his pulse and breathing. He was still very much alive. He was merely knocked out cold. Good. It would serve this guy right if we had killed him. He had shot at us, after all. But, he was the last lead I had to finding Killshot.
If Shrapnel turned out to be a dead end, I would have to fall back to Plan B to find Killshot: sending up smoke signals asked her to turn herself in.
I was not optimistic about Plan B.
 



CHAPTER 26
Shadow climbed inside Shrapnel’s apartment from the fire escape while I went to the front door. It was still wide open from where I had kicked it in. My kicks had pulled the door knob strike plate from the door jamb. The deadbolt had not been engaged when I had kicked the door in, so it still worked. I used it to secure the door closed.
I went back over to where Shadow stood over Shrapnel. Her torso was twisted around and she was bent over slightly. She pulled shards of metal out of the back of her leg. The middle of her clothed hamstring looked like a pin cushion. The ends of the pieces of metal she pulled out were bloody.
“You were moving so fast out there, I did not even realize you had been hit,” I said.
“If I had not moved as fast as I did, he probably would have hit something vital,” Shadow said, grimacing slightly as she pulled out another piece of metal. She was dropping the shards into a small plastic-lined trash bin she had pulled over from the corner of the room. She was careful to not drip blood onto the floor. “As fast as I am, he anticipated where I would be and fired where I would be rather than where I was. If it weren’t for my heightened reflexes, I doubt we would be having this conversation right now.” She glanced up at me. “I do this sort of thing for a living. Not too many people can bloody me when I’m trying to make sure they don’t. Scarlet Centurion I can understand. A retired Hero is still a Hero with years of combat training. But this guy?” she said, gesturing at Shrapnel with her chin. “He’s supposed to be an unemployed engineer who does not use his powers. If this guy is not using his powers on the regular, I’ll eat your hat.”
“Yeah, definitely something weird is going on here. I mention Killshot’s real name, and this guy runs for his life, not hesitating to take potshots at us when we chased after him.” I glanced around the room, focusing on it for the first time as I had been too busy chasing after Shrapnel before. If the building looked like it belonged in an issue of Architectural Digest, this room looked like one out of Interior Design. Expensive looking pieces of furniture, art, and electronics were scattered about in a black, white, and beige color scheme.
“You know more about fashion and design than I do,” I said to Shadow. “Is this place as expensively decorated as it appears to be?”
Shadow went over to one of the prints on the wall and examined it carefully. She then looked at some of the furniture pieces.
“I can’t afford some of this stuff,” she said. “And I make a lot of money.”
“That’s kind of what I thought. The plot thickens about our comatose friend here: why he ran, how he can afford to live in this building, and how he can afford all this nice stuff, all as an unemployed engineer.”
Shadow winced a bit.
“I think there may be some metal still in my leg,” she said. She looked at me carefully. “And you have a gash in your forehead, not to mention a bleeding wrist. We need to patch ourselves up. Then maybe we’ll have a chat with Shrapnel and get some questions answered.”
“Agreed,” I said, pulling out some latex gloves. I handed a pair to Shadow. “Let’s secure Shrapnel first so he doesn’t go anywhere while we’re tending to ourselves.”
Using electrical tape I found in a kitchen drawer and some cords Shadow yanked out of lamps, we tied the still-unconscious Shrapnel to a cushioned metal kitchen chair. We were careful to tape the palms of his hands together so his shrapnel would not be a threat to us. We gagged him with one of his ripped up tee shirts. Since the cops had not shown up to investigate a commotion, it seemed we had been lucky enough to not attract anyone’s attention yet. We did not want that to change by allowing Shrapnel to cry out for help.
I checked Shrapnel’s bonds to make sure he was fully secure.
“Here I am, a licensed Hero sworn to uphold the law, and so far today I have trespassed, broken and entered, and assaulted and battered. Now, by tying this guy up, I’ve falsely imprisoned,” I said.
“Well, if you’re going to do something, you might as well do it right,” Shadow said. “I was taught that in Sunday school.”
“If this Shrapnel character somehow helps us locate Killshot, it will be well worth it.”
“You trying to convince me, or yourself?”
“Neither. We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do. It’s becoming clearer and clearer Killshot is too dangerous for us to let her continue to run around loose.” I looked down at Shrapnel’s tied up body. “I’m going to have a difficult time explaining all this to the cops and the Guild, though. It’ll be mighty hard to continue to look for Killshot from a prison cell.”
We went to Shrapnel’s bathroom. It was as opulent as the rest of his apartment. I told Shadow to take her pants off so I could see if there was any metal still in the back of her thigh.
She snorted derisively. “You should be so lucky,” she said. I took that as a no.     
“Unless one of your superpowers is twisting your torso around one hundred and eighty degrees, you can’t see back there as well as I can,” I said. “If you want to limp around with metal in your leg until you go to a doctor, suit yourself.”
Shadow hesitated for a beat. Then, she sighed in resignation. She unbuttoned her pants.
“Fine,” she said. She pushed her pants down to her ankles, exposing her dark muscular and shapely legs. “But if I get so much as a hint you are enjoying yourself back there, I swear to God I’ll kick you to death.”
I knelt down behind her. I looked at Shadow’s exposed leg, but not before noticing the panties she had on. I was a healthy heterosexual man, and it would have taken a man more virtuous than I to avoid stealing a peek at her butt. The Pope, maybe. In light of how fit and attractive Shadow was, I would not have bet money on the Pope being able to resist taking a gander either.
It was almost impossible not to laugh at what I saw when I glanced at Shadow’s derrière. I somehow managed not to. Shadow’s warning still rang in my ear. I did not think she had been kidding. She would probably actually try to kick me to death if she felt sufficiently provoked. What kind of Metahuman badass wore Snoopy panties, though? The Empress indeed did wear clothes, and there was a Peanuts character on it.
Using some tweezers I found in Shrapnel’s medicine cabinet, I picked the remaining metal out of Shadow’s leg. Then I swabbed her with an antiseptic and bandaged her up. Then, Shadow cleaned and bandaged the gash on my head and the puncture wound on my wrist. The temptation to make a Peanuts reference was almost too much to resist. God only knew what Shadow would have done had I succumbed. Punched me in my peanuts, likely.
After Shadow and I were patched up, we returned to the living room. Shrapnel was awake. His dark brown eyes were rolling around in his head like a frightened pony’s. He grunted over and over, with the sound muffled by the gag in his mouth.
Shadow and I pulled up a couple of other kitchen chairs and put them in front of Shrapnel. I was about to remove his gag when Shadow stopped me. She walked over to a nearby bookcase and picked out a hardback book. She brought the thick book back over to us and stood in front of Shrapnel. She looked him dead in the eyes.
“When my friend takes the gag off of you,” Shadow said, “if you let out a sound louder than a peep, this is what I’ll do to you.” Shadow ripped the thick book in half as readily as ripping a single sheet of paper in two. Shrapnel’s eyes got wide. “Understand me?” Shadow asked. Shrapnel nodded his head up and down emphatically.
I peeled off the electrical tape that secured the gag in his mouth. I was not too gentle about it. After all, he had shot at us. Trigger-happy bastard.
Shrapnel started talking the moment the gag cleared his mouth. With frightened glances at Shadow, he was careful to not speak too loudly, though.
“What is the meaning of this?” Shrapnel sputtered. “Who the hell are you two? Let me loose. Do you have any idea of who you’re messing with?” I was suddenly reminded of Hacker, a member of the Metahuman Liberation Front Shadow and I had captured, tied up, and questioned when we had been on the hunt for Cara Barton months before. We had tortured Hacker to get the information we needed out of him. It was something I still felt guilty about, though it had seemed necessary to save Clara at the time. But, do the ends ever justify the means?
I shoved thoughts of the ethics of being a Hero aside for now. I focused my attention on Shrapnel. I shook my head at him.
“We’re free and you’re tied up. That means we’ll be the ones asking you the questions,” I said. I wished I had a gun. Though I would of course not shoot a tied-up man, Shrapnel did not know that. A gun was often an effective tool of intimidation.
“I’m not answering any goddamned questions,” Shrapnel said. I wondered if he would be so bold if the barrel of a gun was pointing at him. Maybe if I put my thumb up and pointed my forefinger at him, he would tell me everything I wanted to know. Fortunately, though I did not have a gun, I did have my ability to detect lies based on blood pressure, heart rate, and perspiration I had been working on perfecting. I had last used it on the poker players who had played with Eugene at the Golden Horseshoe Casino. This time, I could use it for something more important than determining whether or not a poker player was bluffing. First I needed to establish a baseline for Shrapnel’s physiological reactions using questions I already knew the answer to.
“Okay, I’ll tell you what,” I said to Shrapnel. “I’ll ask you some questions, and if you answer honestly, we’ll untie you. Then you can call the police, shoot at us some more with the metal out of your hands, whatever you want. Fair enough?”
“What kinds of questions?” Shrapnel asked. He looked and sounded reluctant, suspicious, and dubious, as if he doubted we would really let him go. My Heroic integrity would have been offended but, so far as I knew, Shrapnel did not know who I was, much less that I was a Hero. He did not know who Shadow was either unless her bloodthirsty reputation made her more famous than I thought she was. Shadow and I had agreed in the bathroom to not address each other by our real names around Shrapnel. Unless he already knew us somehow, he would have no way to identify or find us after we left other than what we looked like.
I jumped right into the questioning. I confined myself to yes or no questions I already knew the answer to so my powers could get a read on when Shrapnel was lying or telling the truth. Trial lawyers called those types of questions leading questions. If they were good enough for high-priced lawyers, they were good enough for me.
“Is your name Jeremiah Longfield?” I asked.
“Yes,” came the grudging answer after a slight pause. I made note of how Shrapnel’s body reacted when he answered the question.
“Do you live here?”
“Yes.”
“Is the following the address you live at,” I said, then reciting the address for his apartment, but deliberately getting the street name wrong.
“No.”
After several minutes of yes and no questions, I thought I had a good read on when Shrapnel was telling the truth. Now, time to dive into why Shadow and I had flown all the way across the country.
“Do you know a woman named Brooke Cantrell?” I asked.
A slight hesitation. “No,” Shrapnel said. He was lying.
“Do you know a Metahuman named Killshot?”
“No.” Another lie.
“Do you know who I am?”
“No.” The truth.
“Do you know who my friend here is?” I asked, gesturing at Shadow.
“No.” The truth again.
“Have you ever heard of a man named Eugene Poindexter?”
“No.” A lie.
“Are you aware a man named Eugene Poindexter was recently murdered?”
“No.” A lie.
“Have you ever heard of the Felonious Five?”
“No.” Another lie.
I asked Shrapnel a series of yes and no questions like this until I had learned everything I thought I could learn by asking leading questions. It was still quite a lot, and certainly more than I had known before I had spoken to him.
I stood. I picked up the gag I had used on Shrapnel before.
“Open your mouth,” I said to him.
“Why?” he said, staring at the gag. “You said you’d let me go if I answered your questions.”
“In due time,” I said to him. “But right now, open your mouth.”
Shrapnel clenched his jaw and looked stubborn. He did not open his mouth.
“Why does everyone always want things done the hard way?” I asked Shadow. I stepped behind Shrapnel. I held his nose closed with the fingers of one hand. He grunted and tried to shake me loose. That was hard to do, though, tied up as Shrapnel was. After maybe thirty seconds of struggling against me, Shrapnel opened his mouth to let out a yelp. I immediately cut him off by shoving the gag back into his mouth. Shadow, who was ready with more electrical tape, taped the gag into place again so Shrapnel could not spit it out. I let go of his nose. Shrapnel sucked in air noisily. I walked back around to the front of him. He was glaring at me with hatred in his eyes. He was not the first person to look at me like that; he would no doubt not be the last. I could not have cared less.
I gestured for Shadow to come with me. She followed me back into Shrapnel’s bathroom. I closed the door behind us. It occurred to me to ask Shadow to let me see her Snoopy underwear again, but this did not seem like the right time or place. Maybe later.
“I could guess a lot of what you learned from Shrapnel based on your line of questioning, but I suspect your Jedi mind tricks can tell me more,” she said.
“You’re right. Here’s what I now know thanks to that interrogation. Or at least what I think I know. There are some gaps in it because there is only so much you can learn asking yes and no questions of an uncooperative witness. So some of this is me filling in the blanks with educated guesses. As far as I can tell, Killshot and Shrapnel work together, and have been doing so for years. She, as we guessed, is an assassin for hire. Shrapnel is the go-between between her and her clients. He sets up the jobs and collects the money, while Killshot carries them out. One such job was Eugene. A family member of one of the Felonious Five contacted Shrapnel about taking Eugene out before he could testify against the group at trial. Shrapnel does not know exactly where Killshot is, though he does know how to get into touch with her.” I paused, thinking about if I had left anything important out.
“That’s the gist of it,” I said.
“Well, the next step would seem to be to persuade Shrapnel to tell us how to get into touch with Killshot,” Shadow said. “And I know just how to do it.” She laced her fingers together and cracked them ominously.
I thought about it for moment.
“No,” I said.
“No?”
“No,” I repeated, more firmly this time. “We are not going to torture that man to find out what we want to know. I’m a Hero, and it’s high time I started acting more like one. Me not behaving like a Hero is what got Eugene killed in the first place.”
Shadow looked at me incredulously, like I had sprouted a second head.
“There’s a man feet away from us who can give us information we’ve been hunting for, and you’re not willing to dirty your hands a little to get to it?” she said. “When we were looking for Clara, we tortured a man to locate her. You were a willing participant in that.”
“Willing but reluctant,” I said.
The look on Shadow’s face was one of disbelief. “If your precious Heroic ethics are suddenly making you too squeamish to do what needs to be done, just stay here in the bathroom and daydream about lollipops and butterflies. I’ll go out there and take care of it.” She made a move towards the door. I stepped in front of her.
“No,” I said again. “The situation with Clara was different. If we had not done what we did to find her as soon as possible, Lord only knows how many people might have died because she remained in the hands of the Metahuman Liberation Front. Thanks to the MLF, Clara was a ticking time bomb we needed to find and defuse. That’s not the case here. We’ll find Killshot, but we’re not going to torture a man to do it.” I shook my head, both at myself and the situation. “I’ve cut a lot of corners lately. Maybe some of them needed to be cut as we wouldn’t have gotten this far without it. But this is too far. If we go out there and torture that man, how are we any different than him? Any different than Killshot?”
Shadow was silent for a moment.
“Eugene was my client as much as he was yours,” she finally said. “Come hell or high water, I’m going to find the woman who killed him. If Shrapnel knows something more about her, I’m going to make him tell me.”
“No,” I said firmly.
“And who’s going to stop me?” Shadow said. She suddenly seemed even larger than usual. Though I was taller and bigger than she, she was much stronger. I became acutely aware of how close she was to me and of how fast she was capable of moving.
“I think you know the answer is me,” I said.
“You think you can?” The look Shadow gave me was the same one she had given Shrapnel when she had ripped up the book in front of him. 
I sighed.
“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I guess we’ll find out.”
Shadow stared at me. Tension hung in the room between us like a thick curtain. My senses felt heightened, like they always did right before a fight broke out. I was ready to use my powers to stop Shadow. I did not want to do it, but I would.
After a long while, Shadow looked away. Disgust was on her face. She looked like she wanted to hit something. I somehow knew that something would not be me. I knew the crisis point had passed. I let go of the breath I had not realized I had been holding.
“You’re an idiot,” Shadow said. “And I’m an idiot for letting you have your way.”
I opened the bathroom door.
“You’re not the first person to call me an idiot. Hell, you might not be the first person today. I suspect you won’t be the last,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 27
Shadow and I left Shrapnel’s bathroom. Starting in Shrapnel’s kitchen, Shadow and I thoroughly tossed his apartment. We were looking for additional clues as to how to locate Killshot. Oftentimes when I searched a place, I was doing so secretly and I had to do it so the owner would not later realize someone had gone through his things. Since Shrapnel had a front row seat to me and Shadow going through his stuff, secrecy and care were not issues. Though we did not go out of our way to destroy Shrapnel’s things as we went through his place, we were not overly careful either.
While searching the living room, I knocked over and broke one of Shrapnel’s jade figurines. It was a beautiful little piece of art. I felt badly about it. Then I reminded myself Shrapnel was an accessory to Eugene’s murder, and who knew how many others. I picked up another figurine. Maybe Shrapnel had used some of the money he had gotten from Eugene’s death to buy it. I deliberately dropped it onto the wooden floor of the living room. It broke into several pieces. It did not make up for Eugene’s murder, but at least it was a start. Baby steps.
We finished searching the apartment. We only found a handful of things of any real interest. The first was a porn collection that would have shocked me with the scope of its depravity had I been less worldly. I flipped through a few of the magazines.
“If you’re not going to do the sensible thing and get the information we need directly from Shrapnel,” Shadow said as I turned the pages, “at least have the decency to focus.” She was still clearly pissed at me.
“I’m looking for clues,” I said.
“I know what you’re looking for, and it’s not a clue,” she said. I put the magazines down reluctantly. Inspired by one of them that featured some highly specialized erotic images, I wanted to ask Shadow if she had ever considered doing hucow porn. She certainly had the busty body for it. But, Shadow was still irritated with me. Now did not seem the best time to poke the bear. Or the boob.
The things we found of interest that might have related to Killshot were a cell phone, a laptop, and two memory sticks. I found the memory sticks in a waterproof container taped to the inside of Shrapnel’s toilet tank. People needed to learn better places to hide things. Experience had taught me people’s toilets were a good place to look for stuff they wanted to hide, and Shrapnel’s toilet had been one of the first places I had looked. I almost said to Shadow that toilets were a shitty place to hide things. Since she was still irritated with me, I feared she would punch me for the pun.
Perhaps the memory sticks contained porn too. But, Shrapnel’s pornographic magazines and videos had been unconcealed in a bedroom drawer. If the memory sticks contained something as inconsequential as more porn, why had he hidden them?
I put the laptop and the memory sticks on the bed in Shrapnel’s bedroom. I opened the laptop and turned it on. After a few seconds, the computer demanded I enter a password. Of course it did. The computer not being password protected would make things too easy.
“I don’t suppose computer hacking is a part of your skill set?” I asked Shadow. She was looking over my shoulder as I knelt by the bed in front of the computer.
“By computer hacking, are you asking if I can hack a computer in half with my bare hands?”
I sighed.
“I’ll take that as a no,” I said.
Since the average person was not as security-minded as he should be, the most common computer passwords were 123456, querty, and password. I typed each of them into Shrapnel’s computer. Unsurprisingly, none of them worked.
“Nothing is ever easy,” Shadow said.
“Unfortunately not,” I said. I turned my attention to the cell phone. There was a multitude of numbers in the call history, none of which meant anything to me. There was no “Killshot” or “Brooke Cantrell” listed on the phone’s contact list, either. We could call each number and if a woman picked up ask, “Excuse me, but are you a Metahuman named Killshot who is a professional assassin for hire?” If she said yes, we could ask for her address and then go to her house and subdue her at our leisure. It was not much of a plan. I immediately rejected it.
“We’ll take the phone and computer and the memory sticks with us,” I said to Shadow. “We’ve already committed several crimes today. We might as well add larceny to the list. I’ll find someone to hack into the computer for us. Hopefully it and the memory sticks will contain some information we can use.”
“What do you want to do with Shrapnel? We can’t just let him loose when we leave. He might follow us. Or, if he has a well-developed sense of irony, he might call the cops.”
“When we’re back at the airport, I’ll call the police and leave an anonymous tip that someone broke into Shrapnel’s place and tied him up,” I said. “They’ll come in and rescue him.”
Shadow looked frustrated.
“So that’s it, then? We just let him go? Even though know he was involved in Eugene’s death and Lord knows how many others?” she said.
“What would you rather do? We broke in illegally, assaulted him, tied him up, searched his place, damaged some of his property, and are about to walk off with more of it. If we report what he and Killshot have been doing to the police, it will be our word against his. We have no hard evidence that Shrapnel is guilty of littering, much less that he’s involved in assassinations for hire. Even if there is hard evidence on this computer, we obtained it illegally. The police won’t be able to use it. The police would arrest us instead of Shrapnel, and they’d be right to do so.”
“If you let me kill him, it puts an end to Shrapnel’s activities permanently.”
“We’ve been over this,” I said. “We’re not going to torture him, and we’re not going to kill him.”
Shadow did not respond. She just looked at me silently. The look was a combination of disbelief and pity, like I was a mentally challenged Boy Scout. Oh well. I’ve gotten worse looks before. Being judged by Shadow was better than being judged by my own conscience.
Shadow and I left Shrapnel’s apartment. I was careful to make sure Shadow walked out before I did. I did not think she would go behind my back and snap Shrapnel’s neck if I walked out first, but why take a chance?
Shrapnel craned his neck to look at me as I closed the front door behind myself. His eyes looked at me imploringly as he made a low moaning sound. I suspected he was trying to remind me I had promised to let him loose if he answered my questions.
So I had lied. Lying to an assassin was not the worst thing I had ever done. I would do it again in a heartbeat.
We got back into our rental car. Shadow started it up. We started the drive back to the airport. We were silent. It was still raining. The only sounds in the car were that of the engine, water splashing, and the windshield wipers humming. From time to time Shadow shook her head. I knew she was thinking I was letting a prime opportunity to get a further lead on Killshot slip through my fingers. Maybe it was our last opportunity.
“Truman, I love you like a brother, but you’re a fool,” Shadow suddenly said.
“You love me? I knew you would not be able to resist my charms forever.”
“Did you even hear the other part?” she asked, exasperated.
“No,” I said. “I tune out the stuff I don’t like.”
 



CHAPTER 28
Shadow and I stood behind my office’s desk. Jasmine Wiley sat in front of us at my desk. She pulled a cable from her laptop and plugged it into one of the ports on the laptop we had taken from Shrapnel. Her thin, gangly arms reminded me of a stork’s legs. Jasmine’s hair was long, tangled, and multicolored. If her hairstyle had a name, it would be Bird’s Nest. The smell of weed coming from Jasmine was so strong I suspected it was oozing from her pores.
Despite the fact Jasmine looked and smelled like a time-traveler from 1960s Woodstock, she was the best computer person I knew. I suspected the money I paid her to help me with computer issues from time to time went directly from her hand to her drug dealer’s. But who was I to judge? Alcohol was a drug too, and I had had no problem using it before Eugene died. We all do what we have to do to make it through the day. Maybe if I continued to drink, my hair would eventually look like Jasmine’s. The thought of it was enough to make me want to swear off liquor forever.
Jasmine was attempting to get past Shrapnel’s password protection to access the information on the computer.
“Why don’t you walk me and Shadow through what you’re doing, Jasmine?” I said. “Since we’re standing here, we might as well learn something.”
Jasmine glanced up at me. One of her eyes was green; the other was blue. She either had heterochromia or she had smoked so much weed her eyes had forgotten they should be the same color.
“How much do you two know about computers?” Jasmine asked. She was in her late teens, and sounded it. Her vocal fry was like nails on a blackboard. If she had not been a computer genius, I would be tempted to tape her mouth shut.
Shadow and I looked at each other. “I can spell computers,” Shadow offered.
“Me too. As long as you spot me the first few letters,” I said.
Jasmine rolled her eyes at us.
“Just think of what I’m doing as magic, then,” she said, turning her attention back to the laptop computers on my desk. “It’s not, of course. As dumb as you two are, it might as well as be.” Insults from someone I was paying? It was hard to get good help these days.
Shadow looked at me. She stepped closer.
“Not too many people can call me dumb and get away with it,” she murmured in my ear. “Come to think of it, no one can call me dumb and get away with it. You wouldn’t let me hurt Shrapnel, but what about this one?” she asked, gesturing at Jasmine with her chin.
“We need her right now,” I said. “Maybe after.”
“I can hear you,” Jasmine said without turning around or looking up from the computer screens. “You two aren’t funny.” Shadow looked at me again. She had not been kidding. I thought it best to not tell Jasmine that until after she was finished.
After only a few minutes, Jasmine got past Shrapnel’s log-in screen.
“So easy, a child could do it,” Jasmine said. She looked pointedly at Shadow. Shadow did not strangle her to death. It was a minor miracle. I was proud of her self-restraint.
“So lead us through what’s on the computer and the two memory sticks,” I said before Shadow changed her mind about strangling Jasmine. Jasmine’s hands flew over the keys to Shrapnel’s computer while Shadow and I watched and directed her from file to file.
We found nothing of interest on the computer itself other than evidence of a voracious appetite for online porn, a very healthy bank balance, and a diverse investment portfolio. We hit the jackpot when we looked at the two memory sticks. There we found records regarding Shrapnel’s and Killshot’s assassination business. That was what it clearly was based on a quick skim of the records as Jasmine scrolled through them—a business, and a lucrative one at that. I had Jasmine print two copies of the records out.
I paid Jasmine. I gave her cash, of course. Her weed supplier probably would not accept a check. I sent her on her way out the front door before Shadow decided to throw her out the window instead. The smell of marijuana, patchouli oil, body odor, and technological arrogance swirled in her wake.
Shadow picked up one of the printouts.
“Useful person to know,” she said, crinkling her nose in disgust. “A bit smelly, though. Did you find her in the gutter behind some tech company?”
“Behind a weed dispensary, actually,” I said. I picked up my own copy of the printouts. I settled in the chair behind my desk to start to review the records carefully. Shadow sat in one of the chairs across from me to do the same.
“If you had told me when I was a kid that being a Hero and private detective involved a lot of document reviewing, I would have laughed in your face,” I said. “If I had known the truth of the matter, I might have become an accountant instead. They get shot at and beaten up less.”
“The naiveté of youth,” Shadow agreed.
For a while, the only sound in my office was the turning of pages. The records from the memory sticks included a bunch of information: who hired Killshot through Shrapnel, including the contact information for the various clients; a listing of whom the targets were; how much Shrapnel and Killshot were paid; if the contract was carried out successfully, the records reflected when, where, and how the death of the target had taken place; and, if the contract was not carried out successfully, the records noted why it was not and if the money was refunded to the client. Many of the targets were killed by a blast from Killshot’s plasma eye beam. Not all, though. Some were killed by strangulation, some were beaten to death, some were flown up into the sky by Killshot and then dropped to their deaths, others were killed in staged car accidents, a few were killed by gunshot, and a handful were poisoned. One unlucky soul was forced-fed by Killshot seeds from peach pits until he died. I did not realize before peach pit seeds contained cyanide. With the front row seat to depravity being a private eye and Hero gave me, I learned something new about death and destruction almost every day.  
As I studied the records and took some notes, I downed a couple of cups of coffee from my office’s small coffeepot. I drank so much coffee these days I might be mistaken for Juan Valdez. It was not lost on me I had replaced alcohol with a coffee addiction.  Being over-caffeinated never made someone knock himself out in an alley, though. At least as far as I knew.
I downed the last of my second cup as I finished the documents. I got a paper cut thanks to the last page. It smarted.
“Ouch!” I said. Shadow looked up to see me sucking the blood off my finger. She smiled slightly.
“Ah, the trials and tribulations you fearless Heroes have to face,” she said. “First Shrapnel cuts your head, now this.”
“If you prick us, do we not bleed?” I said, speaking around the finger in my mouth. Shadow cocked her head at me.
“You’re a constant source of amazement to me,” she said. “You look like you’re nothing but a dumb fighter, yet you’re smart enough to quote Shakespeare.
“What amazes me is your ability to insult and compliment me all in the same sentence.”
“It’s a gift.” She lifted the papers in her hand. “As is apparently the bloodthirstiness of Killshot. Attila the Hun might have killed more people than her. If so, it’s a close call. I thought my mercenary services were in high demand. Killshot makes me look like a lazy bitch.”
“So here’s what I’ve concluded by reviewing these records,” I said. “Shrapnel gets twenty percent of the fee to kill someone. Call it a finder’s fee. Killshot gets the rest. Killing has made both of them rich. Killshot has killed dozens of people for hire, not to mention the Metas who killed her family we already knew about. She is such a prolific serial killer, I’m tempted to call her a mass murderer. Did you see how creatively she killed some of her victims? I mean, just look at the force-feeding peach pits thing. In another instance, she dropped someone with a fear of snakes into a pit filled with poisonous vipers.”
Shadow nodded.
“Yeah, I saw that. When I kill someone, I do it in the quickest and most efficient way possible. And, it’s always a bad guy. Or gal. There are other people like me. People who kill, but do it because it needs to be done.” Shadow shook her head. “Killshot isn’t like that. She kills whomever someone pays her to kill. She gets creative in how she does it. It seems like she really enjoys her work, that she takes great pleasure in it.”
“She’s a sociopath,” I said. “Just as her Hero file predicted.”
“Seems like it.”
I was restless. I stood up and started pacing.
“It’s bad enough Killshot killed Eugene,” I said. “We knew she is an assassin. You’re an assassin, too. You’re not a monster, though.” I gestured at the records on my desk. “This all makes it clear Killshot is a monster. She seems to delight in killing people. How many people we don’t even know about has she killed for fun and not for pay? Dozens? More than that?” I stopped in front of where Shadow sat. “It has to stop. We have to stop her.”
“I can’t argue with you on that. But how? You won’t let me wring further information about how to locate Killshot from Shrapnel. Assuming he even knows how to locate her. It looks like they transacted all their business with each other through coded emails.”
I continued to pace. We had been chasing after Killshot for weeks. Though I certainly knew more about her than when I started, I did not know enough to find her. The only times I had seen her, she had come to me.
I stopped my pacing. I had an idea.
“If Mohammed will not go to the mountain, the mountain must come to Mohammed,” I said.
“Translation, please. I don’t speak crazy.”
“What I mean is, if we can’t figure out where Killshot is so we can go to her, we make her come to us.”
“How? Rent out a billboard? Write notes to her on women’s bathroom stalls reading ‘For a good time, call Truman Lord’?”
“Interesting ideas. I don’t know why they didn’t occur to me before now. Why you haven’t quit being a mercenary and turned your skills to private detection is beyond me.”
“Sarcasm is most unbecoming in a Hero, Truman.”
“It’s just as well. I might not be a Hero too much longer anyway depending on what the Guild decides to do with me,” I said. I dwelled on the idea for a moment. Then, with an effort, I dismissed the prospect from my mind. There was nothing I could do about it right now. First things first. “When I said we should make Killshot come to us, what I meant was we can get her to do it by hitting her where it hurts.” I pointed at the documents spread on my desk. “Her wallet. Killshot’s made a ton of money by killing people over the years since she washed out of the Hero Trials. I’m guessing she and Shrapnel get new clients mostly through word of mouth. Being a killer-for-hire is not the sort of thing you advertise on television between daytime soaps. If I take this list of clients Killshot has done jobs for in the past and tell them I know they hired an assassin and that I know it because of records kept by Shrapnel, what do you suppose would happen?”
Shrapnel looked thoughtful.
“A few things,” she said. “For one, a lot of those people would probably move to another country to avoid prosecution. For another, they would complain to Shrapnel about their names being publicized. Word would soon get out Shrapnel and Killshot can’t be trusted to keep a secret. Their business would dry up.”
“Unless, of course, Killshot takes steps to eliminate the threat,” I said. “Namely me.”
“Why not just tell Shrapnel you’ll ruin his and Killshot’s business if she doesn’t show her face?”
“If I do that, Killshot will know for a fact I’m expecting her to make an appearance,” I said. “If we do it the other way, she won’t know that I’m expecting her. I’ll have the element of surprise on my side. In light of how my past encounters with her went, I need every advantage I can get.”
“The problem with your plan is Killshot might kill you before you can subdue her,” Shadow said. 
“That’s a chance I’m willing to take,” I said. Though I did not say it, I thought about how Eugene might never have died had it not been for me. The least I could do was make myself a target to bring his killer to justice. “It’s why they pay me the big bucks to be a Hero. Actually, they don’t pay me the big bucks. Maybe someone will if I pull this off, though.”
“Better you than me. I’m no Hero. Volunteering to put myself in the line of fire is not my idea of a fun time or a good idea.”
I sat back down behind my desk to figure out whom I should call. The way to handle it would probably be to call one or two people every couple of days. I would not be a potential threat that needed to be eliminated to save Killshot’s and Shrapnel’s business if I contacted everyone the same day.
Shadow let out a long sigh.
“I’m going to hate myself later for even suggesting this, but do you want me to help you in making the calls? Maybe two targets are better than one,” Shadow asked.
“Thanks, but no. If we both make the calls, Killshot will target both of us. We won’t know which one of us she might go after first. If it’s just me who contacts the former clients, Killshot will just come after me.” I smiled ruefully. “Besides, if Killshot succeeds in knocking me off, you need to be around to avenge me.”
“True,” Shadow said. “Or pin a public service medal on her. Depends on my mood.”
I picked up my office phone. I made some calls.
 



CHAPTER 29
Days later, I was having a late dinner with Ginny at a busy Mexican restaurant we liked in Astor City—enchiladas and soft tacos for her, carne asada for me—when Killshot sat down at our table.
I recognized her immediately. She was wearing tight dark designer blue jeans, a white blouse with the top two buttons unbuttoned, shiny black high heels, and a necklace with large, pink-tinted gemstones around her throat. Unlike when I had last seen her in person in the Golden Horseshoe Casino, her hair was black instead of a shocking white. It was long, and pulled back into a sleek and chic ponytail. Unlike when I had seen her in the Perk Up coffee shop, her face was anything but plain and nondescript. It was artfully made up. She wore tasteful pink blush, her cheekbones were high and prominent, and she had on lipstick that matched the color of her necklace. She was beautiful. Lightning was often beautiful too, but that did not mean you wanted to be struck by it. Killshot looked more like a woman out for a fun evening on the town rather than like a Metahuman serial killer. Serial killers rarely actually looked like serial killers, which is one of the reasons why they were able to kill so effectively.
“Hello Truman. You’re looking well. Certainly better than you did the last time I saw you,” Killshot said. She smiled slightly. Her voice was higher than I remembered from the Trials. Her tone was friendly and familiar, as if I was an old friend she had not seen in years. Her dark eyes were not friendly, though. They were reptilian. They reminded me of the first time I had seen a crocodile in real life. Crocodiles were direct descendants of dinosaurs. The crocodile’s eyes had been cold, uncaring, unforgiving, and unflinching. It had been as if its eyes had been saying the crocodile and his kind had been here long before I arrived on the planet, and it would be there long after I left. Killshot’s eyes had the same look: implacable, pitiless, and coldly confident. It seemed like there was a faintly pink haze surrounding her left eye, but perhaps not. Anxiety can make one imagine things.
“Hello Brooke,” I said to her. I already had my gun out and pointed at her stomach under the tablecloth. I had drawn it the instant she sat down. If she was aware of it—and I had the feeling she was as her eyes were not those of someone who missed much—she did not seem to care. “Or, would you prefer your code name?” I got a faint whiff of her perfume. She even smelled good. The poisonous gas hydrogen cyanide smelled sweet too. That did not mean it was good for you.
Killshot smiled as if she was a game show host who had been given a correct answer. It was just as broad, and just as fake. Her teeth were unnaturally white and even. Her smile did not reach her eyes.
“I suppose I could say I’m surprised you have learned my real name, but frankly I am not,” Killshot said. “You have proven yourself to be resourceful and stubborn, more so than I would have expected of one who would allow his client to be killed so easily.” Killshot’s eyes shifted over to Ginny. “Any this must be your girlfriend Ginny Southland. No need to introduce us, Truman. I know all about her. Where she lives, where she works, that sort of thing. I’m pretty resourceful too.” The implied threat was not lost on me.
Killshot’s smile at Ginny widened a bit. “I love your dress, by the way,” she said to Ginny. Ginny was wearing a rich emerald blue sleeveless sheath dress. “It really complements your hair and skin color.”
“Thank you,” Ginny said uncertainly. She was normally very friendly, and a compliment from another woman typically would lead to a discussion about fashion. I think she sensed my tension. “How do you and Truman know each other?” Ginny asked.
“Truman and I are old friends. We stood for the Hero Trials at the same time. How long ago was that, Truman? Eight years ago? Nine? Ten? Where does the time go? As the cliché goes, it flies right by when you’re having fun.” Or killing people, I thought. Which, I supposed, was Killshot’s way of having fun.
“Ginny, this is Killshot, the woman I told you about,” I said. Ginny’s eyes widening slightly, but she did not otherwise react. I was proud of her. “Why don’t you excuse us for a few minutes while she and I chat?” Ginny pushed her chair back a bit from the table. If I knew Ginny, the moment she was away from the table, she would call Shadow and then the police. Some backup would be nice.
“If you move another inch, you’ll be dead before your butt clears the chair,” Killshot said to her. She said it conversationally, as if she was mentioning what the weather was like outside. The pink mist I thought I had seen around Killshot’s left eye grew more distinct.
Ginny froze. She looked at me.
“Why don’t you go ahead and stay after all,” I said to Ginny. Even if I shot Killshot, I wasn’t sure she would not be able to get her own shot off at Ginny. Ginny stayed where she was. “Besides, listening to me chat with Brooke here might prove entertaining. Like watching The Silence of the Lambs.”
Killshot smiled again at my words.
“I guess I’m supposed to be Hannibal Lecter in this little morality play?” Killshot shook her head. “The difference between me and Dr. Lecter is he was a cannibal and in prison. I am a vegetarian and as free as a bird.”
“For now,” I said. “The night is young.”
“Oh, I anticipate I’ll remain free for the foreseeable future. Both free and thriving. The thriving part is why I’m here, Truman. I make a decent living doing something I enjoy and that I’m very good at. The calls you are making to former clients of mine are having a negative impact on it.” She made a dismissive motion with her hands. “Oh I know the only reason why you are making these calls is to flush me out. I am no fool. I know you have been diligently looking for me ever since we last encountered each other in the Golden Horseshoe Casino. Whatever else you are, you certainly are dogged. So, I suppose congratulations are in order: You’ve found me. 
“Now that I am here, I must insist that you stop calling my former clients. I want you to stop looking for me as well. I don’t intend to spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder for you. That would be a good way for me to bump into a whole lot of walls.” Killshot paused. I think she was making a joke, and expected me to laugh. I could not muster up even a sympathy laugh. I am a stickler about not humoring murderous sociopaths.
Killshot’s brow furrowed a bit at my lack of reaction. She continued.
“Your phone shenanigans will cost me some clients, I fear. But, in fairness to you, I did cost you a client in the most permanent way possible. So perhaps the calls you have made balanced the scales of justice. We’ll call it a wash. From here on out, you go your way, and I’ll go mine. I am asking nicely. Think of it as a professional courtesy, from one Metahuman to another. I’ll even say please.”
“And if I refuse?” I asked.
“Then I will kill everyone you care about or have ever cared about,” Killshot said. She stated it like she was reporting the score of a baseball game. She looked at me directly. It was like looking into a deep, dark hole with no humanity at the bottom of it. “I’ll save you for the end, of course, so you can fail in trying to stop me from killing everyone else. You will watch everyone drop like flies, one by one, until only you remain, knowing compliance with my simple request could have saved you so much heartache. I will start with that Amazon you associate with. Shadow, I think her name is?” Killshot made a tsk, tsk sound. “A dark-skinned black woman named Shadow? The name is a little too spot-on, don’t you think? Not very politically correct either, but I am not much for political correctness myself. So who am I to judge? Despite her silly name, Shadow has quite a formidable reputation. Good. I enjoy a challenge. I have yet to meet a nut I could not crack.”
Killshot’s eyes moved over to Ginny.
“Then, I imagine I will follow up on Shadow with sweet Ginny here as an encore.” Killshot drank Ginny in, as if Killshot was caressing her with her gaze. “It would be such a waste. You really are quite lovely. I would kill to have your flaming red hair and lovely pale skin. It would be a shame to see it go to waste.” For a moment, Killshot seemed almost regretful. Then, she suddenly brightened.
“I know what I’ll do. Before I kill you, I’ll scalp you. I’ll have your hair made into a wig. In my line of work, I need to use disguises from time to time.” Killshot seemed pleased at the thought of it. Her eyes lit up. It was the first genuine spark of real emotion I had seen in her since she had sat down.
“You’re trying to scare me,” Ginny said. “You don’t scare me.”
“Really?” Killshot frowned slightly. “You really ought to be scared. I thought Truman had told you about me.” She looked back at me. “I suppose she’s not as smart as she first appears to be. And I had heard she was in law school. I guess they will let just anyone in these days.”
Killshot paused.
“You mind if I have a sip of your water, Truman? Making threats does build up a thirst.”
I indicated yes with a hand gesture towards my glass. Killshot reached over and picked up my glass of water. She took a deep drink without taking her eyes off of me and Ginny.
“Ahhhh. Refreshing. And, far less addictive than alcohol. Wouldn’t you say, Truman?” Killshot asked. There was a slight smirk on her face. She was enjoying herself. I wanted to slap the look of self-satisfaction off her. I did not. One of the restaurant’s patrons might jump up and accuse me of being a misogynist again. I could only deal with one nutcase at a time.
“What’s to stop me from killing you right here and right now?” I said. My finger was on my gun’s trigger.
Killshot looked at me contemptuously.
“You mean with that gun you’ve got pointed at me under the table?” she asked. She seemed completely unconcerned and at ease. “Why, I suppose you could shoot me. I know I would, if the roles were reversed. But, the roles aren’t reversed. You’re still a licensed Hero, sworn to uphold truth, justice, apple pie, a mother’s kiss, and whatever other nonsense the Heroes’ Guild is spouting these days. You’re not going to kill me in cold blood. Besides, there’s no guarantee you’d get a shot off before I killed our lovely but stupidly courageous friend here,” Killshot said, inclining her head slightly at Ginny.
“So yes, you should kill me here and now,” Killshot said. “But you won’t. The precious but ultimately foolish rules Heroes like you follow won’t allow it. That is why, in the long term, people like me always win and people like you always lose. You never do the smart thing, the most efficient thing.”
Killshot was right. At least in part. I would not kill her. Not like this. She was a rabid dog who needed to be put down, but I could not kill her in cold blood. Neither could I let Shadow, Ginny, and others die. Too many people had already died at Killshot’s hands. I could not add more to the list. I had to end this. I had to end her.
“I’m not going to stop trying to bring you to justice,” I said.
Killshot smiled knowingly.
“I knew you would not. People like you never do,” Killshot said. She shook her head at me. She looking at me like I was her crazy uncle she was fond of, but did not completely understand. “I have to say I like you. Despite your Boy Scout ethics, you’re tough and tenacious and don’t take yourself too seriously. I respect that. Even when we met years ago I saw it. You’re different than a lot of other Heroes. They have sticks wedged so far up their rear ends that you’d think they had tails. Sanctimony is a superpower they all have in common. Not you, though. That’s why I gave you a chance to walk away from all of this. I hope you remember after I kill everyone you care about that I gave you that chance to end this without bloodshed.” Though her face looked slightly sorrowful, that was not the expression she carried in her mostly dead eyes. They were tinged with eagerness. It was the look a predator gave its prey. Killshot made as if to stand.
“Wait,” I said. Killshot paused and remained seated. “I have a counter-proposal, a way for us to resolve all this without involving anyone else. A duel to the death. No third parties, no guns, no weapons. Just you and me and our powers, Meta against Meta. We will find out who is best. If I win, justice will be served for Eugene and for all the other people you’ve killed. If you win, you can go on and generate more blood money unmolested.”
Killshot looked intrigued. It was an appeal to her ego and to her combative nature, traits I was banking on.
“A duel?” she said. Her head cocked to the side as she thought about it. “I must admit, the notion is tempting. It’s so poetic, so romantically primitive. One woman versus one man. A battle of wits, will, strength, and power. Alexander Hamilton versus Aaron Burr. The only question is, which of us will wind up like Hamilton?” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Are you sure you agree that neither of us will bring weapons or help? I’m thinking specifically of that woman Shadow when I ask.”
“I’m sure,” I said. “You have my word.”
Killshot and I discussed for a bit when and where this would all take place. We settled on two days from now at the Astor City Coliseum. The Coliseum was a circular open-air stadium on the outskirts of the city. It used to be the home of Astor City’s football and baseball teams until a new stadium opened inside city limits last year. The Coliseum had not been used for well over a year, and was scheduled to be demolished early next year.
The Coliseum was out of the way and abandoned. It suited our needs perfectly. Plus, since it shared a name with the Roman Colosseum where the ancient Romans held gladiatorial contests, having a duel at the Coliseum only seemed fitting.
“What time shall we meet?” I asked.
Killshot smiled like a kid on Christmas Eve.
“Why, high noon, of course,” she said. “You’re not the only one with a streak of romance.”
“Noon it is.”
Killshot clasped her hands together in satisfaction as if we had just finished negotiating a business deal.
“I will see you in two days. Let the best woman win,” she said. I knew the use of the feminine noun had not been an accident. Killshot started to stand up again.   
“Wait, before you go,” I said. “What happened to you, Brooke? You stood for the Trials. At one point, you wanted to be a Hero. Maybe you would have gotten your license had you kept trying. How do you go from wanting to be a licensed Hero to being a professional killer?” I wasn’t looking for an advantage, for something that would give me an edge against her. Rather, I was genuinely curious. 
Killshot’s lips pursed slightly.
“The short answer? Money. Plus, doing what I do is a whole lot more fun than doing what you do. You Heroes all have a bunch of rules and regulations you have to follow.” She made a face. “The prospect of having to ask ‘Mother may I?’ or listening for ‘Simon says’ before I do something makes me ill. As it is, I do what I want, when I want, to whom I want.”
Killshot’s face assumed a reflective cast.
“My parents and brother were killed by supervillains. After it happened, all I wanted was to be a Hero, to protect people like my mother and father and brother from people like us. To help people. I worked my fingers to the bone training, getting ready to be the best Hero I could possibly be. I was going to save the world, one person at a time.
“I apprenticed under a Hero named Scarlet Centurion,” Killshot said. I did not see any point in revealing I already knew that through talking to him. For all I knew, Killshot might go after him for talking to me. “In the course of that apprenticeship, he and I helped a lot of people. And, you know what I discovered? Most people do not deserve to be helped. Usually they are in whatever situation they need to be rescued from because their own stupidity or greed or lust put them there. Take your own client Eugene Poindexter. A contract was not taken out on him because he fed the homeless and tended to the sick. A contract was taken out on him because he saw something he never would have seen had he not been a supervillain. And, because he was about to betray his friends. He was no angel, no innocent who deserved to be saved.”
Killshot was warming to her topic. She seemed to enjoy talking about herself. I wondered if she had ever talked about these thoughts and feelings with anyone else. I suddenly felt like Doctor Phil. Perhaps if Killshot had consulted with an actual psychologist years ago, she would not have turned out as she had.
“I started to think the people I was training to protect did not deserve my protection,” she said. “And the few who perhaps did deserve it did not want it and resented it if you did protect them. After all, no good deed goes unpunished.”
Killshot reached over and took another drink of my water. It flashed through my mind to make her choke on it with my powers. But, I had already agreed to the duel.
“You know Truman, there are three kinds of people in this world. The vast majority of people are sheep, concerned with little more than eating and drinking and shitting and fucking. They are so easily led, so gullible, that if you tell them something early and often enough, they will believe anything. It’s how religions have been able to stay in business even though they are selling an invisible product. The sheep are nothing more than overgrown children who believe in fairy tales and happily ever afters and Santa Claus.
“Then there are the shepherds. They are the ones who foolishly look out for the sheep, trying to get them to evolve and prevent them from killing themselves. Shepherds are the only reason men and women are not still in the Stone Age, picking lice out of each other’s hair while hunched over in caves. When they were not busy clubbing each other over the head, that is. Even now, if you killed off all the shepherds, it would be like flipping off the light of civilization. The sheep would be reduced to bashing each other over the head with rocks and fucking their sisters within a week, a month at the most. 
“Some Heroes are shepherds. Not all of them, but some. The thing the shepherds do not realize is that the sheep don’t want to be looked out for, even though they are so stupid and depraved that they desperately need to be. The sheep resent the shepherds in the same way an ugly women resents a model or an unpopular kid resents the captain of the football team.
“Then you have people like me. Wolves. We wolves see reality for how it is, not for how society tells us it is or how it should be. The virtues schools and religions teach—hard work, humility, charity, patience, kindness, turning the other cheek, doing unto others as you would have them do unto you, that sort of thing—we wolves know it’s all rubbish, nothing more than shackles designed to keep the sheep in line and from killing each other. We wolves know you get what you are strong enough to take—no more, no less. Anything else is wishful thinking, a prayer to a universe that is not listening and doesn’t care.
“Being denied a Hero license was the best thing that happened to me. When it happened, I was already starting to realize how the world really worked and that Heroes were little more than babysitters and preservers of the status quo so the people on top of society could stay on top. Being around a bunch of different Heroes and Hero candidates during the Trials helped open my eyes. Despite their power, most of them were naive fools. I realized I did not want to be a member of any group that would have people like that as members.”
Killshot stood. She smiled down at me.
“I should go,” she said. “I’m talking so much, you would think I was a politician. If your plan is to talk me to death before our duel, I would hate to have you succeed. I will see you in a couple of days.”
Killshot turned partially, then stopped.
“After I kill you, I’ll talk to the Treasury Department about your face replacing Hamilton’s on the ten dollar bill.” Killshot smiled again. Her eyes glittered like a snake’s.
Killshot walked away, weaving through the other tables in the eatery. Her heels clicked loudly on the hard floor. Ginny and I watched her as she opened the front door to the restaurant and stepped out. And, just like that, she was gone.
Ginny turned to me. Her eyes were wide.
“That woman is crazy,” she said.
“Maybe. Do you think you can talk her into committing herself to an insane asylum? That would save me a lot of time and trouble. Not to mention maybe my life.”
“This is not funny Truman. Not only is that woman crazy but, from everything you’ve told me, she’s very dangerous.” Ginny put her hands over mine.
“I’m scared for you, Truman,” she said.
“Me too,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 30
Two days later, I stood in the middle of the open-air Astor City Coliseum. It was a bright, beautiful, cloudless day, neither too warm nor too cold. It was just right, as Goldilocks might say. A slight breeze blew pleasantly at my back. It was a good day to die. 
The sun was directly overhead. I looked at my watch. I noticed my hand shook a bit. It was almost exactly noon. The back of my neck was sweaty. It felt cool in the caressing breeze. Though people often thought Heroes did not get scared, we did and I was. They said Americans’ biggest fear was the prospect of having to speak in public. They must not have surveyed Heroes. Most of us would probably say our biggest fear was getting killed by a supervillain. An audience listening to a lecturer did not often shoot energy beams at the lecturer. Supervillains did.
My mouth was dry. My stomach felt unsteady. I very much wanted a drink. As I needed to keep my wits about me, I had not been so stupid as to have alcohol before coming to the stadium. Nor would I leave to get a drink now. I did not want to be late for my first and perhaps last duel. It would be rude. Besides, Killshot might permanently settle my unsteady stomach soon enough.
The stadium had last been used for baseball. I could draw a straight line from where I was standing in the outfield through second base and then to home plate. If someone hit a line drive, I would be ready. Thousands of empty stadium seats surrounded me. I wondered if baseball players got nervous, having to perform on a high level in front of thousands of cheering and booing people. Maybe baseball players were like me, with their nerves disappearing once the game began and they were in the heat of the moment.
Looking out into the empty stands, my mind flitted to another question, a twist on an age-old one: If a superhero gets shot by a supervillain and falls down screaming in an empty stadium where no one can hear him, does he really make a sound? I desperately hoped to not find out the answer today.
I was thinking about how much less dangerous playing baseball was than being a superhero when I spotted Killshot flying overhead. She was not alone. She was carrying someone. A spectator to witness my screams, perhaps?
Killshot swooped down to deposit the man on the field near third base. Though his face was partially obscured by a brown and tan mask, the bottom half of his face was uncovered. The rest of the costume he had on was black with brown accents that matched the brown on his mask. The costume covered his entire body, except for his hands, which were bare. The outfit was form-fitting. The man was in good shape. I recognized his jawline and build. It was Shrapnel.
After dropping Shrapnel off, Killshot herself flew a bit further and then landed near first base. Though I was not close to either of them, I was close enough I would have to turn my head away from the other to be able to fully watch one of them. Divide my attention and conquer. Smart.
Killshot wore what appeared to be the same pink and white mask and long flowing cape she had on when Eugene and I had seen her near the Perk Up coffee shop. The rest of her outfit matched the colors of her mask and cape. A lot of female Heroes and supervillains wore tight, revealing outfits that made them look like futuristic streetwalkers. It was such a common thing I sometimes wondered if there was a law mandating it. Killshot’s costume was not like that. It was loose, and looked much like a martial arts gi. Perhaps she had not gotten the memo she was supposed to look like a hooker. The regulators of female Meta fashion did not have a mailing address for Killshot, maybe. As I knew all too well, she was a hard woman to get a hold off.
With both Shrapnel and Killshot in costume, I felt decidedly underdressed in jeans, a plain black tee shirt, and comfortable white and red running shoes. I would not win any Metahuman fashion awards. I was more interested in being able to move well and quickly than in winning awards. You have to stay alive to accept an award, anyway. First things first.
“I thought we agreed we would come alone,” I yelled out to Killshot.
Even from this distance, I could see Killshot was smiling.
“You are a fool to have believed me,” she said. “It’s like I said a couple of days ago: you Heroes are overgrown Boy Scouts with your oaths and misguided senses of honor. In the real world, no one gives a rat’s ass about honor. Besides, my associate has a debt to settle with you.”
“Yeah,” Shrapnel called out to me. “Let’s see how tough you are without that black bitch to back you up.” He raised his arms, pointing his bare palms at me. I tensed. I would dive to the right and hope his spray of shrapnel missed me. I wished there was something for me to take cover behind.
It happened as if on cue. I saw it before I heard it. Shrapnel spun around, like he had been punched hard in the chest. After seeing the effects of the shot, I then heard it a split second later. The sound of the shot echoed in the empty stadium. The shot was a good one. Like a puppet with his strings cut, Shrapnel fell down face-first. He lay still. I hoped he was not dead. If he was though, oh well. I had told Shadow to avoid taking a head shot if possible. It looked as though she had done as I asked.
Killshot’s head whipped around. She looked at the empty stadium chairs surrounding us where I knew Shadow and her high-powered rifle lurked somewhere.
“We agreed to no help and no guns,” Killshot said, still looking into the stands while simultaneously trying to keep an eye on me. She sounded incredulous. “You broke your word!” The irony of her statement seemed lost on her.
“I knew you wouldn’t keep yours,” I said. “So I brought some insurance in case I was right. I was born at night, but not last night.” Actually I had not entirely broken my word. I myself was not armed. Also, Shadow was under strict instructions to leave the stadium once she had incapacitated Shrapnel if Killshot brought him along as I suspected she would. Now that Shrapnel was down, I would face Killshot alone and unarmed. I had promised Killshot earlier I would. Giving my word was not something I took lightly, even when it was given to a person like Killshot.
Plus, to be honest, I wanted to know if I could take Killshot down by myself. No, I needed to know. Maybe it was ego. Maybe I was seeking revenge for Eugene. Maybe it was just score-settling.
Or, in light of how low I had sunk in the past few months, maybe I just needed to see if I was still good enough.
I triggered the field’s water sprinklers with my powers. Water skeeted out all around us with a hiss. The water to the stadium had been turned off months before. I had redirected water in the city’s pipes and turned the water back on at the stadium the day before. Killshot had said I was a Boy Scout. Fine. As the Boy Scouts admonished, be prepared.
Killshot’s head whipped around to me again at the sound of the water. Her left eye glowed pink. I had seen this movie before. I dove to the right. Simultaneously, I sent several streams of water rocketing towards Killshot, turning them into ice as they raced through the air. I rolled as I hit the ground. Killshot’s plasma blast hit the ground where I had been an instant before. The air sizzled. The smell of burning turf filled my nostrils. It was better than the smell of burning Truman, though. Killshot dodged my ice javelins easily. Another glow of her eye. I dodged left, hastily throwing up a shield of ice. Her energy blast cut through it like butter, shattering it. The blast just barely missed me again. I twisted my ankle lunging out of the way. A gasp escaped my lips. Sharp pain radiated up from my ankle and set my leg on fire. I was a sitting duck out in the open. It was just a matter of time before Killshot tagged me. Time for a new tactic.
As I continued to run, dodge, bob and weave, I converted some of the water shooting out of the sprinklers into water vapor. Just like at the Guild space station and at the Golden Horseshoe Casino before that, a thick fog rapidly formed. Soon, Killshot’s figure was obscured by thick rolling clouds. The reverse was no doubt also true. Killshot would not be able to see me, either. I had already locked onto Killshot’s water signature, so I knew exactly where she was even though I could not see her.
I formed more ice javelins and sent them racing towards Killshot. She turned away from them at the last moment, though one did pierce her side. She cried out. Before I could follow up on the attack, she was airborne. She soared out of the area of fog I had created. Damn. I couldn’t fill the whole stadium with fog. The stadium was too big.
A plasma blast hit the ground several feet away from me. Another hit a few feet from that, closer to me this time. I ran. My ankle threatened to buckle under me. Plasmas beams shot from the sky, hitting the ground around me. Between the plasma and my fog, the place looked like a rock and roll concert. The beams lit up the surrounding area, like headlights cutting through a morning mist. Killshot was blasting away at random into the fog from above, hoping to get lucky and hit me. I could not stay down here praying she did not get lucky. She could take potshots at me forever. I sent more ice javelins at her. She dodged them easily. She could see them now that she hovered above the fog. More ice javelins. She dodged them, too. Those were just a feint, though. While she was preoccupied with those javelins, I send water snaking up towards her. It wrapped around her lower body. I turned it into ice as quickly as I could. Her lower body was now encased in ice. Killshot cried out in surprise and alarm. She plummeted from the sky, back into the fog. I ran towards her.
Killshot hit the ground like a bag of dropped bricks. I heard and felt with my mind the ice around her crack at the impact. I leapt on top of her, hitting her with my fists, forearms, and elbows. It felt like punching a cinder block wall. Getting close was a mistake. Killshot’s left eye glowed. I pulled back my head barely in time. The plasma beam grazed my forehead. I cried out in agony. It felt like my head had been set on fire. I smelled burning flesh and hair. Killshot’s ice-encased legs must have been freed in the fall. She squirmed under me, wrapping her lower legs around my torso. She twisted. I suddenly was hurtling through the air like a smacked baseball.
I landed on my back with a sickening crunch. I skidded on the turf for a bit before coming to a stop. I could not help but to cry out in pain. I couldn’t concentrate enough anymore to maintain the fog. I landed with my head right next to a sprinkler. It shot water into my face, blinding and gagging me. Then Killshot was on top of me, straddling me as she pounded my head. I tasted blood. I felt something crack inside of me. I saw stars. I tried to grab Killshot, to twist her off of me, to lift my legs enough to wrap them around her as she had done to me. Nothing worked. I was too weak and she was too strong. Not as strong as Shadow, maybe, but strong enough.
Darkness closed in on the edges of my vision. I was about to pass out. I wanted to fall into the blackness, to rest. No! I could not give up. Summoning every ounce of will, I took water from the sprinkler by my head and wrapped it around Killshot’s head. I couldn’t quite focus enough to make it ice cold or scalding hot. Instead, I tried to force it down Killshot’s mouth and nose.
For one panicked second, Killshot stopped hitting me. Her hands fumbled for my throat. With her head still wrapped in water, she lifted my head. She thumped it against the ground. Fireworks went off in my head like the Fourth of July. I clung to the idea of drowning her like a man clung to the edge of a cliff. She drilled my head into the ground again. Again. Again. More times than I could count. It was all a matter of which of us would break first.
It was me. I could not focus enough anymore. I could not maintain my hold on the water around her head any longer. My hold on the water slipped away, freeing her head. Killshot gasped. She sputtered, and coughed out water. She stopped banging my head against the ground. Her hands were still around my neck though. They constricted around me like a boa constrictor. Between that and the water pounding my face from the sprinkler, I couldn’t breathe. How ironic if I drowned to death. My eyelids fluttered. I fought to keep them open. If I closed them, they would never open again.
Killshot said something. Her lips were moving. I couldn’t make out the words. All I heard was a loud roar. Something was wrong with my ears, or brain, or both.
Killshot lifted my head a bit. Water drained out of my ears and nose. Suddenly I could breathe a bit as well as hear her.
“This is my favorite part,” Killshot said. Her voice was low and raspy. “When someone is about to die, and I hold his life in the palm of my hands. There is nothing like this feeling of power.” I felt Killshot rubbing her lower body against me as she straddled me. Her dark eyes gleamed behind her now torn mask. Her lips parted. Her tongue darted out to lick them. Her lips were full and red. I had seen this look before, but never in this context. It was lust. This lunatic was aroused. She was getting off at the thought of killing me. It was no wonder she had killed so many people.
Killshot’s head lowered. Her lips brushed my ear.
“Just because you’ll be dead, this is not over. You broke your word to me. I’ll find Shadow and kill her too. Then your pretty little girlfriend Ginny. Perhaps I will make a wig out of her hair after all. Do you think I’d be sexy as a redhead?” I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. The part of me that was barely clinging to consciousness was thinking about how Killshot probably could kill Shadow. She certainly could kill Ginny, who had no superpowers. I had to stop her. At that moment, though, I felt about as capable of stopping her as a minnow did a shark.
Killshot was still rubbing herself against me. She gasped into my ear. Her grip around my throat loosened the tinniest bit. Not much, but a little. I could breathe a bit. I gathered my will. I could not do much. I hoped it would be enough.
Killshot sat up on me, still straddling me. She was moving her hips back and forth on me, like she was riding me. Her face was flushed. Orgasmic. She was panting.
“Goodbye Truman,” she breathed huskily. Her left eye glowed pink.
From yards away, the icicle I had formed shot towards Killshot’s face like a bat out of hell. It wasn’t much. Maybe the size of a used pencil. It was the best I could do. It rocketed into Killshot’s glowing eye like a heat-seeking missile. There was a small but satisfying pop. Killshot shrieked. Her hands left my throat. I sucked in air hungrily. Killshot’s hands clutched her face. She fell off of me sideways, writhing on the ground in pain.
I wanted to just lie there and breathe. I couldn’t though. This was my only chance. I tried to roll on top of Killshot. My head swam, but I did it. My arms felt rubbery. I forced myself to lift them anyway. I had punched Killshot before, and I knew what that felt like. With every ounce of will I had left, I used water to form blocks of ice around my fists. I punched Killshot in the face over, and over, and over again. My powers caused the ice to reform around my fists as it cracked and chipped away.
Killshot squirmed under me as I punched her. She was trying to throw me off of her again. I used more water to encase her lower body in ice. It felt like my mind was ripping apart at the seams with the extra mental effort. It felt like my head would pop open. I wanted to stop. I could not let up though. I hit Killshot and hit her and hit her some more until I thought my heart would explode. I could barely focus my eyes. Killshot’s partially masked face was a blur of white and pink and red under me.
Finally, it penetrated my dull brain Killshot was not moving anymore. I stopped punching her. It was almost as hard to stop as it was to start. My body was on autopilot. But, stop I did. My chest heaved. My lungs burned. Something deep inside of me felt like it wasn’t working right.
I blinked hard, bringing my eyes into focus. Killshot’s face and torn mask were bloody. The eye she shot her beams out of was a mess. It was hard for me to look at it. Her remaining good eye stared up at me. Had I killed her? No. She blinked. She tried to speak. Unsuccessfully. She only managed to breathe out a bubble of blood. She coughed, spraying blood and spittle into my face. She tried again.
“You win. You’ve beaten me,” she rasped. Some of her once perfect teeth were broken. “End it now. Kill me. It’s what we agreed to.”
I breathed hard. My entire body hurt. Isn’t this what I had been working towards? Being able to end Killshot’s killing spree permanently? How many people had she killed? Not only killed, but relished killing. Wasn’t she merely a mad dog who needed to be put down before she bit someone else?
I shifted a bit. I put my hands around her neck. Her neck was wet and warm with sweat and blood. My hands felt like they belonged around her neck.
“I can kill you. I want to kill you. I should kill you. You certainly deserve it,” I croaked. My throat hurt. I hesitated. “But I won’t. You can’t fight the Devil with the Devil’s own tools. Doing so is the first step.”
Killshot’s dark remaining eye looked puzzled. “The first step to what?” she asked.
“Becoming you,” I said.
I proceeded to choke Killshot unconscious. Call me misogynistic, or unchivalrous, or unheroic, or whatever you like. I do not care.
It does not change the fact I enjoyed the hell out of choking her.
 



CHAPTER 31
I knelt down in front of my filing cabinet in my office. I grimaced in pain. I had not fully recovered from my fight with Killshot from days before. My doctor had told me it would be a while before I did. I wondered if being achy all over was what being old felt like. If so, getting old was for the birds. I hoped I died young. I certainly was in the right line of work to have my wish granted.
I opened the bottom drawer of the cabinet. It was full of bottles of liquor. I pulled the bottles out and put them on the floor. The liquor might help numb my aches and pains. I was not planning on having a drink, though. Rather, I was going to take the bottles down the hall to the bathroom and pour them out. It was not that I did not want to drink. Quite the opposite, actually. I still very much had a taste for one. But, if there was one thing recent history had taught me, it was that drinking and Truman Lord were not a good combination. I just wished my parents had come to a similar realization before they had gotten themselves and my sister killed so many years before.
I pulled out the last of the bottles and put them on the floor. Suddenly, the door of my office opened. A figure draped in white from head to toe walked in. It was Ghost. Of course he would come in right as my office looked like the stockroom of a liquor store. Though I was not doing anything wrong, I felt like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.
Ghost looked down at me. I wished his face was not totally obscured by his mask. It would be better to see the judgment in his eyes rather than just to imagine it.
“Having a party?” he asked me in his deep voice. “Perhaps my invitation was lost in the mail.” Maybe I imagined it, but I thought I heard a frown in his voice.
“No,” I said. “I was actually about to throw all this stuff out. I can pour you a glass if you want.”
“No thanks. I’m driving,” Ghost said. I had no idea if he was kidding or not. The idea of Ghost behind the wheel of a car was like thinking of Moses driving a Volkswagen Beetle. “Can I interrupt your Carrie Nation impersonation long enough to talk to you for a bit?”
“Sure.”
We both sat, me behind my desk and Ghost in front of it. I was anxious. I felt like I was a little kid in the principal’s office waiting to hear how much detention he was going to get. The fact Ghost held the status of my Hero’s license in the palm of his hand had much to do with it. But that was not the only thing. There was something about the man himself that was so intimidating. I could not quite put my finger on what it was about Ghost that made me feel so young and self-conscious. Whatever it was, he should have bottled and sold it and called it The Fear of God. He could market it to prison wardens and parents of difficult children.
“I believe congratulations are in order. I understand the Meta woman who killed your client Mr. Poindexter is in custody thanks to you. Her associate as well,” Ghost said.
“Thanks,” I said. “You come around to give me a medal? Does prize money come with it? Or maybe you want me to teach a Guild master class in Metahuman combat? Either way, I’m flattered.” I regretted the words as they came out. I could not help myself. I really was incapable of keeping my mouth shut. If there was an organ which produced inappropriateness, I desperately needed to have it removed.
The fabric of Ghost’s mask around his mouth twitched.
“Alas, no. I am here neither to give you a medal nor to make you a Guild professor.” Ghost crossed his legs. “The main reason why I’m here is because I got a visit the other day from an associate of yours by the name of Shadow. We had a long talk about you.”
Oh great. My friend and sometime associate Shadow, who also happened to be an unregistered Metahuman and a noted criminal, had paid a visit on the chief investigator of the Heroes’ Guild. It was like a brothel owner visiting the Pope. What in the world had Shadow talked to Ghost about? The best way to kill someone without leaving a mark? How to flout the Hero Act by operating as an unregistered Metahuman for hire? What had Shadow been thinking? Did she want to guarantee I got defrocked? What had I ever done to her?
“I see,” I said. For once, I did not have anything funny to say. Being on an express train to being defrocked was no laughing matter.
“Even before I met her, I had heard of some of Shadow’s exploits. I knew she makes a living using her powers even though she is not registered under the Hero Act. I could have arrested her when she came to see me.”
“I take it you didn’t.” I was somewhat surprised.
“I did not. There are no doubt other members of the Guild who would argue I should have,” Ghost said. “While Shadow is in violation of the Hero Act and of Guild regulations, from what I have heard about her, on balance, she does more good than harm. Sometimes the spirit of the law is as important as the letter of the law.
“Shadow took quite a risk in coming to see me. She did not know when she came that I would not detain her,” Ghost said. “She took that chance, as it turns out, to defend you. She told me the details of how you went about located and defeating Killshot. A lot of what she told me was not reported on in the media. I have a feeling Shadow left parts of the full story out as well, but I also think that the parts she did tell me were true.
“Among other things, she told me about how you paid a visit on Killshot’s associate Shrapnel. Shadow said she had wanted to torture him to make him tell you Killshot’s location. But you stopped her. She said you two nearly came to blows over the matter.
“You did the right thing in not torturing Shrapnel, of course. Despite the fact you made things harder on yourself by not doing so and you risked not being able to track down Killshot, you still did the right thing. To be frank, I do not approve off all the things you do, and I certainly do not approve of the way you do them. For instance, you are a little too flippant too often for my taste. But, I would rather have a flippant Hero who gets the big things right than a serious Hero who gets the big things wrong.”
Ghost took a breath.
“On the other hand, you clearly neglected your duty by leaving Mr. Poindexter’s side and giving Killshot an opening to kill him unmolested.” Ghost sighed. “Maybe Killshot would have managed to kill him even if you had never left him. There is no way to know. But, I believe you have largely redeemed your lapse in judgment by tracking Killshot down at great personal risk and expense. For that reason and after reviewing the totality of your career thus far, I am recommending to the Guild’s Executive Committee that Gloria Poindexter’s complaint against you be resolved with a letter of reprimand which will be logged in your formal Guild record and published in the local media. While I cannot guarantee the Executive Committee will follow my recommendation, it usually does.”
At Ghost’s words, I could almost literally feel a weight being lifted off my shoulders. All throughout my pursuit of Killshot, the thought I might ultimately lose my Hero’s license had nagged at my mind. Though I hated to think I was nothing more than merely a Hero, I did not have an answer to the question of what I would do if I were not permitted to be a Hero. There were still criminal charges pending against me due to my actions in the Golden Horseshoe Casino, but my worry about them paled in comparison to how I had been worried about losing my Hero’s license.
“As for the matter of the criminal charges pending against you, Shadow spoke to me about those as well,” Ghost said. I almost jumped at his words. It was as if he could read my mind. I had a sudden horrible thought. Good Lord, maybe he could. Don’t think about anything embarrassing, I said to myself. Don’t think about porn; don’t think about porn; don’t think about porn. And, of course, suddenly that was the only thing I could think about. The mind is a perverse thing. Perverted too, sometimes.
Ghost was still speaking. His words penetrated my panicked mind.
“Despite the fact you assaulted a security guard and damaged casino property when you were trying to apprehend Killshot, Shadow believes you acted appropriately in light of the situation. ‘Exigent circumstances,’ she called them. I agree with her. She has asked me to speak with city officials and ask them to drop the charges against you. I plan to do so. While they do not have to drop the charges, the Guild carries a lot of weight in this city.” Ghost’s mask twitched again. “I have been around for quite a while and have a bit of pull myself. Not to mention having some well-placed officials owing me favors.”
I was speechless for a few moments.
“I don’t know what to say,” I finally managed to say. 
“Well, generally people say thank you in these situations.” Ghost’s tone contained a smile.
“Thank you,” I said. I stood. Ghost did as well. We shook hands. Now seemed a bad time to ask him if he knew I had been thinking about porn. 
Ghost went to the door and put his hand on the knob. He turned back around.
“I almost forgot. A little while ago there was an incident on the Guild space station where several water pipes failed. I am told the odds of such a thing happening all at once are astronomical. Would you happen to know anything about it?”
“Yes,” I said. I was not even tempted to lie. I would rather lie to the Pope.
“I thought as much. To be honest, I think I would have changed my recommendation to the Executive Committee if you had lied to me,” Ghost said. “You took a big chance in accessing Guild records. One might even say it was foolhardy in light of the fact you were the subject of a Guild investigation at the time.” He shook his head. “Though I cannot condone your actions, I must admit I admire your chutzpah and resolve. I can see how you have inspired the fierce loyalty of a willful and formidable woman like Shadow.” The fabric of his mask twitched again. “Besides, if we defrocked you, who would act as a check on her more violent impulses? You might join forces with her and become a supervillain. I would rather have you on the inside of our tent peeing out, than on the outside of it peeing in.”
Ghost opened the door. He left with a swirl of his long cape, closing the door behind himself.
I stood there staring at the door for a while. I was thankful beyond words. It looked like I would be able to keep my Hero’s license after all. As an added bonus, maybe I would not go to jail. Even if the state did not agree to drop the charges, if I went to trial, I would be a Hero in good standing with no prior record. If convicted, maybe I would just get probation, especially since Ghost was willing to put in a good word for me.
I made a mental note to thank Shadow for speaking to Ghost. I made a second mental note to tell her to not break me out of jail if I did wind up serving time. I would not put it past her.
Ghost’s parting words about being inside the tent pissing out made me think of how I had urinated in the alley off of McAdams Street after waking up as drunk as a skunk. Though it really was not that long ago, it seemed an eternity ago. I could not imagine doing such a thing now. It was as if the guy in the alley was a different person than the person I was now. Perhaps he had been.
I went back to what I had been doing before Ghost walked in. I gathered some of the bottles of liquor. I walked with them painfully down the hall to the bathroom I shared with the other businesses on the floor. I cracked open one of the bottles. The smell of scotch filled the air. My mouth watered. It seemed a shame to waste such fine whiskey. But what was I supposed to do with it instead of pouring it out? Donate it to charity? Give it to a nunnery? Perhaps an orphanage? I certainly was not going to drink it. I remembered the man lying in the alley. I did not want to be him again. Perhaps I would have a drink again someday. But not today. Probably not tomorrow, either.
One day at a time.
I upended the first bottle into the sink. As I poured the booze out, I thought about Killshot and roads taken and not taken. What was it she had said about there being three kinds of people? She had said there were sheep, shepherds, and wolves. I was not a philosopher or a deep thinker. I had no idea if she was right. And if she was right, I did not know where I fit into the grand scheme of things.
There were only two things I knew for certain—that there were Heroes, and that I was proud to be one of them.
For now, that was all I needed to know.
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EXCERPT FROM HUNTED
Supervillains were a real pain in the ass, especially when one kicked you in the ass. Hard.
I staggered forward from the force of the blow. Thick fog swirled around me. Pain radiated from where Antaeus had kicked me, setting my buttocks and entire left leg on fire. Though he was a small man and my six feet, two-inch frame towered over him, clearly Antaeus was a trained combatant. It was hard for someone who had not been trained to kick with such force. I knew that from experience. I had been a mixed martial arts fighter before I decided to use my superpowers and became a licensed Hero. I had been kicked more times than I could count by more people than I could count. Antaeus knew what he was doing. If I did not take him out quickly, I would instead be the one taken out.
Though it made me clench my teeth in pain, I anchored my left foot. I spun towards where Antaeus was behind me, sending my right heel rocketing towards the center of his body. My spinning back kicks generated a lot of force. If I made contact with Antaeus, I would surely incapacitate him.
I did not make contact. Right before my kick hit him, Antaeus disappeared with a slight whooshing sound. Swirling fog immediately took the place of where Antaeus’ body had been. One moment Antaeus was there, and the next instant he was not. If I had blinked, I would have missed it.
Antaeus was a teleporter. Teleporters were the worst. Trying to fight one was like trying to swat a fly while blindfolded. Unlike most licensed Heroes, I did not wear a mask, cape, or any kind of superhero costume at all. If I did, dealing with teleporters like Antaeus would make me tear off my mask with irritation, hang up my cape in frustration, and find another line of work instead of being a private detective and Hero. Accounting, maybe. My business card could read “Truman Lord, Metahuman CPA Extraordinaire. No teleporters accepted as clients.”
The forward momentum of my kick at Antaeus carried me forward, making me stagger again. I almost fell. Before I could recover, I felt two quick hard punches in the small of my back. I gasped in pain. Antaeus again. I twisted, sending my elbow arcing back toward where his jaw should be. That whooshing sound again. My elbow impacted only air. I had put a lot of force into that elbow strike, and my momentum sent me spinning. Physics was a bitch sometimes. I was thrown off balance. This time, I actually did fall. Antaeus reappeared. His foot shot towards my side. Apparently he had not heard you were not supposed to kick a man when he was down. Rude bastard. I rolled away from his foot, lessening the blow. Only somewhat, though. I grunted in pain. Antaeus might have broken ribs had I not reacted in time. I grabbed at Antaeus’ ankle, intending to bring him down to the ground with me. Whooshing. My fingers only managed to grab air. Fighting Antaeus was like fighting a ghost, a mean, evil ghost who could punch and kick me with impunity yet whom I could not seem to lay a hand on. This was no Casper the Friendly Ghost.
I hastily got to my feet. I would have drawn my pistol, but what was the point of shooting at a target that blinked in and out of existence? I spun around, looking for Antaeus, and no doubt also looking foolish. Fortunately for my Heroic dignity, no one was around to see me spinning in place like a top or to see me getting my ass literally kicked. I was on the shoulder of a lonely mountain road in Maine. It was early. The sun had not yet burned off the thick morning fog. Across the road from where I stood was a guardrail; beyond that was a steep cliff and a deep lake. I had been in a car chase with Antaeus, and I had successfully forced him off the road, making his car crash. I had gotten out of my own car and dragged Antaeus out of his wrecked vehicle. I was about to question him and hopefully get the information I needed out of him when he had surprised me by teleporting right out of my grasp.
Antaeus was not the only one with superpowers, though. I was a hydrokinetic, meaning I could mentally control water. Hydrokinesis was perhaps not as flashy as being able to teleport or fly or shoot plasma from your eyes, but it had its uses. Water was almost everywhere and in everything, and not just in liquid form. The thick fog around me, for example, was nothing but water vapor. While I had fought Antaeus, I had sensed with my powers a displacement of that water vapor the times right before Antaeus had re-appeared to hit me again.
I turned to the right, probing the foggy area around me. Though I was looking around with my eyes, I was even more intently looking around with my powers, waiting to feel that slight displacement of water vapor that indicated Antaeus was about to reappear to take another swipe at me.
There! To my right, and slightly behind me. I spun towards where I sensed the water displacement. I sent a hard left jab shooting toward where the smaller man’s face would be if he were already visible. Antaeus appeared out of nowhere right where I expected him. My fist collided with his nose. I heard and felt a satisfying crunch. There was a spray of blood. Antaeus’ head was flung back. He cried out in pain. Now he knew how I had felt when he had been kicking and punching me. Turnabout was fair play.
I did not have time to savor the schadenfreude, rest on my laurels, or cradle my now throbbing left hand. Antaeus would no doubt teleport away again if I did not stop him. Like me, he was not wearing any sort of costume. He was dressed in jeans and a black and blue button-down, long-sleeved shirt. I grabbed him by his shirt and belt buckle. I heaved, lifting him off the ground. Though I did not have super strength, I did work out religiously. I did not exercise as much as I did for show, or just so I could flex impressively when pretty women were around. Okay, maybe I worked out as much as I did partially for that reason. But mostly I worked out so I would be ready to deal with people like Antaeus. Being a Hero was not for the weak or the easily winded.
“Hey!” Antaeus said, squirming, his feet not touching the ground. “Put me down!” His broken and bloodied nose muffled his voice. He kicked at my groin. I twisted a bit so the kicks hit the meaty part of my thighs instead. The kicks still hurt, but the pain was not debilitating. Just annoying. I let go of the front of Antaeus’ shirt. I backhanded his face, hard. The slap sounded like a gunshot. Antaeus’ face was flung to the side. A spray of his blood sailed through the air.
“Shut up,” I said. I gripped his shirt again. “If you don’t stop kicking me, I’m going to throw you off the side of this mountain.” I was almost annoyed enough to actually do it. This had not been the first time I had been punched and kicked. It would probably not be the last time. That did not mean it was fun. Maybe going into accounting was not such a bad idea after all.
Antaeus stopped kicking me, though he still continued to squirm a bit in my grasp. I was satisfied to see he did not teleport away. I had apparently guessed correctly that he could not teleport unless he was in contact with the ground. I had the misfortune of dealing with teleporters before. Because of that, I knew that teleporters had some sort of limitation on their teleportation abilities. Some of them could only teleport as far as they could see; others could only teleport when nothing was touching them; still others had to rest up between teleportation feats. All of them had some sort of limitation. I did not know why. I was a private eye and professional butt-kicker, not a physicist specializing in Metahuman abilities. Maybe God limited teleporters’ abilities to give the rest of us a fighting chance. Who knew? I was not a theologian, either.
Antaeus’ name had clued me in on what his teleportation limitation might be. His birth name was Jonathan Strayhorn; Antaeus was his code name. Most Metahumans chose a code name because the name indicated that Meta’s abilities, or because the name was imposing, or because the name hinted how the Meta’s powers were derived. I knew Antaeus was the name of a demigod from Greek mythology. That mythical Antaeus had wrestled with Hercules during the eleventh of Hercules’ famous Twelve Labors. Antaeus was invincible as long as he stayed in contact with the Earth. Hercules had defeated Antaeus by lifting him off the ground and squeezing him to death. I had guessed—correctly, it seemed—that Antaeus had chosen his codename because his teleportation powers only worked when he was in contact with the ground. Supervillains really ought not bake a hint to their powers’ limitations into their code names. It was a dumb thing to do. But supervillains were rarely also rocket scientists; they did dumb things all the time. 
And yes, I was a superhero who was well-versed in Greek mythology. That was because becoming a licensed Hero was a far more arduous process than putting on some colorful pajamas, tossing on a cape, and sallying forth to punch criminals in the face. In order to pass the Hero Trials and be awarded a Hero license, you had to have a working knowledge of a wide range of disciplines. One never knew when mythology, the battle tactics of Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, how to defuse a bomb, or the migratory habits of the monarch butterfly would prove to be useful in fighting crime. A licensed Hero was a jack of all trades, and master of a few too.
One of the things I was the master of was extracting information from supervillains. I gave Antaeus’ dangling body a good hard shake to get his attention.
“I know you teleported into MetaHold, the prison holding the supervillain Chaos. I also know you siphoned some of his energy off of him before teleporting away. That energy was later used to kill a Hero. Who are you working for?”
“Screw you,” Antaeus said, still squirming.
I took one of my hands off of Antaeus long enough to slap him again. In response, Antaeus spit blood into my face. Blood and spittle got into my eye. Rude, not to mention unsanitary. I blinked it away. I took that as a sign Antaeus would not be answering my questions. I suppressed a sigh. I had seen this movie before. It would have been a nice change of pace if supervillains did things the easy way just once. Oh well. The hard way it was.
Still holding the squirming teleporter aloft with stiffened arms, I strode across the empty mountain road. Being careful to not drop Antaeus, I stepped over the guardrail.
“What the fuck are you doing?” Antaeus cried out. Panic was in his voice.
“Taking out the garbage,” I said, stopping at the edge of the cliff. Though the fog was thick and I could not see how high up we were from the waters of the lake below, I knew we were over two thousand feet away from the water’s surface. I could faintly hear the water far below. The sound was eerie thanks to the fog’s muffling effect. Fear of falling was one of man’s most innate fears. There was a tightening in my loins. Being on the edge of the cliff made me nervous. Imagine how dangling from it made Antaeus feel. He was squirming around even more fiercely now, his wide terrified eyes rolling around in his sockets like marbles.
“If you don’t stop moving around so much, I’ll drop you for sure,” I said in warning. Antaeus immediately stopped squirming, though his head still moved from side to side as he looked down into the fog. It was like looking down into the gaping mouth of an immense cottonmouth snake.
“Let me down! I’m scared of heights!” he cried out. “I won’t teleport again. I promise!”
“I don’t believe you.” My arm holding Antaeus up by his pants was getting tired; I shifted a bit so I was holding Antaeus up and out just by his shirt. “Besides, it’s the fall, not the height, that’ll kill you.” As I spoke, I took water vapor out of the air and moisture out of the ground to form a small coating of ice around my shoes. It anchored me to the ground. It would never do to accidently fall off a cliff to my death while interrogating a supervillain. Saint Peter would laugh at me when I got to the Pearly Gates. Or, Satan if I went to the other place.
“The world’s record for cliff diving is at almost two hundred feet,” I said to Antaeus. “And that was done by a cliff diving expert. We’re several times higher than that, and I’m guessing you’re not a diving expert. At this height, if I drop you, hitting the water will be like hitting a brick wall. You’ll likely break every bone in your body. If that’s not enough to kill you, drowning will.” I gave his body a slight shake. “Now tell me what I want to know about who hired you to break into MetaHold or I’ll drop you like a bad habit.” I especially liked the “bad habit” part. I had been waiting to use that line on someone.
Antaeus still looked terrified, with his eyes rolling around like the reels of a slot machine.
“You’re not going to drop me,” he said, though his now high-pitched scared voice did not sound terribly confident. It was hard to sound sure of yourself when another man was dangling you over certain death. “You’re a Hero. You don’t kill people.”
“Don’t you bet your life on it. There’s nobody around to tell on me if I drop you. If someone asks, I’ll just tell them I was chasing you and you fell. Such a tragic accident,” I said. As if on cue, there was a loud rip. Antaeus’ shirt tore a bit. Antaeus’ body slipped down slightly in my grasp as a result. He cried out in alarm. His legs sawed in the air. His hands clawed at my arms. I ignored the mute pleas of his hands and I tightened my grip. “Now tell me what I want to know,” I demanded insistently. “Your shirt won’t hold out forever. They don’t make them like they used to. Outsourcing.”
“Let me down, let me down, let me down,” he gibbered. He probably didn’t even hear my outsourcing remark. I had boiled the United States’ manufacturing problem down to a single word in front of an unhearing and unappreciative audience. A waste. I was casting my pearls before swine. “I’ll talk, I’ll talk,” Antaeus cried.     
“Talk first, down second. I’m not as trusting as I used to be. Getting kicked in the ass tends to have that effect.”
“Okay, okay,” Antaeus said. His mouth was opening and closing like a fish out of water. “I was hired to teleport into Chaos’ cell. The guy I did the job for is—”
Antaeus did not get a chance to finish his thought. His shirt suddenly ripped again with a loud sound that was like a stack of papers being torn in half. Suddenly I was only holding shirt fragments. Antaeus screamed bloody murder. He plunged into the fog below. He was swallowed up by it so quickly I would have missed it had I blinked. I did not miss his scream, though. His wail of fear and anguish stabbed at my eardrums even after he was gone from view.
I cursed. Just a second or two more, and I would have had the information I needed. Nothing was ever easy. I dissipated the ice anchoring me to the ground at the speed of thought. I dove off the cliff headfirst into the foggy void in which Antaeus had disappeared a split second before.
I had not been lying to Antaeus: hitting water after falling from this great of a height would be like hitting concrete reinforced with rebar. I was already rocketing down towards the lake below like a bug about to go splat on a windshield when it occurred to me that diving off the cliff after Antaeus was one of the stupidest ideas I ever had. That was saying something as some of my prior stupid ideas had been real dillies. Hindsight really was twenty-twenty.
I plunged down like a dropped rock. I wished, not for the first time in my life, that flying was one of my superpowers.
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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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