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CHAPTER 1
I walked across the campus of Astor City University with a spring in my step, a song in my heart, and a gun in my holster. I probably would not run into any hardened super-criminals on the tree filled suburban campus, but one could never be too sure. It was better to have a gun and not need it than to not have a gun and need it. If a professor of linguistics got lippy with me, I would be ready.
I looked and felt good. My slip-on loafers sparkled with shine, my khakis and white dress shirt were crisply pressed, and my sports coat from which peeked a stylish pocket square capped off my sporty, yet professional, look. I was on my way to meet with the president of the university. Perhaps if she decided she had no need for my detective skills after all, she would instead hire me as a lecturer on fashion.
Three young coeds approached me from the opposite direction I was walking. I examined their young, tanned bodies and tight clothing closely as the distance between us lessened. After all, they could have been supervillains. It was best to remain vigilant.
I smiled at the young women as I passed by them. I gave them a half smile. Fully mature women have been known to pass out or disrobe under the wattage of my full smile. My half smile was probably as much as these youngsters would be able to withstand.
Bizarrely, they walked right by me with barely a glance in my direction. I shrugged mentally and continued walking. Perhaps they were lesbians.
I walked into the administration building and took the elevator to the appropriate floor. In keeping with the academic setting, I tried to carry myself like a man who was deeply pondering the writings of John Locke or the mating habits of the velvet ant. I could have been pondering Girls Gone Wild for all the people I encountered seemed to care.
I used my keen investigative skills to locate the office of the university president, Dr. Eileen Rothbury. Only a seasoned detective such as I would have known when he found it. The sign outside her office that read “Office of the President, Dr. Eileen Rothbury” helped.
I announced myself to the young, blonde, attractive, and bespectacled secretary, telling her I had an appointment with Dr. Rothbury. I had a seat while the young woman consulted with Dr. Rothbury on the phone. I saw her examine me obliquely as she announced my presence to the good doctor. She was probably not used to being in the presence of such sartorial elegance. That, or she was not used to seeing men with cauliflower ears and flattened noses have appointments to meet with Dr. Rothbury.
“Dr. Rothbury will see you now,” the young woman said, pointing to a closed door past her desk. She said it like she was announcing an audience with the Pope.
I got up and walked towards the door. I winked at the blonde as I walked by her. She blushed prettily and followed me with her eyes.
Truman Lord, you sly old dog, you’ve still got it, I thought. That confirmed it: the coeds I had seen earlier were definitely lesbians.
 



CHAPTER 2
Dr. Rothbury stood up and came around her desk to greet me when I walked in.
“Mr. Lord, I’m Eileen Rothbury. Thank you for taking the time to come see me,” she said. She extended her hand to shake mine. Her handshake was firm and her hand was smooth.
“Not a problem, Dr. Rothbury,” I said. “But please call me Truman.”
“I will as long as you call me Eileen.”
“It’s a deal,” I said.
We smiled at each other, happily on a firm name basis. Eileen’s eyes were green and the corner of her eyes crinkled a bit when she smiled. I had a feeling she did so often. Her smile was friendly and warm and had no doubt charmed many a state legislator and separated countless alumni from their hard-earned dollars. Behind the smile lay a hint of anxiety, though. I suspected the source of that anxiety was why I was there. People did not ask a superhero and private detective to call on them because I was a sparkling conversationalist.
Eileen was older than I, and probably in her late forties. She had dark hair with streaks of grey she had not bothered to dye. Perhaps she wanted to appear older. She was a relatively young woman at the head of a major university, after all. She needed to command respect. Not me, though. If someone did not give me the respect I deserved, I could just shoot them.
Eileen wore a cream blouse and a brown leather pencil skirt that extended slightly below the knee. She had on snakeskin print toe cap high heels and nude pantyhose. She had good legs. I suspected he had a tight backside as well. My suspicion was confirmed when she turned her back to me to go sit behind her desk. I could not help but to look closely at her body. I was a trained observer after all.
Although Eileen was older than I, she was just the kind of woman I normally went for: accomplished, fit, mature enough to not be annoying, but young enough to not be afraid to try new things. I would not have minded being one of those new things. But, alas, being a trained observer, I could also not help but notice her wedding ring and an engagement ring above it. The engagement ring sported a rock that looked only slightly smaller than the Hope Diamond.
I sat in one of the chairs in front of Eileen’s desk. She examined me quite openly. I waited patiently. I was used to being examined by people who knew what I could do. She would get around to telling me why she asked me there eventually.
“Wow,” she finally said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been face to face with a superhero before. Are they all as big as you?”
I smiled modestly.
“My strength is as the strength of ten because my heart is pure,” I said.
Her smile widened. I decided I liked it and her. She was not full of herself and smugly self-satisfied the way too many people in academia were.
“Wow again,” she said. “Can you recite the whole poem?”
“I believe I can,” I said. I took a breath to begin. Eileen held up a manicured hand to stop me.
“Please don’t,” she said. Her eyes twinkled with mirth. “It’s bad enough I have an English department full of blowhard show-offs. I don’t need a superhero to add to the pretentiousness on campus.”
Despite her words, Eileen looked at me with newfound respect.
“A superhero who reads? Will wonders never cease? But, aren’t you supposed to be in costume?” she asked.
“You mean like a mask, tights, and a cape?” I asked.
She nodded. I grinned.
“My tights are at the dry cleaners and I seem to have misplaced my cape,” I said.
That was a white lie. I did not wear tights or a mask or have a codename or go around fighting random crimes like some of my fellow licensed Hero brethren. I did have a cape, though. All licensed Heroes did. When someone became a licensed Hero by passing his Trials, he got a ceremonial cape from the Heroes’ Guild. As the Bar and the Bar exam were to lawyers, the Heroes’ Guild and the Trials were to Heroes. The ceremonial cape was a sort of badge of office. But, other than my Hero swearing-in ceremony, I had never worn the damned thing. It was buried in the back of my closet. I hoped the moths got more use out of it than I did.
“In all seriousness, the whole costume thing is a common misconception,” I said to Eileen. “As you no doubt know, all Metahumans are supposed to register with the federal government under the Hero Act of 1945. Only Metas who plan on actually using their powers have to attain Hero status. Those of us who become Heroes are under no obligation to wear a costume or fight crime or do any of the things people usually think of superheroes as doing. A lot of Heroes get licensed just in case they think they might need to one day use their powers as power use by a Meta who is not a licensed Hero is against the law. Most licensed Heroes don’t fight crime or wear a mask, and they wouldn’t be caught dead in tights. Costumed Heroes like Amazing Man, Millennium, and Avatar are the exceptions, not the rule.”
“And what are you, the exception or the rule?”
I smiled again. I used the full wattage one this time. I thought Eileen was tough enough to withstand it.
“I’m in a class all by myself: a private detective and professional thug who happens to have superpowers. Wanna feel my biceps?” I asked.
Eileen laughed.
“Thanks, but I’ll pass. That offer is more enticing than the poetry recitation one, though,” she said.
She looked me over again. I resisted the impulse to flex.
“I went to college with Deputy Police Chief Warren Higgins,” she said. “He recommended you to me. He said you were smart, tough, resourceful, and would not quit something just because the going got rough.”
I tried to look modest.
“Deputy Chief Higgins has long been an admirer of mine,” I said.
“He also said you aren’t as smart as you think you are, you are stubborn as a mule, terrible at following directions, a wiseacre, and, I quote, ‘a royal pain in the ass.’”
I shook my head in mock sadness.
“Even one’s admirers are susceptible to jealousy,” I said.
“How tall are you?” Eileen asked.
“Six feet, two inches and change. More if I put lifts into my shoes,” I said.
“Do you wear lifts often?” she asked.
“Only when I want to kiss a giraffe.”
“I fear you are not taking this entirely seriously,” she said.
“Life is far too serious to be taken too seriously,” I said.
“How much do you weigh?” she asked.
“Somewhere over fourteen stone. How much over, I don’t know. If I did, it might make me stop eating doughnuts. I like doughnuts.”
“Stone?” she said. “Are you British?”
“No, but if I instead say I weigh over two hundred pounds, it makes me sound fat,” I said. “Saying fourteen stone instead makes me feel svelte.”
“Deputy Chief Higgins also tells me you used to fight mixed martial arts. Why did you stop?” she asked.
“I was good enough to compete, but not good enough to contend for a title. Professional fighting is not the place to be the second, third, or fourth best. If I kept it up, I would have been risking brain injury,” I said with a shrug. “So, I stopped.”
“And then you were in private security for a while Higgins tells me. You were fired. What happened?” she asked.
“They said I was insubordinate.”
“And were you?”
I grinned.
“Most definitely,” I said.
Eileen asked me how much I charged. I told her. Her eyes widened.
“Wow, that’s a lot more than everyone else has asked for,” Eileen said.
I shrugged.
“Then you should hire one of them,” I said.
She just stared at me for a moment. Then, she asked me some more questions. We were talking about everything except why Eileen had asked me to meet with her. I knew she would get around to it eventually. I got the impression she was keeping me talking so she could assess me.
“Do you carry a gun?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Can I see it?” she asked. Her face was suddenly that of a curious twelve-year-old.
“No.”
“Why not?
“Because if I showed my gun to everybody who asked, eventually someone would shoot me with it,” I said.
“Why would you think that?”
“As incredible as it might sound, there are people who don’t particularly like me.”
“Well, what about you? Have you shot anyone with your gun?” she asked.
“Yes. But generally I just use it to scratch the places I can’t quite reach with my bare hands,” I said.
“You’re teasing me.”
“A bit.” I eased forward a little in my chair and looked at Eileen. I felt we were slowly circling the reason why she had asked me there. “Did you ask me here so I could shoot somebody?”
“No. Maybe. I’m not sure,” she said. She drummed her fingers on the desk nervously. “I’ve never been in this situation before.”
Whatever the situation was, Eileen was taking her sweet time in getting down to it. But, my seat was comfortable, I was looking at a pretty woman, and I had no place else to be. I could afford to wait. Patience was my middle name.
“Can I trust you to be discreet?” Eileen asked.
“Think of me as a more handsome, less Catholic priest you are giving confession to. Your secrets are safe with me. Discretion is my middle name.” I had a lot of middle names.
Eileen nodded. She visibly steeled herself, and then let it out.
“I’m being blackmailed.”
“By whom?” I asked. I was glad it came out as the correct “whom” instead of “who.” I was at an institution of higher learning, after all. I was minding my Ps and Qs.
“My lover. My former lover,” she said, correcting herself.
“Tell me about him.”
“His name is George Chase. I met him at the gym a few months ago. He came up to me one morning while I was stretching after my workout. He struck up a conversation with me,” she said. Though Eileen was still ostensibly looking at me, she was in fact looking far off into the distance, no doubt replaying in her mind’s eye the events she was recounting. “George was handsome and charming and he was clearly attracted to me. I was flattered by his attention. Though I am no old woman, I’m no college coed anymore either. Have you heard that expression men age like wine, women age like milk?”
“I have, though I don’t necessarily agree with it. It all depends on the person. You hardly look like sour milk to me,” I said.
Eileen smiled wanly.
“Thanks. I look okay for my age, but it seems like with each year, the looks I get from men become fewer and fewer. I know I shouldn’t care. I’ve been happily married to my husband Paul for over twenty years. Our fifteen-year-old daughter Erin is a joy. Well, mostly. She is a teenager, after all.” Eileen made a slight face. “I have a PhD. I have an important job I love, and I’m good at it.”
She paused.
“Why is it, then, there are days I’d trade all that in for no responsibilities and a tight nineteen-year-old body again?” she said. It seemed like a rhetorical question, so I didn’t answer it.
“Let me guess: our man George made you feel like that carefree nineteen-year-old,” I said instead.
Eileen nodded.
“Exactly. It started off innocently enough. I agreed to go out to dinner with him. ‘What is wrong with dinner and a little harmless flirtation?’ I thought at the time. Even then I knew in my heart I shouldn’t have gone, but George made me feel so . . . so . . . I guess alive is the word I’m looking for. In my everyday life I am primarily a wife, mother, and school administrator. George made me feel like a woman—and just a woman—for the first time in far too long.”
“I take it you did not just have dinner with him,” I said.
Eileen smiled ruefully.
“You would be correct. Dinner was followed by dessert in a hotel room. I had never cheated on Paul before, and never thought I would have. But, being with George seemed so natural, so right.”
“So how many times have you had, um, dessert, with George?” I asked.
“Over the course of the past couple of months, more times than I can remember. It got to the point where I had convinced myself I wasn’t doing anything wrong. ‘Who is it really hurting?’ I asked myself. George was having a good time, I was having a good time, my professional life wasn’t suffering, and my family was none the wiser. Hell, having George around actually jump-started my sex life with Paul. George made me feel like a kid again, and that carried over to life with Paul.”
“Until the other shoe dropped,” I said.
She nodded.
“Exactly,” she said. “Last week, George showed me some recordings of me and him together. He told me that unless I paid him off, those recordings would make their way into the hands of my husband, the university’s board of trustees, and the local media.”
“Why not just tell George to go pound sand?” I asked. “You’re not the first person in the history of the world to have an affair. If you and Paul are happily married, I’m sure he will forgive you. As for your board, why the hell would they care about whom you sleep with?”
“If it was just conventional sex on the recordings, I might do just that,” Eileen said. Her lips tightened in embarrassment. “But, unfortunately, George and I have been very, how shall I say, experimental. BDSM, watersports, scat, blood play, that kind of thing.”
Eileen’s eyes met mine. She was watching to see how I reacted to her words. I kept my face neutral. But, I was surprised to hear that Eileen, who looked like she should be the head of the city’s Rotary Club and like butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, was into things like watersports, scat, and blood play. Yikes! Having not grown bored with conventional sex yet, I had not ventured much past the simple concept of slipping rod A into slot B.
But, Eileen’s words just served to confirm something I already knew: everyone was a freak. Some of us just hid it better than others.
“So, I would prefer to keep Paul and the university board in the dark about my extracurricular activities. Paul would be both hurt and irate, especially since he has been complaining for years about our bedroom situation. As for the board—” Eileen shook her head at the thought of it. “They would not be forgiving. Frankly, I wouldn’t be either if I were in their position. They would hate a scandal. Part of their and my job is to avoid anything that might harm recruiting or, God forbid, fundraising. I am the public face of the school. I would lose my job for sure.” 
Eileen’s face tightened in resolve. 
“I’m the youngest person to ever be the president of this institution and the first woman. I worked too hard for too long to give this job up without a fight,” she said.
“Okay then, how about door number two?” I said. “Why not pay George off?”
Eileen shook her head.
“I’m well paid, but I still can’t afford the kind of money George is asking for. Paul and I keep our finances separate and only combine them to deal with joint bills such as the house, utilities, et cetera. He runs the company his grandfather started and he would be able to afford the money George is asking for. But, if I ask Paul for the money, he’ll want to know why.”
“And there you are, back at door number one,” I said.
She nodded.
“Exactly. Plus, even if I pay George, what’s to stop him from shaking me down for more money in the future?” she asked.
“And so that’s why you contacted me. To get George to stop blackmailing you,” I said.
“Yes,” she said. “Will you take the job?”
“Sure,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 3
I was still seated in Eileen’s office discussing her situation with George Chase. We paused our talk when Eileen’s secretary came in to bring coffee for both of us. The secretary smiled shyly at me when she put my cup down in front of me. I was tempted to ask her if she was into watersports too, but it did not seem to be the right time or place. 
“Any thoughts on how you will get George to stop blackmailing me?” Eileen asked once her secretary had left and closed the office door behind herself.
“First,” I said, “I’ll use sweet reason on him.”
“And if that doesn’t work?”
“Then perhaps I’ll punch him in the face until he’s more amenable to sweet reason.”
Eileen shifted in her seat.
“You would do that?” she asked.
“If I have to,” I said. “I’ll play it by ear.”
Eileen’s eyes shone brightly.
“I wouldn’t mind seeing that,” she said. She seemed very excited—almost too excited—at the prospect.
Yep, everyone is a freak.
“Why me?” I asked. “Any number of tough guys could probably do this job for you. Though not with my panache, of course. My understanding is you were looking specifically for someone with powers. Why?”
“Oh God,” Eileen said. “Finally getting this all off of my chest made me forget an important detail. George is a Meta.”
“Aha,” I said.
“Aha?”
“Yes, ‘aha’ is a term of art we professional detectives and ass-kickers use. Loosely translated, it means, ‘I see.’”
Eileen smiled at me again.
“You’re funny,” she said.
“Thanks. Not everyone thinks so.” It was a shame Eileen was married. It was an even greater shame about the kinds of things she was into. BDSM I could deal with. But scat? Urine? Blech!
“What are George’s powers?” I asked her.
“His powers are how he recorded our encounters together. I didn’t even know he was a Meta until he confronted me about the money. His brain apparently records everything he senses. And then he can project a three dimensional holographic image of it later.” She shuddered. “It’s freaky. He showed me a few scenes from when we were together. It’s very weird to watch yourself in flagrante delicto. It was like reliving the sex, only from George’s perspective.”
I got all of the information I could out of Eileen about George. It was not much. She had a cell phone number for him, but not a number for a land line. She did not know where George was born, his date of birth, or exactly what he did for a living. She did not even know where he lived, though she was under the vague impression he lived somewhere on the south side of town. Eileen revealed she and George always had their liaisons in hotel rooms. As we spoke, it became clear to both me and her that she really knew very little about George.
“God, I feel like such a fool not knowing even basic facts about the man I’ve been sharing a bed with,” Eileen said with a rueful head shake.
“Sometimes the body just wants what it wants,” I said, trying to make her feel better. I was starting to think that, in light of how little Eileen really knew about him, if George Chase was really that guy’s name, I would dig out and eat my cape.
“I do have a picture of him, though,” Eileen said. “I snuck a pic of him when he was asleep once.” She picked up her cellphone. After tapping on it for a bit, she handed it to me.
“Yowzah!” I said.
“I know, right?” Eileen responded. She sounded almost smug, as if she were personally responsible for the piece of flesh I was looking at. I should have said “horseflesh” as that was more evocative of the size of the anatomical part which jumped out at me.
George was sprawled naked and face up on the bed in the picture. His genitals were visible. They might have also been visible from the Moon they were so big. After I got over the shock of the size of the man’s equipment, I took a good look at his face. He appeared to be in his early thirties. He was on the slim side, but he was also muscular and clearly kept himself in good shape. His tousled dark hair was cut short.
“Email this to me please,” I said to Eileen as I handed her phone back to her. It was the first—and hopefully the last—time I had ever requested a dick pic. Eileen nodded.
After I got all of the information I was going to out of Eileen, I started to stand up to leave.
“Wait,” she said. “Before you go, will you show me what you can do?”
“Ah, you want to see my biceps after all. I knew you would not be able to resist my charms for long.”
“You know what I mean,” she said. Her eyes shone with curiosity.
Indeed I did. Frankly I was surprised it had taken Eileen that long to ask me to show her my powers. Metahumans were not exactly a dime a dozen, and licensed Heroes even less so.
There were water pipes running behind the wall behind Eileen’s desk, plus others that ran above the ceiling. I had sensed and made note of them out of habit when I initially walked into Eileen’s office. I never knew when I might have need of a water source. But, I did not think Eileen would much enjoy me using my powers to burst those pipes to get some water out.
So, instead I focused my mind on the open glass of water Eileen had on her desk. As Eileen watched in fascination, I raised my right hand theatrically. The hand motion was entirely unnecessary as my powers were controlled by my mind, but I liked to put on a show. At my mind’s command, simultaneously with the raising of my hand, the water rose out of the glass. I molded and shaped the water around a pocket of air with my mind as I gestured slightly with my raised hand. Within seconds, the water took the form of a dragon. From snout to tail it was a little over two feet long. I could have shaped the water into absolutely anything, but I had just finished a fantasy novel the night before. The thought of dragons was fresh in my mind.
The dragon raised its head and opened its jaws in a silent roar. Then, it took off flying, flapping its batlike wings as it circled the room. It was not really flying, of course, as it was being supported in the air entirely by my mind.
As Eileen watched transfixed, I had my water dragon fly around the room a few times. Then, with a flick of my wrist, I made it land on her desk. The dragon opened its mouth. It breathed out a jet of water towards the empty glass it had come out of. The water jet looked like a stream of watery fire. Simultaneously, I dropped the temperature of the water that composed the dragon. As the watery jet of flame extended towards the glass, the water crystallized with small cracking sounds into ice. Right as the jet touched the glass, I allowed the ice to completely harden. The ice dragon then looked like a clear glass figurine sitting on Eileen’s desk.
Eileen stared at the dragon on her desk. Her face was filled with wonder. She then looked at me.
“Hydrokinesis,” she said. “Plus temperature control. Wow!”
I tried to look modest.
“Wow? Yeah, I get that a lot.”
 



CHAPTER 4
Three days later I sat at my desk in my office. I held a check in my hand. I was looking at it admiringly. The check was made out to me, and it was from a client I had handled a matter for to his satisfaction. The client had been so satisfied, he unexpectedly paid me a bonus over and above my agreed upon fee. The bonus was included on the check.
I had plenty of satisfied clients. Satisfied clients who paid me a bonus were rare, however. I was tempted to frame the check and mount it on my office wall as a testimonial to future clients of my good work and as an inspiration to myself to maintain high standards. But, the check was for a large amount, and one could not eat testimonials. Sources of inspiration are great, but you can take inspiration too far.
I endorsed the check with relish, and set it aside. I could not rest on my laurels. What the heck was a laurel, anyway? I had traveled pretty extensively, and not once had I encountered a laurel. If I did, it probably wouldn’t occur to me to rest on it. If it made any sudden movements, I might shoot it instead.
I settled down to mull over Eileen’s case. I had waited three days to start work on Eileen’s matter because I had a couple of other cases to attend to first. Plus, I always liked to have a client’s initial payment clear the bank before I began work. I had been burned a couple of times in the past. Though Eileen seemed trustworthy, my watchword was trust, but verify.
I spun in my chair and propped my feet up on the windowsill. My office was on the third floor of a six story building in downtown Astor City. Astor City University was but a thirty minute car ride away. The view out of my window consisted of the high-rise across the street. Paper Street was below. If I squinted, I could make out the clothes that were worn by the secretaries in the lawyer’s office across the way. Several of the secretaries were very pretty. If I had super-vision—or better yet, x-ray vision—it was a lead-pipe cinch I would never get any work done.
My office was small, and only contained the wooden desk behind which I sat, the chair in which I reclined, a couple of client chairs that sat optimistically in front of the desk, a file cabinet, and an old couch that was against the far wall. It was not much, but it was all mine. What more could an intrepid superhero and detective possibly need? The answer was a water source. As a result, a large glass bowl full of water sat on the corner of my desk. I filled the bowl up with fresh water every time I went to my office. I got into the habit of doing so a few years ago after I burst a water pipe in the ceiling to get water to fight a supervillain who had come into my office. I had wound up flooding all the floors beneath me. My landlord and the renters below me had been less than pleased.
The outfits of the secretaries across the way flitted before my eyes in miniature as I thought about the best way to get George Chase off of Eileen’s back. I thought for a few moments about how her being on her back was what had gotten her into this fix to begin with. I then started to think about what Eileen might look like when she was naked on her back. I then thought about how unfair it was I had a naked picture of George, but not one of Eileen. Then I started thinking about how it was also unfair that George was hung like a proverbial horse while I, a licensed Hero, was limping along with equipment that paled in comparison. Then again, some fire hoses paled in comparison to George. You have to play the cards you are dealt.
Unfortunately, none of those thoughts were helping me fix Eileen’s problem. I shoved them to the side.
The first step was to find George the Genitally Gifted. Once I located him, I would figure out how to get him to leave Eileen alone.
Acting on the principle that sometimes the simplest methods are the best methods, I reached for the telephone book to see if I could locate George therein. Eventually, printed phone books would go the way of the passenger pigeon and the telegraph. The writing was on the wall. Actually, the writing was on the Internet, which was why not too many people kept phone books around anymore. But, in a lot of ways I was an old fuddy-duddy. I thought Frank Sinatra was the pinnacle of American music, that women’s legs looked better in nylons, and that I would rather read something on the printed page than on a screen.
I used my finely honed detecting and alphabetical skills to locate George Chase in the Astor City phone book. Astor City had over three million people in it, but fortunately there were only three George Chases listed. Two had addresses in suburbs right outside the city; the third was for an apartment building not too far from my office. None of those numbers matched the number for George that Eileen had given me. I did not really expect them to, but hope springs eternal.
Not being one to leave a single stone unturned, I went ahead and started calling all of the phone numbers anyway. I was careful to block the number on my cell phone before using it to make the calls.
The first George Chase was deceased according to the woman who picked up the phone and identified herself as the late George’s widow. The second George Chase I called was well on his way to being deceased if the quavering voice of the elderly man I spoke to was any indication. The third George Chase was not even a man.
“My name is actually Georgia,” the woman I spoke to at the third number said. “The stupid phone company got the listing wrong.”
“It’s shocking to find incompetence in the phone company of all places,” I said.
The woman agreed. We briefly commiserated with each other about what the world was coming to, and we then both hung up.
Unless they were lying—and what reason would they have for doing so?—none of the George Chases in the phone book were the George Chase I was looking for.
Not to be deterred, I pulled out the number for George that Eileen had given me. Still keeping my cell phone number blocked, I dialed the number. There was no answer—big shock—and the call went to voicemail. A computerized voice told me to leave a message. I hung up without doing so. No machine was the boss of me.
If George had picked up, I would have come up with some sort of story on the spot to ferret his address out of him. I had some flowers for him and I needed the exact address, perhaps. I was with the American Urological Association and I wanted to come over and study his giant hog in the interest of science, maybe. But since he had not picked up, no dice. I had a sneaking suspicion someone like George never picked up his telephone unless he recognized the number.
I turned to my desktop computer. I opened up a window to a reverse telephone lookup service I used. I typed in George’s number. The number was not registered to anyone. No address was listed either. The telephone carrier for the number was, however. It was the Continental Telephone Company. 
I picked up the telephone on my desk and dialed a number I knew by heart. Landlines would no doubt soon go the way of the dinosaurs as well, but it made me uncomfortable to have to rely exclusively on a cell phone. At the rate things were going, all telephones of all kinds would be obsolete soon and we would just communicate telepathically. That would be a sad day for lechers and pickpockets.
“CTC, this is Rhonda,” the voice on the other end of the line said.
“Help! I’m calling to report an obscene phone call,” I said. “Wait, I misspoke. I meant I’m calling to commit an obscene phone call.”
“Promises, promises,” Rhonda said. “What do you want from me today, Truman?”
“What do I want from you? You wound me. Maybe I was just calling to hear your dulcet tones. Maybe I was calling to profess my undying love,” I said.
“And maybe if pigs had wings, they’d be pigeons,” Rhonda said with a snort. “In the years I’ve known you, you’ve only called me when you wanted something.”
I satisfactorily handled a matter for Rhonda Pruitt years ago. Since she was a mid-level executive with CTC, she had been my go-to person there since then. She was almost old enough to be my mother, but I liked her. She was fun.
“Well, since I hate inconsistency, here’s what I need today,” I said. “I need any details you can give me about this CTC number.” I read off George’s telephone number to her. I could hear her typing on her computer keyboard in the background as I read the digits off.
“CTC’s records are strictly confidential,” she said.
“What if I told you I was hot on the trail of a supervillain?” I asked.
“I would tell you to show me a court order,” she said.
“Well, what if I told you there was dinner at Alfredo’s in it for you?” I asked. Alfredo’s was the best Italian restaurant in town.
“I would tell you dinner at Alfredo’s trumps our confidentiality policies,” she said. Rhonda paused. “The number you gave me is for a prepaid cell phone. It was activated about a year and a half ago. There’s no name or address associated with the account, which means the user has been paying for it in cash. If I wasn’t strictly forbidden by company policy from sending you the calls to and from the phone, I would e-mail them to you.”
“Does taking you to a show before dinner at Alfredo’s create an exception to company policy?” I said.
I could almost hear Rhonda smile through the phone.
“As a matter of fact, it does. You must have read our employee handbook. I’ll send an e-mail to you shortly. It goes without saying I’m not the one who gave you this information. If you ever say otherwise, I’ll call you a filthy liar, liar with his pants on fire.”
“I am nothing if not discreet,” I said. Rhonda snorted again.
“You’re a hulking superhero. You’re about as discreet as a bull in a china shop. You are cute, though,” she said. “So when are you taking me out for my bribe? Uh, what I meant was dinner and a show.”
We talked about that for a while. Then, I said I had to go.
“Evildoers are not going to catch themselves, you know,” I said.
“The next time you call me, it had better be for the purpose of making an obscene phone call,” Rhonda said.
“I’ll start practicing my heavy breathing the moment I hang up,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 5
The next day, I pulled into the parking lot of Zenith Fitness. Rhonda had sent me an e-mail with the list of the phone calls to and from the number for George Chase. It was very long. The list alone did not tell me much other than the fact George apparently spent a lot of time on the telephone. I could call the numbers on the list to see what the people who picked up could tell me about George, but that would be just groping around in the dark hoping to stumble upon some useful information. I had no problem groping around in the dark—I was used to it—but looking for George at the gym where he first met Eileen seemed to be a better way to start.
I got out of my car, and took a look at the exterior of the gym building. I had driven past it before, but never paid much attention to it. It was in the northeastern quadrant of the city, the part of the city where you practically had to pass a credit check to be allowed to even drive through it.
The Zenith Fitness building was three stories tall and composed of glittering glass and shining chrome. The building was a work of art. My own gym was in the basement of a building in the city’s warehouse district and smelled of sweat and iron. It was probably against the law to sweat in a gym like Zenith Fitness, though. They probably only allowed their members to glisten. Grunting with exertion was probably punishable by death.
I walked inside. I wondered if my net worth was high enough to permit me to even step inside. Since I was not tackled upon entry, I figured I must be safe.
A young woman was seated at the welcome desk. She looked the way you would expect a woman who worked at a place like Zenith to look: young, sleek, chic, blonde, busty, fit, perky, and slightly dumb. According to her name tag, she was Britney.
Britney gave me wide toothy smile. It was nearly as good as my own.
“Can I help you, sir?” The way she said it, it was as if she had been waiting her whole young life for me to walk in so she could help me. I wondered if she practiced sounding like that, or if it just came naturally like her perfect teeth and C cups.
I thought about using subterfuge. But, the direct approach had a surprising success rate, especially when it was combined with the smile of mine that was designed to get women to tell me everything they knew. I flashed it at her.
“Hi Britney. I am looking for a guy named George Chase. I am told he is a member here. I wonder if you could give me some contact information for him,” I said. I was Truman the Trustworthy, my body language said. 
“I’m sorry sir, but our membership records are confidential,” Britney said. Her smile did not waver, though it now had a slightly regretful cast, like she was disappointed she could not fulfill her life mission.
So much for the direct approach.
“I am in the middle of a criminal investigation. It is very important that I speak to Mr. Chase,” I said. A lot of times, when you said things like that with just the right authoritative tone, people assumed you were a cop and would tell you what you wanted to know. The fact I was a big, fit guy and looked like someone who would be a cop helped give that impression.
“Are you a police office, sir?” Britney asked. Apparently, she was not as dumb as she looked.
“No,” I said.
“Then I’m sorry, but our membership records are confidential,” she said with the same slight regret. I had heard this song before. I suspected I would keep hearing it if I kept asking Britney. I needed to talk to someone a few rungs in the hierarchy higher than young Britney who could tell me what I wanted despite the gym’s confidentiality rules. Rules were made to be broken, but usually only by supervisors, not low level employees.
“Do you have a manager I can speak to?” I said.
“Sure,” she said brightly, happy to have found something she could help me with. Her life mission was no longer thwarted. “Ginny Southland is our membership director. Her office is right over there,” she said, pointing a pink painted finger at an open door that was further down from the main entrance to the gym.
I thanked Britney for her help. I walked down to the open door and knocked on it. A woman who looked like she could have been Britney’s slightly older, smarter, red-headed sister looked up from her computer screen. The small placard on her desk identified her as Ginny Southland. I wondered if the gym only hired women who looked like Britney and Ginny. If so, it was the kind of discrimination I approved of.
“Can I help you, sir?” Ginny said with a smile. It was déjà vu all over again.
I smiled back. I decided to try the direct approach again. Surely it would not fail me twice in one day.
“I’m Truman Lord. I’m a detective. I’m looking for some contact information for a man named George Chase. I understand he is a member here,” I said.
“I’m sorry, but our membership records are confidential,” she said with that slightly regretful smile I was growing to know so well. I could have mouthed the words with her.
“Can you at least confirm that he is a member here?” I asked.
Ginny shook her head.
“I’m sorry, but there is absolutely nothing I can tell you,” she said. “Our membership records are sacrosanct.” That was exactly the word she used, sacrosanct. I was impressed. I doubted the employees at the gym I was a member of could spell gym, much less use the word sacrosanct. 
“That is only because we just met,” I said. “It’s hard to share things with a stranger. I have a feeling if we chat for a bit, we’ll be fast friends. Before you know it, we’ll be chattering away, swapping secrets, and braiding each other’s hair like school girls.” I grinned at her. Truman the True Friend, my body language said.
Ginny smiled back at me.
“You think so?” she said.
I nodded.
“And, to break the ice and to prove that I’m worthy of your friendship, I’ll do ten handstand push-ups for you,” I said.
Ginny looked at me like she did not know what to make of me. I widened my smile a bit. I thought Ginny could handle it.
“Does this spiel actually ever work for you?” she finally asked.
“Sometimes. Not so far today, though. It struck out with Britney out at the front desk. But, hope springs eternal,” I said.
Ginny hesitated for a moment.
“Well, congratulations,” she then said. “Today is your lucky day. Close the door.” I did so. She then pointed at the open area in front of her desk.
“I was promised some handstand push-ups. Do them, and we’ll take it from there,” she said.
I took off my jacket. I was wearing my gun in a shoulder holster. Ginny’s eyes widened a bit when she saw it. I dropped to the floor. I stood on my head and stabilized my upright body by placing my hands flat on the floor. I pressed my body into the air, careful to keep my balance.
Ginny counted the repetitions aloud as I completed them. I had said I would do ten, but I did a total of fifteen just to show off. I could have done some more, but a tremor in my shoulder that started at rep thirteen told me to stop at fifteen before I toppled over and embarrassed myself.
I got back to my feet. Ginny applauded. I gave her a half-bow in response. She laughed. Her teeth were gleamingly white and even.
“Okay, you win,” she said. “Show me a badge or something, and I’ll see what I can dig up for you.”
I handed her a laminated identification card, the one issued by the state which had a picture of me on it along with my office address and my PI license number. Back when I had the photo taken, I had wanted it taken with me holding two six shooters and clenching a knife between my teeth. I thought it evoked an appropriately daredevil look. But, the photographer had refused to photograph me like that. Nobody had a sense of flair anymore.
Ginny took the card and studied it for a moment. She handed it back to me.
“You’re a private detective?” she said.
“Correct.”
“Not a policeman?”
“Also correct. To the ACPD’s eternal dismay,” I said.
“Then, technically, I don’t have to tell you a thing.”
“Technically, you are right. But, I did just do fifteen outstanding handstand push-ups for you.
She smiled and gestured for me to sit down.
“That’s true,” she said. “It seems like that should earn you something. George Chase you said?”
I nodded. Ginny turned to her computer and started typing. As her fingers flew over the keys, she spoke again.
“Besides, I get the feeling if I don’t tell you what you want to know, you’ll pester me and my employees until someone does,” she said.
“They don’t call me Truman the Tenacious for nothing,” I said.
I scooched my chair over a bit so I could see her computer screen. I wanted to make sure she really was looking George up. Again, trust but verify.
Ginny frowned at her screen.
“George Chase sounds like a common enough name, but we don’t seem to have a member with that name,” she said. She looked at me. “Are you sure you have the name right?”
I thought about the fact Eileen did not know where George lived or what he did for a living. He could have really been named Ebenezer Scrooge for all she or I knew.
“No, I’m not,” I said.
“It looks like I’m not going to be able to help you after all, then,” Ginny said. “And to think you did your push-ups for me for nothing.”
Ginny looked me over appreciatively. Her eyes were a brilliant crystal blue.
“Are you sure there’s not something else I can do for you?” she then asked. The words “something else” held a world of tantalizing possibilities. It must have been the gun. It got the ladies every time.
“As a matter of fact, there is,” I said. “How much does it cost per month to join the gym?”
She told me.
Good Lord! It was a good thing I was still seated. Apparently, employees like Ginny and Britney did not come cheap.
Women who looked like them never did.
 



CHAPTER 6
The next morning, I started working out at Zenith Fitness. I was having a hard time finding George—or whatever his name actually was—any other way, so I thought I would try hanging out in the place he had met Eileen. I did not quite need to mortgage my condominium to pay for a month’s membership at Zenith, but it had been a close thing even though Ginny had been kind enough to give me a discount. I would be sure to bill the expense to Eileen.
Ginny had also agreed to go out on a date with me. Somehow I did not think I would be able to bill the expense of the date to Eileen.
The interior of the gym matched its exterior splendor. There were indoor swimming pools, racquetball courts, squash courts, a basketball court, a massage area, a sauna, a weight room, a cardio room, a spinning room, a yoga room, and a bunch of other amenities I did not explore. The place was sparklingly clean, well-appointed, and well-maintained. It made my regular gym seem like a torture chamber housed in a dungeon by comparison. I was under the distinct impression if I dripped sweat on the floor of Zenith, some dude named Chad who looked like a male model would materialize out of thin air, wipe up the sweat with his golden tresses, and offer me a towel smelling of jasmine and upward mobility.
It was mid-morning on a weekday, yet there were plenty of people at the gym. I was an intrepid crime-fighter who set his own hours. I wondered what all these other people did for a living that allowed them to be at the gym during the workday. Though there were some men working out, the gym was mostly filled with women. Everyone was well-built, well-coiffed, and apparently well-heeled. Everyone seemed to be more interested in looking good while they worked out than they were in simply working out. I had been to black-tie events where the women wore less makeup.
Almost all of the women had the earmarks of housewives who were married to wealthy men. That answered my earlier question of what these people did for a living, or at least the housewives. Part of their job as wives was no doubt staying in shape.
They were doing an admirable job at it. Two such women walked by as I rested between sets of bench presses. I closely examined their tight derrieres clad in yoga pants. You never knew where you might find a clue.
I lay back down on the bench to complete my sets. I stuck out like a sore thumb in the gym for several reasons: one, I was male; two, I was not dressed to impress; and three, I was lifting heavier weights than anyone else there. I had been weight-training four days a week all of my adult life, and it showed. I saw several women and a handful of men check me out as I cycled through my workout routine. I was tempted to flex, but I restrained myself. I did not want to get swarmed by a gaggle of horny women. I was trying to conduct a covert operation after all.
As I lifted the loaded barbell over my chest, it occurred to me if I was looking to hook up with an attractive, wealthy woman, Zenith Fitness was exactly the kind of place I would come to do it. I wondered if my boy George had had the same thought. I would be sure to ask him once I located him.
Unfortunately, I did not locate him that day though I spent over two hours in the building working out. I also did not find him the following day, or the day after that. I did, however, find a multitude of women I would not have minded seeing naked. By multitude, I meant the vast majority of women who worked out at Zenith. I felt like a kid in a very expensive candy store. Maybe mortgaging my condo to continue my Zenith membership was not such a bad idea after all.
The fourth day I struck gold. I was running on a treadmill when I saw George walk into the cardio area. Even with his monster schlong concealed in workout attire, I recognized him from the naked picture Eileen had shared with me. He was tall; not as tall as I, but close. His brown hair was so dark it was almost black. Though it was on the long side, his hair was well-styled. He clearly spent more on his haircuts than I did on mine. He was muscular the way guys were when they worked out regularly and ate right, but did not obsess about it. A couple of days of dark stubble was on his face. He looked to be in his early thirties.
As I watched, George got onto an elliptical machine on the other side of the cavernous room. Once it became clear he was not going anywhere anytime soon, I climbed off the treadmill.
“The game is afoot, Watson,” I whispered conspiratorially to the woman walking on the treadmill next to mine. She looked at me like I had sprouted a second head. Nobody appreciated the classics anymore.
I walked out of the room, taking a route through the maze of machines so I would not go near George. I went to the locker room. I was tempted to take a quick shower, but I did not want to take a chance on George leaving before I was through. Instead, I quickly toweled off and put my street clothes on. I went to the parking lot, hopped in my car, and drove to the front door of the gym. It was the only non-emergency exit. I had confirmed that earlier.
The only parking space that was available close to the building with a clear view of the front door was a space with a sign over it that read “Manager Parking Only.” I was a well-known stickler for rules, so I pulled my car into the empty space. I was the manager of my private detective firm, after all.
It was crisp fall day, so I was comfortable in the closed car. Comfortable, but bored as the time dragged on. George apparently was having a very thorough workout as he was taking his own sweet time in making an appearance. A friend had given me a doorstop of a political biography for Christmas, and I had it in the backseat. I was tempted to pick it up to keep my mind occupied while I waited. But, I resisted the impulse. What if I got so absorbed in it I missed George coming out of the building? Or, as was more likely, what if the darned thing put me to sleep? A blurb on the book’s jacket had described it as “magisterial,” which was usually just a nice way of saying very long and incredibly boring.
So, instead, I turned on the radio. After a few minutes of listening to music which sounded like it had been written by drunk monkeys and sung by rabid howling cats, I shut it back off. Silence was indeed golden.
I spent the rest of the time I waited thinking of football, sex, poker, sex, my favorite books, sex, my favorite movies, sex, what I wanted for lunch, and sex. A professional gambler once described playing poker as hours of boredom followed by moments of sheer terror. Being a detective was much the same. A lot of detecting was simply waiting around. While not as exciting, waiting around was infinitely preferable to getting the snot kicked out of you by a supervillain, though. Having done both, I knew that from firsthand experience.
 



CHAPTER 7
I was in the middle of composing my superhero dream team—with yours truly as the leader, of course—when George finally made his appearance. I glanced down at the dashboard. It was almost 3 p.m. I had been waiting for George for hours.
George was no longer in his gym clothes. He was dressed in dark jeans, a white dress shirt, and had on a tan suede jacket. He looked like a million bucks. So did the stylishly dressed woman who was clinging to his arm like she would float away if she let go of him. I had seen her in the gym before. She would have been hard to miss. She was probably in her early fifties, though a very well-preserved and maintained early fifties. She had the face of a woman in her thirties.
The woman had the kind of figure Aphrodite herself would have been envious of. I knew this because her curves were impossible to ignore, and she had not been afraid to show them off in her tight workout clothes when I had seen her a couple of days before. It was likely her natural endowments had gotten some assistance from a surgeon’s knife. If not, she was just naturally gifted. Very, very gifted.
My close examination of her days before—again, one never knew where a clue might be lurking—had revealed a wedding ring that was studded with diamonds and an engagement ring sporting a stone big enough to choke an elephant. The only reason I had pegged her to be much older than her face and body indicated her to be was her hands. Look to the hands to get a true indication of a woman’s age.
Why did I have the feeling George, who was a couple of decades her junior, had not been the man who had given her the wedding and engagement rings she sported?
When I had initially set out to locate George, I had thought I would confront the man once I found him and get him to stop his attempt to blackmail Eileen. Once I saw George and the older woman together, my plan immediately changed. I decided to follow him around for a bit and see how things unfolded. Perhaps I would uncover something that would give me leverage over George. Know your enemy, Sun Tzu said. I heartily agreed.
Besides, detective work was all about things like this: blundering about, scoping out the landscape, and finding out about things you didn’t know. You never knew what fact might be important, what bit of information would prove to be useful.
I watched George and the woman draped over him as they walked to the parking lot. They got to the first row of cars and stopped in front of a late model luxury car. They started to kiss. The kiss lasted so long I admired the lung capacity of the two. Not that I needed it, but it was further confirmation the two, despite their age difference, were not mother and son. Unless, of course, they were European royalty or one of those Appalachian families who believed incest was best.
Just when I was starting to think the two of them were going to suffer from brain damage due to oxygen deprivation, they finally broke their kiss and came up for air. George said something. The woman laughed. She put her hand on his chest and let it linger there. She slowly moved it down his body until it pressed against his crotch. I was pretty sure she was not frisking him for a weapon.
They spoke briefly before kissing again. Then, the woman got into the luxury car. Her headlights blinked on, though the car did not move. George walked away through the rows of cars. Within seconds, I had lost sight of him. I stayed where I was. I was not worried about losing him.
Over half of the human body is made up of water. It was child’s play to lock onto George’s water content with my powers and follow him with my mind through the parking lot. There were few people in the lot then, and even if there had been more people, I had already made note of the water profile of George’s body. I would not lose track of George in the lot. Besides, I had a hunch George and the women were not quite finished with one another.
I continued to monitor George’s movements with my powers. In a minute or two, a car containing George pulled up and idled in the lane in front of the woman’s car. George honked. The woman’s car pulled out, and George followed behind in his car. I started my own car and pulled out behind the two after giving them a bit of time to pull some distance away from me.
I was still locked onto George’s body with my powers. But, even if I had not been, following George and the woman would have been a piece of cake. Tailing someone without being spotted is Private Detecting 101. As we all drove, I weaved in and out of traffic, always keep a reasonable distance from George’s car, sometimes letting other cars get between us, sometimes following directly behind him. If he became aware of my presence, I would turn in my license.
As we drove, I thought about how simple it would be to end Eileen’s problem with George right then and there if I were less scrupulous. My powers of water manipulation extended to not just pure water, but anything water based. The greater the water content, the more effective my powers. Blood, for example, was about ninety-two percent water. Though I could not manipulate blood in such detail as I had been able to change Eileen’s drinking water into a water dragon earlier, I could still manipulate blood’s water content enough to do a bunch of things with it. I could have made George’s blood boil. Or, I could have made it freeze. It little mattered which: George would be equally dead either way. Or, I could have made the molecules of water in his blood be violently repellant to one another. They would have to clean up George’s body with tweezers. Or, I could have removed some water from George’s blood to thicken it sufficiently. Or, I could have prevented George’s blood from absorbing oxygen. Or, I could have simply cut off the flow of blood to his brain.
There were any number of things I could have done to George using my powers, all without leaving a trace. It would have been simplicity itself to end George’s blackmailing of my client permanently.
I knew I was capable of doing all those things because I had done them before. My powers manifested themselves when I went through puberty, as was the case with most Metahumans. I was no scientist, but it was my understanding the hormonal change people went through during puberty triggered their latent Metahuman potential. When I was exploring the limits of my powers and struggling to master them as a teenager, I tested them out on animals, usually rodents and such. I am pretty sure I made a sizable dent in Astor City’s rat population between the ages of fourteen and sixteen. It got to the point where I loved using my powers on other creatures. I enjoyed the rush of having another life in the palm of my hand.
One day at school when I was sixteen, a classmate I did not particularly like bumped into me on purpose, knocking my books out of my hand. Without even thinking about it, I found myself gathering my will, preparing to expand the volume of blood in his brain.
Fortunately, though, I stopped myself before I actually did it. Once I relaxed my will, I found myself shuddering. I had almost killed someone. But, not only that. I had almost killed someone without thinking twice about, as casually as swatting a mosquito. I took a long, hard look at myself that day and at whom I was becoming. They said power corrupted, and absolute power corrupted absolutely. I realized that day I was letting my powers corrupt me, letting what I could do make me think I was not only different than regular people, but better than them. I was starting to think that just because I was a Metahuman, I could do what I wanted when I wanted. I imagined a lot of supervillains got their start that way.
I stopped my animal experiments that day. While in retrospect I regretted all the animal lives I took testing my powers, I was still glad I went through that experimental phase. It was like owning a gun: if you were going to have one, you needed to know how to use it. But, that did not mean you needed to go around shooting everything you saw.
Though I had killed people in the course of my life both with and without my powers, I had never done it frivolously or just because I could. There were certain personal rules I followed. The primary one was to never use my powers to hurt someone just because doing so would make my life easier. There were rules I was required to follow as a licensed Hero as well. The Heroes’ Guild’s rules and my own personal code often overlapped. But, not always. When the Guild’s rules and my own rules conflicted, I followed my rules. To thine own self be true.
Killing George just because it was expedient to do so did not fall within the rules, either mine or the Guild’s. So, I simply followed him to see what I could find out about him rather than using my powers on him. Besides, maybe he and the woman he was following would continue to put on a show for me. I was as voyeuristic as the next guy. Probably more than the next guy, actually. I was a professional observer, after all.
I did not have much longer to wait to put my observational skills to use. After a less than thirty minute drive, George and the woman he followed pulled into the driveway of a house. I parked on the street as far as I could from the house while still being able to see the two. To merely say it was a house, though, was like calling the White House a house: the word was accurate as far as it went, but it did not quite capture the reality of the situation. The place the two pulled into was really more of a mansion.
A tall iron-wrought fence surrounded the grounds of the mansion. Through gaps in the foliage that was artfully intertwined throughout the fence, I saw George and the woman get out of their cars. George pawed at the woman as she opened the front door to the mansion. The two of them went inside. I did not need to use my water powers to surmise the two would soon be exchanging bodily fluids.
Once the two were out of sight, I put my idling car into gear and drove up the street a bit. I turned around and parked so I was a good distance away from the house’s driveway, but I could still see if anyone came or went.
I pulled out my cell phone. I brought up a real estate app I often used. I punched in the address for the house. It was owned by Edgar and Claire Morganthal. Edgar’s name sounded familiar, so I plugged his name into my web browser. A picture of him came up on my screen. Edgar was the chief executive officer of Triplex Tech, a big pharmaceutical company in Astor City. I recognized the picture and realized why Edgar’s name sounded familiar. I had seen him before on the news. He was one of the richest men in Astor City.
After surfing the web for a bit, I found a picture of Claire and Edgar that had been taken at a charity event. The caption identified the two as husband and wife. Though the picture was a few years old, Claire was clearly the woman George had gone into the house with. Also just as clearly, George was not Edgar. George was the junior of Edgar by at least a couple of decades. 
Perhaps Claire and George were merely discussing world politics in the house. Or maybe they were making s’mores and giggling about the cute guys they had seen at the gym. Maybe, but I did not think it likely. It was more likely they were engaged in what we in the detective trade called the horizontal mambo.
Marital fidelity seemed to be rarer and rarer these days. It was enough to make me into a cynic.
I thought about what the world was coming to as I waited for George to make another appearance. I also thought about the fact it seemed Eileen was not the only one who had cheated on her husband with George. I wondered if George would also try to shake Claire down for money. I wondered if George made a habit out of sleeping with and blackmailing married women. I also wondered what Claire looked like without her clothes on and if her ample curves were real or manufactured. If I ever chatted with George, perhaps I would ask him.
Finally, I wondered how long George would be in the house with the woman. I was hungry. Sleuthing burned a lot of calories.
Unfortunately, whether the two were having sex or making s’mores, George seemed to have considerable staying power. It was shortly after 7 p.m. when George made another appearance. But, finally make an appearance he did. I was starting to think I might have to make a snack of my left arm when George’s car pulled out of the driveway again. I snapped myself out of my daydreams about steaks smothered in gravy and strawberry sundaes with walnuts, started my car, and started following George again.
I followed George outside of the city to a suburban area. He pulled into a large, luxury apartment complex on the northeastern side of town. The complex was not too far from Zenith Fitness. George parked in a lot behind one of the apartment buildings. I drove past his parked car and parked on the far side of the lot where I could still watch what George did.
He got out of his car. I followed him with my eyes, and then my powers when he was out of sight. He took some outdoor stairs to the second floor of the apartment complex. He reappeared to my view, and stopped in front of an apartment door. I watched George fumble at the door with a set of keys. The door opened, and George went in.
I got out of my car and took the same set of stairs George had. I walked around the second floor until I found the door George had gone into. No one else was around. I stood to the side of the door and used my powers to sense the presence of anyone inside. Other than one person, presumably George, no one else was in the apartment.
It seemed I had found where George lived. I made a mental note of his apartment number. It was like putting the number into a steel trap. I had a memory like an elephant.
When I got back to my car, I jotted down George’s apartment number and address before I drove off to finally get some food. Even elephants forgot things from time to time.
 



CHAPTER 8
The next morning I went into an Astor City Coffee location near George’s place shortly after it opened at 7 a.m. I had the barista fill my thermos with their dark roast and give me a separate large cup of their blonde roast. I usually made my own coffee at home and at my office. I was shocked by the total when the barista rang me up. I handed her a twenty.
“I remember when you used to be able to get a cup of coffee for a dollar and get a bunch of change back,” I said. “How is it you are able to rob people without even pointing a gun in their faces?”
She grinned at me.
“Two words: caffeine addiction,” she said as she handed me back an astoundingly small amount of change. “Enjoy your fix.”
I took a sip of the brew. It was really good. I beat a hasty retreat out of the place before I got tempted to empty out my bank account there.
I happened to glance at an Astor City Times newsrack on my way to the car. An article about the Sentinels was on the front page above the fold. The Sentinels were the preeminent superhero team not only of Astor City, but also of the state and arguably the country. They were also in the conversation if you made a list of the world’s top superhero teams. I followed their exploits pretty closely. I had been a Sentinels fanboy before I even knew I was a Metahuman. I still followed their exploits pretty carefully for several reasons: one, boyhood nostalgia; two, the Sentinels were in the news constantly; and three, the superhero Lady Justice. Lady Justice had been one of the founding members of the Sentinels decades ago. She still was one of the linchpins of the team along with heroes like Doppelgänger, who could assume the form of any other person, Avatar, one of the most powerful of all Heroes, Ninja, who was the preeminent martial artist in the world, and Millennium, whose Meta abilities allowed him to tap into the mystical plane. At the time, there were seven Heroes on the Sentinels team roster.
But, my favorite was Lady Justice. Though her face was partially obscured by a mask, she had not appeared to age a day in all the years she had fought supervillains and crime with the Sentinels. It was widely speculated she did not get older. Her young, nubile looking body lent credence to the speculation. Her superhero costume revealed more of her flesh than it concealed. Her pinup girl appearance belied her power, though. Lady Justice was super-strong, her skin was invulnerable, and she could shoot concussive blasts of energy out of her hands.
If it had not been beneath my Heroic dignity to admit it, I would have said I had a crush on Lady Justice, and had for years. Generations of men—and not just a few women—could have said the same. One of the assets Lady Justice brought to the Sentinels was her contacts with the criminal underworld. Since I also had underworld contacts, Lady Justice and I moved in similar circles. I had never met her, though. I might have squealed like a little girl if I did.
Largely due to the fact Lady Justice’s barely covered body featured prominently in the photograph on the front page of the newspaper, I dug into my pocket for some change. I bought a copy of the paper. I took it and my coffees to the car. 
I pulled into the parking lot of George Chase’s apartment complex before 7:30 a.m. Though George did not strike me as an early riser, one could never be too sure. So, I wanted to make sure I got to his apartment before he left for the day to do whatever he spent his days doing. I congratulated myself on my people reading skills when I saw George’s car when I pulled into his parking lot. It was true what they said: the early bird got the worm. Though, if that monster between George’s legs was the worm the cliché spoke of, this bird wanted no parts of it.
I had come well equipped for a day of surveillance. I had my coffees, some bottles of water, several sandwiches, a bunch of granola bars, the Astor City Times, and a book on tape. I also had an empty wide-mouthed bottle I could use when all the water and coffee drinking had its inevitable consequence. Oh the sacrifices one must make to practice one’s craft. As I sat there waiting for George to make an appearance, I wondered, not for the first time, how long it took those superheroes who wore body-hugging costumes to get them off and go to the bathroom.
I had exhausted thoughts on that subject and a bunch of others before George made an appearance shortly before noon. Apparently George did not believe in the early bird got the worm aphorism. But, he was not a dashing detective and superhero. Maybe people less dashing than I could afford to start the day late. After all, how exciting could the day that lay before them be?
I saw George walk out of his apartment and lock the door behind him. He was dressed in light khaki pants, a tattersall shirt, and a leather bomber jacket. Despite him not being a detective and superhero, he still looked pretty dashing. I was starting to think that him looking dashing was how he paid his bills. By following George for a while, I was hoping to find out for sure soon enough.
George came down to the parking lot and got into his car. As with the day before, I followed him. I followed him all that day until he returned to his apartment, and for the next two days after that. What I discovered confirmed my suspicions about George.
George was quite the ladies’ man. In the days I followed him, he went to the homes of three different women and spent several hours with each of them. He also checked into hotels for several hours with two others. The women did not have much in common: some were short, some were tall; some were skinny, some were fat; some were plain-looking, others were stunning; some were old, some were young. They did have two things in common, though: they all were married to filthy rich men, and they all had a lot to lose if it became public they were having an affair. Since George had no other visible means of support, following him confirmed my suspicions he made a living off of sleeping with wealthy married women and then blackmailing them. I made notes of each woman I saw George with.
Though I did not approve of what George was doing, I did admire his stamina. The third day, I saw him spend time with three separate women. It made me tired just to watch him in action.
During one of the days I tailed George, I also consulted with the leasing office of the apartment complex George lived in. For some reason, they got the impression I was a police officer. It was an impression I did nothing to dissuade. I discovered George Chase was not George’s real name. At least, it was not the name he had leased his apartment under. That name was Sidney Waters. I wondered if that was the name which appeared on George’s birth certificate. I doubted it.
On the fourth day, I decided to try a different tack. Though I had little doubt I would uncover even more women if I followed George around some more, I did not know how useful that information would be to me. It was clear already George was slinging dick around town like it was an Olympic sport he was hoping to medal in.
So, on the fourth day when George left his apartment in the mid-morning to no doubt service some more married women, I did not follow him. Instead, I merely watched him drive off. I waited for a bit to make sure he was not coming back immediately on the off chance he had forgotten something in his apartment, like a sense of morality or self-restraint. Or, perhaps a bag of extra-large condoms.
Once I was somewhat confident George the Genitally Generous was not coming back immediately, I got out of my car. I went up the stairs again to his apartment door. I stretched out my water awareness again. George’s apartment seemed empty. Since it was better to be safe than sorry, I knocked on the door. I waited. No one came to the door or made a sound inside.
I glanced around. No one was nearby, including in the parking lot below.
I inspected George’s door. There were two locks, one on the doorknob and another above it which I supposed was a deadbolt. They appeared to be standard locks and nothing super-secure. I pulled out a small case from my jacket pocket. I took my lock picking tools out of it. It was illegal to be in possession of such tools. I would have to be sure they did not fall into the hands of any hardened criminals.
In less time than it would take to talk about it, I picked both locks. It crossed my mind to lock them back and then pick them again just to prove that I could. But, since no one was watching, who exactly would I be showing off for? I opened the door with a small sigh of disappointment. I had spent more hours than I could count studying locks and practicing opening them with my tools. It had been quite a while since a lock in the field had posed a challenge to me. No one being around to witness my hard-earned skill was like a concert pianist performing to an empty theater. On the upside, if the whole Hero and detective thing fell through, I could always become a cat burglar.
I stepped inside. I closed the door behind me. The place looked and felt empty. There was a large sliding glass door which took up much of the wall on the other side of the apartment. Though blinds extended across the glass door, they were partially open, allowing in sunlight. I had no problems seeing without turning lights on.
I put on some thin latex disposable gloves I had in my jacket pocket. I did a quick survey of the apartment. To the left of the entrance was a small dining room table and chairs. Across from it was a kitchen which was separated from the rest of the apartment by a raised L-shaped counter. There was a living room in which were a couple of bookcases crammed full of leather-bound books. Also in the living room were a small but thick glass coffee table, a leather recliner, and a large black leather couch. The couch and chair faced a large and state of the art television that rested on a wooden TV stand. The bedroom contained a queen size bed, a chest of drawers, and a small desk. There was a small bathroom connected to the bedroom.
It was a small apartment, but an expensive one. I had gotten from the leasing office how much George paid in rent. His rent would have paid my mortgage a couple of times over. Or, it could have paid for a few cups of coffee from Astor City Coffee.
George was a fastidious housekeeper. Everything was neat and clean. The furnishings were stylish, modern, and pricey. If I was right about how George made a living, the blackmailing business must have been succeeding like gangbusters. Perhaps I should have considered a change in occupations. Maybe blackmailing, not cat burgling, was the way to go.
After I finished glancing around, I quickly but carefully tossed the apartment with an efficiency born out of long practice. I was careful to put things back the way I found them as I went through them. I did not know what I was looking for. I figured I would know it when I saw it. Looking for information was like pornography that way.
The first thing I found of interest was a tin containing sugar in the back of George’s kitchen cabinet. The sugar itself was not of interest, but the items in the plastic bag hidden underneath the sugar were. Since this was not my first rodeo, I had opened the containers I had found in George’s kitchen, and poked into them with my gloved fingers, hoping to find something of interest. It never ceased to amaze me how many people tried to hide things that way.
The plastic bag contained a wad of cash. It consisted of mostly hundred dollar bills. I gave it a quick count. There was a little over six thousand dollars there. I considered reimbursing myself for my considerable coffee expenses for the past few days. In the end, I resisted the temptation.
The bag also contained several passports and driver’s licenses. They all had a picture of George on them, and they all had different names and dates of birth on them. Each of the driver’s licenses was issued by a different state. I held each piece of identification up to the light and examined it closely. Though I was no expert on forged IDs, each of them looked authentic to me. Clearly they could not all have been, though, assuming any of them were. George must have spent a pretty penny getting such real looking fake documents. I wrote all of the information down from the IDs on a small pad of paper I had brought with me.
I put the money and the IDs back into the bag I found them in. I then put the bag back into the sugar tin, being careful to cover it back up with sugar. As I did so, I thought about the bag’s contents. Lots of people kept an emergency stash of cash around. Not too many people kept around a bunch of different IDs in a bunch of different names, though. It all served to reinforce my early suspicions that George was not a simple nine-to-fiver with a love for the ladies.
There was a laptop on top of the living room table. I opened it. A sign-in screen asking for a password greeted me. I guessed it would have been asking too much for George to not password protect his computer. A shockingly high percentage of people use “12345” or “123456” or the word “password” as their password. Unfortunately, George was not one of those people. I tried all three of those passwords to no avail. I gave up trying to log in after those three attempts. Without even a clue as to what George’s password might be, I could have sat there and gone gray trying different combinations of numbers and letters. I closed the computer, and moved on.
There was a small stack of mail on the desk in George’s bedroom. Most of it was addressed to Sidney Waters, though there were a couple of things addressed to Timothy Barnes. The Barnes name was one I recognized from the IDs in the sugar tin. The mail was all open, and I looked through it. It was all bills, and nothing of interest to me other than the names they were addressed to.
I took a look at George’s bookshelves. I let my eyes rove over the spines of the books. They ranged from contemporary thrillers to non-fiction tomes on ancient Roman history. Eclectic. As I had no interest in reading about Cicero’s adventures, I was about to move on. But, one book in particular caught my attention. Something about the spine did not look quite right. I would have missed it if I had not taken the time to glance at each title.
I pulled the book out. I discovered it was not a real book at all. Rather, it was a plastic container that had been manufactured to look like a book. I opened the cover to find a handgun concealed inside. It was a loaded double-action .38 special revolver. It was not a state of the art gun. But, if you hit your target with it, state of the art didn’t matter. An old gun could kill you just as dead as a laser shot from a drone.
I put the gun back into the fake book, put the book back onto the shelf where I found it, and moved on. 
George’s desk in his bedroom was locked. Perhaps this lock would prove to be a challenge. My eagers fingers got to work. Alas, it was not to be. I picked that lock even more quickly than I had the locks on the front door. It barely even slowed me down. Why even bother to lock something if this was the quality of lock you had? Both George and the people who designed these locks really needed to step up their games.
I said earlier the information I was looking for was like pornography in that I would know it when I saw it. Well, I found pornography in George’s desk, and I knew it when I saw it. Perhaps I should not have used the word pornography as the word implied sets, actresses with Daddy issues, and a poorly written script. That was not what I found. Rather, what I found was a file of dozens of pictures of women in various stages of undress, one of the most prominent of which was nothing at all. Many of the pictures showed George—I assumed it was George from the size and shape of the phallus involved—inserting himself into the women. I could have used a different word than phallus, but I was a high-class private dick.
The pictures were all taken from the perspective of the man, so I assumed the stills were all taken with George’s power. How he reduced them to photographic form, God only knew.
I flipped through the pictures. Most of the photos clearly displayed the face of each woman. I spotted some featuring Claire Morganthal, the woman I had seen with George the first day I tailed him. In all of them, Mrs. Morganthal was as naked as the day she was born. She was a lot bustier and more nipped and tucked in the pictures than she had been the day she was born, though. Seeing her naked body confirmed my suspicions she had some work done. There was some slight scarring on her body that made the surgery evident. I looked at the pictures closely. You never knew when a clue would jump out and slap you in the face. Claire’s surgically enhanced breasts certainly were big enough to slap one in the face. I found a picture of her where she was doing that very thing to the man taking the photo. Despite the surgeries, Claire still looked pretty good, even if parts of her were overinflated.
I continued to flip through the photos. I came across several of my client Eileen. Some women looked better in clothes. The right clothes could lift and shape and conceal. Eileen looked as good out of her clothes as she did in them, though. Her body was age appropriate. To me, she looked much better than Mrs. Morganthal even though Mrs. Morganthal’s curves were more dramatic.
I finished looking through the pictures. There were a total of seventeen women in the pictures. George had been a busy beaver. If it were not beneath my dignity as a licensed Hero and private detective, I would instead have said it was the women with the busy beavers.
While being careful to keep the pictures in the order in which I found them, I pulled out a representative picture of each of the seventeen women. I used my cell phone to take my own shot of each picture. I did not take the photos for any prurient reason. I was no longer a 16-year-old boy. I did not need a picture of a naked woman to get my jollies. I vastly preferred the living, breathing, genuine article. I took the photos because who knew how or why the photos would prove to be useful.
Once I finished taking the pictures, I put all of George’s photographs back into the folder in which I had found them in the same order. I then returned the folder to the drawer.
In the back of the same drawer was a leather-bound notebook. I pulled the notebook out and opened it. It was a handwritten ledger. On the left side of each page was a column of dates, starting a couple of years ago. Next to each date was a name and dollar amount. The last entry was dated a few days before and read “Theresa Whitworth, $5,000.” The entries were clearly a record of the women who paid extortion money to George.
I flipped through the notebook. There were dozens of pages of entries. On the last few pages was a listing of names, addresses, and telephone numbers. I scanned through them. I found listings for both my client Eileen and Claire Morganthal.
While surveying the contents of the notebook, I shook my head. I was both amazed at and had a grudging respect for George. He indeed had been a busy beaver. There were dozens of women listed. Either George was extremely industrious, or he really enjoyed his work. Perhaps both.
Never before had I known a blackmailer to keep such detailed records. But, I was glad George had. Starting at the beginning, I took a picture with my phone of each page of the notebook, including the list of women in the back. Once I was finished, I put the notebook back where I had found it.
I finished searching George’s place. I did not find anything else of note. I did a last quick survey to make sure I had returned everything to where I had found it.
I went to the front door. I looked out of the peephole. The coast was clear. To be safe, I used my powers to check to see if anyone was on the walkway outside of George’s door. I sensed no one.
I had handled the door with my bare hands before I had put my gloves on. So, I pulled my handkerchief out of my pocket and wiped the door clean everywhere I had touched it. Still using the handkerchief, I opened the door. I locked the bottom lock from the inside.  I stepped outside. Using my lock picking tools, I quickly relocked the deadbolt. I then wiped the exterior doorknob and the deadbolt down with my handkerchief.
I glanced at my watch as I walked back to my car. I had been inside George’s place for less than two hours.
Not bad.
 



CHAPTER 9
Two days later, I walked into Antonio’s Bar and Grill. I had earlier called Eileen to report what I had found out about George so far. I had asked her to call George and set up a meeting with him at Antonio’s, ostensibly for the purpose of paying him the money he demanded.
Instead, what George was getting was me. I looked like a million bucks as I had dressed up for the ritzy setting that was Antonio’s. A million bucks was a lot compared to the sum George was supposed to be getting from Eileen, yet somehow I did not think George would be happy to see me.
I walked into the bar area. It was all dark woods and muted colors. George was sitting at the bar. He was eating a platter of raw oysters on the half shell using a little fork. Of course George the Genitally Greathearted would be eating raw oysters.
I sat in the empty chair to his left.
“It’s a myth that oysters are an aphrodisiac, you know,” I said to him.
He looked up from his food. He grinned.
“I’ve heard that too,” he said. “But, they can’t hurt.” He scooped an oyster out of its shell, dipped it in some cocktail sauce, and popped it into his mouth. I did not approve of using cocktail sauce on oysters—I thought the sauce overpowered the delicate flavor of the oysters—but I did not tell George that. Perhaps George did not care what I thought. So few did.
It was the first time I had heard George’s voice. It was deep, and had a hint of molasses in it. I wondered if George had grown up in the South. Maybe that was where he picked up the regrettable habit of drowning oysters in cocktail sauce.
George was wearing a thin, tight, powder blue sweater that hugged his athletic frame. He had on gray dress pants and black lace-up dress shoes. He had a strong jaw and good features. He really was a handsome man. I could see why he was so successful with women.
George carefully chewed and swallowed. He dabbed his mouth with his napkin before speaking again.
“Just so you know, buddy,” he said to me, “I’m expecting someone. You’re going to have to give up that seat in a few minutes.”
“Hot date?” I asked.
“You could say that,” he said.
“I know you’re expecting someone, George,” I said. “And I’m the person you’re expecting, you lucky dog you.” I pulled out a card, one of the ones that had my name and stated I was a licensed Hero and private investigator. I put it down on the bar and pushed it over to him. George put his fork down and picked the card up. He examined it carefully as I watched him. He did not seem to be the slightest bit worried, tense, or surprised about the fact I knew his name.
“Licensed Hero, huh?” he finally said. “Hot damn. What are your powers?”
“Super wittiness,” I said.
George smiled at me. 
“Don’t feel like sharing?”
“No,” I said.
“Did you do some boxing back in the day? I see a bit of scar tissue on your face and ears. And, your nose looks like it’s been broken more than once,” he said.
“I competed in mixed martial arts for a while,” I said.
“Any good?” he asked.
“Good enough to compete at a high level. Not good enough to avoid the scar tissue and broken noses,” I said.
George nodded.
“Do you carry a gun?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“Can I see it?” What was it with people wanting to see my gun?
“No,” I said.
“Why not?”
“Because George, if I take out my gun, it will be for the purpose of shooting you.”
George smiled at me again.
“Well, we wouldn’t want that, now would we?” he said. God, he was a cool customer.
“I guess that depends on whom you ask. If you ask Eileen and all the other women you are blackmailing, I would guess more than just a few of them would want me to shoot you,” I said.
George sat back in his chair. He crossed his legs.
“Well, you certainly have been doing your homework,” he said. “What else do you know about me?”
As I wanted to impress on him the dirt I had uncovered on him, I went ahead and told him.
“I know you are a Metahuman with the ability to record what you see,” I said. “I know there is no Heroes’ Guild record of a Metahuman named George Chase, or named any of the other aliases you go by such as Sidney Waters or Timothy Barnes. As I’m sure you know, a Metahuman not registering with the government is a jailable offense.
“I also know you have no visible means of legal support. You earn your living by targeting and sleeping with women who are married to wealthy men. As with Eileen, you pick up some of these women at Zenith Fitness, which has a very wealthy client base. Using your powers, you record your sex acts with these women. You then use those recordings to threaten to expose them to their husbands and the world at large. You extort enough money from these women to support your lifestyle,” I said. I then listed some of the names of the women I had recorded from the notebook I found in his bedroom desk.
George listened to me patiently and silently while I spoke. When I finished, he clapped his hands lightly together.
“Bravo!” he said. “I am very impressed. You managed to dig all that up without me even beginning to suspect someone was rooting around in my life.”
“I do what I can,” I said. I was starting to like the guy. He was completely unruffled by what I knew about him and what he had done.
“I’m here to tell you to stop it,” I said. “Of your blackmailing of Eileen, at least. I don’t approve of what you’re doing to those other women, but it’s a big, bad world out there. I can’t help everybody. Those other women will have to fend for themselves. Besides, not everybody is paying me. But, Eileen is. So, you are going to leave her alone.”
“And if I don’t?” he asked.
“If you don’t, I will turn you into the Heroes’ Guild, the police, and anybody else I can think of, along with all the evidence about what I know. You will no doubt go to jail for a nice, long while,” I said. I glanced down at his food. “Unfortunately for you, they don’t serve oysters in prison. They also don’t have women there. A good looking guy like you would probably still be able to get plenty of action, though. I’ve sent some guys to prison in my time. I know what they do to satisfy their bodies’ cravings in there. ‘Gay for the stay,’ they call it.”
I allowed myself a slight smile. I deliberately looked George up and down.
“You would wind up being the bottom for some three hundred and fifty pound gangbanger named Tiny for sure,” I said.
George looked at me. I held his gaze. After a while, he smiled at me.
“No,” he said.
“‘No,’ what?” I asked.
“No, I’m not going to stop; no, you aren’t going to report me to the authorities; and no, I’m not going to be someone’s prison bitch,” he said.
“What makes you so sure of that?” I asked.
George speared another oyster. He chewed it carefully before answering.
“Here’s the thing, Truman. Can I call you Truman?” I nodded and he proceeded. “I like women. No, I love women. I love the look of them, the feel of them, everything about them. And, they like me, which is why I am as successful with them as I am. They get as much out of our encounters as I do.”
“Except they don’t get any money,” I interjected.
George grinned.
“True. I have managed to monetize my end of things. But, it’s not like I’m shaking down poor, single mothers for their last dime. I’m taking money from women who can afford it. What they pay me is a drop in the bucket compared to what they and their husbands make. And, like I already said, it’s not like the women aren’t getting something out of it. Do you know that of the women who I’m, um, extorting from as you so crudely put it, several of them continue to sleep with me even though they are paying me?
“So, no, I’m not going to stop,” George said. He swallowed another oyster. “Did you know that, technically, only a woman can be a nymphomaniac? I learned that from a therapist years ago.” He grinned again. “Not one who was treating me, but one I was sleeping with. Men who have a sexual addiction suffer from satyriasis. That therapist told me she thought I had it. Satyriasis, that is. Maybe she was right. I do seem to have a hard time keeping my dick in my pants. I’ve found a way to make money off of my natural desires, and I’m not going to stop.
“Let’s say you report me,” George said. “What happens then? For the police to charge me with something and have it stick, one of my lovers would have to be willing to come forward and make a complaint against me. But, they won’t. They know if they complain, the things I have against them will see the light of day. The same thing applies to you reporting me to the Heroes’ Guild for being an unregistered Meta. You haven’t seen me use any powers. Only my lovers have. Again, they are not going to step forward to complain.”
George took a sip out of his glass. It looked like a red wine. He swirled the liquid around in his mouth and swallowed.
“In short, reporting me does no good. So again, no, I’m not going to stop,” he said. “It’s a shame though. You seem like a nice guy. I’d like to accommodate you. But, like you said, it’s a big, bad world out there and I’ve got to look out for number one.”
“You’re overlooking something,” I said.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“You’re overlooking the fact I might insist you stop. You’re overlooking the fact I might slap you around until you stop,” I said.
George looked at me appraisingly.
“Well, you’re certainly big enough to do it,” he said. “And, you move like you can handle yourself. But, there are several problems with the notion you might beat me up.”
“Pray tell,” I said.
George held up a finger.
“Number one, I’m pretty sure the Heroes’ Guild takes a dim view of one of their licensed Heroes beating up a poor, defenseless citizen,” he said.
“Maybe I don’t care what the Heroes’ Guild thinks,” I said.
“Maybe. But I doubt it. When I was younger, I considered trying to get my license myself. I looked into what goes into it: the years of study, the physical conditioning, the discipline. I know how much work and effort goes into passing the Trials. I have a sneaking suspicion you would not want to jeopardize your Hero status over little ol’ me.
“Now, let’s say I’m wrong and you don’t care what the Guild thinks,” George said. “I’ve been making a living of my wits and, ah, other assets, for quite a while now. In the course of making a living doing what I do, I’ve developed a really good feel for people. How far you can push them, what they will and will not do, that sort of thing.”
George took another sip of his wine. He dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. It was fascinating to see how his mind worked.
“You’re a big guy. Bigger than I. Plus, you say you have MMA training, not to mention superpowers that are perhaps more useful offensively than my own are. You might be able to kick the shit out of me if you wanted to. But, my reading of you tells me you won’t. Oh, I have little doubt you would beat someone up if you were defending yourself or someone else. But, beat me up just because I won’t do what you tell me to do?” George shook his head. “I don’t think that’s your style.
“Besides,” he said, “if I let you scare me off, what happens to the life I’ve built for myself? I can’t just stop what I’m doing and curl up into a ball every time someone looks at me hard. I like my life. I’m having a good time and making a pretty penny while I’m at it. And, you know what?” George grinned at me. “I am positive the women are having a pretty good time too.”
George was finished with his oysters and drink. He pulled cash out of his pocket and left some bills next to his plate. He looked at me. He flashed a wolfish smile at me. I was sure it was the same smile he used to cause panties to drop.
“Plus, maybe, just maybe, it wouldn’t be quite so easy to slap me around as you think,” he said.
George peeled a twenty dollar bill off of his roll and put it on the bar in front of me.
“Have a drink on me,” he said. “Actually, since the money is coming from my ladies, have a drink on them instead.”
George winked at me. He clasped me on the shoulder and walked away. I watched him swagger out of the restaurant. I just let him go.
George was a criminal. Of that there was no doubt. But, I had to admit I liked him. He had style. He didn’t scare easily. And, he lived life his way on his terms. I tried to do the same. That was why I had been fired years before from my private security gig and why I was my own boss. I wanted to do what I thought was best in my way. I sensed George to be a kindred spirit.
I turned back to the bar. I got the bartender’s attention and ordered a sparkling water. Being such a hard-assed, hard-boiled detective, I knew there was a chance the state would revoke my private detective license if I was spotted drinking something non-alcoholic in public. I would drink the water surreptitiously and hope no one noticed.
I poured the contents of the bottle the bartender brought me into an empty glass. I picked the glass up and looked through it. Though I had not had a drink in years, the clear effervescent liquid looked just like a vodka soda. If I used my imagination, perhaps it would taste like one.
I took a sip of it. I made a face. It tasted nothing like a vodka soda. My imagination must not have been as strong as I supposed.
I thought about what George had said while I drank. He was right about some of the things he said, and wrong about others. He was wrong about me not wanting to violate Heroes’ Guild rules. The Guild would not be thrilled if it knew I had broken into George’s place, for example. I had done other things in the past the Heroes’ Guild would not approve of. I would no doubt do more such things in the future. At the end of the day, I answered to my own conscience and my own conscience alone.
But, George was right that it was not my style to beat him up simply because he was doing something I told him not to do. I had the need to hurt people in the past, but it was always because I was defending myself or someone else. I had never hurt someone simply to impose my will on him. I would not start with George. As I said, at the end of the day I answered to my conscience. My conscience would not allow it.
I polished off my drink. I left George’s twenty as payment and tip. An old cop I used to have dealings with always said, “If someone wants to give you money, take it.” As long as taking it did not corrupt you, I tended to agree with him.
I left the restaurant and walked to my car. It was a chilly night. I cinched up my trench coat. Yeah, I had just gotten finished drinking sparkling water, but at least my coat was true to my hard-boiled detective roots.
George was right about my unwillingness to slap him around. But, I had been hired to get him off of Eileen’s back. That was exactly what I was going to do.
I did not enjoy being thwarted. I was determined to not be thwarted for long.
 



CHAPTER 10
Two days later, I sat behind the desk in my office with my feet up on the windowsill. I had finished my morning run around the nearby city reservoir a short time before. My sweaty tee shirt was half dry. I had on athletic shorts and running shoes. The shoes cost more than something which was not gold-plated had any right to cost. They were comfortable to run in, though. I felt as fleet of foot as the Roman god Mercury with them on. If any evildoer thought he would escape from my clutches on foot while I was so attired, he had another thing coming.
Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue streamed from my computer. I hummed along to it as I looked out the window. If every piece of music were as beautiful, the world would be a better place. But, the world was what it was, and not every song was a Gershwin tune.
I had spent the day before successfully wrapping up a job for an insurance company client. Now that it was over, I could turn my full attention back to George Chase. I was spending my post-run cool-down mulling over ways to get him to cease and desist when two men on Paper Street below caught my attention.
At first, I was not quite sure why the two caught my eye. As I watched, they climbed out of their parked car. The larger of the men was overweight, but it was a hard looking kind of overweight. He looked like the kind of guy who belonged in a boxing ring. His companion was shorter and wiry. The shorter one had his light jacket zipped all the way up.
The men crossed the road in the middle of the street and walked towards my building. They were lost to my view as they entered my building.
A pinprick of warning tickled the back of my brain. I had learned to trust my gut over the years. I thought a bit about what it was about the men that had drawn the attention of my subconscious mind. Then it dawned on me. It was the zipped up jacket. I had been outside not that long ago. It was an unseasonably warm fall day. Why did the wiry man have his jacket zipped all the way up unless he was concealing something within it? And, had that been a slight bulge I had seen under the jacket?
Maybe the men were coming into my building to buy insurance from the insurance broker on the second floor. Maybe the sister of one of them worked in the office down the hall. Maybe they were cake decorators scoping out a new location for a store. There were an unlimited number of reasons why the men could have been entering my building. Maybe I was just being paranoid. But, even paranoids have enemies.
I put my feet on the floor and turned around to face my desk. I slid open the drawer on the right, the one containing the loaded Beretta semi-automatic pistol with the safety off and a round in the chamber. I shut off the music. I stretched out my awareness. In a minute or so, I sensed two men walking down the hall towards my office. They were the right size and shape to be the men I had spotted on the street. I felt my heart begin to beat a bit harder.
The door to my office opened. The two men stepped in. The smaller man stepped to the right of the door; the larger man stepped to the left. I knew they did it so my attention would be divided. This was clearly no Avon sales call.
The bigger man had sandy hair and pale white skin. He wore faded blue jeans and a long-sleeved tight grey tee shirt that curved out over a prominent belly. My initial assessment had been correct: the guy was overweight, but it was a hard fat. He was carrying around a lot of muscle under that extra weight. His nose was big and flat, as if it had been broken and re-broken several times. If so, I knew the feeling.
His companion was darker hued, as if his ancestors hailed from somewhere sunny. His jacket was still zipped up, and the bulge underneath I thought I had noticed before was most definitely there. It could have been a very large tumor. It was more likely a gun. The man had a full beard. I did not approve of the recent fashion trend of men having full beards. Guys were starting to look like nineteenth century United States Presidents. I did not mention my disapproval though. Few people were interested in my fashion advice. Their loss.
Together, the two men together looked kind of like a modern day Laurel and Hardy. Only meaner.
“You Truman Lord?” the wiry one with the beard asked me.
“The man, the myth, the legend,” I said. “You gentlemen looking to buy some insurance? Or, perhaps you’re seeking a beard trimmer? Or, maybe you’re cake decorators. If so, my friend,” I said, looking at the fat one, “you’ve been eating too much of your own product.”
My wrist rested on the lip of the open drawer containing the gun.
“We ain’t here to buy nothin’ or about no fuckin’ cakes,” the big one said. “We’re here to tell you to keep your nose outta where it don’t belong.”
“We are not here to buy anything,” I said.
“What?” the big one said.
“You said ‘We ain’t here to buy nothing.’ What you should have said is ‘We are not here to buy anything,’” I said. “I abhor bad English. Don’t you?”
“You bein’ a smart-ass?” the big one said.
“Yes,” I said. “It’s been my experience a bit of wit lightens the burdens of an otherwise humdrum, dreary day. Do you find that to be the case, too?”
The two men glanced at one another. I was not what they had been expecting.
“Buck,” the wiry one said, speaking to his companion, “why don’t you show this asshole what we think of smart-asses.”
Buck took a couple of steps in my direction. He froze in place when I lifted my gun out of the open drawer and pointed it at his big belly.
“If you move another inch, I’ll ventilate your friend’s stomach for him,” I said to the wiry one. Out of the corner of my eye, I had seen him start to reach under his jacket. He froze at my words.
“Now put your arms down at your side,” I said to him. I still held my gun on Buck.
For an instant, the wiry one did not move his partially raised hand. The world stood still. The situation danced on a knife’s edge; it could have gone either way. I had already decided if the smaller one moved a hair further in the direction of his gun, I would turn and shoot him first. He posed the most pressing threat. I kept my gun aimed on Buck, though. If I moved it prematurely to cover the other one instead, the wiry one might panic and try to get his gun out to shoot first.
The crisis point passed. The smaller man dropped his hand to his side. I let out the breath I suddenly realized I had been holding.
Buck looked at me like he wanted to wring my neck. I managed to avoid fainting under his glare.
“So,” I said conversationally, “what is it exactly I am supposed to be keeping my nose out of?”
I kept my gun on Buck’s belly. No one said anything in response.
“Don’t everyone speak up at once,” I said. I raised the gun so it was pointing at Buck’s head. I still kept a careful eye on the other one. I would not shoot Buck unless I had to in self-defense. But, they did not know that.
“George Chase,” Buck finally said sullenly. “You’re supposed to keep your nose out of George Chase’s business.”
“I see,” I said. “Who sent you here to tell me that?”
Silence.
I continued to point the gun menacingly. I had the feeling, though, if I was to get additional information, I was going to have to shoot one of them. And that, obviously, was not something I was going to do.
The silence stretched on in the room. This was not getting me anywhere.
“Well, if you are not going to tell me anything, scat,” I said.
Neither man moved.
“You heard me. Scat!” I repeated. I shooed the men dismissively with the back of my free hand. “Shoo. Skedaddle. Vamoose. Hit the bricks. Get out.”
The men hesitated. Then, the wiry one turned towards the door. With a final glower at me, Buck followed his lead. I continued to hold the gun on them as they went to the door. I kept a careful eye on them, especially the wiry one with the concealed gun.
“This ain’t over asswipe,” Buck said over his shoulder. “I’m gonna find out how tough you are without that gun.”
“Oh goodie,” I said. “I’ll be looking forward to that happy day with bated breath.”
The men left. They did not bother to close the door behind themselves.
How rude.
I stayed in my seat holding the gun. I monitored the men with my powers to make sure they were not going to double back and try to surprise me. But, I sensed the men go down the stairs to the ground floor.
Still holding the gun, I turned to the window. In a few moments, I saw the men exit my building. I put the gun on top of my desk. I thought it unlikely I would shoot my foot off if I continued to hold it, but one could never be too careful. No one ever thought they were going to shoot themselves in the foot, and yet it happened more often than you would think.
I watched the men cross the street in the middle of traffic. Cars honked at them. They were headed for the car I had seen them get out of. Their car was at the wrong angle for me to see the license plate. I was too far away to make it out clearly anyway.
I lifted the window halfway. The sounds and smells of the city poured into my office. I stretched out my mind to encompass some of the water I kept in the glass bowl on my desk. At my mind’s command, the water shot out of the bowl and out of the window like a javelin. The water streaked towards the men’s car. Right as they were getting into it, I had the water hit the back license plate. I coated the plate with a sheen of liquid. License plates in our state were printed with raised letters and numbers. I closed my eyes. It was like reading braille. The characters on the plate appeared in my mind’s eye thanks to my probing water: UTC 982. I wrote the characters down on a pad of paper on my desk. My steel trap mind no doubt would have retained the information, but why take a chance?
I turned back to the window. The men pulled away from the curb and merged into traffic. I kept the water hovering on their license plate until they were so far away I could barely maintain a hold on the water. I released the water. It no doubt splashed onto the street. I closed the window. Blessed silence filled my office again.
I knew the men were driving southwest, towards the outskirts of the city. But, more importantly, I had their license plate number. It was a clue.
I turned the pad around to admire the writing from a different angle. In my business, sometimes you went quite a while without finding a clue. You had to really appreciate the ones you managed to get your hands on.
I put the gun back into the desk drawer I had taken it out off. I picked up the glass bowl holding the depleted water. I took it to the bathroom at the end of the hall to refill it.
As I did so, I thought about who had sent Laurel and Hardy to try to scare me away from George. The logical candidate seemed to be George. Who else could it have been? I had a chat with George, and two days later Laurel and Hardy showed up to put the fear of God into me. Or, at least they tried to. Maybe it was just a coincidence. But, chalking it up to coincidence did not do me any good. Assuming the two events were linked, however, did do some good. It gave me something to look into. Perhaps I could ask the owner of the car Laurel and Hardy had been in who sent them.
I went back to my office. I put the water bowl down in its usual spot. I got on the phone with the local office of the Department of Motor Vehicles. I identified myself as a Hero and gave them my Hero license number. In addition to licensed Heroes being able to legally use their powers, we also had limited police powers. Those included being able to get information out of certain government agencies. Rank hath its privileges.
I gave the guy I spoke to at the DMV the plate number from Laurel and Hardy’s car. He in turn gave me the name the car was registered to: David Hoff. He also gave me Mr. Hoff’s address and telephone number.
After hanging up with the DMV, I looked down at Mr. Hoff’s name and address. I felt smug. It appeared to be a clue as well. It was the second one of the day.
I was pretty sure this was some kind of record. Maybe I should have nominated myself for Super Sleuth of the Year.
 



CHAPTER 11
I rewarded myself for my sleuthing savvy by going out with Ginny Southland that night. It was our second date. Our first date days before had shown me there was more depth to Ginny than I had first given her credit for. She was putting herself through law school by working at Zenith Fitness. She was a second year law student at Astor City University Law School. Behind that pretty face was a sharp mind. I tried to not hold the fact she was studying to be a lawyer against her.
I parked on the street by Ginny’s house shortly before 6:30 p.m. She lived in a townhouse in Brentwood. Brentwood was a neighborhood in Astor City that used to be so dangerous I would not have entered it back then without wearing body armor and updating my will first. Gangs having gun battles up and down the streets of Brentwood were the norm back then. But, the neighborhood had been gentrifying since those bad old days. The character of Ginny’s street and neighborhood were changing as people with money moved in, driving up the prices of the real estate so the older, poorer residents were slowly but surely being forced out. There was a known drug house still on the corner a few houses down from Ginny, though. Aside from that last vestige of the bad old times, the neighborhood was now so ritzy I wondered if I had to pay someone rent for the space I left my car in on the street while I went to fetch Ginny.
Diagonally across the street from where I parked, a young man leaned against a tree growing next to the sidewalk. He was wearing baggy pants, a football jersey, and a backwards baseball cap. Despite his casual attire and posture, his alert eyes missed nothing. He looked like he had been standing there for a while and like he was not going anywhere any time soon. I had little doubt he was connected to the drug house on the corner.
I nodded at the young man in acknowledgement. He nodded back. I was sure he would be happy to accept rent money for my car’s space. The problem was he would probably give me a baggie of illegal substances in exchange. Both the Heroes’ Guild and the cops would frown on that. But, it warmed the cockles of my heart to see young people keeping up the neighborhood’s old criminal traditions. And people said the young had no appreciation for history. 
I opened the gate to Ginny’s tiny front yard. I felt the dealer’s eyes on me as I walked up the short walkway to Ginny’s front door. His was a pretty good location to sling dope from. Because of the neighborhood’s rapid gentrification, there was a low police presence. Also, middle class and affluent people felt a lot more comfortable coming to a safe neighborhood to buy drugs as there would be less chance of them being robbed or arrested.
I laughed silently at myself as I knocked on Ginny’s door. Without even meaning to, I had been assessing the neighborhood as a base for criminal activity. On the upside, if I ever decided to jump to the other side of the legal fence, I would know how to set myself up as a criminal mastermind. I had a PhD in crime from the school of hard knocks. It was a side effect of what I did for a living, just like how I immediately found the entrance and egress points for every building I entered. One never knew when one would have to exit a place rapidly.
Ginny opened the front door. My breath caught in my throat. She looked spectacular. She was wearing her red hair long, and it cascaded down her shoulders. Her eyes were bigger and bluer than any human’s had any right to be. She wore an ocean blue blouse that accentuated her curves, and a not-quite-mini leather skirt that hugged them. Strappy high heels made her almost as tall as I.
“Wow!” I finally managed to say. “I’m trying to not hold the fact you are a future lawyer against you. But, if I told you you had a beautiful body, would you hold that against me instead?”
Ginny grinned. She looked down at herself.
“You like?” she asked.
“Well, I certainly don’t hate,” I said.
“Good. That means almost two hours of primping and preening have not gone to waste,” she said.
“You mean you don’t roll out of bed looking like this?”
Ginny touched my cheek after locking the door behind herself.
“Of course I do. I was lying about the two hours of preparation. Always looking good is my superpower,” she said. “Darn it, now I’ve gone and blown my cover.” I had told Ginny during our last date I was a Meta. Oftentimes when you first told people you were a Meta, they either treated you like a hostile alien life-form or like a performing seal. Compared to the general population, there were not too many of us. Ginny had simply continued to treat me as a regular person. That reaction was one of the reasons I had asked her out for a second time.
I checked Ginny’s legs out as she swung them into my car after I opened the door for her. Her legs were two of the other reasons I had asked her out for a second time.
“Keep it real, my man,” I said to the drug dealer as I opened the driver side door. I shot him with my forefinger. Though the expression on his face stayed the same, the corner of his mouth twitched. Was it possible he was laughing at me?
Ginny was most definitely laughing at me when I got into the car.
“Are the kids no longer saying ‘keep it real’?” I asked Ginny once the door was closed.
“The kids from a couple of decades ago probably still are,” she said, still laughing. “Do you know anyone with a time machine you can borrow?”
I sighed. I put the car into gear and drove off.
“How is a busy, on-the-go detective supposed to keep up with all the modern lingo?” I asked. “Crime-fighting does not afford me a lot of free time.”
A short drive later, I found street parking near the restaurant, which was a minor miracle for downtown Astor City on a Friday night. We went inside. The restaurant was named Mandalay. It was a Burmese restaurant, and one of my favorite places to eat.
After we were seated, Ginny looked down at the menu. There was a map on the right corner of the menu that was prominently labeled “Burma.”
“Burma?” she said. “I thought the country was named Myanmar.”
“I think it all depends on if you are for the military junta that took over Burma and renamed it Myanmar, or against it,” I said. “I’m pretty sure the owners of this place are against it.”
“Well, I honestly don’t care if they call it Burma or Myanmar,” she said. “As long as they have good food and lots of it. I’m starving. Besides, a rose by any other name would smell just as sweet.”
I recognized the reference she made. It was to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.
“I hope, my dear Juliet, you are not expecting me to poison myself over you at the end of the evening,” I said.
Ginny shook her head.
“You and I are no tragedy. We’re a comedy for sure. So, the poison won’t be necessary,” she said.
The waiter came over and took our orders. A few minutes later, he brought us our drinks. Ginny had a glass of red wine. I had a glass of water.
“You’re a cheap date,” Ginny said, eying my glass of water. “If memory serves, you drank water the last time we went out too. Do you not drink?”
I shook my head.
“No. I like to avoid the empty calories of alcohol. I’m trying to keep my girlish figure,” I said.
“No, I’m serious,” Ginny said. “Why do you not drink? Does it have to do with you being a—” She glanced around to see if anyone was listening. She made a waving motion with her hands.
“A superhero? You can say it out loud,” I said. “It’s not a dirty word.”
Ginny smiled sheepishly.
“I was trying to avoid blowing your cover,” she said.
“What cover? I don’t wear a costume or a mask. I don’t hide the fact I am a Meta. I don’t go around shouting it from the rooftops, either, though.”
“Why don’t you? Wear a costume and mask, I mean?” Ginny asked. Our food was delivered to the table. I waited for it to be served before answering.
“Heroes who wear a mask and costume generally do it for two reasons. One, they want to lead a normal life when they are not doing the whole superhero thing. Two, they want to protect the people in their private lives from being made the target of whatever supervillain or criminal they might fight. Or both,” I said. I took a bite out of my meal. I had ordered flat egg noodles mixed with vegetables, chicken, pork, and seafood. The sauce was spicy enough to clear not only my sinuses, but those of my immediate ancestors. It was just the way I liked it.
“With me, I’m single and have no kids. My parents and older sister are all dead. I have no family to worry about protecting. As for leading a normal life when I’m not doing the whole superhero thing, my work is my life. I don’t try to build artificial barriers between the two,” I said.
“You’ve got no family? None at all?” Ginny said.
I nodded.
“That sounds lonely,” she said.
I shrugged.
“I have buddies who are married with a bunch of kids. Some of them are the loneliest bastards I know. Besides, the fact I am alone does not make me lonely. It does give me the freedom of not having to hide my identity from the world, though,” I said. I grinned. “Besides, if I wore a mask, I would be depriving all of you lovely ladies of my ruggedly handsome face. That would be a crime against humanity. I am a Hero, not a villain, after all.”
Ginny raised her wine glass to me in a salute.
“On behalf of women everywhere, I thank you for the eye candy,” she said. She took a sip of her wine, and then glanced at my half-empty glass of water. “You never did tell me why you don’t drink.”
“I’m a teetotaler,” I said. “I have been for years. Don’t get me wrong: I’m not opposed to drinking. I did my fair share of it when I was younger. Back then, I liked nothing better than a beer or a scotch on the rocks.” I got a sudden sense memory of the way scotch coated your tongue and burned your throat as you swallowed, suffusing through your bloodstream with a pleasant sensation of release. I had an impulse to order one. But, I resisted the temptation.
“But, being a Metahuman, I don’t like to ingest anything that impairs my faculties or makes me lose control,” I said. “I’m not powerful enough to travel back in time or move the Moon from its orbit like some Heroes, but I still can do some damage when I let loose.” Images of the mangled bodies of the animals I experimented on when I was a teen ran through my mind.  I tried to put the images out of my mind. It was not something you wanted to think about while you ate dinner.
“It would be far too easy to hurt someone seriously or kill someone without even really meaning to,” I said. “It’s that whole with great power comes great responsibility thing. Plus, like we already said, I don’t have a secret identity. I’ve made a lot of enemies over the years, and am easy to find. Look up tall, dark, and Heroic in the phone book, and there I am. I like to have my wits about me at all times in case someone decides to make a play at me.” I thought of the two men I chased out of my office earlier that day. “Hence, the no drinking.”
Ginny nodded as she digested what I said.
“Have you ever had someone come after you before?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Sure. More times than I would like,” I said.
“Were you scared?”
I nodded again.
“Every single time,” I said.
Ginny put her fork down and leaned back in her chair. She surveyed me thoughtfully.
“That was not the answer I was expecting,” she said. “I was expecting you to say ‘No, I laugh in the face of danger,’ or some such macho rubbish.”
“Anyone who says he is never afraid is either a liar or stupid,” I said. “There are some scary people out there. There are psychopaths and sociopaths walking around, looking for all the world like normal people until they rape you or shoot you in the head or stab you in the throat. But, not only that, we live in a world where people can fly, bend steel girders with their hands, and shoot bolts of energy out of their eyes. I’ve encountered my fair share of them. Of course I was scared of them at the time. I’m getting a little nervous just thinking about them right now. I would be a fool to not be afraid of them. The important thing is to do what needs to be done even if you are afraid.”
“Courage is the not absence of fear; courage is taking action in the face of fear,” she said.
I nodded.
“I think that pretty well sums up what I’m trying to say. You do what you need to do even if the person you are facing can turn your flesh to stone with a glance and the idea of going up against him makes you pee your pants,” I said.
I grinned.
“But, don’t misunderstand me. Don’t think I do what I do because I am some sort of masochist or a saint who is out to save the world. My job is fun, though sometimes in a back-alley brawl kind of way. I am a former professional fighter. Fighting people is a part of my DNA. There is a rush in fighting, in trying to impose your will on someone,” I said.
“But what if you lose?” Ginny said. “Losing a MMA fight is one thing. There are rules and referees there. No one dies in a MMA fight unless it is a freak accident. Losing a street fight with a Metahuman is another thing. Supervillains don’t follow rules. There are no referees who will step in to stop a fight when one of the opponents is down. People die at the hands of Metahumans all the time. Doctor Alchemy killed Wildside just last month.”
“The possibility of losing is part of the fun,” I said. “There is no winning without the possibility of losing. What was it Winston Churchill said? ‘Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without result.’ He was right. I have been shot at before, both by guns and things that looked like they were straight out of a comic book. While it was not fun at the time, boy does surviving it make you feel more alive afterwards.”
Ginny shook her head at me.
“That all sounds a little crazy to me,” she said. “I work at a gym and go to school. No one shoots at me or tries to turn me to stone. My days are filled with membership sign-ups and reading about collateral estoppel. Your days are spent investigating crimes and dodging laser beams.”
“Collateral estoppel?” I repeated. “Yikes! That sounds horrific. I’d rather dodge laser beams any day.”
Ginny grinned at me.
“There are days I’d agree with you. Law school is mind-numbingly dull and tedious sometimes. Studying centuries old legal precedents does not exactly get the blood pumping,” she said.
“So why do it?” I asked.
Ginny shrugged.
“It’s a means to an end, the end being passing the bar and becoming a lawyer. I plan on becoming a prosecutor and helping to put the bad guys away.” Her eyes twinkled. “Kind of like you actually. Hopefully I’ll avoid the getting shot at part.”
We continued to talk while we ate about both everything and nothing. I mentioned to Ginny how I had been fired from a private security firm before I hung up my shingle as a detective.
“Tell me about that,” Ginny said.
“The company I was working for was hired to protect an actor who had been getting some threats. In his world, he’s a pretty big deal. If I told you his name, you’d know it. The problem was the fact he is a big deal in the acting world made him think he is a big deal, period. He told me to beat up someone who had annoyed him. I demurred.”
“And that’s why they fired you,” Ginny said.
“No, they fired me because when I said no, the actor got mad and took a swing at me. I think he thought the fact he was paying for me meant he could do what he wanted to me. He was mistaken. I dodged his blow and knocked him on his derriere.” I normally would have said ass, but it was just our second date. I was trying to keep it classy. Profanity really ought to be reserved for the third date.
“I had to knock him down repeatedly before he stayed down. He had starred in some action movies, and the training he had undergone for them tricked him into thinking he really knew how to fight. In reality, he couldn’t fight, at least not against someone who was really trained to fight like I was,” I said. “Knocking him on his keister is why they fired me.”
“I have the feeling you neither like someone trying to push you around, nor being told what to do,” she said. That was exactly what she said, “neither” and “nor.” I liked the fact Ginny spoke English correctly, which was something you rarely heard those days. I was glad I had kept it classy and said “derriere” before instead of “ass.”
I shrugged at her words.
“Who does like being pushed around or told what to do?” I said. I grinned at her. “I will say I seem to enjoy it less than most people, though. It’s why I like to work for myself. There’s no one to tell me what to do. And, when someone tries to push me around, I can push back as hard as I want without being worried about office politics or upsetting someone in authority over me.”
We finished our meal. We lingered a while over dessert, and then decided to call it an evening. We went back to my car. I drove Ginny back home.
I parked, and we got out of my car. I escorted Ginny up to her door. She proceeded in front of me. It gave me ample opportunity to admire her swaying backside. She had a good backside, and I heartily approved of it.
When we arrived at her door, Ginny turned around and leaned against it. She looked up at me with her big blue eyes. They were full of playfulness and possibilities.
“You know how sometimes a woman invites a guy in for drinks at the end of a date, but what she is really doing is inviting him in for sex, but she is too coy to come right out and say that?” she asked.
“Uh-huh,” I said.
Her eyes danced.
“Well, you don’t drink, and I’m not coy. So, wanna come inside and have sex?” she said.
“Since you put it that way,” I said, “how could I say no?”
 



CHAPTER 12
I got a call from Astor City Homicide Detective Glenn Pearson the next morning. He asked me to meet him at George Chase’s apartment. I pretending like I did not know where it was, so he gave me the address.
I hoped one day a homicide detective would call me to give me good news, like the homicide division was being disbanded because the lion had finally decided to lay down with the lamb and there was no further need for homicide investigators. The day Detective Pearson called was not to be that day.
When I pulled into the parking lot I knew all too well from my days of following George, there were police cars everywhere. When I got out of my car, I looked up to see a uniformed officer posted outside of George’s closed door on the second floor.
This can’t be good, I thought.
I mounted the stairs to George’s floor. I walked up to George’s door. The uniformed officer did not look old enough to be a cop. The older I got, the younger everyone else was starting to look.
The cop raised a hand to stop me as I approached.
“You got some business here, buddy?” he asked.
“Detective Pearson asked me to come by,” I said. I pulled out my detective license and showed it to him.
“Private, huh?” he said. “Any money in that?”
“Some days more than others. Besides, what it lacks in money it makes up for in giving me a chance to hobnob with you boys in blue,” I said.
He grinned at me.
“I’d rather just have money,” he said.
“You and me both,” I said.
The cop opened the door a bit, and yelled inside that I was outside waiting to see Detective Pearson. Glenn’s voice yelled back, telling the cop to let me in. The cop pushed the door all the way open. Smirking, he gave me a half-bow and a flourish, pointing the way inside.
I went inside. The place was a mess. The orderly apartment I had observed before was gone. It looked like a cyclone lived there rather than the neat and tidy George.
There was a gaggle of police and police technicians inside. I immediately spotted Glenn even though he was a good several inches shorter than everyone else in the room. Glenn had charisma, an ineffable presence that drew the eye. He would be the chief of police one day if he paid as much attention to politics as he did to doing his job well. He was short, dark, and stout, with eyes that bulged a bit. If he had a spirit animal, it would be a bullfrog. I both liked and respected him, the same way I respected a master craftsman, a good electrician, or anyone who was dedicated to his craft and did it well and honestly. Glenn respected me too. I was not sure if he liked me, though. For that matter, I was not sure if he liked his own mother. Suspected her to be culpable in an unsolved murder, probably.
Glenn saw me, and gestured me over with jerk of his head. I walked over. Lying on the ground was why Glenn was there and why he had summoned me. It did not take a master detective to figure it out.
George Chase was lying on the floor of the living room next to the glass table I had seen before. He was on his back. His unseeing eyes stared off into eternity. He had been shot twice in the chest. A crime scene investigator was crouched over him, examining the entry points. George’s button-down shirt had been opened and peeled back. It was soaked with blood. The virile, cocky man I had encountered was gone, replaced by a pale figure that looked like it was made of wax.
It was not the first dead body I had seen. I doubted it would be my last. Normal human, Metahuman, licensed Hero—the labels we applied to one another little mattered in the end. No one got out of life alive. But, regardless of the amount of times you faced death, you did not get used to it. Or, at least I did not. If I ever did, it would probably be time to find another line of work.
Glenn pointed down at George with his chin.
“You know the deceased?” he said. Glenn had the voice of a radio announcer. How he looked was at odds with how he sounded.
I nodded.
“I know him as George Chase, though I believe Mr. Chase also had several other aliases,” I said. With George lying there like that, it seemed disrespectful to simply call him George. Unfortunately, George was past caring.
I shook my head as I looked down at George.
“It’s a damned shame,” I said. “I liked the guy.”
Glenn nodded. He was watching me react to George’s death. Glenn did not miss much.
“The apartment is leased under the name Sidney Waters, though there is some indication the decedent also goes by Timothy Barnes and a few other names. George Chase is a new one on me, though. I’ll add it to the list,” he said.
“Why did you call me?” I asked.
“Your card was on the decedent’s desk,” Glenn said. “I thought maybe you could help us get a jump on what is going on here and who decided it was a good idea to ventilate his chest for him.”
Glenn jerked his head again, this time to the corner of the room away from everyone else. I followed him there. Glenn leaned his shoulder against the wall and looked up at me. His bulbous eyes peered at me.
“Tell me what you know,” he said.
Normally, in response to a question like that, I would have said something like “The sum total of what I know would sink a battleship.” But, flippancy seemed out of place with George’s body just feet away. So, I instead gave Glenn the straight scoop on what I knew. I told him I had been hired by a former lover of George’s who was being blackmailed by him, and my client had wanted me to stop George’s extortion. I told Glenn I had put George under surveillance and had observed him with several wealthy married women. I told him I believed George either was blackmailing all of them, or had plans to do so. I also told him of my meeting with George and how George had refused to stop the attempt to blackmail my client. I also told him of the visit I had gotten from Laurel and Hardy where they warned me to stay away from George.
I mentioned I had traced the car Laurel and Hardy had been driving to David Hoff. A flash of recognition passed over Glenn’s face when I mentioned Mr. Hoff’s name.
“You know Hoff?” I asked.
Glenn nodded.
“He’s a small-time thug with aspirations of playing in the big leagues. He does legitimate work as a construction contractor, but he also hires his boys out for extralegal odd jobs. Shaking down businesses, intimidating witnesses of crimes into not testifying, that sort of thing.” Glenn’s eyes sparkled with amusement. He knew I did not scare easily. “Were his guys successful in scaring you?”
“Absolutely,” I said. “I haven’t been able to sleep since.”
I finished telling Glenn what I knew. Well, most of what I knew. I omitted the fact I had violated several laws in my investigation of George, including the fact this was not the first time I was in George’s apartment. I also did not reveal Eileen’s identity.
My leaving out who had hired me was not lost on Glenn.
“What’s the name of the woman who hired you to look into this George character?” he asked.
I gave him a slight smile.
“I’m afraid that is confidential,” I said. I was Truman the Taciturn.
“Like hell it is,” Glenn said. “You’re not a priest or a lawyer or a doctor or anyone else who has a legal right to keep who he talks to confidential. But, you’re not a dummy. You already know that. Your client was being blackmailed by our boy George over there. That makes her a suspect in the shooting. So, give up her name.”
I shook my head.
“No,” I said. “If I named my clients every time somebody asked me, pretty soon I wouldn’t have any more clients.”
Glenn’s eyes bugged out at me balefully. Glenn had a powerful personality, and his unblinking stare might have intimidated a lot of people. But, I have been around the block a few times. Heck, I got into a fight with Avatar once—Avatar was one of the most powerful Metahumans ever—and lived to tell about it. I wasn’t going to get all weak in the knees because a cop gave me the stink eye.
“Stop it with the eye rape, Glenn,” I said. “You’ve known me a long time. What will make a street thug piss his pants isn’t going to work on me.”
“I could arrest you for obstruction of justice if you don’t tell me,” Glenn said.
I sighed.
“And if you do that, I’ll call my lawyer, and she’ll bail me out in a few hours. Then, I’ll call the Heroes’ Guild. It will in turn make some calls to City Hall. Then your superiors will be breathing down your neck for stirring up such a fuss for arresting a Hero,” I said. “Why don’t I save you the time and trouble and me the money and hassle. I’ll look into my client and see if she had anything to do with this. If she did, I’ll not only give you her name, but I’ll hand her over to you on a silver platter.”
Glenn stared at me a bit longer. He then sighed.
“All right. Like you said, I’ve known you a long time. You’re almost as good as you think you are. I’ll cut you some slack,” he said. He pointed a stubby finger at me. “But, if I find out you’ve been holding out any more information on me or if you were involved in this man’s death somehow, I’ll fall on you like a ton of bricks. Hero or no Hero. Understand?”
“You’re so beautiful when you’re making threats. Your eyes get all sparkly. It really makes them pop,” I said.
Glenn snorted.
“Though you’re almost as good as you think you are, you’re nowhere near as funny as you think you are,” he said.
“Everyone is a critic,” I said. “Since I told you what I know, you want to tell me what you know about what happened here?”
“Why do you care?” Glenn said. “Mr. Chase being dead seems to rather conclusively end his blackmailing days.”
“True,” I said. “But, like I said, I liked the guy. Besides, my client might want me to stay in this thing long enough to see it through.” I thought about the pictures of Eileen and the other women having sex with George I had found in his drawer. Were the pictures still there? Or, had whoever shot George taken them? I was sure Eileen would not want those pictures to fall into the wrong hands.
Glenn nodded.
“Okay, here’s what we know so far,” he said. “Your George Chase, or whatever his name is, was shot twice in the chest from close range. We won’t know for sure until the medical examiner takes a look at him, but so far it looks like George was shot late yesterday afternoon or last night. Mr. Chase’s cleaning lady found his body shortly after 10 a.m. this morning. Unlike usual, she found the door to be unlocked when she arrived. She says she did not touch anything, and immediately left and called us. We’ve spoken to some of the neighbors in the nearby apartments, but none of the ones we’ve spoken to so far report seeing or hearing anything.” George rapped on the wall with his knuckle. “Must be mighty thick walls.”
Glenn was telling me all of this without referring to notes. I had never seen him write down what anyone told him, yet I had seen him regurgitate verbatim what someone had told him. Unlike me, Glenn really did have a mind like a steel trap. If he did not have a photographic memory, I would have been surprised.
“We don’t know the exact caliber yet as the slugs are still in him,” Glenn said. “There is no indication of a struggle. There are also no signs of forced entry.” 
“So it looks like whoever shot George had a key, or George knew him or her and let them in,” I said.
“Exactly,” Glenn said. “On top of that, there was a gun hidden in a fake book on Mr. Chase’s bookshelf. Presumably, if he had felt himself to be in danger from a stranger, he would have tried to get his gun. There is no evidence he did so.”
I could not think of a subtle way to ask about the evidence I had found of George’s blackmailing enterprise, so I just came right out and asked about it.
“Did you find any evidence of Mr. Chase’s blackmailing? I’m sure my client would rest easier if she knew that any proof of her indiscretions Mr. Chase might have kept was safely in the hands of the police rather than in the possession of his killer.”
“Assuming, of course, your mysterious client is not in fact the killer herself,” Glenn said. He shook his head. “No, we did not find anything like that. Since the cleaning lady says Mr. Chase tended to be neat and tidy, it looks like whoever shot him searched the place. The place had been ransacked by the time we got here. If George kept anything like that, it’s gone now.”
That meant one of two things: either George had for some reason removed from his home the things I had seen and taken photos of days before, or whoever killed George had it. I was betting on door number two. 
“Speaking of George’s killer,” Glenn said, “where were you last night?”
I had been expecting this question. I knew Glenn did not really think I was involved in George’s shooting. He would not have told me as much as he had if he actually thought that. But after all, I had been hired to end George’s blackmailing of my client. George’s death ended that blackmailing rather conclusively. Glenn would have been committing police malpractice by not ruling me out as a suspect.
Fortunately for me, I had an alibi. 
“I was out on a date with a beautiful young woman,” I said. “Don’t be jealous.”
“I’ll try to contain my lamentations of envy,” he said. “This beautiful young woman with obvious poor taste got a name?”
I gave him Ginny’s name, home address, and work and cell numbers. As usual, Glenn did not write this information down. Maybe Glenn was a Metahuman who never forgot anything he heard. Perhaps his brain was expanding as it overflowed with information, making his eyes bulge.
“I picked Ginny up at her place at 6:30 p.m.,” I said. “We had dinner reservations at that Burmese place on Water Street at 7:15 p.m. The maître d’ can no doubt confirm I was there then. How could he have missed someone as dashing I?”
Glenn made a face.
“How indeed?” he said. “What time did you leave?”
“Ginny and I left the restaurant sometime after 9 p.m. We went back to her place. I spent the night there and returned to my own home around 7 a.m. today.”
“Let me guess,” Glenn said with a smirk. “You and Ginny spent the night watching Spanish soap operas and telling each other how dreamy the male actors were.” Though the smirk was not quite a smile, it was close. I was not sure I had ever seen Glenn smile before. I did not think he knew how. I thought the smirk might make his face crack and peel away like an eggshell. 
“Ginny said someone was dreamy, all right. But, she wasn’t talking about a soap star,” I said.
Glenn rolled his prominent eyes.
“Before you go,” Glenn said in obvious dismissal, “is there anything you can do to help us sort out this mess?”
“I’ve told you everything I can,” I said. At any rate, I had told him everything I was prepared to tell him at that point.
“No, I don’t mean that. I mean, you know—” George waggled his fingers in front of himself like he was putting a hex on someone.
My superheroic dignity was wounded.
“I don’t wave my hands around like that,” I protested. “I’m a superhero, not a magician.”
 



CHAPTER 13
After leaving George’s apartment, I called Eileen from the car. She was in her office, so I immediately drove to see her. I wanted to find out if she had anything to do with George’s death.
“Oh my God,” Eileen said when I told her. She clasped her hands to her mouth. Her eyes began to well up with tears. If Eileen already knew of George’s death and was acting like she did not, she was doing a mighty fine job of it. I was partially convinced she had nothing to do with George’s death simply from her reaction to it.
We were sitting in her university office. She was behind her desk and I was in one of the chairs in front of it. Eileen reached for a box of tissues that sat on the corner of her desk. She wiped her eyes. Her efforts were to little avail, though, as she was weeping freely then.
“Do the police know who did this to him?” she asked.
“No. But, they are going to be taking a hard look at everyone who was being blackmailed by George. Those people are the ones with the obvious motive,” I said. I paused, looking at Eileen carefully to gauge her reaction. “That includes you.”
“Me?” Eileen seemed genuinely shocked at the suggestion. “I had nothing to do with George’s death. Yes, I wanted him to stop threatening me, but I didn’t want this.” She continued to cry and wipe her eyes. She shook her head. “You know, it’s crazy: I love my husband and I hated what George was trying to do to me. And I know I was not the only woman he was sleeping with. But, I kind of loved George too. I can’t believe he’s dead!”
Eileen closed her eyes and lowered her head. Eileen’s crying degenerated into sobs, low gut-wrenching half-moans that shook her shoulders and touched my heart. I had seen a lot of people grieve over the years. Too many. Eileen’s grief appeared genuine. Perhaps it was genuine even if she had been involved in George’s murder, though. The ability to kill did not preclude the ability to grieve over the killed. People were complicated creatures.
I waited a while for Eileen to get herself together. I felt like a voyeur to her sorrow. There were many things I loved about being a Hero and a detective. This was not one of them.
After a while Eileen composed herself. She was a mess. Her make-up was running and her eyes were red. 
“I have to ask this,” I said. “Because, if I don’t, the police will. Did you have anything to do with George’s death?”
Eileen looked shocked.
“Of course not!” she said. “Do they think I did?”
I shook my head.
“Right now, the police have no idea you are connected to this thing. I refused to tell them. Also, the evidence I told you about I found in George’s apartment is gone, presumably taken by his killer. But, the lead detective on this thing is smart and dogged. I have little doubt that eventually he’ll tie you to this,” I said. “Where were you last night when George was shot?”
“I was giving a speech to a group of university donors,” she said. “The event started at 6:30 p.m., and I did not wind up getting out of there until almost midnight. Literally hundreds of people saw me there.”
If that was true, Eileen could not have shot George.
“What about your husband?” I asked.
“Paul? He didn’t know anything about me and George. I haven’t told him. He couldn’t have shot George,” Eileen said.
“It wouldn’t be the first time a husband was aware of something the wife didn’t know about,” I said. “So, where was he last night?”
“Paul came with me to the event last night. He was my date. We drove over and left there together,” she said.
We both fell silent for bit. I would check into Eileen story. If I had to put money on it, though, I would bet she was telling the truth. I would not go so far as to say Eileen was not capable of killing someone. I had learned over the years that people are capable of doing almost anything under the right circumstances. But, my gut was telling me Eileen had not done this.
After a short time, Eileen spoke again.
“So is your involvement in this over?” she asked.
I shrugged.
“You hired me to keep George from blackmailing you. Since George is dead, there does not seem to be anything more for me to do,” I said.
“Do you think the police will find his killer?”
I shrugged again. It seemed to be all I was good for lately.
“Like I said, the detective in charge of the investigation is good at what he does. But, almost a third of murders go unsolved,” I said.
Eileen nodded thoughtfully. She had shoved her shock and grief temporarily to the side. Now she was a calm executive assessing a situation.
“And what are the chances of my name coming up in the course of the police’s investigation of George’s murder?” she asked.
“The chances of them getting your name from me are zero,” I said. “But, unless Detective Pearson and his men make an arrest soon, they will poke around in George’s life looking for leads. Eventually they’ll talk to somebody who saw you two together. It might take a while, but it will happen.”
“That is kind of what I thought,” Eileen said. “So, it is in my best interest to see George’s killer’s found as soon as possible. Plus, I did care for him. Even though he was trying to extort money from me, I feel like I owe it to him to help find his killer. If I continue to pay you, will you stay on to help catch the killer?”
I thought of the two men who had tried to scare me into staying away from George. I did not like being told what to do. Besides, I did not want anyone to think I could be scared off of something. It was bad for business. More importantly, it was bad for my own self-regard.
I also thought of George and how much I had liked him. I thought about how I did not like to walk away from an unresolved situation. Finally, I thought about how, had Eileen not offered to pay me to find George’s killer, I would have done it for free.
“Sure,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 14
I checked out Eileen’s story. She had been telling me the truth. She and her husband had been at an event with hundreds of people the night George had been shot. Talking to each and every one of the people in attendance would have been impossible, not to mention overkill. But, I did speak to enough of them to verify Eileen and Paul had been at the event the entire time. Unless Eileen had hired someone to do the dirty work for her, she was not involved with George’s death.
So, I needed to look for George’s killer elsewhere. I decided to start with David Hoff, the guy who owned the car Laurel and Hardy had driven to my office the day they unsuccessfully tried to scare me away from George.
I already had Hoff’s address, so I did not have to use my almost supernatural detection skills to locate him. I drove to his address early one afternoon. It was located on the outskirts of the city in an industrial area full of warehouses and small factories.
I pulled into an unpaved parking lot at the address. In front of me was a trailer sitting on blocks in the middle of a small field. Construction equipment was scattered through the field. A tall chain-link fence with razor wire on the top of it surrounded the field. A sign read Hoff Contracting, Inc. with the address I had gotten through running Laurel and Hardy’s license plate printed on the bottom. My keenly honed detective abilities told me I was in the right place.
I got out of my car. There was a small gate built into the fence. I opened it and went inside. I walked to the trailer in the middle of the field. I stretched out my awareness. My powers told me there was only one person inside.
I knocked on the trailer door.
“It’s open,” came a man’s gruff voice.
I opened the door and stepped up the makeshift steps into the trailer. The interior of the trailer was all one big room. Ahead of me and slightly to the right was a cheap looking wooden desk with three folding chairs in front of it. Behind the desk sat a man who looked like an extra in a Mafia movie. He was big and bulky, like a bear. His head looked like a big block of softened butter. He had a florid face with a red nose. The broken capillaries in his nose were a sure sign of years of over-drinking. He had greasy black hair that was slightly balding on the top.
The man peered at me suspiciously.
“What do you want?” he said. What a rude welcome. For all he knew, I was a potential customer for his company. Customer service was a dying art.
“Are you David Hoff?” I asked.
“Who wants to know?” he said. I took that as a yes.
“My name is Truman Lord,” I said. “Two men who I suspect work for you drove to my office in a car registered to you and tried to scare me. They were unsuccessful. I’m here to ask why you sent them to me.”
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” the man said. “I never heard of Truman Lord and I didn’t send men to do anything to anybody.” His lips said he didn’t know who I was, but his eyes said he did. They had widened slightly in recognition when I said my name.
His eyes were not the only thing that moved. His right arm was moving slightly. He was trying to stealthily open the top right drawer of the desk.
I stepped forward quickly. In an instant I was behind the desk to the man’s right. With my left hand, I grabbed the back of the man’s neck. I pushed him forward, slamming his head against the desk. At the same time, I shoved my hip against the partially opened desk drawer. It hurt my hip to do so, but it hurt the man’s hand worse as his hand was halfway inside of the drawer.  The drawer slammed shut on his hand. The man howled in pain. I wasn’t sure what had hurt him more, having his hand caught in the desk or having his head slammed on top of the desk. I did not care. What I cared about was not getting shot. I suspected the man had been reaching for a gun in that drawer.
The man struggled to stand as I continued to hold his head down and to keep his hand wedged in the partially closed desk drawer. Still holding his neck down, I took a step back to give myself room. Before the man could free his hand, I punched him with my right fist. Though I was at the wrong angle to put my full weight into it, it was still a hard jab to his lower ribcage. I was aiming for a liver shot to temporarily incapacitate him.
My aim was true. The man let out a wet groan that sounded like air escaping from a slashed tire. Though he was still struggling weakly, he was no longer trying to get to his feet.
Still holding the back of the man’s head, I grabbed his right wrist and pulled his hand free from the drawer. I then opened the drawer and glanced inside. As I guessed, a gun was there. I grabbed it. I flicked on the safety with my free hand and slipped the gun into my pocket.
I grabbed the man’s right arm and twisted it up behind his back while I continued to hold his neck down. He howled again and squirmed weakly in my grasp.
“Were you raised in a zoo? Where in the world did you learn manners?” I asked. “I come in to ask a few simple questions, and you try to pull a gun on me. What is the world coming to?” The man simply groaned in pain again and did not answer. I did not mind. It was a rhetorical question anyway.
“Let’s start over,” I said. “Are you David Hoff?” It was no rhetorical question this time. The man still did not respond, though. His face was turned to the side. His lips opened and closed like that of a fish out of water. I increased the upward pressure on his right arm a bit. I lifted his head up by his neck some, and then slammed his head back down on the top of the desk with a loud thump. The man cried out again.
“I can do this all day,” I said. “Are you David Hoff?”
The man nodded his head. His free left arm was reaching back and weakly clutching at my clothes. Both my own gun and the one I had confiscated from the man were on the right side of my body, so his left hand did not concern me overly.
“Did you send two men to my office a few days ago?” I asked. 
The man nodded yes again.
“Why?” I demanded.
This time the man shook his head in silent refusal. I thumped his head against the desk again. He still shook his head.
What was an inquisitive detective with unanswered questions to do? I had twisted David’s arm as hard as I dared without risking breaking it. Also, I was worried if I kept slamming his head against the desk, I would seriously hurt him. That was the problem with doing what I did while still following the rules that I did: unless my life or that of another was in danger, I tried to avoid seriously hurting people. Yet, I still wanted people to think I was capable of seriously hurting them. If they did not, they would never tell me anything. The threat of violence was a potent weapon.
Still holding the man, I glanced around the trailer, looking for something to help me force David to talk. To the left of us against the back wall was a countertop. A tiny refrigerator was on the floor. Above it was a sink and a faucet. The sink was full of stale, filthy water and a few dishes. My powers had made me vaguely aware of the water when I entered the trailer, but I had been too busy making sure I did not get shot to be fully conscious of it before.
I triggered my powers, increasing the temperature of the standing water in the sink. Within seconds, the water was boiling.
I dragged David to his feet. He was a big man, but I was much stronger than he. I did not work out as much as I did for show. Plus, I had leverage over David and he was still reeling from my punch to his liver and the blows to his head.
I wrestled David over to the sink. I bent him over it and started to lower his head towards the boiling water. David’s struggling in my grasp intensified.
“I’m going to ask you again,” I said as I held David’s head over the boiling water. The steam hitting his face must have hurt like hell. “If you don’t answer this time, I’m going to boil your head like it’s a lobster. Why did you send your men to my office?”
“George Chase,” David gasped. “Someone hired me to get you off his back.”
“Did you have anything to do with George’s murder?” I asked.
The man stopped struggling in my arms for a moment.
“Chase is dead?” David said. He sounded genuinely surprised. “I had nothing to do with that!”
David sounded like he was telling me the truth, but I made it a point to never take the word of someone who tried to pull a gun on me at face value.
“Who hired you?” I asked.
“I can’t tell you,” the man gasped. “Let me up. You’re burning my face!”
I sighed. I pushed David’s face further towards the roiling surface of the water. He screamed.
“I can’t tell you!” he cried again. “She’ll kill me!”
“I would worry more about me if I were you,” I said. “Give me the name.”
“I can’t! She’ll kill me!” he said. He repeated it over and over like it was a mantra. Whoever “she” was, David was more afraid of her than he was of me sticking his head into boiling water. That had been true of me with my mother back when she was still living, but somehow I did not think David was talking about her.
Short of actually dunking David’s head into the water, it was clear he was not going to give up the name of the woman. I stopped using my powers on the water. It was like removing a boiling pot from a stove. The water immediately stopped boiling, though it was still hot. I let go of David and took a few quick steps back in case David was inclined to try something. David slumped against the counter. He turned partially towards me. His face was redder than usual due to exertion, fear, and steam.
I looked David in the eye.
“If you or your men ever come after me again, I’ll be back. If I find out you’ve lied to me, I’ll be back. And the next time, I won’t just give you a steam bath,” I said.
David panted as he leaned against the counter. He nodded his head weakly. The fight was gone out of him. Even so, I did not turn my back to him as I stepped back towards the door. Turning your back on an opponent was a good way to get shot or stabbed. I opened the door while still keeping an eye on David. Though David was a big man, he now seemed small. It was as if he had shrunk in on himself. 
“Will you at least give me my gun back?” David said. He sounded a bit like a kid asking for his stolen lunch money back. I admired his chutzpah if not his good sense.
“No,” I said.
I left. Unlike David’s men when they had left my office, I closed the door behind me. My parents had raised me right. I had manners.
 



CHAPTER 15
I called Detective Pearson on my cell on the drive back to my office from David’s.
“I have a present for you,” I said to him once he picked up the phone.
“Oh joy. Lemme guess—you’re retiring from the detective business,” he said.
“I can’t retire. If I did, who would catch all the criminals?” I said. “If you’re at the station, I’ll swing by in a few minutes.”
“I’m out and about right now. I’m conducting a poll of city residents as to whether they find you funny. So far the results are not looking good for you,” he said. “I’m not too far from your office. I can be there in around an hour.”
We hung up. I drove back to the office uneventfully. No one tried to pull a gun on me on the way there. Perhaps I had used up my quota for the day.
When I got into my office, I put David’s gun into one of my desk drawers. It was a Glock 9mm pistol. I flipped through the mail that had been left in my mailbox downstairs. It was all bills. Didn’t those people realize I was out striking blows against the wicked? Who had the time to pay the water bill? On second thought, the water bill was pretty important for someone with my powers.
I wrote checks for the bills at my desk. While I did so, part of my mind mulled over the question of who the woman was who had hired David to sic his men on me. Since I had no other information to go on, I had no answer to that question. On the plus side, the pool of people who were out to get me had been narrowed somewhat by my conversation with David: I had gone from everyone being out to get me to only the female half of everyone being out to get me. That was progress of a sort.
There was a knock on my office door. Glenn entered. He was wearing a rumpled, cheap brown suit and a black tie. I suspected he bought his suits pre-rumpled. Glenn was carrying a box.
“I brought doughnuts,” he said. He put the box down on my desk. I opened it. I eyed the doughnuts critically.
“There any jelly filled in here? Those are my favorites,” I said.
“No. I hate jelly filled,” Glenn said.
“Who hates jelly filled doughnuts?” I asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s unpatriotic. Are you a terrorist?”
Glenn took a bite of a doughnut.
“Who looks a gift horse in the mouth?” he asked. “I’m pretty sure that’s rude.”
“You make a good point. I am anything but rude,” I said, thinking of my earlier encounter with David. I had, after all, shown good etiquette by closing his door on the way out.
I tried to avoid making a face as I picked out of the box a doughnut with red sprinkles on it. I took a sample bite. Not bad. It was no jelly filled doughnut, but not bad. Maybe doughnuts were like sexual encounters: even the bad ones were still pretty good.
“Speaking of not rude, I displayed my good manners today,” I said. I filled Glenn in on what had happened at David’s. I left out the part where I threatened to stick David’s head into boiling water. Police frowned on assault, even in the furtherance of a good cause.
Glenn watched me closely with his bulging eyes as I recounted the tale.
“Why do I get the feeling you left out of that story almost as much as you’re telling me?” he said once I had finished.
“I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Perhaps all these years on the force have made you cynical.”
“I rather think it’s all these years on the force having people lie to me. There’s an old cop joke: How can you tell when a suspect is lying? His lips are moving.”
“I’ve heard the same joke told by women about men, by men about women, and by everybody about lawyers,” I said.
“I guess everyone is a cynic, and not just cops,” Glenn said. “I still think you are leaving some stuff out about your encounter with David. That’s not me being cynical, that’s me knowing both you and David Hoff. David wouldn’t tell his own mother she was on fire unless there was something in it for him.”
Glenn took another bite of his doughnut. His movements were precise and exact. It was as if he had planned out exactly how he was going to eat the doughnut beforehand and he was following that plan of action to the letter. It was one of the reasons Glenn was such a good cop: not only did he remember everything, he planned for every contingency, every eventuality. Plus, he handled a gun like he was the Sundance Kid. His odd appearance belied how good he was. Criminals had made the mistake of underestimating him before, and would no doubt do so again. Not me, though. I knew how good he was. He might have been as good as I, and he did not even have superpowers. If I were not such an intrepid, fearless crime-fighter, Glenn might have scared me a little.
“‘She’ll kill me,’ you say David said?” Glenn asked. I nodded. Glenn looked thoughtful.
“I wonder who he could have been talking about. If David knew what the word meant, he’d probably describe himself as a misogynist. He hates women; he’s known for it. Probably has Mommy issues. If a woman has David so scared he won’t talk, that woman is bad news,” Glenn said.
“Beats the heck out me who he could have been talking about,” I said. “I was hoping you would know. After all, I’m just a lowly private detective and you’re an all-knowing, all-seeing homicide detective.” 
“And don’t you forget it,” Glenn said. “So, do you think David had anything to do with Mr. Chase’s murder?”
“You never can be too sure, but David says no. I believe him,” I said.
“What makes you think so?” Glenn asked. The corner of his mouth twitched. “Hero’s intuition?”
“If I were a woman, I’d combine my woman’s intuition with Hero’s intuition. I’d never have to leave the office. I would just sit here and intuit the solution to crimes,” I said. “But, until I lose my head and get a sex change—”
“Thereby losing more than just your head,” Glenn interjected. The corner of his mouth twitched again. First the doughnuts, then two mouth twitches in one day. Glenn was positively gleeful today. He must have shot some criminals.
“As I was saying before I was rudely interrupted, until I can rely on just intuition to solve cases, I have to rely on legwork. My legwork with David today turned up something,” I said, reaching for the drawer I had put David’s gun in. Glen suddenly looked especially alert. I stopped reaching, remembering who I was speaking to. Glenn was a cop, and though I liked him, he would be the first to say we were not friends. More like friendly associates. I did not want to trigger his Sundance Kid impulses by pulling a gun out without warning. Giving him an excuse to shoot me would put the cherry on top of what was already apparently a banner day for Glenn.
“I’m reaching into my drawer to pull out a gun I took off of David,” I said. Then I continued my reaching for the drawer, opened it, and took out David’s gun. I held it by the butt with only my thumb and forefinger. I put it on top of my desk. Glenn pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and used it to carefully pick up the gun. He examined it.
“It’s a nine millimeter,” he said. “The medical examiner tells me Mr. Chase was shot with a .45 between eight and eleven at night.”
“So, this was not the gun used to shoot George,” I said.
Glenn’s mouth twitched again.
“Wow, that’s an impressive conclusion,” he said. “It really is a privilege to watch a professional detective’s mind at work.”
If I were not a licensed Hero, I might have pulled my own gun out and shot Glenn at that moment.
“This gun might have been used in other crimes, though. You never know with David. Though he’s small fry, he’s ambitious and he and his men get around,” Glenn said. He pulled out a clear plastic bag, put the gun in it, and put it in his pocket. “I’ll have its ballistics compared to those from unsolved gun cases. Only problem is, if it is linked to a crime, I’m not sure it will do us any good. I’m no lawyer—thank God—but I’m not sure of the legality of how you obtained the gun from David. Fruit of the poisonous tree, I think they call it.”
“Maybe I should have left the gun with David, let him shoot me with it, and then you could have sauntered in, arrested him and confiscated the gun all nice and legal like,” I said.
“Next time, you do that,” Glenn said. He had finished his doughnut, and was working on a second in his systematic way. He looked at me with those eyes that missed nothing. “Your mysterious client got anything to do with George’s death?”
Aha, I thought. And now we have the real reason why Glenn wanted to see me. He wanted to ask me this question and look at my face when I heard it.
I shook my head.
“She has an ironclad alibi. Her husband too. Unless they hired someone to off George, neither of them had anything to do with it,” I said.
“She keeping you on to look into George’s death?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
“You find out anything yet I should know about?”
“Other than what I already told you about David, no,” I said. “You?”
“No,” he said.
I looked at him.
“This is not the most fruitful meeting I’ve ever had then,” I said.
“Hey,” he said in protest, “you got some free doughnuts.”
“You’re right. I stand corrected,” I said.
 



CHAPTER 16
Visiting David Hoff had not given me any clear leads on who had shot George. The only clue I had gotten from the visit was that a woman was involved somehow. “She’ll kill me,” David had said. Perhaps David had been referring to one of the women George had slept with. Since George had slept with more women than Genghis Khan, I was not sure how much the clue was helpful. If the woman David had been referring to was not in fact one of George’s paramours, the pool of people I should be investigating was the entire female population of the world. Though it was a life goal of mine to see as many women as possible before I died, taking a hard look at all the women of the world as murder suspects was not the kind of hard looking I originally had in mind.
Thinking David could have been referring to any of the women in the world was not helpful from an investigatory standpoint. But, assuming he was talking about one of George’s paramours was in that it limited the scope of my inquiry quite a bit. If I could figure out the woman David had been talking about, perhaps she would lead me to who had shot George. Heck, maybe it was she who had shot George. Who had a greater motive to kill George than someone who was being blackmailed by him?
I decided to start with the woman I had observed with George when I first started to tail him, namely the well-preserved Claire Morganthal. I called her up and made an appointment to go see her at her house.
Finding Mrs. Morganthal’s house was not, of course, an issue as I had already been there before. The Morganthal mansion was everything I remembered, and even more impressive viewed close up. As I rang the bell on the front door, I thought about the fact that perhaps I was in the wrong line of work. No one ever got to buy a mansion like this with the money a solo private investigator brought in. Maybe I should have tried something more lucrative, like being a drug dealer or serving in the U.S. Congress. I shook my head at myself at the thought of it as I waited for the door to open. I had way too much self-respect and dignity to do one of those jobs. So, becoming a drug dealer it was.
Mrs. Morganthal opened the door. The curves of her body were as improbable as I remembered. We introduced ourselves to each other. I followed her into the home’s living room. As I did so, I alternated between checking out the house and checking out Mrs. Morganthal’s lush body. Instead of dealing drugs to make a fortune, maybe I could have just done what Mrs. Morganthal did and marry into money. If I were to totally follow in her footsteps, I would have to get breast implants like her, though.
For, Mrs. Morganthal’s impressive measurements were clearly augmented. What had been evident in George’s naked pictures was even clearer once I was seated across from Mrs. Morganthal in her living room. Mother Nature did not construct women who looked like her without human assistance.
Mrs. Morganthal’s tight but expensive shirt was cut low enough to display cavernous cleavage. Her nipples and areolae were covered by the shirt, but just barely. I would have thought a blouse that cost as much as hers clearly did would have included a bit more fabric. She was also wearing tight jeans and heels so high I was not sure how she walked without toppling over in them. But, with shoes like that, walking was not the point. Being sexy was.
From her shoes to her improbable bust, from her impractically long red painted fingernails to her dyed blonde hair, everything about Claire was designed to highlight, accentuate, and exaggerate her femininity. She turned that femininity on me with a brazenness that was disconcerting. I felt like she was auditioning me to be her new George. So much for mourning the dead.
“Well you certainly are a big one, aren’t you?” she said. I was seated on the sofa. She was in a chair she had pulled so close to me, our knees almost touched. “Are you big everywhere?” Not that I needed a hint, but the light touch of her hand on my knee made her meaning clear.
I was uncomfortable. For someone who once dived into raw sewage to save someone without a moment’s hesitation, that was saying something.
“Mrs. Morganthal—”
“Please, call me Claire,” she said. Her hand was still resting on my knee. I resisted the impulse to shoot her. I was not opposed to older women. But, despite Claire’s obvious physical charms, there was something about her that was plastic and fake. And, I did not mean her enormous fake breasts. She was trying so hard to be sexy and alluring despite her age that she was almost a caricature. It was off-putting. I wondered what she was like under all that makeup, surgery, and her cougar persona.
I smiled at her despite my discomfort. I was Truman the Tirelessly Patient.
“Claire. I want to talk to you about George Chase’s death,” I said.
“I know. You said so on the phone. I saw reports of George’s death on the news. What a terrible tragedy. He seemed like such a nice man,” she said.
“Here’s the thing, Claire. Before George died, I followed him for a while. One of the places I followed him to is here. I know you were having a relationship with him,” I said.
Claire took her hand off of my knee.
“You followed us?” she said. The sex kitten act dropped for a moment and I got a glimpse of what laid behind it. Despite all the nips and tucks, Claire suddenly seemed her age.
I raised a hand placatingly.
“I’m not interested in your sex life or in telling your husband about it,” I said. “It’s your life and your business. I’m just talking to George’s acquaintances to see if I can get some clue as to who might have shot him.”
Claire visibly relaxed.
“I have no idea who shot George,” Claire said. “It certainly was not me. I liked George. He was fun.” The way she said the word “fun” made me think she did not find George to be so because of the way he told a good joke.
“Where were you the night George was shot?” I asked.
“I was at a charity function. I got there around 7 p.m., and did not leave until around midnight. My husband couldn’t go with me, so unfortunately I had to go to it alone,” she said. Claire leaned forward a bit, and I saw even more of her chest than before. I had not thought that was possible without her stripping naked. “I do so hate being alone,” Claire said with a slight coquettish smile. The sex kitten mask was back on.
I plowed ahead. I was Truman the Tenacious.
“And, where was your husband?”
“Edgar had to working late, which is not unusual,” she said. 
“When did your husband get home?”
“Late. His company is launching a new drug, so he’s been working crazy hours the past few weeks. Around 2 a.m., maybe? Him coming into the house and disabling our alarm woke me up, but I didn’t look at the clock or anything. It could have been earlier or later.”
“How did you meet George?” I asked.
“I met him at Zenith Fitness. I was working out there one morning, and he approached me and struck up a conversation,” Claire said. She smiled slightly. “We were in bed together less than two hours later.”
“You sound proud of that,” I said. I was just trying to keep her talking. If you make people comfortable and keep them talking, they will tell you all kinds of useful things, often without even meaning to.
“I am proud of it. Do you have any idea of how old I am?” she asked.
I knew she was 56-years-old because I had done my research. But, it did not seem diplomatic to say it, especially since Claire obviously put a lot of energy and money into not looking her age.
I looked at her, pretending to assess her age.
“I’m guessing you’re somewhere in your late thirties, early forties,” I said.
Claire positively beamed at my response.
“Aren’t you a doll!” she said. “I am, in fact, in my fifties. Though I do look good for my age, note the qualifier—for my age. I’m no fool: I look nowhere near as good as I did when I was younger. Though I fight like hell to fight the effects of aging, you can only slow down Father Time’s advance. You can’t stop him entirely.
“Despite my age, I still have a very high sex drive. In fact, it might be higher now than ever before. I’m not being satisfied in the bedroom by Edgar. We are more like friends and roommates these days than husband and wife. Don’t get me wrong, I still love Edgar and he makes enough money to allow us to live the way we do and so I don’t have to work,” she said. She smiled lecherously at me. “But, a girl’s got needs. I’ve taken lovers from time to time. Hell, Edgar might have even known about some of them. He’s not stupid. But, we’re at the point where he lives his life and I live mine, and our lives really only intersect when we need to go out socially to parties, charity events, that sort of thing.”
“Does Edgar know about George specifically?” I asked.
“No. At least I don’t think so. But, Edgar is aware of little these days except developing new drugs and making more money. Edgar and I don’t have kids. Edgar sees his company as his legacy, the thing the world will remember him by. He has little time or interest in anything else,” she said.
“Including you?” I said, guessing.
Claire smiled. “Including me. George, on the other hand, was different. He was very interested in me. Well, I should say me and my body. He made me feel sexy and alive, more so than I have in years. He was charming, handsome, hung, and very attentive to my needs. George made me feel like a teenager again. When I was with him, the rest of the world dropped away. Nothing and no one else matter. It was just us and our bodies,” she said. She sighed. “I’m really going to miss George. I hope you find who shot him.”
“Did George ever try to blackmail you?” I asked.
Claire’s brow furrowed. It was a real accomplishment in light of how much cosmetic work she had done to smooth the lines in her face.
“Blackmail me? What do you mean?” she asked.
Interesting. I knew Claire had made payments to George based on his notebook. She had made regular payments to him for almost a year. Then, they had stopped, only to be resumed about a month before George was killed. I wondered why Claire was being coy.
“There is some evidence George made his money by blackmailing women he slept with,” I said. “Are you saying George did not try to blackmail you?”
Claire looked at me intently. Then she sighed.
“Yes, George was blackmailing me,” she said. “I didn’t know anyone else knew about that. How do you know?”
I smiled.
“I’m a professional investigator,” I said. “Finding out things is what I do.”
“Does anyone else know?” she asked. To the degree it could show up on her plastic face, concern etched her face. “I wouldn’t want my husband to find out.”
I shook my head.
“As far as I’m aware, no one else knows of your relationship with George,” I said. Claire looked visibly relieved.
“My investigation has revealed you paid George for a time, stopped, and then resumed paying him a short while ago,” I said. “Why is that?”
Claire looked vaguely startled.
“Well, you certainly are thorough, aren’t you?” she said. Then, she took a deep breath and sighed heavily, which made her shirt stretch out like a balloon about to pop. I admired the tensile strength of her shirt’s fabric.
“Like I said, George was fun. I was initially upset and hurt when he first broached the subject of me paying him. But, my husband and I have plenty of money and I didn’t want Edgar to find out about me sleeping with George, so I went ahead and started paying him. I figured if I was going to pay him, I might as well get something out of it, so I continued to sleep with him,” she said. “After a while, I got sick of paying George off, so I stopped seeing him and paying him.”
“And how did George react to that?” I asked.
Claire shrugged. If she kept moving around like that, her breasts were going to put one of my eyes out.
“I had already paid him a bunch of money at that point, so we parted ways amiably,” she said. “About a month or so before he died, he called me again. Said he missed me. I missed him, too. Especially a certain part of him.” Claire said the last bit with a naughty smirk. It was not hard to figure out what part she was talking about.
“So, we started up again,” Claire said. “I made him a couple of payments again, too. Again, it’s not like I was lacking for money. Why not share the wealth a little with George?”
 “Do you own a gun Claire?” I asked.
“No,” she said. She seemed a bit startled by the abrupt change of subject, and her sex kitten mask dropped away for a moment. That had been my intention. I wanted to see how she reacted to the question without me leading up to it.
“What about Edgar, does he have a gun?”
Claire shook her head no.
“He doesn’t have a gun either. Neither of us believes in guns. Guns are dangerous,” she said.
“Guns aren’t dangerous. People are dangerous,” I said.
“Do you have a gun Truman?” she asked.
I nodded.
She smiled. It contained the hint of a leer.
“Is it a big gun?” she asked.
I knew we weren’t talking about guns anymore. Claire’s startle was gone, and the sex kitten was back with a vengeance. With the way she changed emotions on a dime, I was beginning to wonder if Claire was schizophrenic.
“It’s not the size of the gun that matters,” I said. “It is the skill of the person who’s using it.”
“I bet you really know how to use yours,” she said.
How does one respond to that? So, I didn’t. I instead changed the subject and asked Claire some more questions. But, I did not learn anything more I thought was useful. I got up to leave.
Claire walked me to the front door. When we got there, Claire looked me up and down. I felt like a canary being surveyed by a cat. If it had not been beneath my dignity as a Hero to run, I would have done so.
“Are you married, Truman?” Claire asked.
“Yes,” I said, lying.
“Happily?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Do you cheat?” she asked. Claire was nothing if not direct.
“No,” I said.
Claire smiled at me. It was the smile of a predator.
“That’s a shame,” she said.
 



CHAPTER 17
I looked into Claire Morganthal’s alibi. It checked out. She had been at the charity event she said she had been at when she said she was there. Several people saw her there. I had no reason to believe her husband Edgar had anything to do with George’s death, but in the interest of being thorough, I checked into him as well. As Claire reported, he had been at work when George died.
I moved on to looking into other of George’s lovers. My next appointment with one of them was with Theresa Whitworth. Her name was the last one entered in the notebook I had photographed at George’s. I was tempted to call it a book of shame, but George had not been the slightest bit ashamed of what he did. If Claire Morganthal was any indication, the women were not ashamed either.
I found out how wrong I was when I interviewed Mrs. Whitworth in her palatial home. She and her husband James had an estate right outside of Astor City. I was rapidly learning it paid to marry an older, wealthy man. If I ever got tired of detecting and of women, perhaps I would try being a sugar baby to an older gentleman myself.
“I can’t believe I let myself get involved with George and that he’s dead,” Mrs. Whitworth said as tears streamed down her face. “What would James say if he found out?”
Theresa was in her late 20s, brunette, petite, and athletic looking. Theresa’s slightly longer than shoulder length hair was pulled back into a pony-tail. She looked like someone who might have been on a cheerleading squad not too many years ago. She had a pretty, almost elfin, face that looked slightly vacant when at rest. I got the feeling her mind was largely vacant, too. The home we sat in together was a testament to how far you could go in life if you leveraged your tight body and pretty face to marry well.
Theresa was sitting on the sofa in the living room. I was sitting in a leather armchair across from her. From the heavy and stylish furniture we sat on to the fresh exotic flowers that were spread about the room, everything in the room screamed “money.” I included Theresa in that. Though she was casually dressed as she was about to go to the gym, her workout outfit looked like it cost more than my car.
Theresa’s husband James was at work, which was why she agreed to see me when she did as she wanted to keep her relationship with George a secret. Theresa had initially been reluctant to talk to me. But, I had threatened to expose her relationship with George to her husband, and Theresa had been more forthcoming since then.
James was a partner at one of the major law firms in Astor City. There were pictures of him and Theresa together scattered throughout the living room. James looked to be in his sixties or maybe very early seventies. Theresa was James’ third wife. Based on the pictures of James’ children with his first two wives I also saw in the living room, some of James’ kids were older than Theresa. Apparently, each new Mrs. Whitworth was younger than the preceding one. If James and Theresa ever divorced, the fourth Mrs. Whitworth might be an infant.
“How long were you and George involved?” I asked.
Theresa wiped her eyes with a tissue.
“I first met him at Zenith Fitness nine months ago. George seemed like such a nice man, and we would chat whenever we’d say hello to each other at the gym. George was so cute and young. I love my husband, but he’s much older than I,” she said with a half-shrug. The shrug all but said, “You know how it is.” I did. I was discovering the seriousness with which people took their marital vows was not what it once was. Perhaps it never had been.
Theresa wiped her nose. There was a certain affectation to her crying, as if she was always constantly aware of how she looked.
“George and I started seeing each other maybe a month after we first met,” she said.
“And when did George first demand money from you?”
“A few weeks after we were first together. At first I thought he was kidding,” she said. “Then he showed me video of us together. I guess George was a Meta, and he used his powers to record the two of us together.” She said the word “Meta” in a hushed tone like it was dirty word, as though if she said it too loudly, the Devil himself would appear. I wondered how she would react if I made all the water in the flower vases around us start to boil. Cross herself and call an exorcist, maybe. Theresa was young, and seemed younger. I suspected she did not have much experience dealing with Metahumans.
“If George had shown that video to my husband, James would have divorced me for sure. I love James and the life we have together. I couldn’t let that happen,” she said. I wondered what Theresa would miss more: her husband, or the lifestyle his money afforded her. Maybe Glenn’s cynicism was rubbing off on me.
“How much money did you pay George?” I already knew from George’s records, but it was good to test a suspect from time to time to see if she would tell you the truth.
“All together, about fifty thousand dollars,” she said. That matched the numbers from George’s records. If I had not already known the figure, I might have whistled. Sleeping with a pretty woman and getting paid for it was evidently nice work if you could get it.
“When is the last time you saw George?” I asked. Theresa blushed, looking even younger than her years.
“A few days before he was shot,” she said. “We slept together then. Even after I started paying him, George and I never stopped sleeping together.” I guess my surprise must have registered on my face as Theresa looked a bit defensive. “I was going to have to pay him anyway,” she said in a rush of words. “I might as well have continued to get something out of the deal. Plus, uh, George was really good in bed.” Theresa’s blush deepened. “If anything, the fact George was taking money from me made our time together hotter. The tension really spiced things up between the two of us.”
I was starting to wonder if George’s sizeable penis had superpowers as well. Perhaps the ability to hypnotize women. George had extorted money from both Claire Morganthal and Theresa, and yet both had continued to sleep with him.
“Did you have anything to do with George’s shooting?” I asked. I watched Theresa’s reaction to the question closely.
“Of course not!” she said. Her wounded indignation seemed genuine, but who the hell knew for sure. I was so used to getting lied to I was starting to think everyone was lying. I wondered if that was why voters distrusted politicians.
Theresa told me she had been at a dinner party with her husband at the home of one of his law partners when George was shot. Theresa made me swear to be discreet before she gave me the partner’s name and telephone number. Theresa also told me neither she nor her husband owned a gun.
“Do you know who might be involved with George’s shooting?” I asked.
Theresa shook her head. Her ponytail looked like a horse tail swatting away flies.
“It was probably one of those sluts George was sleeping with,” she said. “George told me about them. He liked me, and he would talk to me about his life. Some of the women he slept with were real pieces of work. If you’re willing to sleep around on your husband, what else are you capable of?”
The irony of her statement seemed to be lost on her.
 



CHAPTER 18
Drowning in breasts was not nearly as fun as you would think. Whether it was water or breast tissue, if it meant you could not breathe, you were just as dead either way.
Claire Morganthal’s breasts were getting bigger and bigger, expanding on her chest like dough containing too much yeast. They enveloped me, trapping me between the two of them. They wedged me up against the wall of the room. They pushed against my face, smothering me. I was having difficulty breathing. I struggled to get my gun out of its holster, thinking I would shoot her breasts and pop them like balloons. But, the pressure of her ever-expanding breast tissue was too great. I could barely move, much less draw my weapon. Claire’s maniacal laughter filled my ears.
“Oh, now you want to pull your gun out,” she said, cackling. She laughed and laughed and laughed while I vainly struggled between her cleavage. Suddenly, her laugh started to sound like a telephone ringing.
I think it was the ringing that did it. I snapped awake. I was in bed at home. My bed linens were twisted around me, making it hard for me to move. I pushed my bedsheet out of my mouth with my tongue. Claire’s appearance clearly had made a real impression on my subconscious.
Some superhero you are, Truman, I thought as I struggled to free myself from the confines of the sheets. The next supervillain you fight should bring some bed linens with him.
My cell phone was on the nightstand. It was still ringing. I finally managed to free my arm. I answered the phone.
“Truman, this is Glenn,” came the voice of Detective Pearson.
“John Glenn?” I said. “I’m a huge fan, Senator. But, I thought you were dead.”
“Stop screwing around Truman,” Glenn snarled. “This is serious. David Hoff is dead.”
“Where are you?” I asked.
“At Mr. Hoff’s office,” he said.
“I’ll be there in an hour,” I said.
I got up and glanced at the clock. It was shortly after 2 a.m. the day after I had spoken to Theresa Whitworth. I hastily got dressed.
Due to its size, Astor City never really completely slept. But, the traffic was much lighter in the wee hours of the morning than usually. I broke the speed limit and ran a few red lights driving to David’s trailer office. I got there in well under an hour.
The area around David’s office trailer was lit up with the flashing blue lights of cop cars. I have always thought a crime scene in the middle of the night looked like something out of Dante’s Inferno. I showed the cop guarding the entrance to the chain-link fence my private detective’s license and told him Detective Pearson was expecting me. The cop waved me through.
Déjà vu all over again, I thought as I made my way to David’s trailer. First George Chase, now David Hoff. I was starting to feel like the Angel of Death. If I spoke to you, you died shortly thereafter.
Glenn was inside David’s trailer. So was David. Or, what was left of David once he had shuffled off his mortal coil as Shakespeare put it. David’s body was seated behind the desk of his chair. A bullet hole was in the center of his forehead. A surprisingly small amount of coagulated blood ran from the hole down David’s forehead and down the side of his nose. There was a slight look of surprise on David’s fleshy, ash grey face. It was as if the afterlife was not as he expected it to be. Life on this side of the grave was rarely as one expected it to be either.
Glenn was standing by the desk, watching as two technicians worked on and examined David and his desk. Glenn spotted me and waved me over. He held up two thin gloves for me to put on. He had similar gloves on himself.
“I’m not going to touch anything,” I said in protest. My professional pride was slightly wounded.
“Humor me,” Glenn said. I took the gloves and put them on. 
“So, what’s the scoop?” I asked.
“Single shot to the forehead, as you can see,” Glenn said. “No exit wound. Bullet probably rattled around in Mr. Hoff’s head, scrambling his brains but good.”
Careful to not touch anything and to stay out of the technicians’ way, I got closer to David’s body to examine the bullet wound more closely.
“Looks like the kind of hole a .45 caliber bullet would make,” I concluded. “The same caliber bullet that killed George Chase.”
“That’s what it looks like to me, too,” Glenn said. “We won’t know for sure until we extract the bullet and compare it to the slugs from Mr. Chase. How much do you want to bet the bullet in Mr. Hoff here was fired from the same gun that shot Mr. Chase?”
I shook my head.
“No bet,” I said. “I talk to David about George, and then David gets shot shortly thereafter by what appears to be the same caliber bullet that killed George. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Glenn said. “Not when it comes to murders.”
“Me neither,” I said.
I looked around the office a bit. It looked the way it did when I had last seen David. Nothing appeared out of place.
“Doesn’t look like there was any kind of struggle,” I said.
Glenn nodded his head in agreement. He walked to the front of the desk.
“The perp comes in and stands right about here,” he said. He was talking to himself as much as to me as he visualized in his mind how the murder was committed. “Mr. Hoff knows him, maybe trusts him, and makes no effort to get out of his chair to flee or confront the perp. Mr. Hoff apparently replaced the gun you took off of him as there is a gun in the top right drawer of the desk. The drawer was closed when we came in, so Mr. Hoff did not try to get it out. Supports the idea that he knew and trusted the perp. The perp pulls out his gun,” Glenn said, pantomiming the action with his right hand. He pointed his index finger at Mr. Hoff’s forehead. “Boom. No more Mr. Hoff.”
“When did all this happen?” I asked.
“Based on the condition of the body, sometime late yesterday afternoon. When Mr. Hoff did not come home last night, his wife came out here to check on him. Apparently Mr. Hoff had cheated on her in the past, and she thought maybe he was out here getting his dick wet. When she found him like this, she called us,” Glenn said.
“Do you think she had anything to do with this?” I asked.
“Though the spouse is usually the first person we look at, my gut says no. Besides, she has what appears to be a rock solid alibi during the time the shooting happened. I’ve got some guys checking into it. So, unless she hired someone to do it . . .” Glenn trailed off and shook his head.
“Any prints?” I asked.
Glenn snorted.
“I could open a bloody fingerprint store with all the prints we’ve lifted from this place,” Glenn said. “We have dozens upon dozens of prints. Cleary Mr. Hoff was an indifferent housekeeper as who the hell knows the last time this place was wiped down or cleaned. In light of Mr. Hoff’s criminal activities, I’m guessing we when run the prints, a bunch of them will come back as belonging to criminal lowlifes. We’ll have so many people to look into that I’ll probably be an old man before we narrow down the suspect list.”
“So what you’re saying is you’re not hot on the heels of the murderer,” I said.
Glenn snorted again. I took that as a no.
Glenn looked at me with his bulging eyes.
“The common thread in all of this,” he said, “is you. George Chase talks to you, and then he gets shot. Mr. Hoff talks to you, and then he gets shot. Now I’m talking to you. I’m thinking of hiring a bodyguard.”
“You’ll have to settle for the second best one,” I said. “I’m already occupied working this case.”
Glenn looked back over at David’s body.
“Yeah, and you’re doing a bang-up job of it,” he said.
“Hey, I don’t see you standing here with the murderer in handcuffs,” I said.
Glenn sighed. He shook his head.
“No, you’re right. You don’t,” he said.
 



CHAPTER 19
Late one afternoon about a week and a half after David Hoff was killed, I returned to my office building after standing up for truth, justice, and the American way. Actually, that’s not true. Upholding truth, justice, and the American way was above my pay grade. I let world-renowned Heroes like the Sentinels and the other Heroes who flew around in tights worry about such things. My daily concerns were a lot more prosaic: doing the things my clients hired me to do. If truth and justice were a side effect of that, so much the better. What were truth and justice anyway? I might not recognize them if I tripped over them. I was a Hero, not a philosopher.
Unfortunately, as far as my client Eileen Rothbury was concerned, I was doing a pretty lousy job so far of doing what she was paying me to do. I still had no idea of who killed George Chase. By that point I had spoken to a slew of the women George had slept with and blackmailed. I had not even gotten to all of them yet. George had been quite prolific in his bedmates, and there were still women I needed to interview. I had also interviewed some of their husbands and the people who could attest to their alibis. The ones who had alibis, that is. I had also spoken to some of my contacts in the underworld to see if they knew anything about George’s death. I had consulted with the police. I had a bunch of facts and leads and things to follow up on. It was times like this I wished I had a staff to help me. Or, at least a young male sidekick who wore tights, exclaimed “Holy Toledo Truman!” periodically, and with whom I could have homoerotic tension.
I knew a lot, but not the thing I was most concerned about: Who had shot George Chase? I had so many details and facts from so many different people I felt like I was drowning in them. The more I learned, the less I knew. But, that was how it was in an investigation. You gathered information and facts and eventually, patterns began to emerge, and what you were looking for fitfully revealed itself. I hoped for my sake this would happen in George’s case before I was old and grey.
The frustration I was feeling almost made me put my key into my office door without consciously registering what my powers were telling me. But, before I slipped the key into the lock, I became aware of what my powers were saying: someone was in my office. No, not just a someone. Two someones.
The hand my key was in froze. I concentrated and confirmed it—there was the unmistakable water signature of two people in my office. Based on the amount of water, it was two men. One of them was on the far side of my office across from the door. The other was on the left, unhinged side of the door, leaning against the wall.
I had locked the office door as usual when I had left hours before. Without moving, I examined the door and lock. Everything looked normal. I was tempted to try the door to see if it was still locked, but I did not want to alert the men to my presence if they did not already know I was on the other side of the door.
Maybe the men were door-to-door salesmen of burglar alarms who had entered my locked office to demonstrate how easy it was to defeat a lock. Maybe they were especially pushy religious missionaries who knew how to pick locks. Maybe they were cops waiting to give me a Crimebuster of the Year award. Maybe the men were friends of mine who were surprising me for my birthday. But, my birthday was months away, and I did not have any friends stupid enough to break into my office to surprise me. Lurking in my office for the purpose of surprising me was a good way to get shot by me.
It seemed more likely the men were in my office awaiting my return with the intent to cause me harm. The fact anyone would bear me ill will showed exceedingly poor taste. Unfortunately, a lot of people had poor taste.
Or, maybe I was being paranoid. But, as I have said before, even paranoids had enemies.
Information was power. I needed to know who the men were in my office so I could act accordingly. I turned away from my door and walked back down the hallway to the flight of stairs. I went down to the ground floor and out of the front of my building. I stopped at my car and grabbed a small pair of binoculars I kept in the glove compartment. I also kept a spare gun in there, but I already had one holstered under my shoulder concealed by my jacket.
I was tempted to be a scofflaw in the interest of speed and cross to the other side of the road in the middle of the street. But, my office window directly overlooked that part of the street. If drivers blew their horns at me as I crossed the street illegally, it might draw the attention of whoever was in my office. So, like a good little law-abiding citizen, I went up to the crosswalk and waited for opposing traffic to have a red light before I crossed. As I crossed, I felt a faint itch between my shoulder blades, as if there was a bull’s-eye painted there. I knew it was just my imagination. Yet all the same I was happy to enter the building across the street from mine and to get from out in the open.
I took the stairs up to the third floor. I found the office directly across the street from mine. The name on the outer glass doors to the office read Sullivan and Keith, Attorneys at Law. I opened the door and went inside. The interior was bright, tidy, and modern. Sullivan and Keith appeared to be prospering. Maybe I should have consulted with them about updating my will before I went back into my building. 
I breezed past the receptionist with a wave and a smile. I moved so quickly I was well past her by the time she reacted. She shouted “Hey! You can’t go back there!” to my already receding back.
Moments later, I located the office of secretaries I had observed so closely from time to time from my window directly across the street. I entered it, and strode to the window across from mine. I was faintly aware of several people looking at me.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” one of the secretaries asked me. I recognized her as one of my favorites to look at from my office window. She had glossy black hair and was slightly overweight, but the weight was distributed in all the right places. I put a finger up to my lips.
“Be vewwy, vewwy quiet,” I said in my best Elmer Fudd impersonation. “I’m hunting wabbits.” I looked at her more closely. I jabbed my raised finger at her skirt.
“That’s my favorite color on you,” I said. “You should wear it more often.”
The woman blinked at me in confusion. She did not know whether to be flattered by the compliment or scared of the crazy man who had barged in.
I turned away from her back to the window. I raised my binoculars to look at my window across the street. As I did so, I was faintly aware of someone behind me calling the police. Two men were trespassing in my office, and yet I was the one the police were being called about. There really was no justice in the world.
I focused the binoculars. A part of the interior of my office came into view. There were two costumed men in my office. Their costumes covered them from head to toe. One man was leaning against the front of my desk facing the door. The other was still leaning against the wall by the door. The one by the door was husky, and shorter than his companion. Both of their costumes were a dull red and yellow, though in different patterns. Unless they were on their way to a costume party, they were Metas. I did not recognize either of them. That little mattered. A Meta I did not know could kill me just as dead as one I did.
I had confirmed what I had hoped to. I did not know those guys, and they almost certainly wished to do me an injury. I hoped to disappoint them.
I lowered the binoculars. A plan was already starting to form in my mind.
I turned around. The secretaries were all on their feet looking at me. I had seen most of them at one time or another through my window. From the look on their faces, they either thought I was crazy, a criminal, or a crazy criminal.
“I’m off to set a wabbit trap,” I said. I waggled my fingers at them. “I’ll see you ladies around. I’m a big fan, by the way.” I suddenly noticed a man standing off to the side. I had never seen him before. Perhaps he was a recent hire.
“I’m a big fan of yours too, my man,” I said to him with a wink as I walked out of the office. My hormonal tendencies did not lean in his direction, but I did not want him to feel left out. I was no sexual bigot.
I walked quickly out of the office suite. The receptionist I had walked past on my way in looked like she wanted to tackle me, but she controlled the impulse. The fact I outweighed her by almost one hundred pounds probably stopped her.
“The police are on the way,” she said as I swept past her desk.
“Bully for them,” I said over my shoulder. “Tell them they’re needed across the street.”
I went back downstairs, across the street at the crosswalk again, and back up the stairs in my own building. Who needed to do cardio when you could instead stalk supervillains?
When I arrived at my own floor in my building, I paused before opening the stairwell door leading to my hallway. I unzipped and took off my jacket. I dropped it on the stair landing. I took my gun out of my shoulder holster. It was a Glock 9mm semi-automatic pistol. I knew there was a round in the chamber as I always kept one chambered. Even so, I moved back the gun’s slide to double-check. Readiness was all.
I sensed no one in the hallway beyond the door. With the gun in my right hand, I opened the stairwell door with my left hand. I peeked out. My eyes confirmed what my powers had already told me. The coast was clear. No one was in the hall. All appeared normal.
I walked towards my office. I felt my heart rate increasing. I could feel the pulse in my hand thumping against the gun. I took deep, deliberate, calming breaths as I crept closer to my office door. Thank God the people who shared my floor were all in their offices with the doors closed.
When I was about thirty feet or so away from my office, I stopped. I stretched out my water awareness again. The men were still in my office. Better yet, the water I kept in the glass bowl on my desk was still there. Perhaps the men were not aware of my powers. Or, perhaps they were aware of them but thought they would surprise me and neutralize me before I would be able to bring them to bear.
I flattened myself against the wall of the hallway, with the front of my body facing out and my extended right hand holding my gun out towards my door. I felt a sudden stab of fear and anxiety. I shoved the feeling to the side. I did not have time for it.
I summoned my will, holding clearly in my mind what I wanted to do with my powers. Then, I did it. Half of the water in the bowl in my office flew with lightning speed at the face of the man by the door; simultaneously, the other half flew the shorter distance to the face of the man by the desk. I engulfed the front of their faces with water. It did not take much water for a man to drown. I had much more than that necessary amount on the faces of the two men.
I sensed the men suddenly jolted into movement. If the men were amateurs or they panicked, they would run around blindly in the office until their air was depleted and they passed out. If they were pros and kept their cool, they would leave the office and try to neutralize whoever controlled the water that was drowning them. I knew that was what I would do. That was why I had flattened myself against the wall: to expose as little of my body as possible if the men burst out of the office and tried to take me out.
The men were pros. My office door flew open and the two men burst out of it. The taller, skinnier one came out first, followed by the stockier one. Water swam on the front of the men’s faces, blocking their noses and mouths and obscuring their vision. The men flailed about outside of my door for a moment, clearly panicking. Panic would make their bodies’ oxygen levels deplete sooner. The men would pass out soon.
The skinnier one must have caught a glimpse of my form in the hall despite his obscured vision. He raised his fist. It glowed. A blast of energy shot out of his fist towards me, missing me by inches. My skin tingled. I felt my hair stand out on end. The smell of ozone filled the air, like after a lightning strike. I heard an explosion behind me where the energy bolt hit the wall further down the hall.
I fired my gun. It was instinctual. The trigger jerked once, twice. The skinny one staggered and fell backwards. He was still.
The stockier one turned towards me at the sound of the gunshots. He moved towards me faster than a big man had any right to move. I shifted slightly. I fired again. I hit the center of his chest. The man fell to his knees. He then fell face forward. He shuddered for a moment. Then he was still.
It all only took a few seconds. I let out the breath I did not realize I had been holding. I stepped towards the men, still holding my gun out. I knelt over the stockier one. With my free left hand, I checked the pulse at his neck. He was dead. I checked the other man. He was dead too.
I released my hold on the water I had still kept on the men’s faces. The water soaked into the carpet of the hallway, darkening a circle around the men’s heads. In seconds, it looked like the men had cried a flood of tears.
I pulled the masks off the two of them. I did not recognize either of them. They were maybe in their late twenties or early thirties. They looked young, too young to be bleeding out into the hallway of a man they did not know.
“Damn it,” I said aloud. My ears still rang from the sounds of gunfire. My voice sounded tinny. I did not intend to kill the men. My training had taken over. I had instinctively shot at the center of the men’s masses, just as I had always practiced doing at the gun range. I had hoped to capture them alive, though, so I could find out who had sent them. As I was not then working another case, I assumed they were connected to my investigation of George’s murder. But, now that the men were dead, how would I know?
The men were dead and I was alive. I liked it better that way than the reverse. But, despite all the death I had seen and sometimes had a hand in, I still viewed death—any death—as a tragedy. Even the most depraved evildoer could change his ways. But, he would never get a chance to do so if he was dead.
A couple of my neighbors opened their doors and stuck their heads out. Most of them quickly closed them again once they saw me holding a gun over two men lying on the floor.
I put my gun’s safety on. I put the gun back into my holster. I suddenly felt drained, as if I had just finished a long race. It was as if I had aged a few decades in a few seconds. I felt dirty. I wanted to take a bath and then a nap.
“Damn it,” I said again. I pulled out my cell phone. My hand shook a bit due to the adrenaline coursing through my body. A shaking hand was better than a deathly still one, though.
I called the police.
 



CHAPTER 20
It did not take long for the police to arrive. I handed my gun over to the two responding officers. I showed them my Hero’s and private detective’s licenses. If it had not been for my licenses and the story I told, they probably would have handcuffed me.
Soon, the hallway was full of police and medical personnel. I told the story of what happened over and over. After telling the tale for the umpteenth time, when yet another cop asked me what happened, I was tempted to point to the last cop I had spoken to and say “Just ask that guy.” I resisted the impulse. It never paid to be a smart-ass to people who were armed, especially when I was not.
Detective Glenn Pearson eventually showed up. He looked as rumpled as ever. I had called him after calling the police emergency number as my gut told me the two men who had attempted to waylay me were connected to George Chase’s death.
“Tell me what happened,” Glenn said.
I desperately wanted to roll my eyes at being asked to do it again, but Glenn would probably use it as an excuse to shoot me. So, I told the story of what happened.
After hearing me out, Glenn bent over the two dead men for a bit, examining them closely. He looked up at me.
“Pretty good shooting,” he said. “Right in the dead center of the chest. Not great, though. You used two bullets on this one guy,” he said, gesturing at the thinner man. “Wasteful.”
“Not everyone can shoot the wings off a fly from twenty yards away,” I said. “Not everybody can be you.”
Glenn nodded.
“Thank God for that,” he said.
Glenn looked down at the dead men again. “Woulda been nice if you had left someone alive I could talk to, though. Mighty hard to get useful information out of a dead guy.”
“I’ll try to keep what’s convenient for you in mind the next time I’m in a fight for my life and someone tries to blast my head off,” I said. I was in no mood to bandy words with Glenn. I just wanted to go home.
Glenn bent over and looked carefully at the face of the thin man on the ground. He nodded to himself. He did the same to the other dead man. He nodded again. The relaxed faces of the dead men made them look innocent and peaceful. Though they were neither, I felt an irrational stab of guilt. I reminded myself if it had not been them lying there, it would have been me. It did not make me feel better. 
“You recognize these two?” I asked.
“This one is Scott Trainor,” Glenn said, pointing down at the bigger one. “The other one is Frank Easton. They’re both Metahuman mercenaries. They call themselves Thunder and Lightning.” Glenn shook his head at me. “Where do you people get your names from? Frank can shoot electric blasts from his hands; Scott is super strong. They’re pretty bad dudes. They’re the kind of guys who wouldn’t tell you what day of the week it was unless you paid them first. But pay them enough, and they’ll do anything you say to anyone you want. There are a couple of warrants out for them for assault and battery, and they are subjects of interest in a few unsolved murders.” 
Glenn looked at me with his bulging eyes. Was that respect I saw?
“These guys are pretty good. Not too many people go up against them and live to tell about it,” he said. He shook his head. “First someone gets David Hoff to send a couple of goons to try to scare you. Now, someone sics these two Metas on you. You’re moving up in the world.” The side of his mouth twitched. “Next thing you know, someone will pay me to make a run at you. Hell, they might not even have to pay me. I might do it pro bono as a public service.”
I was tired of talking to Glenn. I was tired of cops, tired of standing in the hallway, and tired of feeling bad about shooting Thunder and Lightning. Though I did not drink, I very badly wanted one.
“Do you have any idea of who might have hired these guys?” I asked Glenn.
“No,” he said. “Mighty big coincidence they should turn up in the middle of us looking into George Chase’s death, though.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” I said.
Glenn shook his head.
“Neither do I,” he said. I had my jacket off, and Glenn looked at my empty gun holster.
“We take your gun into custody?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Got a spare?” he asked.
I nodded again.
Glenn looked down at Thunder and Lightning, and then back up at me.
“Good,” he said. “You might need it.”
 



CHAPTER 21
Later that night, I was in bed with Ginny at my condominium. Our lovemaking that evening had that special intensity that often comes from newness. But, what had happened earlier that day with Thunder and Lightning made the sex even more powerful. I had faced death and survived. I knew from experience that having done so made life all the more sweet. Colors seemed brighter, food tasted better, and having a woman in your arms was even more life-affirming.
Once it was over, we lay in bed side by side, holding hands and recovering from our exertions. The room smelled of sex, sweat, fading perfume, and a fundamental underlying odor I was coming to recognize as being distinctly Ginny’s.
The light of the adjacent bathroom was on. I could see Ginny’s naked body clearly. I liked what I saw. Undressing her had been like unwrapping a present. 
Ginny was looking up at the ceiling and panting.
“Wow, just . . . wow,” she said.
“You took the words right out of my mouth,” I said. I, too, was breathless.
After a while, our breathing returned to normal. We continued to hold hands. Neither of us spoke. It was a companionable silence.
I thought of Thunder and Lightning. Scott Trainor and Frank Easton. I would never forget their names. Their deaths were bothering me. I needed to talk about it.
“I killed two men today,” I said to the darkened ceiling. My voice sounded unusually loud in the still of the night.
Ginny propped her head up on her arm and looked at me.
“Tell me about it,” she said.
So, I did. As Ginny listened to me intently, the force of her concentration and intelligence was palpable. She was going to be a great lawyer.
“How do you feel about what happened?” Ginny asked once I finished telling her about the events of the day.
I let a hard breath out.
“Conflicted,” I said. “Don’t get me wrong: if Thunder and Lightning had their way, I would be dead and they would be alive rather than the other way around. I’m glad I frustrated their plans. But, I don’t like killing people, even when I don’t have a choice.”
“Isn’t that as it should be, though?” Ginny said. “Do you want to be the kind of guy who kills someone and then is perfectly fine with it afterwards?”
“No,” I said. “Knowing that I should be feeling this way does not make me feel better, though.”
“You’ve killed people before, right?” Ginny said. It was more of a statement than a question.
“Yes,” I said. Thankfully, Ginny was sensitive enough to not ask me how many. The answer was too many.
“And did you feel the way you’re feeling now those times?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“So, it doesn’t get any easier?”
I thought about it.
“No,” I said.
“That is probably as it should be,” Ginny said.
The room fell silent again for a while. Ginny was the first to speak again.
“You know how people who are the least consequential take themselves the most seriously?” she said. “When I was in college, I had an English professor. His name was Dr. Harris. Dr. Harris’ specialty was colonial era American literature. Now I ask you, who gives a flying fig about colonial era American literature except maybe the men and women back then who wrote it? The way Dr. Harris carried himself, though, you would think he was the President of the United States, the Prime Minister of Great Britain, Jesus Christ, and the Prophet Muhammad rolled into one long-winded package. He was a black hole of seriousness. God forbid if you did not take him as seriously as he did.
“You’re the opposite though,” she said. “You deal with matters of life and death, right and wrong, every day. Yet, you don’t take yourself or anything else seriously. You act like everything is a big joke. You’re the opposite of Dr. Harris. He was a trivial person dealing with trivial things, yet he took them and himself very seriously. I think that, underneath all the jokes and cockiness, you are a serious person dealing with serious things. Like what happened today with Thunder and Lightning.
“You don’t wear a mask, tights, or a cape. But I think your true identity is masked just as thoroughly as the identity of costumed Heroes. You know how strong you are; you know the things you can do to people; you know you hold life and death in your hands. But, you mask it all under a veneer of humor. Like a Hero donning a costume, you’ve donned a joking, non-serious personality so you can deal with the things that would scare the hell out of a regular person,” she said.
I thought about what Ginny said. She snuggled up against me. Her breasts pillowed against my body. I could feel her heartbeat, both with my body and with my powers. She was warm, vital, and very much alive. I was glad I was alive, too, to share this moment with her.
“You know, you’re pretty insightful for someone who’s still in law school,” I said.
“I know,” she said with a smile. “Just imagine how much more insightful I’ll be once I graduate.”
Ginny put her head on my chest. She was quiet for a while.
“Here is something this insightful law student doesn’t understand, though,” she eventually said. “The people in the office across the street had already called the police on you. Why not wait until they showed up and say ‘Officer, someone is waiting to jump me in my office across the street,’ and then let the police deal with it?”
I was dumbfounded.
“I honestly did not even think of that,” I said. I shook my head at myself. I was so used to resolving my own problems that it had not even occurred to me to ask for help.
“But, here’s the thing,” I said. “Even if it had occurred to me, I could not just hand the problem off to the cops, or, for that matter, to anyone else. I live life the way I want and according to my own rules. I don’t answer to anybody. It’s why me working for that security firm years ago didn’t work out, and it’s why I’m my own boss. If I am going to continue to live the way I want to and do the work I want to do, I have to be able to take care of my own problems. If I have to wait to be rescued every time I’m in a fix, I’m not a Hero. I’m just a potential victim. And, I don’t like the idea of being a victim.”
Ginny regarded me with her big eyes for a bit.
“Wow, that’s a pretty thoughtful and insightful answer,” she said. She grinned. “And you’re not even a law student.”
“Maybe you’re rubbing off on me,” I said. 
Ginny looked down at my naked body. A wicked smile slowly spread over her face.
“Speaking of rubbing off on me, guess what part of you has just come back to life? And after all that hard work it just did, too. Are you sure you don’t have super stamina in addition to your water powers?” she asked.
I rolled on top of her.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Let’s find out.”
 



CHAPTER 22
A few days later, I was in my office. I was staring out of the window thinking. Years ago, an old detective who had not only been around the block, but had rolled around in the dirt a few times on the way as well, told me if you did not spend a good percentage of your time staring out the window and thinking about your case, you weren’t doing your job right. I tended to agree with him. He was diagnosed with dementia shortly after he told me that though, so maybe all that time he spent woolgathering while looking out the window had not actually been spent mulling over cases.
I thought about what I knew about the George Chase matter and what had happened so far. It was a much shorter list than what I did not know, so I started with it.
In addition to my client Eileen, George Chase had been sleeping with more women than a veteran porn star. I had confronted George about Eileen, and days later two of David Hoff’s men came to my office to attempt to scare me away. I had managed to suppress my terror of them, and had chased them away instead. Then George had been shot with a .45 caliber gun, apparently by someone whom he knew. I had paid a visit to David Hoff, and he told me a woman hired him to send his men to me. Hoff had been so afraid of that woman he would not identify her even in the face of the threat of bodily harm at the hands of yours truly. Days later, Hoff was shot. Glenn had called me earlier and confirmed that ballistics tests showed George Chase and Hoff had been shot with the same gun. And then, Metahuman mercenaries named Thunder and Lightning had paid a visit to me, whether to kill me outright or just to slap me around. Fortunately for me, that had not gone according to their plan.
The primarily question, of course, was who had killed George. But, there were a bunch of ancillary questions, the answer to which would lead to the answer of the primary one. Why had George been shot? Who shot David Hoff, and why? Who hired Thunder and Lightning to come after me? Why were they hired? Who was the woman Hoff was so afraid of? And, finally, why did such a handsome and intrepid detective such as myself have so many questions and so few answers? Was something amiss with the universe?
I sighed. I would have to leave the last of those questions to philosophers and theologians. Someone once defined a theologian as a blind man in a dark room looking for a black cat that was not there. I knew how theologians felt. I was groping around in darkness, and had yet to turn up a black cat. Unlike with theologians, though, my black cat clearly existed. A ghost had not shot George and David.
As I turned those questions over in my mind, I sensed someone approaching my office door. I turned around to face my desk. I opened the desk drawer that contained my gun. I had seen this movie before. Maybe the person in the hallway was not coming to my office. But, as the Boy Scouts say, be prepared. Due to recent events, I was as jumpy as a cat on a hot tin roof. As the person I sensed in the hall approached my door, I thought about why I seemed to have a sudden obsession with cats.
As I sat there ready for anything, I then sensed two others approach the first person. Through my closed door, I heard excited raised voices. I stayed where I was with my eyes on the door and my hand near the open drawer. 
I felt the second two people walk away. The first person I had sensed was now directly in front of my door. The door to my office opened. I tensed. Then, Lady Justice of the Sentinels superhero team walked out of the news and my dreams and into my life.
She was even more spectacular in person than she was in pictures and in news footage. A small black mask was around her eyes, leaving the rest of her face bare. Her flashing eyes were a piercingly ice-blue. Shiny jet black wavy hair cascaded down her back. Her arms and shoulders were bare. They were muscular, yet still femininely rounded. She wore a silver colored corset that looked like it had been sewn onto her. It shone like metal, but moved on her body like it was cloth. Her large breasts bulged out of the top of it. Her legs were so long, it was as if they went all the way up to her neck. She had on stiletto heeled, black leather boots that went up to the middle of her toned thighs. Her legs were bare from her boots to her groin, where she had on a sparkling white bottom that barely concealed from view what my grandmother would have called her womanhood. A dull silver band was around her neck. Thick bracelets of the same color were around her wrists. Unlike many of the other members of the Sentinels, Lady Justice did not wear a cape. Perhaps she did not want people’s view of her backside being obstructed. If so, I heartily agreed with her fashion choice.
Lady Justice looked like she had been drawn by a horny sixteen-year-old who liked superheroes and curves. I knew she was no cartoon character, though. I had followed her exploits for years. I knew she was powerful enough to twist my head off like she was opening a bottle of soda. But, the knowledge of her power did not detract from her beauty. She was so spectacularly beautiful it was almost hard to look at her directly. It was like looking directly at the sun. 
Lady Justice stood framed in my doorway for a moment. She was a world-famous Hero, and seemed to have a flair for the dramatic. Then, she closed the door. Her gaze swept over my small office. Her face had a faintly disdainful cast to it as she looked around. It looked like she thought a rabid rat might leap out of the corner and bite her. The look on her face kind of irritated me.
Lady Justice walked toward me and sat down in one of my client chairs. She crossed her legs. I got a tantalizing look at a muscular white thigh.
Lady Justice looked at me as I looked at her. Her gaze was imperious and regal.
Yowzah, I thought. Despite her attitude, Lady Justice was spectacularly attractive. But, I was too cool to say so aloud. That, and for a moment or two I was incapable of speech.
“You are Truman Lord, I assume,” Lady Justice said.
I finally found my tongue.
“The one and only,” I said. “There being two of me would be more than the world could stand.”
Lady Justice smiled in what was a transparently ingratiating fashion and continued to look at me. Her teeth were even, white, and perfect. Of course they were. I smiled back with my less than perfect teeth and looked right back at her. We were just two Heroes beaming at each other and having a grand old time.
She did not bother to introduce herself. The attitude that the whole world knew who she was oozed out of her pores. Frankly, that attitude irked me a bit. She was, in fact, world-renowned, but the aura of entitlement that emanated from her was starting to bug me. 
“That’s quite an outfit you almost have on,” I said. “What holds it up?”
“Modesty,” she said. “That, and double-sided tape. But mostly modesty.”
I started to realize that, despite how stunning she was, she was almost too perfect. She was more like a work of art than a real woman. It was as if she was not quite real. I unconsciously started to compare her to Ginny. I realized if I had to choose between the two, I would choose Ginny. Ginny was a living, breathing, vital woman. Lady Justice, while gorgeous, almost seemed like she was carved out of marble.
Maybe my tastes were maturing. I almost shuddered at the thought of it. Too often maturing simply meant getting old.
I wondered what brought Lady Justice here. Perhaps she wanted my advice in defeating a supervillain. Or, perhaps she had heard of my exploits and wanted to come and admire me in the flesh. Or, maybe she wanted some advice on where she could buy some more corsets. If the latter, she was barking up the wrong tree. I was more of a Spanx man.
“Did you come here to ask me to join the Sentinels?” I finally said. “Honestly, I am shocked it took you all this long to realize you all were in dire need of my services.”
Lady Justice smiled that perfect smile again.
“No,” she said. “I understand you have been investigating the murder of a man named George Chase.”
“That is correct. I see that word of my investigatory prowess has spread far and wide,” I said.
“Indeed,” she said. The way she said it, it did not sound at all as though she had heard of my investigatory prowess. If she had, she did not seem overly impressed by it. I tried to contain my disappointment. Lady Justice’s holier-than-thou attitude was bothering me more and more. Plus, there was something familiar about her I could not quite put my finger on. It was the way she held her head and carried herself.
“I am here to ask you what you have found out about Mr. Chase’s murder,” she said.
“Okay,” I said. 
“Okay? Okay, what?”
“Okay, go ahead and ask me,” I said. The crush I had on the idea of Lady Justice was fading in the face of the reality of her.
I thought I saw the muscles in Lady Justice’s jaw clench a bit.
“Mr. Lord, are you being deliberately obstinate?” she asked. I was tempted to tell her I did not know what obstinate meant, but I was afraid she would believe me.
“Heavens no,” I said instead with wide-eyed innocence. I was Truman the Tyro.
The muscles in Lady Justice’s jaw were definitely clenched now.
“All right,” she said, “we’ll do this your way. Tell me what you have learned about the murder of George Chase.”
“What’s the magic word?” I asked.
“What?” Lady Justice said. She was exasperated.
“Tell me what you have learned about the murder of George Chase, please,” I said, putting emphasis on the last word. “‘Please’ is the magic word.”
Lady Justice looked at me like she wanted to belt me.
“Tell me what you have learned about the murder of George Chase, please,” she said. There was venom in her tone when she said the last word.
“Why do you want to know?” I asked.
“I am working on a matter which appears to be somewhat related,” she said.
“Okay,” I said, “tell me about what you are working on.”
“No,” she said. “What I’m working on is confidential and of a sensitive nature. It involves matters of national security.” She gave me a slight, smug, tight smile. “I’m sure you understand.” Her manner spoke louder than words. What her manner was saying was I was not important enough for her to tell me about what she was working on. 
I shook my head.
“If you can’t help me, I can’t help you. What I have discovered is confidential and of a sensitive nature,” I said. I mirrored her smile. “I’m sure you understand.”
Anger played on Lady Justice’s face. She suppressed it with a visible effort. She forced a smile.
“Let us be reasonable, Mr. Lord. I am a powerful woman with powerful friends. I understand you do most of your work here in Astor City. I am close personal friends with both the mayor and the chief of police. I am sure both they and I can do much to make your life much easier.” Her eyes glittered. “Or more difficult.”
“You’re friends with the mayor, you say? Zowie! He’s my favorite singer. He’s so dreamy. I have all his records,” I said. I leaned forward in my chair. “Can you get me his autograph?” I asked earnestly.
Lady Justice stood up so quickly she knocked her chair over. Her eyes flashed with anger. For one fateful moment, I thought she was going to attack me. Then, the moment passed. She spun on her heel and strode to the door. She turned and faced me again.
“I hope your wife finds you amusing, Mr. Lord. For I do not,” Lady Justice said.
She stalked out, leaving my office door open. What did people who visited me have against closing my door?
I watched Lady Justice leave. The closeness with which I watched her might have had something to do with the fact that, despite whatever other flaws she might have, Lady Justice was a sight to behold from behind.
With my powers, I tracked Lady Justice until she had left the building. I was suspicious of her, and thought about following her. I abandoned the notion. It was not easy to trail a Hero like her without being seen. I had little doubt I could do it if I had prepared first, but doing it on the fly was trickier. So, I just let her go.
Why had she come to see me? Why was someone like her so interested in George Chase’s case? I did not believe her when she said she was working on a related matter. Though I was as much of a Hero as she was, Heroes like her and the Sentinels operated on a different level than Heroes like me. They wrestled with big issues, planet-destroying type issues. I dealt with the grime and the muck and the ugliness of the street. They were like Greek gods who lived on Mount Olympus, letting Heroes like me tend to the issues of mere mortals.
I normally put my feet up on the windowsill. I instead put my feet up on the desk as I thought about Lady Justice’s visit. Radical changes of environment and perspective often work wonders on the thought process. I read that in a psychology book once. Or, maybe it was on a fortune cookie. I could not remember.
I thought about why Lady Justice assumed I was married. I did not wear any jewelry at all, much less a ring that looked like a wedding band. I did not have pictures on my desk of the old ball and chain with two point five kids, a picket fence, and a dog. I was very much not married. So, why had Lady Justice thought I was?
I had recently lied to Claire Morganthal about being married. Thinking of Claire made me remember that I had not yet made some calls about her I had intended to make. I picked up the phone. As I dialed, I thought again about how helpful a sidekick might be. I bet a Hero like Avatar did not have to make his own phone calls.
I spoke to the people I needed to speak to and hung up the phone.
“Eureka!” I said. It was not very satisfying to say it to an empty room. It was times like this I definitely needed a sidekick. Not only could he make my calls, but he could admire my detecting brilliance.
 



CHAPTER 23
I knocked on the Morganthal’s front door. A housekeeper answered the door. I knew she was a housekeeper because the dark-haired, middle-aged woman was dressed in a maid outfit, like someone you see in a movie. There was the possibility she was a movie extra and they were filming the remake of Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner, but I went with the more obvious guess and surmised she was the housekeeper.
“Can I help you, sir?” she asked. She did not have an English accent like high-toned help really ought to. Perhaps it was hard to find good help those days. I would not have known. Not only did I have to place my own phone calls, but I scrubbed my own toilet, too.
“I’m here to see Claire Morganthal,” I said. I almost said the mistress of the house, but that sounded like I was coming to see a dominatrix.
“Do you have an appointment?” she asked. The woman’s face had a slightly suspicious cast to it. Perhaps it was my broken nose. Maybe I looked like a hardened criminal.
“No,” I said, “but I think she will want to see me, anyway. Tell her Truman Lord wants to talk to her about Lady Justice.”
“Just a minute,” the woman said. “I’ll check to see if Mrs. Morganthal is available.” She closed the door in my face and left me waiting on the porch. Perhaps she was afraid I would steal something if she invited me in. The devil in me wanted to break in and pilfer the china as punishment for being left to wait outside. I resisted the impulse.
I waited for several minutes. I occupied myself by humming Rossini’s William Tell Overture. I had just gotten to the best part when the door opened again.
“Mrs. Morganthal will see you,” the housekeeper said.
“But I just got to the best part,” I protested. “It’s really the emotional climax of the piece.”
“Excuse me sir?” she said, confused.
“Never mind,” I said. I stepped inside. “Lead on, MacDuff.”
The woman shot me another perplexed look before turning to lead me through the house. She took me to the living room where Claire awaited me. Claire stood. She looked as plastically over the top sexy as I remembered. She was wearing a tight red, thin sweater and no bra. The lack of the bra was obvious from her very visible and pronounced nipples. She also had on tight black pants. Her feet were bare, and I could see the crimson red of her nail polish. I was mildly surprised she did not wear sky-high stilettos around the house. I wondered if there was ever a time Claire did not dress like a sex goddess.
“Thank you, Trudy,” Claire said in dismissal to the housekeeper. Trudy nodded, and shot me another look of perplexity before leaving. She did not know what to make of me. She was not alone. Half the time I did not know what to make of me, either.
Claire swept into my arms. It was like being hugged by two torpedoes.
“Truman, I’m so glad to see you again,” she said. She looked up at me breathlessly. “You should have called first, though.” She made a slight pout. “I would have put different clothes on. A girl should look her best when a big, strong, handsome man is around.” Claire as sex kitten was back with a vengeance.
With a slight effort, I disengaged from her. It was like breaking away from an octopus.
“Have a seat,” I said. “There have been some developments in George Chase’s murder case I want to discuss with you.”
Claire sat on the sofa. I sat in the chair across the glass table from her. I had learned my lesson from the last time I was there. I did not want to sit next to her and tempt her to grope me to death.
“What’s going on?” Claire asked. She was all wide-eyed innocence. “Did you find George’s killer? Trudy said something about you wanting to talk about Lady Justice.”
I nodded.
“Here’s the thing,” I said. “A lot of people think crimes get solved because of how smart and clever and dogged the investigators are. Though all those things help, they are not usually how a case gets solved. Usually a case gets solved because the criminal does something stupid. He brags to a friend about the jewelry he stole; he doesn’t dispose of the murder weapon; he’s on the run and calls a family member who in turn reports the call to the police, that sort of thing.”
“Why are you telling me all this?” Claire asked.
“Patience is a virtue,” I said with a slight smile. “All will become clear shortly.
“There were several mistakes George’s killer made, but I did not recognize them as such at first.” I said. “The fatal mistake that revealed all the others was when Lady Justice visited my office earlier this week. When she left, she made a reference to my wife. As it turns out, to the delight of single women everywhere, I am not married. Why, I wondered, had Lady Justice thought otherwise? Then, I remembered when I came here to interview you. I lied to you then and told you I was married.
“That little slip from Lady Justice told me there must be a connection between you and her. Our dearly departed George was quite the ladies’ man and prolific blackmailer, so his death left me a gaggle of women to investigate. Lady Justice’s remark, though, focused my attention on you. I remembered your statement that neither you nor your husband owned a gun. After Lady Justice left my office, I called the state gun licensing board. You are not a registered gun owner. But, it turns out your husband is. He is the licensed owner of a .45 handgun. As coincidence would have it, it was a .45 that shot both George Chase and a small-time criminal named David Hoff,” I said.
“I wasn’t lying to you when I told you neither I nor my husband owned a gun,” Claire said. “I had no idea Edgar owned a gun. He must have bought it without telling me.”
I nodded. I was Truman the Trusting.
“I thought that might be the case. But, your husband happening to own a .45, you not telling me about it, and a .45 being used to shoot both George and Mr. Hoff were way too many coincidences for me. I am not a big believer in coincidences. I suppose they can happen, but more often than not, when things look like they might be related, they are in fact related.
“Your husband owning the same caliber gun as the one that shot George and David made me take a harder look at both of you. I am fortunate enough to have in my possession records of the money paid to George by the women he was blackmailing. I also have a list of the phone calls made to and from the disposable phone George used to transact his business with those women. For several months, there were calls to and from his number to and from both your cell and home numbers. For much of the same period, there were regular payments from you to him. Then, about a month before George died, the payments stopped. So did the calls from you to George. He called you a few times, but you apparently did not call him back, at least not from a telephone number I could recognize.
“Then, while looking at the phone records, there was a number I did recognize. There was a call made by George to Sentinels headquarters. The Sentinels have a public number they use as a tip line. I can only imagine the number of crazy calls they must get. I only recognized the number because I am a bit of a Sentinels fanboy. Interestingly, your payments to George resumed two days after that call of George’s to the Sentinels’ mansion. Your regular calls to and from him resumed around the same time.
“‘Another coincidence?’ I thought to myself. Like I said before, I am not a big believer in coincidences. So, I started thinking some more about how you seem to be connected to Lady Justice and the Sentinels. Then, I remembered how Lady Justice had reminded me of someone when she was in my office.” I paused. I smiled at Claire. She just looked back at me. Her face was inscrutable.
“She reminded me of you,” I said. “It wasn’t anything overt, which is why it did not hit me immediately. It was something about her body language and the way she held herself. It reminded me of you. Then I thought, what if Lady Justice was, in fact, you? Just because I’m a Hero who doesn’t wear a mask and a costume, that doesn’t mean everyone doesn’t. And, what if your mask and costume were not just a few scraps of clothing? What if you were able to completely transform into Lady Justice to hide your true identity? Maybe such a transformation is a part of your powers; maybe you use some sort of advanced tech; hell, maybe it’s magic. I don’t know. But, whatever it is you use to transform, I’m guessing George’s powers of recording let him somehow see that you are in fact, Lady Justice.”
Claire was now looking at me with an air of amused disbelief. I continued.
“The idea of you being Lady Justice explained a few things. David Hoff, for instance. David sent a couple of thugs to scare me away from George. Unsuccessfully, as it turns out. When I asked David who had gotten him to do that, he refused to say. ‘She’ll kill me,’ he told me. There aren’t too many lion females who would scare someone like David Hoff, much less a human female. I’m guessing a Hero as powerful as Lady Justice was one such human female, though. Also, two Metahumans called Thunder and Lightning tried to waylay me in my office. Again, unsuccessfully. Who, I asked myself, would have the connections to the Metahuman world to line up two mercenaries like Thunder and Lightning? The answer was, again, someone like Lady Justice.”
I paused. My mouth felt dry. I wanted a glass of water, but now did not seem like a good time to ask for one. I would power through with a dry mouth. I was a superhero, after all.
“So, here’s how I think it all happened,” I continued. “After I approached George, he told you about it. Whether he did so for the purpose of finding someone to get me off his back, or if it was a pillow talk kind of situation, I don’t know. In any event, you used your famous connections with the underworld to hire David Hoff to get me off of George’s back. Again, I’m not sure if you did this as a favor to George, or because you feared I would discover you and he had a thing going. It little matters why.
“Then, you and George had a falling out,” I said. “Perhaps you wanted to stop paying him, and he insisted the payments continue. Maybe you just had a lovers’ spat. At any rate, you took your husband’s gun and shot George. You didn’t use your powers to kill him because if you did, the police would know a Metahuman was involved. They would call in the Heroes’ Guild for assistance with the investigation, and God only knew where that might lead for you.
“After you killed George, you searched his place. You found photos of him with his lovers as well as a notebook containing records of George’s extortion. Because they contained information about Claire Morganthal, you took them with you when you left. Presumably you destroyed them. What you did not know at the time was I had copies of that material. When I first interviewed you, I indicated I knew of George blackmailing you. You were afraid of how much I knew. Unfortunately for me, I told you I was the only one who knew of the blackmailing. That made me a target you could get rid of and keep anyone else from learning about your connection to George. 
 “When you learned I was investigating George’s murder, you decided to tie up loose ends,” I said. “David Hoff knew of the connection between George, you, and me, so you used the same gun that shot George on David.”
Claire said nothing. She crossed her legs, and continued to look at me with disbelief.
“I was the last of the loose ends,” I said. “You again turned to your underworld contacts. You hired Thunder and Lightning to take me out.” I smiled modestly. “Because I am a Hero without fear and beyond reproach, they were unsuccessful. Then, that is when you eventually make your appearance in my office, both to find out what I had discovered in the course of my investigation and, perhaps, to take me out yourself. But, there were too many people around when you showed up, so you left, both without the information you sought and without taking action against me. I have little doubt you would take another run at me soon enough.”
I took a breath. Talking was thirsty work.
“That about sum everything up?” I asked.
There was no immediate response. Claire was silent. The room was still except for a grandfather clock marking down the seconds. In the quiet room, the tic-toc sounded like a countdown.
After a few moments, Claire smiled a grim smile. There was no mirth in it. She crossed her legs again. Her crimson painted toenails were the color of blood.
“That is quite the little fantasy you have spun, Truman,” she said. “And, that is what it is—a fantasy. I am not Lady Justice. I did not shot George. I told you before I was at a charity event the night he died, and that is exactly where I was. If you check, the people who were there with me can confirm that. I do not know the other man you named—David Hoff, I think—and I certainly did not shoot him. And, you cannot prove otherwise.”
I smiled back her.
“You know, I said something similar to myself when I first suspected you were Lady Justice and had shot George and David. ‘Truman,’ I said to myself, ‘how could Claire have shot George when people witnessed her attending a charity event the same evening he was shot?’ And then I said to myself I really needed to stop speaking aloud to myself. If someone overheard me, they would think I was crazy.
“You having an alibi for the night George was murdered had made me immediately dismiss you as a potential suspect,” I said. “After all, you could not be in two places at once. And then it hit me once I realized you were Lady Justice of the Sentinels: you did not have to be in two places at once. What if the Claire who was at the charity event was not really you at all, but rather, your Sentinels teammate Doppelgänger? With his shapeshifting powers, impersonating you would have been child’s play. I am not sure if he knew why you wanted him to impersonate you. I would like to think a Sentinel would not knowingly be an accessory to a murder. But, you are both a Sentinel and a murderer, so what the heck do I know?
“As for the issue of proving all this, you’re right. I could not accuse a Hero like Lady Justice of a double homicide if all I had was some convoluted theory and no proof. Then, I thought about the gun you shot George and David with. If I could find your husband’s gun, a ballistics test would demonstrate it was the gun that shot both men. Now, if you were smart, you would have disposed of the gun after you shot George. But, you weren’t smart. You’re arrogant and too used to using your powers to do things. It has made you sloppy. So, you stupidly hung onto the gun, and even shot David Hoff with it. My gut told me you would continue to hold onto it so you could eventually return it to wherever your husband stored it. If you did not return it, once he realized it was gone, he would probably report it stolen. Your husband reporting stolen the same caliber of gun that killed your lover would bring attention to you.
“So, I concluded you still had the gun. But, where? Here at your home would be the obvious choice,” I said. I was watching Claire carefully. She seemed entirely comfortable. “I even thought about breaking in and searching the house when no one was around. But, if I found the gun here and the state tried to use it against you as evidence, a sharp lawyer would argue that I, a Hero licensed by the state, am a quasi-state actor who obtained the gun illegally, and therefore the gun could not be used against you as evidence due to the Fourth Amendment’s protections against unreasonable searches and seizures.” I smiled. “A bright law student who’s a friend of mine taught me the phrase ‘quasi-state actor’ recently. I’m quite proud of it.
“But then I thought, ‘What about Sentinels headquarters?’ Like I said, I’m a Sentinels fanboy and have been for years. I know you all have sleeping quarters there for each team member, though not everyone uses them. Lady Justice’s room would be the perfect place to hide a gun. Who would ever think of looking there for a gun used in two murders?” As I watched her carefully, Claire’s expression tightened a bit and her eyes widened. Her reaction heartened me, and I proceeded.
“So, I got into touch with Ninja,” I said. “We took the Hero Trials the same year back in the day. Once I laid out the whole situation for her, she was only too happy to help. It did not even take that much convincing. She really does not like you very much, you know. Ninja searched your room, and lo and behold, found a .45 caliber handgun. The ballistics are being checked by the police as we speak. You and I both know they will find the bullets that killed George and David were fired by that gun.”
A range of emotions played on Claire’s face. I had her, and she knew it. She stared at me. I smiled at her. I was aiming for winsome. If I missed winsome and hit intimidating instead, I would not have minded.
After staring at me for a bit, Claire brought her wrists together. There was a brief flash of light, and Claire was gone. She was replaced by the costumed form of Lady Justice. It was one thing to hypothesize Claire was Lady Justice; it was quite another to see the transformation take place in front of your eyes. Even though I knew her to be a cold-blooded killer, Lady Justice was still breathtaking.
Lady Justice smiled at me. It was the toothy smile of a pit viper.
“Congratulations on your detective work, Truman,” she said. “I must admit I underestimated you.”
I shrugged modestly. I was Truman the Temperate.
“Even a blind squirrel stumbles upon a nut every now and then,” I said. “There’s one nut I haven’t been able to crack, though. Why? Why kill George after sleeping with him and paying him for so long?”
The usual look of arrogance on Lady Justice’s face slipped for a moment. For just a second, she looked like an actual human rather than a piece of majestic statuary.
“You know, the funny thing is, I actually cared for George,” she began in a soft voice. “Don’t misunderstand me: I know what he was. He was a blackmailer and a lecher. But, he was genuinely attracted to and interested in me.” She glanced down at her majestic form. “The real me, Claire, not as I am now. Lady Justice’s appearance is little more than a costume, a mask that is a side-effect of my powers.
“When I was young, I was quite beautiful,” she said. “For a young woman, beauty—real beauty—is a blessing and a curse. It’s a blessing because life is easy for you. People are nice to you, you get jobs you are not quite qualified for, and men stumble over themselves to try to be with you. It’s a curse because, just as you get used to your looks greasing the path of life for you, then your looks start to fade a bit. And then you realize people are not quite as nice as you thought, getting jobs is not quite as easy as you thought, and men are not hanging on your every word because you are fascinating and witty. Each year it gets worse and worse. You are less and less pretty, and life gets harder and harder, especially because you never had to develop the skills to cope with life as a non-beauty.
“And, then you start to fight back against Father Time, to try to recapture what you have lost. You get an injection here, an implant there. But, it’s like trying to hold onto a fist full of sand: despite how hard you try, the sands of time stop for no one. What starts off as subtle work becomes more obvious, more radical with the passing years. And, almost before you know it, you are fifty-six, and you are a caricature of your former self. A Frankenstein’s monster of filler, saline, and medical advancements. I see how people look at me when I’m Claire. Though a few men like women who look like real-life Barbie dolls, even those men want women who are young and fertile. Most people think I’m a freak when I’m walking around as Claire. They grimace at me when they think I’m not looking; they laugh at me when they think I’m not listening.
“George was different, though,” Lady Justice said. She looked wistful. “He was a young, virile, handsome man who could have just about any woman he wanted. And, he wanted me. Old, freak show me. When I was in bed with him, I felt young again. Desirable. Beautiful. When he first threatened to show the recordings of us together to my husband, I was of course angry and upset. Being married to Edgar allows me to live a lifestyle I greatly enjoy. It allows me to be a Hero as I don’t have to make a living. I did not want George to jeopardize that. But, I also felt that George and I had a real connection. Even though I soon realized he made his living by sleeping with and blackmailing women like me, I knew deep down in my soul George was attracted to me. The kind of chemistry George and I had in bed can’t be faked. And, you’re right: George’s powers let him see that I was Lady Justice. Most men would leap at the chance to sleep with a woman as beautiful as Lady Justice. But, George never asked me to transform into her when we were together. Not once. When I asked him why, he told me he preferred to be with me. The real me.
“So, I started paying George the money he wanted,” Lady Justice said. “But, I continued to sleep with him. I did not want to give up the kind of validation being with him gave me. At first paying George was not much of a problem. Edgar gives me a generous allowance, so I paid George out of that. But, eventually it got to the point where I was spending so much money on George that Edgar would start to notice the missing money. So, I ended things with George. Or, at least I tried to. When I would not see him anymore or return his calls, George called me at Sentinels headquarters and threatened to expose me, not only to my husband, but also to the other Sentinels. I could not let that happen. Not only would Edgar leave me, but Lady Justice would be a laughingstock. I can see the tabloids now: ‘Lady Justice is really an old lady who pays for sex.’
“So, to pacify him, I paid George two more times. I even slept with him again. It was my way of saying goodbye to him, I guess. Then, I found where he lived. He never brought me or any of his other women back to his place. But, I’m Lady Justice: finding where he lived was not that hard. Though he was surprised to see me, George let me right in when I showed up on his doorstep. He probably thought I was there for another roll in the hay.” She paused. A look of sadness and satisfaction fought for supremacy on her face.
“I shot him in the chest,” she said. Her eyes shone with tears. “I’ve killed people before, but never with a gun. It was the easiest thing in the world to do, though. Just point and pull the trigger.”
I was under no illusions as to why she was telling me all this. She did not intend to let me out of the room alive. In her mind, I was already dead, and dead men told no tales. But, I wanted her to keep talking. I needed to hear the whole story.
“What about David Hoff?” I asked.
Lady Justice nodded.
“George told me you were buzzing around him. I did not want you to find out about him and me. So, in the form of Lady Justice, I got David to send some men to see you. He owed me a favor. I had looked the other way on a matter a while ago when I could have turned him in. His men were supposed to scare you off.” She shook her head in disgust. “They failed spectacularly. I guess I should have known better than to send normal humans after a Hero, even a minor one like you. That’s why I later hired Thunder and Lightning to come after you before you blundered into my involvement.”
I was pretty sure she had insulted me. If my ego were more fragile, my feelings would have been hurt. But, I was Truman the Tough. 
“After you paid a visit to David, he got in touch with me and let me know,” Lady Justice said. “I did not want you to connect Lady Justice to George through him, so I shot him too.” She shrugged. There were no tears for David. “David was scum. I did the world a favor.”
“So why the visit to my office?” I asked.
She shrugged again.
“After Thunder and Lightning failed to eliminate you, I decided if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. If no one was around, I would take you out then and there. Since people in your building unfortunately saw me come in, I instead thought I would just see what you had found out so far. You were uncooperative. So, I left and figured I would take care of you later,” she said.
“And so, here I am, still very much un-taken care of,” I said.
“And so, here you are,” she agreed. She moved her arms up quickly so they were extended in front of her and pointing at me. I was ready for her. I had been poised for action the entire time I had been talking to her. I knew she did not intend on letting me out of that room alive. She never would have admitted to all the things she had done if she intended to just let me walk out of there.
I was out of the chair and rolling across the floor before the energy blast left her fingertips. The blast hit the chair right where my body had been a split second before. The chair exploded. Debris flew everywhere. Some of it hit me, but I was not conscious of it at the time. I was too busy. I rolled to one knee. My gun was out. I concentrated and fired. Bullets hit Lady Justice once, twice, three times. They bounced off of her to no effect. I think it was when the fourth bullet hit her that she started laughing. She just sat there with my bullets ricocheting off of her as I emptied the clip of the gun. The gunshots sounded like artillery fire in the confines of the high-ceiled room.
After I had finished firing and the echoes of the gunfire died away, the room was still, like the eerie silence that follows a clap of thunder.
Lady Justice looked at me from where she sat. Contempt oozed out of her every pore.
“You are such a fool,” she spat at me. “How could you possibly think mere bullets would stop a Hero as powerful as I?” She stood. I thought she staggered a bit as she did so. She raised her arms to blast me again. Or, at least she tried to. She could not raise them high enough to point at me. She staggered to the side, almost falling.
“What’s happening to me?” she gasped. She was having trouble speaking, as if moving her tongue was an effort. Her skin had a slight bluish tint to it.
I stood myself, facing her.
“The bullets were nothing but a slight diversion, a way to distract you while I used my powers on you,” I said. When I had fired on Lady Justice, I had been concentrating not only on shooting her, but also on using my powers on her blood. “Even with a Meta like you, your blood is mostly water. I’m using my water powers to prevent oxygen atoms from dissolving into your blood. In your defense, there was no way you could have known I was capable of doing that. I haven’t tried something like this since I was a kid. What you’re feeling is the effects of hypoxemia. Frankly, I’m shocked you’re still on your feet.”
As if on cue, Lady Justice’s eyes fluttered, and then closed. She fell face forward into the table in front of her. The glass table shattered with a crash. Glass flew everywhere. I turned away from the flying glass instinctively. I felt shards biting into my neck and through my clothes into my side.
I turned back around. I winced as I pulled a large sliver of glass out of my neck. My ears rang and my side hurt.
I was tempted to continue what I was doing to Lady Justice’s blood and end her life. Didn’t she deserve it? When I killed Thunder and Lightning, I had felt badly. I still did. Even though Thunder and Lightning were supervillains, wasn’t Lady Justice really the one who deserved to die, though? She was a licensed Hero. Being a Hero meant something, or at least it was supposed to. It was why getting a Hero’s license was so hard. Lady Justice was supposed to set an example, to live up to a higher standard. But, she had not. She had killed two men in cold blood, plotted to murder me, and was the reason why Thunder and Lightning were dead.
I stood over her body. I was torn. I could tell the police Lady Justice died in our fight. I could save society the time and expense of warehousing her. I would be doing the world a favor.
“I would be doing the world a favor.” Hadn’t Lady Justice said something similar when she told me about her shooting David Hoff?
I had a sudden flash of the feeling of God-like power I had when I was a teen and killed all those animals with my powers. I shuddered. What was I doing? I stopped using my powers that prevented oxygen from binding with Lady Justice’s blood.
I knelt down to check her. She had a pulse and was still breathing. Good. Though the siren song of power over life and death was strong, I was no cold-blooded killer like her.
I stood back up. I pulled out a spare clip for my gun. My hands were shaking a bit. It was a post-fight release of tension and fear. Fear of Lady Justice, yes, but also fear of what I had just contemplated doing. Who or what might I become if I let myself use my powers unscrupulously? Perhaps I would become like Lady Justice. The temptation was always there. Power corrupted, and absolute power corrupted absolutely. With all the power we possessed, Heroes knew that better than most. 
I replaced the empty clip in my gun with the full one. I chambered a round. I thumbed on the safety, and holstered the gun. Lady Justice was down for the count. But, as I have said before, it was better to have a loaded gun and not need it than to need a loaded gun and not have it. As Hamlet said, readiness was all.
I pulled out of my pocket a digital recorder. I turned it off. I had recorded my entire conversation with Lady Justice where she admitted to the murders of George, David, and the attempted assassination of yours truly. I had lied to her about finding the gun used to kill David and George in Sentinels’ headquarters. Me saying it was there was but an educated guess, a stab in the dark she had confirmed by her reaction to me talking about the gun being there. Though I did take the Hero Trials the same year Ninja did, I did not know her well at all, and certainly not well enough to get her to search the room of a fellow Sentinel.
If I had not tricked Lady Justice into admitting the murders, I feared she would have gotten away with them. The theories and suppositions I had before confronting her were not enough to get a warrant to search her room at the Sentinels’ mansion. I had thought that on my own, but a conversation with Ginny confirmed it. But, along with my recording of Lady Justice and the gun in her room we would now be able to acquire legally, I had little doubt Lady Justice would be going to jail for a long, long time. 
Trudy the housekeeper came into the room, no doubt having heard all the racket. It would have been hard to miss. Her eyes were as big as saucers. She looked like a scared little kid. We both looked down at the prone body of Lady Justice.
I was glad I had not killed her. Yes, she and the Sentinels had saved the world many times over. But, when you were a Hero, there were certain lines you could never cross regardless of how much good you did in the past. There were rules Heroes needed to follow. Otherwise, the world would devolve into chaos and become a place of bared tooth and sharpened claw, a world where might—and might alone—made right. It was not a world I wanted to live in.
Lady Justice had killed George and David. And, if she had her way, she would have killed me as well. Despite all her power, she was no true Hero.
“And to think I used to have a crush on you,” I said aloud to her still form.
 



CHAPTER 24
Three days after capturing Lady Justice, I sat in my office. Glenn sat across from me. I was glad he was there, and not just because he had brought doughnuts again. My office had become a madhouse. Once word had gotten out about what Lady Justice had done and the fact I was the one to catch her, I turned into an instant celebrity. I had been involved in some high-profile cases before, but it was nothing like this as Lady Justice was a household name.
I was not enjoying my fifteen minutes of fame. I had lost count of all the people who had either called or come by. Some of those people had been members of the media, but most had just been people who wanted to talk to or see the man who brought Lady Justice to, well, justice. People had been gawking at me like I was Bigfoot.
That was why I was glad Glenn was there. If one more person came in to stare at me, I might shoot them. Glenn would be my witness it was justifiable homicide.
At that moment, though, I was more concerned about Glenn shooting me.
“You know you should have filled me in on the information you had about George,” Glenn said. “The phone records, the book containing the information about who he was blackmailing, everything. It’s not your job to gallop off and face the bad guys alone like it’s high noon. Who the hell do you think you are, Gary fucking Cooper?”
I took a bite of a doughnut. I took the fact the doughnuts were my favorite jelly filled as tacit approval by Glenn of my actions despite his words to the contrary. But, I wished Glenn had brought some of that high-priced coffee from Astor City Coffee as well. I washed the doughnut down with my own office brewed coffee. It was not as good as the stuff from Astor City Coffee. But, as they say, any port in a storm.
“If I had turned that stuff over to you, you would have found out who my client was,” I said with a shrug. “I told her I would keep her identity confidential.”
“And you always do what you say you’re going to do,” Glenn said with a half-snort.
I shrugged again. I was getting good at it with all the practice.
“I try to,” I said.
Glenn glared at me. Then, his gaze softened a bit.
“Yeah, I guess you do,” he said. “But, what if Lady Justice had killed you? She would have been doing the rest of us a favor, but she would have gotten away with her murders scot-free.”
“I’m way ahead of you,” I said. I pulled a sealed thick manila envelope addressed to Glenn out of my desk. I tossed it over to Glenn who plucked it out of the air.
Glenn glanced down at the envelope.
“What’s this?” he asked. “A series of love letters to me?”
“You should be so lucky,” I said. “It’s a letter I wrote before I went to confront Lady Justice which details everything I knew and suspected about what she had done. Included in the envelope are copies of the documents I had gotten out of George’s place. My lawyer has a copy of it all, too. If things had gone sideways and I did not survive my confrontation with Lady Justice, I wanted to make sure you would be able to make a case against her.”
Glenn grunted. He put the envelope on my desk.
“You still should have come to the police instead of confronting Lady Justice by yourself,” he said sourly.
“How long do you think I’d be able to continue to do what I do if I run to the police every time I encounter a problem?” I asked.
Glenn grunted again.
“Not long, I would imagine,” he said reluctantly. He jabbed a stubby finger in my direction. “I still think you enjoy playing cowboy, though. Remember this: the next time you withhold evidence from me, I will personally arrest you for obstruction of justice and any other charge I can come up with. I might accidentally on purpose pop a cap in your ass on the way to the station, too.”
“Oh you silver-tongued devil, you,” I said. “No wonder all the girls swoon over you.”
I took another sip of coffee. It was a little bitter. Maybe I could leverage my newfound fame into a free supply of Astor City Coffee grounds. I bet the remaining Sentinels drank Astor City Coffee every day.
“How’s the investigation into Doppelgänger going?” I asked. “Any indication he knew what Lady Justice was up to when she had him impersonate her the night George died?”
Glenn shrugged. Apparently there was a lot of it going around.
“Beats the hell out of me,” he said. “Since it involves a licensed Hero, the Heroes’ Guild said they had jurisdiction over the investigation, and the mayor backed them up. If the Heroes’ Guild is anything like you, it’s not going to fill me in on a damn thing.”
Glenn stood up to leave. Though he shook his head in disgust, he left the remaining doughnuts behind. It showed a real generosity of spirit. I would not have been so generous had the situation been reversed, especially not when jelly filled doughnuts were involved.
Glenn gently closed the door behind himself when he left. It was a nice change of pace. Maybe that was how you distinguished the good guys from the bad guys: the good guys closed doors behind themselves. It was as good a rule of thumb as any.
I spent the afternoon fielding some calls on my office phone. Most of the calls were from the press and curiosity seekers. One call from a potential client was interesting, though. A distraught mother called to tell me about her missing daughter. I was about to refer her to the missing persons department of the police when she told me her daughter was a Metahuman. Apparently, the daughter had the power to make her body explode. I made an appointment to meet with the mother the next day.
After a while, I got sick of the telephone ringing. I forwarded the calls to voicemail.
Sweet silence finally filled the room. I looked around my office with satisfaction. It was not much, but I was the master of all I surveyed. How many others could say that? Who could ask for anything more?
I spun around in my chair. I put my feet up on the windowsill. I looked out the window. It was snowing heavily outside. It was the first snow of the year. Nothing had been shoveled yet. The world appeared to be pure, fresh, and clean. I knew that to not actually be the case. There was a lot of dirt hidden under the pristine whiteness.
But, for now, the appearance was enough.
 
The End
 
If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on Amazon. Even a simple two word review such as “Loved it” helps so much. Reviews are a big aid in helping readers like you find books they might like.
 
 
The other books in the Superhero Detective Series about Truman Lord can be found here:
 
THE MISSING EXPLODING GIRL
 
KILLSHOT
 
HUNTED
 
Additionally, Mr. Brasher has begun another superhero series set in the same fictional world as Truman’s where Metahumans must become licensed Heroes to legally use their powers. Called the Omega Superhero Series, this series features Metas more powerful than those who appear in the Superhero Detective Series. The first in the series is CAPED, which tells the origin story of Theodore Conley, a seventeen-year-old who wrestles with his newfound powers. An excerpt from Caped is below.
 
Additional superhero novels will be published soon. Click on the link below to sign up for Mr. Brasher’s e-mail newsletter for information on these new books and bonuses given exclusively to newsletter subscribers:
 
DARIUS BRASHER’S NEWSLETTER
 
 
Follow Darius Brasher on Twitter at www.twitter.com/dariusbrasher or feel free to drop him a line at darius.brasher@dbrasher.com.
 
 
Turn the page for an excerpt from The Missing Exploding Girl, Book Two of the Superhero Detective Series and an excerpt from Caped, Book One of the Omega Superhero Series.
 



EXCERPT FROM THE MISSING EXPLODING GIRL
“She’s a goddamned filthy supervillain,” John Barton said. “She had better not darken the door of this house again.”
“She’s our daughter,” Meghan Barton protested. She wrung her bony hands anxiously. “You shouldn’t talk about her like that. And, you know better than to take the Lord’s name in vain.”
Mr. Barton turned a bit on the sofa and thrust his face into his wife’s.
“This is my goddamned house, and I’ll say what I goddamned please in my own goddamned house,” he snarled at her. Mr. Barton cursed with the relish and air of being naughty of a little kid who had just learned a bad word.
I had not been talking to the Bartons for long, but I had already developed an enthusiastic distaste for Mr. Barton. I did not like how he spoke to his wife, how he talked about his daughter, or how he talked about us Metahumans. He talked about us like we had been spawned by the Devil himself. According to the Bartons’ religious beliefs, perhaps we had been. But, I did not feel like Devil-spawn. My business card definitely did not read “Truman Lord, Private Detective, Superhero, and Devil-Spawn. Special rates reserved for Satanists.”
I was tempted to tell Mr. Barton I was not Devil-spawn via a right cross to his jaw. But, if I went around punching potential clients, pretty soon I would not have any potential clients. Then, I’d have to shutter my private detective business and find another way to earn eating and ammunition money. Perhaps I could go door to door solving crimes and battling supervillains. Then my business card could read, “Truman Lord: Have gun and superpowers, will travel.”
We were sitting in the Bartons’ home. The Bartons were on their couch in the living room. I was seated across from them in a wooden rocking chair. The house was located in a lower middle-class suburb on the outskirts of Astor City. The house was about a thirty minute drive from my downtown office. From what I had seen of it, the small home was comfortably if somewhat inexpensively furnished, like someone had decorated it on a strict budget. The furnishings had seen better days. Since I was seated across from a Metahuman hater, so had I.
Mrs. Barton had called me days before and asked me to come to their house to talk about their missing thirteen-year-old daughter Clara. At the time Mrs. Barton had called me, Clara had been missing almost two weeks. In the time between us making the appointment and me showing up at the Barton home days later, the explosion in the subway in Washington, D.C. had occurred. Once I arrived at the Bartons’ home, it was clear Mrs. Barton had made the appointment with me without telling her husband. From the way he talked about Clara, it sounded like he would be perfectly happy for Clara to stay missing.
Mr. Barton worked as a foreman in a local factory. He had a big frame with a lot of flesh on it. Some of that flesh was muscle, but much of it was not. He looked like a former high school football player who might have had some glory days on the gridiron once upon a time. Those days were long gone, though. His skin was pale white. He had blotches of red on his face, like a far less jolly Santa Claus. His brown hair was crew cut, exposing the back of his neck. Excess neck flesh rested on the collar of his shirt, making his big head look bulbous, like a circumcised penis. His thick forearms were covered with wiry dark hair. Though he lived in a lower middle-class neighborhood, his voice betrayed his lower class origins. It still had the slight sound of the gutter in it.  
“You’ve seen the same news footage I have,” he was saying to his wife. “That was Clara on the surveillance cameras. And, it was Clara that blew up, killing and injuring all those people.”
“You don’t know that for sure,” Mrs. Barton insisted weakly. It did not sound like even she believed what she was saying. “Not even the government knows what caused the explosion. They can’t find evidence of a bomb.”
“They can’t find evidence of a bomb because there was no bomb. Clara did this. You know it just as well as I do. You just don’t want to admit it,” Mr. Barton said. He shook his head. “She’s no good, I tell you. None of those Metahuman filth are. I can’t take dealing with her anymore. This is the last straw. As far as I’m concerned, that little bitch is no daughter of mine.”
Mrs. Barton continued to wring her hands. Her eyes were red. It looked like she was about to cry and, if she had, that it would not be the first time that day. She was a thin woman with a pinched face. Her body was not a toned thin, but rather a skinny-fat thin. She had on faded red Capri pants, a short-sleeved collared shirt, and black flats. A thin gold chain from which hung a small cross hung around her neck. Worry and frown lines were etched deeply into her forehead and around her mouth. She looked much older than she probably was. I could hardly blame her. Living with Mr. Barton would prematurely age me as well. I didn’t know if Clara had run away from home, but if she had, I could hardly blame her.
I considered using my powers of hydrokinesis—water manipulation—to make Mr. Barton’s head explode. No, too messy. I could instead simply pull my gun out of my hip holster and shoot him.
“I’m a Metahuman,” I said. “Am I no good filth, too?” There was a tone of warning in my voice. I did not enjoy being called names. Since I was a shade over six feet two inches tall and was a muscular guy with cauliflower ears and a flattened nose, most people had the good sense to not call me names to my face.
Mr. Barton looked over at me like he had forgotten I was there. His eyes darted over at his wife in an accusatory fashion—“Why did you invite a Metahuman into our home?” the look seemed to say—before they came back to me.
“Look buddy, I mean no offense,” he said. Despite his words, it did not sound as if he cared whether or not I was offended. “Our faith teaches us that Metahumans are an abomination in the sight of the Lord.”
I had learned once I arrived at their home that the Bartons were Jacobites, a Christian sect that believed Metahumans were not in fact human, but rather a subhuman scourge sent by God to punish man for his many sins. Some would say the Jacobites were a cult. Whether they were a religion or a cult was not for me to judge. In my mind, one man’s sensible religion was another man’s cult. It just depended on your perspective: if you were an outsider looking in, anything you did not believe in looked like a cult. To the Romans, the early Christians no doubt looked like members of a cult.
Notwithstanding my progressive live-and-let-live attitude, if I had known the Bartons were Jacobites, I never would have agreed to drive out to meet with them. I would have been too afraid they would try to smite me, proselytize me, or both.
“How nice for you,” I said in response to Mr. Barton’s nutty Metahuman beliefs. “Shouldn’t you speak more nicely about your daughter, though? After all, doesn’t Psalm 127 say ‘Behold, children are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward’?” I was impressed I was able to pull that quote out of the recesses of my mind. Thirteen years of Catholic school had not been a waste. I should have had a tee shirt made that read, “Thirteen years of Catholic school, and all I got was this lousy Psalm quote.” 
Mr. Barton just set his jaw at my words and looked stubborn. Apparently, he was not as impressed with my Biblical knowledge as I was.
Mrs. Barton’s thin fingers tugged on Mr. Barton’s shirt sleeve.
“Mr. Lord is a private detective and a licensed Hero. I read about him in the news,” she said. I had recently solved a murder that had been widely reported about. As a result, I had been getting more media attention lately than Kim Kardashian. Perhaps I should have taken advantage of my newfound fame and launched a perfume line or come out with a book of selfies or made a sex tape.
“That’s why I asked him here,” Mrs. Barton said. “If anyone can find Clara and return her to us, he can.”
Mr. Barton continued to look stubborn.
“I told you, I wash my hands of that little Meta bitch,” he said to her. He turned to me. He looked me up and down. I was dressed that day in thick waterproof boots, jeans, and a heavy cotton red and black plaid shirt. It was my Hero as lumberjack look. 
“If you’re a licensed Hero, where’s your costume? Where’s your mask?” Mr. Barton demanded.
“My dog ate my costume and then took a dump in the mask,” I said. In truth, I had neither a dog nor a costume. I was one of the rare Heroes who did not hide his identity. But, I did not feel like explaining that to Mr. Barton. I disliked him more with each passing minute. 
Mr. Barton blinked at my response. It confused him. I suspected a lot of things confused him. But, he soon rallied.
“Since you came all this way, I guess I can at least listen to your sales pitch,” he said. “Why should I hire you?”
I shook my head. My patience for Mr. Barton’s attitude had worn threadbare.
“I don’t have a sales pitch,” I said. “I just came out here to bask in your charm. It’s everything I’ve heard of and hoped for. You should go to work at the United Nations. You’ll have charmed everyone into declaring world peace inside of a week, easy.”
Mr. Barton gave me a hard look. Perhaps it worked on his wife and the people who worked under him. I, however, managed to stand up under it without passing out in fear.
“You being smart with me?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said.
Mr. Barton blinked at me again. My answer caught him off guard. I did not think he was used to dealing with someone who did not recoil in fear when he was trying to be firm and intimidating.
“How much do you charge?” he asked. He was shifting the subject to something he felt comfortable talking about, money.
“To work for you?” I asked.
Mr. Barton nodded impatiently. 
“Well,” I said, “I normally work for a few hundred dollars a day plus expenses. But, once I factor in the ‘you’re a pain in the ass’ surcharge, the total comes to . . . .”
I looked up at the ceiling as if I was making a calculation. I looked back down at him.
“Four billion, three million and thirty-seven dollars and twenty-six cents,” I said firmly. “And not a penny less.”
The blotches on Mr. Barton’s face got redder. He stood up and pointed at the front door.
“Get the fuck out of my house,” he ordered.
The devil in me wanted to say “Make me.” Mr. Barton was a big, strong-looking guy. But, if I was right about him having played high school football, that had been years ago. I was no nerdy high school student who was intimidated by a jock. Mr. Barton’s size had fooled him over the years into believing he was a tough guy. Maybe he was in some circles. I, on the other hand, was a licensed superhero and a former mixed martial arts fighter. I was a professional tough guy in every circle imaginable. If Mr. Barton tried to physically throw me out, he was in for a nasty shock.
But, I was a guest in his home. I believed in the adage that a man’s home was his castle. Plus, as much as I disliked Mr. Barton, I was unwilling to embarrass him in front of his wife by manhandling him. Embarrassing a guy in front of his wife was about the worst thing you could do to a man.
So, I stood and took the high road.
“I’m very glad to have met you Mrs. Barton,” I said to her. “I hope you find your daughter.”
I got my jacket from the back of the chair I had been sitting in, turned, and walked toward the front door. I put my jacket on. Once I reached the door, I considered turning to stick my tongue out at Mr. Barton. I realized in the nick of time that would be beneath my superheroic dignity. Plus, Mr. Barton might have thought I was making an offer of fellatio, confirming his conviction that Metahumans were filthy degenerates. I did not want to add any fuel to the fire of his bigotry.
So instead I simply opened the front door, and walked out. I did not exactly slam the door behind me, but I did close it firmly.
That would show him.
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EXCERPT FROM CAPED
I never wanted to be a superhero. I admired them, sure. I followed their adventures, absolutely. But be one? No thanks. Superheroes got punched, tortured, shot at, cut up, plotted against, and had buildings and other insanely heavy things dropped on them. And that was if you were lucky. If you were unlucky, you were killed like Avatar was. If it could happen to Avatar, the world’s greatest and most powerful Metahuman and licensed Hero, it could happen to anyone. I had no interest in being one of those anyones. If it was up to me, I would have stayed a nobody and a no one. Being a nobody was no fun and God knew it would not get you laid, but at least it gave you the chance to die at home in bed instead of at the hands of some bloodthirsty supervillain. Being a licensed Hero was super dangerous, not to mention super scary. Uh, no pun intended, I guess.
So no, I never wanted to be a superhero. But, like Dad always said, you had to play the cards you were dealt. I found out what kind of cards fate had in store for me the day I got into a fight in the men’s bathroom at my college.
If I had known about all the crazy and deadly stuff that encounter would lead to, I never would have gone to the bathroom that day. I would have just held it. Or, peed my pants. Gross and unsanitary, maybe. Safer though.
***
I washed my hands after using the urinal. I was in the bathroom of the Student Activities Center at my school, the University of South Carolina at Aiken. My hands still were hot, as if they were being held too close to a fire. I held them under the faucet’s stream of cold water for a while. The water felt great, but did not solve the problem. My hands still felt hot.
I was starting to get worried. Maybe I needed to go to the doctor, or at least to USCA’s health clinic. Though I had been inside of air-conditioned classrooms most of today, I had spent a lot of time earlier this week working outside on my dad’s farm. Maybe what I was experiencing was heat stroke. It was very hot outside. It was August in South Carolina, after all. It was supposed to be hot out. I had never heard of heat stroke affecting just one part of your body, though. Nor had I ever heard of it setting in long after someone had gotten out of the heat.
My hands had felt weird the past several days. The feeling had started as a tingle, as if my hands had fallen asleep and circulation was being restored to them. A couple of days later the tingling had become pins and needles. The pins and needles had then transformed into a dull ache, like the ache of underused muscles that had been worked out hard at the gym. Now my hands were hot, like they were in an oven set on low. They were not in pain, but if whatever was going on with them got worse, I could see them getting painful. They had been distracting me in class all day, like an annoying itch you could not quite reach to scratch.
I pulled my hands from under the stream of cold water. I examined them carefully. Other than them being wet, they looked perfectly normal, like they always did. I held them up to my cheeks, like I was checking for a fever. They did not feel hot against my cheeks. Maybe the heat was entirely in my head. Maybe what I needed was a shrink, not a doctor. I grimacing in distaste at the idea of going to a shrink again. I had been to one when my mother had died from brain cancer five years ago. My school counselor had recommended to Dad that I go, so go I did despite the fact I didn’t want to. Even at the age of twelve, going to that shrink to talk about my feelings had seemed like a huge waste of time. My mother was dead, and no amount of talking was going to change that fact. When that knuckleheaded shrink had suggested I was secretly glad Mom was dead because I was tired of dealing with her lingering illness, I had gotten up and taken a swing at that know-nothing dummy. Dad had been mad at me until I had told him what the shrink had suggested. Dad never made me go back. I had thought at the time he kind of wanted to take a swing at the shrink too.
I grimaced yet again when I looked up to see myself in the mirror. I did not think I was ugly, so that was not the reason for the grimace. Brown hair, brown eyes, average height, average-looking face. If you did a Google search for “average white guy,” I would not be the top result—I was too much of a nobody to turn up in an Internet search—but I felt like the poster boy for “nothing special.” I had grimaced at myself because I was struck again by how skinny I was. Though it seemed like my stomach was a bottomless pit, I never could gain weight. Whenever I said that to a girl, she always said she wished she was like me. Not being able to put on weight might be awesome if you were a girl, but it sucked when you were a seventeen-year-old college freshman who was trying to attract girls. Girls went for big dudes who were athletic, dressed well, drove nice cars, and were into sports, not a skinny farmer’s son who read all the time, wore clothes from Walmart, drove a hand-me-down powder blue Chevy Cavalier the inside of which leaked like a colander when it rained hard, and who knew more about actual falcons than he did about the Atlanta Falcons. It was probably why I was a virgin. I desperately did not want to be. I had never heard of someone dying from lack of sex, but it often felt like I would be the first to pull it off. What a way to make it into the history books. If my name were Mary instead of Theodore Conley, at least then I could put “The Virgin Mary” on my tombstone. On second thought, I would be a boy named Mary. I doubted that would help my virginity problem.
My hot hands forgotten for the moment, I rolled up the right sleeve of my Avatar tee shirt a bit and flexed. My bicep barely moved. Ugh. I really needed to go to the gym more. The problem was, every time I went, I felt like a weak baby in comparison to the meatheads who seemed to live there. It was demoralizing. I was only seventeen, though. I prayed I was not finished growing yet. Thanks to my bookworm tendencies, I had graduated high school early and was a year or two younger than most of my classmates here at USCA. I had always been scrawny compared to other guys my age, and being around older guys here at college made the size difference worse. Maybe I would have another growth spurt and catch up to my larger classmates. And, maybe pigs would sprout wings and start calling themselves pigeons. I was not optimistic about either prospect occurring.
The bathroom door swung open. Startled, I jumped a little. I pretended like I was scratching my arm instead of feeling myself up. Too many of my fellow students thought I was a weirdo as it was.
John Shockey slowly entered. His left foot dragged a little on the floor as he came in. He was blonde, and shorter than I with a slightly hunched back and severely bowed legs. His right hand was twisted around at a weird angle, and the fingers on that hand pointed out in several different directions. He had a big overbite, so much so his mouth was never completely closed. His upper front teeth, yellow and angled like collapsing tombstones, were exposed a little. He always looked like he was grimacing, even when he was not.
“Hey Theo,” John said to me. His voice was slow and nasal. It sounded like he was mentally challenged. I knew he was not. I had a couple of classes with him and had been in study groups with him. Whatever was wrong with him physically did not affect him mentally. Because of his appearance, most people treated John like he had leprosy or something. Not me. I knew what it was like to be different than the people around you. I made it a point to be nice to him. John and I weren’t exactly friends, but we were friendly. I figured that those of us who lived on the Island of Misfit Toys had to stick together.
“Hey John.” I glanced down at his shirt. It was identical to mine, grey with a big stylized red A on the front—the colors of Avatar’s costume and the A that he had on his chest. I grinned. “Nice shirt,” I said.
John’s mouth widened into what was supposed to be a smile. It looked more like he was in pain. “Thanks. You too,” he said in his slow, slightly slurred voice. “Shame what happened to him. I still can’t believe it.”
I nodded my head in agreement. “I know, right? The world’s greatest Hero, shot and killed. I never thought the day would come Avatar would be killed, and certainly not killed by a bullet. I always heard he was invulnerable.” Avatar had been murdered a couple of months ago. The world still mourned for him. I had seen more Avatar shirts in the past two months than I had seen before in my whole life. I thought of most of those shirt-wearers as Johnny-come-latelies. I had been a fan of Heroes like Avatar and Amazing Man and of licensed superheroes in general for as long as I could remember. They were everything I was not—beloved, strong, confident, and fearless.
“I met him once,” John said. “He shook my hand. Greatest moment of my life.” He shook his head at the thought, though it looked like more of a muscle spasm than anything else. John shuffled slowly off. He went to stand in front of one of the urinals.
My hands were still hot. I turned on the cold water again and put my hands under the stream. Though running water over my hands had not made the burning feeling go away, it did make me feel a little better.
The bathroom door opened again. Three guys walked in, laughing and talking loudly. I glanced at them. I immediately looked away. I willed myself to be invisible. I wondered if this was how a deer who had spotted three approaching lions felt. Guys like me were the natural prey of the guys who had come in. They were Donovan Byrd, Marcus Leverette, and a guy I only knew as Bubba. They were upperclassmen, star football players, very popular, strong as bulls, and not shy about reminding you of all of the above. They hung out together all the time; you rarely saw one without the other two. They called themselves the Three Horsemen. The Three Jackasses was more like it. I knew better than to say that aloud. I did not have a death wish. If you were a pretty girl, the Three Horsemen tried to sleep with you; if you were an ugly girl they made fun of you; and if you were a guy who was not an athlete like them, they pushed you around. They were bullies. I did not like them. The fact I did not like them did not mean I was dismissive of them. I respected them the way a mouse must respect a snake.
The Three Horsemen ignored me like a king ignores a peasant. They strode past me and the sinks to the urinals behind me. I sighed slightly in relief. Though my hands still hurt, I pulled them out of the water and shut the faucet off. This was no longer a good place to linger. The Three Horsemen might suddenly decide my mere presence somehow offended them. I got the sudden mental image of them pounding me into the floor of the bathroom like I was a nail. I suppressed a shudder at the thought. I hastily pulled out paper towels from the dispenser and started to dry my hands.
From the mirror in front of me, I could see that Marcus and Bubba went to stand in front of two empty urinals. Donovan stood in front of John’s back. Donovan was a tall, good-looking, light-skinned black guy with a shaved head. He was the football team’s star running back. He did not walk so much as he flowed, like a big cat. Bubba and Marcus were defensive linemen. Bubba was white, Marcus was black. Bubba had a head like a doorknob, a brain that was probably the size of a walnut, and a body like a side of beef. Marcus was equally imposing, though his head was more proportionate to the rest of his body than Bubba’s was. They were a bit shorter than Donovan, but much bulkier. 
“Move out of the way, gimp,” Donovan said to John. “I gotta take a piss.” There was a fourth empty urinal he could have used, not to mention three empty stalls. Donovan was being an ass again. Big shock.
John looked over his shoulder at John. “I-I-I’m not finished,” he said, stuttering a bit. He was obviously intimidated by Donovan and his friends. I was too. “That one is open,” John said, nodding his head to the available urinal next to him. John was being bolder than I would have been.
“I don’t wanna use that one, retard,” Donovan said. “The one you’re at is my favorite.” He unzipped his pants. “Now move out of the way before I piss all over you.” Bubba and Marcus laughed.
I hated bullies. I myself had been bullied more times than I wanted to remember, so I knew how it felt. And, John was not even able-bodied, making picking on him even more despicable. I wanted to say something. You keep your big mouth shut, my mind said firmly. Who do you think you are, Avatar? The fact you’re wearing a Hero’s tee shirt doesn’t make you one. Mind your own business, pick up your bookbag, and leave.
“Why don’t you leave him alone, Donovan?” my mouth said before my brain could stop it. “Why do you always have to be such an ass?” My brain and my mouth needed to have a serious talk later about getting on the same page. Assuming there was a later.
As I watched through the mirror, Donovan turned to me. He looked stunned.
“What did you just say to me?” Donovan demanded.
I turned to face him. I had already put my big fat foot in my mouth. Might as well try to swallow the whole leg.
“I said leave him alone. He’s not bothering you.” I said it more firmly than I felt. Inside, I was quaking. At least I had the good sense to not call Donovan an ass again. What in the world had come over me? Maybe my hands were hot because I had a fever and was delirious.
Donovan strode over to me. He loomed over me like a mountain. He was trying to intimidate me. He was succeeding. “Why don’t you mind your own business?” he said. “Or maybe the retard is your business. Maybe he’s your boyfriend. I see you are wearing the same stupid shirt he is. You two are the retard twins. Is your retard twin also your boyfriend, faggot?”
“No,” I said. Words flashed through my mind. I knew it was stupid to voice them. But, in for a penny, in for a pound. “Just because you walk around with your boyfriends all the time, that doesn’t mean everyone else does. How does your threesome work, anyway? Are you always the bottom, or do you guys alternate? Maybe you draw straws. Does the short straw get the,” I paused, moving my index finger back and forth suggestively, “long straw?” It felt good to talk back to a bully for once.
That good feeling only lasted an instant. Donovan grabbed me by the front of my shirt. With a single arm, he pulled me up, almost off my feet. My tiptoes dangled on the linoleum. Donovan leaned down and put his face right into mine.
“I don’t know who the fuck you think you’re talking to,” he snarled. His breath was hot against my face. “I’m going to punch your loser faggot ass into next month.” His free arm reared back. I pulled at his arm holding me up. It was like trying to uproot a tree. I turned my head away in fear. I was about to get my stupid head knocked off my stupid body. I did not want to watch the blow land. Feeling it land would be bad enough.
Suddenly Bubba and Marcus were standing on either side of me.
“Don’t hit him,” Bubba said, grabbing Donovan’s arm. I could have kissed him. “The coach said the next time you got into a fight, he’d have to bench you. We’ve got some big games coming up. We need you on the field.”
From behind the Three Horsemen, I saw John creeping up. Though I did not know how much help he would be, it was good to see I was not in this pickle alone. John continued right past where the Three Horsemen were clustered around me. Moving as quickly as his legs would let him, he opened the door. John fled the bathroom without so much as a backwards glance at me.
Huh. I guess what they said was true—no good deed went unpunished. So much for the idea of all for one and one for all. Maybe that was only true in books.
Nobody other than me seemed to notice John was gone. The Three Horsemen were too focused on me. Lucky me. 
“You’re right Bubba,” Donovan said after a long hesitation during which I anxiously visualized my head being knocked off my body like a golf ball driven off a tee. Donovan lowered his clenched fist reluctantly. He still held me up by my shirt. “I’m not going to risk getting benched over this loser. Can’t let him get away with talking to me like that, though. Tell you what, faggot,” he said to me, “since you’re so concerned about where I pee at, how about I pee on you?”
“No thanks. I’ve been peed on twice today already. I’ve had my fill.” I was trying to joke my way out of this. No one laughed.
“Hold him down,” Donovan said to Bubba and Marcus. Oh my God, he was serious! I started to kick and struggle. It was already too late. Bubba had me by my legs; Marcus had me by my arms. Donovan let go of my shirt. Grinning like kids on Christmas Day, Bubba and Marcus separated until I stretched out lengthwise between the two of them. Looking up at the tiled bathroom ceiling, I twisted and bucked, trying to free myself. If the viselike grips of the two loosened even slightly, it was not enough to notice. They put me down on the cold floor. Already much taller than I, Donovan now stood over me like a giant. I continued to struggle, succeeding only in banging the back of my head against the hard floor. I saw stars.
“Get me go!” I shouted.
Donovan reached into the fly of his pants. “As soon as my bladder is empty, we’ll let you go,” he said. He laughed a short sadistic bark that made me want to punch his lights out. He aimed. A stream of wetness hit my face. I turned my face away from it.
“Let me go, let me go, let me go!” I screamed over and over. I tasted urine in my mouth. Some of it got into my eyes. I tried to blink it away. I snorted as some of the urine went up my nose. I bucked violently, still trying to free myself. Marcus and Bubba held me down as easily as holding down a child. I felt a combination of anger, impotence, and humiliation. Especially humiliation. I started to cry tears of frustration. Crying made me feel even worse about myself. I was nothing but a big baby who could not even defend himself. And, like a wet baby, I stank of urine. What if Mom was looking down at me and saw me like this? I was filled with shame at the thought.
The sounds of the Three Horsemen’s laughter and the splashing of liquid against my face and neck filled my ears. I bucked even harder in Bubba’s and Marcus’ grasp. My heart pounded, harder and harder, until it seemed it would explode right out of my chest. My hands now felt even hotter than before, as if they had been thrust into the hot coals of a fireplace.
I had the sudden mental image of being strong enough to pull Bubba and Marcus off of me and flinging them against the wall. Donovan I would shove backwards into the stall behind us, stuffing him into the toilet. I saw it clearly in my mind’s eye like I was looking at a vivid photograph.
“GET OFF OF ME!” I shouted yet again. The words felt like they came from the depths of my soul. The burning sensation of my hands, already intense, moved up to a whole new level of pain, as if they had been left in the hot coals long enough to catch fire themselves.
Suddenly, all hell broke loose. Both Bubba’s and Marcus’ hands were pulled off of me. They both launched into the air, as if they had been picked up by an invisible giant and thrown. They cried out in surprise and confusion. They sailed through the air. They slammed into opposite walls of the bathroom with a loud crash. Bubba bounced off the wall a bit, landing face-first on the tile floor. The tile cracked where Bubba’s face slammed into it. He did not move. As for Marcus, he slid like a wet towel down the wall he had been thrown into. He slid until he landed hard on his butt, with his legs splayed out in front of him. His head lolled a little from side to side.
Donovan was not immune from whatever was happening. He flew back into the partially closed door of the stall behind him like he was a cannonball shot out of a cannon. The stall door flew all the way open, crashing into the stall wall. The crash sounded like a shotgun blast. Donovan landed butt-first in the open toilet. He went down deep into the bowl, like a dunked basketball. His legs dangled from the toilet, with his feet barely touching the floor.
There was dead silence for a moment, as if the entire world was stunned by what had just happened. The silence was then broken by the sound of the automatic toilet flushing. Water sprayed up, hitting Donovan in the face. I might have laughed at the sudden turnabout had I not been so astonished.
I sat up. I turned my head repeatedly from side to side like a crazy person, frantically looking to see who had done whatever had just happened. I saw no one. Other than the groans of Marcus and Donovan, I heard no one. The Three Horsemen and I were still alone in the bathroom.
I lifted my hands up. They still felt like they were on fire. They also looked different than they normally did. As I looked at them, twisting them from side to side, waves of energy radiated from them, like waves of heat coming off a hot highway. I tore my eyes off of them and looked down at my wet Avatar tee shirt.
I could scarcely believe it, though it was as obvious as the big A that was on my chest and the stench of urine that filled my nostrils.
I had superpowers. Like Avatar, I was a Metahuman.
Holy crap!
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