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CHAPTER 1


This all happened
a while ago, after a teenaged exploding girl named Clara Barton died because of
me and while I was still finding solace in alcohol. Those days I was still
curling up in the bottom of more bottles of liquor than I could count, like a
superpowered tequila worm.


*
* *


It was close to
midnight when I walked out of Julie’s Tavern onto Conway Street’s sidewalk. Big
buildings loomed over me like dark giants, their tops barely visible in the
overcast night sky. I was in Astor City, Maryland, the big city I called home.
They say that home is where the heart is. These days, because of all the
drinking I did, I was more concerned about my liver than my heart.


I paused for a
moment outside the bar, sucking in fresh air and trying to clear my head and
orient myself. I wondered if I could get the expression Home is where the
liver is to catch on.


Nah, probably not.
Not alliterative enough.


I frowned, racking
my brain, trying to come up with a synonym for home which started with
the letter L. I came up empty. Coining new expressions was hard work. It
was harder still when you had a bellyful of rotgut like I did. Maybe creative
inspiration was like love in that it appeared when you stopped looking for it.


What I needed was
a break from all my hard brain work. What I needed was more alcohol.


My frown of
concentration transformed into a smile of happiness. More alcohol? I’d drink to
that.


Despite the fact I
knew Astor City like the back of my hand, it took a moment for my
alcohol-sodden brain to puzzle out where the next closest bar was. My thoughts
were like butterflies, flitting from subject to subject with no apparent rhyme
or reason, and my brain felt like a crippled entomologist trying to chase them
down while wearing cement shoes.


I was great at
similes when I was drunk. Directions, not so much.


Once I untangled
the Gordian knot of which way was north and which way was south—a street sign
helped with that, so God bless the Astor City Department of Public Works—I
started heading south, toward another bar I knew.


Thanks to the
drinking I had done so far tonight, I had to focus more than usual on putting
one foot in front of the other. Walking was an effort. I was certainly in no
condition to play hopscotch. That was all right, as I had not felt the urge to
play hopscotch since I was six. But, if I were challenged now to a hopscotch
deathmatch tournament by a wild gang of nocturnal preschoolers, I would
definitely be in trouble. Then again, maybe they would be the ones in trouble.
After all, I was the redoubtable Truman Lord, licensed superhero and private
detective, righter of wrongs and drinker of liquor, armed with superpowers, a
gun, and words like redoubtable. On top of all that formidableness, I
had a well-known reputation for spitting in the eye of feral children and
laughing in the face of preschool hopscotching danger. I would take a chance
and continue to brave the sidewalks.


My legs were a
little unsteady as I walked, though I was not yet at the point where I staggered.
But the night was young. Julie’s Tavern was not the first bar I had stopped at for
a drink tonight, and it would not be the last. I had left Julie’s because I did
not like to spend too much time drinking in one place. Though I was not a
household name the way some other Heroes were, I was still well-known in parts
of the city. Especially the grimy parts. I was sufficiently concerned about my
Heroic reputation that I did not want to stay in one place so that a bar’s
denizens could watch me make the journey from sober to drunk, like
rubberneckers watching a slow-moving but inevitable car accident. If experience
was any guide, by the end of the night, when I had more liquor sloshing around
in me than a rumrunner, I would stop caring so much about my Heroic reputation.
Pretty much everything else too. Alcohol had a funny way of getting you to stop
caring about things. That was why I had recently taken up drinking again after many
years of being a teetotaler.


It was raining,
gently but steadily, like all the angels in heaven had decided to take a group
piss. No doubt about it, I was a dab hand at similes when drunk. The wetness of
everything around me glinted in the streetlights. Thanks to the rain, the city
and its colors seemed brighter, fresher, and cleaner than usual, like something
out of an Edward Hopper painting.


I was getting wet.
If I had my superhero cape on, I could have wrapped it around myself to protect
my clothes. But I did not have it on. I had worn the damned thing exactly once,
years ago on the day I had been sworn in as a licensed Hero by the Heroes’
Guild. People who were licensed under the Hero Act of 1945 were Heroes; those
who used their Metahuman powers despite not being licensed were Rogues or, as
they were more commonly called, supervillains. I had not worn my cape since my
swearing-in ceremony because it was too easy for a Rogue to grab it and choke
you to death with it. I did not know how Heroes who wore full superhero
costumes and capes avoided such a fate. I had heard of being hoisted by your
own petard but being hoisted by my own leotard would be more than I could
stand.


In addition to not
wearing a cape, unlike most of my fellow Heroes I also didn’t wear a mask,
costume, or an emblem with my initials emblazoned on my chest. Nor did I have a
reckless and inappropriately young sidekick, a lair, a secret identity, or a
superhero code name. Years ago, I had considered going by the sobriquet Long
Dong Lord, but the Heroes’ Guild had refused to register it. “Too undignified,”
they had said. They were probably just jealous.


As I walked, the
rain soaked through my light jacket to dampen my long-sleeved tattersall shirt
and snub-nosed holstered gun. My khaki pants were completely wet, making me
feel like I had worn them while swimming across Astor Bay. Rain dripped from my
hair into my eyes. 


Even if people refused
to call me Long Dong, they would have to call me a doctor if I didn’t soon do
something about the rain. By now, I was shivering. It was a cool autumn evening
and getting soaked made it feel cooler still. Though I was a hard-nosed private
eye in addition to a Hero, I did not have on a fedora and trench coat to keep
me dry. I defied both superhero and private detective stereotypes left and
right. Defying stereotypes was not helping me defy a good soaking, though.


Fortunately, some
superhero stereotypes were universally true. We Heroes were all Metahumans, and
therefore we all had superpowers. So, I used my hydrokinesis—that is, the
ability to manipulate water—to make the rain fall away from me instead of
hitting me.


From the outside,
it must have looked like I now walked inside of an invisible glass bubble that
kept the rain out. Then, I increased the temperature of the water that soaked
my clothes and body. I did it gradually to avoid scalding myself.


In just a few
moments I was as dry as a Mormon prayer meeting. Which was more than my blood
alcohol level could say.


It was that blood
alcohol level which made me think at first I was hallucinating when I started
walking on air.


No longer was I on
the sidewalk. Rather, I rose slowly into the air, like an untethered helium
balloon.


My loins tightened
as I looked down at the rapidly receding street, which made me realize I wasn’t
really hallucinating. A slight shimmering in the air that looked like rainbow
colors swimming on the surface of a soap bubble made me further realize I was
inside of and being lifted into the air by a small, barely visible sphere. The
rain hit and curved down its sides.


This was not good.
I could do a lot of things with my powers, but fly was not one of them. Someone
was using his Metahuman powers on me. The last time someone had done that, it
had been the Rogue Great White.


He had nearly bitten
my head off.









CHAPTER 2


Panicked, I
scrambled for my gun, thinking I was under attack. Despite my sparkling
personality, I had made a lot of enemies over the years. My jacket was zipped
up over my gun, and my clumsier than usual fingers made it hard to get at it.


Before I could get
my gun out, it penetrated my alcohol-pickled brain that I had seen spheres like
the one I was in before. Many times before, as a matter of fact. I then
realized I was in no danger, unless I shot myself in the leg trying to
unholster my gun. Or worse, in the genitals. I had suffered from whiskey dick in
the past but shooting it off seemed like a mighty drastic way of avoiding the
problem.


I relaxed, panic
now transforming into curiosity.


The almost
invisible sphere I was in rose to the top of a nearby mid-rise office building.
It set me down gently on the building’s rooftop. Then it disappeared as
abruptly as it had appeared. Since it still rained, I resumed repelling the
water with my powers.


A figured dropped
out of the dark sky like a glowing meteorite. He landed lightly on the other
side of the rooftop. He was dressed in a shiny, skintight outfit from his neck
to his feet. It was royal blue on his torso, and black on his legs. The costume
hugged the man’s well-developed muscles as if it had been shrink-wrapped on.
There was a bright red mask on his face covering his eyes, nose, and cheeks. A
red and black stylized shield with the letter M in the middle of it was etched
into the center of his costume’s chest.


As a 6’2” former
mixed martial arts fighter who worked out religiously—or at least I had before
I started drinking again weeks ago—I was a pretty big guy. Even so, the man
standing in front of me made me look like I had anemia with a side of
consumption. He looked like he ate a steady diet of raw beef marinated in
steroids and seasoned with creatine and human growth hormone.


“Where do you keep
your wallet in that thing?” I called out to the man regarding his tight
costume. My tongue felt thick in my mouth; I had to focus on not slurring my
words. “And how in the world do you pee? Does it have a zipper?” I was tempted to
look and see but did not want to get caught staring at another man’s junk. In
some circles, that would get you punched in the eye. Or propositioned.


“Are you Truman
Lord? The detective and Hero?” the costumed man asked, stepping closer. Apparently
he wasn’t going to answer my sartorial questions. Both rude and uninformative.


“I am. Would you
like my autograph? No one ever does, but there’s a first time for everything.”


“I’ve left
messages at your office and didn’t hear back. I’ve been looking all over the city
for you.”


“Lo and behold, you
managed to find me. If you were looking for me so you could hire me to find me,
now that you’ve found me all by yourself like a big boy, I guess you don’t need
my services after all.”


The man shook his
head in annoyance. He stepped even closer. The outline of his body shimmered in
the same fashion as the bubble which had lifted me up to the roof. The rain
bounced off the shimmering field surrounding him like the nimbus was plate glass.
The man examined me carefully, staring first at one eye and then the other. His
nose flared as he took a whiff of me.


“Good God man! Are
you drunk?” His deep voice sounded aghast.


“If I’m not, it’s
not for lack of trying. Now be a good scout and put me back on the ground so I
can keep at it. I’m nothing if not persistent. If at first you don’t succeed,
try, try again. I read that on the back of a scratch-off.”


“I’ll put you back
down once we finish talking. I need your help.” Now that the man was close to
me, I saw his features more clearly. His hair was dark brown, almost black. His
eyes flashed blue behind his mask. The whites of his eyes were tinted red. He
looked tired, as if he had not slept in a while. There was several days’ worth of
stubble on his chin. His jaw was square and, though obscured by the stubble,
his jawline looked like it could cut diamonds. His hands were massive, with big
veins like earthworms under the skin.


He was a very
good-looking man, the kind of guy who would feature prominently in most women’s
wet dreams, and not an insignificant number of men’s. Unlike him, I did not
have a perfectly symmetrical face: there was scar tissue on my mug and ears
from my martial arts days, plus my nose was literally bent out of shape from
being broken over the years. I was not jealous of the man’s looks, though. What
I lacked in handsomeness, I made up for in personality. Or at least that’s what
my grandma had told me, though I’d found few people over the years who had
agreed with her sentiment. Haters gonna hate.


“Do you know who I
am?” the handsome man asked.


“Sure. You’re
Massive Force. Like me, you’re a Hero. Though we haven’t crossed paths before,
I’ve seen you a lot on the news. You can fly, you’re super strong, you can
project tangible energy fields in various geometric shapes, and you can also
probably knit a sweater with your eyes closed, heal the sick, and walk on
water. I recognized the energy field you lifted me up here on. It’s why I
haven’t shot you already for kidnapping me. Or is it mannapping since I’m not a
kid? Heronapping? Detectivenapping?” I chewed on my lower lip in thought. If I
had been less tipsy I probably could have puzzled it out. “I’m not sure. You
wouldn’t by any chance be an etymologist in addition to a Hero, knitter, and
kidnapper?”


Massive Force
shook his head at me. He clearly did not find me amusing. Too few did. Or maybe
he simply did not know what an etymologist was. Disappointing. Not every Hero
read as much as I did.


“I heard you’re
kind of a smart-ass,” Massive Force said. “But I also heard you’re good at what
you do.”


“Drinking? I’m an
expert at it, with an unquenchable thirst for getting even better. Speaking of
which, put me back down on terra firma. These are my prime-time practice at
drinking hours. I’ll bet Edvard Munch did not have to suffer through
interruptions like this when he painted The Scream.”


Massive Force
shook his head at me again. “Would you knock it off? This is serious. I meant I
heard you’re a good detective.”


“What do you need
to have detected? Where your zipper is? I can refer you to a female colleague
who might be more inclined than I to help you with that. My hormonal interests
lie in another direction.”


Massive Force let
out a long, frustrated breath before saying, “It’s probably easier to show you
than tell you.” He glanced around. Seeing that we were still alone on the
rooftop, he reached up and started to peel off his mask. It startled me so
much, I sobered up a little. Heroes who maintained secret identities did not
usually reveal them, not even to fellow Heroes, and certainly not to ones they
had just met. Their secret identities allowed them to maintain normal
lifestyles while they were not acting in their Heroic capacities, and they also
protected their friends and family from being targeted by enemies.


Massive Force
pulled his mask completely off. The contours of his face changed subtly, but
enough to completely transform his features. Clearly his mask contained some of
the face-obscuring technology that was all the rage with both Heroes and Rogues
these days.


Unmasked, he was
in his late thirties, maybe early forties. Despite how different he looked with
his mask off, Massive Force was still male model handsome. I recognized his
real face as readily as I had recognized his masked one.


I took a couple of
quick steps back, out of his reach. If I let him get hold of me, he could twist
me into a bloody pretzel with his super strength.


He was Ethan Lamb,
a fugitive wanted for the brutal murder of his pregnant wife.


I recognized Ethan
because I followed local crime news the way a farmer followed the local weather,
and for much the same reasons. Ethan Lamb was the prime suspect in his wife’s death,
and the police had been searching high and low for him the past few days. Sabrina
Lamb had been found stabbed to death in the Lambs’ home a week ago, on the
twelfth of the month. Due to the gruesomeness of her death, Ethan’s face had
been plastered all over the news since then. Clearly the police and the media
did not know that Ethan was also Massive Force, one of Astor City’s most
prominent Heroes.


“You know who I
am?” Ethan asked, somewhat sadly. It was more of a statement than a question.
He would have to be blind to not have noticed me moving away from him.


Nodding, I said, “Ethan
Lamb. They say that love appears when you’re not looking for it. I guess the
same is true of murder suspects. Tell me why I shouldn’t pull my gun on you and
hold you here until the police come.” Despite the fact I was not feeling
particularly Heroic these days considering my drinking and how I had failed
Clara Barton, I still was a licensed Hero. That meant, whether I was drunk or
sober, I had an obligation to uphold the law. I just wished I had known I would
encounter a Hero wanted for murder before I had started tonight’s drinking.
Heroes were highly trained fighters. Facing one stone cold sober would have
been no walk in the park. Drunk, it would be a nightmare.


Ethan gave my
threat a slight grim smile. “For one thing, my costume is bulletproof.”


“Your costume
doesn’t cover your head. I’m guessing a head shot would stop you.” Truth be
told, I did not need my gun to disable Ethan. The human body was mostly water,
which meant I could use my powers on it in several ways. Among other things, I
could prevent oxygen from dissolving into the water content of Ethan’s blood,
which would knock him out in seconds. At least I could have done it sober.
Drunk, with my mind dulled and sluggish, I risked botching the delicate process
and killing Ethan. I would try that on him only as a last resort.


“True enough,”
Ethan said. “Unless I encase myself in one of my energy fields, without my
costume’s protection, I’m as vulnerable to bullets as the next man.”


“And yet I see you
haven’t raised one of your fields.”


“I’m trying to get
you to trust me,” Ethan said. “I didn’t kill my wife. Like most couples, we had
our issues, but I would’ve never hurt her.”


“I’m the wrong guy
to tell that to. Tell it to the cops.”


Ethan let out a
long sigh. He looked at his wit’s end. There were dark bags under his eyes.
They belonged on his handsome face the way graffiti belonged on Michelangelo’s David.
“I will tell the cops. I’m going to turn myself in. This morning, now that I’ve
found you. I wanted to talk to you first.


“I’ve spent the
past week trying to figure out who the real killer is. I’ve barely slept or
eaten as I’ve tried to get a lead on him.” Frustrated, Ethan punched a brick
outcropping on the roof. The bricks cracked like the shell on a hard-boiled
egg. Ethan’s face screwed up into a scowl. “I’m no closer to finding Sabrina’s
killer than I was when I started. I feel like I’m just chasing my tail. I’m good
at a lot of things, including punching bad guys into oblivion. I can’t punch
Sabrina’s killer when I don’t have the slightest clue how to find him.


“I realized I need
an expert, someone who does this sort of thing for a living. I asked around,
and several people recommended you. They said you’re sometimes unorthodox, but
that you’re tough and you get results. I want to hire you to find my wife’s
killer and to clear my name. Since I’m going to turn myself in, I won’t be able
to keep looking myself. I’m just spinning my wheels anyway.”


While Ethan spoke,
I had used my hydrokinesis to monitor his pulse, blood pressure, and
perspiration rate. It was the same kind of stuff a lie detector monitored. That
application of my powers was something I had been experimenting with a lot
lately. My powers indicated that Ethan was telling the truth when he said he
did not kill his wife. Then again, lie detectors were not foolproof. It was why
they were not admissible as evidence in United States’ courts. My lie detecting
abilities were about as reliable.


In addition to my
powers, my gut, well-calibrated after being a professional detective for years
and being lied to more times than I could count, told me Ethan was telling the
truth. Then again, if I had a nickel for every time someone looked me in the
eye and told me he was as innocent as a newborn when in reality he was as
guilty as Jack the Ripper, I could have gone swimming in a pool of nickels
Scrooge McDuck-style. Some people were simply sociopaths, capable of taking a
dump down your neck, telling you with a perfectly straight face that it was
raining fertilizer, and have you believe them.


Maybe Ethan was
one of those accomplished liars despite what my powers and instincts told me.


Either way, it did
not matter.


“I’m not taking
new cases right now,” I said. “I’m too busy celebrating how the last one turned
out. Which is why, as you pointed out, I’m drunk.” I was actually mourning and
not celebrating, but Ethan did not need to know all that. Not only was I
mourning Clara’s death, but I was still torn up about the fact I had failed to
protect her as I had promised to. I was not used to failing. Failing Clara had
rattled my confidence. An old cliché said that fools rushed in where angels
feared to tread, but that was what Heroes did, time and time again—we rushed toward
danger when anyone with any sense ran away from it. We did that because, as
trained and licensed Heroes, we were confident we could handle whatever life or
a Rogue threw at us. With my confidence shaken, I did not feel ready to work
for anyone again yet. What if I failed again? It would be more than I could
stand.


And that assumed Ethan
was innocent. If he was actually guilty of stabbing his pregnant wife to death,
then he deserved everything that was coming to him. The death penalty had been
outlawed in Maryland a few years ago but, as far as I was concerned, it ought
to be brought back to deal with the sort of scum who’d stab pregnant women to
death.


“I can’t take no
for an answer,” Ethan said. His tired eyes were anguished and pleading. “The
cops are convinced I killed Sabrina. They found the knife used to stab her in
the trunk of my car, covered with her blood. My fingerprints were all over the
knife. The prints I can explain since the news says the knife came out of our
kitchen. I’ve handled those kitchen knives more times than I can remember, so
of course my prints are on them. How that knife got in the trunk of my car,
though?” Ethan shook his head in perplexed frustration. “That I can’t explain.
Someone must have planted it there to make it look like I had killed Sabrina. I
didn’t, but even I have to admit the knife being found in my car covered in
Sabrina’s blood is pretty damning. Which means that after I turn myself in, the
cops will stop looking into the case because they’ll think they have their man.
That in turn means Sabrina’s killer will be out there, roaming free. I can’t
stand the thought of it. Sabrina deserves better than that. Our unborn child
deserves better than that.”


Ethan shook his
head ruefully. His voice choked up. “That kid was our little miracle baby.
Sabrina and I were married for almost a decade. We tried for years to get
pregnant and never could. Despite tests indicating there was nothing medically wrong
with either of us, we’d come to believe that having a child just wasn’t in the
cards for us. We had given up on the idea of ever becoming parents. And then,
bam, out of the blue, seven months ago, Sabrina discovered she was pregnant. We
had never been so happy.”


Ethan’s face took
on a tinge of disgust. “I don’t even know if we were going to have a girl or a
boy. Sabrina and I decided we wouldn’t find out the sex so that we’d be
surprised when she gave birth. The news says the authorities performed an
autopsy on Sabrina. That means they know the sex of my child and I don’t. Some
damned coroner knows more about my kid than I do.” Ethan’s frustration and
sadness seemed genuine. If he had killed his wife, he was a superb actor.


“If the state
convicts me, I’ll go to prison, probably for the rest of my life. And the
Heroes’ Guild will take my Hero’s license away. The Guild of course can’t have
a convicted murderer as a Hero,” Ethan said. “I’ve done a lot of good as a Hero
over the years. Defeated a lot of Rogues. Saved a lot of lives. Even saved the
world a couple of times. People thinking I killed my wife and unborn child will
erase all that. I’m proud of what I’ve accomplished as a Hero, and I don’t want
that tarnished by something I didn’t do. I can’t stand the thought of losing my
wife, my child, and my legacy all in one fell swoop. I’m begging you. I’ll pay
you whatever you want. I’m a full-time Hero, and I’ve been fortunate enough to
monetize it. Licensing merchandise with my likeness, making paid personal
appearances, movie and book deals, that sort of thing. I’m well-off. Money is
no object.”


“It’s not about
money,” I said. “If you really are innocent, I feel for you. But I’ve got my
own problems.” Despite my words, I felt myself wavering. I could not even begin
to imagine what it must have felt like to have your wife and unborn child
murdered, much less what it must have felt like to be accused of committing the
murders. If Ethan really was innocent, the idea of him going to prison and the
destruction of his Heroic reputation offended my sense of justice.


On top of that, I
had always been a curious person. It was one of the reasons I became a
detective. Being a detective gave me a professional excuse to stick my nose
where it normally did not belong and scratch the itch of my curiosity. Had Ethan—a
respected Hero who had saved countless lives over the years—really stabbed his
wife to death? Me looking into it was one way to find out.


“If you won’t do
it for the money, think of it as a professional courtesy,” Ethan said
pleadingly. “From one Hero to another. You know how hard it is to get a Hero’s
license. The years of studying, training, and having to pass the Trials.
Getting my Hero’s license was the biggest moment of my life, at least at the
time.” Ethan’s eyes welled up with tears. “Sabrina getting pregnant was the
only thing that dwarfed it. My child has already been ripped away from me. Help
me hold on to being a Hero. I work alone. I’ve never had a crime-fighting
partner or been a part of a Hero team. I literally have no one else to turn to.
Sure, there’s my lawyer, and I imagine he’ll do everything he can for me. God
knows I’m paying him enough to. But he’s no Hero. I’d feel a lot better if
there was a fellow Hero looking out for me.”


It was that appeal
that pushed me over the edge. I, like Ethan, worked alone. If I was falsely
accused of something I didn’t do, who would help me? Ginny Southland—the woman
I had been dating for a while now—would, I supposed, but she was no Hero. My
Metahuman friend Shadow would, assuming she was not too busy pulling off some
elaborate heist on the other side of the world or killing someone who needed to
be killed. It certainly would be nice if some Hero stepped up and helped me out
if I was in need.


“All right,” I
said, “you’ve hired yourself a detective.” I pointed a finger at Ethan. It
pained me to see my drinking made it shake a little. “But know this—I go where
the evidence takes me. If it leads me to believe you really did kill your wife,
I’ll turn everything I have over to the cops and personally recommend to the
Heroes’ Guild that you be defrocked.”


Ethan grabbed my
hand and shook it so hard I thought I would have to reinflate it later. “Thank
you so much.” Gratitude shone on his face. “I promise you won’t regret this.
You’re helping to save the life of an innocent man. Just contact my attorney.
He’ll see that you get paid so you can start work.” He gave me a card embossed
with the name and address of his lawyer, Justin Foote. Foote’s card did not
have smoking six-shooters and a dead costumed Rogue on it like mine did.
Further proof lawyers were less adventurous than Heroic PIs.


After thanking me
again and nearly cracking every bone in my hand, Ethan rose into the air, with the
energy field around his body shimmering colorfully. He streaked off into the
distance until he was lost from view.


It wasn’t until
then, long after Ethan was out of earshot, that I realized he had left me on
the roof. Distracted by the fix he was in, he must have forgotten about
transporting me back down.


Cautiously, as I did
not trust my balance, I crept to the edge of the roof and peered over. The hard,
wet surface far below sparkled like a jewel in the city’s lights.


How in the world
was I going to get down?









CHAPTER 3


The next day I
woke up on the couch in my eighth-floor condominium, located near downtown
Astor City, not too far from my office. I felt like I had died, gone to hell, been
rejected, and shipped back to Earth as a defective product.


Drums pounded
inside my skull. My mouth was foul and fuzzy, like I had eaten a rotten skunk
without skinning it first. I had no recollection of how I had gotten home.


I lifted my head a
bit to look at myself. I immediately regretted it. The pounding drums were joined
by crashing cymbals. All I needed was a gong and a piano and my head could have
joined a touring orchestra’s percussion section. Have band and the mother of
all hangovers, will travel.


The room was darkened.
All the blinds were closed. The only illumination was the sunlight which shone
from around the closed blinds, and even that was too bright for my bleary eyes.
I was fully dressed in the clothes I had on yesterday, all the way down to my
shoes. Dried vomit crusted the tops of them. Mine, or someone else’s? I didn’t
know which was worse.


I had a vague
memory of going from bar to bar until everything had closed, even the illegal
after-hours joints. I had no recollection of how I had gotten home, or of much
else.


I felt a quick
stab of panic at the realization there was a gap in my memory. With clumsy
fingers, I unzipped my jacket and pulled my gun out of its holster. I checked
the chamber and the clip. All the bullets were present and accounted for.


My quickened pulse
started to return to normal. I apparently had not taken a potshot at anyone
while intoxicated. Thank goodness for small mercies. In the future, I would
have to make a point to leave my gun behind when I went out and tied one on.
There was a reason cops weren’t encouraged to drink before going on duty.


I did not insert
the clip back into the gun. If the pounding in my head persisted, I did not
want to make it too easy on myself to end it all. I tossed the clip in the
direction of a chair across the room. The clip clattered across the floor. I
had missed the chair by a mile. Good thing I hadn’t been trying to put a bad
guy’s eye out. It was further proof I had no business being armed right now. 


Thinking about
making the mistake of pulling my gun on someone dredged up a vague recollection
of almost pulling it on the Hero Massive Force. I had halfway convinced myself
meeting Massive Force had merely been a figment of my intoxicated imagination
when I rolled over and saw his lawyer’s card on top of my coffee table. I
stretched for it. I felt the thick paper between my fingers. This tangible
reminder of the new case I had undertaken was no figment of my imagination.


Like an anchor
back to reality, touching the lawyer’s business card made the conversation I
had with Massive Force replay in my mind. I had promised to investigate Sabrina
Lamb’s murder. I should first investigate who had almost murdered me. I knew
the man in the mirror was the prime suspect. I felt so lousy, I wished he had finished
the job.


Despite the fact I
had no interest in doing anything but lie here and feel sorry for myself, a
promise was a promise. A murder case would not investigate itself.


I sat up, doing it
very slowly as my stomach had already started doing gymnastics. If I moved too
quickly, it threatened to somersault right out of my body. My living room swam
hazily in front of me before snapping back into focus. I needed to get a place
that sat still instead of one that moved around like a damned funhouse. The
wall clock read 2:25 p.m. My grandfather used to say a man should not stay in
bed past 5 a.m. unless he was too sick to get up. I wondered what he would
think of me if he were still alive. That bright-eyed and bushy-tailed old coot
would no doubt look at me with disapproval. He would not be alone. He’d have to
get into the disapproval line behind me. 


I went to the
bathroom, relieved myself, and peeled off my clothes. Like my shoes, the rest
of what I had on was filthy. Maybe I had made a pit stop in the gutter on the
way to my couch. I still didn’t remember.


Still in the dark,
I got into the shower and stood under water that was as hot as I could stand
for as long as I could stand. After a long while, I started to feel semi-human.
I didn’t quite feel like a homo sapiens again, more like I had reached the homo
erectus evolutionary level. It was a start. Next stop, Neanderthal. Always
dream big.


I got out of the
shower dripping wet. I used my powers to dry myself in seconds, mainly to make
sure I could access them. My head still throbbed painfully, and it was good to
know I had not broken my brain and could still use my Metahuman abilities.


After putting on
clean clothes, I made my bleary-eyed way to the kitchen. I flicked on the
light, squinting against the sudden brightness. The pounding in my head got
worse. I put coffee and water into my coffee maker, using some of the expensive
grounds I had picked up a while ago from one of the neighborhood’s specialty
coffeehouses. Nothing but the best for a hung-over Hero. The expected cash infusion
from Massive Force would help keep me supplied with coffee without me resorting
to selling my blood. I was not a wealthy man, and this coffee did not come
cheap. I had asked the barista if she needed to review my credit report the
last time I had bought some. 


While the coffee
brewed, I opened my front door. The morning edition of the Astor City Times
newspaper lay in the hall. I maintained my subscription because I hated reading
the newspaper on an electronic device. Despite the fact the paper must have
been lying there for hours, no one had stolen it. In this increasingly digital
age, anybody under the age of seventy who had walked by probably didn’t know
what it was.


I returned to the
kitchen with the newspaper. I poured myself a cup of coffee, hoping it would
finish awakening me. After a couple of sips, I reached into a cabinet and
pulled out a bottle of bourbon. I hesitated. I knew I needed to stop drinking
sooner rather than later. Waking up on my couch with no memory of how I had gotten
there was not good. What if I had encountered someone who needed help? My
drinking was clearly getting out of hand.


I stared at the
bourbon for a few moments, on the fence. In addition to dispensing advice about
sleep, hadn’t my grandfather also said that the best way to cure what ailed you
was to have some of the hair of the dog that had bitten you? PawPaw had been
chockful of advice. I had learned a lot from him.


I opened the
bourbon and poured a few splashes into my coffee. I took an experimental sip.
It was much better than drinking the brew black. The alcohol would take some of
the edge off the caffeine. I wanted to be awake, but there was no need to be a
fanatic about it.


I settled down at
my small kitchen table with my fortified coffee. I unfurled the newspaper.
“Unmasked Hero Arrested for Wife’s Murder,” shrieked the above-the-fold,
front-page headline. Clearly Massive Force had kept his word about turning himself
in. Right under the headline was a picture of Ethan Lamb, out of costume, in
handcuffs, and being placed into an Astor City police SUV outside of police
headquarters. His face looked even more ragged than it had when I had seen him
last night. His eyes were haunted and held ill-concealed humiliation and fear.
Next to that picture was an older one of Ethan in his Massive Force costume in
a happier time. Well, a happier time for him if not for Nightmare, the Rogue Ethan
was shown punching in the photo.


There was a
picture of Sabrina Lamb too. The caption said the photo was taken a little over
a year ago at the wedding of a friend. Sabrina had been a bridesmaid at the
wedding, and she was dressed in one of those eyeball scorching monstrosities
brides liked to put their bridesmaids in to make themselves look better by
comparison. For the same reason, I often opened a can of Vienna sausages when I
was about to have sex. Sabrina was a pretty brunette on the heavy side, with
milky white skin and a wide toothy grin despite the eyesore she wore. The ruffled,
brightly colored dress made her look like a piñata. 


I read the
front-page article about Ethan’s surrender to the police and his arraignment, scheduled
to take place today. I knew one of the associate editors of the Times, a
guy by the name of Stan Langley. Stan had been in the newspaper business for so
long, he had probably written an eyewitness account of General Lee surrendering
to Grant at Appomattox. Stan had old-school journalistic ethics and always made
sure every side got a fair shake in the articles he edited. Stan clearly had
not worked on the front-page story I read. That article all but said that Ethan
was as guilty as a priest found in a whorehouse. The article threw in just
enough “suspected killer”s and “accused murderer”s to describe Ethan that it
probably managed to stay on the winning side of a defamation lawsuit, but it
was a near thing.


After reading the
article, one was left with the impression that the state should stop wasting
everyone’s time and hurry up and execute Ethan already. I didn’t know if the
reporter had an ax to grind with Ethan—we Heroes collected enemies the way
others collected belly button lint—or if the evidence against Ethan was simply
so overwhelming it was impossible to put a neutral spin on it.


I noted with
interest that one of the murder investigators involved in the case was Glenn
Pearson, a homicide detective I had dealt with before. The article’s author had
sought a quote from Glenn. “No comment,” was the response. Glenn’s always been
a talkative bastard.


The only person
who spoke up for Ethan’s innocence was, predictably, his lawyer. “Mr. Lamb had
nothing to do with his wife’s death,” Foote was quoted as saying. “He looks
forward to his day in court where he is confident he will be acquitted of all
charges.” Well, what else was Foote supposed to say? He couldn’t say something
like, “My client is guilty as sin, but I’ll still happily pocket the five hundred
and fifty dollars an hour he’s paying me. Yacht payments ain’t cheap. They’re not
giving those things away.”


After finishing
the front-page article about Ethan, I read the other articles about him. There
were plenty. After all, it was not every day a Hero was unmasked and accused of
murder. This was big news. The entire A and B sections of the Times had
essentially become the Massive Force Times.


One article was an
interview with a U.S. Representative from Maryland who planned to introduce a
bill in the next session of Congress to repeal the Hero Act. “Ethan Lamb
killing his wife proves what I’ve been saying for years: Metahumans are a
menace,” Congressman Ghant said in the article. “By giving some of them
licenses to act as so-called Heroes, we’re giving licenses to the fox to guard
the henhouse. Instead of allowing Metas to use their powers, we ought to outlaw
them altogether in the interest of public safety.” I scowled as I read his
words. I had a case involving Ghant a few years back. I knew his biggest
campaign donors were police unions. Thanks to all the crime-busting Heroes did,
the budgets of police departments around the country had been cut more and more
over the years. Cops on the street were mostly all right, but some of their
higher-ups would have been more than happy to see crime rates go through the
roof and have cops’ funding and their play money restored by abolishing the
Hero system. Serve and protect, but only so long as the right pockets got
lined.


Thanks to the
coffee and the boost to my cynicism, I felt alert enough to deal with the wider
world. I got up, grabbed Foote’s business card, and gave his office a call. I
made an appointment with his secretary to meet with him in two days and so he
could pay me to begin work.


Until then, I did
not have much to do. I had no other active cases. I sat in my dark living room
for a while, drinking cup after cup of coffee laced with bourbon. I thought of Ethan’s
dead wife and child. The newspaper did not identify the sex of the unborn
child, though surely the cops knew that after performing an autopsy on the
seven months pregnant woman.


Thinking of dead
children naturally led me to think again about Clara Barton. She was never far
from my thoughts, hovering on the edge of my consciousness like a dark ghost.


After a while, to
my great disgust, I stopped drinking coffee and started drinking straight
bourbon, right out of the bottle. I could not seem to help myself.


I sat there,
thinking and drinking and full of self-loathing, until I stopped thinking
altogether.









CHAPTER 4


I knocked on
Detective Glenn Pearson’s open office door. His bulging eyes looked up from his
desk. I smiled at him. He frowned at me. I refused to let it hurt my feelings.
No dark cloud could rain on my parade.


It was two days
after Massive Force had turned himself in to the police. I had just left
Foote’s office where I had a long candid talk with him about Ethan’s case. As a
result, I felt less than optimistic about Ethan’s innocence and his fate. A sizable
certified check that constituted my retainer was burning a hole in my pocket. I
felt very optimistic about the fate of my bank balance.


“I come bearing
gifts,” I said.


“Donuts?” the
stout homicide detective asked hopefully.  


“A cop asking for
donuts? Don’t be such a stereotype. My gift is better than donuts. Try again.”


“Just what I
wanted, to play Twenty Questions. It’s a good thing people in the city have
stopped killing one another so I can focus my attention and spend the
taxpayers’ hard-earned money on fooling around with you.”


“Sarcasm is
beneath the august dignity of a homicide detective.” I settled in the cheap metal
chair across the desk from Glenn. His office had cinder block walls and was
tiny, cluttered, and adorned by nothing that didn’t directly relate to police
work. Martha Stewart would’ve pulled her hair out at the sight. “Did I say
gifts? I should’ve said I come bearing a gift, singular.” I paused dramatically,
sitting up straight. “It’s me. Seeing me is your gift. I thought about putting
a bow on my head before deciding against it. Too ostentatious.” I waved my
hands around my body like a showgirl coming onstage. With effort, I suppressed
a triumphant Ta-da! “Do you like your present?”


Glenn made a face
like he’d gotten a whiff of an outhouse on a hot summer day. “Take your gift back
where you got it from. I don’t want it.” That Glenn, such a kidder. I suspected
he was my biggest fan, but he hid it so well, it was hard to tell.


“Now I know that’s
not true,” I said. “Your mouth says no while your eyes say yes.”


Glenn’s eyes said
a lot of things, but yes wasn’t one of them. They looked me over
critically. I was suddenly hyperaware of the smell of the mouthwash I had
gargled with earlier to mask the smell of the Scotch I had with breakfast. They
said breakfast was the most important meal of the day and, as such, I had
wanted to make sure it had been appropriately celebrated.


As he looked at
me, Glenn’s eyes protruded from his head a little, like a startled cartoon
character’s. He was not a handsome man. He was squat, with short thick limbs, a
big belly, and mottled skin. He looked like the love child of the Buddha and a
bullfrog. The way he was dressed did his already unusual appearance no favors.
His ill-fitting, rumpled, and stained shirt and tie were a dry cleaner’s
nightmare. His shoulder holster containing his service pistol was the only
thing on his body that fit correctly.


Glenn was married
to a lovely woman who went with Glenn the way a fine, expensive wine went with
a bag of stale potato chips. Their long marriage was further proof that love
was blind. Or maybe Mrs. Pearson thought that, if she kissed her frog-like
husband long enough, he would turn into a prince. Disney movies had really done
a number on women.


Despite his odd
appearance, Glenn was a darned good cop, with eyes and instincts that did not
miss much. He’d probably wind up police chief one day if he learned to stop
talking to his superiors exactly the way he thought of them.


“What’s wrong with
you?” Glenn said abruptly, still looking at me with those bulging eyes that
missed little.


“Nothing. Why?”


“Your eyes are
bloodshot, you look rough around the edges, and you smell like the foreman of a
spearmint gum factory.”


“I’m fine. I must
have gone overboard with the mouthwash earlier. You never know when a member of
the adoring public will want to lock lips with a real-life Hero.” I was
uncomfortable. As far as I was aware, Glenn did not know I had started
drinking. I wanted to keep it that way. The way I had conducted myself lately
embarrassed me, and the fewer people who knew about it the better. The last
thing I wanted to talk about was me. “Speaking of Heroes, I’ve been hired by
Massive Force to find out who murdered his wife. Now that I’m on the case, you
wanna save yourself time and energy and just let Ethan Lamb go now?” 


“No.” Glenn shook
his head at me. “Unless one of your powers involves you going back in time and
stopping your client from killing his wife. I should have known you weren’t
here just to shoot the breeze. I only see you when you want something. You
should tell your client to look in the mirror if he wants to find the
murderer.”


“You’re that
confident?”


“The murder weapon
was found in your client’s car, and his wife’s blood was all over it, not to
mention his fingerprints. Yeah, we’re confident.”


“You got a time of
death for Mrs. Lamb?”


“It happened
between nine and eleven p.m. on the twelfth as near as the medical examiner can
tell. Though Mrs. Lamb was a housewife, the Lambs hired a housekeeper to come
in once a week to help with the housework to take some of the load off an
ever-expanding Mrs. Lamb. The front door was locked, so the housekeeper let
herself into the Lambs’ house the morning of the thirteenth with the key she
had been given. She discovered Mrs. Lamb stabbed to death and lying in the
middle of the living room. She called 911. Once we showed up and looked at what
happened, we naturally wanted to talk to Mr. Lamb. You know better than most
people that when a wife gets killed, it’s often at the hands of the husband.
Especially in cases such as this one where there’s no sign of forced entry.”


“Uxoricide,” I
interjected, both to show I had been listening and to demonstrate I’d been studying
my word of the day toilet paper.


Glenn looked at me
in near disbelief. “I’m constantly amazed that a man who looks like a cross
between a bouncer and a gorilla knows words like that.”


“Today’s one of my
smart days. Usually I just scratch myself and grunt.”


“The fact Lamb was
nowhere to be found when we discovered his wife’s body pointed to the idea he
had something to do with his wife’s mutilation. We started looking for him, and
found his car across town from his house. When we searched it, that’s when we
found the knife covered with Mrs. Lamb’s blood in the trunk. Now we really
wanted to talk to Lamb. He says he last saw his wife on the twelfth, right
before he went out that night on patrol as Massive Force. Mrs. Lamb was as fit
as a fiddle when he left her, he says. He also says he saw on the news the next
day that Mrs. Lamb had been killed and that he spent the next several days
flying around the city, looking for his wife’s murderer. As for us, we say he’s
the guy who killed her and he didn’t turn himself in sooner because he’s as
guilty as O.J. Simpson.”


“You say Mr.
Lamb’s prints were on the knife. Anybody else’s?”


“Just Mrs.
Lamb’s.”


I shook my head.
“Your evidence is by no means conclusive. All you’ve really got is the knife. Ethan
tells me it’s from their kitchen, which is why his and his wife’s prints were
all over it. Someone could have stabbed Mrs. Lamb with the knife, and then
planted it in Ethan’s car to make him look like the perpetrator.”


“My God, I’ll bet
you’re right. I’m so glad you came down here to lead the way for us poor
clueless police officers.” Glenn’s mouth twitched. A mouth twitch was the
closest Glenn ever actually came to smiling. “I’ll go you one better. I’ll bet
what happened was that Mrs. Lamb took the knife from the kitchen, cut herself
up like she was a piece of veal, then walked miles across town to where her
husband’s car was parked, stashed the bloody knife inside the trunk, walked
back to the house—all without being seen by anyone and while her guts were
spilling out of her like an overflowing plate of spaghetti—locked up after
herself, and then lay down on the living room floor to die with a song in her
heart and a lightness in her soul, happy in the knowledge she had pinned her
stabbing on her no-good husband.”


“What did I tell
you before about sarcasm and homicide detectives? Somebody wearing gloves could
have stabbed Mrs. Lamb with the kitchen knife, which would explain why only the
Lambs’ prints were on it. Think about it: if Ethan really is guilty, why wouldn’t
he get rid of the knife instead of leaving it in his own car? It doesn’t make
any sense.”


“A lot of things
don’t make sense. Kanye West doesn’t make sense, but that doesn’t change the
fact he exists, making more money than either of us will ever see. Maybe Lamb
was keeping the knife as a trophy. Stranger things have happened. I know a guy
who killed ten people, cut their ears off, dried them out, and wore them on a
necklace under his shirt as a trophy for years before he was caught. Maybe Lamb
stowed the knife in the car, intending to get rid of it later.” Glenn shrugged.
“Or maybe he’s just stupid.”


“Stupid people
don’t get a Hero’s license.”


Glenn’s mouth
twitched again. “Are you the exception that proves the rule?”


I ignored him. We
Heroes took the high road. Besides, there was the risk Glenn would shoot me if
I flipped him the bird. I said, “All right, forget the knife for a minute. Ethan’s
attorney tells me he gave you all an alibi witness. A woman named Maureen
Jansen. Why doesn’t that clear Ethan?”


“Yeah, your boy
was supposedly shtupping his girlfriend Maureen on the other side of town at
the time his pregnant wife was being stabbed to death.” Ethan hadn’t said
anything about a girlfriend the night he met me. I first learned of Maureen
when I spoke to Mr. Foote.


“Shtupping?” I
repeated. “What finishing school did you pick that up in? You cops are so
refined. So why doesn’t that clear Ethan?”


“We don’t believe
he was with his girlfriend. Don’t get me wrong—I’ve little doubt Mr. Lamb has
seen Miss Jansen’s vagina more than her gynecologist has. Mrs. Lamb’s family
says Mr. Lamb is quite the ladies’ man, and Miss Jansen is apparently but the
latest in a long line of extracurricular partners. According to Mrs. Lamb’s
family, Mr. and Mr. Lamb fought about his affairs often, but most recently, a
day or two before she was killed. His continuing affairs were why Mrs. Lamb
contemplated leaving him despite the fact she was pregnant with his kid.


“But regardless of
what Lamb and his girlfriend say, I don’t think Lamb was with Miss Jansen the
night his wife was killed. For one thing, his car wasn’t parked anywhere near
Miss Jansen’s house.”


“He could’ve flown
there,” I interjected.


Glenn waved me
quiet with stubby fingers. “For another, I wouldn’t believe Miss Jansen if she
told me sugar is sweet while I had a mouthful of it. I interviewed her myself.
She’s as believable as a Telemundo soap opera. We think she’s lying to protect Lamb.
Plus, we canvassed her neighborhood after Lamb told us about Miss Jansen.
Nobody saw Lamb or Massive Force enter or leave the Jansen residence the night
of Mrs. Lamb’s death, or saw that he was anywhere near it.”


Glenn raised his
hand, ticking off three of his thick fingers as he continued. “So, we’ve got
the means, namely the bloody knife covered with Lamb’s prints found in his car.
We’ve got the motive, namely the wife talking about leaving Lamb. Lamb was the
breadwinner and Mrs. Lamb didn’t work outside the home. She had no education
beyond high school and no marketable job skills. If she divorced him, she would
get at least half of Lamb’s current assets and future income, not to mention
child support when the kid was born. Lamb is sitting on a pile of money. People
have killed to protect a lot less than what that guy’s got.”


Glenn raised a
third finger. “And, we’ve got opportunity. Lamb doesn’t have a credible alibi
and could easily have stabbed his wife to death. I’m no prosecuting attorney,
but that all adds up to a conviction according to my math.”


It did according
to my math too. I was increasingly less optimistic about Ethan’s innocence.


Glenn hesitated.
“Plus, there’s how Mrs. Lamb was killed.”


“What do you mean,
how she was killed? She was stabbed.”


“It’s probably
easier to show you. Come here.” He gestured for me to join him behind his desk.
I got up, feeling my head swim a bit as I did so. I stood behind Glenn while he
tapped at his computer keyboard with his sausage fingers.


“Nobody has seen
these pictures of how Mrs. Lamb was found in her house yet but the police,” he
said, “but since we have to turn all this evidence over to Lamb’s defense
attorney anyway, there’s no harm in showing you now. Maybe they will convince
you that you’re wasting your time trying to prove your boy’s innocence.”


After a few more
keystrokes, several pictures filled Glenn’s desktop computer screen. My Scotch-marinated
breakfast gurgled in my stomach at the sight of them. I had been around the
block a few times and had seen some grisly sights before, but nothing like the
pictures of Mrs. Lamb.


She did not have a
stitch of clothing on her voluptuous body. She lay on her back. The beige
carpet underneath her was blood-soaked. Her thick brown hair was swirled on the
carpet around her head, making it look a little like she was wearing a halo.
Blood was splattered all over her pale white skin, like a demented artist had used
her body as a canvas. Her brown eyes were wide open, staring into infinity.
Even in death, there was a look of horror in them, as if she were looking at a
monster. The left side of her face was untouched. The right side had been
repeatedly slashed and cut deeply, so much so that there was exposed bone.


Though splattered
with blood, her milky white arms, legs, hands, and feet were otherwise
unmarred. I wished I could say the same about the rest of her body. Her large
left breast was pancaked thanks to gravity and was slumped a little to the
side. Her right breast had been cut off. Another photo on Glenn’s screen showed
that the breast had been flung into the kitchen. It lay on the white ceramic
tile floor nipple up, surrounded by a pool of blood like a grotesque island.


From her rib cage down,
Mrs. Lamb had been cut open, like a clumsily dissected frog. Her abdomen had
been spread wide open. Some of her entrails hung from her abdominal cavity,
trailing down her side and onto the carpet.


Though I didn’t
want to, I peered closer, looking for something I didn’t really want to see.
Mrs. Lamb had been seven months pregnant, yet I saw no evidence of it in the
pictures.


“Where’s the
baby?” I asked in a near whisper. To speak louder seemed a sacrilege. It was
bad enough I was looking at one.


Without a word,
Glenn pressed a key, bringing up pictures from the Lambs’ bathroom. Bile rose
to my throat. The baby, almost fully formed with the umbilical cord still
attached, was stuffed headfirst into the open toilet. It was obvious the baby
was a boy. Blood dripped down the sides of the toilet, as if the porcelain
fixture was crying.


Mrs. Lamb had not
merely been stabbed. She had been butchered.


“Good God!” I
said.


“Sometimes I
wonder how good He is when I see stuff like this,” Glenn said. He went back to
the screen with the pictures showing Mrs. Lamb’s mutilated body. “Do you see
it?”


I had seen far
more than I wanted to, but I knew what he meant. “Her arms, legs, hands and
feet are untouched,” I said. “If someone is being stabbed, they’re going to
defend themselves. There should be defensive wounds on her arms and legs, but
there aren’t. Why? Was she knocked out before she was cut? Maybe drugs or
alcohol?”


“There’s no
evidence of any blunt force trauma that could have knocked her out before she
was stabbed and cut up. Also, the toxicology report shows she had nothing
stronger than prenatal vitamins in her system. As far as we can tell, Mrs. Lamb
was very much awake and alert when this was being done to her.” Glenn shook his
head ruefully. “I sure wish she hadn’t been.”


“Mrs. Lamb was
conscious and able to defend herself. Or so you would think. And yet, she
obviously didn’t.” I let out a long breath. I wanted another drink. “So you all
think Massive Force used one of his energy fields to pin his wife down to keep
her from resisting while he did this to her.”


“Bingo. It turns
out that your head is more than just a hat rack after all.” Glenn hit a button
on his keyboard and the screen full of crime scene photos thankfully disappeared.
He turned in his chair a little, lacing his thick fingers over his expansive
belly. “Do we have a picture of your guy standing over his wife’s dead body as he’s
clutching the murder weapon, with a sign hanging around his neck reading ‘I’m
the dickless wonder who did this’? No. It would be easier if we did. But we’ve
got enough. A Hero isn’t accused of a major crime every day. Massive Force has
done a lot of good in this city over the years and helped a lot of people.
There’s pressure on us from the politicians to the Heroes’ Guild all the way
down to Joe Public to get this case right and point the finger at the right
man. I think we have.”


“It sure looks
like it.”


“You gonna drop
this guy as a client then?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“I told him I’d
look into it, and I’ve already taken his money.” I shrugged. “Besides, it’s not
like you cops haven’t made mistakes before. Despite the evidence you have,
maybe I’ll find out he really didn’t kill his wife.”


Glenn impaled me
with his bulbous eyes. “And if you find out he did?”


I thought of the
gruesome photos I’d just seen. Whoever had killed Mrs. Lamb was a monster.
“Then Ethan ought to be put under the jail, and I’ll be the first to show up
with a shovel to help.”









CHAPTER 5


I pulled up in
front of Maureen Jansen’s house. I had an appointment to talk to her about her
relationship with Ethan and the night his wife was murdered.


I parked my Nissan
Altima on the street behind a silver sedan which had seen better days. Then
again, so had I. There was a lot of that going around. My parents had died when
I was a kid, and I had wound up driving an Altima. Batman’s parents had also died
when he was a kid, and he had wound up driving the Batmobile. The life of a real
superhero was not as glamorous as comic books led people to believe.


As I got out of my
non-Batmobile, trying not to resent it, I comforted myself by thinking it must
cost an arm and a leg to get the Batmobile serviced. It was cold comfort,
almost as cold as the morning was. I took care to zip my jacket all the way up.
Who would be intimidated by a Hero with the sniffles? It was a cloudy, dreary
Saturday. The sky was the color of steel, and it was not likely the sun would
show its face all day. The sun had the right idea. If I did not have a case to
work on, I would have followed its lead.


I took a moment to
soak in my surroundings. Sections of well-maintained rowhouses were
interspersed with houses in various states of disrepair. Maureen lived in
Monroe Heights, a once undesirable part of Astor City that, like many of the
city’s neighborhoods, was undergoing rapid gentrification thanks to the booming
local economy. Before you knew it, there would be a Starbucks on the corner and
fedora-wearing hipsters underfoot. I didn’t know which was worse: the drug
dealers who still peddled their wares in the neighborhood, or coffee-swilling
hipsters. Sure, the hipsters were less likely to shoot at you, but the drug
dealers were less annoying and sanctimonious. Six of one, half a dozen of the
other.


I walked across Ms.
Jansen’s front yard. It was so small I could have spit across it. Only my
Heroic dignity kept me from trying. I mounted the steps of her rowhouse and
knocked on the faded red door. While I waited for someone to answer, I found
myself examining the door’s lock. It was an old habit. Lock picking was a hobby
of mine, a pursuit which often came in handy in my line of work. I
automatically checked out locks the way gemologists checked out jewelry and the
way gold diggers checked out rich guys.


This particular
lock was a Charity 3000, a common enough lock for those who hoped to keep their
valuables in, and thieves and non-spitting Heroes out. The brochure that came
with the Charity described it as “The Thieves’ Lament.” It was pretty good ad
copy, but a pretty bad lie. The Charity could be unlocked readily enough by those
of us who knew what we were doing. I could have opened it as easily as a hooker’s
legs, and a lot less expensively. All I needed was my lock picking tools. Or,
in a pinch, I could simply use any long, thin, strong piece of metal, like the
one that came as an attachment to my pocketknife.


Despite the fact I
sensed the water signature of someone approaching the other side of the door, I
considered unlocking the door and letting myself in just to make sure my lock
picking skills had not gotten rusty. I resisted the temptation. Cops and trigger-happy
homeowners tended to frown on such things. Spoilsports.


My breaking and
entering daydreams were interrupted by Maureen opening the door. We introduced
ourselves, she asked to see some identification, and she let me in. We paused in
the home’s narrow vestibule as she looked me up and down. Maureen knew I was a
Hero, and me being stared at like a zoo animal was nothing new. That was fine
with me, as it let me give her the once over too without being rude.


Maureen was tall,
almost as tall as I in her high heels. She was thin with small breasts, boyish
hips, and the long, slender fingers of an artist. She was blonde, and a natural
one unless I missed my guess. She had high cheekbones which were augmented and
emphasized by subtle makeup. Her right eye was blue as a clear summer’s day,
and her left was green as an emerald.


“My, you’re a big
one, aren’t you?” Maureen concluded approvingly after giving me the once over
with her mis-matched eyes.


“It’s because I
soak my Wheaties in the blood of my enemies.”


Maureen laughed,
flashing teeth that could have starred in a toothpaste ad. She was a very
attractive woman. I would have called her beautiful if not for her patrician
air which made her slightly off-putting, like she was better than you, she knew
it, and you’d better know it too buster. The way she moved, sounded, and
looked, you would think she was a duchess in a castle somewhere rather than a
draftswoman at a local architectural firm. She wore a tight, russet-colored
skirt and a loose untucked white silk top. Her open-toed heels’ dark red color
matched that of her lipstick and the paint on her toes and fingernails. I
admired her color-coordination, and imitated it in my small way—the
silver-plated gun I carried under my jacket matched the color of my belt
buckle. It was Maureen’s too tall heels and too short skirt that made me think she
had dressed specially for me, as if she were putting on a show. After all, who
wore high heels and a skirt to knock around the house unless you were June
Cleaver in Leave It To Beaver?


Maureen led me deeper
into the house. The interior of the well-appointed house matched its
neighborhood the way a pearl matched an oyster’s crusty shell. It deepened my
impression Maureen came from money, but not too much of it, or else she would
have bought property in a wealthier area. Examining the house’s interior forced
me to stop thinking about June Cleaver. It was hard to not think about Mrs.
Cleaver. I had a crush on her when I watched her show’s reruns as a kid. What
red-blooded American male wouldn’t? Beaver was right there in her show’s
title.


I sat in the
living room at Maureen’s invitation, she served me gourmet cookies and
expensive green tea on good china, we lounged across from one another in
tasteful upholstered French armchairs under the glow of twin roof windows, and we
had a very civilized conversation about how she and Ethan had boinked like
rabbits.


“Ethan and I met eleven
months ago at a Rotary Club luncheon,” Maureen said. My focus shifted from one
of her oddly arresting eyes to the other as she spoke. Heterochromia was rare,
and startling when you encountered it unexpectedly. “He was there as Massive
Force, giving a speech to the Rotarians about Metahuman crime in the city. I
was there as a representative of my firm. After Ethan’s speech was over, he walked
up, fed me some line that probably sounded clichéd to even Eve when Adam first
tried it on her, and asked for my number. I gave it to him of course. How could
I not? Massive Force was a beloved Hero, powerful, and gorgeous on top of that.”
Her face flushed at the memory. “I was flattered right down to my underwear.”


“And how long
before you two were . . .” I hesitated a beat before settling on “intimate with
one another?” I had been tempted to say, doing the horizontal mambo, but
one aims for refinement while sitting on fine furniture and sipping high-end tea.
Truman the Tactful. 


Maureen smiled.
Her cheeks dimpled. “About ten seconds after I let him in the front door that
night.” She shrugged, showing not a trace of embarrassment. “He wanted me, I
wanted him, and we both knew it. So why beat around the bush?” She smiled
again, naughtily this time. “No pun intended. The first few times we were
together, Ethan did not even take his mask off. If anything, him being masked
added to the excitement of the experience. Having him masked reminded me I was
in bed with an icon. After the first few times we were together, he felt
comfortable enough with me to take his mask off and reveal his true identity.” Her
eyes twinkled. “Though sometimes after that I would make him wear it when we
were together. It added a certain . . . spice to things.”


The almost feral
look in her eye made me glad I did not wear a mask. I did not want to risk
getting Maureen even more excited than she already was. She was licking her
lips as she recounted her adventures with Ethan, and she kept crossing and
uncrossing her legs. I got the feeling she wanted me to get a good look at
them. The experience of sleeping with a Hero seemed quite the turn on to her. I
feared she was a cape chaser, someone aroused by the power we Heroes wielded.
I’ve had to shoo away a few such women in my time. Don’t dip your cape in
cray-cray, was the expression I had coined in the hopes of steering younger
Heroes clear of cape chasers, but it hadn’t caught on yet. Popularizing superhero
catchphrases was hard. Yet another way comic books were misleading.


“And how often
were you and Ethan together after that first time?” I asked.


“At least once a
week after we met, sometimes more when we could arrange it. As a Hero, he had
reason to be gone from his house at night a lot. Ethan told me his wife didn’t
suspect a thing.” Based on my conversation with Glenn, I knew Ethan had been
wrong since Sabrina had been thinking about leaving him over his repeated
indiscretions. “The way Ethan tells it, Sabrina was a traditional woman. One
man for one woman, sex only on your birthday and other special occasions, but
only in the dark and in the missionary position, that sort of thing.”


“When did you find
out Ethan was married?”


“The first night
we slept together,” Maureen said. “To his credit, he told me before we did the
deed. Just seconds before he entered me, as a matter of fact.” Unprompted,
Maureen went on to tell me in explicit detail what she and Ethan liked to do
together. I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable under Maureen’s frank gaze and
franker words. My discomfort seemed to amuse her. Maureen was as unashamed to
talk about the intimate details of her sex life as a porn star would be.


“And did the fact Ethan
was married bother you?” I asked, hoping to steer the conversation away from
X-rated territory.


She shrugged. “Ethan
was the one who took the marriage vows, not me. The fact he was cheating on his
wife was between him and her. As far as I was concerned, it was none of my
business. You must understand, I was not interested in having a serious
relationship with Ethan. I liked having sex with him, and he liked having sex
with me. With him married to a prude, I can hardly blame him. I couldn’t have
cared less about what he did or who he was with when he wasn’t in bed with me.”


“Were you the only
one Ethan was having an affair with?”


Maureen snorted in
disbelief. “A guy like Ethan has more genitals presented to him than a public
bathroom. A man is only as faithful as his options, and Ethan has a lot of them.
Even when he was with me, I wasn’t foolish enough to think that he was mine. It
was just my turn. He’d fuck a dog if it had a shiny coat and held still long
enough. Pardon my French.”


I wondered when Ethan
found time to be a Hero if what Maureen said was true. I would have thought
he’d be too exhausted to fight crime. Maybe it was his super strength. I said, “So
tell me about the night Mrs. Lamb was killed, the night you and Ethan were last
together.”


The gist of what
Maureen told me was this:


Ethan had come
over for his weekly visit the night Mrs. Lamb was killed. He arrived around
7:30 p.m. and did not leave until shortly after 1 a.m. He and Maureen made love
most of that time, stopping only to get something to eat. I admired their
stamina. Maybe what they stopped to eat was oysters. The only time Ethan had
been out of Maureen’s sight that whole evening was a couple of times when he’d
gone to the bathroom. She assured me Ethan had not been in there long enough to
drive or fly or hop on his erect penis like it was a pogo stick across the city
to his house, cut his wife to pieces, and then return to Maureen’s warm embrace
and warmer orifices.


Maureen had heard
of Mrs. Lamb’s murder on the news later in the day, after Ethan had left her
place. The news accounts told her Ethan was sought by the police as a person of
interest in the murder. Since Ethan had been with her when the murder had
occurred, she knew Ethan was innocent and she figured the police would
eventually realize that, so she initially kept her mouth shut. When Ethan
turned himself in to the authorities and was charged with murder, she knew she
had no choice then but to step forward and clear Ethan of the crime by telling
the police Ethan had been stabbing her in a good way and not his wife in a bad
way the night of Mrs. Lamb’s murder.


Since Ethan wasn’t
the Hero Carbon Copy, he couldn’t be in two places at once. Maureen’s tale
exonerated Ethan.


The problem was, I
didn’t believe Maureen’s story.


Oh sure, I
believed that Maureen was hornier than a cat in heat doused with a love potion
and that she and Ethan habitually swung from chandeliers together like they
were training to be circus acrobats. Maureen radiated sexual energy like a
stove radiated heat. Both my Metahuman lie detector and my non-Metahuman
bullshit detector told me that the affair part of her story was true. 


What I didn’t
believe was that she and Ethan were together the night of Mrs. Lamb’s murder. I
came at her several different ways about that night, and the story Maureen told
was always the same in almost the exact same language. Her tale about her and Ethan
being together that night was a little too pat, a little too scripted, like she
was an actress reading lines. She gave the impression she was lying to protect
Ethan. I understood why Glenn hadn’t believed her.


“Are you married?”
Maureen abruptly asked.


“No.” If the
question hadn’t caught me off guard, I would have said I was an old school
Mormon and that I had sixteen wives as near as I could remember. Maureen’s
obviously voracious appetites made me nervous.


“Do you have a
girlfriend?”


“Yes.”


“Of course you
do.” Her eyes roamed over me unabashedly. Now that Ethan was on ice, I had the
feeling Maureen was in the market for a replacement Hero. I had the sudden urge
to pull out my gun and lay it on my lap as a deterrent. “You ever cheat?”


“No,” I answered
honestly.


“A shame.” Maureen
leaned back in her chair, uncrossing and recrossing her legs again, deliberately
spreading them a little more widely than she needed to. No underwear. I got a
quick flash of pubic hair. It confirmed my earlier thought she was a natural
blonde.


With Maureen smiling
at me the way a lioness probably smiles at an impala, I thanked her for her
time and beat a hasty retreat from her house before I was forced to pull out a
whip and do my best lion taming impersonation. It was weird how an ordinary
woman could be more terrifying than a Rogue.


I went back to my
car, looking over my shoulder to make sure Maureen wasn’t stalking me. When I
was safely locked inside, I noticed a skeletally thin young woman in heels too
high and a skirt too short tottering down the sidewalk across the street. First
Maureen, now this. Did anybody wear sensible clothes these days?


The young woman
stopped to bend over and speak to a man sitting in his parked car. Discussing
the cold weather, maybe, or perhaps pork futures. The bottom of the woman’s bare
butt cheeks popped out of her skirt when she bent over. I could’ve looked away
but didn’t for professional reasons: an investigator needed to keep his
observational skills finely honed. 


After a few
moments, the woman got into the man’s car. The car drove away, passing me. A
man with liver spots on his balding head was behind the wheel. I watched the
car until it turned the corner and disappeared.


Had I just witnessed
a grandfather picking up his inappropriately dressed granddaughter? Or was it a
John picking up an appropriately dressed hooker? If the latter, I supposed the
two had been discussing future porking rather than pork futures. A small
business in operation. It was good to see that America’s entrepreneurial spirit
was still alive and well. It gave me a warm and fuzzy feeling. I bet the old
man would get a warm and fuzzy feeling soon too.


My warm and fuzzy
feeling dissipated as I contemplated Ethan’s case. Things did not look good for
my fellow Hero. I sat in my car for a few minutes, going over in my mind what I
had so far:


A stay-at-home
wife had threatened to leave her Hero husband over his philandering. She also
threatened to take with her valuable cash and prizes in the form of alimony,
child support, and at least half of that Hero’s accumulated wealth. Shortly
thereafter, she was brutalized and killed. The evidence indicated that the wife
was immobilized by a Metahuman ability while she was stabbed to death, which
happened to be just the sort of ability her husband possessed. The bloody
murder weapon was found in the car of that same Hero husband, covered with his
fingerprints. And, the husband’s alibi witness was about as believable as a
porno.


The evidence
didn’t look good for Ethan. Then again, I hadn’t yet done anything the police
hadn’t already done. Maybe if I did something different, I would find something
different.


But based on what
I’d learned so far, if Ethan’s innocence were a race horse, I wouldn’t have bet
on it.









CHAPTER 6


“I’m not guilty,” Ethan
said, “but I’m not innocent, either.”


“You’ll have to be
clearer,” I said. “I don’t speak gibberish.”


We sat on wooden
stools next to a marble island in a brownstone Ethan owned on Kylie Street, in
an affluent part of the city. It was the day after I had met with Maureen. I
had called Ethan to meet with him after my discussion with her. I wanted to see
if Ethan’s version of events the night Mrs. Lamb was killed jibed with
Maureen’s.


Scaffolding, bare
sheetrock, partially torn down walls, thick dust, and other evidence of
construction surrounded us. This was an investment property Ethan had bought
some time ago he was in the process of renovating and flipping. Out on bail, Ethan
stayed here rather than the home across town he had shared with Mrs. Lamb. He lived
here to avoid paparazzi and morbid members of the public who still buzzed
around the Lambs’ house like flies around a corpse. Also, according to Ethan,
he could not bear the thought of re-entering the place his wife had been
butchered in.


Ethan had a tight,
gold-colored metal collar around his neck, and a black band around his ankle.
The collar was a Metahuman power nullifier, making Ethan as normal as the next
guy. Assuming the next guy looked like a male model with a weight lifting
addiction. The black band was an electronic monitor courtesy of the Department
of Corrections. If Ethan stepped foot outside this house, the monitor would
alert the police, the Heroes’ Guild, and maybe the United States Marines for
all I knew. Having to wear both devices were conditions of Ethan being allowed
out of jail pending his trial, along with the millions in bail he had posted. I
had been surprised the court had let Ethan out of jail at all considering the
heinousness of his alleged crime, but apparently Massive Force had once saved the
life of the arraignment judge’s daughter, making the judge sympathetic toward Ethan.
It was fortunate for Ethan he had restrained what I was coming to realize were
his natural inclinations and that he had not slipped the judge’s daughter his
sausage after rescuing her. She must’ve looked like a bucket of vomit for Ethan
to keep his formidable libido under control.


The fact Ethan
could post a multi-million dollar bail and could afford this investment
property in this ritzy Astor City neighborhood tempted me to monetize being a
Hero the way Ethan had. I could give up being a private eye, squeeze into some
tights, call myself Water Whiz, and start slapping my name and likeness on lunch
boxes, action figures, vibrators, and whatever other product would have me. I
could be played with by both active kids and horny women far and wide. But,
before I did anything else, first I would hire a branding expert. The code name
Water Whiz needed work.


“I mean I’m guilty
of cheating on Sabrina,” Ethan said, snapping me out of my dreams of strolling
down easy street. He looked even more ragged than when I had first met him. He
wore gray sweatpants and a soiled tee shirt. His hair was a mess, and his eyes
had a haunted look to them. I smelled alcohol on his breath. Bourbon, an aroma
I knew all too well. Ethan was not wearing being accused of murder well. Then
again, who did? “But of killing her?” Ethan shook his head firmly. “That I’m
completely innocent of. Despite the fact I cheated on her, I still loved her. I
wouldn’t hurt a hair on her head, much less do to her what some monster did.”


“One might say
cheating on her hurt her,” I said. “The police say she knew you had been
stepping out on her. They say she threatened to leave you. They think that was
your motive for killing her, to keep her from taking you to the cleaners
financially.”


Ethan shook his
head stubbornly. “Sabrina didn’t know about my infidelities. Or at least she
didn’t know for sure. She would accuse me of cheating on her from time to time,
but I’d always lie and deny it. I don’t know why she suspected me, anyway. I
was so careful to keep my indiscretions, well, discrete. Was it women’s
intuition? Did somebody I’d been with tell her? I don’t know.


“Regardless,
cheating on Sabrina is not something I’m proud of. I guess that’s why I didn’t
tell you when we first met where I was the night Sabrina died.” Ethan exhaled
loudly. The smell of bourbon intensified. I wanted a drink so badly it was a
physical ache. “I swore that after the baby was born, I’d stop completely and
be one hundred percent faithful to her. Not that that would be easy. People
throw themselves at me all the time, especially when I’m operating as Massive
Force. As a Hero, you know how it is.” I didn’t. The way Maureen had behaved
around me was an exception to the general rule. If women routinely threw
themselves at me, they did it so subtly that I didn’t notice it. It would be
just my luck if the loose women I met were stealthy as well as slutty. Maybe my
observational skills were not as sharp as I had thought. Or, maybe my scar
tissue scared them off. “They’re attracted by the power, the excitement, and
the danger that goes with being a Hero,” Ethan said. “I’d have to have
superhuman restraint to say no every time somebody offered me a little strange
on the side. The fact Sabrina was on the frigid side didn’t make things
easier.” He shook his head ruefully. “You married?”


“No,” I said, getting
a flashback from when Maureen had asked me. If Ethan flashed me his junk the
way Maureen had, I was leaving.


“Then you don’t
know what it’s like yet. When you’re just a couple, everything’s great. The sex
flows like water before you’re married, but after the vows are recited and the
champagne’s swallowed, the well runs dry. It’s like that saying: What food
makes a woman stop having sex?”


“Wedding cake,” I
said. “That’s an old joke.”


“For good reason.
There’s a lot of truth said in jest.” Ethan shook his head again. “The baby was
going to change everything. He or she was going to make everything better
between me and Sabrina. He or she already was making things better. The bigger
Sabrina’s belly got, the closer the two of us grew again. We were so excited
about being parents. It was something we had dreamed about for years, but had grown
resigned after ten years of marriage that parenthood simply wasn’t in the cards
for us. The night Sabrina died, the night I cheated on her again, it was going
to be my last hurrah. I knew she suspected I was stepping out on her and she
was thinking about leaving me again. I wasn’t about to let that happen, not
with a baby on the way. I swore to myself after that one last roll in the hay I
would be the kind of husband I ought to be going forward. I didn’t want my kid being
shipped back and forth between two households or, worse, growing up in a house
where his or her parents hated each other.”


“You don’t have to
keep saying ‘he or she’ and ‘his or her.’ I know the baby’s sex. I can tell
you.”


Ethan shook his
head emphatically. “I’d rather you didn’t. Knowing whether I was going to have
a son or a daughter will make it all too real.” He started choking up. He looked
around the wreck of the room we were in with tears trailing down his face.
“Being trapped in this house like an animal in a cage is all too real as it is.
The people who knew me as Ethan won’t speak to me. My friends, Sabrina’s
family, my family . . . they all think I’m a monster. The people who knew me
only as Massive Force won’t speak to me either. To them, I’m a superpowered
killer. Meanwhile, the real monster, the one who butchered my family, is out
there free as a bird.”


“Let’s talk more
about what you were doing the night your wife died,” I said.


Ethan recounted to
me his evening with Maureen. He thankfully left out the explicit details which Maureen
had cheerfully included. Other than those salacious details, their accounts of
what happened that night and where Ethan was matched exactly.


That was the
problem. They were too exact. When two people experienced something and
you later asked them to tell you about it, you normally got two different
versions. Sometimes the differences in the details were vast, sometimes they
were minor, but there were differences. It was why eyewitness testimony was
known by cops, lawyers, and judges to be so unreliable—if ten people saw
something happen, you’d get from them ten different versions of what happened,
none of which would be one hundred percent accurate. 


Not Ethan and
Maureen, though. Their versions of their time together when Sabrina was killed
were virtually identical, almost word for word the same. I did not believe
either of them about where Ethan was the night of Sabrina’s death.


However, as the
brownstone lapsed into silence as Ethan wept, I couldn’t shake the feeling he
did not kill Sabrina. These were not crocodile tears. The fact his wife and
child were dead seemed to cut him to his core. If Ethan was merely pretending
to be grief-stricken, he deserved an Oscar for Best Actor in a Leading
Bloodthirsty Role.


If my feeling was
correct Ethan hadn’t killed his wife despite the evidence to the contrary, and
I was also right that he and Maureen were lying, where the heck had Ethan been
the night his wife was murdered?


Something was
going on I didn’t understand. Unfortunately, that happened a lot.


The fact it was
typical didn’t make it any less annoying.









CHAPTER 7


Maybe I was right
that Maureen and Ethan were lying about where Ethan was the night of his wife’s
murder. Or, maybe my ability to sniff out a lie was on the fritz. Maybe I had
drowned it in all the liquor I had been drinking.


If I could find
someone in Monroe Heights who could tell me they saw Ethan in or around
Maureen’s place the night of Sabrina’s murder, that would tell me Maureen and Ethan
were telling the truth and I was too much of a doubting Thomas. The only way I
knew to try to find that someone was to wear out some shoe leather and go door-to-door.
It wasn’t glamorous or particularly superheroic, but it was a tried and true
method of detection.


That was why I
found myself wandering around Maureen’s neighborhood, knocking on doors and
stopping people on the street, showing them pictures of Ethan in and out of
costume, asking them if they had seen him the night of Sabrina’s murder. Glenn
had told me the police had already canvassed the area after Maureen stepped
forward as an alibi witness, but they hadn’t found anyone who could corroborate
Ethan had been in Maureen’s neighborhood the night of Sabrina’s murder. However,
the fact the police had already plowed this ground didn’t mean I shouldn’t too.
A lot of people didn’t like talking to cops, so I might uncover something they
couldn’t.


Besides, I didn’t
know what else to do to earn the money Ethan had paid me. I had already tried
sticking my head out of my third-floor office window and shouting, “Is Ethan
lying to me?” Nobody had answered or even bothered to look up. Rude, not to
mention unhelpful.


A handful of
people I spoke to in and around Monroe Heights had occasionally seen Ethan in
his civilian clothes in the neighborhood, but not the night of Sabrina’s
murder. Almost everyone I spoke to recognized Massive Force from the picture I
showed them of Ethan in costume, but they had never seen the Hero in the
neighborhood, either the night of Sabrina’s murder or any other time. They just
knew Massive Force from seeing his Heroic exploits from time to time on the
news. No one I spoke to recognized me or spontaneously brought up any of my
Heroic exploits. If I had a publicist, I would have fired him.


I was heading back
to my car, about to give up for the day and get dinner and a drink—and I
might’ve skipped the dinner part—when I spotted someone walking toward me I
recognized. It was the scantily clad young woman who had gotten into that
elderly man’s car after I interviewed Maureen. Today the young woman had traded
in her towering high heels for equally high wedges. She wore a tight, red,
short-sleeved shirt with a plunging neckline and a short, faux leather skirt.
Her clothing wasn’t substantial enough to keep an elf warm on this chilly day.
Maybe, as the old song went, she had her love to keep her warm. Or maybe, based
on how jittery she was and how glassy her eyes were, she was as high as Bob
Marley on the space shuttle and she didn’t give a rat’s ass about the cold.


The woman saw me
looking at her as she approached. She smiled at me. A bit of her bright red
lipstick had stained her front tooth. I altered my path slightly to stand in
front of her.  


“Hey baby. You
lookin’ to party?” she purred at me. It confirmed my earlier suspicion about
the woman’s occupation. She was either a hooker as I had thought, or a party
planner.


It was weird to
have this baby call me “baby.” Now that I was close to her and could mentally
wipe away the makeup she had spackled on, I saw she was younger than I had first
thought. I’d have been surprised if she was over the age of consent. I felt
like a pedophile for looking at her butt earlier. She was white with brown eyes,
limp brown hair, and a face marred by acne scars even her thick makeup couldn’t
completely hide. She was so skinny, I could see the ridges of the bones in her
chest. I surmised the swell under her shirt was mostly padding. She reminded me
of Clara Barton a little, and was probably only a few years older than that
thirteen-year-old Metahuman.


“No, I’m not
looking to party. I’m looking for information,” I said.


Her sex kitten
persona slipped away at my response. “What I look like, Google?” Her voice had
a lot of street in it. One of her molars was dead and turning black.


“Google should be
so lucky.” Even hookers liked being complimented. Maybe especially hookers as
they rarely heard a compliment that wasn’t said in hopes of getting a free
sexual favor. “I’m looking for some information on this guy. Have you seen him
before?” I held up a picture of Ethan out of costume.


There was an
unmistakable flash of recognition in her glassy eyes. “Maybe,” she said noncommittally.


“What would turn
that maybe into a yes or a no?”


“You a cop?”


“No. Private
detective.”


That appeared to
puzzle her, as if I were a strange animal she had never seen before. “I dunno.
You look like a cop to me.”


I pulled out my
license and showed it to her. It was my PI license, not my Hero one. I didn’t
want this child trying to sexually assault me if she was a cape chaser like
Maureen. The girl studied my license with unfocused eyes for longer than
necessary. I wondered if she could read.


“Maybe I seen that
guy before,” she finally said, “and maybe I ain’t. I ain’t got time to study
over it. Time is money.” That was a hint if I had ever heard one. Whoever said
“the best things in life are free” had not dealt with hookers.


“How much do you
charge for your time?” I asked. She told me, rattling off her per act and per
hour rates like she was telling me the time and temperature. I couldn’t decide
if she charged too much, or too little.


“What’s your
name?”


“Anastasia.” She
looked like an Anastasia the way I looked like a DeShawn. Then again, since I
was a member of a Heroic community which routinely used code names, who was I
to judge Amy or Jill or Kim or whatever in the heck this girl’s real name was?


I pulled out some
cash. “My name’s Truman. I’ll tell you what, Anastasia. I’ll pay you for your
time, and you tell me everything you know about that guy in the picture.”


“Just talk?” she
asked, both dubious and puzzled. Few men probably wanted to just talk with her.


“Just talk.”


“Okay, deal,” she agreed.
I handed her the money. She made it disappear with a sleight of hand move that
would have made David Copperfield envious. “As long as you payin’ the meter, we
can talk.” Anastasia glanced around. “But not here. If my boyfriend come around
and sees me just talkin’ to some dude, he’ll think I’m loafin’.”


“This boyfriend of
yours your pimp?”


She moved her
shoulders slightly. It was a noncommittal shrug.


“He the one who
did that to your arm?” There was a fresh greenish-black bruise on her left
bicep, and what looked like cigarette burns on her forearm. Anastasia gave me
the same slight shrug.


“You hungry?” She
gave me the shrug again. I was Truman Lord, Master Interrogator. With interrogation
skills like these, it was shocking I hadn’t figured out who had murdered
Sabrina Lamb yet.


Well I for one was
hungry, and it looked like Anastasia needed a decent meal. I had seen more meat
on barbecue ribs than she had on her whole body. So, I walked Anastasia over to
a nearby twenty-four hour diner I had been to already to flash Ethan’s picture
around in.


As the diner’s
hostess walked us to a booth in the back, a woman around my age sitting alone watched
us as we approached her table. She looked Anastasia up and down disapprovingly,
and then glared at me. Her disgusted face read, You’re old enough to be her
father. Because you’re only as old as you feel, I stuck my tongue out at
the woman and crossed my eyes as I passed by her. She harrumphed in response.
Food caught in her throat, no doubt. I had made sure Anastasia wasn’t looking
before I stuck my tongue out. I didn’t want Anastasia to think less of me. I
also didn’t want my outstretched tongue to give her the idea I’d changed my mind
about partying with her.


I studied
Anastasia as the waitress took our orders. She couldn’t sit still in her seat,
constantly shifting positions. Was she on meth? Coke? Something else? I disapproved
of drugs. I had seen them destroy too many lives and ruin too many communities.
Then again, alcohol was a drug and I seemed to be in a love affair with it. My
last drink had been hours ago, and I desperately wanted another one.


“A foolish
consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds,” I mused aloud.


“Huh?” Anastasia
said.


“Never mind. Just
quoting a wise man who died a long time ago. Okay, let’s try this again.” I
pulled out Ethan’s picture. “Have you seen this guy before?”


“All the time,”
Anastasia said. “I been workin’ this neighborhood for months now. The cops
asked me about that guy a while back, but I ain’t tell em nuthin’. It don’t pay
to talk to no cops.” She jabbed a thin finger at the picture in my hand.
“That’s the pretty boy’s been fuckin’ the woman who lives around the corner.” I
wanted to tell her to mind her language, but Anastasia’s foul language was the
least of her problems.


“What makes you
say they’re sleeping together?”


Anastasia looked
at me like I was the world’s biggest simpleton. “The only times I seen him,
it’s been when he was going into that lady’s house late at night. When I seen
him leave, it was late at night or early in the mornin’.” She snorted. “They
ain’t studyin’ no Bible in there.”


“Whoever so
commits adultery lacks understanding; he who does it destroys his own soul.”


“Whut?”


I shook my head.
“Another quote, this one a lot older. It’s from the Bible. I grew up in the
Bible Belt. I know more about the Bible than Gutenberg.”


“You talk funny.”


“You’re not the
first to think so.”


The waitress
brought our food out: a milkshake, chicken wings, French fries, and a double-bacon
burger with American cheese for Anastasia; fries and a cheeseburger for me. I
had blue cheese instead of American because I didn’t want Anastasia to think I
was a copycat. Also, to add a note of sophistication. I was a licensed Hero,
after all. Anastasia started to inhale her food like she had not eaten in days.
Perhaps she hadn’t. I didn’t know how all that food was going to fit into
Anastasia’s skinny body, but she was certainly giving it that old college try.


“Did you see this
pretty boy at the lady’s house the evening of the twelfth?” I asked. I wanted
to hurry and finish questioning Anastasia before she slipped into a food coma.
Maybe she gorged herself and then went weeks without eating again anaconda-style.


Anastasia
considered my question. Her cheeks were as full as a chipmunk’s.


“Nuh-uh,” she
finally grunted around a mouthful of food. “I was up and down that street all
night. Nobody was buyin’ that night. Stingy assholes. If that dude or his car
had been at that lady’s house, I woulda saw it.”


“What about this
guy?” I asked, showing her a picture of Ethan in his Massive Force costume.


“That one of those
Meta freaks?” she asked. I wanted to object to the word freaks but, as
the Good Book said, don’t muzzle the mouth of the oxen while they are treading
the grain. Instead of objecting, I nodded. “Never seen that freak before,”
Anastasia said. She chewed for a bit before swallowing. “You should ask pretty
boy’s boyfriend about where he were on the twelfth. I bet he know.”


I blinked in
surprise. “What makes you think pretty boy has a boyfriend?”


Anastasia looked
at me like I was beyond stupid again.


“Guy that
good-lookin’ don’t go slingin’ dick in just one direction. He like both bitches
and boys. I seen the way that guy look at both of em. He look at a good-lookin’
dude the same way he look at a bitch—like they a big juicy steak and he
starvin’ to death. This my bidness. I know what I’m talkin’ about. Pretty boy’s
seen more wang than a urinal, believe me. I seen my fair share my own self.”
Anastasia shrugged. “‘Sides, I saw pretty boy get into a guy’s car some nights
after he left the lady’s house. Saw em kissin’ before they drove off. They were
gonna go play hide the salami for sure.”


“You ever think
about applying to be poet laureate?”


“Huh?”


I shook my head.
“Never mind. I was making a dumb joke. I do that sometimes.” I didn’t want her
to think I was making fun of how she spoke. My parents had died in a car crash
when I was a teenager. If the Hero Zookeeper had not stepped up to raise me as
his own and had not pointed me in the right direction, I would’ve grown up on
the streets and would probably sound exactly like Anastasia. “Did you by any
chance get a look at the license plate of the car you saw pretty boy and the
other guy in?”


“I ain’t the DMV.”


“I’ll take that as
a no. Well, what did the car look like then?”


Anastasia screwed
her face up in concentration as she thought. Her plate was empty, like it had
been attacked by a plague of locusts.


“It was a
four-door silver car. Something fancy. Not a Mercedes. I gotta friend named
Mercedes. If it’d been a Mercedes, I’d remember dat.” I wondered why sex
workers were always named things like Mercedes, Porsche, and Lexus. If I ever
had a daughter, I would name her Ford or Hyundai to be on the safe side. “A BMW
or a Saab, maybe?” Anastasia snapped her fingers. “Definitely a BMW. I member
now. It was a BMW for sure. Cause I member thinkin’ ‘Blow my wad is more like
it’ when I saw them dudes kissin’ in that car. Blow my wad. BMW. Get it?”


“I do.” If
Anastasia were a Metahuman, subtlety was not her superpower. “What about the
guy? Not pretty boy, the other one?”


“Didn’t get a good
look. Good-lookin’ though. Not as pretty as the other one, but good lookin’.
Longish black hair. Brown skin. Hispanic, or maybe Indian. The dot kind, not
the feather kind. In his twenties, though it hard to tell sometime with those
brownies. Just like black don’t crack, brown don’t breakdown.” I suppressed the
urge to say something. Being politically incorrect was the least of Anastasia’s
problems. “Smaller than the other guy, and you too. I think. He was sittin’
when I saw him, so it kinda hard to tell.”


I asked her some
more questions. Though Anastasia had plenty more to say, she didn’t seem to
know anything more about Ethan.


“How long have you
been hooking?” I asked.


“Bout three
years.” The answer depressed me.


“How old are you?”


“Twenty-two.” I
thought it was the first time she had lied to me. I had clothes that were as
old as Anastasia probably really was. I didn’t think she was lying to me about Ethan,
though. I suspected her observations about him were probably spot-on. Girls
like Anastasia weren’t book smart, but they were plenty street smart. If they
weren’t good at paying attention to their surroundings and at sizing people
up—who was a potential John, who was a cop, who was liable to hurt them, that
sort of thing—they didn’t last long on the street. The fact she had been a
streetwalker for three years, a lifetime in the streetwalking world, spoke
volumes about how adept Anastasia was at paying attention to her surroundings.


Anastasia
reapplied her garish lipstick using the glossy surface of the diner’s napkin
holder as a mirror. She painted well outside her lip line, trying to make her
thin lips look fuller. Instead it made her look clownish. I paid our bill and
we left. The woman who had stared daggers at me when we had come in was not in
her booth anymore. No doubt sitting in judgment somewhere else.


Anastasia and I
walked back to the block I had left my car on. I reached into my wallet. I
pulled out some bills, put one of my cards on top, and held the bundle out to
Anastasia. She looked at the money, confused. It was a good deal more than I
had already paid her.


“What this for?”
she asked.


“The money is a
tip. The card on top is a Get Off The Street card. If you should decide to get
out of the life, give me a call. I’ll help you.”


“Who da fuck you
think you are, Richard Gere?” I was shocked she knew a Pretty Woman
reference. I did not let the shock reach my face. I was supposed to be an
unflappable detective and Hero. I had a reputation to uphold.


“I just try to
help when and where I can.”


“Don’t need help.”
Anastasia still reached out and took the money and the card though. They
disappeared on her person as mysteriously as the first batch of money had. She
started to turn away, then hesitated.


“You wanna have a
go?” she asked. “You nice. Kinda cute too. I won’t even charge you.” She looked
up at me expectantly. Her overly painted lips were slightly parted in what she
probably thought was an alluring look. It made me even more depressed than
before. Anastasia didn’t seem to be able to relate to a man other than
sexually. I wondered what her family life had been like. I probably didn’t want
to know.


I could have told
Anastasia she was too young for me. Also too skinny, too high, too worldly in
all the wrong ways, too immature in others, and too several other things.


Instead, I only told
her part of the truth. “Thanks, but I can’t. I’m seeing someone.”


Anastasia looked
at me incredulously. I felt like an alien who had tried to communicate with her
in High Vulcan.


“Whadafuck do dat
got to do with anything?” she demanded. She shook her head at me in disbelief
and started to walk off. Apparently I was one of the few people on the planet
who still believed in fidelity. I definitely could not say the same of Ethan.


I watched
Anastasia as she walked away. I hoped she would use the money to buy warmer
clothes and food. I feared the money would go up her nose, into her veins, or
be beaten out of her by her pimp.


I sighed as
Anastasia turned the corner and was lost to view. I didn’t really expect her to
call me. However, I did expect her to be dead within five years or so. I’d seen
girls like Anastasia before. Too many. It was discouraging. Trying to save
girls like Anastasia was like trying to bail out the Atlantic Ocean with a
teaspoon—as soon as you took one out, a bunch more rushed in to take its place.


I thought of Clara
Barton again. You can’t save everyone. All you can do is try.









CHAPTER 8


As the expression
went, when the only tool you had was a hammer, everything looked like a nail.
That was why when you consulted a surgeon about back pain, she was quick to
suggest surgery instead of yoga or back exercises. It was why professional
boxers got into a lot of fights, even when they weren’t in the ring. It was why
Anastasia had offered to sleep with me.


And, it was why I
sat in my Altima on Kylie Street the day after I spoke with Anastasia, staking
out Ethan Lamb’s brownstone. When you were a private snoop, you snooped on
somebody. I couldn’t think of whom else to snoop on, so Ethan won by default.


I did not usually
put my clients under surveillance. There were usually plenty of other things to
do: witnesses to interview, leads to follow up on, clues to ponder, Rogues to
thrash, that sort of thing. But I was fresh out of all of the above. Never
before had I wished a Rogue would make an appearance. Beating on him would at
least have given me something to do.


Because of a lack
of something better to do, my natural snooping instincts had kicked in. That
was why I had been in my car for hours, across the street and down the block
from Ethan’s brownstone, watching his front door like it was a dark television
I hoped someone would come along and turn on and show me something interesting.
Something was going on with Ethan and his voluminous extracurricular sex life
that I didn’t understand, and I was hoping someone would pay Ethan a visit and
help me understand it.


And, like I said,
I couldn’t think of anything else to do. I had already drained several glasses
of liquor the night before in hopes of finding a clue on the bottom. That had
resulted in a big fat goose egg. Also, a big fat hangover.


I wound up
watching Ethan’s brownstone all day. My diligence yielded nothing more than a
sore back from sitting in one spot for hours and a healthy dislike for talk
radio. I’d been accused in the past of being a misogynist for admiring the
female form, and I didn’t even see in Ethan’s neighborhood some attractive
women I could practice my misogyny on.


I did see a few
homeless people loitering on Kylie, though. Seeing homeless people was not at
all unusual in lower income parts of Astor City, but it was very unusual in a
ritzy area like the one Ethan’s brownstone was in. Then I remembered how a
black homeless man had been shot by the cops days before in Dog Cellar, a
run-down part of the city. The cops said they thought the homeless guy had a
gun. It turned out to be just a stick. The usual suspects were yelling their
heads off about police brutality. And, maybe they were right to do so; I hadn’t
been there when the shooting happened, so I couldn’t say. A cop’s uniform
didn’t immunize him from being a murderous jackass.


Regardless, in
response to the complaints and protests, the cops had quietly stopped enforcing
vagrancy laws. “Let JoJo pee on people’s front steps for a few days and flash
their kids when they’re coming home from school, and the protesters will shut
their fat traps double-quick,” a half-drunk, off-duty cop on the barstool next
to me had said days before. Because of the police looking the other way,
homeless people were sprouting up all over town like mushrooms after a
rainstorm. Ethan’s neighborhood clearly was not immune.


I brought along
some jazz music as I watched Ethan’s place on the second day. Duke Ellington,
Count Basie, and other musical aristocrats kept me company. Ellington’s Such
Sweet Thunder was playing softly on the car stereo when I noticed an Astor
City bicycle cop looking at me as he slowly pedaled by. I was on Pretty and
the Wolf when I saw him again a few minutes later, pedaling in the opposite
direction than before.


The officer hopped
his bike up on the sidewalk. He stopped his bike abreast of but a few feet from
my door. He was a solid-looking, dark-skinned black guy wearing shorts and a
light police jacket. His thighs were like hairy tree trunks. He wore sunglasses
so dark I couldn’t see his eyes. He had a thick ebony moustache that was so
dark and shiny, it looked like it had been freshly dyed. Not many people could
look intimidating straddling a bicycle and sporting what looked like a dead
caterpillar dipped in tar under their lip, but this guy pulled it off.


He motioned me to
roll my window down. I did so, simultaneously turning off the car stereo.


“Howdy, officer,”
I said, aiming for cheery. “Nice day for a bike ride. Do you agree that
American popular music has gone downhill fast since Duke Ellington’s day?” I
was glad I hadn’t given in to the temptation to bring a flask of liquor with me
on this stakeout. The officer’s hand was not on his gun, but it was near it. I
was careful to keep both of my hands on the wheel where the cop could see them.
I knew my size and the way I looked might give someone an itchy trigger finger.


“Sir,” the cop
said. His sunglasses were mirrored. I resisted the urge to wave at myself. “I
saw you here yesterday. Do you live around here?” I knew he already knew the
answer.


“No.”


“So what are you
doing here?”


“People watching.”


The officer
considered this. His mirrored glasses reminded me of a praying mantis’ eyes. Between
that and the caterpillar moustache, this guy had quite the bug theme going on.
I wisely and uncharacteristically didn’t voice that observation.


“This is a nice
neighborhood,” he finally said. “I plan to keep it that way. People-watch
somewhere else.” It was not a request.


“What about all
these homeless people? Why aren’t you telling them to move along?”


“Sir, are you
trying to tell me how to do my job?”


“Perish the
thought. I was just curious, is all. I have an unquenchable thirst for
knowledge. I’m famous for it. Speaking of my fame, would your advice to move
along change if I told you I am a dashing and intrepid private detective hot on
the trail of a desperate criminal?”


The officer
considered that.


“No,” he finally
said.


“I see.” I started
the car and put it into gear. “This was a good chat. I’m glad we had it.” I
drove off before he could reply. The guy was liable to talk my ear off.


I drove back to my
condo. I went to my closet. I pulled out some clothes I should have thrown out
long ago that were probably older than Anastasia. I also grabbed an old pair of
shoes and a ratty baseball cap. I carried the bundle downstairs and went to the
alley at the back of my building. There was a dumpster there. Garbage had
spilled out of it over the years and had decayed to produce a primordial ooze.
The next plague was probably happily evolving in it.


I dropped my
clothes, shoes, and hat in the muck. For good measure, I stepped on top of it
all. I gathered my things back up. My nose wrinkled, repulsed by the stench. I
took the soiled clothes back upstairs to my place. I took the stairs instead of
assaulting my fellow residents’ noses by taking the elevator. Consideration,
thy name is Truman.


I changed into the
yucky clothes, including the shoes and hat. Then I gargled with some cheap rum,
the smelliest alcohol I had on hand. I dabbed some of it behind my ears and on
my neck for good measure. I now smelled like the dumpster in the back of a
distillery. I had to flee my condo quickly as I was sorely tempted to do more
with the rum than merely gargle with it. It started whispering my name as soon
as I put the bottle down. It was shrieking at me by the time I hit the door.


As I fled the
siren’s song, it occurred to me, not for the first time, that I had developed a
real alcohol problem. I shoved the thought to the side. I’ll deal with it
tomorrow, I thought. The problem was tomorrow never seemed to arrive.


I went back downstairs.
I passed Salvador, the attendant at the first-floor reception area, on the way
to my car in the parking garage. He stared, surprised by my unusual appearance.


“Heading to an
early Halloween party,” I said as I went by him. “I’m going as Oscar the Grouch.”


I got into my car
again and drove back toward Ethan’s neighborhood. I had of course not given up
on the idea of watching Ethan’s place. If I allowed myself to be so easily
thwarted by a mustachioed cop on a bicycle, they’d drum me out of the Heroes’
Guild and call me names.


I parked a few
blocks away from Ethan’s brownstone. Before opening the car door, I looked at
myself in the vanity mirror. My face was much too clean. I closed my eyes and
ran my dirty sleeves over my face a few times. I opened my eyes. My face was
smudged with black and brown streaks now. Better.


I got out of the
car. I walked toward Ethan’s place. As I got closer, I started staggering a
little. I had way too much practice staggering lately thanks to my drinking, so
pretending to do it was not at all hard. I found myself humming, and then
singing a song. It was If Drinkin’ Don’t Kill Me, Her Memory Will, the
song made famous by George Jones. The fact my subconscious had picked that one
hit a little too close to home.


I collapsed on the
sidewalk across the street and several houses down from Ethan’s brownstone. I
put my back against the brick facade of a building, with my legs splayed out in
front of me. The position was surprisingly comfortable. I had a great view of Ethan’s
front door. No one would be able to enter or leave without me seeing them. I
pulled my hat low over my head to further obscure my face. I settled in to wait
and watch.


It was like
watching paint dry, only without the excitement of the paint. Then again, no
one had ever told me that the life of a client-spying, house-watching,
homeless-pretending, no-Batmobile-having private eye and Hero would be
glamorous. Alfred Hitchcock once said drama was life with the boring bits cut
out. Clearly Hitchcock had never made a movie about the life of a detective. I
hummed songs from time to time, both to stay in character and to stay awake. My
knowledge of the Great American Songbook sure was coming in handy. I felt like
a down on his luck Frank Sinatra. I kept a sharp lookout for Ava Gardner.


I spent the next
three days slumped on various parts of the sidewalk near Ethan’s house. I only
left when nature called urgently and for a few hours each day to grab some food
and shut-eye. I varied the times I left so I could watch Ethan’s place both at
night and during the day. It was times like this I wished I had a sidekick who
could admire my abilities to hold my urine and to not be bored to death, and
who could watch Ethan’s place the few hours I was forced to leave each day. I
would have to add sidekick-hiring to my to-do list. It was too bad my friend
Shadow wasn’t here. I wondered what she might be doing now. Sunning herself on
a private beach in France, maybe. Or assassinating an African warlord by
choking him with her bare hands. Either was equally likely.


The people on the
sidewalk who walked by me gave me a wide berth, but otherwise paid me no
attention. Even the black cop who had rousted me days before pedaled by a few
times and did not give me a second glance. Pretending to be a homeless drunk
was as effective as having invisibility as a superpower.


It was around dusk
the fifth day when I was thinking about no longer wasting my time watching Ethan’s
place and instead spending the time volunteering at a homeless shelter when a
BMW passed me on the street. It slowed, and parked about half a block up from Ethan’s
place. It was a four-door silver, high-end, late model sedan that sparkled with
shine. A brown-skinned man with black hair was behind the wheel.


The description of
the man Anastasia had seen kissing Ethan ran through my mind. Apparently
Anastasia’s “blow my wad” mnemonic had been spot-on.


The BMW driver got
out of the car. He was in his mid-twenties, smaller than I, trim, and in shape.
He glanced around. His eyes flowed right past me without seeming to really
register me just like everyone else’s had during my vagrant impersonation. The
man walked up the short flight of stairs to Ethan’s door and knocked. The door
opened, the man went inside, and the door closed again after him.


Aha, Hydro Kid! I exulted
silently to my imaginary sidekick. Could this be the beginning glimmers of a
case development? Hydro Kid didn’t respond. Maybe he was shocked into
silence by us finally witnessing a possible clue. Or, maybe he didn’t like the
name Hydro Kid. Picky little drip. After all I had imaginarily done for that
squirt.


I thought about
going across the street and busting in on Ethan and his guest. But, what would
that get me? The certain knowledge that Ethan’s sexuality swung both ways? I
didn’t care if Ethan liked men or women or both, or if he humped the nearest
fire hydrant when neither were available. All I cared about was whether or not
he had killed his wife. Instead of busting in on the two possible lovebirds, I
decided to keep watching. Maybe, when the BMW driver came back out, I would
have a chat with him. Perhaps he knew more about this whole situation than I
did. Since I knew almost nothing, it would be hard for him not to.


I crossed the
street and peeked into the BMW. The interior was as spotless as the exterior.
There wasn’t a note taped to the seat telling me who had killed Ethan’s wife.
Nothing’s ever easy.


I slumped back
down onto the sidewalk, this time resting my back against the BMW’s driver side
door. The black-haired driver was the first person I had to talk to lately about
this case other than myself, and I was not about to let him drive away without us
having a tête-à-tête first.


I did not have
long to wait. Less than fifteen minutes after he had gone into Ethan’s
brownstone, the BMW driver stormed out of it. He slammed the door behind
himself. His face was red and stormy. He stalked over to the BMW. He looked
down at me like I was a dog turd he had found on his shoe.


“This is my car,”
he said.


“Congratulations.”


“Move it,” he
snarled. “I’m in no mood to fool around with you.”


I stood. It was
satisfying to now look down at him. “I want to talk to you first.”


The man didn’t
seem the slightest bit intimidated by my size. “I don’t have any money to give
you, and even if I did, I wouldn’t. Now move.” He put his hand on my upper arm
and shoved. Or at least he tried to. Despite the fact this guy was in good
shape, I don’t shove easily, especially when I’m braced against it.


The man’s eyes
widened in surprise at the fact I was as immobile as a sequoia. Not too many
homeless people were in the kind of shape I was in, even though I hadn’t seen
the inside of my gym since I had started drinking.


As the man
continued to try to push me aside, I smiled down at him, aiming for a
combination of patronizing and menacing. Then, the man abruptly glowed
yellow-white, as if he was suddenly surrounded by a full-body halo. The man
shoved me again.


This time I was
the one who was surprised. I was launched into the air toward a nearby parked
car like a wad of thrown paper.


Well I didn’t see
this coming,
I thought as I rocketed toward the car.


Holy unexpected
Metahuman!
my imaginary sidekick might have exclaimed.









CHAPTER 9


I smacked against
the side of the parked car hard, with a teeth-rattling thump. The car was
rocked from the force of the impact. So was I. The air whooshed out of me.
There was the sound of breaking glass. I was lucky there wasn’t the sound of
breaking bones.


I bounced off the
car like a tossed ball. I hit the ground, tucking and rolling, using my
momentum to bring me back to my feet. After slamming into that car, I
considered standing a major victory.


I was too shaken
to focus sufficiently to incapacitate without killing the formerly
brown-skinned but now glowing-skinned Meta who had shoved me so violently. I
wasn’t too shaken to retaliate, though.


I triggered my
powers. I made a jet of water burst out of a nearby fire hydrant with a roar.
It stormed toward the Meta. The city’s Department of Public Works would probably
send me hate mail again. I broke fire hydrants at the rate Ethan broke his
wedding vows.


The highly
pressurized water jet slammed into the glowing man. It in turn made him slam
into the side of his car. I pinned him there with the water’s intense pressure.
I dropped the temperature of the water pummeling him.


More quickly than
it takes to talk about it, the man was encased from the neck down in a thick
cocoon of ice. I left his head free because I wanted to neutralize him, not
suffocate him.


The still-glowing
man strained mightily against the ice. Though I felt it crack a little, the ice
held.


I then froze the
water at its source, also encasing the fire hydrant in a thick sheath of ice. The
rushing water suddenly stopped. The street was abruptly quiet again, as if the
roar of a waterfall had been shut off with the flip of a switch.


I reached under my
shirt and pulled out my pistol. I held the gun down at my side, not pointing it
at the struggling man, but I could have changed that in a heartbeat. I
approached the man warily, getting close to him. Though no one else was around,
I didn’t want to shout out the man’s secret to the rooftops.


“I know you’re the
Hero Nimbus,” I said. Nimbus’ angry and frustrated eyes bored into mine. I had
to concentrate more than normally on forming words. Thanks to my literal run-in
with the parked car, my head felt like a shaken snow globe. “I recognize your
powers, if not your outfit since you’re not in costume. My name’s Truman Lord.
I too am a Hero. I’m also the guy who’ll shoot you in the mouth if you don’t
use it right this second to tell me what in the hell is going on.”


***


“Ethan and I are
lovers,” said Santiago Garcia, which was, as it turned out, Nimbus’ real name.


“Color me shocked,”
I said. “I’m beginning to believe I’m the only one Ethan isn’t sleeping with. I
think I’m insulted.”


Santiago sat
across from me in front of my desk in my third-floor downtown office.
Containing only the desk, an old couch, a filing cabinet, client chairs, and a
prehistoric desktop computer, my small square office was nothing fancy. What it
lacked in splendor it made up for in character. Three bullet holes were in the
wall behind me near the window overlooking Paper Street; a man-shaped plasma
scorch mark was on the wall to my right; a plaster-patched cannonball hole (it’s
a long story) was in the left wall; and a bunch of warped and discolored tiles were
overhead thanks to me bursting the water pipe that ran through the ceiling when
I needed to fend off a Rogue years ago. If these walls could talk, they’d say,
“Get out, and take us with you! It’s not safe here.”


I was behind my
desk with a cup of coffee in my hands. I ached to add some bourbon to it, but
my mind was spinning enough as it was, and not simply because I hadn’t fully
recovered from being slammed into that parked car. I had released Santiago from
his icy bonds once I was convinced he wouldn’t try to shove me into traffic
again. We had come here to my office so we could speak privately without being
overheard by a passerby and without being seen by Ethan should he happen to
peer out of his brownstone. Once here, Santiago had shared his real name with
me. I was already familiar with his crime-fighting work as the Hero Nimbus,
which was how I had recognized his power-set.


Santiago shook his
head at me. He had a handsome face, though it was marred by bags under his
eyes, as if he hadn’t slept in a while. “When I say Ethan and I are lovers, I
don’t mean that we sleep together.” He paused and smiled ruefully. “Though we
certainly do that. Or at least we used to. I mean we are in love.”


“I see,” I said,
though I was not at all certain I did. “So that means what? Ethan is bisexual?
A closeted gay with a beard for a wife? Or merely adulterously indecisive? Or
should it be, ‘indecisively adulterous’?”


I regretted my flippancy.
Santiago had a look on his face like he was in physical pain. “He’s bisexual. I
on the other hand am very much gay. And, very much in the closet. Except with Ethan,
of course.” He shook his head. His long shiny-black hair brushed his shoulders.
“Me being in the closet is why Ethan is lying. He’s willing to go to jail to
protect me.”


I had a sudden
flash of insight. “Ethan wasn’t with Maureen Jansen the night his wife was
killed. He was with you.”


Santiago nodded.
“The irony is that night was to be the last one we were together as Ethan was
breaking things off. With a baby on the way, he wanted to do the right thing
and recommit to being faithful to Sabrina. I wasn’t happy about it, but I
understood. Despite the fact he cheated on her, Ethan really did love Sabrina.
Just as he loves me. Despite all the people Ethan’s been with over the years,
Sabrina and I are the only ones he’s ever really given a damn about. Everybody
else was just for fun, just a sex partner. Including Maureen.”


I wondered how
many other of Ethan’s sex partners over the years had thought he was in love
with them and only them, but the pained look on Santiago’s face made me keep
the thought to myself. “I don’t get it. Why doesn’t Ethan simply tell the
police he was with you when his wife was killed? For that matter, why don’t you
tell the police that yourself?”


“If either of us
tells the police where Ethan really was when his wife was killed, it will out
both of us.” Santiago made it sound like being exposed as gay was like climbing
into an electric chair.


“So? This isn’t
the seventeenth century. Most people won’t care if you’re gay and Ethan is
bisexual.”


Santiago snorted. “You
should tell my father that. He is a very wealthy man. Thanks to him, I don’t
have to work, other than being a Hero. I haven’t monetized my Heroic exploits
the way Ethan has. Without my father, I’d be destitute. I’m ashamed to say my
lifestyle depends entirely on staying in his good graces. If my proud Catholic
father found out his only son was a maricón, he would disown me and never speak
to me again.” Santiago said the word maricón bitterly, spitting it out
like it left a bad taste in his mouth. I didn’t know what the Spanish word
meant, but I could guess. “Plus, if it came out that Ethan’s bisexual, a lot of
people would stop buying the stuff he sells. His endorsements would dry up.
He’d be ruined financially. Despite what you say, my father is not alone in his
thinking as to what the natural order of things is supposed to be.


“So instead of
exposing either of us, Ethan hatched the idea of Maureen lying and saying she
was with him the night Sabrina was killed. Maureen was willing to do it. She
believed Ethan when he told her he wasn’t involved in the death of his wife.
The hope was that the police would believe Ethan’s and Maureen’s story and stop
looking at him as a suspect. In case the cops didn’t buy the story, Ethan also
hired you to look for the real killer. I’ve been doing the same using contacts
I’ve acquired as a Hero over the years.”


“Any luck?”


“No. That’s why I
went to see Ethan today. I told him his plan wasn’t working. Despite using
Maureen as an alibi, the police and prosecutors still see Ethan as the prime
suspect, which is why he’s stuck in that house, unable to go anywhere. I told
him I wanted to come forward and tell the cops where Ethan really was when
Sabrina died.” Santiago’s dark eyes flashed with sadness mixed with anger. “We
had a fight about it. Which is why I stormed out of his place. The damned fool
doesn’t want me to come forward. ‘It’ll ruin your life and cripple me financially,’
he told me. ‘I’m innocent, and the truth will come out eventually,’ he said. I
don’t share his confidence. There are plenty of innocent people in prison. If Ethan
goes to prison for a crime he didn’t commit, he won’t be the first.”


“Did anyone see
you and Ethan together the night of the murder?” So many people had lied to me
recently that I was even more suspicious of what someone told me than usual,
and I was already a guy who walked around with cynical as his default setting. If
the President of the United States walked into my office at that moment, I’d
ask to see some ID and the nuclear launch codes before I’d take him at face
value.


“No. We were alone
in my home. No one else saw us.”


“So even if you
came forward, the cops might be disinclined to believe you, just like they
don’t believe Maureen.”


Santiago nodded. “Maybe,
but maybe if I also reveal to them I’m a Hero, my word will carry a little more
weight.” He shook his head in frustration. “Honestly, I’m tempted to ignore Ethan’s
wishes and come forward anyway. I can’t let him rot in prison for something he
didn’t do.”


“Does Maureen know
where Ethan really was the night she says they were together? Does she know
about you?”


“She knows that Ethan
is bi and that he was with a man when his wife was killed. According to Ethan,
she’s only interested in a good time and couldn’t care less about what Ethan
does when he’s not with her. But does she know about me specifically?” Santiago
shook his head. “No. Only Ethan knows my secret. And now you.”


Santiago let out a
long, frustrated breath. “And now that you know about me and Ethan, what are
you going to do?”


I thought about it
for a moment.


“Hell if I know,”
I said. That was often the case. Why should now be any different?









CHAPTER 10


“I’m sorry I lied
to you,” Maureen Jansen said, though she didn’t sound it. Her blonde hair was
pulled back in a sleek ponytail, accenting the patrician lines of her face.
“But it was for a good cause. I don’t believe for one second that Ethan killed
Sabrina. I don’t want an innocent man to go to prison for a crime he didn’t
commit.”


Maureen and I sat
at a corner table in Mario’s Italian Kitchen and Wine Bar, a small eatery not
too far from my office. Maureen had agreed to meet me here as I wanted to talk
to her again now that I knew she had lied to me and the police. We were in
public because, after her behaving like a cat in heat when we first met, I
didn’t want to be alone with her. An ounce of cape chaser molestation
prevention was worth a pound of cure. That Ben Franklin was ahead of his time.


It was close to
dinner time, and Mario’s was transitioning from being packed with weary workers
looking for a quick nip to fortify them against what faced them at home to
being packed with hungry diners. Tonight Maureen had on an above-the-knee, black
and red A-line skirt. She had the sort of skinny, undefined legs that women
admired and men didn’t. I still looked at them, though. Perhaps I could learn
to admire them. Close-mindedness was a vice. I had an unquenchable thirst for
self-improvement.


I also had an
unquenchable thirst for the vodka tonics I was drinking. I tried to pace myself
as I spoke with Maureen. It didn’t pay to fall flat on your face in front of a
witness. Despite my effort to take it easy, my tongue was starting to feel a
little thick. I was in good company. Maureen had been drinking dirty martinis
like they were water.


“Other than the
lie Ethan concocted and got you to sell to the police, you don’t know anything
else pointing toward Ethan’s guilt or innocence?”


“Not a thing.
Believe me, I wish I did.” The difference in her eyes’ colors was still distracting.
I didn’t know which eye to focus on. The vodka tonics weren’t helping with
that.


“I wish you did
too.” I squinted. Maybe her legs weren’t as bad as I thought.


Maureen shook her
head. “Such a damned shame.” Her words were a bit slurred thanks to the
martinis she had thrown back. “Not only has Ethan lost a wife and a son, but it
looks like he’s going to lose his freedom and money too. Even if he isn’t found
guilty, I don’t know how he’ll be able to operate as a Hero again. I mean,
who’s going to trust him after all this bad publici—” She trailed off. “Ow!”
she suddenly exclaimed. “Let go of my arm. You’re hurting me.”


“Not until you
tell me how you knew Sabrina was having a boy.”


Maureen blinked a
couple of times. “Huh? I guess Ethan must have told me.”


I shook my head,
trying to clear the thickness caused by the alcohol. “He says he didn’t know
the sex. He still doesn’t even though I offered to tell him.”


“Then I must have
read it in the paper or seen it on the news.”


“The cops haven’t
released any of that information to the press.” My heart rose to my throat.
There was only one way Maureen could know Sabrina was having a boy:


If Maureen had
seen him herself.


Before that
realization had fully sunk in, Maureen’s eyes flashed. Her green eye turned as
blue as her right one for an instant and they both shone, as if lit up from
inside her skull with a flashlight. The color change and light flash was gone
so quickly that if I had blinked, I would have missed it.


Not that I could
blink anyway. My eyelids were frozen open, like they were stuck windows. I
tried to stand, but couldn’t. I couldn’t open my mouth to speak, or to cry out.
I could not move at all. I was as immobile as a portrait. I could think
normally, but I was unable to act at all. It was like trying to turn on a light
that was part of a broken circuit—the electricity was there, but it couldn’t
reach the bulb to do anything.


Maureen pried my
frozen fingers off her arm. Though I could not move them myself, they seemed as
pliant as Silly Putty to her touch.


Maureen shook her
head ruefully. She drained the rest of her martini. She carefully wiped her
mouth with her napkin. Blood-red lipstick stained the white cloth despite her
care.


“Cockiness,” she
said. “It gets you every time. What does the Bible say? ‘Pride goes before
destruction, and haughtiness before a fall.’ There’s lots of practical wisdom
in that book amid all the Bronze Age nonsense.” She sighed. “I never should
have met you for drinks. The alcohol’s gone to my head and made me make a slip
I never would have otherwise.


“Can I tell you a
story, Truman?” I could not answer if I had wanted to. Maureen smiled slightly.
“I’ll take your silence as assent. I grew up in a very traditional home with
very religious Baptist parents. Dad was the breadwinner and Mom was the
homemaker. That was just the way it was and, according to them, the way it
should be. To them, a woman’s primary and most important job was to be a
mother. I absorbed what my parents taught, and believed them with every fiber
of my being when I was a child. My job was to be a mommy.


“As a result, I’ve
been obsessed with babies for as long as I can remember. Even when I was a
little girl and practically still a baby myself. All I wanted to do was grow up
and have a houseful of babies. When adults would ask, ‘What do you want to be
when you grow up?’ my answer was always, ‘A mommy.’ No other role but that of a
mother ever held any appeal to me. As far as I was concerned, that was what God
put me on this planet to do.


“My obsession with
babies extended to pregnant women. None of that stork or cabbage patch nonsense
from my parents—even when I was little I knew babies came out of their mothers’
bodies. I had a game, one I played whenever I saw a pregnant woman. I called it
Boy or Girl. I’d run up to the pregnant women I saw, put my hands on their
bellies—it’s shocking the liberties people will let a cute little girl take—and
guess if they were having a girl or a boy. I guessed right far more often than
I guessed wrong. It was like I had a sixth sense.


“As I got older, I
stopped playing Boy or Girl. Pregnant women are less patient when an older
child tries to touch them. It was just as well. As the Good Book says, when you
stop being a child, you must put aside childish things. As I grew out of
childhood and into young womanhood, I eagerly looked forward to the happy time
I would finally be able to satisfy my life’s purpose and have children of my
own.


“Over time, I grew
as other girls did: I got taller, I sprouted breasts, I stopped seeing boys as
only loud annoyances and started seeing them as something far more intriguing.
But, something also happened to other girls that hadn’t happened to me: they
started getting their periods. I didn’t. By the time I was sixteen my mother
and I were sufficiently concerned about the fact I had never met Aunt Flo that
she took me to a doctor.” Maureen’s mismatched eyes held great sadness. “It
turns out I have something called Mayer-Rokitansky-Küster-Hauser
syndrome. Quite a mouthful, isn’t it? MRKH syndrome can take several different
forms, but with me it took the form of being born without a uterus. I would
never have a period, never grow a child in my body, never give birth, and never
fulfill my only purpose in life. Do you mind if I have your drink? You haven’t
touched it in forever, and our waitress is nowhere to be seen. Thanks, you’re a
doll.”


Maureen
grabbed my half-drunk vodka tonic and took a long swallow.


“Whew!
They don’t shortchange you on the vodka in this place, do they? Anyway, where
was I? Oh yeah. My MRKH diagnosis. I’ll tell you the truth, Truman—I went a
little crazy there for a while. It just wasn’t fair. So many women had no
interest in ever having a child, yet they had fully functioning reproductive
systems. And I, who wanted nothing more than to be a mother, couldn’t be one.”
Maureen shook her head in disbelief. “It’s interesting how God works, though.
He takes one thing away, but he gives you something else in exchange.


“Shortly
after I entered puberty, I developed Metahuman abilities. As you know, puberty
is usually when your powers first manifest. Something to do with your body’s
hormonal changes, I think. Regardless, I soon had the power to temporarily
freeze people at will. If they looked me in the eye, I could make them as still
as statues for a while. I didn’t register my new ability with the government as
the Hero Act says I’m supposed to, of course. As far as I was concerned, my
power was none of the government’s business. Only fools follow all the rules
society says you’re supposed to. 


“After
I was diagnosed with MRKH, I was half-crazy with grief over the children I
would never have. Every pregnant woman I saw was a slap in the face, a reminder
of what I would never be. But I was still obsessed with them, and what their
bodies could do that mine couldn’t.


“And
then I remembered my childhood game: Boy or Girl. Maybe playing my silly little
game would make me feel better, I thought.


“So,
late one afternoon, I walked up to a pregnant lady I had seen around the neighborhood.
She was one of those pregnant women who hadn’t gained much weight anywhere but
her midsection. Though otherwise thin, she looked like she was smuggling a
giant bowling ball under her shirt. I asked her if she was having a girl or a
boy. She told me she didn’t know. So I froze her with my powers, dragged her
into the alley, cut her open, and found out.”


Maureen’s eyes
were distant, as if she was reliving the moment. Her cheeks dimpled as she
smiled at the memory.


“A boy, as it turned out. Not a bouncing baby boy, though. I
threw him up against the alley wall to find out. He didn’t bounce at all. More like
splattered, really.” Her mismatched eyes were full of curiosity as they
regarded my frozen ones. “Do you suppose they call them bouncing baby boys
simply because of the alliteration? I’ll have to Google it later.”


As
Maureen spoke, I tried to marshal my powers. Normally, without moving, I could immobilize
or even kill someone in several different ways. But now, I couldn’t seem to
trigger my powers at all. They were like a gun I could see but that was just
outside of my reach.


“I gave
up entirely on my childhood goals of getting married and having a family,”
Maureen said. “What kind of wife could I be to a future husband if I couldn’t produce
a child for him? In a way, however, the babies I started cutting out of
pregnant women were almost as good as having my own children. They didn’t cry
very much, and usually not at all. And, I didn’t have to support them and put
them through college. Every cloud has its rainbow.


“I
played Boy or Girl with several different women during my teens and early
twenties. I had to be careful, of course, to make sure no one saw me playing my
game. Not everyone is as much into innocent game-playing as I am. When I moved
to Astor City a couple of years ago, I resolved to stop playing the game
altogether out of fear of getting caught.


“And
then I met Massive Force. Ethan was the richest, handsomest, most powerful man
I ever met. I immediately fell madly in love with him, despite what I told you
before. I hope you’ll forgive me for telling you a fib. I didn’t want you to
share with Ethan how I felt about him. That’s right, he didn’t know I was in
love with him. Despite all the men and women he’s slept with while married to
Sabrina, he was very much in love with that fat cow. If I had told Ethan how I
really felt about him, he would have dropped me in a New York minute. He was
only looking for fun, something disposable, not for a relationship.


“Given
time, I thought I could change Ethan’s mind. I mean, have you seen Sabrina? She
looks like a pig who’s learned to walk upright. She didn’t deserve someone like
Ethan. But then Ethan told me she was pregnant and that, once the baby arrived,
he would stop seeing me and everyone else he diddled.


“I
wondered if I could have held onto Ethan or even stolen him away from Sabrina if
I too could give him a baby. Once again my body was betraying me, coming
between me and happiness.


“I
decided if I couldn’t have Ethan, nobody else could either. Ethan had mentioned
the last night we were together that he was going to see his boyfriend on the
twelfth and break things off with him too. I knew his boyfriend was named Santiago
and where he lived since I had followed Ethan there one night after he left my
place.


“On
the twelfth, when I knew Ethan was away with Santiago, I went to Ethan’s house.
I froze Sabrina as soon as she answered the door. I dragged her inside, and ripped her clothes off. She had big, fat, hanging breasts, like a
cow’s udders. So disgusting. I don’t know how Ethan held his nose long enough
to impregnate her. I got naked too. I wanted to make sure she saw what a real
woman looks like. I told her Ethan always said I had the most perfect
body he’d ever seen. He’d never said that to me, the blind bastard, but he
should have. The other reason I took my clothes off
was I didn’t want to get blood on them. Unlike
Sabrina, I take pride in my appearance.


“Sabrina
didn’t know their baby’s sex, Ethan had said. It was time
to play Boy or Girl again. I got a butcher knife out of the kitchen. I had on
the gloves I had brought with me. I cut the baby out of Sabrina. A doctor
performing a Caesarean couldn’t have done it better. I showed Sabrina it was a
boy.” Maureen’s eyes danced with anger. “And you know that fat hippo didn’t
even have the courtesy to thank me? Some people just don’t have any manners.
People like that don’t deserve to live. So I stabbed that rude bitch and put
her out of her misery.


“I
cleaned myself off with the towels I’d brought with me, put the towels in a
trash bag, and got dressed again. I left, taking the trash bag and the knife
with me. I had a copy of both Ethan’s house and car keys thanks to impressions
of his keys I’d made weeks before while he had been asleep in my bed. I locked
up after myself. I drove to Santiago’s house, stopping to deposit the trash bag
in a garbage bin on the way. I stashed the bloody knife in the trunk of Ethan’s
car. 


“Imagine
my surprise when Ethan came to me days later and asked me to lie about him
being with me the night his wife died.” Maureen looked gleeful. She clapped her
hands together like a tickled little girl. I desperately wanted to slap that
look off her face, but I still could not move a muscle. My dry eyes, unable to
blink, were beginning to hurt. “I agreed, of course. It meant Ethan didn’t
suspect what I had done. Also, I was in a win-win situation. If Ethan was found
guilty and he went to jail, then no one would get to have him: not Santiago,
not me, nobody. Well, Tyrone in cell block C, maybe. But if he was acquitted
because of my testimony or the state decided to not prosecute him at all, then
I would be the hero of the day. Surely Ethan would love me then.”


Maureen’s
blue and green eyes shone maniacally. I couldn’t decide if she was evil, crazy,
or a whole lot of both.  


“You’re
probably wondering why I’m telling you all this,” she said. “Well, for one
thing, you’re a good listener. You don’t jump in all the time with a bunch of
dumb questions, and you don’t try to steer the conversation back to yourself.
Conversation is a dying art. Don’t you agree? No, don’t answer. I can see that
you do. For another, I’ve been just dying to share my exploits with someone.
It’s like being a brilliant painter whose work must always remain hidden.
Sharing my adventures with you has already made me so happy. And what’s the
harm in sharing, really? If you tell the police what I told you, I’ll tell them
it’s just the ravings of a drunk. I’ve asked around about you, of course.
You’re getting quite the reputation as a lush. Who’re the cops gonna believe?
An alcoholic with an itch to get his client off the hook and to redeem himself
for past failures, or sweet little ol’ me, an attractive white woman from a
good family with no criminal record? I like my chances.” She burped delicately
into her hand. “I’ve had a fair amount to drink tonight myself. That’s another
reason why I’ve turned into quite the Chatty Cathy.”


Maureen
drained the rest of my drink. Despite my prayers, she didn’t choke on it. She smacked
her lips with satisfaction.


“And
even if the police were inclined to believe you, there’s zero proof of what
I’ve done. I was careful that there not be. I’m always careful. Practice makes
perfect. All the evidence points squarely at Ethan. If you do tell the cops
about me, there’s no way they’ll be able to pin anything on me. All you’ll
accomplish is to cast doubt on me as an alibi witness. Santiago, too, if he can
find his way out of the closet he’s lost in long enough to come forward on Ethan’s
behalf. ‘If Massive Force can convince that lovely Miss Jansen to lie for him,
surely he can get that fag Santiago to lie for him too,’ the cops will think.”


Maureen
smiled boozily at me. She cupped my cheek in her hand. If it weren’t frozen, my
skin would have crawled.


“If
you’re smart and don’t want an innocent man to go to jail, you’ll keep
everything I told you to yourself and hope I’m a convincing enough storyteller
to get a jury to let Ethan go free. It’s his only chance, really.”


Maureen
patted my cheek. “I had half a mind to seduce you before. You’re cute, despite
the fact you’re a drunk.” She stood, swaying before she caught herself on the
edge of the table. “Tonight, it looks like I’m the pot calling the kettle
black. Be a sweetheart and pay the bill when it comes. And don’t worry. The
effects of my power will wear off shortly. Otherwise I just know you’d see me
out. You strike me as a gentleman. If we weren’t in public, I’d be the one seeing
you out. Permanently. That way nobody would have to fret over what
you’ll do with the stories I’ve shared with you. But that’s all right. I trust
you’ll do the right thing at the end of the day.”


Maureen
suddenly grinned happily.


“You
know the best part of this whole thing with Sabrina? It reminded me of how fun
Boy or Girl is. Maybe I’ll start playing my silly little game again.”


Maureen
turned and walked out of the bar unsteadily. I watched her leave, still and
stiff as a mannequin.


I
thought about what Maureen had said. Since I couldn’t move, it wasn’t as though
I could do anything except think.


Maureen
was right: there was no proof she had killed Sabrina. If there had been, the
police or I would have found it by now. And, if I told the cops she was the
true killer without something to back it up, all I would accomplish would be to
muddy the waters, ruining the alibi Ethan already had—even if it was a lie—and
casting doubt on the real one he had with Santiago.


I
couldn’t let Ethan go to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. Equally
important, I couldn’t let a crazy monster like Maureen get away with a crime
she did commit. How many other expectant mothers would lose their lives when
Maureen got the itch to peek inside them? I couldn’t let that happen.


I had
to do something. Nothing was more obvious. But what? That was a lot less
obvious. Maybe I could start by looking into the places Maureen had lived
before coming to Astor City. If she had killed pregnant women there, maybe
there was some way to link her to the murders now that I knew she had committed
them. I could turn Maureen’s life inside out until I found evidence of her
crimes.


I was
still pondering what to do when suddenly I could move again, like a switch had
been flipped that turned my body from off to on. I blinked rapidly, my eyes
watering. My entire body was on pins and needles, like when your arm goes to
sleep and the circulation is slowly restored to it.


I
stood slowly and painfully, intending to go . . . where? I still hadn’t figured
out what to do about Maureen’s revelations.


I sat
back down to think. I flagged down a waitress and ordered another drink. I drank it and
mulled over what to do.


I had more drinks
when my thinking yielded no concrete results.


After a while, I
stopped thinking altogether.









CHAPTER 11


That night, I had
a nightmare about being naked and tied up while a ten-foot tall monster with
mismatched eyes and thin legs smashed the heads of bloody baby dolls against a
cinder block wall, one after another. A pyramid of head fragments was growing at
the wall’s base as the dolls’ owners, all women, wailed in anguish and tore
their clothes in grief. Their bellies had all been sliced open.


The shrillness of
my cell phone repeatedly ringing jarred me awake. Thank goodness. I didn’t need
a psychoanalyst to tell me what the dream was about.


I twisted my way
free of the bed linens wrapped around me. My head pounded from all the drinking
I had done. At least I had made it into my bed this time instead of passing out
on the couch or some random place. It was the biggest accomplishment I had in a
while.


I looked at the
time as I reached for my phone on the nightstand. It was 2:44 a.m.


“Hello?” My mouth
felt like a desert full of rotting fish.


“I’m guilty as
Satan himself, Truman. Guilty.”


“Ethan, do you
have any idea what time it is?”


“There’s no rest
for the wicked. I tell you, I’m guilty. My wife, my baby, I killed them.” Ethan
was crying.


“I know you
didn’t, Ethan. I was going to call you later and tell you. I know who killed
Sabrina.”


“I did it, I tell
you. Maybe I’m not the one who held the knife, but I’m as much to blame as the
guy who did. If I hadn’t been out tomcatting around, Sabrina and my baby would
still be alive today. Santiago told me you spoke to him. He’s gonna go to the
cops tomorrow, tell 'em where I was that night. It’s gonna ruin his life,
Truman. So many lives I’ve ruined. Santiago’s, Sabrina’s, the baby’s, mine.” He
laughed bitterly. “One more, and we’ll start a basketball team. We’ll call
ourselves Ruined Lives.” His voice was slurred. It was a sound I was all too
familiar with.


“Have you been
drinking, Ethan?”


“I sure have, and
pretty damned enthusiastically too. In vino veritas. You know what that means?”


“In wine, truth.”


“Good man. We
Heroes know a whole lotta random facts, don’t we? Latin, how to take a punch,
how to get your family stabbed to death . . . we’re jacks of all trades. That’s
right, in wine, truth. But I’m not even drinkin’ wine. What the hell is it I’m
drinkin’ anyway? Lemme look, 'cause I forgot.” Pause. “Tequila, straight outta
the bottle, just the way Mexico intended it. There’s a whole lotta truth in
wine and tequila, Truman. This here tequila’s been telling me that the wages of
sin are death, there comes a time when you gotta pay the piper, and that
karma’s a bitch. This tequila never met a cliché it didn’t like. But they all
mean the same thing. I’m talkin’ about justice, Truman. Aren’t we Heroes
supposed to care about justice? It’s not too late to stop Santiago from ruining
his life. It’s not too late to take responsibility for my sins. I can dole out
some justice and save a man’s life all in one fell swoop. Two birds with one
dead stone.”


I sat up in bed.
My heart began to race, increasing the pounding in my head. “What do you mean?”


“I mean Santiago’s
coming forward to save me from going to prison. I love him too much to let him
do that. If I don’t go to prison, there’ll be no need for him to out himself,
will there?”


I scrambled in the
dark to put some clothes on.


“Now don’t do
anything hasty, Ethan. You’re drunk. I’ll tell you what I’ve learned about
Maureen and we can talk things out.”


“I just wanted to
call to thank you for your efforts. You’re a brick. A brick means an awful nice
fella. I don’t know why nobody uses that expression anymore. It’s like
everything else in this old world: all good things must come to an end. For
that reason, your services are no longer required.”


“But—” The line
went dead before I could get another word out. I tried to call him back. The
line rang and rang and rang.


Cursing, I finished
throwing on my clothes. I raced downstairs to my car, trying to ignore the
jackhammering in my skull.


I must have broken
some sort of record speeding to Ethan’s neighborhood. Thankfully the roads were
relatively clear that time of the morning. I wished, not for the first time,
that flight or super speed was one of my powers.


I skidded to a
stop in front of Ethan’s brownstone. I could have picked his lock with my
pocketknife, but I feared there was no time for that. Two well-placed kicks
with the flat of my foot popped the door open. I hustled inside.


I smelled and felt
it before I saw it. The smell of gunfire in an enclosed area was unmistakable.
I had smelled the bitter, faintly chemical smell many times before.


The feel of death
was similarly unmistakable, a sour tightening in the back of the throat. People
who thought death didn’t have a feel to it had never been near a fresh corpse. I
had felt this feeling many times before. Too many times.


Ethan was in the
same room I had last seen him in. He sat on the sofa there. A knocked over
bottle of tequila was at his feet. His blue eyes were open, staring at nothing.
There was a look of shock in them, as if Ethan was surprised by what he saw. A
small revolver hung listlessly from two fingers of his right hand. A bloody
hole was in his right temple.


I checked Ethan’s
pulse. His lack of one confirmed what my powers had already told me. Ethan had
been right when I had first met him: without his powers and his costume, he was
as vulnerable to a bullet as the next man.


“Goddamn it,” I
said.


A handwritten note
was on the sofa next to him. A suicide note, written in big, sloppy letters. In
it, Ethan confessed to stabbing his wife.


“Goddamn it,” I
said again. The words echoed in the lifeless room.


I pulled out my
phone. My hands shook a little. I wasn’t sure if it was from adrenaline or my
earlier drinking. I started to dial 911.


I hesitated, my
finger hovering over the final digit. I forced my sluggish brain to think.


I put my phone
back in my pocket. Pulling my sleeve over my hand, I lifted Ethan’s arm a
little, so I could check the gun without touching it. All the chambers but one
were full.


I thought some
more. Ethan had been right. We Heroes were supposed to care about justice.


I picked up
Ethan’s suicide note and put it in my pocket. Then I took the gun out of Ethan’s
hand. I backed away from him a bit. I crouched down a little to get the angle
right. I shot Ethan several times in different parts of his body. An expert
marksman, I could have grouped the shots close together, especially at this
range. Instead, I was careful to spread the shots all over his body, like an
amateur firing in the heat of the moment.


My ears rang when
I finished. I put the gun into my pocket. I looked around, seeing if I had
missed anything. I mentally retraced my steps, thinking about if I had touched
anything with my hands other than the gun and the note.


I had not. I went
back to the front door. I had damaged it a little by kicking it in, but not
much. I scanned outside with my powers. I did not sense the water signature of
anyone nearby. I walked out, and closed the door behind myself, using my sleeve
over my hand again so I wouldn’t leave prints.


I went back to my
car and drove off.









CHAPTER 12


I sat at my desk
in my office in the late afternoon drinking beer and thinking long thoughts.
Once I polished this bottle off, I planned to move on to my old friend Scotch.
I was going about things the wrong way according to the old rhyme. That rhyme
counseled, “Beer then liquor, never sicker. Liquor then beer, have no fear.” I
never have been much for following the rules when they got in the way of what
felt right. Truman the Iconoclast. I should’ve added that to my business cards.
It sounded better than Truman the Inadequate.


My office door
opened. Detective Glenn Pearson walked in, looking as rumpled as ever. Despite
that, he was a sight for sore eyes. More specifically, the box of donuts under
his arm were.


“Jelly-filled?” I said
hopefully. Glenn nodded. He put the box on my desk and took a seat in one of my
client chairs.


“What’s the
special occasion?” I asked. “Did you shoot an unarmed man for jaywalking and
you’re looking to celebrate?” I knew Glenn saw the collection of empty beer
bottles on my desk. They would have been impossible to miss. I felt a stab of
shame and embarrassment. It was nothing a jelly donut couldn’t fix. I opened
the box, pulled out a likely looking candidate, and took a bite. I was right.
It was hard to feel too badly about anything when there was a jelly donut in
your mouth. I wondered if psychiatrists used them to treat depression.


“Ethan Lamb was
shot and killed early yesterday morning,” Glenn said without preamble. His
bulging eyes looked at me without blinking.


“Yeah, I heard on
the news.”


“You haven’t heard
this part on the news because we just did it: We arrested Maureen Jansen for his
murder.”


I chewed
carefully. “Is that so?”


Glenn nodded. “We
found the gun that shot him hidden in her hallway closet. Ballistics match the
slugs inside of Mr. Lamb with the gun. We also have a 911 recording where a man
said he was walking past Ethan’s brownstone in the wee hours of the morning
when he saw a woman matching Miss Jansen’s description run out of Ethan’s place
with a gun in her hand. The call came in just a little while after the time the
medical examiner says Mr. Lamb was shot.”


“Huh. Sounds like
an open and shut case.”


“It does,” Glenn
agreed. “Miss Jansen denies she had anything to do with Mr. Lamb’s death, of
course. Don’t they always? Prisons are overflowing with the innocent according
to the inmates. The gun in Miss Jansen’s closet had been wiped clean of all
prints, but it obviously did not walk in there all by itself. She says someone
must have broken in and planted it there. There’s no evidence of a break-in,
though—no broken windows, no busted doors, no scratches around the locks, no
nothing. If someone planted the gun like Miss Jansen says, it was someone
handier with a lock than Houdini. She says she was at home alone and asleep when
Mr. Lamb was shot, so she doesn’t have an alibi.


“On top of all
that, when we went to arrest Miss Jansen, she managed to immobilize several officers
before we subdued her. Turns out she’s an unregistered Metahuman. Considering
her powers and her killing Mr. Lamb, now we’re wondering if we accused the
wrong person of Mrs. Lamb’s death. Miss Jansen’s immobilizing powers would
explain why there were no defensive wounds on Mrs. Lamb’s arms and legs.”


“Wow. The things
people will do. Not to look a gift donut in the mouth, but you came all the way
here to tell me this? You could have called.”


“There are a few
things about this case that bother me. That 911 call, for instance. It was made
from a burner cell phone. There’s no way to know who made the call. On top of
that, the caller’s description of who he saw coming from Ethan’s place fit Miss
Jansen to a T. There’s something not quite right about that. You and I both
know how bad most people are at picking up details about what someone looks
like. Especially when that someone is in the dark and running. And, just like I
had thought Miss Jansen was lying to us when she had told us where Mr. Lamb was
the night his wife was killed, I kinda get the feeling she’s telling us the
truth now.”


Glenn stretched
his stubby legs out in front of himself and leaned back in his chair. His
bulging eyes that missed little had never left mine.


“Plus, though the
911 caller’s voice was muffled, it kinda sounded familiar after I listened to
it a few times. Then it hit me. It sounded a little like you. So I thought I’d
swing by, bring some donuts, tell you what happened while I was looking at you,
and ask you if you know anything about it all.”


The only sound in
my office for a few moments was that of me chewing and swallowing.


“I have no idea
what you’re talking about,” I said once my mouth was free.


Glenn regarded me
silently for a bit. Finally, he blinked.


“Of course you
don’t,” he said. He heaved himself to his feet. “The State’s Attorney says
we’ve almost certainly got enough evidence on Miss Jansen to convict her of Mr.
Lamb’s murder. As for Mrs. Lamb’s murder, the evidence still points in Mr.
Lamb’s direction despite what we now know about Miss Jansen’s powers. But, we
can’t convict a dead man.”


Glenn went to the
door. He turned back around before opening it. 


“You need to stop
drinking,” he said. I wondered how long he had known about my drinking issues.


“It does more for
me than it does to me.”


“You sure about
that?”


“Yes,” I said. No,
I thought. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll stop drinking one day. But today
is not that day.” I drained my beer, thinking of Ethan and Clara Barton.
“Tomorrow is not looking so good either.”


Glenn shook his
head at me. He looked concerned, but a little disgusted too. There was a lot of
that going around these days. Glenn walked out, closing the door after himself.


“Judge not, lest
ye be judged,” I said to the empty room.


Glenn had left the
donuts behind. Christmas had come early this year. Not that I deserved any
presents. I picked out another donut and leaned back in my chair. I wondered,
if my mind hadn’t been pickled with drinking, if I could have seen Maureen for
who and what she was far sooner than I did. If I had, Ethan would probably
still be alive. I had failed him as thoroughly as I had failed Clara.


On my own dime,
I’d make a point to go to the areas Maureen lived in before she came to Astor
City, and see if I could find pregnant women who had been the victims of
stabbings that matched Maureen’s modus operandi. I’d poke around and see if I
could somehow tie their deaths to her. I suspected the victims’ families would
appreciate some measure of closure.


I made a mental
note to call Stan Langley at the Times and a few other newspeople I
trusted who knew I’d give them the straight scoop. On the condition they kept
my name out of it, I’d tell them about Maureen’s involvement in Sabrina’s
murder. If I couldn’t clear Ethan’s name in a court of law, at least I could
try to clear it in the court of public opinion.


It seemed the
least I could do for a fellow Hero.


 


The
End
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Thanks so much for
reading this novella. It is a little darker than my usual stories, but
sometimes you just must go where the muse takes you.


In this case, the muse
took the form of a painting. I was flipping through an art book in the library
I do much of my writing in, and my eyes fell on something that made me pause.
It was a painting of boy soldiers who held a pregnant woman face up and
spread-eagled on the ground. One of the boys held a weapon and was going to use
it to cut the woman open to find out the sex of her unborn child.


Unfortunately, I don’t
remember the name of the artist or of the painting. But I do remember how the
painting was based on stories the artist heard in a war-torn country. I also
remember the artist saying boy soldiers in that war routinely cut pregnant
women open to find out the sex of their children, and that they had turned it
into a game.


Chilling, right?
It’s so disturbing, it may be why I can’t remember the name of the painting.
Maybe I blocked it out. It did give me an idea for a story, though. Accused
Hero is the result.


Accused Hero is the fifth
story I’ve written about Truman Lord, though the events in it take place
between The Missing Exploding Girl and Killshot, the second and
third books in the Superhero Detective Series. If this novella is your
first exposure to Truman and you like him, congratulations! You’ve got four
full-length novels starring Truman to catch up on. Those novels are heavier on
the superheroics than this novella is. With this novella, I was shooting for
more of a traditional hardboiled detective/character study feel. One of the
great things about superheroes is the fact that they’re just people, and as
such, stories about them can be almost any genre.


This novella was
originally given to readers a while ago in exchange for them joining my mailing
list. Though I had always intended to formally publish it, I hadn’t looked at
or thought about the novella for almost a year. When I recently was looking
through my computer for another file, I stumbled upon this novella again and
thought, “Oh goody! Here’s my excuse to revisit Truman.” (And yes, I often say
things like “Oh goody!” in my head. I try to not say it aloud, though. People
look at me funny.) I revised and re-edited the original novella, and you just
read the result.  


Truman is one of
my favorite characters. Sometimes readers ask me why I haven’t written more
books about him. The problem is, despite my love for Truman, my other superhero
books sell exponentially better than the ones about him do. And since I write
for a living, I have to go where the readers are. To give you an idea of what I
mean, my last book Sorceress Super Hero sold better in less than two
months than every other Truman book except the first one in years of being out.


With that said, if
you want to see more of Truman, let me know and help me attract more Truman
readers by leaving a positive review of this novella on Amazon. If the response
to this novella is sufficiently positive, it’ll give me extra incentive to
write another full-length Truman book.


If you’re
interested in hearing about my future books, you can join my email newsletter HERE. You’ll
get news
of my new releases, sales and discounts regarding my existing releases, and the
occasional freebie. I usually send out an email to my mailing list once a
month.


I want to thank
everyone who supports my Patreon superhero fiction campaign at the $5 or
higher level per month: Michael Hofer, Paul Krause, Flint L. Miller, Kathy
Mills, Andrew Jones, Tiffani Panek, Marion Dillon, Robert Britton, and Tommy
Hennessy. Thank you all for your awesomeness. Unless your name is Stephen King,
James Patterson, or J.K. Rowling, writers tend to not be rich. Each Patreon
patron helps me keep producing stories the world will (hopefully) love.


By the way, you
too can support
me on Patreon for as little as $1 a month in exchange for cool stuff only my
patrons have access to: http://www.patreon.com/dariusbrasher.


If you want to
contact me, you can email me at darius@dbrasher.com, or write me
on Twitter (www.twitter.com/dariusbrasher)
or Facebook (www.facebook.com/dariusbrasher).


Thanks for
reading. If you’re looking for something else to read, turn the page for links
to my other books.










OTHER BOOKS BY DARIUS BRASHER


Superhero Detective Series


Superhero Detective for Hire


The Missing Exploding Girl


Killshot


Hunted


 


Omega Superhero Series


Caped


Trials


Sentinels


Rogues


 


Sorceress Super Hero Series


Sorceress Super Hero





cover.jpeg
 SUPERHERO um‘smm SERIES





