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    Chapter 1 
 
    Nobody sheds a tear when a black cape catches one in the back. In fact, discovering there's one less villain in the world is how the citizens of Gold Coast City prefer to start their morning. It doesn’t matter if the body’s found floating in Bittenbach Bay or dumped down Grime Alley, they’ll eat those details up like butter and toast, then head out to face the day like they put some comfort, instead of cream, in their coffee. 
 
    It’s not so rosy for the black cape though. Guy or gal, they’re quick shuffled through an autopsy, and if the body isn’t claimed, as almost none are, it’s up to Ayers Hill with no one there to see them off save the man who dug their hole. I was headed for that fate myself, back when I ran with bad men and threw Buicks at heroes. I didn’t carry business cards, but if I had they’d have read, Dane Curse-Super Powered Villain-Dark Deeds Done Daily. But that’s not me, not anymore, and not for a long time now. I wised up, and took the cape off my back and the bull’s eye off my chest, and while I’m not proud of my old life I’m not ashamed of it either. It gave me one hell of a skill set, and a unique point of view. 
 
    See, behind their masks and hoods and threatening names, behind the powers and pulse cannons, black capes are people like everyone else. And like everyone else, they have children and spouses and parents and friends who love them a whole lot, and miss them just as much when they meet the big goodbye. Don’t get me wrong, they’re not the best people in the world, but that doesn’t mean each one deserves the death penalty. And for those that get it, well, not every one of them dies clean. 
 
    But when that fate befalls regular people there’s the system to turn to. With just a phone call, the police leap into action practically falling over themselves trying to catch the killer. But for those other people, the ones unlucky enough to love a black cape, when they lose that someone special there’s no one to get to the bottom of the who-did-what-happened. When they need a hand, there’s no one to help. 
 
    So if you lose a black cape, and can’t go to the cops, then you come to me because that’s what I do. I’ve been in the game for years, I know all the curves and all the angles, and if it gets rough then so be it… I got plenty strength, I’m double tough, and I never quit. And if need be I’ll pull my artillery to get you some answers, because I don’t care about the mistakes you’ve made or how you chose to live your life, sometimes even the unjust deserve a little justice. 
 
    At least that’s how it was before the call. 
 
    It caught me in bed around four in the morning. 
 
    “Dane Curse?” 
 
    “It depends who’s asking,” I said, trying to sound sharp. 
 
    “No one specific. I represent the Sindicate.” 
 
    “The Sindicate?” I sat up and turned on my lamp. “Is this some kind of joke?” 
 
    “No joke, Mr. Curse. I’m calling to offer you a job.” 
 
    “No thanks, slick. I’m not in the club. Why not use your own boys, and keep me out of it like always?” 
 
    “Because this is a special case, Mr. Curse. And we require special help. You’ve been asked for by name.” 
 
    “So?” I said. “Who did the asking?” 
 
    “You know I can’t tell you that over the phone.” 
 
    “Really? Well let me-” 
 
    “But, what I can tell you is that if I used this name, you wouldn’t put up a fight. You’d just go. No matter where I pointed, you’d just go. It’s that kind of a name. So pretend like I used it, and ask for the address.” 
 
    Not many people fit that description. Actually there was only one, and he was the apex predator who ran every dark deed in Gold Coast City, the head of the Sindicate himself. Lynchpin. 
 
    He’s not a man you turn down. 
 
    “Okay then,” I said, “what’s the address?” 
 
    “You got a pen?” 
 
    “Yeah. Go ahead.” 
 
    “No,” the voice said, “you don’t.” 
 
    He must’ve been a cognitive. Some can read your thoughts even over the phone. “Ok,” I said, grabbing one. “I do now.” 
 
    “Good. Fourth and Bismuth.” 
 
    “I needed a pen for that? Wait, Fourth and Bismuth, really?” 
 
    “You heard me. And Mr. Curse…” 
 
    “Yeah?” I tossed the pen back on the nightstand. 
 
    “Step lively.” 
 
    I hung the phone up hard. The Sindicate. God damn black cape mafia. I’ve avoided them for years, and thus far they’ve returned the favor, so what did they want with me now? There was only one way to find out. I tossed the covers aside, got up, and slipped on a white shirt along with one of my gray suits. Each one’s been cut special to conceal a pair of shoulder holsters and the cannons they held, and once that artillery was firmly in place I threw on a black overcoat and hat, then hoofed it outside, pausing on my stoop to take in a sweet and salty lungful of the cool, night air. 
 
    The garage that housed my car was twelve blocks away, and for the first half of the walk there I was making swift time, but that came to a stop courtesy of a river of tourists in my path. They won’t see the Outskirts, or even heard of Tunnel Town, but every person who visits our city will move heaven and earth for a glimpse of Culver and 188th, better known as Four Corners. It’s where derring-do was born, and the only place in the world that never stops shining, even in the small hours. 
 
    I slid behind the nearest group, and together we moved like a logjam to the end of the block, where a red light barred our path. I settled in. We’d be here for a tick. The city kept the traffic slow so our guests could take their time to enjoy whichever white cape was performing there. Tonight it was the big bearded strongman himself, Al Mighty, doing his normal trick of single handedly hoisting a ten-ton platform above his head while families posed for pictures on top of it. 
 
    I pulled my hat down low. It had been over a decade since Al and I had last thrown hands, and while my caveman face can blend right in, some heroes have long memories. The effort was wasted though. Al was far too busy mugging for the cameras to notice me. 
 
    After a handful of folks took their turn saying cheese the light finally turned green, and I crossed the street with a thousand other people, but we weren’t halfway there when everyone stopped, pointed up, and let out a cheer. I didn’t even slow down. The blue flame trail, and the fact that the dames were the loudest, told me everything I needed to know. Pixius, voted World’s Sexiest Hero for three years running, was blazing overhead. I wonder if the ladies would yell so loud if they knew he was gayer than a Fire Island Pridefest? I don’t see why not. That cape’s so handsome he has arches who avoid hitting his face. 
 
    While Pixius usually flies solo, tonight he was flanked by two members of the Special Powers Extraction Commission. They’re regular non-powered lawmen who sport head-to-toe silver armor with fight and flight capability, a necessity in the field of policing super crime. On any other night I’d have dwelled on why that was, but I had someplace to be, so I ducked down an alley, and put the neon, noise, and crowds behind me. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    When I got to Roy’s garage I gave my car, Jane, a quick once over. Her default setting was an old Jalopy, matte black, but with a flip of one switch she would change her color, shape, and tags to look like any other vehicle on the road. Her electronics system has autopilot navigation, and a comms unit capable of decryption, there’s a cannon between a pair of jump jets hidden in her trunk, and all of it’s wrapped in bulletproof armor. She’s one of the only two women who’ve never let me down, and tonight was no different. We got to Fourth and Bismuth in ten minutes flat. 
 
    I parked on the corner, got out, and looked around. Aside from a pair standing guard there wasn’t a soul for five city blocks. This isn’t a nice part of town on the best of nights, but it’s never this dead, and when I got close to the boys I saw why. The guy on the left, the bald one with the scar across his forehead, was a repeller. That meant he could control people’s emotions, a skill he used to push them away from sensitive areas. I didn’t recognize the one on the right, but he had strawberry blond curls, a baby face, and the look that says he thinks life’s an adventure. Time, or the city, would take all three. 
 
    “Hey Temper,” I said, shaking the bald one’s hand, “what’s the ruckus?” 
 
    “Search me, Dane.” He jabbed a thumb towards the top floor. “The juice is five flights above my pay grade.” 
 
    I looked up. “Just five? You get promoted?” 
 
    “Could be,” he said, “they don’t tell me nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing’s more than I got now. What you reading?” 
 
    Temper pulled a copy of the Gold Coast Chronicle from under his arm. The headline read, PINNACLE’S COVERT MISSION - Exclusive Info On Our Hero’s Secret Activity. 
 
    “How long’s he been undercover, three days?” I said, and handed it back. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That’s no big deal. Besides, it’s not like he won’t be back before next Hero’s Day.” 
 
    “Team Supreme’s saying half a week more, tops. That’s still plenty of time for something really, really big to go down.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked up at the fifth floor again. “You know why it’s so quiet, right?” 
 
    “Because Glory Anna is-” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “You don’t think because the SPECs?” Temper said. “Director Humphries-” 
 
    “Wrong again. The white capes and silver clad coppers are clearly tighter than ever, but for my money it’s respect. The black cape community may talk a mean game about Pinhead, but each and every one owes the Toast of Gold Coast in one way or another, and everyone’s a little off without him here.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. He saved my cousin way back when.” 
 
    “That’s a popular tune,” I said. 
 
    “Jeez, if you like Pinnacle so much why not marry the sop?” It was the kid. 
 
    I turned to him and said, “Who’s this?” 
 
    “This here’s Rush,” Temper said. “He’s a speedster. Rush, meet an old friend, Dane Curse.” 
 
    “You’re Dane Curse?” Rush extended his hand. “The Coconut Swindle Dane Curse?” 
 
    I shook it, and said, “Yeah, that’s me.” 
 
    Temper laughed. 
 
    “Wow. Nice to meet you,” Rush said. “Hey, so uh, you still carry that thing around?” 
 
    “What thing?” 
 
    “You know what thing. The Kapowitzer.” 
 
    “Lois?” I pulled back my jacket revealing the futuristic, silver pistol beneath. “Always.” 
 
    “Can I see it?” He asked like it was candy. 
 
    “Never on the first date, and besides, you didn’t say please. Hey!” 
 
    The kid lived up to the speedster rep as he reached towards Lois faster than I followed, but before I could stop him he leapt back screaming, cradling his hand as it started to smoke. “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “I tried to tell you, she don’t like getting pawed by strange men. Anybody touches her but me…” 
 
    Temper chuckled as he pat the young man’s shoulder. “They’re like puppies at this age. They shove their noses everywhere.” 
 
    I nodded. “You alright?” 
 
    “Ha ha, yeah, fine. Got a fast system, I’ll heal quick enough.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I turned to Temper. “Hey, I can’t help but notice how dead it is out here. How many they got on repeller duty tonight?” 
 
    “How should I know? Why don’t you get upstairs already, Gravel’s been waiting.” 
 
    “What? They got Gravel out of bed for this?” 
 
    “Apparently. He’s been up there for over an hour with Hoarfrost and Sledge.” 
 
    “Ok, thanks. And keep in touch, will you? Nice meeting you, Rush.” I meant it, too. The kid was cocky, but who wasn’t at that age? And if Temper liked him that was good enough for me. He’s always been a straight shooter, even after he joined the Sindicate. To prove it once more, he’d given me the heads up: there was a high ranking board member with two other investigators already here.  
 
    It’s not that I didn’t appreciate it, but he shouldn’t be so sweet. It’ll doom him to lower management. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    From outside, the building looked like it may’ve been nice once, but I could see one step in, that day had long passed. Water stains like liver spots dotted the floors, ceiling, and walls, while the smell of warm wood rot hung in the air thick, like an old whore’s perfume. Of course the elevator was busted, so I took the stairs, and if there was one that didn’t creak, I didn’t step on it. 
 
    When I got to the fifth, two heavies were guarding a door at the end of the hall. I walked past them and into a room where the only furnishings were a beat up chair and a turn-of-the-century television lit by a lone, naked bulb that was hanging by its neck. 
 
    In the middle of the room were two snoops, altered humans who have extra large mechanical eyes that can see down to the cellular level, cybernetic noses that make bloodhounds jealous, and amplified ears so sharp they can hear you change your mind. They were using all three to look, feel, and sniff for evidence. 
 
    It was a job I didn’t envy. 
 
    A deep, booming voice said, “You’re running late.” Gravel was standing in the bedroom doorway, his white on white eyes staring out from a face of living, gray stone. I peeked over him, and saw a clean, white sheet covering what had to be a body. On the wall behind it was a lot of blood. 
 
    “Hey, Gravel.” I shut the door behind me. “I’m doing good, thanks for asking.” 
 
    “No one cares.” 
 
    “My mom might’ve.” I gave him my best smile. I read somewhere that humans instinctively return them, but Old Stony must not have been familiar with the theory. 
 
    “If she did,” he said, “I believe things would’ve turned out differently for you.” 
 
    I heard a giggle from the corner, and turned to see Hoarfrost. She had silver eyes, long white hair, and wore a skintight, light blue uniform with sharp icicles jutting from odd angles. Next to her stood Sledge. I’m six-foot-six, and about as wide as a door, but he had me by eight inches and at least fifty pounds. He was also more silver than skin thanks to the cybernetic implants on his frame, and his left eye was a bright red orb that saw what most others missed. 
 
    “Are we doing a team thing here?” I said. “Because my fees go up for crossovers.” I was making light of it, but this scene gave off a stench the snoops weren’t privy to. 
 
    “No,” Gravel said, “the board wants multiple investigators.” 
 
    There was a pinch of static in Sledge’s voice. “Board’s been wrong before.” 
 
    “And maybe we’re wrong now, but that’s of no consequence.” Gravel shoved a rocky finger into his chest. “All that matters is that we have a problem which, by extension, means you have a problem. Solve it together, or solve it separately. It doesn’t matter, just solve it. Though before we proceed.” He turned to face the snoops. “What’ve you two uncovered?” 
 
    They jumped to attention, and the first snoop said, “Nothing, sir.”  
 
    “Still?” Gravel looked at us. “Two snoops, working for an hour, have come up empty.” He turned back to them. “Are you telling me there’s no evidence of any kind in these rooms?” 
 
    The second snoop shook his head. “No, sir. Everything we’ve encountered belongs to…” He glanced into the bedroom. “The victim. No scents, no fingerprints, no skin cells. Nothing at all. Whoever cleaned this room, it’s like they weren’t actually here.” 
 
    Gravel sighed. “Very good. Before you leave, please be so kind as to inspect that far wall one last time.” 
 
    The snoops turned around. “This wall, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one,” Gravel said. Then he pulled a pistol and shot both men in the back. 
 
    Sledge said, “Good lord,” while Hoarfrost laughed. 
 
    As for me, I stood still, amazed my enthusiasm for this job could go any lower. 
 
    “Ok, let’s to work.” Gravel led us to the back room and we took our places around the bed, each looking down at the guest of honor. “Are you ready to see what this is all about?” 
 
    The three of us nodded. 
 
    “I somehow doubt it.” Gravel pulled off the sheet, and underneath, lying cold with a hole in his gut big enough for my fist, was Gold Coast City’s protector and the world’s mightiest hero, Pinnacle. 
 
    Turns out he wouldn’t be making it back for Hero’s Day after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    It was like the air got sucked out of the room. None of us moved. Gravel was right. We weren’t ready. 
 
    “Hey, are you with me?” Gravel said. 
 
    I nodded. We all did. 
 
    “Is it… Is this really Pinnacle?” Hoarfrost leaned over the body. “It looks like him, but he’s not in uniform, those are normal people clothes.” 
 
    She was right. His short, dark hair and light blue eyes were familiar, but he wasn’t in the crimson getup he made famous. Instead, Pinnacle had on jeans and a gray t-shirt. His face was twisted in pain, or maybe shock, and he was lying in a pool of blood that had crusted over dark and thick like tar. 
 
    Still, I didn’t have a doubt. 
 
    “Yes.” Gravel nodded. “We’re sure.” 
 
    “How?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “His height, weight, and body scans all heavily imply a match, but when we tried to decode a sample of his DNA it showed unreadable complexity. That wouldn’t be the case with anyone else. But there’s also this.” Gravel removed a knife from his pocket, and held it up for us to see. “It’s unbreakable Trumite.” He drove it down onto Pinnacle’s face. Once. Twice. Three times. And it didn’t make a scratch. 
 
    “Ok,” Hoarfrost said, “I'm convinced.” 
 
    “Me too,” Sledge said. 
 
    “Then your job is obvious. Find out who did this and bring them directly to us, proof in hand. Not to the SPECs, not Team Supreme. To us. Do you understand?” Gravel asked. 
 
    We all nodded again. 
 
    “Good. And tell no one what you’ve seen. No one knows he’s here, and no one knows he’s dead. And that’s the way it’s going to stay or we’ll lay you down next to him. You have five days.” 
 
    “What?” Sledge’s cybernetic eye practically doubled in size. 
 
    Hoarfrost added, “If nobody knows then why set a deadline? This is going to take-” 
 
    “Because.” They all turned to me when I said it. “This is too big to keep. Team Supreme, the SPECs, they’re in the papers talking about his return, but they’ve been vague. They don’t know where he is, but they think he’s alive, so you can bet they’re looking for him. Soon they’ll get desperate, desperate enough to turn to Doctor Velocity, or satellites, or something to scour the city. And when they do, when they find this, it’ll be all out war. The cops, the SPECs, and every white cape in town will be gunning for the Sindicate.” 
 
    “Good, Dane. Yes. That’s exactly correct. Unless,” Gravel said, and pointed at Pinnacle, “when this goes public they already have the killer in cuffs. And that’s where you three come in. You’re the best investigators in the city, so go, investigate, find out who did it. Second and third place get standard rates and a bonus, but the first one to piece me this puzzle wins the Grand Prize.” 
 
    “And that is?” Hoarfrost asked. 
 
    “Ten million dollars. Now get to work.” 
 
    We started with the body. Sledge relied on his cybernetic eye while Hoarfrost held her hands over the bed and wiggled her fingers, which I think was just for show.  
 
    I used my hand scanner, a little piece of tech that can pick up all sorts of clues from residue and fibers to energy waves. I covered every inch of the bed, but the readout came back empty, so I switched to the old fashioned way, and used my eyes. “The wound’s slightly off center with no burn marks,” I said, “and even though it goes all the way through him, he’s still as invulnerable as ever. This is impossible.” 
 
    Gravel nodded. “Yes it is.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s suicide?” 
 
    We ignored Hoarfrost’s joke. 
 
    Sledge gave me a nudge. “If you’re finished would you mind standing back?” I obliged, and he projected a red graph of light from his cybernetic eye that cut Pinnacle’s body, the bed, and the wall behind him into tiny squares. “You’re correct, Dane. No burn marks on the body. Also, there’s no hole in the wall despite the blood pattern and the exit wound, which is too big for a bullet anyway. It’s about the size of a fist, but who could’ve hit him? No one’s that fast.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “he’s too tough for whatever weapon did that, too fast for the person who used it.” I turned to Gravel. “And every single black cape, Sindicate or free agent, is a suspect.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gravel said, “that’s exactly where we are.” 
 
    After ten minutes of going over the room, Hoarfrost made for the door. She was followed closely by Sledge. Considering their dispositions I doubt they’d be teaming up, so I didn’t see the harm in letting them get a head start. Besides, I had some questions for Gravel. “Listen, how come you called me in on this? I deal with small time black cape stuff, murders, kidnappings, thefts… I’ve never dealt with those who wear the white cape. Especially one this big.” 
 
    Gravel paused for a moment, and sized me up. “What did you think of him?” 
 
    “Of Pinnacle? What everyone thinks of him.” 
 
    “Everyone I know wants him dead.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but glance at the bed. “That’s because you can’t see how much the city needs him.” 
 
    “Yes, that,” Gravel said, pointing at me. “You were chosen because of that. We knew that once you saw what happened, you wouldn’t quit until you had your man. But more importantly, unlike the others, you aren’t Sindicate. You have no loyalties. So you’ll follow the trail to the end. Even if it leads back to one of us.” 
 
    I looked at Pinnacle again, and my gut went as tight as my fists. It wasn’t right, him dying like this. Without purpose. Without meaning. What Gravel said was true. I wouldn’t stop until I found the skell, and when I did I’d put the screws in deep and tight, I’d do them like they did Pinnacle. And not because of the ten mill. No. I’d do it because I wanted to. I promised myself I would. 
 
    But first I had to find them. “So who discovered the body?” 
 
    “I did,” Gravel said. “We received a report about a locked door to a supposed empty room.” 
 
    “And you checked up on it?” 
 
    “It may look run down, but this is a Sindicate safe house.” 
 
    So a member is involved. Or someone’s trying to frame them. “Did anyone see Pinnacle come in?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Anyone hear anything?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    No witnesses. That, plus Pinnacle’s invulnerability, meant there was no way to nail down time of death. “What happened to his wallet? Did he have any identification on him?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think this isn’t much to go on.” 
 
    Old Stony gave me a look. “What’re you planning to do, Dane? Piece together his last few hours? Roust the usual suspects and herd them into a parlor? The classic detective formula isn’t going to work here. You’re going to have to get creative, and if I could suggest, started.” 
 
    Gravel was right, so with nothing left for me to do indoors I followed my competition into the night. I knew who I wanted to speak with first, but it was going to have to wait because, as Temper said, “Hoarfrost left you a gift.” 
 
    I looked over at Jane. Her tires, all four, were slashed. “So much for puncture proof,” I said. “Thanks for stopping her by the way.” 
 
    “Sorry pal, but that old girl isn’t worth getting frozen over.” 
 
    I turned to Rush. “And you, quick draw, no help?” 
 
    “I watch the door, not that clunker.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Temper said. “I called a guy. He’ll be here in a few ticks to get you back on the road.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, “you’re a bushel of peaches.” 
 
    “So, what was it like up there? Better than you hoped?” 
 
    “Hope?” I looked up. “Never touch the stuff.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Temper’s friend showed up as promised with a new set of whitewalls, and I was on the road in minutes headed towards my first stop, and though I’d usually listen to music, I did the miles in silence. 
 
    I had some thinking to do. 
 
    A job… What was that cog on the phone talking about? This wasn’t a job, it was a catastrophe, an all-black puzzle I had to piece together in the dark, created by someone that had no smell, shed no skin cells, left no fingerprints, and shared a motive with the entire black cape community.  
 
    But all that aside, I had to start somewhere, and according to my mentor, Carl Cutter, whenever you wanted to find a killer you had to ask your mom, which was his way of describing the holy trinity of motive, opportunity, and means. The first two were lost causes, so I focused on the last. I figured if I could discover how the deed was done, I’d get a good idea of who was behind it. 
 
    My first thought was that Pinnacle’s abilities must’ve been neutralized. There are different ways to nullify powers, but each of them are temporary, and none work on someone as strong as him. 
 
    On the other hand, it’s possible he was at full power when he died, and the murder weapon is something I’ve never seen before. But three problems undercut this theory. First, artillery that powerful would be massive, and wouldn’t fit in the room. Second, Pinnacle flies too fast to be hit. And third, if that’s what happened, why no bullet hole in the wall or burn marks on the body? 
 
    Of course, it could be that maybe, and I didn’t want to think about this, but maybe they were just stronger and faster than him. Maybe they up and punched through his stomach with their bare hands. If that was true, then there was an unknown player who was the new king of the jungle, and he clearly didn’t get hung up on things like ethics or morals, because what happened back there wasn’t killing, it was murder, and if that’s the case it might be as bad as a citywide war. 
 
    Maybe worse. 
 
    The whole business was swirling in my head. What I needed was clarity. And for that I had to speak with someone who knew Pinnacle’s limits, his strengths and weaknesses, much better than me. 
 
    Only one person came to mind. 
 
    The famous and feared Professor Varius. 
 
    He was the oldest and most accomplished villain the world over, and the closest person that Pinnacle ever had to an equal.  
 
    He was also the most likely suspect. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    After thirty minutes, I arrived in the Outskirts, on the north side of town. I hadn’t visited the Prof in years, but his neighborhood was exactly the same. The row homes all had busted or boarded up windows, their doors hung off the hinges, and the sidewalk was more weeds than concrete. 
 
    I got out of Jane, and walked towards my destination: a brownstone half a block away. From the outside it looked as swank as every other dilapidated building, but like most things in this town it was more than it appeared to be. Inside was a landing pad for Professor Varius’s drones. All I had to do was ring the buzzer and he’d send one right down. If he was home. 
 
    And if he was awake and wanted to see me. 
 
    I barely waited five minutes before his transport arrived. It looked like a large, silver egg with just enough room inside for a single chair. I strapped myself in, and it started the ascent to Varius’s massive airship, a technological marvel high above the clouds. It was protected from both radar, and the naked eye, and while it could go anywhere, from deep sea to deep space, he always kept it near Gold Coast City. 
 
    We docked, and when the door to the interior opened I found my host waiting for me. “Come in, my boy, come in. It’s been such a long time.” Varius approached in his floating chair, and shook my hand. He wore a gray sweater with a green blanket over his legs. The glasses on the tip of his long nose had lenses so thick that the eyes behind them appeared three sizes too big, and while you couldn’t tell when he sat, the Prof was one of the shortest men I ever met. 
 
    But I wasn’t fooled by the whole grandpa thing. He was as vicious as any black cape half his age and twice his size, and boasted the highest IQ in the game. He’d also killed more white capes than old age. Black capes too. 
 
    “Good evening, Professor. I’m terribly sorry to bother you at this late hour,” I said. “Thank you for seeing me. How have you been?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, age takes its toll, but I’ve been keeping healthy.” His chair swung around, and he led us out of the arrival room. “The secret is to stay busy, to have hobbies. Do you have hobbies, Dane?” 
 
    “Yeah, whiskey.” 
 
    The Prof laughed. “That’s not a hobby. A hobby is something that improves your outlook on life.” 
 
    I gave him a shrug. “Whiskey fulfills that requirement.” 
 
    “You know very well it does not. But you should really find something, take it from me, you’ll be glad you did. It keeps you sharp.” 
 
    We moved through a portal and into the armory where the air smelled of ozone. Weapons of every size adorned the walls, with his most famous cannon, the Sky Hammer, in the corner. It was easy to recognize since it was as big as a boxcar. We walked past it, and into another room. This one was small, but homey, with furniture made from leather and wood, a fire going in the corner, and pictures everywhere of a young Varius with the black cape royalty of yesteryear.  
 
    I took a seat on the sofa. 
 
    The Prof stopped across from me and said, “So, is this visit about the hardware I sold you? I know it’s been a few decades, but there shouldn’t be any problems.” 
 
    “Oh no.” I pulled Lois out. “She’s working just fine. Always comes through when things get thick.” 
 
    “Of course it does. I built it. You know that’s the last one in existence.” 
 
    “I’m well aware,” I said. 
 
    He smiled. “Surely you carry something else. The fact it takes so long to recharge should inspire you to have a backup.” 
 
    “Considering the damage, six minutes forty-seven seconds isn’t that long.” 
 
    “It can be. But the delay was unavoidable. It uses a very unique energy source.” 
 
    “That’s why I carry this.” I lifted Rico out with my right. As pistols go, he was thick, black, and mean looking.  
 
    “A Thumper. I always liked their design. Four separate triggers in the handle that independently link to different bullets. If I may inquire, which do you use?” 
 
    “Ricochet, stunners, explosive tips, and target seekers.” 
 
    “Good choices. You know, most people would say that artillery is a little old fashioned.” 
 
    I looked at the iron in my hands. “I prefer the term classic.” 
 
    His smile got a lot bigger, and he pat me on the knee. “That’s a good boy. But then why are you here? Is it about a case?” 
 
    I holstered my guns. “In fact it is. I’m looking for some information about a certain absent hero, and hoped you might be able to push me in the right direction.” 
 
    “Ahhhh, Pinnacle. Strange isn’t it, him away with no explanation? But why do you think I can help? I’m not part of the hero apparatus, and nearly retired as well. I have no clue as to what he’s up to. Or, as I imagine why you’re asking, when exactly he’ll return.” 
 
    “So you think he’ll return?” 
 
    The Prof leaned in with probing eyes. “Don’t you?” 
 
    I moved back some. “Well, I like to cover all my bases. As you say, he left without warning, which isn’t like him, so I’d like to rule out the possibility that something-” 
 
    “Something sinister didn’t befall him?” Those probing eyes narrowed. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Interesting.” He tented his fingers. “How ever could that happen, do you think?” 
 
    “No clue, but I bet if anyone knows, it’d be you.” 
 
    “That’s a wise wager,” the Prof said, “so proceed. Ask your questions.” 
 
    “Thank you. Would a nullifier work on him? Even a little bit?” 
 
    “No. For your weaker cape, the energy blast from almost any nullifier can be a very effective short term power suppressant, but for someone like Pinnacle? Impossible. To even slightly dampen his abilities the nullifier would need a vast source of energy, which is my area of expertise, and I know of no battery that could do the trick.” 
 
    “Could another thinker have created one? Maybe Mindgame or-” 
 
    “Mindgame?” He waved the question away like it was a fly. “He may be a former lab assistant of mine, but he didn’t learn much while he was here. There’s no possible way he’s capable of doing what you’re asking. And neither is anyone else.” 
 
    “Then what about a collar?” I asked. “Could one of those work?” 
 
    The Prof’s face lit up. “A SPEC collar? That’s an interesting idea. Once wrapped around a black cape’s neck it disrupts their nervous system, making them as powerless as a common reg. It’s far and away the most advanced long term method of nullifying abilities. I’ve never been close to one, thankfully, so if you want specifics you’ll need to ask an Agent. I suspect though, that if it did work on Pinnacle, it would only succeed in numbing his strengths, not erasing them.” 
 
    “Numbing, huh? And if it was used with another weapon?” 
 
    “That’s clever thinking.” A tiny smirk slithered across his face. “You think maybe something as strong as a blast from my Sky Hammer?” 
 
    Not without burn marks on the body. “No. He’s survived a direct hit before, right? I’m thinking something more powerful. Maybe a projectile.” 
 
    His smirk went limp. “There’s nothing more powerful than the Sky Hammer. For a mere bullet to match its strength so much gunpowder would be required as to destroy both the weapon and wielder. But,” he said, and crossed his arms, “since you like projectiles so much, have you considered the Azures?” 
 
    “Never heard of them. It’s a slug?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re brand new, specially designed to cut through invulnerable skin.” He reached down to a compartment on the side of his chair, and removed a long bullet. Its tip glowed bright blue. 
 
    “My God, is that Blue Blood?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    I didn’t need to ask. Every schoolboy knows the street name for the world’s most potent acid. “How do they get it to stay on the tip?” 
 
    “There are many ways to fasten liquids to projectiles,” the Prof said. “Most are quite simple.” 
 
    “And you say they can pierce invulnerable skin?” 
 
    “Yes, but as you know the term invulnerable doesn’t mean impenetrable, rather it’s a matter of degrees. Some people have higher levels of invulnerability, others lower. This bullet though.” He held it up. “Will shred most of them.” 
 
    I leaned closer, my eyes fixed on the bullet’s glowing head. “Are they strong enough for Pinnacle? I mean, if his powers were minimized.” 
 
    “You’d like to be certain?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” The Prof pulled a handgun from under his blanket, loaded the Azure into its chamber, and pointed it at me.  
 
    Then he pulled the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    The bullet hit like a truck. I flew back over the sofa, into the wall, and slid down to the floor. I tried to breathe but couldn’t. My guts felt like they were on fire. I ripped open my shirt and pushed down on the skin beneath, trying to keep everything from spilling out. “Ahhh, my stomach.” 
 
    “Don’t be dramatic, Mr. Curse. You’re fine.” 
 
    I looked at my hand. No blood. “It didn’t… I’m not…” 
 
    “Of course not. Your invulnerability is high on the scale. Extremely high. You were never in danger.” 
 
    “Still hurts.” I stood up, and rubbed my stomach. “Bad.” 
 
    “Just because you’re invulnerable doesn’t mean you can’t feel pain.” 
 
    “Thanks for that reminder.” The slug was on the ground next to me, crushed from the impact, but still glowing. “So, if they can’t kill me then they couldn’t kill Pinnacle. Even with a collar.” 
 
    “Clearly.” 
 
    I had one more shot. “And there’re no individuals out there in his power league?” 
 
    “No, not a one. Even on Black Bleach.” 
 
    “The old power enhancer?” I hadn’t thought of that. “Could that work? I know it was sort of temperamental. Killed a bunch of people a few years back.” 
 
    “It didn’t kill a bunch of people, it’s killed everyone who’s ever taken it.” 
 
    “But you think it’s a possibility?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Even if you could find a dose, which is impossible, and injected it into yourself, which thanks to your skin you can’t, it would kill you long before you reached Pinnacle’s level.” 
 
    “So, if he can’t be hurt by weapons or villains then he’s still out there, ready to return whenever he pleases.” 
 
    “I’m happy to say. Now, if I may ask you a question. How serious are you in ascertaining his location?” 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    “Well, as that’s the case, may I offer an opinion? Put all this foolishness with weapons and nullifiers aside. You should start with what’s changed.” 
 
    “What’s changed?” I said. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Look to what’s changed. Pinnacle’s been predictable in his public appearances and patrols for almost two decades now, and every time he’s gone on extended leave he’s always told the city beforehand. As that’s not the case, then his absence, I dare say, probably has something to do with his personal life. It’s a difficult task, believe me I know, but check into the man’s life, not the hero’s. If there are answers to be had, that’s where they lie.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It was almost dawn when the drone dropped me off, and I wasn’t any closer to solving this thing. The Professor was the oldest dog in the race, and if anyone knew anything it would be him, but all I got was gut shot, and a ‘check Pinnacle’s private life.’ 
 
    Thanks Prof, thanks a million. 
 
    How many black capes and fans and reporters have tried to ferret out that secret identity? Almost all of them, I bet. But sure, I’ll give it a shot.  
 
    Shouldn’t take more than the afternoon. 
 
    I hopped into Jane with a heavy heart. The trip was a waste of time. The sad fact was I knew a lot about the black capes of Gold Coast, but when it came to the secret lives of heroes I didn’t even know where to begin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    But that wasn’t exactly true. 
 
    As I got closer to the city proper I had an idea, and it was definitely a long shot, but there was someone who might be able to push me in the right direction. I looked at my watch. I had to rush. Her shop would be open soon, and once that happened I wouldn’t be able to walk in there without causing a ruckus, so I pressed on the gas, and Jane jumped into high gear. 
 
    The light in front of me turned red.  
 
    I bombed through it without a second glance, and made the next one as it turned yellow. But as I passed beneath it, Jane spun out of control, careening towards the sidewalk. I mashed down the brakes.  
 
    It didn’t do squat.  
 
    I jumped the curb, and came to a quick stop thanks to a lamppost, which was now flat on the sidewalk. 
 
    God damn it, Temper. Nice tires. 
 
    I got out of my car to check the damage. As I did, my feet slipped out from under me, and I crashed hard on the flat of my back. Flipping over, I got to all fours, and tried to stand. But my foot slipped again, and I fell face down. Cold seeped in through my coat. And I realized what I was lying on. “Black ice? In the summer?” 
 
    Carefully, I got to my hands and feet once more. And as I kept myself steady, a white sheet of frost grew over and around my limbs, locking me to the ground. I pulled up hard, but didn’t budge. 
 
    “Hey blunt skull,” a woman’s voice said from behind. 
 
    I looked back. “Hoarfrost. Cute. Now let me up.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Kneeling down next to me, she slung her cold right arm around my shoulder. “I’m here to make you a deal.” 
 
    “So deal.” 
 
    “Ok. Here it is. Get off the case. Take a vacation. Maybe New York. I hear it’s nice. Leave the investigating to me.” 
 
    I strained against the frozen sheet. It was stronger than steel. “And if I don’t?” 
 
    She extended her left hand. From it, a long, pointed icicle grew. Hoarfrost dragged its tip down the side of my face. Then she flipped it around, and holding the pointy end, used it like a club to crack the back of my head.  
 
    Pain exploded behind my eyes. White dots danced across my field of vision. 
 
    “Do,” she said. “You have to know you won’t get Lynchpin’s ten million.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, trying to hide the pain in my voice. “I’m feeling pretty lucky.” 
 
    She spun the club around in her hand, and thrust its point towards my eye.  
 
    I spun my head away. And the makeshift blade struck my cheek. It shattered, but I still screamed. 
 
    “Really?” Hoarfrost said. “Are you still?” 
 
    That was enough. Bracing my left hand against the pavement I pulled my right up as hard as I could. With a loud crack my hand burst free. I swung it at Hoarfrost’s face.  
 
    She jumped back, and I missed by inches. 
 
    “Nice try,” she said, and kicked my ribs. 
 
    I reached into my jacket, and pulled out Rico. Aiming at her, I pulled the trigger with my pinky. Explosive tipped bullets barked from his muzzle.  
 
    Hoarfrost ducked and rolled, then leapt behind Jane. 
 
    I tried to follow, but with three limbs still trapped I didn’t get far. So I pointed Rico at the ice and fired. The bullet bounced off, barely chipping the white sheet. I’d need something with more oomph if I didn’t want to wait for the thaw, so I put my piece down, made a fist, and punched the ice. It cracked. A second blow shattered it like glass. Snatching Rico, I leapt up, and ran around my car, ready to lay a hurting on Hoarfrost. 
 
    But no one was there.  
 
    The chilly broad had up and vanished like a snowman in spring. 
 
    I rubbed the back of my head. It was dry. Then I checked the spot she stabbed. No blood there either. I slid behind the wheel and backed onto the street slowly, then continued on my way, promising the next time I crossed paths with Hoarfrost I’d come out on top. 
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    It was a little before seven when I pulled up outside the small residential home whose basement housed a shop called Comics and Robots. I walked past its sign, probably the smallest ever made, down the steps, and through the door. Inside was dark, cool, and smelled like old paper. The walls were covered with shelves choked by comic books and figurines, while in the corner a short, squat Asian girl sat behind the counter, reading a book. Her shoulder length hair was the color of pitch and looked like it only had casual relationships with the brushes it knew. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. 
 
    She didn’t bother to look up. “Not open yet.” 
 
    “You’re the hero blogger Fangirl, right? You own this place.” 
 
    “Not until I have my coffee.” She raised her head. “Who are you, gorilla?” 
 
    “My name’s Dane Curse, and-” 
 
    Fangirl pulled a baseball bat from behind the counter, and jumped to her feet. 
 
    I laughed. “Guess you don’t need that coffee anymore.” 
 
    She raised the Louisville Slugger high up, ready to swing. “Get out.” 
 
    “It’s ok, I’m not here-” 
 
    “To kill me? Are you sure, because I’m about two seconds away from breaching my warp core in full on freak out so scram before I call the cops.” 
 
    Terror’s no good for accurate info, and I could see she had two eyefuls of the scary stuff. “Settle down, spitfire. I’m not here for dastardly deeds, so lose the bat, you won’t need it.” I walked over, took a seat on the stool across from her, and dropped my hat and coat on the counter. “I just want to ask you a few questions. Then I’ll walk out the door all muss and fuss free.” 
 
    She raised the bat higher. “Stay away.” 
 
    I sighed. “So you know who I am?” 
 
    “I know the name. Black cape from the late Nineties. Medium sized hitter. No real powers though, just invulnerability and super strength in the seven ton range.” 
 
    “Wow, good memory. But the black cape thing was then, and this is now, and in the now I’m a detective.” I cocked an eyebrow. “You know what detectives do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Detect stuff. I guess.” 
 
    “Detect stuff, that’s right. You got it in one. That’s what I do.” 
 
    Fangirl relaxed a touch. 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    And she swung her bat like the state title was on the line. It connected with my chin, and exploded to splinters. 
 
    I rubbed my jaw. “Good, now that it’s out of your system…” 
 
    She dropped the jagged handle, and took a healthy step back. 
 
    “Come on,” I said. “Stop being silly. I need information, and breaking your jaw will only make that more difficult, so relax already, let’s chat.” I motioned for her to sit down. 
 
    She complied, and slid onto her stool with eyes that looked like they might never blink again. 
 
    “You still seem a little tense,” I said. 
 
    “Can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “That’s funny. So you know who I am, and you know my powers. What else do you know about me?” 
 
    “You were rumored to be part of Dread Division.” 
 
    “That’s true, I was.” 
 
    “Then you must’ve bailed before they all got arrested.” 
 
    “The kid’s on a roll.” 
 
    “So you, oh my God, were you there?” She leaned forward about half an inch, the look in her eyes shifting from fear to wonder. “The siege of Top Tower. Were you actually there?” 
 
    “Alleged siege of Top Tower.” I pointed at her. “They never pinned that on us.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s amazing. You’d think when a bunch of black capes take over Team Supreme’s headquarters for a day they would’ve gotten their faces on camera.” 
 
    “We had talent. Now, you must be wondering why I’m here.” 
 
    “Right now, that’s all I’m doing.” 
 
    “Well, I’ve hit a brick wall with a case, and figure maybe you could knock it down.” 
 
    “Really?” She suddenly had half a smile. “You want me to play Kool-Aide man? For a case about a black cape? That’s kind of cool.” 
 
    “Not this time. I’m actually looking into Pinnacle’s absence.” 
 
    “You don’t believe the official secret mission explanation?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    “So what do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “What do I think? I think I don’t like speculation. I think I don’t go on record with anything but the straight dope, that’s why my info’s the best.” 
 
    “So, what if we were just talking… off the record?” 
 
    Fangirl leaned forward. “Here’s the skinny, slim. I got a little nugget, and if you want it you got it, but I’ll need something in return.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “The siege of Top Tower. I want to know who was there, how you did it, what you got. I want to know everything.” 
 
    “No deal,” I said. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because if certain people knew you had that knowledge they’d be real interested in what kind of last words they could beat out of you before it got posted on your site, and I’ve got enough blood on my hands as it is.” 
 
    “I’m a big girl.” 
 
    I shook my head. “These people are bigger than you. And me. If I-” 
 
    “If you don’t answer, I don’t answer.” 
 
    The smile slid off my chin like molasses, replaced with my patented don’t-push-me-punk face that always has the heaviest of heavies thinking twice about the next words to come out of their mouths. “You know, I could make you answer.” 
 
    “Yeah, you could I guess.” Fangirl squinted. I could tell she was doing the math in her head. “But I don’t think you’ll hurt me.” 
 
    “Seems like a pretty big gamble. From this side of the table.” 
 
    “Yeah it is. But I’ll bet the bank you’re full of crap. In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re more than a little uncomfortable threatening a girl and all.” She stared right at me. “No, all I got to do is wait, you’ll blink first.” 
 
    I returned her gaze for a few seconds. Then I took a look around her shop. 
 
    “I knew it,” she said. 
 
    “You’re too sharp by half, you know that?” 
 
    “Hey, you’re the one pulling the tough guy face five minutes too late. If you walked in here, kicked over my apple cart, and snatched me by the scruff of my neck, I’d tell you anything you wanted to know. Probably even my real weight. But I crack a bat on your face and all you’ve been is shining knight chivalrous since you sat down. You’re not that hard to read.” 
 
    “So that’s that.” I grabbed my gear and stood up. “Sorry to waste your time.” 
 
    “Wait. Sit down.” She leapt to her feet. “I’m sure we can work something out.” 
 
    I was halfway to the door when I stopped. “Duchess, my day started last night and it ain’t half over yet, so start flapping your gums or I got to blow.” 
 
    “Ok, how about this, I spill what I know and if you don’t like my wares then I’ll forgo remuneration.” 
 
    My left eyebrow jumped up and said yeah, but the right one wasn’t convinced. “So, I hear a sour note and the piper plays for free?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    I don’t know what concerned me more, that her info was bunk and I’d have nothing to go on, or that it was great and I’d have to cough up information that might kill us both, but at this point what choice did I have? “Ok, you got yourself a deal.” 
 
    Her face lit up. “Great! Now take a seat, Mr. Curse. And let’s see if my yarn is good enough for the knitting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    “Ok, so Pinnacle is a sexy hero, there’s no denying it. But the thing is he’s not just sexy, he’s thee sexy. Nobody can compare. He’s the total package. The body, the face, the attitude, the intellect, the sense of right and wrong… And it’s all wrapped up in that white bread Americana that gets a girl purring. Seriously, every vibrator I own is named Pinnacle.” 
 
    “I named my pistols.” 
 
    “Not the same thing. My point is that Pinnacle worship goes way deeper than just a casual crush, every girl loves him, and yet we can’t have him. He’s the ultimate spoonful of forbidden fruit cocktail.” 
 
    “What about-” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I was about to say-” 
 
    “Fuck whoever you’re about to say. It’s Pinnacle. But even though we know it’ll never happen it’s alright, because how does a guy like that have sex anyway? Part of the thrill of squishing is losing control, and just giving yourself over to the lizard monkey brain that likes what it feels and wants all of it now, and if Pinnacle did that he’d crush your pelvis. I’m sure it would be worth it, but seriously, we’re talking crushed to powder here.” 
 
    I looked for a clock. “This is going somewhere, right?” 
 
    “Yep, and we’ll arrive faster without detours. Where was I?” 
 
    “Powdered pelvis.” 
 
    “Yeah. And that’s just with power in his thrusts. He could move so fast that the friction would give you two ovaries full of hardboiled eggs. The initial warmth would be nice, but…” She shuddered. “But that’s not really an impediment to the fantasy because you know he’d be so gentle and caring, and when he gave it to you rough, it would be just what you needed.” 
 
    Fangirl breathed in through her nose like she was savoring wine, and sighed in a high-pitched way. Then she snapped back. “But it’ll never happen. He never has, in his long storied history, been romantically linked to a single woman, and most say he never will, either because he’s married to the job or doesn’t want to make her a target. So sorry girls, the showerhead’s as close as you come. Pardon the pun. Anyway, that’s the way it is, and that’s the way it’ll stay, but see, here’s the thing, here’s the story you’re looking for. A few weeks ago, from a reliable source, I heard that the Red Wonder has, are you ready for this, he’s went and got himself a steady.” She looked very pleased with herself. 
 
    “You’re telling me Pinnacle had a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Not had, has. There’s someone he’s regularly seeing, and it’s gotten so serious that we’re talking love here. We’re talking secret marriage.” She wore a bittersweet smile and looked straight through me. “Lucky girl.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Come on, a girlfriend? How would you know? Check the undercarriage of the cow you’re selling me, sweetheart. I get the impression it might be bull.” 
 
    “Bull? I know bull. Bull’s my thing and I don’t smell it, but you’re right to be suspicious, I know I was. I mean who would take that story at face value and all? It has to be verified, right? So I ran it up the flagpole. I checked his regular meeting with the SPECs, and then with the fan club to see when and where his patrol sightings have changed, and it checked out. Everything I heard leads me to the conclusion that Pinnacle’s disappearance has something to do with a woman he’s seeing.” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is nonsense.” 
 
    “Dane, this is the goods. Hell, it’s the greats. I’m telling you, flatfoot, it’s the God’s honest.” She sat back and folded her arms. “Now, about my payment…” 
 
    “For that? You want me to tell you a tale that, best case scenario, gets me tossed in Impenetron and your insides pulled out, for that? Let me ask you, kiddo, this mystery woman got a name?” 
 
    Suddenly Fangirl found her feet real interesting. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, “Ida No. Never heard of her. She got an address? Hair color? There anything in your bag of holding that looks or sounds like something other than girls’ room gossip?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said. “I got to beat feet.” 
 
    “Hey, you owe me.” 
 
    I was midstride, but that stopped me dead. “Do I? Do I owe you? The fi in sci-fi may stand for fiction, but I live in a world of fact, fair maiden, and nothing you said is going to help me in my quest, so no, I don’t owe you. Not one gold dragon, not one thin doubloon.” I turned to resume my exit. 
 
    But Fangirl rounded the counter, and jumped in my path. “Tell you what, no payment is necessary.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I threw my coat on. “You spoil me.” 
 
    “Unless that nugget pans out.” 
 
    I wanted to give her arm such a pinch. “If this, what I graciously call a tip, pans out then maybe. Maybe I’ll talk about Top Tower.” 
 
    “If it pans out then you find our man. If you find our man then you solve your case. That means the shine on that nugget is twenty-four carat. If all that happens, then I get my answers.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” 
 
    “Hey, maybe someday you need me again, and maybe on that day I won’t be in the answering mood.” 
 
    I grabbed her by both arms and hoisted her up to my level. “You got a point,” I said. “It’s a dull one, but it’s a point, so I’ll tell you what, Rumpelstiltskin, if you just spun straw into gold, and I run into a fictional girl who’s impossible to find on what little you’ve given me, I swear that I’ll talk.” 
 
    She cut a smile from one ear to the other. “Is it possible you’ll make payment this week?” 
 
    I dropped her. “Sure. Why not?”  
 
    By then the city would probably be burnt to the ground anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Morning was in full swing when I pulled into traffic, and I got to my office a little after nine. It’s located on the fourth floor of a fairly busy building, but the door to my suite is nearly impossible to find because just above it, hidden in a smoke alarm, is a holographic projector. Thanks to that beautiful piece of technology, when you take a good long look down my hall, all you’ll see is a dead end. But it’s only effective in the long range. If you come within five feet it’ll stop working on you, and as if by magic a door will appear with the words Dane Curse – Detective Agency printed on it. 
 
    I walked through it to find my four-armed secretary, Widow, at her desk typing away with both pairs of hands. She had on a sharp blue suit, black-rimmed glasses, and a tight bun that contained more dusky-hued hair than you would believe. Like me, she once wore the black cape. Back then she ran with the Spinnerettes, and went by The Widow, and while I personally think it shows a lack of creativity when a cape of either shade puts ‘The’ in front of their name, I don’t hold it against her. She was a sharp operator, and could’ve been a player for a long time, but then her brother died on the job. She came to me for answers, and I untwisted the whole sorry tale for her. Shortly after, she joined the business. “You look like hell. New case, or did you lose a fight?” 
 
    “A little bit of both.” I hung my overcoat on the rack. “And how come it’s never a ‘good morning, boss’ with you, huh? There are lots of gals out there who’d love your job.” 
 
    “Find just one and you’re a better sleuth than I thought.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s the case.” 
 
    Widow leaned her head into one hand as the other three kept typing. “Oh, so it’s a job. Anything I should know about?” 
 
    “All you need to know is that if I can pull this off we’ll be in the soy sauce for a long, long time.” 
 
    “We’re not that deep in ketchup now.” She had on her big sister smile. “But la dee da, doesn’t it sound exciting?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” I said. “Hold my calls.” 
 
    “What calls?” she asked. “Who calls you?” 
 
    I opened the door that led from the waiting room into my office, and was halfway through it when Widow called out. “Hey Dane, hold up.” 
 
    I turned around, and poked my head out. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Good morning, boss.” 
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    I closed the door, took a seat behind my desk, and reflected on Fangirl’s news. If Pinnacle had a girlfriend, how did that fit into the puzzle? Was she missing him, or did she lure him to his fate? Was she a cape, or some reg? There are over twenty million people in this city, and more than half of them are dames, so if Ms. Ida No really existed she wouldn’t be easy to find. I needed something else to go on, but so far in every other area from weapons to suspects, I’d come up empty, which meant after five hours on the case I was no closer to where I needed to be. 
 
    I was too tired to improve my situation though. I needed some Z’s. So I grabbed a glass, along with a bottle of whiskey from the desk, and medicated myself. Then I laid down on the couch, tipped my hat over my eyes, and slipped into a nice, deep slumber. 
 
    Until… 
 
    “Hey Dane, you’re sleeping.” 
 
    “Thanks, Widow. Did you think I was unaware?” I said through my hat. 
 
    “Just wanted to tell you I’m going to lunch now. I’ll be back in thirty.” 
 
    “Hmmm? Yeah, ok. If anything else that important comes up be sure to let me know.” 
 
    “Ha ha, you want something to eat?” 
 
    “Nah, I’m ok.” 
 
    Widow lifted the hat off my face. “Let me rephrase that. You want something to eat?” 
 
    Looking up at her brown beauties I knew the right answer. “Yeah, whatever you’re getting sounds good.” 
 
    She replaced the hat. “Sure thing, hon. Hey, Pinnacle come home yet?” 
 
    Ugh. I sat up. There was no getting back to sleep now. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “No reason. It’s been what, three days now?” 
 
    “Four.” 
 
    “Right, four. Always seems kind of strange not having him around.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” I said. “Hey, can you grab me a paper while you’re out? The Chronicle.” 
 
    “Can do. I’ll tell you, four days… I wish I had a job like that,” Widow said, and closed the door behind her. 
 
    I don’t know why I asked for the paper. I didn’t put much faith in the Chronicle, but I liked the funny pages and who knows, maybe there would be something interesting to-  
 
    Wait. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and bolted from the office at full speed, catching the elevator before it closed. “What did you mean by that?” 
 
    “Mean by what?” Widow said. 
 
    “What you said before, how you wished you had a job like that?” 
 
    “Well, most bosses don’t like it when you disappear for four straight shifts, so I’m thinking I wish I could do that too, you know, just take off without a word and not get fired. Actually, come to think of it, I kind of do have a job like that.” 
 
    “Don’t even joke. You’d come back to disaster or nothing at all. Remember the paper.” I let the door close and ran back to my office. I hadn’t thought of it, I bet nobody did, but Widow was right. Somewhere in town there was probably a pissed off boss wondering where the hell his employee was. Assuming Pinnacle had a job, which I think he did. 
 
    See, there were a lot of white capes who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, work a day-to-day gig. Team Supreme was full of them. Heroes like Glory Anna, Boy Mercury, and Doctor Velocity could hide their identities, but they wouldn’t bother. Their class of cape punched villains, not clocks. Working a day job would be beneath them.  
 
    But Pinnacle, he was just the type to do something so human. I could see him working with people, helping in some other way than swinging his fists. You don’t act like him unless you were raised right, and that means work, and work means schedules, shifts, and attendance sheets. 
 
    I got to my computer and ran Sandworm, a brilliant piece of software that could access all sorts of protected information over the net. It had its limitations of course, but I wasn’t looking for Pentagon secrets, just some HR files from businesses all over the city, which was a piece of pie for Sandworm. My search would focus on men who shared Pinnacle’s height, weight, eye and hair color, and who’d been AWOL from work for the past four days. 
 
    I typed it all in and pressed enter, then sat back down on the couch with another tumbler of whiskey. It would take at least an hour for Sandworm to come back with anything, if there was anything at all to come back with. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    I was still waiting when the outer door to my office opened, and someone walked in. It wasn’t Widow. The dark outline on the opaque glass that separated the rooms was too big, too much a man’s. I put my drink down, pulled Rico, and clicked the safety off.  
 
    Then I crept to the door. 
 
    Whoever it was stopped at Widow’s desk, and bent over it. Then the silent alarm on my wall, the one that reads SPEC, lit up bright red. 
 
    I relaxed, holstered my piece, and opened the door. “TGIM.” 
 
    “That’s what they say.” Laars Monday stood over six feet tall. He had eyes like sea ice a Viking ship might crash through, curly blond hair, and a smile that all the girls loved. As a SPEC Agent his standard getup was bright silver battle armor, but today he sported a dark suit and tie. 
 
    “So Detective Monday,” I said, and motioned him into my office, “you got a warrant?” 
 
    “Those rules don’t apply to the Special Powers Extraction Commission. And it’s Agent Monday.” 
 
    I finished my drink in one gulp. “I know. I preferred you back when it was detective.” 
 
    “Yeah, simpler times.” Monday took a seat in the chair while I resumed my spot on the couch. 
 
    “So, what’s this about, copper? I’m not used to getting rousted by the bulls in my own office.” 
 
    “A man can’t drop by to say hi to an old pal?” 
 
    “A man, sure. But a SPEC? That would be a first.” 
 
    Monday was fidgeting some, which was way more than usual. “I just wanted to drop you a warning. Seems your name’s come across as someone of interest. There’s a BOLO on you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s right, chief. All SPEC Agents will be on the lookout for a black cape by the name of Dane Curse. Height unknown, hair color unknown, yadda yadda.” 
 
    I poured myself another and downed it. “Why now? Who put a finger on me?” 
 
    “Don’t know the answer to either of those questions. There wasn’t even a misdemeanor attached.” 
 
    “Still, should I be worried?” 
 
    “Not worried. Careful. We get black cape BOLOs all the time from local law enforcement or concerned citizens, and they usually don’t mean anything. So long as we don’t pick you up on something else you’ll be fine, but if we do it’s straight into indefinite holding, so my advice is hug the grass for the next week or so.” 
 
    “You’re not the boss of me.” 
 
    “Well then keep in touch at least. I’d hate to lose the only pair of ears I got on the wrong side of the law,” Monday said. 
 
    I smiled. “I will. For the exact same reason.” 
 
    He laughed. “Cute.” 
 
    “It’s the dimples.” I leaned back into the couch as casually as I could, and said, “Hey Monday, before you go let me ask, how come Humphries doesn’t know where Pinnacle is?” 
 
    “The director? Who says he doesn’t?” 
 
    I poked a thumb into my chest. “Me. I says that.” 
 
    “Assuming you’re correct, I’d tell you that white capes and SPECs aren’t the same thing. Pinnacle doesn’t work for us so he doesn’t need to check in.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “but you fight the same fight. Don’t you guys partner?” 
 
    “Sometimes, but not always.” 
 
    “Really? I’ve always figured what’s good for one is good for the other.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a flag the Commission likes to fly, but the capes… they’re friendly competition. After all, we do the same job.” 
 
    “Only they do it for free.” 
 
    “And we do it better,” Monday said. “Why are you asking?” 
 
    “Something I heard about Pinnacle. Black capes have been trying to ice him for years, figure maybe something finally happened and the SPECs and Team Supreme are keeping it quiet. He’s been gone for four days and didn’t even say goodbye.” 
 
    Monday shooed my words away like they were gnats. “No, he’s fine. That guy’s impervious to everything.” 
 
    “Not everything,” I said. “No one’s ever tried one of your collars.” 
 
    He stared straight at me. “You working a case?” 
 
    “Nope, there’s nothing cooking at the moment. I’m just musing.” 
 
    “I hope so, otherwise I’d say you’re losing your touch. There’s no way a black cape could lay their hands on a collar. The technology is too sensitive. Heck, I can’t even requisition one without executive permission, and a whole lot of paperwork.” 
 
    “Maybe the technology could be duplicated.” 
 
    “Not with the safeguards we have in place. But don’t take my word for it, go ask Director Humphries.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I looked at the back of my computer. “I’ll be sure to do that.” 
 
    Monday got up, and opened the door. “Any other dumb questions before I go?” 
 
    “That’s all of them. And thanks for the heads up on my BOLO. I owe you.” 
 
    We shook, and he left.  
 
    I liked seeing Monday, and I respected the hell out of him, but white capes and SPECs are more alike than he thinks. Neither one ever delivers good news. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Widow arrived a few minutes later with some corned beef. I let her know Monday stopped by, but kept the BOLO to myself. It would only worry her. We sat on my couch, and ate the sandwiches. When we were almost done, Sandworm let out an audible ping. 
 
    “Excellent.” I walked to my computer, and printed the report 
 
    “What’s that?” Widow asked. 
 
    I shoved the paper in my pocket, and turned off the computer. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Unwilling to wait for the elevator, I opted instead to take the stairs down two at a time. I jumped into Jane, threw my keys into the ignition, then paused. Maybe my optimism was premature. There was no guarantee that Pinnacle was on my list. 
 
    I pulled out the paper and studied the possibles: 
 
    1. Gomez, Martin-Accountant for Elwrathe and Sons 
 
    2. Norman, George-Actuary with Martin & Bowell 
 
    3. Melehkov, Mel-Teacher at The Einstein Institute 
 
    4. Reynolds, Hank-Investment Banker at Global Domain 
 
    5. Waller, Benjamin-Fireman for the City of Gold Coast  
 
    The fourth name on the list was my last thing-to-do, and I had doubts about the first two as well. Could an investment banker, actuary, or an accountant escape for extended periods of time when a sudden disaster called for fast-acting hero work? Maybe, but Sandworm said their offices were on middle floors, which wouldn’t make it any easier, and besides, the jobs seemed ill suited for a man like Pinnacle. 
 
    That left Benjamin Waller and Mel Melehkov. The first was a fireman, which was a great job for a white cape. Odd hours, wide-open office, and when you’re at work you’re actually saving lives. But teacher showed just as much promise. Let’s say a bridge collapses, you just give the kids a pop quiz, grab a cup of coffee in the lounge, and out the window you go. Teachers also get summers, nights, and weekends off which would free him up for even more public service. They were both good leads, but Melehkov was closer, so I’d start there. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Getting inside his apartment building was easy. I just slipped the doorman a fifty and strolled into the lobby. It looked plain. If this really was Pinnacle’s home then I was bound to run into some fancy defenses and surveillance, but I didn’t spot a thing. 
 
    I took the elevator to the top floor, stepped out, and scanned the hallway. It was clear too. When I got to the right apartment I rang the buzzer. The door opened, and standing in front of me was an elderly woman about the size of a paperweight, wearing a blue apron with white country fringe. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, “is Mr. Melehkov in?” 
 
    She had a Russian accent that came out of her thick, like smoke from a chimney. “My son can’t see anyone.” 
 
    “So he’s home?” 
 
    “He is, but he’s sick.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, ma’am, but I need to see him.” I gave her my big West Coast smile, the one that just shines with trustworthiness. 
 
    “Insist all you want, you can’t come in. He needs rest.” She began to close the door. 
 
    I grabbed it, and pushed it open. “This won’t take a moment.” 
 
    Pulling a wooden spoon from her apron, she walloped the back of my hand. “Let go of this door immediately.” Then she added a second shot for good measure. “Leave or I’ll call the cops.” 
 
    I leaned over her. “Ma’am, the last lady to scare me with empty threats peppered with wood to my paw was Sister Mary Catherine, and I’ve grown since. Now I don’t want to cause any trouble, and I mean no disrespect, but like I said, I have to peep Mel with my own two eyes, it’s-”  
 
    The door swung open the rest of the way to reveal a thirty-year-old bird-like man with a slightly receding hairline, and a bright red nose, swaddled in blankets. He sniffled once, and with a set of pipes that sounded like they were stuffed with wet sandpaper, he said, “I’m Mel Melehkov, what’s this about?”  
 
    “You’re Mel Melehkov?” Thinking quick, I pulled out the sheet of paper with his name on it and held it up. “I’m a process server here for a Mel Melehkov, but I don’t think you’re my man. The guy I’m looking for is from Louisiana. You from Louisiana?” 
 
    “Nope.” He shook his head, and blew his nose. “I was born and raised in Gold Coast.” 
 
    “Well that settles that, sorry for the bother. I hope you understand I had to be sure you weren’t him.” I paused for a moment. “If you don’t mind me asking, what’re you down with?” 
 
    “Flu.” 
 
    “That’s the flu?” I asked. “Bird or swine?” 
 
    His laugh knocked loose some phlegm. “I’m a teacher, and kids carry serious bugs.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you feel better.” I turned and walked away. 
 
    He leaned out the door. “And I hope you find your man.” 
 
    Thanks, Mel. Me too. 
 
    I swung by Ben Waller’s place next, and got to his floor even easier than Mel’s. I knocked on his door, then rang the bell and waited.  
 
    No answer.  
 
    I gave the hall one final look, then pulled out my lock pick and jimmied the knob. The door swung open, and what I found inside was nothing short of amazing... 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    … Nothing short of amazing, that is, if you’re fascinated by basic interior design. The only colors the guy decorated with were gray and beige, and there was barely any artwork to speak of. The only thing that stood out was the large amount of smoke alarms. There was one hanging on the ceiling of each room, and even one on the wall over the bookcase. I also noticed two fire extinguishers. One was next to the kitchen door, while the other flanked the large wooden shelves where rows upon rows of snapshots were on display. Each one captured a different moment in the life of the Waller family, and since I knew exactly what Pinnacle’s face looked like, I started my search there. 
 
    In the top left corner, a dozen sweater-clad people celebrated Christmas. One of the guys looked a little like Pinnacle, but no, if he was Benjamin I was in the wrong house. The hair and eye color were right, but his build and facial structure were off.  
 
    Next I moved to the middle row, where two young girls were laughing with an older woman at a birthday party. I skipped the young boy with a German Shepherd, and dropped to the bottom shelf where three generations of Waller men shared a grainy day fishing. I went through each picture carefully, but didn’t see Pinnacle in any of them. 
 
    From there I moved into the bedroom, starting with the closet. Grabbing the knobs on the accordion doors I pulled them apart. Inside were jeans and dress pants hanging above less pairs of shoes than I owned.  
 
    Disappointing.  
 
    I guess a fresh pressed uniform and cape would’ve been too much to ask for. 
 
    Stooping down on one knee, I pulled out my hand scanner and checked for hidden compartments. Nothing. So I moved to the dresser and opened every drawer. All I found were socks and shirts. Then I slid the whole thing away from the wall. 
 
    Behind it was another framed picture that must’ve accidentally fallen there. It was of the guy from Christmas in the living room gallery, only now he was standing in front of a Gold Coast City Fire Engine proudly wearing his gear. I read the badge on his chest.  
 
    Ben Waller.  
 
    And that sealed it. The fireman wasn’t my guy. 
 
    I slid the photo back where I found it, replaced the dresser, and left. 
 
    With the second name now crossed off, I headed to my next stops, the homes of George Norman and Martin Gomez. Something must’ve been going around because Norman’s kid was sick too, so he was home looking after her. Gomez was laid up in the hospital with a broken leg, which his wife was good enough to prove with a few candid pics of him smiling in traction. It was strike three and four, but I still had one pitch left. 
 
    And I headed over to Hank Reynolds’ to take it. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Reynolds lived in a swank condo in City Center, the kind built to keep its residents far away from guys like me. I hopped out, and headed towards the building trying to look like I belonged, but before I could get one toe inside, the doorman blocked my way. He was about as tall as me, a touch wider, and looked like he might’ve played some football in his youth. His temples were graying, and even though his eyes had a starter set of wrinkles, they stared out from under his cap as sharp as whips. “May I help you?” 
 
    “No sir?” I said. 
 
    “You don’t need to call me sir.” He smiled as he motioned me away. “Just keep on walking.” 
 
    “I’m here to visit a friend of mine, Hank Reynolds. He’s on the thirty-third floor, if-” 
 
    “Mr. Reynolds didn’t notify me of any visitors.” 
 
    “He probably forgot. If you-” 
 
    “If you were familiar with Mr. Reynolds’ habits,” he said, and crossed his arms high up on his chest, “then you’d know he comes and goes sporadically, so when someone is expected he always informs me.” He put a little smug in his smile. “And he never forgets.” 
 
    “It’s not like he’s an elephant,” I said, “if you’ll just let me-” 
 
    “Why don’t you ring his cell? I’m sure he’ll be able to straighten this out.” 
 
    I figured any guy this severe would need at least a C-note’s worth of grease to get his wheels turning, so I pulled out a hundred, folded it in half, and slid it into his breast pocket.  
 
    I expected a smile, but instead he wrinkled his nose like I shoved a dead catfish in there, and pulled it out. “What’s this?” 
 
    “I’m no historian, but I believe in ancient Rome it was called a bribe.” 
 
    “Listen here, lummox,” he said, “this place is off limits to guys like you, so hit the bricks, they could use a good dusting. And this bribe, if it wanted to get turned down politely, would need to bring a few more friends. Now take it back, and scuttle on.” 
 
    I snatched his wrist.  
 
    And stopped dead.  
 
    The feel of his flesh told me he was a little invulnerable. Nothing special mind you, but it took me back. I’d never met a doorman with powers before. 
 
    “Get your hand off me.” He dropped his weight and twisted away. It was a nice move, but he wasn’t heavy or strong enough to pull it off, so all it did was leave him half hanging there like a trout. 
 
    “Not going to happen,” I said. 
 
    He struggled, then straightened up without a bit of fear in his eyes. He opened his mouth, but I stopped him and said, “Ok pal, before we have to do this the hard way let me ask, how do you like your steak?” I squeezed tight. 
 
    He grimaced, and grabbed my arm. Sweat formed on his brow. 
 
    “Come on, answer the question. How do you like your steak?” 
 
    He said through his teeth, “Medium well, I guess.” 
 
    “Well I hope you enjoyed your last one like that, because if you don’t help me, when I’m through with your jaw you’ll need them frappéd. You see, this way.” I pointed to the hand that had him, and tightened my grip. “This way is the easy way.” 
 
    He screamed, “No, enough, I give, I’ll take you up.” 
 
    I let him go, and he cradled his arm before leading me inside to the elevator. When we got there he used his keycard to bring us to my floor. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, and stepped into the hall. “Don’t bother calling the cops. I’ll ghost long before they get here. But if you do, know that I won’t just break your jaw, I’ll pluck it off and take the whole thing with me. Now, scuttle on.” 
 
    He didn’t say anything as the elevator closed. 
 
    I walked towards Reynolds’ door with my heart beating double time. I’d been all over the city looking at the only places Pinnacle could live, and the smart money said I had finally done just that. Its owner was missing, it sat on a high floor of a secure building, and there was even a powered-up gatekeeper. It all fit. 
 
    I rang his bell. No one answered. 
 
    I rang again, and added a knock. 
 
    Still no answer. 
 
    So I stooped down, and looked at the lock. It was standard, and shouldn’t be too hard to pick. I reached into my pocket.  
 
    Just as the door swung open. 
 
    Standing in front of me was a fit, thirty-something guy in a robe. He said, “Yeah?” 
 
    I straightened up. “Uh, are you Hank Reynolds?” 
 
    “I am. What do you want?” 
 
    I stood looking at him for a second, scrambling for something to say. 
 
    “What do you want? I’m very busy.” 
 
    “Nothing,” I said. “You’re not my guy.” 
 
    “Whatever.” And with that he closed the final door that was open to me. 
 
    I took the elevator back down, and left the condo in a haze that didn’t fully clear until I was back at my office. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Widow was sitting at her desk, typing away. “You look like you dropped your ice cream in the dirt.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I closed the door behind me and hung up my hat and coat. 
 
    “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “Don’t you have work?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Right now? About as much as you.” 
 
    I walked over to the waiting room couch and plopped down on it. “Then that would be a lot.” 
 
    “You want to tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look it. But maybe I can cheer you up.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You have another case.” 
 
    “I don’t got time for it.” 
 
    “I think you might make the time.” 
 
    “Really? Why’s that?” 
 
    “A lady called, she said that she got our number from a mutual friend, Eeka Mouse.” 
 
    “Eeka? Wow. How old did she sound?” 
 
    “Very. She claims someone stole a keepsake that belonged to her dead husband.” Widow cocked an eyebrow. “A Kapowitzer.” 
 
    “What?” I shot up. “A Kapowitzer, seriously?” 
 
    “Thought that might get your attention.” She laughed. “It doesn’t work obviously. It was destroyed.” 
 
    “Yeah, Gun Control, I know.” 
 
    “I guess you would.” 
 
    “What was her husband’s name?” 
 
    “Earl Freeman.” 
 
    “Ha, Agent Dreadful. Funny guy.” I remembered Earl. He was a pretty successful thief. At least he was before his career got cut short when he robbed the wrong mansion. 
 
    “That’s the one. Anyway, Mrs. Freeman says she held on to the pistol after he died for sentimental reasons, but somebody broke in and stole it. Or what remained of it.” 
 
    “Why would anyone want a broken Kapowitzer?” I shook my head. “Did you get her number?” 
 
    “It’s on your desk.” 
 
    I walked into my office, picked up the number, and dialed it. 
 
    Mrs. Freeman had a sweeter-than-apple-pie grandma’s voice. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi Mrs. Freeman, this is Dane Curse. I’ve been told you need some help locating a missing item that belonged to your late husband.” 
 
    “Oh yes, but it’s not missing, it’s been stolen.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but I’m working for another client right now. Can you come by-” 
 
    “Oh no, I tried that. I couldn’t find the place.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry. I know it’s uncommon, but there’s a holographic projector outside my door that keeps it hidden. I assure you, we’re at the end of the hall on the fourth floor of the Tanziger Building. Call when you arrive, and my girl can come down and escort you up.” 
 
    “I don’t know, is there any way you could drop by my home? Please?” 
 
    “I can, but I’m afraid it won’t be for a few days. The market for defunct Kapowitzers is a limited one though, so it shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    I got her details down on a scrap of paper and shoved it into my pocket before I said goodbye, then walked back to the waiting room and sat on the couch. 
 
    Widow looked at me. One pair of her hands kept typing while the other grabbed a file from her desk drawer. “How was she?” 
 
    “In need. I’d like to help.” 
 
    “Too busy with this secret case?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Wait a minute, you’re not sore, are you? I’d tell you about it if I could.” 
 
    Widow returned her attention, and all four hands, to her typing. “Of course not, it’s just you’ve never kept me out of agency business before. Makes me wonder what all the hush is about.” 
 
    “It’s important, that’s all I can say. But also damn near unsolvable. So take my mind off it for a moment. What about Mrs. Freeman? She couldn’t find us?” 
 
    “Said the office was too well hidden, adding that any PI in want of business shouldn’t be so hard to find.” 
 
    “Not my fault,” I said. “If I want to stay in business I have to be hidden.” 
 
    “Hey, I see your point, but I can see hers too. Thanks to that tech in the hall, this place is impossible to locate unless you know exactly where it is,” Widow said. “Heck, I got lost the first time I came here.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” Maybe Mrs. Freeman was right, maybe I should take it down, and not hide behind a smoke- “God damn it!” I leapt up and grabbed my coat and hat like I was mad at them. 
 
    “What is it?” Widow leaned back to get out of my way, which she wasn’t even close to being in. “Something wrong?” 
 
    “Yeah, with my head.” I threw on my gear and bolted.  
 
    And for the second time that day I hightailed it over to Ben Waller’s apartment, leaving twin strips of rubber in my wake. I pulled up to the place, barely getting Jane into park before I jumped out and ran up the steps, cursing myself the entire time for losing nearly half a day to stupidity. 
 
    When I got to the door I picked the lock again, and walked in. The place was exactly like I left it. Boring carpet, crappy TV, and too many smoke alarms.  
 
    Or, if my hunch was right, just one too many. 
 
    Specifically the one on the wall right over the bookcase. 
 
    I jumped up, and ripped it down. And the top row of books on the shelf disappeared, revealing a metal rod. Wrapping my hand around it, I took a deep breath, and pushed.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Then I tried moving it side-to-side.  
 
    Still nothing.  
 
    But when I pulled it towards me the bookcase gave a small click, and swung outwards. 
 
    And I couldn’t help but hold my breath as I stepped out of Ben Waller’s world, and into Pinnacle’s. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    The hidden room was small, but not cramped. It had smooth, white walls that were slightly rounded, and nearly every inch of them was covered with framed keepsakes. There was one light in the center of the ceiling, and beneath it sat a workstation with a high-end communications unit about the size of a ham radio next to a small stack of papers.  
 
    It looked promising, but I started my search in the far corner where, folded on a pedestal, was Pinnacle’s uniform. I was this close to it only once before. Bright red dominated the torso and sleeves. A silver that made fresh snow look dull covered the legs, and ran up the chest to form his trademark P. I picked up the cape, and rolled it between my fingers like a miser would his gold, easily recognizing the nearly indestructible feel of Wonder Weave. 
 
    After I had my fill, I put it back exactly how it was, and moved along the walls. Newspaper clippings, pictures of classroom visits, and children’s drawings were everywhere, along with an obscene amount of awards from civic groups. I counted over a dozen keys to a dozen cities before I got to the display cases, which held his most impressive trophies.  
 
    There was a chunk of the giant comet that almost destroyed Gold Coast, the Horn of Thehmoon, and on the far right sat a mask belonging to True Patriot who was, for those keeping score, the very first white cape I ever fought. 
 
    When I finished the circuit, I took a seat at the workstation and began leafing through the small stack of letters there. The first was from a sick little girl at Gold Coast Children’s Hospital who wanted Pinnacle to take her flying before she died in four months’ time.  
 
    My heart sank an inch.  
 
    This was the exact type of request he’d respond to.  
 
    I moved to the next one. It was a note. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for the wishes, big brother. I’m the third Waller man to make it! I wish dad was alive to see it, both his sons started in Gold Coast House 182. P.S. Look what I found, your old gear! And hey, I know it’s a long shot, but will your mom be coming to my birthday? I’d love to see her.  
 
    Barry 
 
      
 
    Of course.  
 
    The photo I found earlier was of Pinnacle’s brother, or more accurately, half-brother. I shook my head and moved on to the next letter. It was from Templeton University, asking Pinnacle to speak at their graduation, something he’d done often. I picked up the fourth expecting another person asking for something, only it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    Dear Pinnacle, 
 
    I have been informed that you have yet again failed to lend your support to our plans for national expansion. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how vital it is that my network be implemented across the country, and how pivotal your support is in making that happen. Without a SPEC presence in every city, black cape crime is sure to expand to epidemic proportions, and the loss of life this will cause could be catastrophic. I would like to remind you that I cannot be dissuaded from this plan, and if you continue to maintain this obstinate position it will force me into actions I’d rather not take. Frankly, considering the cover I’ve provided regarding the penchant you and your allies have for the destruction of public property I expected more assistance. I am very eager to discuss this further with you at our meeting later this week. 
 
    Yours Humbly, 
 
    Marc Humphries 
 
    Executive Director 
 
    Special Powers Extraction Commission 
 
      
 
    Huh. Monday said that despite minor friction the SPECs and white capes got along fine, but unless I was reading this wrong there was hostility between those lines. The director was known as a serious man who believed in his mission. How far would he go to expand his force? I made a note to check up on it, then picked up the last letter figuring it couldn’t be more intriguing. And not for the first time today, I figured wrong. 
 
      
 
    The next time you cross me I’ll kill you. I have the power and the will. Watch your back. 
 
      
 
    Unlike the previous one, it was written by hand. The script was rushed and sloppy, but also distinctive. I pocketed it along with Humphries’ correspondence and leaned back. These were a nice couple of leads, not great, but nice. Granted, getting close to Humphries would be a major challenge, as would finding this felt-tip-fiend, but nuts to that. These letters were put aside by Pinnacle, which made them important, and I couldn’t help but feel closer to finding his killer. 
 
    I took a deep breath, and gave the room one last look. 
 
    I was about to leave when I saw a small, blue object sitting on the edge of the table that must’ve been hiding under the stack of letters. It was one of those keychain toys they sell in tourist traps, the kind with a picture in one end and a tiny spyhole on the other. Holding it up to the light, I peered inside. It took a second to make out what I was looking at, but when I did I forgot all about the papers in my pocket. 
 
    It was a shot of Pinnacle, as Ben Waller, smiling in civilian clothes. And God damn it if he didn’t have his arm wrapped around just who Fangirl said I’d find. Ms. Ida No, the luckiest girl in the world. She was a real looker, too. Petite, pert, with long, dark hair thick enough to lose a finger in, eyes like two flecks of tundra, and a set of curves as warm and inviting as a bath full of bubbles.  
 
    But who was she?  
 
    I checked the sides of the souvenir for a logo or the seller’s address, but it was blank. So I inspected the picture again to see if I could find any clues to her identity or whereabouts. 
 
    They were standing on a boardwalk, in front of the ocean, with no shops or signs in the background. Both of them had on sweaters so the place had seasons. None of that helped, but I kept looking. I must’ve sat there for at least ten minutes, like Galileo with his telescope, but I couldn’t find a thing. 
 
    The more I stared though, the more I couldn’t shake the feeling that the girl looked familiar. Was she a model? Maybe. Pinnacle could land one easy, but she didn’t seem the type. Models, runway or otherwise, are all hard angles and sinew, and she was softer, more supple. An actress maybe? Nope. 
 
    And then I realized who she was.  
 
    I knew her face and I knew her name.  
 
    I even knew where to find her.  
 
    What I didn’t know was how this could happen, or how Pinnacle could’ve been so stupid. 
 
    I jammed the picture in my pocket, slammed the bookshelf door, and bolted from the apartment. On my way to the ground floor I remembered that Fangirl said Pinnacle’s mystery gal had something to do with his absence.  
 
    But that was wrong.  
 
    She had everything to do with it.  
 
    I hopped into Jane, and took off. I knew what I had to do, but in order to do it I’d need a drink. 
 
    Thank God my next stop was a bar. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Even by Gold Coast’s standards Henchmen’s isn’t your typical watering hole. It was founded way back by Dastard Lee as a place exclusively for black capes. There are peanuts on the bar, hot tunes on the juke, and somebody getting walloped every time the big hand hits twelve. Granted, it’s been a while since I stopped by, but I still say there’s no better place to grab a brew. 
 
    But tonight was different. 
 
    Tonight I was here to catch a killer. 
 
    I took the stairs down below street level, and walked inside. The dingy floor was covered with checker tile, and the mirror over the bar still had the same stains. The place was deserted except for the two sleeping drunks, and a bartender who was busy reading the paper in the corner. He gazed over the top of it and said, “We’re closed.” 
 
    I said, “Fronts don’t close,” and made my way to the comms unit hidden in the old-timey gramophone on the far wall. On its side was a large, black button. I pressed it, and spoke into the horn. “Let me in.” 
 
    It squawked back, “We’re closed, sir.”  
 
    Sir? When did that start happening? “Not a chance, you probably-” 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, sir, but we are.” 
 
    “There’s no way you’re closed because you never close. Come on, pal. I’m no SPEC and I’m no cop.” I took off my hat to give whoever was on the other side of the wall a look at my mug. “Be a good lad and pop the lock, I’m square.” 
 
    I stood, hat in hand, thinking about the last time I even had to use the buzzer. As long as I could remember the doors flew open before I got halfway to them, but that was what… almost a year ago. Had it really been that long? 
 
    I was going to hit the button again when the voice on the other side finally said, “I’m terribly sorry for the confusion, sir. Please come in.”  
 
    The wall in front of me slid open. I stepped through it, and into the dark hallway that led to coat check. There I ran into a uniformed doorman I didn’t know.  
 
    He was a big boy, too. His blond hair was cropped close to the roots, and he sported a pair of tiny eyes that were set too close together. The parts of the room that his body didn’t take up, and there weren’t many, got filled by his voice. “Your coat, sir?” 
 
    “Here you go.” I handed him my overcoat and hat, and went to walk by. 
 
    “One moment, sir. Are you armed?” 
 
    “No guns?” I said. “In Henchmen’s? Times have changed.” 
 
    “Indeed they have. Henchmen’s now has a strict no weapons policy. Are you carrying?” 
 
    “Indeed I am, and if you can take them, you can take them.” 
 
    “Are you going to be trouble?” 
 
    I could tell by the tone he was hoping for a yes, but instead all he got was a, “Nope, not me.” I pulled open my jacket exposing the hardware beneath. “And Rico here will probably come quietly too, but Lois is real particular.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll get along,” he said. 
 
    He was no speedster, so my Kapowitzer would lay him out easy, and I had no intention of stopping it. Walking into Henchmen’s with nothing but empty holsters was not a part of the plan. 
 
    But just as the big guy’s meat hooks were an inch from my lady, a man called out, “One moment, Hate. You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    The doorman stopped cold. 
 
    And I immediately recognized the voice. “Franky? Franky Legend? How the hell are you?” 
 
    “How else but legendary?” he said, and shook my hand. 
 
    Franky was what you’d call an old friend, but since Franky didn’t have friends the word you should’ve used was acquaintance. I gave him a quick up and down. He was still pure classic, a throwback to a bygone age, but thanks to the cyclical nature of fashion his style had come back around, and didn’t he just look the nines? His black hair was slicked back, he wore a tux, and had on that constant smile which always stayed sharp, even when he worked you over. He’d picked up a few wrinkles, and some gray up top too, but even though time had taken his youthful luster, it left him with a nice patina. It suited him. 
 
    “What’re you doing here?” I asked. 
 
    “I run this joint now,” Franky said, “and you can leave Mr. Curse his weapons, Hate. He won’t be a problem, will you Dane?” 
 
    “Who me? If I get squirrely I’m sure it won’t be anything an old flamer like you can’t handle,” I said. “But when have I ever caused a ruckus?” 
 
    Hate looked at me. “Is he new?” 
 
    Franky smirked. “Not for many decades.” 
 
    “Well, enjoy your evening, sir.” The big ape pulled back the curtain and motioned us in. 
 
    Even though the lights were set to a romantic dim it was bright enough to see that the doorman was just one of the changes they made since last I visited. The place had so much oak furniture it looked like they felled a forest, and the leather that accompanied it could fill out a very respectable stampede. The bar ran the entire length of the wall and was trimmed with gold, while the ceiling had inlaid ivory with that new polished sparkle. The place couldn’t have been more dripping with money if they’d papered the walls with hundred dollar bills. Even the music, which now came from a full piece band, sounded expensive. I never felt out of place here in the old days, but now… When I said times had changed, I didn’t know how right I was. 
 
    Franky navigated the room effortlessly though, tossing smiles and waves around like a beauty queen as he led us to a table so far back we may’ve changed zip codes. A pretty young doll pulled out my chair, and after we sat Franky ordered me a scotch and himself a mineral water. 
 
    “So how long has the Sindicate been running things here?” I asked. 
 
    “A year or so.” 
 
    I nodded. “Who’s the thug up front? I’ve got his exact tie at home, but I use it to hold up my pants.” 
 
    “That’s H-Eight, pronounced Hate.” 
 
    “H-Eight, as in Human Subject Eight? Did he go through the same process as Hone?” 
 
    “That’s correct. He’s a good kid, but has impulse control issues.” Franky smiled. “We’re working on them. Together.” 
 
    “But Hone has Biogradium wrapped around him, I didn’t see any on Gigantor.” 
 
    “He has twice as much, actually. But it’s all under the skin.” 
 
    “He’s got living, liquid metal inside him?” Good thing he didn’t touch Lois. “Wait, I never heard of H-Two through Seven. What happened to them?” 
 
    Franky shrugged. “Hate.” 
 
    “Good to know.” We laughed a little, and it felt nice, like it always did with Franky, right before he got real. 
 
    “So what brings you to Henchmen’s? It’s been a long time, didn’t think I’d ever see you around here again, what with all of the remodeling.” 
 
    “Just want a drink. Catch up with some of the boys from the old days, maybe.” 
 
    “The boys?” Franky said. “The boys from the old days wouldn’t come in here, most of them can’t, so out with it, what’s your angle?” 
 
    “I’m looking for a girl.” 
 
    “Name?” 
 
    “Ms. Right, you heard of her?” 
 
    “In my opinion she’s only a legend.” 
 
    “You would know.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “A name. Please.” 
 
    I took a sip of my scotch. With a guy like Franky the truth might not go over well, but outright lying was always worse. “I’m here to meet Lynx. Are you expecting her?” 
 
    Franky sat up straight. His eyes got a lot wider. “Lynx? Ms. Lynx? You got to be kidding me, Dane. When’d you jump to the big league?” 
 
    “I haven’t,” I said. “She used to come in back when this place was a bar. Does she still?” 
 
    Franky grinned like he knew something I didn’t. “Haven’t seen her in a while?” 
 
    “Not in person, no.” 
 
    “Well, she’ll be here, but you don’t have an appointment. I doubt she’ll talk to you.” 
 
    “I bet she will.” 
 
    “And if you can’t get near her, you don’t anticipate causing any trouble?” 
 
    “Franky,” I said, “one of the benefits of being all thumbs is I know how to keep them out of the wrong eyes.” 
 
    He glanced down to where my artillery was hanging. “It’s not your thumbs I’m thinking of. But you just want to talk, that’s fine. Ms. Lynx… Ha.” Franky’s laugh blew out the table lamp, and he relit it with a small burst of black flame from his hand. “Dane, I’ve been running this club for over a year and so far I’ve never been surprised within its walls. You’ve impressed me, really, but if you step out of line it’s your funeral old friend, and I won’t be able to do a thing about it. She’s got all her old man’s powers, but none of his control. So good luck.” He made like he was getting up, but stopped. “Hey Dane, let me ask you, how come you never came over to the Sindicate, huh?” 
 
    “Not a fan of clubs,” I said, “too many rules.” 
 
    “But you never step out of line, never challenge the status quo. For someone like you it makes no sense to remain undeclared, especially considering what you have to gain. Fat steady paychecks, work you’re used to. We’re always on the lookout for sharp operators and aren’t you just a bag full of tacks. What’s really the issue? Is it that you don’t like us?” 
 
    “No, I don’t like you.” 
 
    Franky’s smile got a touch less legendary. 
 
    “But I don’t dislike you either. I’m freelancing. Like always.” 
 
    “Yeah, well things change.” 
 
    “So I noticed.” I looked around the room. “But not always for the better.” 
 
    Franky laughed, though nothing was funny, then he called out to a passing waitress. “Excuse me, Marilyn, would you please bring Mr. Curse a bowl of peanuts. For nostalgia’s sake he’ll be throwing the shells on the floor, don’t clean them until he’s gone. He’ll also be switching from single malt to… We don’t carry Octane anymore, so make it a domestic beer, the warmer and flatter the better. Reconsider your allegiance, Dane. You’ll live longer.” 
 
    They walked off together leaving me alone in the dark, which suited us both. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It was still on the early side of the night, and while the place was steadily filling with black capes, I was surprised at the number of regs that came in with them. There was a judge, an aide to the mayor, even a Senator, and I couldn’t help but think that Legend had a point, maybe I should come over to the dark side. They had powerful friends, and their friend’s friends had legs that made me look twice. 
 
    After about an hour of waiting the conversations died down. I scanned the room for the reason, and it wasn’t hard to find. Over at the entrance, flanked by two familiar thugs, was the dame I’d been waiting for. She was wearing a long, tight, black dress that pushed her fun parts up like a vanilla soufflé, and it had a slit on the side high enough to let her thigh peek through to make a few promises it didn’t intend to keep. Below all that, on her two tiny feet, were a pair of black heels so high the person who made them must’ve needed building permits, and the way she moved in it all would make a jungle cat jealous.  
 
    Yeah, she’s a full-grown woman now, but I remembered back when she started out, all fresh faced and coasting on her daddy’s name. Back then she was violent, wild, but now… It was almost too hard to believe the woman in Henchmen’s, and that sweet-as-pie girl on Pinnacle’s arm, were one and the same.  
 
    The savage Lynx. 
 
    Famous black cape, and the favorite daughter of Lynchpin himself. 
 
    There was already a chilled bottle of champagne at her table when she sat down, and before the waiter could pop its cork admirers were swinging by to pay their respects. She accepted some, while others were rebuffed by the two guards at her side, and though it took a while, the wave finally receded, leaving her alone. 
 
    That’s when I made my move. “Excuse me, Ms. Lynx? May I have a word?” 
 
    “Get lost, shamus. The lady don’t need no riff raff.” It was the thug on the left, Knuckles. He was the shortest guy in the room and as bald as a melon under his derby, but despite the diminutive stature he was a beast in a brawl thanks to the two giant metal hands he sported at the ends of his arms. They made fists the size of babies, and each knuckle packed a surprise. 
 
    His partner on the right, Smiley, couldn’t have looked more different. He was tall, with an eggplant-shaped body that was so soft and pliable it could absorb almost any physical attack without taking damage, like a well-oiled baseball glove. He also had a perpetual grin that was two sizes too big for his face, which he used to give me a hearty, “Yeah, no riff raff.” 
 
    “Knuckles, Smiley,” I said, “I didn’t see you guys there. How you been?” 
 
    “Ah, you know, Dane. Been better been worse. How you doing?” Smiley asked in that way that makes you love him. 
 
    “Shut up, you,” Knuckles said to his friend. “Come on, Dane, scram. You mess this up for us and we won’t like it.” 
 
    “Boys, please. Be polite. I apologize… Dane was it?” Lynx looked at me with curiosity. “These two can be a bit brusque, but they’re quite right. I’m terribly busy at the moment. Maybe you could come back some other time?” 
 
    “Sorry, but I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    “About what, I wonder,” she said. “Make it interesting, I’m losing patience.” 
 
    “It’s about a fireman,” I said, leaning over the table. “Goes by the name of Waller. That interesting enough?” 
 
    Her face didn’t change. I saw no recognition, no sign of shock, but with the right kind of eyes you’d notice her twin sapphires lost some sparkle. 
 
    “You want we should walk him, ma’am?” Knuckles asked. 
 
    “No. Actually the gentleman and I will be taking the champagne in the back. Be so kind as to see it there.” She stood up, and taking my arm, led me through a throng of people who were busy wondering who I was and how I rated. 
 
    When we got to the back, Lynx opened the door to a private room. Inside was a small table, surrounded by a circular booth with red leather cushions lining the walls all the way around. I stepped in, and when the door closed it was totally silent. 
 
    “Nice room,” I said, and turned around. 
 
    Lynx had on bright red nail polish, the type even a guy like me can tell is expensive, and I got a much closer look at it when she wrapped her hand around my throat, and lifted me off the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    I twisted against her to no avail. She had a grip like a longshoreman. Though it wasn’t really her talons that had me. Like her dad, Lynx was a telekinetic, which meant she could lift heavy things with just the power of her mind. Like me for example. By my neck. 
 
    “Who are you? Where is he?” Her voice was more frantic scream than expected. 
 
    I pulled Rico and loosed a double tap of stun rounds at her. Twin explosions rang out. The smell of gunpowder filled the room.  
 
    But thanks to Lynx’s TK the bullets hung in the air motionless, like fresh fruit in Jell-O.  
 
    Switching tactics, I punched the crook of her elbow with my free hand. 
 
    She let go, and dropped me to the ground. 
 
    I sprang forward to put her in a bear hug.  
 
    But Lynx thrust the heel of her palm into my nose.  
 
    I flew back into the wall, cracking the wood there. My eyes watered. I shook my head once, then aimed Rico.  
 
    She used her TK and ripped the gun from my grasp.  
 
    Without my piece I didn’t have a choice. I threw a haymaker as hard as I could.  
 
    She blocked it with an invisible shield, and hoisted me into the air again. This time though, it was just with the power of her mind. This time she stayed out of reach. 
 
    “Where’s Benjy? Is he alright? Answer me!” 
 
    I twisted in the air, and said, “First put me down.” 
 
    “Put you down? I’ll put you down, lowlife.” Lynx obliged by driving me head first through the sofa. “If you don’t tell me where my man is I’ll put you so deep the next person you meet will be a Chinese archaeologist, am I being clear?” She fell on my chest, dug her knee into my sternum, and clamped down on my throat with both hands.  
 
    Even though I couldn’t breathe in I managed to push out a, “Crystal clear.” 
 
    “Then answer the question, where’s my sweet Benjy?” 
 
    “He’s… dead.” 
 
    She tightened her grip. “Don’t lie to me, he can’t be killed. Where. Is. He?” 
 
    Blackness seeped in from all sides. I knew I only had one chance. Pulling my knees in, I put both feet against her chest. And my legs exploded upward.  
 
    Lynx flew off me, and into the wall. 
 
    Air rushed into my lungs like water through a boat’s busted hull. I got to my feet with both hands raised. “Stop. I’m investigating his murder for your father.” 
 
    Lynx stood up and stared at me. She took a half step, then paused.  
 
    Pressure pushed on every inch of my hide like I was sinking into an invisible ocean.  
 
    “Lies,” she said. “Benjy is unstoppable. Unkillable.” 
 
    “I thought so too, but his body was found last night.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I told?” she said through bared teeth. 
 
    “I don’t know. They just called me in, gave me the case.” 
 
    “Why you? Who are you anyway?” 
 
    “A PI. Non-Sindicate.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed for a moment, then she turned to the door. “Don’t move. I’ll be right back.” She extended her hand, and without a touch, shoved me onto the only part of the booth that still remained. Then she left, and closed the door behind her.  
 
    I got up, retrieved Rico, and retook my seat. Looking around I surveyed the wreckage. 
 
    This didn’t go at all the way I thought it would. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    After about five minutes, Lynx appeared in the doorway with a phone in one hand and a bottle of vodka, and a glass, in the other. Her eyes were damp. “I’m sorry… I, I’m sorry I did that.” She joined me on the booth. “So it’s really true, he’s dead.” 
 
    “I’m afraid so. I saw the body.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it was him?” 
 
    “There were tests, but those aside, I’m certain.” 
 
    “How did he die?” Her voice shook as she poured herself a heavy dose of booze, which was downed in one gulp. 
 
    “I don’t know, not yet, but it was a shot through his stomach. It was quick.” 
 
    “That’s impossible. What could’ve done it?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” 
 
    Fat tears rolled down both her cheeks. She wiped them away, took a deep breath, and steadied herself. “I can’t believe he’s gone. Where’s his body?” 
 
    “Probably still there. Gravel’s not stupid enough to move it.” 
 
    “And where’s that?” She reloaded her glass. And drained it again. 
 
    “Fourth and Bismuth.” 
 
    Lynx nodded. 
 
    I reached out for her vodka and poured myself some. “Hey, if you don’t mind me asking, how come you don’t know? Didn’t your dad tell you?” 
 
    “I don’t think he’s told many people.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you two were an item. I would think you’d be one of them.” 
 
    “Why? I never told him Benjy and I were together.” 
 
    “What?” Not all the vodka made it down in that swallow. “Your dad didn’t know his daughter was dating Pinnacle? You think that’s something that maybe you’d want to share with him so that when he found out he wouldn’t do anything rash?” 
 
    She waved her hand. “Don’t believe the stories you hear. My father stopped caring who I slept with when I turned twenty-five.” 
 
    “That’s a lot later than most dads.” 
 
    Lynx started crying again. I’ve lost people before, so I knew what she was going through. I wished I could’ve eased her pain, even a little, but all I could do was offer my handkerchief. 
 
    She took it, and dabbed her tears. “Thank you. You must think I’m silly. Almost killing you one minute, and crying the next.” 
 
    “When people lose the ones they love, those’re the natural responses.” 
 
    “Love… Yes, I guess I really did. Did you ever meet Benjy?” 
 
    “Once, a while back.” 
 
    “Then you know how incredible he was. Funny, charming, so gentle. He loved black and white movies. We watched them all the time.” 
 
    I let that comment hang. “If you don’t mind me asking, how did you two meet?” 
 
    “It was three months ago, up on Coradoba Tower. The sunset’s beautiful from its rooftop. Whenever I have an appointment there I schedule it for the end of the day.” 
 
    “Appointments? Doing what?” 
 
    “Finance. I now function as the Sindicate’s CFO. After one of those meetings I was taking in the view, and who should float down next to me but Gold Coast City’s favorite son. He thought I was going to jump. I convinced him otherwise and we started talking. Of course he didn’t recognize me, it’s not like I ever have a reason to be in uniform these days. It was thrilling. You know, I’d never been that close to a white cape before without trying to break them under my boots. Strange, right? To realize you’re both human beings. 
 
    “Anyway, after a few minutes he leapt into the sky, and that was it. But I couldn’t shake the way he made me feel. Maybe it was his smile, or the wink he gave me when he took off, maybe it was the way his body moved under his suit, but I knew I wanted more of him. The next week I went back at the same time, and he was waiting for me. I was amazed. I didn’t think he was interested, but there he was. The week after, we met again, and things just took their natural course.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. “That sounds nice. When did he discover who you were?” 
 
    “I told him everything about a week after we started dating. He took it really well. I think he liked the fact I was with the Sindicate, and Lynchpin’s daughter. Maybe he wanted to save me. I wouldn’t have stopped him.” 
 
    I nodded. Then something occurred to me. “Who else knew you were dating?” 
 
    She thought about it, and shook her head. “Nobody. If he told anyone, he would’ve let me know.” 
 
    “And you? Did you tell anyone?” 
 
    “Not a soul. I didn’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “When’s the last time you two saw one another?” 
 
    “Five, no six days ago. He came over to my place and spent the night. We were making plans for a trip.” 
 
    I leaned towards her. “One last question, did he mention anybody threatening him? Maybe a new villain?” 
 
    Lynx chewed it over for a spell. “You know, he did mentioned something about a threat, but he didn’t seem to take it that seriously. He’s always in danger, but…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t remember his exact words, but I got the impression he didn’t take it seriously because it was from someone he knew. Does that help?” 
 
    I reached into my pocket, and felt the letters there. “Yes it does, thank you, Lynx. You’ve been very helpful.” I stood up to leave. “I may have to contact you again.” 
 
    Lynx stood up with me. “Don’t hesitate to do so, and here, take this.” She handed me her card. 
 
    I shoved it in my pocket. 
 
    “And this.” She leaned in close enough for me to smell the jasmine in her perfume, and kissed me on the cheek. Her aim could’ve been better. The corners of our lips touched. “Find out who did this, but be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Lynx grabbed my arm. “Don’t take that lightly. You’re in a lot of danger. Whoever you’re hunting has to be incredibly powerful, and ruthless. So like I said, if you need my help you reach out. Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    I hadn’t meant to say that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    I got my coat and hat, and made for the door. Hate was there to open it for me. “Take care of yourself, Mr. Curse.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid. But I’ve always been more than I could handle.” 
 
    When I got to the street I took a deep breath and rubbed my neck. Looking back at the false front I stifled a laugh. Henchmen’s may’ve changed a lot since my last visit, but it was still the kind of joint where the night could go sideways on you. 
 
    As I walked back to my car I knew the next logical step was talking to Lynchpin. I don’t care what Lynx said, if her dad knew about their relationship, then he’d have strong emotions regarding Pinnacle throwing the awfully high and mighty hard one to his kid. I couldn’t wait to ask him, but Lynchpin wasn’t a man you’d describe as easily accessible. I felt the card in my pocket and realized I could’ve asked Lynx for an introduction, but it was too late now, I wasn’t walking back in there to look like a stooge, so I’d do it myself. Considering I was on the man’s payroll how hard could it be? 
 
    I slipped my keys into Jane’s door and opened it. 
 
    And a voice came from behind. “Dane, old buddy.” 
 
    I spun around. A guy my size in a brown suit was about to invade my space. I threw a punch at his jaw. 
 
    But he caught it mid-swing and tossed a hard elbow to my chest that pinned me to my ride. “Relax pal,” he said, “that’s no way to behave.” 
 
    With his face now inches away, I easily recognized him. He was midlevel, hired muscle with nothing exceptional save the two rows of shiny gold teeth in his mouth, and the fact he had double my strength. He was Sindicate, too, and I remembered what Lynx told me.  
 
    I said, “Sorry, Bruizer. I didn’t see it was you. You can let me up now.” 
 
    “In a second,” Bruizer said, “I just want to make sure we’re going to be friendly.” 
 
    “We’re friends all of a sudden? Great. Well then ease up, pal. I got to go.” 
 
    I tried to stand up straight, but he didn’t give an inch. “What’s the rush?” 
 
    “Your mom goes to sleep in an hour, and I don’t want to miss out on her nightly special.” The wisecrack felt good, but his fist in my gut? Less so. 
 
    “Don’t be rude,” Bruizer said, and set me upright. 
 
    “Yeah, you shouldn’t be rude.” From my flank, a second guy came walking up. He was shorter than his partner by a foot, had a pointy nose and large ears, and tried to hide it all under a coat and hat that were too big for him. He wasn’t strong, but that didn’t matter because he could hurl bolts of electricity from his hands that could kill a hardy rhino. 
 
    I said, “Oh, hey Madcap. Good to see you. Nice suit, is it your dad’s?” 
 
    “Very funny, Dane.” Madcap nodded, and Bruizer lit another into my chin.  
 
    “That looked like it hurt.” Madcap cocked his head to one side. “Did he hurt you, Dane?” 
 
    “Just my feelings.” I turned my head and spit out some blood. It’s a good thing I’m invulnerable, otherwise my jaw would’ve been oatmeal. “What do you want?” 
 
    Madcap put his palms on my chest, and sent a couple thousand volts of painful tension through every muscle I had. “We were sent to take you in.” 
 
    Bruizer nodded. “Someone wants a word.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” I spat again, this time to clear the taste of metal from my mouth. “You’ll get no more lip out of me, I’ll come quiet.” 
 
    Bruizer let up. Just a touch.  
 
    I stayed relaxed, and smiled at him.  
 
    He looked at Madcap, then pulled back completely.  
 
    I straightened up. And threw my forehead through the bridge of his nose. Now it’s true Bruizer’s strong as hell, but he’s a real tomato can in a brawl, and when our heads touched, his face split open and out poured a pint of red stuff. In this biz there’s nothing wrong with being powerful, but it’s not much without a high degree of invulnerability. 
 
    While Bruizer fell to the ground, Madcap tossed a blue bolt of electricity at me.  
 
    I weaved to the side, dodging the blow, then swung a right hook.  
 
    Madcap ducked, and I hit nothing but air. Then he lunged at me with both hands.  
 
    I rolled left, parrying his arms and knocking him down.  
 
    Madcap landed on all fours, and I threw a kick at his ribs. He rolled clear at the last second. Coming up quick he shuffled back, trying to get some distance. 
 
    It was a sound tactic. My reach is only so long as my arm, but Madcap could hurl jolts from miles away. So I charged forward.  
 
    He panicked, and went for a wild kick to my gut.  
 
    I ducked down. And catching his foot with my left hand, I delivered a quick uppercut between his legs with my right.  
 
    Madcap dropped to the street. He lay on his back, sucking wind and gagging.  
 
    While he did that, I grabbed Bruizer by the neck and shoved him against my car. “Who sent you, tough guy?” I didn’t wait for a response. Instead I drove a fist into his gut hard enough to dent my door. “Come on, speak up, you’re eating into my time with your ma, and she gets cranky if I don’t see her once a week.” 
 
    “Then she’ll be disappointed.” 
 
    I spun around.  
 
    A third goon was coming towards me.  
 
    I dropped Bruizer, and took two big steps back. “Damn it. Hey Bonesaw.” 
 
    Bonesaw wore a short Mohawk and a tailored suit, and underneath both was a body full of nearly unbreakable bones that protruded through his skin here and there like thick, sharp thorns. Each one was a dangerous weapon, but the worst by far were the ones on his fists. They jutted out like knuckledusters, were extra sharp, and had tiny jet thrusters grafted to them that ignited when he punched, making his fists move so fast they were just a hair slower than sound. 
 
    “Right the first time.” Bonesaw threw a hook that cut a yellow line through the darkness. 
 
    I dodged as best I could, but it connected solid. Pain exploded in my head as I flew over Jane and into the building beyond. As I slid to the ground a few bricks came with me. 
 
    Bonesaw said, “And like the man said, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    I stood up, and wobbled. “What man do you mean?” 
 
    He came walking around Jane, no doubt to give me a second helping.  
 
    I waited a few steps until he stopped being blurry, then pulled out Rico. Aiming dead center, I let loose with some explosive tips. Three of the slugs hit home.  
 
    Bonesaw flopped to the pavement with a satisfying grunt.  
 
    Then I blasted each of his knees. Twice. And holstering my rod, I grabbed the nearest truck, and brought it down on him like a hammer. “Don’t get up,” I said. 
 
    “You bastard!” 
 
    I turned around.  
 
    Madcap was staggering my way. One hand was full of his bruised manhood, the other was pointed at me, crackling with energy. He threw a fresh bolt at my chest.  
 
    I dropped to one knee.  
 
    And it sailed overhead, so close I could feel it in my fillings.  
 
    Pulling Rico again, I put two slugs in Madcap’s thigh.  
 
    Blood sprayed from the holes. He fell to the ground screaming. 
 
    I walked over to him. “Who sent you, milk boy?” 
 
    Madcap looked up at me. “Get bent, jerk.” 
 
    “Wrong answer.” I put a pill in his shoulder. It painted the concrete beneath him red. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” Madcap spat. 
 
    “Last chance.” I aimed my piece at his gut. “Who sent you?” 
 
    Two arms grabbed me from behind and squeezed hard.  
 
    I dropped Rico, and looked over my shoulder. “Get your paws off me, Bruizer.” 
 
    He hoisted me off the ground. “Now we’ll see what’s what.” 
 
    I drove the back of my head into his already busted nose.  
 
    He let go, and used both hands to stop the fresh flow of face juice.  
 
    I stomped my heel down on his foot. It sounded like walnuts cracking.  
 
    Bruizer stumbled back and fell. He wouldn’t be getting up. 
 
    Then the truck I tossed on Bonesaw lifted off the pavement, and fell to the side.  
 
    I knelt down, and grabbed Rico.  
 
    But the Mohawked thug was already on his feet. He lunged, and kicked the pistol out of my hand. Then he snatched my collar, and pushed me against the wall. 
 
    “Big mistake not going easy.” Bonesaw hit my chin hard enough to make me forget eighth grade. “Now I’m going to ring your bell like it’s midnight.” 
 
    But I didn’t stay awake past four. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    I came to like an old television set, slow and fuzzy. The last thing I remembered was getting my clock cleaned by a trio of heavies, but that was outside Henchmen’s, and now I was indoors, lying on something soft. I sat up, and looked around. 
 
    I was on a tan leather couch, inside an office. The place smelled like orchids, and was so big it would’ve had an echo if someone hadn’t filled it with expensive books in carved cases, and rugs a Persian Shah would be proud of. On my right, filled with incandescent creatures, was a fish tank long enough for Olympic time trials, while to the left was a wall of floor-to-ceiling glass windows, with nothing on the other side but night sky.  
 
    At the far end of the room a man sat behind a desk, talking on the phone. The lights glowing from the city below were just bright enough to let me see my host. “Lynchpin,” I said. 
 
    Just the man I was looking for. 
 
    “Mr. Curse, you’re awake? I’ll be with you in a moment.” After a few pleasantries he hung up the phone, got out of his chair, and covered the distance between us with long confident strides, more gliding than walking. “I’m glad to see you’re ok. Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “The Mountains.” 
 
    “That’s correct, though more precisely you’re in my office atop Ultar Tower. And please forgive the manner in which you were treated, Bonesaw takes pride in thorough work done well.” Lynchpin slid onto the couch opposite me, and crossed his legs the way wealthy people do. I’d never seen him this close before. He was taller than I thought, with slender limbs, and the same black hair and blue eyes as Lynx. He was wearing brown slacks and a thick, beige sweater over top of what looked like a permanent tan. He reminded me of a college athlete who couldn’t hack it in the pros, so made good in the banking world instead. 
 
    “He should’ve told me who he worked for.” 
 
    “A willingness to identify me isn’t a skill set I value in subordinates. How’s your head?” 
 
    I rubbed my melon. “I still have one?” 
 
    “I believe so.” 
 
    “That’s good. It’s throbbing.” 
 
    “Would you like some ice?” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll take it in a glass, floating in whiskey.” 
 
    He laughed. “A good idea. I think I’ll join you.” Two tumblers on the bar filled themselves with ice, lifted up, and sailed through the air towards us. Most objects manipulated by telekinesis dance and sway like they’re held by invisible strings, but those two glasses cut the space between us with purpose. One came to rest in my hand, while the other landed in my host’s. Then the stoppers lifted from a pair of bottles, and twin streams of liquid snaked up and out, crossed the room, and filled our glasses separately without losing a drop. 
 
    I sat gaping, and stared into my glass. “I’ve never seen a telekinetic do that. Ever.” 
 
    “What, move liquid? It’s especially difficult, but like mastering any skill it merely requires time, effort, and concentration. I hope you don’t have a problem working through that much. I know that some prefer drinking Octane as it provides a faster drunk, but I find the taste vulgar. One of the few negative aspects of being gifted as I am is that alcohol isn’t very potent.” 
 
    I took a snootful of the whiskey. “I have the same problem.” 
 
    “I suppose that means we’ll just have to drink more of it.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I lifted my glass. “Cheers.” 
 
    “Cheers.” Lynchpin took a sip. “Mmm, that’s nice.” 
 
    “What’s yours?” 
 
    “Sabra. It’s from Israel.” 
 
    “Didn’t know. Israelis made liquor.” I rubbed the back of my head. Suddenly the room was blurry. 
 
    “We make a lot things.” 
 
    “You Israeli?” 
 
    “Yes. I left after completing my military service. Are you sure you’re ok, Dane?” Without waiting for an answer, he leaned forward and looked into my eyes. “I believe you may have a mild concussion.” 
 
    “Really? I can’t imagine why.” 
 
    “Well, before we proceed let’s take care of that.” He pressed a button on the comms unit that sat on the table between us. “Skip, come in here please.” 
 
    A clean cut kid no older than twenty-two appeared from the side door looking like he stepped out of a sailboat catalogue. “This is Skip, my PA. He’ll help you. Skip, Mr. Curse here has a concussion, if you will?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Skip moved behind me, and put his hands on either side of my head. His left paw was fine, but his right one was missing half a pinky. “Don’t worry. This won’t hurt at all.” 
 
    My head started to tingle. Then the lights got brighter, and the throbbing in my chin stopped. Even that lump Hoarfrost put on the back of my noggin was gone. I said, “Thanks, Skip. I think that did the trick.” 
 
    “My pleasure. Is there anything else you require, sir?” 
 
    “That will be all,” Lynchpin said, “thank you.” 
 
    Skip left, and I turned to Lynchpin. “Not that I’m unimpressed, but what kind of healer can’t fix his own finger?” 
 
    “Skip’s no healer, but presuming so is not an uncommon mistake. His real talent is far more elegant, and rare. He accelerates objects through time.” 
 
    “Really, that’s possible?” 
 
    “Relatively speaking. I found him working in the agricultural sector for some farmers who used his power to speed their crop’s production, and proposed a better offer. They were loathe to part with the lad, but even though I’ve moved the Sindicate in more legitimate directions, our recruitment techniques can still be quite aggressive.” 
 
    “Wait,” I said. “I healed myself then?” 
 
    “Yes, in a way.” 
 
    “Huh. That’s a pretty neat trick, moving something through time,” I said. Then something occurred to me. “So my head is older than my body now?” 
 
    Lynchpin looked amused. “Yes, very good, Mr. Curse. Your head, and all it contains, is older than the rest of the cells beneath it, but only by a few hours.” 
 
    “And that’s ok?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    I took another sip. “I find your concern overwhelming.” 
 
    He waved my fears away. “Courage. It’ll be fine. So Dane, now that you’re feeling one hundred percent, let’s get to the point of this meeting. How is my investigation progressing?” 
 
    There are times when you share all the information with your client.  
 
    This didn’t feel like one of them.  
 
    “The investigation?” I said. “It’s been almost a full day and I don’t think I’ve got much done.” 
 
    Lynchpin nodded. “Be more specific.” 
 
    “Ok. I ran down some leads, but nothing’s gotten me any closer to finding out what happened.” 
 
    “Do you have any theories I should hear?” 
 
    “No. Right now all I have are hypotheses.” 
 
    He leaned in, and passed his hand over the table like he was displaying it. “Well then, lay them on me.” 
 
    I fiddled with my drink, watching the ice cubes fight it out in the crystal. “I don’t like speaking until I know for certain.” 
 
    Lynchpin put a finger to his lips as he stared at me. “Dane, follow me.” He stood up, and led me to the window. “What do you see?” 
 
    I looked out and saw lights sparkling far below. Bittenbach Bay was black and calm, and the ocean beyond took up most of the horizon. This high up, even the green peaks to the south were visible. I said, “Gold Coast City.” 
 
    “Anything in particular?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “We’re in the Mountains. After Top Tower they’re the five most heavily-fortified, well-built, and tallest skyscrapers in the city.” 
 
    I didn’t say, but I’ve been in love with the Mountains since they were built. Each of the five towers took up an entire city block, and were connected to one another by tunnels above and below ground. They were covered with a white, translucent honeycombing that gave them a beautiful, futuristic feel, and if the rumors were true, also served to reinforce them against attack. “I can see that.” 
 
    “Good.” Lynchpin pointed north. “Can you see over there? That’s where Professor Varius flies his fortress. Right there is the blogger Fangirl’s home, which doubles as her retail store. While there, there, and there are three of the apartments you visited today. Do you understand?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I’ll put it another way. I see everything that happens in this city. I know what you did today, and whom you saw. What I don’t know is what your detective’s mind is thinking. I have many talents, but admittedly the importance of certain minutia, and how they piece together, can sometimes escape me. It is in this area, specifically, that I wish enlightenment.” He took a step into my personal space, and looked me in the eye. “So the time has come, inspector. Illuminate me.” 
 
    I looked out the window, and all the way down to the street below. It was one hell of a drop. It was then that I decided to give an accurate report. From Varius straight through to the beating, I told him everything. Or almost everything. There was no reason to bring the Waller family into this, so I kept Pinnacle’s identity, along with the letters I pocketed in his secret room to myself, giving Fangirl the credit for the discovery of his and Lynx’s relationship. 
 
    Lynchpin said, “Very good, that’s much better. So what’s your next move?” 
 
    “Well,” I said, and sat back down on the couch. “I’d like to ask you a few questions.” 
 
    “Really?” He sat across from me. “I’m not a suspect, am I?” 
 
    I leveled my gaze at Lynchpin and said, “Everyone’s a suspect.” In my head. Out loud I told him, “Of course not.” 
 
    “Well then, ask away.” 
 
    “When I mentioned your daughter and Pinnacle you didn’t react. How long have you known they were an item?” 
 
    “From the beginning. My men told me.” 
 
    “They did? Knuckles and Smiley?” 
 
    “Yes, those two are extremely loyal. I was notified the moment Pinnacle made contact on top of Coradoba Tower. Initially I suspected it was Team Supreme attempting to infiltrate us, so I kept close tabs. But that was before I realized the relationship was of a sincere, romantic nature.” 
 
    “And it didn’t bother you?” 
 
    “No, why ever would it?” 
 
    I said, “Because in high school Pinnacle was voted most likely to put you in jail, and now he’s dating your daughter.” 
 
    That got another laugh. “Dane, do you have any children?” 
 
    The question was complex, but it had a simple answer. “No.” 
 
    “Really, not one? I have seven in all.” 
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Don’t congratulate me. Anyone with working genitals can spawn life. And besides…” He shook his head. “They’re not all worthy of celebration. You remember Spitfire?” 
 
    I stifled a shiver. “Not many can forget him. He was one wild black cape.” 
 
    “Yes, though a more accurate term would be mass murderer. He was a terrible influence on my family, and our organization. The SPECs would have put him in Impenetron for life. I’m glad I got to him first.” 
 
    My face dropped. “So that story’s true?” Hard to believe a father could ice his own kid. 
 
    “Those stories always are,” Lynchpin said, “but I have others. Keystone and Conspire show promise, but Lynx is the clear alpha. She’s like me, intelligent, driven, and almost as powerful. Which reminds me, how’s your neck?” 
 
    I rubbed the spot she used to nearly squeeze the life out of me. “It’s alright.” 
 
    “May I ask, when she lifted you, did she use her hands?” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re small but very determined. Why?” 
 
    Lynchpin nodded. “It’s nothing. Some telekinetics prefer to get physical when they use their powers. The contact functions as a sort of crutch.” He looked through me, and stayed quiet for a few moments before saying, “But no matter, she has potential. She may even be ready for leadership of the board. Someday.” 
 
    “You don’t think her being with Pinnacle might change that?” I asked. 
 
    “No, if anything it’s made it better.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Since this new relationship began, she’s been far more focused, mature. Her love for him has been a positive influence, and it’s shown in everything from her attitude to her work.” 
 
    “You have to forgive me, but don’t you think that he could’ve talked her out of the life? Or worse, into donning…” I added air quotes. “The white cape.” 
 
    “That would never happen.” 
 
    I believed his sincerity, but there was still one thing I bet he didn’t think through. “What if they had children?” 
 
    “If I discovered she was pregnant right now I’d be very pleased. Imagine his powers in a grandchild who would one day lead the Sindicate.” He let out a sigh that could’ve filled a zeppelin. 
 
    “But Lynx said you didn’t know about them.” 
 
    “I would’ve been delighted to give the union my blessing, but she’s still young and can sometimes be… spiteful. Thus, I believed it prudent to give the relationship room to grow.” 
 
    “And why not tell her about his death?” 
 
    “I wanted to put off her pain as long as possible. Foolish. And shortsighted. But I love my daughter, I’d rather have her spared the sadness, even if it was only temporary.” 
 
    I nodded. It all made sense. Just not the type I was expecting. I was chewing it over when we were interrupted by someone coming in through the side door. He had a pointy nose that made him look like a rat. “Sir, there’s a call about the expansion, I was- oh, I wasn’t aware you had a meeting.” 
 
    “That’s ok, Robert, what is it?” 
 
    “The Japanese liaison is waiting on the comm. What should I tell him?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Dane. I must take this.” 
 
    Lynchpin left me alone, and I walked to the window to gaze out across the city. I could’ve stood there for days, but he returned in less time than that. “Sorry, Dane, I’m afraid I must end our discussion. Let me show you out.” He led me to the office’s front door. “You’re off to a good start, but I want you to move faster. Uncertainty can be very damaging to organizations like mine, especially now. I want this affair settled before-” 
 
    “I know,” I said, “before war breaks out in Gold Coast.” 
 
    “Gold Coast?” Lynchpin stopped, and turned to me. “You think this is a Gold Coast problem?” 
 
    “Well, yeah.” 
 
    “Oh no, this is much larger. When Pinnacle’s body is discovered, every major city in the world will be under siege by white capes. This war you so casually mention, it may start here, but it won’t be contained.” 
 
    That was something I hadn’t considered. Black and white capes, fighting each other across the planet. “It’ll be genocide.” 
 
    Lynchpin put a hand on my shoulder. “Not as bad as all that. Massacre would be a better term. The Sindicate will fare better than most, but the other black cape families of the world, they may try to give as good as they get, but in the end…” 
 
    I stood there thinking about how many capes would die. How many regs? A hundred thousand? A million? Ten million? No wonder the bonus was so big. 
 
    “We’ll finish this tomorrow. You’ll come by my home at eight pm to make your next report. I’m having a party, and believe that some in attendance know more about this business than they’ve so far admitted. I’d like you to see what you can see.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I opened the door and headed to the elevator. 
 
    “And Dane, I don’t know how you plan to question Director Humphries about his letter, or how you’ll discover who wrote that death threat, but I expect both to be done when next we meet.” 
 
    I reached into my pocket. The papers were still there. I opened my mouth to object, but Lynchpin had already closed the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Since I was forced to leave Jane outside of Henchmen’s, Lynchpin was good enough to send me home in one of his cars, along with the promise that she’d be delivered the next day, after the damage his men did was undone. When I got back, I called Widow to see if I had any messages. 
 
    “None,” she said. “Now where have you been?” 
 
    “I was having a drink with Lynchpin,” I said. 
 
    “Ha ha. Seriously, where were you?” 
 
    “With Lynchpin. We talked family, business… Nice guy. Taller than you think.” 
 
    “Fine. Don’t tell me. But if you carried a cell phone it would save my fingernails a lot of biting.” 
 
    “Got a comms in the car and a phone in the house. That’s enough.” 
 
    Widow took a couple of deep breaths. “Dane, is everything ok?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. Just a feeling. You usually tell me everything, but now I’m cooling my heels in the shade, and I know you got your reasons, but if you were inclined to act the gentleman and alleviate said concern, all you’d have to say is ‘Sure Widow, I’m in it, but it’s not over my head.’ That would be enough. Say that and I’ll believe you.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said. “I’m in it, but it’s not over my head.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. Now go eat something.” She hung up the phone. 
 
    That was good advice, so I went to the kitchen, fried up a steak with some eggs, and washed it all down with a couple of beers. It was a big meal, but it wasn’t the reason I was feeling so heavy. One full day down and I was still closer to disaster than an answer. 
 
    It wasn’t a comfortable thought to sleep on. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The next morning I was up before the sun, and the first thing I did was put on a pot of coffee. Then I shaved, showered, and threw on a black suit so fast I was ready before it was done brewing. And since one of the benefits of being invulnerable is that your mouth doesn’t scald so easy, I pounded every drop of java before it cooled a single degree, and ran out the door. 
 
    I found Jane waiting for me right outside my stoop, and as promised Lynchpin’s boys had given her a wash, a wax, and buffed out the dent I made with Bruizer’s body. I hopped in and took my jacket off, careful not to crease it, then placed it on the passenger’s seat. I was about to put the key into the ignition, but stopped.  
 
    It occurred to me that Lynchpin knew a lot about my movements yesterday, and since I didn’t see a tail, it meant he had to be using technology. I pulled my hand scanner out and set it to look for any waves emanating from Jane, and sure enough there were three bugs letting out a silent scream. One was in the glove box, another under my seat, and the last sat behind the back bumper.  
 
    I plucked each one off, and tossed them in a nearby trashcan, then got back in and hit the ignition. Jane started purring like a lion cub with a belly full of zebra, sounding more excited than I was to go kidnap Marc Humphries, the head of the SPECs. That was probably because if we got caught she wouldn’t be the one spending the next decade eating powdered eggs and showering in groups. 
 
    The director lived in the Foothills, a nice area on the south side of town with sprawling, perfectly coifed lawns, and high stone fences. It’s quiet, and very beautiful, but the best part? There’s only one road that connects it to the city proper, and I was parked right on it, waiting for the black sedan with SPEC plates that picks Humphries up every morning. My plan was to take its place, snatch the director, and ask him some questions. 
 
    Stopping the car was simple enough. I just stepped out in front of it, and threw my shoulder into the grill. Its front crumpled around my body. The impact shoved me back a few feet. And when we came to a stop I was standing where its engine used to be. Quick as I could, I pushed the car behind some high bushes on the side of the road, and checked on the driver. He was unconscious, but alive, thanks to the air bags, so I tossed him in the trunk sans hat, shades, and wallet, then poked a few breathing holes through the metal to keep him fresh. 
 
    I slipped on my black jacket, along with the driver’s accessories, and caught my reflection in the window. Staring back was the spitting image of a chauffeur. I hopped into Jane, flipped a few switches on the dash, and her exterior shifted around until she looked so much like the black sedan I just pulverized that even the factory couldn’t tell them apart. She even had the same plates. 
 
    Then I headed to Humphries’ house. 
 
    The guard outside waved me through the gate without a second look. I pulled up to the entrance, hopped out, and took my place next to the rear door, ramrod straight.  
 
    Almost immediately a voice called out, “Director Humphries, your car has arrived.”  
 
    I looked up to see a young man motioning toward me, and I put on a big grin. 
 
    “I can see that, Jonstone.” Marc Humphries came out of his house at full speed. He was wearing a black suit with a pair of perfectly polished shoes, and his white hair was high and tight. On the news he always looked like an owl, but the way he took those stairs was more akin to a hawk. “You’re late,” he said as he leapt into the car. 
 
    Young Jonstone, trailing a step behind, handed me a briefcase without a word before returning to the house. I closed the rear door, and brought it up front with me. 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Humphries said. 
 
    “Right away, sir.” I pulled onto the main road, and made my way back to the city. After a few minutes, I stole a quick glance at the old man through the rearview mirror.  
 
    He was looking out the window, nibbling at his thumb. The facial expressions I saw made it seem like he was running a vigorous game of chess in his head. After a few seconds he noticed my staring. Then he passed his gaze around the car before returning it to me. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Bob, sir.” 
 
    “Bob who?” 
 
    “Kane.” 
 
    “Bob Kane?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Where’s Filo?” 
 
    “Filo, sir?” I slipped the driver’s wallet out, and gave the ID a downward glance. The name on it was Jeff Long. “Who’s that?” 
 
    The old man said, “My regular driver.” 
 
    “Don’t know a Filo. Central mentioned that Jeff was sick with the flu, and that I was to fill in. Though if you like, I can contact them regarding Filo.” 
 
    “The flu?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I hear it’s spreading through the schools.” 
 
    “How come nobody told me?” 
 
    “About the flu?” I asked. 
 
    “No, about you.” 
 
    “What about me, sir?” 
 
    “Jesus,” he said. “About you taking over for Jeff.” 
 
    “I don’t ask questions, sir. I do what I’m told.” I kept looking at the old man. The distrust on his face was closer than it appeared. 
 
    Humphries pulled out his phone, and started to dial. “Good.” 
 
    No, not good, bad, very bad. 
 
    There was no way I was letting him check on my story. We’d be neck deep in silver clad lawmen before cresting the next hill. So I pulled to the side of the road, near a particularly treacherous drop, and jammed on the brakes. 
 
    He stopped dialing and looked up. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    I put my arm over the seat, and turned around with Rico in hand. “Drop it.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re someone who doesn’t ruffle easy. Now, do you know what this is?” I motioned toward my piece. “It’s the thing that’s going to punch a hole through your chest if you don’t drop the phone.” 
 
    He did what I asked, but slower than I wanted. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Now I need to ask you a few questions. Answer them and everything will be fine, then I’ll drive you to work as requested. Otherwise…” 
 
    “Otherwise what?” 
 
    “Otherwise I’ll make you answer. Now I don’t want to do that, but I’m the kind of guy who does a lot of things he doesn’t want to do. And since time is a factor, let’s get started. Where’s Pinnacle?” 
 
    Humphries sat there glaring at me. I had to remember that this was the head of a paramilitary force of men who, despite having no special abilities themselves, dealt directly with the most dangerous powered criminals in the world. No surprise he was a tough nut. 
 
    “You having tongue trouble?” I said. “Where’s our boy? What’s happened to Big Red?” 
 
    A smirk joined his glare. “You have no idea how much trouble you’re in. You must be the dumbest black cape this side of the Pacific. When my team hears about this, there won’t be a place you can hide.” 
 
    “Hey, if you’re going to beat your gums, then why not answer the question?” 
 
    “You want an answer?” He crossed his arms. “Go to hell.” 
 
    “I need to know where Pinnacle is,” I said. 
 
    He looked out the window. “Go to hell.” 
 
    “You think I’m messing around here? Where. Is. Pinnacle?” 
 
    He turned back to me. “Go. To. Hell.” 
 
    I didn’t have time for this. I couldn’t say for certain, but Humphries seemed the type to keep a schedule so rigid that alarm bells would ring if he was more than five minutes late. And like I said, there’s only one road into town. 
 
    “Always the hard way.” I reached back, grabbed his collar, and dragged him over the seat like a gym bag. Then I stepped out, shot a quick glance both ways to make sure there were no cars coming, and crossed the street, with the director in tow. I holstered Rico, and with one hand, dangled Humphries over the edge. Beneath his feet was a hundred-foot drop, with nothing but jagged rocks between the ocean and us. 
 
    He glanced down, then let out a long whistle. “Good choice, son.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “Now start yapping before my arm gives.” 
 
    The wind was kicking up, so he had to yell. “I won’t tell you squat, you’ll have to drop me.” 
 
    “I will, pops. I don’t got all day.” 
 
    He looked down, and took a deep breath. Then he turned back to me, and the bastard actually put his hands in his pockets. “Then let go and be done with it.” 
 
    I dropped my weight, lowered him slightly, and threw Humphries into the air. He got ten feet of lift, which was high enough for the wind to push him an inch or two out to sea. I had to lean out to catch him, barely getting my hand around his collar, and ripping his shirt in the process. 
 
    He yelped, and again I asked, “Where’s Pinnacle?” 
 
    He was finally talking, and faster than before. “Who are you, why do you care?” 
 
    “I ask, you answer. Where’s Big Red?” 
 
    There was anger in his eyes. “He’s away on a mission.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “He told us he’d be back in a few days.” 
 
    “Stop lying.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    I didn’t like what I was hearing, so I tossed him a second time. 
 
    When I caught him, the fabric ripped more and a few buttons popped off his collar. “Last chance, where is he?” 
 
    Humphries was talking even faster now. Sweat formed on his brow and upper lip. “Alrightalrightalright, I don’t know. We were supposed to meet a few days ago but he never showed.” 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    The threads holding his jacket seams began to pop. Humphries locked on to my arm. “That’s it, that’s all, I haven’t seen him since last week.” 
 
    “Bull,” I said, “you know something piggy, now squeal.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything more, I swear.” 
 
    It was only a matter of seconds before some motorist stumbled on us, so I put some bite in my voice to go along with the bark. “I don’t believe you. You’ve been lying. He’s missing. Now we both know that nobody’s strong enough to hurt him, and nullifiers don’t work, so the only thing that could’ve happened is one of your chumps collared him.” 
 
    “What?” Humphries eyes were the size of saucers. “We’re close friends, who told you that?” 
 
    I pulled out the letter I found at Waller’s, and shoved it in his face. “This told me. You want to become a federal department. Not a bad position, huh? Having a SPEC force in every city throughout the country would make you a powerful man. Richer, too. But Pinnacle wasn’t onboard, and without his support you had no chance. I guess he didn’t see the value in giving you control of your own private army, fully sanctioned by Washington. So you asked him nice, and you asked him hard, but no matter which way you asked the answer was no. 
 
    “So you scheduled a sit down, and when his back was turned you tossed a collar on him. It was just as a lesson, right? You didn’t mean to hurt him. You just wanted to show him who really runs Gold Coast. Only maybe Pinnacle didn’t like the feel of metal on his neck. Did he fight back? Was it an accident? What happened, tell me!” 
 
    I tossed the old man as I high as I dared. It took a good couple of seconds for him to come down, and again I caught him by his shirt. But this time he barely slowed down. 
 
    This time all I had was a handful of cotton. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Director Humphries screamed as he fell backwards down the mountain towards the rocky shore below. “Bastard!” 
 
    And I dove right after him. 
 
    With your arms out, and flapping against the wind like Humphries’ were, a human body will fall at about 120 miles per hour. But pull them back at your sides like me, and you can hit 200.  
 
    I prayed it would be fast enough. 
 
    Humphries twisted through the air as I followed him down. The wind roared in my ears. I strained to keep my eyes open. A jagged chunk of rock flew past, missing him by inches. It struck my shoulder. The stone exploded as I burst through. The impact slowed me, and my target pulled further away. The ocean’s mist was already wet on my face. I only had a few seconds left. 
 
    I pulled in tighter, trying to get as streamlined as possible. Humphries twisted in the air, his coat flapping behind him. I reached out with one hand. The cloth from his jacket grazed my fingers. I clamped down with everything I had. 
 
    Too late.  
 
    My hand was empty.  
 
    The ocean salt was now stinging my eyes. I stretched as far as I could. And I got a finger around his jacket. I grabbed, and pulled him to me. Slinging one arm under his shoulder, I thrust the other into the cliff, and my fingers dug into the oncoming rock like a plow through warm soil.  
 
    We were still moving too fast though.  
 
    So I pushed in deeper. My hand caught like an anchor, and we swung down into the rock face. I cradled Humphries as we hit, protecting him with my body. 
 
    And together we slid down the mountain, feet first, with a small army of pebbles in our wake. Quick at first. But soon, we began to slow. And finally, thankfully, we came to a stop.  
 
    I looked down.  
 
    We were less than ten feet from the water, and a forest of sharp rocks that made a croc’s mouth look like soft serve. 
 
    The director’s heart hammered through his suit.  
 
    It was almost as fast as mine.  
 
    Grabbing his shirt, I spun him around so we were face-to-face. “Please don’t drop me… I didn’t do anything, I swear.” He was taking deep gulps of air. “It’s true … I was angry that Pinnacle wasn’t helping with the expansion, but I didn’t hurt him. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t! I’m just as upset about his disappearance as you.” 
 
    “Then why have you been telling everyone that he’s on some covert assignment?” 
 
    “It was all Glory’s idea.” 
 
    “Glory? You mean Glory Anna?” 
 
    “Yes… But it was smart. I agreed.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If people think Pinnacle vanished they’d panic. Overnight crime would double. It would be chaos. Neither I nor Team Supreme could stop it.” Humphries closed his eyes and swallowed. His breathing slowed. “However, if we told them he was sure to return soon, everyone would remain calm, and it would buy us the time we needed to find him.” 
 
    Damn. I believed that. “What about the collars, have any gone missing?” 
 
    “A collar?” He looked unsure about the question. “Why would anyone use a collar? Even if you doubled them up they wouldn’t work on Pinnacle. He’s too strong, it-” 
 
    I shook him and said, “Answer me, are any missing?” 
 
    “No, none. All requests for collars go through me. They’re all accounted for.” 
 
    I looked into his eyes. And damn it, I believed that too. 
 
    Time to scratch the SPECs off of my list. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s get moving.” I threw Humphries over my shoulder, and carried him up the cliff like a sack of potatoes. When we got to the top I tossed him in the back of the car, and headed towards town. I expected him to be a wreck for the rest of the ride, but less than a mile down the road he had straightened his hair, smoothed down his clothes, and looked calm. 
 
    He may have cracked, but I couldn’t help still thinking that he was one tough nut. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I dropped Humphries off about four blocks from his office. He opened the door, but stopped before he got out. “So where’s Jeff?” 
 
    “Nice to know you care,” I said. “He’s safe. Unconscious, but safe. I left him in his car back in the Foothills.” I turned around and looked at him. “And don’t go too hard on the kid. You’d be amazed at how sloppy people get when they haven’t done field work in a while.” 
 
    Without another word, the old man got out and slammed the door.  
 
    I pulled away looking through my rearview mirror.  
 
    Humphries was jabbering on his cell phone, no doubt reporting Jane’s appearance, plate number, and location to his men. It wouldn’t do him any good. I turned the corner, flipped a switch, and in two blocks my license plate had a fresh face, while the body of the car shifted back to standard Jalopy, only now she was fire engine red. Looking like that I could double back, drive right by the director, and his sharp eagle eyes wouldn’t give me a second glance. 
 
    I kissed my hand and slapped the dash. 
 
    I knew the next logical step would be to look into that death threat, but with no earthly way to identify the author I was out of luck. Lynchpin might be disappointed, but there was a much better place to get information, and I pointed Jane in that direction. 
 
    On my way there I got a call on the comms unit. 
 
    “Hello?” I said. 
 
    “What are you up to?” 
 
    “Widow. Is hello not in your vocabulary?” 
 
    “It is. But that’s two syllables I don’t have time for right now. Mrs. Freeman just called again. She’s worried about the Kapowitzer. Are you stopping by her place today?” 
 
    “Don’t see why I would.” I weaved through some commuters and gave them a taste of my horn. “I figure tomorrow at the soonest. And even that’s a long shot.” 
 
    “What’s going on? You’ve never turned down a client in need.” 
 
    “I told you, I can’t talk about it.” 
 
    I practically felt Widow’s sigh. “Well then, can you tell me where you’re going?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “To see about some ammo.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Nobody was better than Professor Varius when it came to energy and tech, but so far those areas had bore no fruit. I liked the Azures he showed me, but when I asked about other bullets he dismissed the idea out of hand. Some might mistake that for confidence, but I know a blind spot when I see one, so I decided to visit a guy who knew more about conventional weaponry. 
 
    Twiddle was sort of a Gold Coast legend, though tragedy might be a better term. Back when cybernetics were all the rage, he had his arms replaced with implants to increase their speed and strength, but the hacks that worked on him didn’t do either. Instead, the arms he got were barely as good as the ones he had before, only metal, except now they have a glitch that keeps them constantly moving which, if you were a sniper like Twiddle, can really harm your professional life. He’s tried having them switched out, but something about the connectors fused to the nerves so they can’t be replaced. Now all he does is run his shop, Gun Guys, but he’s still the best person when it comes to projectiles that got the most moxie. 
 
    When I walked in, he was sitting behind the counter. He wore light blue overalls, and both silver hands were resting on his growing stomach, thumbs moving over one another slow but steady. 
 
    “Twiddle,” I said.  
 
    “Dane, how are you?” He smiled wide and shook my hand with both of his. “Glad to see you’re still out and about. You need some ammo for the Thumper?” 
 
    “Nope, Rico’s gut is all filled up. Actually, I’m in the market for something new. Something with stopping power.” 
 
    “Looking for a little kick-a-poo, huh?” Twiddle pointed at Lois. “Have you tried that mammoth swinging on your chest?” 
 
    “She’s a bit out of date. I’m thinking about a projectile. You got anything like that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do,” he said, “but before we go on, why are you really asking?” 
 
    “Like I said, I want something new.” 
 
    “So you’re sticking with that?” Twiddle threw back his head and laughed. “As long as we’ve been friends, you and the word new have never met in the same sentence.” 
 
    “What, I can’t trade up?” 
 
    Twiddle shrugged. “Some buy to collect, others to impress, but guys like you mate for life. When you finally check in at Hotel Ayers it’ll be with a Kapowitzer in one fist and a Thumper in the other. But if I’m wrong I’ll be happy to take Lois off your hands. Give you a good price, too.” 
 
    “You’d buy my Kapowitzer? I would think an assassin wouldn’t want a pistol that leaves a signature.” 
 
    “Sniper is the preferred term. And since I’m not in that game anymore, I don’t care. I’ve always wanted one. Are you selling?” 
 
    I glanced around the store. “Maybe.” 
 
    Twiddle bent over the counter with fire in his eyes. “Don’t mess with me, would you really?” 
 
    “Never mind.” I waved him away. “It was a passing fancy.” 
 
    Twiddle resumed his easy lean. “That wasn’t a nice thing to do to a friend. So you’re here about a case then? That’s fine too. I guess. But before we proceed the standard rules apply.” 
 
    “Tell no one what I see.” 
 
    “Don’t take that lightly. What I’m going to show you today, it’s tippy top secret. Understand?” 
 
    “Have I ever spilled bean one?” I asked. 
 
    “You have not.” He gave me a lingering look. “Ok then, let’s take a walk to the Harmory.” 
 
    Twiddle hopped off his stool, and motioned for me to follow. We walked past the firing range, through the door in the back, down one long flight of stairs, and into a room that was the size of a warehouse. It was cold, and filled with piles of different sized crates, each one with a table in front of it displaying the weapon that represented its contents. 
 
    I’ve always been impressed with how much mayhem he stores, and Twiddle led me through it all, talking over his shoulder the whole time. “So you want to know which mules kick the hardest these days. For that, we’ll first visit nah.” 
 
    “Nah?” I asked. “You change your mind?” 
 
    “Funny,” Twiddle said. “No, N-A-H. New Army Hardware. This way.” 
 
    “New Army? Never heard of them.” 
 
    “It’s not really their name, just something I call them because I have to call them something. They’re an outfitter working in South America, and their wares are primo choice.” 
 
    “Any of them stronger than an Azure?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you, the Sindicate’s producing those, and I’m more than happy to carry them, but I’ve got a few that can outperform the blue beauties. Here’s one now.” Twiddle picked up a devious looking black rifle, and held it out. “This is the Barracuda. Two meters of rail gun that can put a hole in a rhino from nose to nuts, and I believe was responsible for that recent incident, the one that’s being kept hush-hush. I know you’ve heard about it.” 
 
    Every muscle in my body locked tight. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “That thing in Africa. The French lost a fighter jet over Somalia, but there was nobody up there with him, and no surface-to-air nothing. I’m willing to bet that one of these babies torqued him up nicely.” 
 
    “Oh, that.” I returned my attention to the gun. “And it’s more powerful than an Azure?” 
 
    “The bullet? No. But the way the rifle shoots it? Yeah.” 
 
    “And it doesn’t need Blue Blood to-” 
 
    “Trajectory, my friend. When we’re talking punching power, speed is king, while the acid is flaccid.” 
 
    “Check.” The Prof might not agree. “It’s pretty sweet, what else you got?” 
 
    “Pretty sweet, what else you got?” Twiddle shook his head. “Yeah, ok. So the next bachelorette…” He led us to some other stock a few feet away. “Is the TAY-80. It’s projectile-less. Only fires energy blasts, but they’re concentrated tight enough to burn through, well, almost anything. And by anything I mean metal, concrete, battleships, small moons… The capsules that provide the juice are a one and done deal, so ammo is in short supply, and I mean very short supply. Kind of a hassle for now.” Twiddle picked it up to give me a closer look.  
 
    It was a beautiful weapon, shoulder mounted and silver with rounded edges, and that heavy feel that belies quality craftsmanship, but there were no burn marks on Pinnacle’s body. “Pass. Intriguing, but not my style. Anything else?” 
 
    He shook his head “You know, you don’t impress easy. I’m showing you stuff that any US Marine would give a night with their mother for, and all I’m getting is yawns.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sorry, I guess I’m particular.” 
 
    Twiddle nodded, and stroked his chin. “I do have one more, and I got a feeling it’ll interest you, but…” 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “Ok, the thing is these last two, I don’t like the thought of you chatting to your Agent buddy about them, but this one, you can’t mention it to anyone. Only a handful of people in the world even know it exists.” 
 
    “Come on, we’ve gone this far.” 
 
    He smiled. “You know, I do want to talk to someone about it, the thing’s amazing.” He looked at the back wall. “Ok, come on, let’s throw caution to the wind.” 
 
    Twiddle led me to a small room in the back. The only thing inside was a plain wooden crate filled to the top with straw. He walked to it, reached in, and pulled out a bright red rifle. “I present to you, the Kaos.” It was very thin, and longer than any I’d seen before. Maybe it was the festive color, or maybe it was because the gun was so slim, but it didn’t look as impressive as the last two, yet he cradled it like a bundled baby. “This is the most powerful, most lethal hero killing machine I’ve ever seen. I don’t know what mad genius built it, but this thing’s got more power than you can safely hold in your hand.” 
 
    “Ok,” I said, “but before we go on, tell me, how does it stack up to the Sky Hammer?” 
 
    Twiddle’s face dropped. “Varius’s old canon? They’re not in the same category.” 
 
    “What’re you talking about? That thing knocked Pinnacle out of the sky.” 
 
    “Yeah, but he got back up, didn’t he? Listen, I’m not putting down the Prof, he was the best. The best. But that was back in the day, and that day’s not this day, understand? You could probably handle an energy cannon like the Hammer without dying. I’m sure it’d be months until you lost the sunburn, but the Kaos here slings slugs at a velocity that would break your skin easy. No muss or fuss, just a clean hole right through you.” He made an ‘O’ with his hand. 
 
    “It’s that good, huh?” 
 
    “Affirmative,” Twiddle said. “This thing could perforate Glory Anna, its bullets are faster than Doctor Velocity. I’m telling you, this gun could even put a hole in Pinnacle. Whenever he gets back.” 
 
    “What?” My jaw went slack. I stared at Twiddle, but all I could see was the rifle he held. I reached towards it. “How’s that possible?” 
 
    Twiddle pushed my hand away. “With these, MAGMAs.” He cleared the rifle’s chamber, and a red bullet flew out at me. 
 
    I snatched it from the air and studied its design. The MAGMA was unlike any other bullet I’d seen. It was very long and very thin, and had tiny stripes running from end-to-end. “How does it work?” I asked. 
 
    Twiddle smiled. “Brace yourself because it’s next level cool. So projectiles get blasted out of a barrel due to propellant, or the force exerted behind them. They travel around three thousand feet per second, give or take depending on the explosion and the bullet’s shape and size and weight.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said, remembering the Prof’s tutorial, “but increasing the speed would mean more explosives which would destroy the gun.” 
 
    Twiddle smiled. “May I continue?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    “Thanks. So the thing is, there’s muzzle velocity, the speed the bullet moves rights as it leaves the barrel, and there’s the speed after. Once the bullet’s out and free it starts to slow because of air pressure and gravity and what not. Oxygen has mass, even though we don’t feel it, but something moving so fast can’t help but experience it differently than we do.” 
 
    I nodded. “Like when you jump into a pool off the high dive instead of the edge.” 
 
    “Exactly. Well, all that slows the bullet, limiting its effective range resulting in the inevitable stop. Every projectile has that problem. Every one. Except-” 
 
    “Except these,” I said, looking at the MAGMAs with new eyes. 
 
    “Except these. MAGMAs. Multi-Accelerant Generating Momentum Ammunition. The only bullet that gains strength with distance. See those stripes? They’re explosive propellants stacked up behind the slug, so when you shoot, it fires off with normal speed, just like a normal bullet, but once it’s out of the barrel the next charge goes off, and fires it forward, faster than before. Then another one goes off. Then another, and another, and soon the thing is speeding at… Well, I don’t know the official top speed, but it’s been tested on objects that match the tensile strength of Glory Anna, and it’s blown straight through them. That’s why I say it could punch through Pinnacle.” 
 
    “Definitely?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not all the way through him, but it would definitely break skin. The real trick would be getting him to stand still long enough for the bullet to reach him though. But even if you could do that, it would still take a better marksman than I ever was because the distance required to get it up to the necessary speed would be something like…” Twiddle looked down at his hands where the fingers danced a jig. “Over two miles. And at that distance you’re dealing not just with gravity and atmosphere, but with the curve of the earth and its rotation.” 
 
    I took the rifle from Twiddle’s hands and studied it. This had to be the murder weapon. “How much do they cost?” 
 
    “More scratch than a litter of Hemingway cats.” 
 
    “Has anybody bought one?” 
 
    “One? No. My buyer purchased them all. They picked up one last week, and must’ve loved how it performed, because they bought the whole lot. I’m actually thinking about retiring down in sunny Saint Luthor’s.” The man was all smiles. 
 
    “You did that well, huh?” I said. “Not a lot of people could afford that kind of loot. Must be someone well heeled.” 
 
    “Dane,” Twiddle said, “you itching to ask me something?” 
 
    I’d never pushed him to answer outright questions about his clients, but if there was a time to overturn precedent, now was it. “Who bought them?” 
 
    “I won’t say.” 
 
    I felt the weight of the gun. I could bend it in half, easy. And if I destroyed this rifle, then threatened to do the whole box, Twiddle would probably tell me everything I wanted to know. But then he and I wouldn’t be friends anymore, and I could never ask him for a favor again. That was a steep price for my info. One I was willing to pay. “You’ll have to.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    My palms got wet as their grip tightened. “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    “Can’t. The courier who picked it up was masked. And the purchase was made through one of my regular client codes. I have no idea who the real buyer is, only that I can trust them.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    Twiddle took a deep breath. “I’ll only tell you because I can’t really tell you, got it? Most of my usual customers are small time, so we do sales face-to-face, but others, like large organizations that have more to lose, they use shell companies and codes. That way I know it’s kosher, but can’t testify against an individual directly if I’m caught.” 
 
    “Whose code was used for these rifles?” 
 
    “Dane, it’s-” 
 
    “It’s never been this important. You have to tell me.” 
 
    He stared at me, meditating for bit. Finally he said, “The Sindicate. The buyer’s someone on their board, but I don’t know who.” 
 
    The Sindicate. Client codes. That was helpful, but nowhere near good enough. “I need to know who’s behind that payment. Call me when they come to pick the rest of the shipment up.” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “Then I’ll set up across the street, and wait for them to retrieve the rest.” 
 
    “Sure, you can do that, but only if you’ve got at least a week to kill.” 
 
    “A week, huh?” My heart took a header down into my guts. 
 
    “Maybe two. That not soon enough?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “it’s swell.” 
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    I left Gun Guys in an interesting mood. The MAGMAs had to be involved with Pinnacle’s death, and the buyer was on the Sindicate Board. I needed to know who they were. But even if they showed up on time, one week was too long to wait. 
 
    And that wasn’t the only thing on my mind. If a MAGMA was the murder weapon, then why was there no slug at the scene? How did they get Pinnacle to stand still for that impossible shot? And none of those answers explained the street clothes he was found in. 
 
    There were still too many unknowns. 
 
    I looked at my watch. A few hours stood between me and Lynchpin’s party, so I decided to follow up on one more lead. I call it a lead, but it was just a possibility I had to eliminate before I could be absolutely certain about the MAGMAs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Professor Varius had mentioned Black Bleach during our meeting. It was an old power enhancer that could boost a cape’s juice sky high, maybe even putting them on par with Pinnacle. The problem was, it killed anyone who took it. Still, I wanted to be sure there was none floating around. The Prof said it was impossible to find, but the funny thing about that term is it doesn’t apply to everyone equally. Somewhere in the city there might be a loose dose, but the thing is, I’ve made a conscious effort to stay away from the recreational pharmaceutical branch of black cape culture, so I’d need to locate a purveyor that specialized in the exotic. While there are a lot of guys like that around town, Despot was the only one who’d talk to me. 
 
    He ran a speakeasy on the east side called The Sugar Plum. Its entrance was at the end of an alley, hidden behind a blue dumpster. It was still too early for visitors, so I had to bang on the door a dozen times and wait for over a minute before the eye slot finally slid open revealing Despot’s red gaze. 
 
    “Afternoon,” I said. 
 
    “Awfully early, Dane.” 
 
    “Well now that I got you, how about you let me in?” 
 
    The metal door swung open. I stepped inside and found myself in a narrow hallway illuminated by red light from above. Despot stood a few inches away. He was bald, and an albino, which would normally be a person’s most distinguishing characteristics, but both weren’t nearly so striking as the thick, black capital D tattoo that covered his face, and while a candy man like him usually wears head-to-toe leather, today he had on enough body armor to cover a SWAT team. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I got a question about some hard-to-find feel good making the rounds,” I said. 
 
    “Why do I care?” 
 
    “Because you still owe me. You forget about Mary Lin?” 
 
    Despot’s tongue took a quick tour around the inside of his cheek. “Fine. But after this, we’re jake.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” I said, “let’s chat.” 
 
    Despot led me down the corridor and into his office. The walls were covered with glowing graffiti lit up by a blue lamp in the corner. He closed the door behind us and we took a seat on either side of his desk. On top of it sat a Boomstick, a cattle prod so potent that full-grown longhorns don’t survive its kiss. 
 
    “So what’s up, Despot? You seem more paranoid than usual.” 
 
    “I’ve had some complaints lately.” 
 
    “That’s not normal?” 
 
    “Complaints? Yeah. But these are more like lethal threats.” 
 
    “Sounds serious.” 
 
    “Nothing I can’t handle.” He picked up the Boomstick and swung it around the office. “I had my walls and doors reinforced with sheets of Trumite to be safe. This place is like Fort Knox.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “And I’m glad that you’re glad, but can we get to it, what do you need?” 
 
    “I’m looking to source some Black Bleach.” 
 
    Despot looked like I slapped him. “Did you say Black Bleach?” 
 
    “Yes I did. I’m wondering if you got any, and if not, can you tell me where I could get some?” 
 
    He pointed the Boomstick at me. “Who said I was holding? Who sent you here?” 
 
    “Nobody, D. You’re the only pipe puffer I know that’ll talk to me. Really talk to me, I mean.” 
 
    Despot’s eyes turned to slits, and he gazed through them a good long while. “Alright, yeah, I do happen to have some.” 
 
    “Really? I thought it was impossible to find.” 
 
    “Not for me.” Despot dropped his weapon on the desk. Then he opened a drawer, retrieved a small vial, and tapped its contents into his open palm. “Here you go.” 
 
    I leaned in and looked at the small pile of dark powder. “That’s Black Bleach?” 
 
    “Amazing, right? We have to synthesize it, and make it liquid, but once used it jumps your grade sky high. Can you smell that?” 
 
    I inhaled lightly. “No.” 
 
    “Don’t be shy, it’s harmless in this state.” He moved his hand closer to my face. 
 
    I breathed in again. There was nothing. 
 
    “Here, one second.” Despot leaned in until we were almost touching foreheads. Then he blew into his palm, and the powder kicked up like a dust cloud, right into my eyes.  
 
    I jerked my head back. It felt like I was weeping lava. “What the hell?” 
 
    Despot crammed his Boomstick into my forehead, and dynamite exploded in my skull.  
 
    I scrambled backwards, hitting the wall. 
 
    “Feel that, buddy? That’s Head Trip. Uncut.” 
 
    “Head Trip? You said it was Black Bleach.” I rubbed my eyes as hard as I could. It felt like I had a handful of broken glass behind my lids. All I could see were vivid blobs and pointed shapes. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Despot laughed. “Why? You must be kidding, to get in good with the Sindicate, of course.” 
 
    “What?” I pushed my way into the corner. My eyes stopped throbbing, and I opened them. No longer was I just seeing shapes. Now they took form. I wasn’t in the office anymore. I was alone, in a green field that undulated like deep ocean waves. I couldn’t see Despot, but I lashed out around me. I hit nothing. “How long does this last?” 
 
    Despot’s voice came from the far left. “A regular dose designed for a cognitive wears off in about three hours, but the uncut stuff, like what you have an eyeful of?” He let out a long whistle. “You’re going to see some crazy things, but only for a few minutes, because after that you’ll be blind. Now it’s time for me to jet. I’ll slide Lynchpin your regards.” 
 
    “Lynchpin?” 
 
    “That’s right, he’ll want to hear about this firsthand.” 
 
    Then I heard Despot’s new Trumite door shut. Which wasn’t half as scary as the sound of it locking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    I rushed to where I heard Despot leave. It looked like a wide open field, but midstride I hit something hard, and fell back. Getting up, I shook my head. I was standing in front of a stone wall. White water ran down the cracks, and pooled at my feet. I knew that was the Head Trip, but it looked as real as could be.  
 
    I threw a punch into it that would wreck a truck. The Trumite held its own. So I gave it a couple more swats, then threw my shoulder into it. And still, it gave no ground. There was no way I could smash through it. 
 
    But I had to get out.  
 
    Despot never lied about his product. I only had minutes before my lights cut off permanently.  
 
    Running my hands over the wall, I searched for the knob. Seconds felt like minutes. Hours even. But finally, my hand wrapped around the brass handle. I gave it a twist. The thing moved about as much as the door. 
 
    I pulled the pick from my pocket, knelt down, and jammed it in the slot. I’ve jimmied a lot of locks before, but never like this. Before my eyes, the thin metal twisted in my hand like a snake. I bore down and focused, willing my pick to stop moving like a cooked noodle.  
 
    It didn’t work.  
 
    So I closed my eyes, and proceeded on touch alone. 
 
    Moving gently, I pushed the pick into the knob, and felt the lock’s first tumbler. A small twist and it fell into place. Another twist and the second followed suit. Only a few more and it would unlock.  
 
    Instinctively, I opened my eyes. The rock face before me shifted like a whirlpool, and the thin metal pick slipped out. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    I shut my eyes, jammed it back in, and started again.  
 
    The first two tumblers fell right away. Then the third joined them. And once the last two dropped into place, the knob twisted with ease.  
 
    The door swung open, and I spilled into the hallway face first. Getting to my knees, I looked both ways. I was back in Lynchpin’s office. Around me was a panoramic of the Gold Coast City skyline. 
 
    “What the hell?” It was Despot, somewhere on my left. 
 
    I jumped up as fast as I could. Big mistake. The horizon pitched back and forth, and I stumbled to my knees.  
 
    Despot laughed.  
 
    I pulled out Rico, aimed at the voice, and squeezed off a shot. 
 
    There was a loud bang.  
 
    Then more laughter. “Nice try, blind-o.” 
 
    I got to my feet, slower this time. There was movement on my right. I spun towards it. My hand collided with a wall, knocking the gun to the ground. I bent over, and pawed the carpet. Which was now covered with water, the brackish kind in Bittenbach Bay. Stones and starfish were everywhere. I ran my hands over each until I found my pistol. I had what, thirty seconds left? 
 
    Maybe less. 
 
    I turned to where I was aiming last. The cityscape was back, only now it was red. No, not red, on fire. Gold Coast was burning. I shut my eyelids so tight a crowbar couldn’t get between them, but the vision remained. I knocked off another shot. 
 
    Despot laughed some more. “You’re getting colder.” 
 
    I focused, trying to banish the hallucinations. But they were too thick, too real. I couldn’t see through them.  
 
    Then I realized I didn’t have to.  
 
    I raised Rico up, and fired off a ricochet round. It hit the far wall and zipped back past my ear.  
 
    There was more laughter.  
 
    I fired another to the left of the last one.  
 
    And this time there was silence. 
 
    Aiming at a different spot each time, I sprayed the hall, filling it up with fast moving slugs from floor-to-ceiling. The sounds of ricocheting bullets were everywhere. They were bouncing past me all around. Two hit my chest. A third clipped my back.  
 
    Then Despot screamed.  
 
    I lunged to that spot. In mid-jump everything went black. I couldn’t see a thing. But I landed on something soft, and my hands scrambled over it.  
 
    Around me, the bullets stopped whizzing by. But Despot was still yelling.  
 
    It helped me find his neck. With one hand I squeezed it, while I used the other to push my piece into his face. 
 
    “Don’t shoot me,” he said. 
 
    “Fix my eyes.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “How much time do I have left?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I whipped my pistol into what felt like his jaw. “No reason to keep you around then. Pity I won’t see what this does to your gullet.” 
 
    “Ok, ok,” Despot said. “I’ll help.” 
 
    I picked him up, and with my gun tight against his forehead, he led us into his office. We made it to the desk. There was some milling about. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I said. “Hurry up.” 
 
    “I’m getting the stuff you need.” 
 
    I pulled back Rico, aimed for his mouth, and thrust the gun forward. The barrel shattered his teeth.  
 
    “Argg,” he screamed around cold steel. 
 
    “Play me and I’ll spread your brains across the carpet.” 
 
    There was some grunting. 
 
    And milling. 
 
    Finally, Despot garbled around my barrel, “Now open your eyes.” 
 
    First I clicked my gun’s hammer. Then I did what he asked. 
 
    He grabbed my chin and tilted my head back.  
 
    Two cold drops hit my left eye, and then my right. “It’s still black,” I said. 
 
    Despot said something like, “It takes time.” 
 
    “You better hope,” I said, and shoved the gun in deeper.  
 
    He retched.  
 
    I blinked in rapid fire. And slowly, the black turned gray. The gray turned white. And finally, Despot’s pale face came back into view.  
 
    There was terror in his eyes, and blood on his lips.  
 
    I pulled my gun free, and tossed him into his chair. It took a whole lot of control not to kill him right then. “What’s the idea, D?” 
 
    Despot wiped his mouth clear of blood and spit. “What do you think?” 
 
    I swung the butt of my pistol into his nose.  
 
    A crimson spray covered the carpet, and flowed freely over his chin. Despot grabbed his face and said through wet fingers, “What the hell?” 
 
    “That was an amuse bouche. Now start yapping, or you’ll get all seven courses. Why all the hullabaloo over a power enhancer?” 
 
    “Power enhancer?” Despot gave me a dirty look. “Damn, you’re further from the pill popping in-the-know than I thought. Black Bleach doesn’t enhance powers-” 
 
    “Yes it does.” 
 
    “No, that’s the result. What it does is rewire DNA to make you stronger.” 
 
    “Yeah? So far it doesn’t sound half bad.” 
 
    “No, not so far. But the Bleach doesn’t let off the brakes, and then reapply them later. It pulls off the brakes, cuts the line, and then mashes down the gas. Your powers just keep growing and growing, eventually eating you up from the inside out. Speedsters vibrate apart. Thinkers’ brains melt. The mighty sneeze and snap their own spines. It kills everyone.” 
 
    “In every case?” 
 
    “Yeah, in every case.” 
 
    Just like the Prof said. “And how long have they got?” 
 
    “Sometimes hours, sometimes days, but dosers dance the reaper sooner or later, with the smart money on sooner.” Despot wiped more blood from his face. “Jesus, I think you broke my nose.” 
 
    “So you get super charged, and then the big goodbye?” 
 
    “No, not just any goodbye,” he said. “You pop.” 
 
    What? That was new. “Are you saying they explode?” 
 
    “Come on, I’ve told you enough.” Despot stood up. “I’m going to the hospital.” 
 
    I pressed Rico into his forehead, and planted him back in the seat. “You’re going to the morgue if you don’t answer the question. Do they explode?” 
 
    “Ok, ok. Sort of. Not really. Sometimes.” 
 
    “Make sense.” I lifted my gun like I was going to hit him again. 
 
    “Easy.” Despot raised his hands. “Certain power levels don’t react as well as others. People with super strength, like major strength mixed with high invulnerability, they detox better because of something with their livers. That’s why they can drink so much booze without feeling it. So if they take Black Bleach, the organ kicks into overdrive. Until it explodes.” 
 
    “Out the lower torso,” I said, “right hand side.” 
 
    Despot looked perplexed. “Yeah, that’s right, front and back. Jackson Pollack everywhere. But that’s rarely a problem because Black Bleach needs to be injected directly into the muscle, and, you know, they’re already invulnerable to begin with.” Despot sighed. “Now tell me, why are you asking? Sindicate goons put the kibosh on it years ago. Scooped up every bit off the street, and killed a lot of guys doing it. Since then, it’s a death sentence for any scag slinger who’s holding.” 
 
    “So that’s why you pulled this stunt? To cover your own ass?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. You’ve been seen around their people lately, I figured this was a sting or something.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Great. Now tell me, do they still have any?” 
 
    “Who? The Sindicate? How would I know? Probably,” Despot said. “It would be a real waste if they didn’t hang on to at least a vial or two to see if they couldn’t work out the kinks.” 
 
    “Ok. Thanks.” I turned towards the exit. “And just to be clear, you still owe me.” 
 
    Despot resigned himself with a nod. “Forget about the Bleach, Dane. It’s too hard to find. And there are a lot easier ways to make a corpse.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said as I closed the door behind me. 
 
    But that all depends on the corpse. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Lynchpin lived in a landed house to the southeast, way past the Foothills, and finding my way there at night wasn’t the easiest task. When I pulled up to the gate, a team of very serious security guards surrounded Jane. One asked for my name and checked my credentials, while the others swept my ride for explosives. 
 
    Once I was confirmed legit, they waved me through, and I cruised to the end of the driveway where a group of valets waited. I hopped out of my sled, tossed the nearest one my keys, and took in the house and grounds.  
 
    Lynchpin’s stately, white mansion was three stories high, and about as wide as a football field. The steps leading up to it looked imported from ancient Greece, as did the four mighty columns at the top. To my left sat a garden filled with statues, well-trimmed bushes, and two tennis courts. To the right was a field of green grass that kept going until it disappeared into the darkness. I don’t know how much Lynchpin had to lie, steal, and kill to afford a place like this, but it had to be a lot.  
 
    Fortunes aren’t seized by men of conscience. 
 
    I walked to the top of the steps where a butler greeted me. “Welcome, Mr. Curse. May I take your coat?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” I slipped it off, and handed it over along with my hat. 
 
    “I’d be happy to hold anything else you may have,” he said, glancing down at my chest. 
 
    “I’m good with what I got.” 
 
    “Very well then, may I offer you a refreshment?” He motioned to a pretty young tomato with a tray of pink champagne, and I took a glass. “Now, if you’ll follow me?” 
 
    He led me through the foyer, underneath twin staircases, and into an atrium so large you’d have to catch a bus to make it to the far end by morning. It had palm tree lined walls, a floor made of marble, and on the high vaulted ceiling there was a chandelier that looked like it was more than I could lift. Beneath it, the subtle smell of fresh cut roses, and beautiful music from a full piece band, filled the air around the hundred plus people in attendance. Each man wore a tux as precise as Hong Kong math, and the ladies had rocks on their necks and wrists as big as their smiles, except those weren’t fake. 
 
    Though the throng was made up of mostly regs, every fifth person was clearly a black cape, which was a strange thing to see. Watching a ten-foot man with ape DNA spliced into his body rip a bank vault off its hinges is more natural than seeing him in black tie, sipping a martini from a glass the size of a fish bowl. 
 
    Off to the side, with the Deputy Mayor, was my pal Gravel. I threw him a nod, and Old Stony gave me one of his own before whispering something to his date, a cute blond doxy who was no doubt in for a rocky time later tonight. 
 
    “Have a pleasant evening, Mr. Curse. If there’s anything you require please don’t hesitate to ask.” The butler bowed, turned on his heels, and left. 
 
    I lifted the flute of champagne, but before I could get a sip I was interrupted by a soft, light voice that said, “Mr. Curse?” 
 
    I spun around to see the boss’s assistant. “Hey Skip.” 
 
    He was wearing a tux that made it look like he stepped out of a wedding magazine. “I was instructed to bring you to Lynchpin the moment you arrived.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” I said. 
 
    Skip took me around the fringe of the party. “May I ask about your head?” 
 
    “Still there. How’s the pinky?” 
 
    He lifted up his right hand. “Only half there. But just so I know, your concussion, it hasn’t returned?” 
 
    “Nope, all clear.” 
 
    “And there’s been no blindness, or depth perception problems? No reliving of painful childhood traumas?” 
 
    I stopped dead. “Should there be?” 
 
    “No.” He waved his hand, motioning me to follow. “Not usually. But occasionally, after I accelerate a person through time, there can be some residual effects. I’m glad you’re feeling well.” 
 
    “I was.” I finished my champagne, and grabbed another off a passing tray. 
 
    “That’s fortunate. Here we are.” We arrived at a door where a single dapper thug about half my size stood guard. Skip said, “Church Mouse, make sure it stays silent.” 
 
    He nodded, then stepped aside. 
 
    “Thanks, Skip. I’m sure I’ll see you later,” I said, and walked in. 
 
    “I hope so.” Skip closed the door behind me. 
 
    The office was similar to the one in the Mountains, save for the lack of windows on my left, which were replaced by more bookcases. Lynchpin was in a tuxedo, sitting on the couch, engrossed in a file on his lap. He looked up and said, “Good evening, Dane. How did it go today?” 
 
    I studied him. Everything I learned had me believing that someone on the Sindicate Board was behind Pinnacle’s murder. Maybe even the old man himself. In fact, I found it hard to accept that he didn’t know a lot more than he was letting on. But I knew he wouldn’t tell me anything outright, so I’d have to play this smart. Especially if I was going to get more information than I gave. 
 
    “I’m surprised you don’t know.” I took a seat on the couch, put my feet on the coffee table, and spread my arms out real wide. “Yesterday you could’ve made a better report about my moves than me.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, things don’t always go according to plan. But there’s always tomorrow.” 
 
    “Stick a bug on me again, and I’ll pluck it again.” 
 
    “Only if you’re aware of it,” Lynchpin said. 
 
    “I will be. Most people aren’t as subtle as they think. And everyone makes mistakes. Even guys like you.” 
 
    He closed the folder, and put it aside. “Is that blood?” 
 
    I looked down at my collar. “Tears, probably.” 
 
    “Anything I should be concerned with?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then make your report.” 
 
    “You sure it’s safe to talk?” I glanced over my shoulder. “There are a few people out there with a gift for hearing.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Church Mouse can absorb vibrations. So long as he touches the door no sounds will penetrate. Speak freely.” 
 
    “Well then,” I said, preparing to lie, “I didn’t find much.” 
 
    “That’s frustrating. I was expecting more.” 
 
    “But,” I said, preparing to tell the truth, “I’ve whittled down the suspects, and I’m getting closer.” I put my feet on the floor, and leaned in. “A lot closer. To getting the weapon, and the killer. But I’m still short on motive.” I looked for a response in Lynchpin’s eyes, but nothing changed. 
 
    “Really?” he said, matching my angle, his face a foot from mine. “Fill me in.” 
 
    And fill him in I did. Mostly I focused on the meeting with Humphries, and how he convinced me that he was clean. Then I talked about the Kaos rifle, and how it was the possible murder weapon. Lynchpin listened patiently, consuming each word politely, but clearly wanting me to increase my speed.  
 
    I didn’t.  
 
    I took my time. 
 
    When I finished, he said, “So Humphries isn’t involved. It pleases me you think that, and it simplifies things. But you really believe you’ve discovered the murder weapon, these Kaos rifles you called them?” Lynchpin nodded slowly. “Who was the seller?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say just yet. But he’s someone I trust.” 
 
    “Well, that’s… good news. I didn’t imagine it would be so soon. Did your man tell you who the purchaser was?” 
 
    “No. But there aren’t many men in Gold Coast City who have the money and the connections to do it.” 
 
    “You have someone in mind?” 
 
    I stared right at him. “No one specific.” 
 
    Lynchpin nodded. “And you’re sure it’s this weapon that killed Pinnacle?” 
 
    “No.” Not the only weapon. “There wasn’t a bullet hole in the wall behind the body, and the wounds tell a slightly different story, but my gut tells me I’m on the right track. When I’m certain, I’ll move.” 
 
    Lynchpin returned my gaze. “On who, precisely?” 
 
    “No one I want to reveal yet. But I think you know him.” 
 
    “Really? It’s a him, and you clearly think he’s on the Sindicate Board.” He inhaled sharply. “The men in my circle aren’t easily harmed. Do you really want to keep his identity to yourself? Being the sole possessor of this information could expose you. I can arrange assistance-” 
 
    “Don’t need it,” I said. “Don’t want it.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    I nodded. Slow. 
 
    He leaned back, and passed his gaze over the bookshelves to the right. “I’ll admit, I’m surprised you think the killer’s still in Gold Coast. I’ve heard from other avenues that he may’ve already fled.” 
 
    “Whoever told you that’s wrong. The killer’s still here. It’s the one thing I’m sure of.” 
 
    Lynchpin’s attention snapped back to me. “Why?” 
 
    “This wasn’t a crime of passion, it was a surgical strike, meticulously planned. The body and room were cleaned on the cellular level. People who kill accidentally, they run, and leave a trail, but the person who did what I saw, he wouldn’t have fled. He’d know it would make him look suspicious, so he’d have stayed right here.” 
 
    “You can’t be positive about that, Dane. I mean I would’ve run. Had it been me.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I’m not the average person.” 
 
    “Neither is the killer. But that won’t stop me. I don’t care what they’re packing or who they got protecting them, all I need is a few more days.” 
 
    “A few more days? You’re certain?” Lynchpin crossed his legs. 
 
    My throat went tight, like someone slipped a noose around it. I wasn’t sure if it was real or my imagination. I swallowed hard and said, “Count on it.” 
 
    Lynchpin finished his drink in a single tug, and motioned towards the door. “Thank you for the report.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    When I rejoined the party the number of guests had grown. I grabbed another drink and walked the room, thinking about the reactions I’d just seen, or more accurately, the lack of them. There are marble busts that change expressions more than Lynchpin, which meant he could be innocent, but more likely it’s because he’s a great liar. 
 
    I was in the center of the party looking around when someone tapped my shoulder, and with a voice that had a pinch of static said, “Having a good time?” 
 
    I turned to see Sledge’s red cybernetic eye staring back at me. He was wrapped in a tailored tux that hid the fact he was more machine than man. From the neck down at least. 
 
    “I’ve had worse,” I said. “You?” 
 
    “Saw you leave Lynchpin’s office, making your report to the boss then?” 
 
    “He’s your boss, not mine.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look that way.” 
 
    “Looks can deceive. How you doing on your end?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “I’ve got some suspicions.” 
 
    “Tell any of it to Frosty?” 
 
    “Not a chance. She’s not the most experienced detective I’ve met.” 
 
    “How’d she land the gig then?” 
 
    “Fresh eyes are always good,” he said. “That, or someone on the board wants to see her icebox.” 
 
    I laughed, and so did Sledge. We both put the cape on around the same time, and though our paths didn’t cross in overly friendly ways, we never butted heads directly. Nowadays he was doing the thing for the company, and I was doing the thing on my own, and that was that. 
 
    I grabbed the nearest guy with a tray of champagne. “Hey, can I get two double whiskeys on the rocks?” 
 
    “Right away, sir.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “Put them in the same glass.” 
 
    He gave me a queer look, and walked off. 
 
    “Does it help?” Sledge asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt.” 
 
    “I meant with the loss.” 
 
    “You mean…” I looked around. “Of our crimson caped friend?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m more touched over it than I let on. I owed that guy. He saved my pa a few years back.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s a popular tune. Everyone in Gold Coast has a story like that.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I don’t like owing people, and now I can’t pay him back.” 
 
    “You can catch the mug who did it.” 
 
    “For that, I think I’ll need some help.” 
 
    “And here I thought you worked alone.” 
 
    “I did. I do. But that was before I saw who was under the sheet. Now a little help wouldn’t kill me.” 
 
    “You flirting with me, Sledge?” 
 
    The tin man shrugged. 
 
    “That’s not a no. I’ll tell you what, if you need a hand you give me a call. If I find the killer first, and he’s too much for me, I’ll give you a heads up. But finders keepers the cash.” 
 
    “Deal.” Sledge motioned towards Lynchpin’s office. “Anyway, I got to go report to the cheese. See you around.” 
 
    Sledge walked off. On his way he passed Hoarfrost who looked every inch a woman in that silver sequined number she wore. It hugged all her soft edges in just the right way to make me forget how much I hated her, but then she opened her mouth. “Hey blunt skull, aren’t you dead yet?” 
 
    “Could be.” I put two fingers to my neck. “Mom always said I was slow on the uptake.” 
 
    “Then detective work is the right field for you.” Her laugh was like a cold front. 
 
    “What can I say, I got a gift.” 
 
    Hoarfrost smiled. “And how’s the car?” 
 
    “The tires are holding up.” 
 
    “I hope they last. Ta ta.” 
 
    As she walked off I stared at the spot between her shoulders. It was smooth, muscular, and probably felt really good to punch. 
 
    When the guy with my drink finally showed, I took it to the outer rim of revelers, close enough to see everything, but far enough to be out of the way. It was there I waited for Lynchpin to emerge. After the hints I was dropping in our discussion he had to know I suspected him. If I was right, and he was even a little guilty, then he’d have accomplices, and at some point he would reach out to them. 
 
    In the meantime though, I’d keep my peepers peeled. The one thing a detective has to be is observant, and not just in that dull, clinical way. A smile, a casual touch, a laugh too loud… All those reactions were happening constantly, and while some were innocent, others had meaning, and that’s what I was looking for, a thin slice of truth in a room full of lies. 
 
    When Lynchpin finally emerged he wasted no time cruising the room like a pro. The man moved effortlessly from group-to-group, pressing more flesh than an eight-armed masseuse, and I made a note of everyone he talked to, and how he talked to them. So far, it was all casual, but after a bit he went to the corner where three high-ranking members of the Sindicate Board were waiting: Black Orchid, Blood Angel, and Gravel. They snapped to when he arrived.  
 
    I watched them, trying to get a read on the tone, but was interrupted when another partygoer hit me full force. He was young, and his pale skin was accented by slicked back chestnut hair. “Watch it,” he said, “you should be more careful.” 
 
    I grabbed his lapel, lifted him off the ground, and said through my teeth, “Hey, Mindgame. I guess you didn’t notice, but I was standing still. So maybe you should watch where you’re going.” 
 
    “Oh, Dane.” Suddenly he was grinning. “I’m afraid I didn’t see you there. It’s been too long a time.” 
 
    “It’s been a while, yeah. You always start conversations like this?” 
 
    “No, not habitually. I’m afraid that I’m a touch preoccupied this evening. I presently have more than one iron in some very lucrative fires. Just prestidigitating, you understand. Perhaps you might liberate me?” 
 
    “Sure.” I dropped him. “You expecting something big?” 
 
    His head snapped my way. “Why, what’ve you heard?” 
 
    “Nothing. But that doesn’t mean there’s nothing worth hearing.” 
 
    “That’s true. But sadly I’m involved in nothing of note. Keeping it cool, so to speak.” 
 
    “What happened to the lucrative fires?” I asked. 
 
    Mindgame smoothed out his lapels. “Nothing we need to discuss.” 
 
    I nodded. “Hey, I saw your former boss the other night, he sends his regards.” 
 
    “Really? I find it hard to believe that Professor Varius has vacated his marked distaste for my skills, since he terminated my employment.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “he has the highest respect for you.” 
 
    “That reeks of mendacity. It’s difficult, you know, having an idol who holds you so openly in disdain, when you heap upon him nothing but adulation. And while I may have started as one of his techs, my skills have grown. He really shouldn’t look on me as an inferior.” 
 
    “Aren’t you though?” 
 
    Mindgame sneered. “After seven decades he’s grown too long in the tooth to accurately gauge my abilities. If he possessed a fraction of the faculties he once did he’d show me more respect. I’m moving up in the world, higher than even his floating fortress can reach.” 
 
    “You think you’re that good, kid?” 
 
    “Better. I’m the new brainpower in Gold Coast. I’m the future.” 
 
    I looked him over, top-to-bottom. “Can’t wait for it.” 
 
    “Dane, my overgrown friend, you won’t have to.” Mindgame walked off, but didn’t get far before Hoarfrost called out to him. He cut a sharp turn and sidled up close to her. She whispered something in his ear and he laughed.  
 
    I figured the joke was on her. If Hoarfrost wanted to team up with Mindgame it wouldn’t help. That kid’s always been long on talk. Though his words had gotten fancier since last we’d spoke. 
 
    Forgetting him, I turned my focus back to the party, ready to start taking more mental notes. But my train of thought would have to wait to get back on track because Lynx had arrived. She was full of warm hues and dark curves, and actually looked better than the night before, but she moved the same way, swaying back and forth with a body that looked like it never heard of old man gravity.  
 
    I drank in every step. 
 
    She caught me looking, and smiled, then made her way over and planted a kiss on my cheek. “Good evening, Dane. It’s wonderful to see you again.” 
 
    I sort of stared at her. “Yeah it is.” 
 
    “Have you seen my father yet?” 
 
    “Yes, and I want to speak with you about that.” 
 
    “You have news?” Her warm, party-going demeanor downshifted into serious business mode. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’m closing in.” 
 
    Her eyes got wider. “That’s good. I don’t think you have much time.” 
 
    “I don’t either. And I need help, you still in?” 
 
    “Of course. What do you require?” 
 
    I looked around the room. “Not here, there are too many ears.” 
 
    “Well, let’s take care of that.” Lynx closed her eyes tight, and the sounds of the room fell away, like someone lowered a fish bowl over top of us. 
 
    “What did you do?” My voice had a small echo. 
 
    “I extended a telekinetic shield around us, it blocks out everything, even sounds. You can speak freely.” 
 
    And so I did. I ran through my day like I had with her father, but this time much faster and with more information. Also included was one very special request. 
 
    When I finished, Lynx nodded. “If you’re sure about this thing then yes, I’ll set it up for tomorrow morning. I’ll call you when I’m on my way. Be ready early.” 
 
    “See you then.” 
 
    She lifted her field, and the noise from the room flooded into my ears like water over a dam. I looked around. If anyone was suspicious of our conversation I couldn’t tell, but I did see Lynchpin in the corner motioning toward us. “I think I’m being summoned,” Lynx said. “Until tomorrow.” 
 
    I watched her walk away, enjoying the experience, until a metal hand wrapped around my shoulder and yanked me off my feet. I expected to hit hard marble, but what I landed on was soft and warm like a waterbed, only wrapped in a tux.  
 
    “Hi, Smiley.” I looked up to see the big man staring down at me. I had sunk into his belly. “Nice catch.” 
 
    He said, “This is nothing, Dane. I can stop a whole lot more.” Then he swelled his stomach out, pushing me back to my feet. 
 
    “Quiet you,” Knuckles said to his friend before turning to me. “Keep dreaming, creep. You’ll never touch Ms. Lynx.” 
 
    “Hi, Knuckles. Nice throw. Boss went that way.” I pointed to Lynx. 
 
    “We know where she is, and she’s the job, not the boss,” Knuckles said. “And mind your manners. That lady is a protected habitat, so don’t even think about drilling.” 
 
    “Yeah, no drilling,” Smiley added. 
 
    I raised my hands. “Stop it, boys. You’re scaring me.” 
 
    Knuckles gave me a hard look, and Smiley tried to do the same, though it came across more charming than frightening. And with their warning declared, they followed their charge as subtle as a leprechaun with metal hands, and a pear shaped beanbag chair with legs, could be. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The rest of the night passed pleasantly enough. People came and people went, while the conversation swelled and dropped like the tide. Everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves, and even though I couldn’t glean any more information from the room, I had to admit, I was having a nice time. 
 
    Then, around eleven pm, our host made an announcement. 
 
    “Please, stop the music.” Lynchpin was in the middle of the room with his hands held high. “Ladies and gentlemen, I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad tidings, however there’s just been a report on the news. I know it’s hard to believe, but it seems that Pinnacle’s whereabouts have been identified. I’m sorry to say, but his body has been found in a building downtown. He’s been shot. Pinnacle is dead.” 
 
    A few people giggled. Two laughed out loud. 
 
    “I assure you, I’m completely serious. Pinnacle is not on some covert assignment. He’s dead. Murdered by…” His eyes rested on me. “An unknown assailant.” 
 
    My heart dropped straight down as Lynchpin’s words sank in. The people around me froze. No one wanted to be the first person to say or do anything. I didn’t blame them. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but the evening is over. Please accept my deepest apologies. Drive safely.” Lynchpin turned to Skip, and whispered some words that made the young man jump to. He moved around the room gathering up the executive board for what I’m sure would be the most interesting meeting in Sindicate history.  
 
    I would’ve loved to have been a fly on that wall, but I was being ushered out. 
 
    I was the first to step into the night, with the rest of the party right behind me, and I moved to the side to watch everyone leave. I was hoping for an expression of guilt, or even pleasure, but the faces that passed by were all furrowed brows and tearing eyes.  
 
    They were nervous. Scared.  
 
    They should be. 
 
    Nothing good would come of this. 
 
    Once they all left, I called out to a young valet. 
 
    He went to fetch Jane, but returned shortly without my car. “Um, sir, it’s the black Jalopy, right?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “what of it?” 
 
    “I don’t know how it happened.” He was looking at the ground, fiddling with his hands. “But somehow all four of your tires have been slashed. We’ve called someone, they should be here soon. You won’t be charged of course, sorry for the delay.” 
 
    I shook my head, thinking of Hoarfrost. So much for puncture proof. 
 
    I wanted to smile, but somehow didn’t have the strength to lift the sides of my mouth that high. So instead I waited, and thought.  
 
    Just a few more days of unfettered freedom to investigate, that’s all I needed. But by tomorrow every white cape and SPEC Agent in fighting condition would be on patrol, limiting my movements considerably. I looked out over the horizon. Tomorrow it would feel like a prison, but for now, twinkling in the distance, Gold Coast was beautiful. Magnificent. 
 
    Like Rome, just before the fall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Once my car had another set of whitewalls installed, I checked it for bugs. There were two this time. One was in my steering column, the other under the engine, and both were emitting separate frequencies. I plucked them off, tossed them on the lawn, then headed towards town with only one thing on my mind, Lynchpin. 
 
    An organization like his couldn’t have shelled out the kind of dough Twiddle was talking about without its chairman knowing. So why didn’t he mention that he knew about the Kaos rifles, or that his board had bought them all? Withholding that kind of info could only slow my investigation, and that made him look guilty. But if he was the killer then why hire me? Why bring in investigators at all? Whatever the answer, it was stupid of me to tell him that I only needed a few more days. If he really was behind it then he would’ve called the authorities about Pinnacle right after I left his office. 
 
    As the ocean air blew in my window I had a strong feeling that Lynchpin was my man, but I’d need more evidence to be certain. That kind of proof would be impossible for me to get alone, but thanks to Lynx I might have a shot. She said we’d start early, so I hit the hay as soon as I got home, barely getting my guns on the nightstand before I passed out. The slumber was welcome. 
 
    I was going to need it. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    It felt like I’d been out for less than an hour when the telephone rang. 
 
    I fumbled with the receiver. “Hello?” 
 
    Lynx spat the words out fast over the sound of squealing rubber. “It’s me, I’m on my way, get outside of your building.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I looked around. Sunlight poured in from between my blinds. The clock on the table said 6:15. 
 
    “Time to go. You said you needed my help, it’s coming now. Oh, and I’m being followed, so you only have one shot at this.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    The line went dead. 
 
    I dropped the phone and jumped to my feet. Fortunately, I still had on my threads from last night, so all I had to do was plant my iron in its holsters, grab my hat and coat, and run outside.  
 
    I scanned the skies for any sign of hero activity. I didn’t want to be exposed considering Monday’s BOLO was still hanging over my head, but sixty seconds later Lynx pulled around my corner in a silver rocket of a sports car. As she slowed, the passenger side popped open. “Hurry up.” 
 
    Not wanting to keep the lady waiting, I threw one leg in, and before the second could join it we were out in traffic, weaving through the early morning commuters. 
 
    “Sorry to be so curt,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” I slammed the door and buckled the seatbelt. 
 
    She looked in the rearview mirror, then downshifted as we blasted through a red light, much to the displeasure of the pedestrians who were planning on crossing the street. “It’s just that I’ve got Knuckles and Smiley back there, and I didn’t want them to see you get in.” 
 
    I glanced back. “Your bodyguards are tailing us?” 
 
    “Always. They follow me everywhere.” 
 
    We power slid through the next intersection, turning a perfect ninety degrees to the left, a move we repeated at the next cross street so that we were going in the exact opposite direction we’d just come.  
 
    “Nice driving,” I said, with a firm grip on the door. 
 
    “It’s not as hard as it looks, especially when you can control large objects with your mind. Speaking of…” We came to a quick stop behind two cars idling side-by-side, waiting for the light to change. Lynx looked at them hard, and they slid away from one another giving us just enough room to accelerate between. 
 
    “You must never be late,” I said as an oncoming truck barely missed our back bumper. 
 
    “I usually don’t drive like this.” She turned to the right and we swung into a parking garage. “But we’re in a rush.” She bombed down two flights of corkscrewing ramp at speeds that left me pressed against the door. When we got to the lowest level she pulled into an empty spot, hopped out, and froze with her head turned slightly upward. 
 
    I joined her, and whispered, “What’s-” 
 
    “Shhh.” Lynx stood perfectly still. 
 
    Behind me water dripped. Above us were the muted sounds of cars driving by, along with the soft patter of shoes on asphalt. It was like hearing Gold Coast’s pulse.  
 
    After we listened to the city’s heartbeat for a full minute, she said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    I followed her to a blue family sedan. She pulled out a set of keys, opened the door, and we both hopped in. 
 
    “I liked the other one more,” I said. 
 
    Lynx altered the mirrors. “Me too, but it’s one of a kind, and secrecy is the watchword for the day.” 
 
    “Good point. If we get caught your dad’ll have us both killed.” 
 
    “Both? Just one of us, max.” 
 
    I did the math. “That arithmetic sounds right.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve always known the score.” She started the car. “Hey, you’re not getting cold feet, are you?” 
 
    “No. It’s all kinds of wool socks over here.” 
 
    “But you don’t sound excited. Come on, Dane, admit it, you’ve always wanted to break into a heavily guarded Sindicate chemical weapons lab.” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The place was located in an industrial estate north of the bay, and looked like any of the other beige, cement buildings in the area. The parking lot was one fifth full, and we found a spot behind a van, close enough to the door for a quick escape, but far enough away so the guards inside couldn’t see us. 
 
    We got out and Lynx opened the trunk. She removed a lab coat, a pair of glasses, and an ID badge, then handed them to me. “Here, you’re Curtis Wagner now.” 
 
    “Who’s he?” 
 
    “A former employee. His credentials will still get you inside though.” 
 
    I took the gear, slipped it all on, and stood ready for inspection. 
 
    “There,” she said, smoothing out the white coat and adjusting the glasses. “You look perfect.” 
 
    I couldn’t help feeling a little silly. “Really? You got a lot of scientists in there that look like me?” 
 
    “More than you’d think.” Then she pointed at my chest. “But get rid those.” 
 
    I looked down. My hardware was poking through the lab coat. Reluctantly I placed Rico and Lois in the trunk. 
 
    “Much better.” Lynx slipped on the same coat as me, and pulled her hair into a bun. It made her look smart. And sexy. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We walked through the outer door, and into the lobby. Lining the walls were cheap paintings of seascapes and forests that would be right at home in any highway hotel, along with a handful of plastic plants in each corner. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the place?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, why?” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like a Sindicate property is all.” 
 
    “On paper it belongs to a shell company out of Switzerland, but it’s ours. And blending in is sort of the point. This way.” 
 
    The security desk in the center was flanked by two archways, one for entering, and the other for exits. Lynx walked through the entrance first, swiping her ID card as she went. I followed a few seconds later, doing the same. 
 
    And a loud buzzer screamed as sirens lit up. 
 
    “Sir,” a guard to my right said, “are you carrying any metal?” 
 
    Lynx’s expression didn’t change, but there was panic behind her eyes. 
 
    “No.” There was nothing on me, but I touched all my pockets, looking for something foreign. When I found it, I could’ve kicked myself. “Oh, wait. Yes I do. Here you go,” I said, showing it to the guard. 
 
    “What’s this, sir?” he asked. 
 
    A lock pick. “A lab tool.” 
 
    “And your name?” He picked up a clipboard and pen. 
 
    “My name? Of course. It’s…” I couldn’t look at my ID. But Lynx had just told me. It was… “Wagner. Doctor Wagner.” 
 
    The guard nodded, wrote it down, and waved me on. “Sorry for the delay, have a good one.” 
 
    We passed another group of security guards who were listening to the radio on the desk. “The biggest news continues to be the murder of our city’s beloved protector, Pinnacle. Authorities have yet to release any information regarding the mysterious crime, however a joint press conference has been announced by SPEC Director Marc Humphries and Team Supreme’s Glory Anna, after the President’s address…” The guards were so engrossed they failed to notice how nonchalant I was. 
 
    I leaned toward Lynx. “Sorry. I forgot I had it on me.” 
 
    “No harm, no foul. You handled it well.” Lynx led the way down a large, white hall to the central elevator. The doors slid open revealing a barren, silver interior. Lynx stepped in first, and turned around. “Are you coming?” 
 
    “You’re sure this is wise?” I asked, looking inside. “Maybe we gained entry so easily for a reason.” 
 
    “Of course it’s wise, how else are we going to get to the fifth basement?” 
 
    “Fifth?” It felt like something punched the back of my throat. “Maybe this is a bad time to mention it, but I’m not a fan of tight places.” 
 
    Lynx laughed. “And here I thought you weren’t afraid of anything.” 
 
    “Afraid? No. Wary? Of a few things,” I said, looking around the interior. “And being trapped in a box is one of them.” 
 
    “Will it help if I start clucking like a chicken?” She was amused. Normally that was a nice look on her. “Come on. I’ll protect you.” 
 
    I stepped in. 
 
    And the doors slammed shut behind me. Then the yellow lights above turned red.  
 
    Lynx grabbed my arm. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing. I did nothing.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” She was staring upwards, her head darting back and forth. “We’re trapped. Are you carrying any weapons?” She grabbed my jacket and shook me. There was a wild look in her eyes. “I told you to leave them in the car.” 
 
    “No, all I got is the ID you gave me and these stupid glasses!” 
 
    “My father must’ve found out about our plan.” 
 
    Two tiny hatches, about the size of dimes, opened on each wall. They began spraying a light mist. 
 
    “Gas. We’ve got to get out of here,” Lynx said. “Open the door, now.” 
 
    I spun around, and pushed my fingers into the tiny crack between the doors, but they were sealed tight.  
 
    There was no room for a grip.  
 
    I tried again, but the metal refused to give. “No good. What else you got?” I clamped a hand over my mouth, trying to let the air in but keep the gas out. 
 
    “Let me try.” She pushed me aside, and focused on the door.  
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    She closed her eyes tight, and put her hands on it.  
 
    And still nothing happened.  
 
    She said, “My TK isn’t working!” 
 
    “Lynx, how could they know we’re here?” I asked, looking for any point of weakness in the metal box. 
 
    “They couldn’t.” She started breathing heavy. “What should we do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I looked for something, anything, to help me get the doors open. The red lights were just bright enough to let me know I was out of luck. 
 
    We were trapped. 
 
    But then the lights returned to their normal yellow. The small gas hatches clamped shut. I looked over at Lynx.  
 
    She was all smiles. “I have an idea, how about we press this.” She reached out and pressed B5. The elevator kicked to life, and we plummeted downward. 
 
    “What the hell?” I had to stop my fists from shaking. “Was that normal?” 
 
    “Of course. The elevator seals us in, and the red lights and gas disinfect us of any foreign bacteria.” She smiled. “You didn’t think we were trapped, did you?” 
 
    I forced my breathing to return to normal, and shoved both hands into my pockets to keep them from grabbing her throat. “You’re a laugh riot.” 
 
    “Sorry, I thought it might lighten the mood. But actually, it’s a long way down, and while I didn’t ask before, I think it’s time you tell me, why exactly are we checking up on the only source of Black Bleach?”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    “I think it’s involved.” 
 
    She didn’t look convinced. “Do you think someone took a dose of Black Bleach and killed Benjy? Because I can tell you, it’s not safe for use.” 
 
    “I’ll let you know what I think later. For now I just need to check on it.” 
 
    “Ok. Let’s go do that.” 
 
    After what felt like a lengthy trip, the elevator finally stopped. The doors opened and we stepped out into a hallway. The air was chilly, and smelled like lemon pine disinfectant. I took a look around. In both directions fluorescent lights illuminated white floors and walls that seemed to run on forever. 
 
    Lynx pulled out a piece of paper and looked it over. She motioned me to the left. “It’s this way.” We started down the corridor, turning here and there. The only things cutting the silence were the echoes of our footsteps. I didn’t see another person in any of the hallways, only dozens of identical doors, each with a small window, a silver handle, and a warning sign promising grim, bio-hazardous death. 
 
    I motioned to the scrap in her hand. “What’s that?” 
 
    “A map.” 
 
    “Is this your first time here?” 
 
    “No, but I’ve never been to this particular lab before. I had to look up the directions and the office number.” 
 
    “They have numbers?” 
 
    Lynx pointed to the top right corner of the next door we passed, and sure enough there was a set of five, tiny digits, barely noticeable. 
 
    “Those aren’t a lot to go on. Hospitals use different colored lines on the floor so people can find their way around easier.” 
 
    “Yeah, but disorientation is the point. These halls were designed by the same architects that do casinos. They keep unwanted visitors confused, and going in circles. There are stories of people who’ve worked here for years getting lost for whole weekends. I don’t believe them, but it’s possible.” 
 
    “At least we don’t have to worry about cameras.” 
 
    “No,” Lynx said. “Nobody wants a record of what goes on down here. Besides, you’d have to be pretty stupid to try and break in.” 
 
    I looked back down the hall. And couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    After another couple of turns we finally arrived. Lynx said, “This is the one.” 
 
    I pointed at the Biohazard Level Five sign hanging on the door. “Is this accurate?” 
 
    She shook her head. “That means nothing. Every door has one of those. Even the break room.” 
 
    Some of the tension in my shoulders relaxed. “Great.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t get too casual. I’d say that for ninety-five percent of these rooms, those signs are one hundred percent accurate.” 
 
    I stifled a shiver. Most people think that being invulnerable means you’re impervious to death, but nothing is further from the truth. Lots of things can kill a guy like me, such as drowning, exposure, or fire. Some are quick, others are slow and painful, but biological weapons ran the entire gamut. “Ninety-five,” I said. “That still leaves five percent non-lethal.” 
 
    “You’re good at the math,” she said. “Now give me your ID.” The lock on the wall was a flat, white square, and Lynx waved my keycard over it, then twisted the handle, and the door swung open. She returned the card, and I followed her in. The room was dark and cold, with a sense of impending dread that would feel at home in any dentist’s office. 
 
    “This way.” Lynx kept the lights off, and led me to the back where we went through another door, and into a second room. It was much darker and smaller, with just enough space to fit six people comfortably. There was a safe hanging on the back wall. It was tall and wide, but not deep, and had a glowing keypad in the corner. Lynx punched a twelve-digit password into it and the doors slid open, bathing the cramped room in a soft, green light that shone behind one hundred vials hanging in ten rows of ten. Each one was about the size of my pinky, and had a number printed on the front, next to a bar code. Inside was a thick, brackish liquid with tiny bits of suspended debris. 
 
    I leaned in. “I thought it would be blacker.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “So, how do we check them?” 
 
    “Like so.” Lynx removed what looked like a staple gun with a small screen on it from the inside of her coat, and held it up to the vial in the top left corner. 
 
    “How’d you get through security with that?” 
 
    “I’m authorized. Being the boss’s daughter carries with it certain privileges.” Lynx pressed its trigger and the gadget cast a yellow light through the liquid. A few seconds passed, and a handful of letters and numbers appeared on the screen. “See that? It’s the molecular makeup of Black Bleach. This vial’s the real deal.” 
 
    “One down,” I said, “ninety-nine to go.” 
 
    She nodded, and started working her way to the right. The first row went quick enough, as did the second, each of the specimens proving to be authentic. 
 
    “Could someone just have taken a little bit from one?” I asked. 
 
    “No. See here?” She pointed to a number on the vials, which were the same for each. “This is the amount of liquid the individual dose holds. If any, and I mean any were removed, this would tell me.” She finished with the third row and again, everything checked out. 
 
    But when Lynx began on the fourth row, she froze.  
 
    I said, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Was that you?” 
 
    “Was what me?” 
 
    Lynx stopped breathing, and stared at the door. The lights in the outside room were still off.  
 
    I strained my ears, but all I heard was silence.  
 
    After a minute of playing statues, she relaxed. “Never mind, it was probably nothing.” She returned to her work, completing the fourth row without incident. But halfway through the fifth, Lynx stopped dead. “Son of a bitch.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She double checked the specimen. “This isn’t Black Bleach.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “How should I know? I’m not a chemist. It could be ink, it could be jam. All I can say for certain is, it’s a dumb dose.” She turned back to the display on the safe. “Let me see.” She pressed a few buttons causing a stream of numbers to fill the screen. “That’s not possible.” 
 
    I looked at the numbers. “What?” 
 
    “These are all the records of when this case has been opened. Date, time, and identity of the accessing party should all be saved.” She turned to me. “But there’s nothing. It’s been wiped.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “whoever removed it from the lab didn’t want anyone to find out about it. Makes sense, I wouldn’t want a paper trail either.” I looked at Lynx. 
 
    There was terror in her eyes. “No. You don’t understand. Me, Gravel, none of us could do that. Only one person has an override code this powerful. But it doesn’t make any-” 
 
    “It’s your dad,” I said, “isn’t it?” 
 
    Lynx nodded. 
 
    “That’s all I needed, let’s get going.” 
 
    Lynx returned the dose. And as she closed the safe, the lights in the outer room clicked on. A voice called out, “Hello, Ms. Lynx? Are you in there?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 26 
 
    Lynx turned to me. “Hide!” 
 
    “Where?” I motioned around the tiny room. “It’s not like there’s a closet or a bed-” 
 
    “Pick a place.” 
 
    “There is no place!” 
 
    The voice again called out, “Ms. Lynx?” 
 
    A second one joined it. “Are you alright, ma’am?” 
 
    “Those are Sindicate men, they’ll kill you,” she said. 
 
    “Not without a fight,” I whispered, and turned towards the door, fists up and ready for a game of knucklebones. 
 
    She placed a hand on my arm. “You think that’ll bother them?” 
 
    I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    I could hear footsteps. They were getting louder. 
 
    “They’ve got ways of dealing with invulnerables. I’ve seen guys like you get the spurs. It’s not pretty,” she said, “or quick.” 
 
    They were almost here. 
 
    “So what do I do?” 
 
    She squeezed my arm. “Just relax.” 
 
    I did as she said. 
 
    Then the door opened hard. Light from outside poured into the tiny room, and two guards pushed in with it. I could tell by the way the men carried themselves they were powered, and battle hardened. The one in front clicked on the light, and said, “Here you are.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lynx was standing in the middle of the room, inches from him, hands on her hips. “And now that you’ve found me, what do you want?” 
 
    He looked over her shoulder. “Oh, we just wanted to-” 
 
    “Wanted to what?” Lynx said. 
 
    “We’re looking for someone. A Doctor Wagner.” The man searched to the left, the right, and then down on the ground.  
 
    I was surprised he kept at it.  
 
    If he had only looked up he’d have seen me staring right back at him from the ceiling, where Lynx had me pinned with her telekinesis. “What are you doing here, ma’am? This is a restricted area.” 
 
    “What did you just say to me?” Lynx drove the heel of her hand into the man’s face, sending him flying from the room.  
 
    As he crashed into some equipment outside, his partner froze in place. “Uh… Sorry, ma’am. I don’t mean to bother you, but there’s no Doctor Wagner on our list. We’re, uh, a little confused.” 
 
    Lynx turned to him. “I don’t care about your confusion.” 
 
    The guy was tough, he had to be given his chosen profession, but he took a healthy step outside. “I’m sorry, ma’am. It’s… I… We weren’t informed you’d be here. If you’ll allow us, we’ll post a guard in the hall, and they’ll escort you out when you’re finished. There’s no rush, of course. I didn’t mean to offend, but we’ve been put on alert. I hope you understand.” 
 
    “Alert?” Lynx asked. “When? By whom?” 
 
    I heard his distant words. “Just now, your father’s orders.” 
 
    Lynx closed the door, and lowered me to the ground. “That’s not good,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, for one of us.” 
 
    “Exactly. This is going to be tricky. I can’t float you over my head the whole time. You’ll have to find your own way out.” 
 
    “And how do I go about that?” 
 
    “Simple. Give me a head start. When I leave, the guards will follow, and you’ll be down here alone. Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “There might be more patrolling.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    “So, any way you can, get to the elevator, and ride up to the second floor. It’s occupied by admin offices, so it won’t be subject to the same attention as the rest of the building. Then take the stairs on the west side down to the first floor, and leave through the fire exit. I’ll be waiting there with the car.” 
 
    “Get to the elevator. Got it.” That sounded easy enough, but, “I don’t remember where it is. All these halls look identical.” 
 
    She nodded. “Here, take the directions.” Lynx handed me the scrap of paper. 
 
    “This is it? 3-R, 2-L, 3-R…” I said. “R is right and L is left?” 
 
    “That’s correct. All you have to do is take a left out the door and backtrack,” she said. “You got it?” 
 
    I looked at the paper. Maps were more accurate back when they thought you could sail off them. “Sure.” 
 
    “Great,” she said. “And whatever you do, don’t use that ID to open any more doors. When we’re on alert it’ll tip off the guards to your exact location. Ok, I’ll see you outside.” 
 
    Then she took off.  
 
    I waited five minutes, though it felt like thirty, before I left the Black Bleach and crept through the outer room. When I got to the door, I pulled the blinds on the window open a quarter inch, and peered out. 
 
    Nobody in either direction.  
 
    I opened the door, stepped into the hall, and turned left, hugging the walls as I went. They say that makes you less visible, but frankly that bit of wisdom seems more plausible when you’re in a bar than it does when you’re skulking through a Sindicate lab, but I got to the first corner without being seen.  
 
    I looked both ways to make sure no one was around, then made my way to the next intersection. It felt like a mile between them, but when I got there, it was clear too. 
 
    I continued on to the third, turned right, and got about five paces before I checked the paper and stopped.  
 
    Damn. That was a wrong turn.  
 
    I spun around, but before I could take a step, I heard voices. I ran to the corner, got low to the ground, and poked my head out. 
 
    Coming down the hall I just left were a pair of guards, one guy and one dame. They had matching black uniforms and blond hair, and were moving my way at a slow pace, checking each door to see that it was locked. 
 
    I had to get across the hallway without being seen. So I’d have to hide, and let them pass by.  
 
    Spinning around, I looked for something to duck behind. But in an empty hallway there aren’t a lot of options. I tried the closest door. It was locked. I moved to the next one. It wouldn’t budge either. 
 
    I ran to the far corner as quietly as I could, and peered around it. The hallway was all clear. I stepped around the corner and waited, figuring all I had to do was pause long enough for the guards to walk past, then resume my path to escape.  
 
    But instead of going straight, they turned down my hallway, and were coming straight towards me. 
 
    “This is bull,” the guy said. 
 
    “Yeah, but what else is there to do?” asked the dame. “Personally, I’d rather be safe in a bunker like this than walking the streets. With the length of my rap sheet, there’d be a line of white capes outside my digs ready to put their spangle-y boots on my neck.” 
 
    “Yeah, good point. No way I’m taking another turn in Impenetron, and I got family up there.” 
 
    “Really? Who?” 
 
    “Nobody I want to see that bad.” 
 
    I took a quick peek.  
 
    They were halfway down the hall.  
 
    I cursed under my breath. But then I realized it wasn’t as bad as I thought. It was just like when you miss a turn in your car. I could swing two more rights, like I was circling the block, and be back where I started, in the hall that led to the exit.  
 
    As quick as I could I moved down to the next corner, and took the turn to safety and freedom. 
 
    But instead I was staring at a dead end. 
 
    And I could hear the guards getting closer, working their way towards me like a pair of bloodhounds. 
 
    I was boxed in with no place to hide. 
 
    But there was one last door. I reached for it, praying to every saint I could remember, and twisted the knob as silently as I could. 
 
    It was locked. 
 
    There was something different about it though. This knob had a keyhole instead of the card reader like the rest. 
 
    I grabbed my pick, crouched down, and jammed the thin metal into the slot. It took me all of two seconds to find the tumblers a place to rest. I pulled the door open slowly, but stopped when I saw the familiar Biohazard Level Five sign. It was a tough call. In a very real way, the room offered me protection from the guards, but what was inside could be way worse. 
 
    The footfalls were getting louder. 
 
    Ninety-five percent chance of death inside, one hundred percent chance of guards outside. That made for hard odds, but an easy choice. I opened the door. 
 
    It was a supply closet. 
 
    I stepped in and locked it behind me. 
 
    The pair approached. 
 
    They jimmied the knob back and forth. 
 
    “It’s locked,” the guy said. 
 
    “Good. The cleaning supplies remain safe for another day.” 
 
    Then their footsteps receded. 
 
    And I sighed. 
 
    Just as the door swung open. The blond guy stared at me, and said, “If you want to stay hidden don’t breathe so loud.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 27 
 
    I lunged forward and wrapped my hands around his neck.  
 
    But before I could snap it, he turned into a cloud of black smoke.  
 
    I fell straight through him and hit the ground. Flipping to my back, I looked up.  
 
    A dark column of black air twisted before me. Then it transformed back into the man. “You got to be record breaking stupid, pal.” 
 
    I hopped to my feet and flung a quick jab at his chin.  
 
    He turned to smoke again, and my punch passed harmlessly through the haze. 
 
    The guard reformed and said, “But persistent. I’ll give you that. Hey Slapdash, a little help.” 
 
    The broad practically appeared out of nowhere, accompanied by a blast of wind. “What’s up, Smolder? There a- Whoa. Central was right, this Wagner?” 
 
    I looked from one to the other. “Yeah, I’m Wagner.” 
 
    Smolder said, “Well, we’re on lockdown, buddy, and you’re way out of bounds. Come on, we’re taking you in.” 
 
    I held out my wrists. “Sure thing.” 
 
    Slapdash slung a set of cuffs around me at super speed. “Easy enough.” 
 
    “Meh, these reg doctors aren’t the fighting back type.” Smolder put his hand on my back, and led me down the hall. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I said. “I threw two punches.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it would’ve been quicker if you mailed them.” 
 
    Slapdash laughed. 
 
    We got halfway down the hall when I asked, “Where’re we going?” 
 
    “Central,” Smolder said. “They’ve got some questions.” 
 
    “You’re not going to call first?” I noticed that the security team from before didn’t carry walkie-talkies. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” Slapdash pushed me. 
 
    I kept walking. “Ok.” 
 
    “No, not ok,” Smolder said. “They ask those questions kind of hard.” 
 
    “Kind of hard?” 
 
    Slapdash poked my ribs from behind. “What they do is load you full of nanobots that’ll find their way to your nervous system and play a game of hob until you die of agony.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true. I saw it once,” Smolder said. “A guy bigger than you, tougher too, died in a pool of his own everything.” 
 
    I stopped walking, and turned around. “What if I say no thanks?” 
 
    “You don’t got a choice,” Smolder said. 
 
    “Seriously,” Slapdash said, “what’re you going to do, science us to death?” 
 
    “Nope, beat.” I snapped my cuffs and swung a hook as fast as I could. It should’ve hit both of them, but instead my fist passed through Smolder’s smoky outline, and Slapdash ducked at super speed. 
 
    “I think you’ll have better luck with the science,” Slapdash said. She was clearly a speedster, and proved it by punching the side of my head over one hundred times in less than a second.  
 
    Pain shot through my skull and my vision went blurry. I dropped to one knee. 
 
    And Slapdash spun backwards, cradling her hand. “Arrg! The son of a bitch is invulnerable.” 
 
    I dove towards Smolder’s knees, and harmlessly passed through his dusty form yet again. Then the thick cloud of smoke surrounded me. I got to my feet, and swung around like it was a mess of bees, but he clung to me like flypaper. I took a breath. A scorched wood smell choked my nostrils as Smolder flowed into my lungs like campfire smoke. I fell against the wall, clawing my neck.  
 
    From behind, his partner kicked my legs. 
 
    And I flopped to the ground, expelling the dark cloud like a chimney. 
 
    Smolder reformed and bent over, panting. “I hate that.” 
 
    Slapdash put her unharmed hand under him. “That was dumb, be careful.” She turned to me. “As for you…” 
 
    I looked up at them from the floor. My eyes were full of tears, and my head was pounding, but if I went to Central it would get worse. There was only one way out. And it wouldn’t be pleasant, for any of us.  
 
    I exhaled slowly until there was no air left in my lungs, then I sat up and threw a punch at Smolder’s groin. As expected, he turned to smoke, and I inhaled as much of him as I could.  
 
    It was like swallowing sandpaper.  
 
    As my lungs tried to reject him, I clamped one hand over my nose and mouth. Then I jumped to my feet.  
 
    The rest of Smolder swirled around me like a tornado. But that’s all he could do. With so much of his mass inside my lungs, he couldn’t reform without losing half his body. 
 
    “What the… Let him go!” Slapdash drove her good hand into my gut.  
 
    I curled up tight, and leaned into the wall.  
 
    She knocked me a few more in the same spot, then kicked my legs.  
 
    I knelt down, rolled to the side, and came back up already running for it. 
 
    Slapdash leapt onto my back. Panting heavily, she punched my shoulders, neck, and head from every angle.  
 
    It hurt something fierce, but I kept moving back the way we came.  
 
    The angry black cloud followed us.  
 
    My head started to spin as the fire in my lungs spread through my body. I fell to one knee. 
 
    Slapdash was still on my back. She wrapped an arm around my throat.  
 
    I grabbed it, and flung her over my shoulder.  
 
    She landed hard, but in less than a second she was back up, with my death in her eyes.  
 
    But instead of coming with it, she slumped against the wall. 
 
    And I knew there was a chance, because I was wrong. 
 
    Slapdash wasn’t a speedster. 
 
    She had hyper reflexes. Those allowed her to move at high speeds, but only for short bursts, and it came with a hefty physical toll. It was a fine distinction, but one that just might save my life.  
 
    The black cloud of Smolder got between me and her, but I dove through it, hands out.  
 
    Slapdash leapt back, and I landed flat.  
 
    I got up, and lumbered her way, but again she retreated. 
 
    After another two steps, I lunged at her feet. This time I got my hand around an ankle. Standing up, I swung her like a tennis racket, right into the wall.  
 
    She cracked the plaster, and went limp.  
 
    I dropped her in heap, then fell to the floor next to her.  
 
    There was no oxygen left in my lungs. Tears flowed from my eyes, and my throat was on fire.  
 
    Half of Smolder was still spinning around me, but through him I could see my final goal: the closet they found me in. 
 
    I reached out with one hand, and pulled myself to it. Exhaling as hard as I could, I vomited up every bit of ashy air into the tiny room.  
 
    The part of Smolder that surrounded me detached, and followed it in. 
 
    I gulped down as much oxygen as possible, while inside the closet Smolder retook his human form. I scrambled to my feet, slammed the door, and pushed against it. 
 
    “Let me out.” He hammered the door with his fists. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!” Then he threw a shoulder into it. Once. Twice. On his third try, I punched through the door. Right where his head should be. My knuckles hit meat and bone. 
 
    There was a crash. And then it went quiet. 
 
    I opened the closet.  
 
    Smolder was sitting in the cleaning supplies with blood smeared down his mouth like clown makeup, and about as conscious as a plate of pasta. With a snatch and a toss Slapdash joined him. Then I locked them both in, headed towards the elevator, and took it to the second floor. Once there, I found the west side stairwell, walked down the steps, and out the first floor fire exit. 
 
    As promised, Lynx was waiting in her car.  
 
    I got in, pulled off my glasses, and threw them on the dashboard. 
 
    “Any trouble getting out?” Lynx said. 
 
    “I had to beat a couple of guards unconscious.” 
 
    “Did they see your face?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’ll be amazing if they remember it though. Can we scram?” 
 
    She put the car into drive, and we pulled into traffic. 
 
    I said, “What’s going to happen with your dad?” 
 
    “Nothing terrible. You’re in the clear since we don’t have video and you used Wagner’s ID.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    “This isn’t the first time I’ve broken the rules. I’ll be fine. Deceiving fathers is the first thing daughters learn to do. And besides, he’s too busy right now to check up on me, but let me ask, was the information worth it?” 
 
    I leaned back, and thought about the Bleach. “Yeah. It was.” 
 
    “Then all is well. I need a drink, you want one?” 
 
    “Of course.” I rubbed my eyes. “That’s my default setting.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 28 
 
    Lynx drove me to a stately stack of bricks in the east side of town with a fountain and lush hanging gardens out front. She pulled past the security checkpoint and into an underground parking structure.  
 
    I looked over at her. “You said we were going to a bar.” 
 
    “I said drink, not bar, and considering what we just pulled off, I figured some privacy might be nice.” She found a spot and backed into it. 
 
    “Good point.” I hopped out of the car, opened the trunk, and retrieved my gear. “So where are we?” 
 
    Lynx led me into the elevator. “My apartment.” 
 
    “I thought you lived in the Mountains.” 
 
    “I have a place there, but I keep a few others around town in case.” 
 
    “In case of what?” 
 
    “Just in case.”  
 
    When we arrived at the seventh floor, the elevator doors opened directly into the living room.  
 
    I followed Lynx in.  
 
    She slipped off her lab coat, and tossed it on a chair. “What do you think?” 
 
    I had no idea. I was too busy watching her walk to have an opinion, but said, “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Really?” She stopped and turned to me. 
 
    By then I was looking around, and I was right, it was beautiful. But it wasn’t girly. The walls were covered with plants and natural wood, with thick carpet on every inch of floor. A sofa and two chairs sat in the center. They were wrapped in a creamy leather that gave the room a hunting lodge feel so authentic I could practically smell fox pheromones. “Yeah, it’s great.” 
 
    “Thanks. Have a seat, I’ll fix us a drink.” She kicked off her shoes, went to the bar, and retrieved a bottle with a pair of tumblers. 
 
    I took off my coat, and parked on her couch. 
 
    She joined me, poured two large glasses of the brown stuff, and we sat and sipped. 
 
    “So about the case,” I said. 
 
    “No. Not yet. I need a second to unwind.” She pulled her legs up, and turned towards me. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself? How’d you get into this business?” 
 
    “Ah, it’s sort of personal.” 
 
    Lynx grabbed my chin and turned it towards her. “I think I’ve earned it.” 
 
    She was right about that. “It was my family.” 
 
    “Really, they wore the black cape?” 
 
    “Mom and Ray? No, that’s funny. They were both regs. Ma was as straight laced as they come, but Ray, I never told ma this, but it was my brother’s fault I donned the cape in the first place. I got special in my early twenties. Back then I was employed in a warehouse doing halfwit work, but my pay helped the family. Raymond wasn’t much for the day labor. He joined a gang and started pulling heists that he thought were the real hot ticket. When I found out I asked him to quit.” 
 
    “Did he?” 
 
    “Hell yeah. By then my powers were fully manifested, and I didn’t give him an option. But the guy who ran his crew saw an opportunity. Said he’d let Raymond go only if I took his place.” 
 
    “The stones on that guy. Did you break him in two?” Lynx said. 
 
    “In retrospect I should’ve, but I was still green and the threat really scared me. I mean, what’s the good of being bulletproof if your family isn’t? So I went to work, and made sure Raymond stayed clean.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you quit after a while?” 
 
    “Because I liked it.” 
 
    “Ahhh.” Lynx nodded. “That I understand.” 
 
    “Plus I was skilled. And smart. Compared to them at least. I had a real talent for planning burglaries, and our scores got bigger. Big enough to get noticed. So after a few months I was approached by Subatomic. He offered me a spot with Dread Division, and with that came bigger scores, more lettuce, and protection for my family.” 
 
    “What happened to them, are they still in Gold Coast?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “they both died.” 
 
    Lynx put her hand on my thigh. “How?” 
 
    “Raymond got hit by a truck walking home with his girl one night. She was pregnant. A lot of people, my mom included, blamed me. They thought it was a message. I found out a few years later it was just a horrible accident.” 
 
    “Yeesh. And what happened to your mother?” 
 
    “Cancer, a few years after.” 
 
    “So when did you become a detective?” 
 
    “It was right after mom got sick. I was up on Ayers visiting Ray, and… You ever go up there?” 
 
    “I’ve never had a reason to.” 
 
    “You’re lucky. Most of it’s a regular graveyard, but there’s one section dedicated exclusively to black capes that died on the job. Usually nobody claims those bodies, so the only thing that marks their time on this earth is a stone engraved with a villain’s name and the day they died. I was up there paying respects when I ran into an old friend of my ma’s. Her kid was some small-time cape who got himself killed on the job. The cops don’t waste time investigating that sort of thing, but as you can imagine it had the old bird twisted, so she asked me to look into it. Find out what happened. After I did, she was so grateful she gave me some dough.” 
 
    “It couldn’t have been more than you were earning.” 
 
    “It wasn’t even close, but that didn’t matter, it felt… right. Anyway, soon after I met Carl Cutter. He specialized in black cape snooping, and offered to take me on as a partner, show me the ropes. So long story short, I said sayonara to Dread Division and became a shamus.” 
 
    “That must’ve made mom proud.” 
 
    “She didn’t believe I’d gone straight at first.” A smile I couldn’t stop bubbled up. “But yeah, before she passed she was real proud.” 
 
    “That’s one hell of a tale.” Lynx leaned forward, grabbed the bottle, and when she saw it was empty got up for a fresh one. When she returned she said, “I’m glad you didn’t say it was because you found God or something worse… You’re just a white cape at heart.” 
 
    I laughed. “No. What I do is definitely not the white cape thing. But I try to help.” 
 
    “Just like Benjy.” She sighed and took a drink. I watched her do it, and noticed her leg was pressed against mine. It gave off heat like a volcanic rent. I shifted a few inches away. She turned to me, leaned over, and put her head on my shoulder. “I miss him. So much.” She reached up, and rubbed above my collar. “Sorry again, about your neck.” 
 
    Anybody who tells you that invulnerable skin’s immune to goose bumps doesn’t know what they’re talking about. “Um, that’s fine, so… you want to know anything else?” 
 
    “Yes.” She took the glass out of my hand, and put it on the table. Then she threw her leg over my lap, and straddled me. Her breath was warm. Her hair smelled like jasmine. 
 
    She leaned in. 
 
    “Whoa now.” I grabbed her waist, and held it right where it was. “That’s far enough.” 
 
    She put her hands on mine. “You don’t want this?” 
 
    “Of course I do, bad, but…” I knew where that sentence was going when I started it, but she felt so good I got lost on the way. 
 
    “So then.” Lynx grabbed my collar and started to unbutton my shirt. Then her mouth, full, warm, and still wet from the whiskey, pressed against mine, and parted my invulnerable lips with ease. She bit my lower one, and ran her tongue across it.  
 
    I began to grind my hips into hers. 
 
    Then I gained control, and lifted her off me. “I have to go.” 
 
    “Don’t. It’s too early.” 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    “Don’t go.” Lynx jumped to her feet, and swept my legs, bringing us both crashing to the couch.  
 
    I tried to fight, but the lady’s TK wouldn’t let me budge. Still, I pushed back as hard as I could.  
 
    “You’re going to destroy my sofa.” 
 
    “Let me up,” I said. “I’m serious.” 
 
    “Ok. Relax.” 
 
    She released me, and I got to my feet. “Don’t do that again.” 
 
    Lynx pounced on me, and we fell to the floor. “And if I do?” She lowered her mouth to mine. Those soft lips did a much better job of keeping me pinned than the TK had. After a few seconds she came up for air. 
 
    It gave me a second to think. “Lynx, you don’t want to do this. You’re-” 
 
    “I know what I am.” Her shoulders dropped. “I’m sorry, but I need to be with someone, and I trust you. I like you. Please. I want this. Don’t make me take it.” 
 
    She kissed me again, and my hands grabbed her. Hard. Those two treacherous bastards at the ends of my arms had gotten me into trouble before, but this was a new low. I lifted up Lynx’s skirt and took a run up her thighs. I didn’t stop until her dress was completely off, and a few feet away. Then I used my fingers to trace every inch of her terrain like I was making a map. Lynx grabbed my shirt, and tore it off. 
 
    How we made it to the bedroom is still a mystery. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 29 
 
    Afterwards, we stayed in bed for a while, twisted around each other like Hermes’ snakes. Her hair lay across my chest in such a way that when I looked down I couldn’t tell where I ended and she began. “That was nice,” I said. 
 
    She nuzzled my neck like a kitten. “Yeah it was.” 
 
    “I never thought… I didn’t…” 
 
    She kissed my nose. “You’re cute.” 
 
    “No one’s called me that before.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Just my friend Monday.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    “Well, it’s hard to believe you don’t hear it more often.” 
 
    “Really?” I ran a finger down her spine. “I don’t know if you’re kidding or telling the truth.” 
 
    “That’s the fun, isn’t it?” She got up on one elbow. “A bit of mystery and all. But in this case I’ll tell you I’m shooting you straight.” The phone rang, and she picked it up. “Hello? Yes. Yes.” Her face fell a few inches. “I understand. I’ll be there shortly.” 
 
    I put my hands behind my head. “What’s that about?” 
 
    “Fun’s over. That was Skip. The board’s meeting.” 
 
    “Now?” I looked at my watch. “At ten pm?” 
 
    Lynx hopped out of bed. “Yes. Now.” 
 
    I used my watch to activate Jane’s homing autopilot so that she’d be outside waiting for me. “What’s up? This about today?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but if it is, I told you I can handle it.” She walked to her bathroom, stopping in front of the mirror. “Before I leave, why don’t you tell me about your theory on the Black Bleach. I can’t see how it’s involved with Benjy. Anyone who ingested it would be long dead before they were strong enough to hurt him.” 
 
    “That’s right.” I watched her apply lipstick, eyeliner, and run a very lucky brush through her hair. I’ve had worse times. “You’d make a good detective.” 
 
    “Well, if you know all that then why’d we do what we did?” She left the bathroom and entered the walk-in closet. 
 
    “Are you familiar with MAGMAs?” 
 
    “Yeah. The board just purchased some.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You do?” 
 
    “Yeah. Did your dad know about it?” 
 
    “Of course. An asset that expensive couldn’t have been acquired without his approval.” 
 
    I knew it. “Well, he didn’t mention that during our last meeting.” 
 
    “So? He keeps a lot of secrets. Are they involved?” 
 
    “I think someone coated the tip of one with Black Bleach, and then shot Benjamin with it. The chemical reaction inside him is the only thing that could’ve caused the wounds I saw on his body.” 
 
    Lynx emerged in a conservative black dress and heels, and sat on the bed. “How can you fasten liquid to a bullet?” 
 
    “They do it with Azures,” I said. “Professor Varius told me the process isn’t difficult.” 
 
    “That’s true, but is a MAGMA really powerful enough?” 
 
    “The guy who sells them swears it could break Pinnacle’s skin.” 
 
    “Then that gives Dad access to the murder weapons, but I still doubt he was involved.” 
 
    “That makes one of us.” 
 
    “Well, it would explain why he didn’t tell me about Benjy, but sorry, I’m not convinced. Dad’s a lot of things, but careless isn’t one of them. He wouldn’t do something like this without being able to cover himself completely.” 
 
    “Good to know. However, in my opinion the real hole in my theory is that in order for the MAGMA to work, the marksman would have to be extremely far away, like well over two miles. And to the best of my guy’s knowledge, there’s no sniper that skilled in the world.” 
 
    As my words sank in, Lynx’s face dropped. She looked away, and said, “Yes there is. But it’s not possible…” 
 
    I grabbed her chin, and turned her to me. “What’s not possible?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and swallowed. “A sniper. That’s what dad is. Nobody knows this, but back when he was in Israel, in the army, he specialized in long-range marksmanship. He was their best.” 
 
    A heavy silence fell between us. It took a moment for me to break it. “Are you serious? Lynchpin could’ve pulled the trigger himself?” 
 
    Lynx got up and paced the room. “I don’t know if you’re familiar with the art of accurate shooting over distances, but having the ability to control things with your mind is extremely helpful. He once hit a target from almost three miles out. My God. He did it.” She made a fist, and I felt the air pressure in the room double. The lamps, the bed, everything sank an inch under her power. 
 
    I walked to Lynx, and put my hands on her shoulders.  
 
    She relaxed, and the pressure in the room abated.  
 
    I said, “Yeah, I think he did. But all the evidence is circumstantial right now. I still have to prove it.” 
 
    “Then how do we? Prove it I mean?” 
 
    I thought for a second. “If we can show that your dad purchased the Kaos rifles and accessed the Black Bleach, that’ll give us means. Add that to his skills, and it might be enough to take to the SPECs.” 
 
    “Ok. I’m not in the supply chain though, and I don’t control any outflows of payments, but I can check on them easy enough. There might be ways to hide transactions, but I know what to look for. If we’re right though, and he is guilty, why do you think he did it?” 
 
    “Who knows?” I said. “Maybe he was lying and he didn’t like the two of you together. Maybe it has to do with his expansion into Japan. Probably both.” 
 
    Lynx dropped her jaw. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “It’s my job.” 
 
    She turned away from me, shaking her head. “That would make sense. Dad’s been planning to move into the Asian black cape territories for months. He said the families there couldn’t stop us, that no one could, except Team Supreme.” 
 
    “Not anymore they can’t, not without Pinnacle.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sighed, then looked at her watch. “Damn it, I’ve got to go. In the meantime, you be careful.” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her. “You too.” 
 
    “I’m his daughter, he won’t-” 
 
    “He’s already killed one of his own kids.” 
 
    “Spitfire. I remember.” Lynx’s face turned red and she walked into the living room. 
 
    I followed, scooping up my clothes on the way, and I threw them on as fast as I could.  
 
    “Alright Dane, I’ll call you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Meanwhile, I’ll see if I can’t get us some assistance. But be sure to contact me, regardless of what you find.” 
 
    She showed me to the door. “I will. And if we’re right, I’m going to want-” 
 
    “Revenge,” I said. “Me too.” I put on my hat, took a step outside, and turned around. Then I pulled her close and gave her a kiss on the mouth. It was harder than all the others.  
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    When I got downstairs, Jane was waiting for me out front. I needed rest, but instead of my apartment I drove to the office. The light was on, and when I walked in, Widow was there. 
 
    “Late night, kiddo?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “I had some stuff to finish up.” 
 
    I looked at the clock. “After eleven? You liar.” I walked into the back room, and tossed my gear on the sofa. “How’d you know I’d be here?” 
 
    Widow followed me. “You always crash at the office when something big’s stirring.” 
 
    “Do I?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “You told me Cutter used to do that.” 
 
    “He did. So?” 
 
    Widow walked over and gave me a four-armed hug, which if you ask me are the best kind. She pulled away, but left her hands behind. “So the time has come. I need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    “I can’t, but you know I’d never freeze you out unless it was important.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Not that again. I promised myself that if you went home then I’d let this lie, but you came here which means I have to insist. Spill it.” 
 
    “Widow.” I looked in her eyes. I could see she was right, so we sat down on my couch. I filled her in on everything I’d done the past few days. Mostly I focused on the action, and left the romance out. Considering the severity of it all, she took it pretty well. 
 
    “Ok, that explains everything. I can’t believe you really found Pinnacle’s secret identity. I’m impressed, boss. That’s like the black cape Holy Grail.” She let out a long whistle. “And you got the murder weapons, too. Any idea how you’re going to take down Lynchpin? The guy’s army is as big as all outdoors.” 
 
    “I’m thinking Monday can help with that. I’ll call him tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good idea. You give him the evidence and he’ll get the SPECs on board for certain.” We sat in silence for a few seconds, and a smile crept across her face. “You know, I think I’ll stop ribbing you about your skills now.” 
 
    “Thanks. Anyway, like I said, I’m sorry I kept it all from you.” I slapped her knee. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” she said. 
 
    “You’re a doll.” 
 
    Widow stood up, went to her desk, and started collecting her things. “Now that I know everything’s settled, I’m going home. You need anything before I leave?” 
 
    I picked up a bottle of whiskey and a glass. “Nope, I’ve got it all well in hand. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night.” She turned her desk lamp off, and walked out the door. 
 
    I poured myself a healthy dose, leaned back, and closed my eyes. This was a good day. Productive. For the first time since I caught this case, I felt confident that I might bring it to a close fast enough to stop a war. I just had to prove for certain that the whole thing was Lynchpin’s doing. For that I needed to-  
 
    “Dane!” 
 
    I jumped up. “What?” 
 
    Widow ran past me, grabbed the remote off my desk, and clicked on the television. “Thought you might like to know, they just found the guy who killed Pinnacle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 30 
 
    Humphries was on TV. Next to him stood Glory Anna, the new leader of Team Supreme. She was a foot taller than he was, and had on a red and gold uniform with her dark hair pulled back. The two of them were behind a podium in the central lobby of Top Tower, surrounded by a sea of waving hands. 
 
    “How will this affect the policing of powered crime?” a reporter asked. 
 
    Humphries said, “We’re looking to expand it. I think I speak for us all when I say we cannot allow the loss of one man, no matter how terrible, to dissuade us from the pursuit of safety and justice. There’s a whole city, a whole country in fact, that still needs protection, and we’re working closer than ever with Team Supreme to expand our influence for the purpose of capturing not only Pinnacle’s killer, but every other black cape who threatens national security. Now, just one more question.” He pointed to one of the reporters. “Martin, go ahead.” 
 
    “Glory Anna, you said this tip came in over the Team Supreme hotline. How certain are you that this individual really is the culprit?” 
 
    The room went silent. 
 
    Glory Anna stiffened. “The tip is good. As of now we can’t reveal the source, but it’s solid.” 
 
    Another reporter jumped in. “Does this person have anything to do with the Sindicate?” 
 
    “Everything that happens with Gold Coast’s black cape community has something to do with the Sindicate,” Glory said. “But right now our evidence points in a completely different direction.” 
 
    Humphries nodded, and leaned over the mic. “That’s correct. Also, I’d like to apologize for the lack of information. We have the suspect’s name, but no picture on file. However, Glory Anna and I are putting all available resources into finding this individual, so Gold Coast City can be assured that we’ll have the black cape who goes by Mindgame in custody shortly.” 
 
    Widow clicked off the set. 
 
    “Mindgame?” I slumped down in the couch. I couldn’t believe it. He was making some bold claims at Lynchpin’s party, but this was way out of line for a guy like him. It didn’t fit. 
 
    “Who’s he?” Widow asked. 
 
    “A thinker. Nobody really. One of Professor Varius’s old techs. There’s no way he’s involved,” I said.  
 
    Then the telephone rang. 
 
    “I’ll get it.” Widow leaned towards the receiver. 
 
    “No, it’s probably for me.” I got up and grabbed the phone. “Hello?” 
 
    “Mr. Curse? Good evening, have you seen the news?” It was the same guy who gave me the case a few nights back. 
 
    “Sorry, slick, I was too busy to see tonight’s installment.” 
 
    “You realize, of course, that I know you’re lying.” 
 
    Cogs. Some can read your thoughts even over the phone. “Ok. Yeah, I saw it. So?” 
 
    “So the killer’s been identified, and will most likely be captured shortly. Therefore I’m calling to inform you that your services are no longer required.” 
 
    “What? I don’t think-” 
 
    “Thinking is not what you were hired to do. You were hired to find a killer, and that’s been done. That part’s over. This investigation is now closed. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that any further actions regarding it will not go unnoticed. Or unpunished.” 
 
    “I don’t cotton to threats, slick. So if you got any more in your mouth, keep them tucked under your tongue because-” 
 
    “That wasn’t a threat, Mr. Curse, merely the effect further snooping will cause. Now pick up a pen and write this down: Your work is no longer required. Good night.” 
 
    I hung up the phone. 
 
    “Who was that?” Widow said. 
 
    “The guy who hired me. Calling to fire me.” 
 
    “So the case is closed?” 
 
    I looked out my window. The moon was low in the sky. Its glow bounced off the bay, making its waves shine. “No. Not for me it isn’t. Not until I’m sure they got the right man. I’ll just need to be careful.” 
 
    Widow went to my desk, got herself a glass, and filled it. “So then what’s your next move?” 
 
    “The same move. Get some sleep, and contact Monday about this in the morning.” 
 
    “You got information on Mindgame for him?” 
 
    “Some, but I’m not handing it to the SPECs. They can do their own legwork. I want to find out who their informant is, and what kind of proof they got it wasn’t Lynchpin.” 
 
    “Alright then, I’m heading home.” She killed her drink, then started towards the door. 
 
    I called out, “Widow.” 
 
    She stopped, and turned around. “Yeah?” 
 
    I took off my hat and threw it on the desk. “Leave the bottle.” 
 
    After Widow was gone, I tried to nab some sleep, but couldn’t stop thinking about Mindgame. Was he really involved? Maybe he was Lynchpin’s partner, or maybe he could’ve planned it, but that all seemed so unlikely. I was convinced the old man was behind it, a hunch that was only confirmed by his building roadblocks on my avenues of inquiry, but if he thought they’d slow my push then he wasn’t thinking on all six cylinders. 
 
    I tossed like a tableside Caesar for an hour trying to see how it fit, and by the time I finally nodded off my mood was as dark as the night outside. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    “Rise and shine.” Widow pulled the blinds up, and light poured into the office like water through a turbine. 
 
    “I’m up,” I grumbled, and rubbed what little crud had accumulated from my eyes. 
 
    Widow shoved a bagel at me, along with a cup of coffee. “Here, eat this.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    “How long you been up for?” I asked. 
 
    “Long enough to hear the news.” 
 
    The coffee in my hand couldn’t have snapped me awake like those words. “There’s more news?” I broke off a piece of the bagel, and shoved it into my craw. “Well, don’t keep me in suspense, what fresh hell’s arisen while I slumbered?” I took another bite. I didn’t realize how hungry I was. 
 
    “Blood Angel and Black Orchid are in the morgue.” 
 
    I dropped the bagel. “What? How?” 
 
    “Nobody’s saying much. Rumor has it some white capes got ahold of them, but in my opinion the whole thing’s fishy.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because when A-listers like Orchid and Blood Angel mix it up with heroes there’s a lot of damage, but all the pictures they’ve shown of the crime scene lack the telltale signs of destruction.” 
 
    I was about to ask another question but stopped. I didn’t notice it before, but the office was silent. Even the sounds that creep in from street side were gone. I looked out the window. Barely anyone was out. “There was no destruction around the bodies?” 
 
    “Not one bit.” 
 
    I picked up my bagel off the floor and tossed it in the can. Orchid and Angel. Both were board members, and the first two allies Lynchpin engaged at the party right after our meeting. Them, and the guy who discovered the body. If those three really were accomplices in Pinnacle’s murder, and Lynchpin was tying up loose ends, then Gravel would be next, and that might put him in the talking mood. I gave Old Stony a call, but all I got was his answering service, so I left a message. 
 
    Then I thought of Lynx. 
 
    I dialed her number as fast as my fingers could. It was ringing. Once. Twice. Six times in all before going to voice mail. I hung up and used a dirty word. 
 
    Widow said, “So what’s your plan for today? And the answer isn’t I’m investigating Mindgame.” 
 
    “I know. Besides, even if he is involved, which I doubt, he’s got to be as far away from Gold Coast as possible.” 
 
    “Good. So who’s on the dance card?” 
 
    I looked at my watch. Seven am. Monday wouldn’t be available until noon. “Nobody for now. I’m thinking maybe I should barricade the door and shoot whoever comes knocking.” 
 
    “That’s a plan,” Widow said. “But since you’re technically not on the case anymore, there is another thing.” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “Maybe you can swing by Mrs. Freeman’s house?” 
 
    It took a second for me to realize who she was talking about. “Wait, you mean the missing Kapowitzer? You’ve got to be kidding.” 
 
    “She’s sweet,” Widow said. “Plus she lives in a real quiet part of town, and I can’t think of a safer place to spend the morning.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Ok,” she said, and headed out to her desk. “I’ll call Mrs. Freeman and tell her you’re on your way.” 
 
    “While you’re at it, call Monday too, let him know I want to meet for lunch.” 
 
    Widow was right. I knew visiting Mrs. Freeman was a safe way to kill some time, and I didn’t want to hang around the office anyway. If Lynchpin really was knocking off board members, then Lynx was in danger, and there was nothing I could do about it. I’d welcome anything that could take my mind off that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 31 
 
    Mrs. Freeman lived in one of the older parts of Gold Coast, an area called Sunnyport. It was near the bay, not right on it mind you, but close enough to get the cool breezes. Trees lined every street, and practically each block had its own park. It was a pleasant place as neighborhoods go, but I could tell its best days were behind it. Every tenth row home was boarded up. Next year there’d be more. That sort of thing spreads like cancer. 
 
    I pulled up in front of her four-story apartment building, hopped out, and walked inside. I made my way to the third floor, and rang Mrs. Freeman’s bell. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she said through the door. 
 
    “Dane Curse, Mrs. Freeman. You called me about Earl’s keepsake a few days ago.” 
 
    I heard the chain disengage from the other side along with a series of locks, and Mrs. Freeman opened the door. She was a tiny woman wrapped in a flower dress with matching slippers and silver hair. “It’s so nice to see you, Mr. Curse. I was expecting you sooner.” 
 
    “I know, ma’am. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Well, considering everything that’s been happening, I suppose it’s understandable. Come in.” 
 
    I stepped into the house, and despite the windows being wide open, I could taste the mothballs and floral air freshener. That aside though, the place was nice, quaint. The carpeting, walls, and furniture were either yellow or green, and I immediately liked it all. Her home made me feel like a teenager again. 
 
    “Please, take a seat.” She pointed to the couch on the far wall flanked by two pre-war lamps. “Can I get you something to drink? I have some very nice tea brewing.” 
 
    I sat down and said, “No thank you. If it’s alright, I’d like to jump right in. Please, tell me everything about Earl’s old Kapowitzer.” 
 
    Mrs. Freeman joined me on the sofa. “It was almost two weeks ago. On Thursday, I think. I was sleeping in my bedroom, and I heard a noise out here.” 
 
    “This room?” I asked. “You heard a noise in your bed from this room here?” 
 
    “More the hallway.” She motioned to the path that led further back into the apartment. “And I got up to see what the commotion was. That was around eleven pm.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “I checked the clock on the bedside. It has an extra large face. So I heard the noise, put on my slippers, and then I came outside to see what it was. And if you can believe it, there was a young man, on his knees, rooting through the closet. I yelled at him to get. He looked up, said something rude, and went right back to looking.” 
 
    “What did you do then?” 
 
    “Well, I told him that I would phone the police. He just laughed, as if I wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Probably thought it was a bluff, considering how the, uh, how Earl used to-” 
 
    “You can say it, Mr. Curse. How Agent Dreadful earned his money. I have no illusions about my late husband, but I assure you, it was no bluff. Despite Earl’s profession, I have always led an honest life.” 
 
    “You don’t seem the sinister type.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. So I made the threat again, and again he insulted me.” 
 
    “Really, he just sat there talking with you?” Bizarre. “What was his voice like?” 
 
    “Like anybody else’s. Not too high, not too deep. I remember being surprised at how sophisticated it was, not rough at all, more like a professor’s.” 
 
    I nodded. “Professor. Got it. Please go on, what happened next?” 
 
    “Well, he found what he was looking for, then got up, and ran out the door. Of course I locked it behind him. It was only after, when I looked through the closet, that I realize what he’d taken. If I’d known then, I would’ve put up a fight.” 
 
    I nodded again, and was glad she didn’t press the issue. It looked like some peck might be left in her yet, though not enough to handle a burglar, no matter how professorial. “The locks,” I said, motioning toward the door. “Were they forced?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I checked the next morning and there weren’t even scratches. I don’t know how he got them open, but he must’ve been a very smart man. Those are B-Locks.” 
 
    I walked over to check her story, and she was right. I hadn’t noticed before, but they were B-Locks, an old school deterrent that were pretty decent in their day. They look like four regular locks installed in a row, but the trick is that each needs to be unlocked in a specific order for all of them to open. I don’t mind admitting, I’ve had problems with them in the past. 
 
    I returned to the couch and said, “You’re right, he picked them without leaving a scratch. I can’t do that. The guy’s got skill. And he stole your Kapowitzer?” A broken Kapowitzer. What would you do with one? That was a bigger mystery than who took it. 
 
    “Yes, I can’t imagine why. It doesn’t work.” 
 
    “None of them do,” I said. 
 
    Mrs. Freeman looked my way. “Yours still functions, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s the last one.” 
 
    She nodded. “Because of that business with the Brazilian boy, all those years ago.” 
 
    “Earl told you about that?” 
 
    “Actually, no. He never shared that part of his life.” Mrs. Freeman glanced up at me with a smirk on her face. “Perhaps you could? I promise I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    Gossiping with old women isn’t really my thing, but the fact she thought we were being so naughty made it irresistible. “It’s not that special a story. One of Brazil’s baddest black capes had a son who got killed by a Kapowitzer. They knew because the type of energy residue the blast leaves behind is unique to the gun. Add the fact that these pistols are genetically locked to their owner, and you get a bunch of Brazilians hunting down everybody who owned one, knowing that if they murdered all fifty of us, they’d eventually get their guy. In the end they either killed every owner, or destroyed their weapon.” 
 
    Her eyes were sparkling. “But not yours?” 
 
    “No, not mine.” I smiled, and pulled out Lois. 
 
    “May I? I’ve never held a working one.” 
 
    “No.” I returned Lois to her spot under my jacket. “They jolt anyone who isn’t the owner.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, “I didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Most people don’t. But back to business, can you describe the man who took yours?” 
 
    “I can do better than that. After he escaped I sketched a portrait of him. It’s in the bedroom. I’ll get it.” Mrs. Freeman shuffled off. I crossed my legs and leaned back in anticipation of seeing how good her artistic skills were, preparing myself for some very blurry disappointment. 
 
    She returned with a large, folded, yellow sheet of paper in her hand, and extended it towards me. “Here you are.” 
 
    “You know, Mrs. Freeman, before we go any further, I just want to let you know that there’s a very slim chance I’ll be able to find this person. With legal items I can lean on the law to assist, but something like this…” 
 
    “My hopes are high, but my expectations will stay reasonable.” 
 
    I looked into her eyes. They reminded me of homemade cookies. “Ok, let’s take a look.” I flipped open the sheet and my jaw dropped. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “What is it? Is everything alright?” 
 
    I looked at Mrs. Freeman, then back at her sketch. “You’re sure this is the man?” 
 
    “I’m positive, what’s wrong?” 
 
    In my hands, drawn with subtle texture and expert shading, was a very accurate portrait of Mindgame. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 32 
 
    I let Mrs. Freeman know I’d be in contact, and bolted from her apartment, taking the steps down two at a time. I opened the front door and saw Jane right where I left her. Then I got a bad feeling, and froze in place. I leaned out. Five SPEC Agents flew overhead in a V formation with Pixius, the world’s handsomest hero, at their head. A handful of dames were on the other side of the block. They were looking up with me, but none of them made a sound. 
 
    Once the flying force passed by, I got into my car, and called Widow on the comms. 
 
    “How’d it go?” she said. 
 
    “Fine, did anyone call?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Patience isn’t something I value, or naturally possess, and I didn’t like not knowing where Lynx was. Maybe she was snooping. Maybe she was meeting with the Sindicate Board. Or maybe she was with most holy death. “Great. Now do me a favor and go into my filing cabinet. Look up Mindgame, and read me his last known address.” 
 
    Widow didn’t answer right away. In fact, I would’ve checked if she was still there, but I could hear breathing. Finally she said, “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Relax, it’s not-” 
 
    “Not what? The dumbest idea you’ve ever had? I ask you to keep your head down, and you want to swing by the one place every SPEC in the city’s looking for? Why precisely? You want to see if Impenetron’s brunch is as good as the Michelin guide says?” 
 
    “Knock that noise. It’s for Mrs. Freeman.” 
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “Yes really. Now get me that address or I’ll swing by and do it myself.” 
 
    “Fine, but I want to go on the record as to how dumb I think this is.” 
 
    “Widow...” 
 
    “Yeah yeah, give me a second.” She read me Mindgame’s address along with another warning. I took it in stride. There was an excellent chance I’d be there and gone way before any lawmen showed up. Plus it might give me the opportunity to rule out his involvement in Pinnacle’s murder. I would handle two leads at once, a rare luxury. 
 
    Traffic was light, and I made it to Mindgame’s without incident. I parked, and took the steps down to the basement unit. His lock was extremely simple to pick, and when I walked into his pad I could see why. The single room efficiency was run down and cheap. The floor was covered in dust, and dirty dishes were stacked in the sink. The only two windows in the apartment were high up, and caked with so much muck I could barely see the pedestrians’ feet as they walked by. 
 
    The place screamed long vacated. 
 
    I turned to go, but noticed a clean swath of wall. I walked over to it, and pulled out my hand scanner. When I read the display I smiled. The whole thing was hollow. Mindgame may be smart as a whip, but his place didn’t have the same level of protection Pinnacle’s did, and it took less than a minute to find the trigger for his secret door. It slid out of the way silently, and I walked in slow, letting Rico lead the way. 
 
    The room was bright, very clean, and vast enough to extend under half the block. I moved past a dozen rows of shining machinery, and while what I saw wasn’t nearly as impressive as the goodies at Professor Varius’s, they weren’t half bad either. When I got to the back wall, I ran into a collection of video monitors, stacked five-by-five, each showing different scenes from inside the lab and outside the building. 
 
    And sitting in front of them, slumped over the desk, was Mindgame. 
 
    I said, “Wake up, bright boy. I got some questions for you.” 
 
    But he didn’t move. 
 
    “Hey, popular Pete, rise and shine.” I grabbed the nearest piece of scrap, and tossed it at him. The hunk of metal hit his back, and fell to the ground. And still, he didn’t move. 
 
    Which wasn’t right. 
 
    Keeping Rico steady, I walked closer, and nudged him with my free hand. His flesh was too firm, too cold. Holstering my pistol, I circled around and looked at Mindgame’s face. Both eyes were unblinking and glazed over. His mouth was wide open. Grabbing a handful of hair, I pulled his head up and checked his noggin. It was undamaged.  
 
    Interesting. 
 
    I didn’t care he was cadaverous, but I wanted to know who killed him and how he died, so I gave the rest of his corpse a thorough once over. First, I checked for any holes he wasn’t born with. There were none. Then I rooted through his pockets. Each one proved emptier than the last. Finally, I looked in his shoes, pulling both off to see if he had anything hidden.  
 
    And there was nothing there, too.  
 
    So with the body a bust, I turned my attention to the room, starting with the desk. The only things there were schematics. They were technical and too complex for me, but they were also soaked and smeared illegible by an overturned cup of coffee, so I let them be and took a loop around the lab. About halfway through my search, I ran into a wall safe. It was open and empty, except for one thing: a broken Kapowitzer. With a smile I shoved it in my pocket, then finished up the search, but there was nothing else amiss as far as I could tell. 
 
    And then I realized, the monitors. 
 
    Mindgame’s last moments would be recorded on them, along with who’d killed him. I ran back to where they hung, and looked for the drive that kept the data, but there was nothing. To find it I’d have to follow the cords, and since the screens were set into the wall I’d need to rip them out. 
 
    Oh well, not like Mindgame’ll care. 
 
    I punched through the wall to the right of the console. A few seconds of feeling around and I had a handful of wires. I was about to rip them out when I saw something on the middle screen, and froze. 
 
    There were two SPEC Agents. And they were standing right outside the apartment. 
 
    They pounded on the door.  
 
    I heard the knocking behind me. If they caught me here, with stolen property in one hand and a dead man in the other, I was cooked. 
 
    I had to bolt.  
 
    So I dropped the wires, ran back into the apartment proper, and looked around. Just like I remembered, there was only one way out. And it ran straight through the shining boys on the other side of the front door. 
 
    They knocked a second time. Then jiggled the knob. “Mr. Mull, are you in there?” the voice outside said. “We represent the Special Powers Extraction Commission. We are entering your domicile.” 
 
    I searched the room again. The windows that led to the street were too small. So was the cupboard under the sink. But there was a large chair in the center of the room. And it was just big enough to hide behind. I dove for it, and hunkered down. 
 
    Right as the door exploded off its hinges. 
 
    Smoke and splinters filled the air, as the crime fighting duo leapt into the room. “Mr. Mull, identify yourself if you are on the premises,” one of them said. “Cress, weapons hot.” 
 
    I heard the unmistakable sound of a hand cannon powering up. “Weapons hot, sir.” 
 
    “Good. Begin the search.” 
 
    Footsteps, slow and plodding, pounded out like a lazy metronome. And they were moving my way.  
 
    I held my breath. And pulled out Rico. His hammer was already cocked.  
 
    “How about we start there?” 
 
    “Holy crap.” 
 
    The Agents’ footfalls stopped. Then they pulled away, and got quieter. I waited a few seconds until they were barely audible, then peeked over the chair.  
 
    The lawmen were in the lab. And I was alone.  
 
    Ever so quietly I rose to my feet, then tiptoed through the open door, and up the stairs to safety. 
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    When I got to the office, Widow was waiting. “How’d it go?” 
 
    I held up the busted Kapowitzer. “Better than alright.” 
 
    “Thank God, I’ve been worried sick. Monday called. He wants to meet at Eggs Am in one hour.” 
 
    “Did you tell him I’ll be there?” 
 
    “Yes I did.” 
 
    “Outstanding.” I retired to the back office and called Lynx again. And again there was no answer. I tried to stay calm. She was probably just keeping a low profile, and would contact me when she had something. At least that’s what I told myself. In the meantime, I’d talk to Monday, see what he knew about Mindgame and the anonymous informant. 
 
    And once that’s out of the way, maybe I’d enlist his help in taking down the most powerful black cape alive. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 33 
 
    While I waited for my appointment with Monday, I exchanged my suit and shirt with one of the spares I keep in the office. As I slipped on my tie, the outer door flung open, and a large outline of a man burst into the office and rushed past Widow. 
 
    And the SPEC alarm on my wall lit up bright red. 
 
    I ran to the door and threw it open. A pair of silver hands reached out and snatched my lapels. They belonged to an Agent. He pulled me in close. All I could see was my reflection in his faceplate.  
 
    Fast as I could, I grabbed his fists, slipped my body beneath his, and flung him over my hip. The lawman flew onto my couch, and I leapt onto his chest like a panther. With my left hand, I pinned both his wrists. Then I raised my right up high like a wrecking ball. 
 
    “Stop!” It was Widow. The pistol she held was hanging at her side. The other three hands were pointing at the Agent. 
 
    I turned back to the SPEC, read his badge, and immediately relaxed. “What’s the big idea, Monday? You feeling suicidal?” 
 
    My buddy jumped from the couch into my personal space. He pressed the release switch on the side of his helmet, and the faceplate flicked up revealing a pair of angry cop eyes, colored Swedish blue. “Tell me you aren’t involved in this.” 
 
    “With what? What’re you babbling about?” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about.” He pointed a finger in my face. “You know exactly what I mean.” 
 
    “Wish I did, sheriff, but you’re making less sense than a busted cash register.” 
 
    Monday stared into my eyes. “Dane, shoot me straight. Are you involved in Pinnacle’s death?” 
 
    “How could you know that?” 
 
    “You are? How could you-” He grabbed my lapels again. 
 
    And I shoved them away. “Paws off the merchandise, grabby. Now shut up and sit down. In that order.” I motioned to the couch.  
 
    Monday looked at it, then at me, and to his credit he sat.  
 
    “Now listen, here’s…” I turned around. “Widow. Sorry, you mind closing that?” 
 
    She surveyed the scene. “You sure, boss?” 
 
    I nodded, and she closed the door. Then I turned back to Monday. “I didn’t kill Pinnacle, genius. I’m investigating his murder. Been on the case for a couple of days now.” 
 
    “What? You’ve known for a couple of days? I was here a couple of days ago… ugh. The collar.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know what? Just tell me everything.” 
 
    Monday’s a pal, and an honest one at that, so I did, with a focus on who and the why, but I left out the Kaos and the Bleach. He listened, and I watched his cop mind working it all over. 
 
    When I finished he said, “But if Lynchpin’s behind it, then why hire you?” 
 
    “That’s a good question. Another one is why couldn’t this wait? Aren’t we meeting at Eggs Am?” 
 
    “There’s no way I’d be seen with you in public.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “You don’t know?” He sighed, and shook his head. “Because you’re the Commission’s new number one suspect. They think you killed Pinnacle.” 
 
    They say when your blood drops below a certain temperature it can kill you, and far be it for me to question years of medical wisdom, but I wasn’t so sure. After all, what Monday just told me froze my veins solid, and I was still upright. “What? Me? Why?” 
 
    Monday leaned forward. “Let me ask, did you do anything interesting this morning?” 
 
    “No. I solved a case for a very sweet old…” I felt my face slide an inch closer to the floor. “Mindgame’s monitors.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” Monday nodded. “We got you, on tape, at a murder scene, breaking in and stealing evidence. A pistol from the looks of it.” 
 
    “What?” That was bad. Real bad. But, “Shouldn’t there be tape on the actual kill?” 
 
    “There’s not a single black cape who would record everything they did, though I wish they would. No, the tapes run on an eight hour loop. Then they reset, and start recording over what’s already there.” 
 
    “Damn it. So you guys just have him lying there dead for a while, then me coming in and tossing the place, right before I sneak out with a pistol?” 
 
    “That’s correct. And the theory is, it’s the pistol that killed Pinnacle,” Monday said. “What were you doing there anyway?” 
 
    “It was a busted Kapowitzer. Mindgame stole it, and I was picking it up for the owner.” I grabbed a bottle of whiskey and took a long pull from it. “So they got a shot of my face now?” 
 
    “Negative. Thanks to your hat and the angle of the cameras.” 
 
    “Then they didn’t get a shot of my grill?” The weight on my shoulders lessened by half. “So how’d you know to come here?” 
 
    “Because you got a certain way about you, and because I’m me. But don’t go getting all candy and roses just yet. We got your prints. And a general description.” 
 
    “Damn it. But they didn’t put it together with my name, so I’m still clean so long as I don’t get picked up on something else?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Monday said. “And the fact that we found the schematics for the other murder weapon might take some of the heat off you.” 
 
    “The ones on the desk? Those things were destroyed, how can you-” 
 
    “They weren’t in great shape, but our tech’s best guess is they’re for an advanced nullifier. Something capable of working on Pinnacle.” 
 
    “So your prevailing theory is that Mindgame used it on Pinnacle, then gut shot him with the pistol I snatched?” 
 
    “No, they think it was the both of you. Working together. Or maybe you hired him. At least that’s what Humphries is telling the team.” 
 
    “And pretty soon, the press.” I took another pull off the bottle. “But wait, if that really was the case then why was Pinnacle found in street clothes? And where are the burn marks on the body? Or the bullet and its casing? Your guys went over that room, what actual evidence do you have to support Humphries’ theory?” 
 
    Monday’s eyes darted back and forth. His mouth opened then closed without making a sound. “I didn’t… how could you-” 
 
    “And another thing, how did your boys find Mindgame’s digs so fast? I had his address. Was this another anonymous call to the Team Supreme tip line?” 
 
    “No idea.” 
 
    I paced the room twice. It helped me think. And I came to only one conclusion. “Lynchpin’s behind it, and I can guess why. Mindgame’s a patsy.” 
 
    “A patsy?” 
 
    “You’re familiar with the term?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good, that’ll save me some time. I think from the very beginning Lynchpin planned on feeding you Mindgame to cover himself. Probably offered the kid a promotion within the Sindicate to keep him close, then whacked him and left his corpse next to some illegible nullifier schematics knowing that Humphries would be more than happy to swallow it all, and take credit for solving the crime of the century.” 
 
    I let Monday decide for himself whether what I was telling him had more weight than what he was hearing from his boss. After he finished with the scales he said, “I think you’re right, that evidence doesn’t add up. And there wasn’t a mark on Mindgame’s body so I guess Lynchpin could’ve used his TK to stop the kid’s heart without leaving any evidence. And sure, Humphries wants this solved on the double, but is it even possible? To build a nullifier that powerful?” 
 
    “No, Mindgame’s not bright enough on his own.” I could almost feel the heat from the light bulb over my head. “Which is why you’ll be hearing that he took some Black Bleach.” 
 
    “What?” Monday’s eyes nearly jumped to their doom. “Black Bleach? That stuff’s not around anymore.” 
 
    “Yes it is. If you know where to find it. And I bet your anonymous source does. I’ll bet that in a few days he’ll tell you the exact location of a chemical plant that has a hundred vials full of the stuff, and what do you know? There’s one missing. Then Humphries will claim that Mindgame was the one who took it, which not only explains how he could build the impossible, missing nullifier, but also how he died, and nobody will say a thing to the contrary because who doesn’t want this case solved? But that means Lynchpin will get away with murder, and I can’t let that happen.” 
 
    “Then how do we stop it?” 
 
    “First, we’ll need to prove there’s no Bleach in Mindgame’s body.” 
 
    “There’ll be an autopsy.” 
 
    “They won’t test for Bleach though. You have to make sure they do.” 
 
    “I can do that.” He stood up. “But that still doesn’t answer how Pinnacle was killed. What do you know about that?” 
 
    “I got a vague impression.” 
 
    “Want to share it?” 
 
    “Not yet. First find out about that tox report. Then check into who your anonymous source is. Once we’ve got that, I’ll spill what I know about the murder weapons, and we’ll deal with Lynchpin together.” I showed Monday to the front door. 
 
    “I’ll get back to you tonight. And sorry about the entrance, Widow,” Monday said as he walked by her desk. “As for you, and I’m saying this in front of our lady here, despite your intact anonymity, stay put. The Commission is tearing the city apart looking for you, so keep your head down, and don’t go out.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and opened the door for him. “Shalom.” 
 
    I went to my office to watch Monday walk out of the building and take flight. 
 
    “So what was all that about?” Widow was in the doorway with all four hands on her hips. 
 
    “They got tape of me at Mindgame’s, though they can’t place me there. Except…” 
 
    Widow looked at me. “Except what?” 
 
    “Except one person can.” I fetched the Kapowitzer, and handed it to Widow. “Here. I want this gone. You know Mrs. Freeman’s address, take it to her, and tell her the job’s on the house. Tell her I owed Agent Dreadful a debt from way back and we won’t accept payment.” 
 
    Widow took the gun, and we walked to the front door. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Who cares? Just tell her. And remind her that possessing this piece is illegal, and that she should ignore anything she sees on the news about Mindgame. If anyone finds out that the guy suspected of killing Pinnacle was in possession of her property, then the SPECs will no doubt arrest her before coming straight here.” 
 
    “Right.” Widow nodded. “I got it.” 
 
    “Make sure she got it, too. Then head home. I want you as far away from me as possible. At least for tonight.” 
 
    “Will do. In the meantime, and I hate asking, are you planning on going out?” 
 
    I shrugged. I didn’t see why I would. The sun was still high in the sky, and I really had nowhere to go. Besides, I was expecting some phone calls. “Don’t plan on it.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” Widow reached into her top drawer and held out something. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “What’s it look like?” 
 
    I took it and smiled. “My old mask. I haven’t worn this in ages.” It wasn’t made from Wonder Weave, and didn’t cover my whole face, but it could protect my identity from regular pictures, the human eye, and facial recognition software since it distorted the key points used for matching. 
 
    “Yeah, well when you told me about this case, I went over to storage and grabbed it. Figured it might come in handy.” Her brown eyes looked stern, but she sounded caring. “If you go out, like you say you won’t, bring that with you.” 
 
    “Can do.” I turned around and walked back to my office with my mask in hand. 
 
    “Dane.” 
 
    I stopped. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Why don’t you put it in your pocket right now?” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    I called Lynx again after Widow left, and didn’t get an answer. So I poured myself a shot. Then another. And since the first two didn’t put a dent in my worry, I had a third. Me involved in Pinnacle’s death? Tied up with a guy like Mindgame? Sometimes I think that the SPECs couldn’t find dark at night. 
 
    It wasn’t surprising they’d want this wrapped up as quickly as possible though. With the case solved, and Pinnacle’s killer in the ground, the people of Gold Coast would sleep soundly knowing justice had been served, and Humphries would get his shiny, new nation-wide organization. Who cares if they got a patsy while the real murderer’s still walking around free? 
 
    Me actually, I do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 34 
 
    As I stood at my window watching the sun sink below Bittenbach Bay, I thought it all over. Was it possible I was wrong about Mindgame’s involvement? Maybe. If he took a dose of Bleach it would explain why he didn’t have a mark on him. And if he somehow survived long enough, maybe he could’ve created what even Professor Varius couldn’t, a nullifier that worked on Pinnacle. 
 
    No. That story had more holes than a colander. 
 
    First off, how could Mindgame have lured Pinnacle downtown in his street clothes? And also, why didn’t he leave any evidence in the room? And what about the missing burn marks and bullet hole? Sorry SPECs, none of it adds up. Plus, I remembered how destroyed the schematics were. There’s no way a technician could’ve accurately gauged what was on them, and the fact that this fantasy nullifier was missing didn’t help. 
 
    No, it was far more likely my theory was correct, and Mindgame was a red herring meant to throw us off Lynchpin’s trail. Now all Monday had to do was get the autopsy results to prove I was right… 
 
    The sun had finally disappeared behind the ocean, sending a cool wind blowing through the city. I normally find this time of night as pleasant as a foot rub, but all it did now was serve as a reminder of another day down with no hard answers. Things were moving too slow and too quick simultaneously, and I couldn’t help but wonder if that was a side effect from when Skip shifted my head through time.  
 
    Either way, I was getting antsy.  
 
    There had to be someone I could engage on all of this. Someone who might be able to give me an opinion on everything that was going on. Someone in the know, with information of their own. 
 
    Then it hit me. Sledge. 
 
    He’s a smart investigator, and plugged into the Sindicate. I could run my theory by him and get an objective opinion. Maybe see if he was kicked off the case, too. And after all, he did promise to help. 
 
    I fished his address from my files and was at his place in no time, leaving Jane around the side of the building. All it took was a twenty’s worth of grease for the doorman, and up to the third floor I went. 
 
    I rang his bell, but there was no answer. I tried again and still nothing. 
 
    That left me two options. I could hang back and wait for him to come home, or let myself in and wait for him there. It was an important decision. One I felt that should be made indoors, so I pulled out my pick, and went to work. 
 
    The door swung open, and I stepped into the dark hallway. “Hey Sledge, it’s Dane. I come in peace.” There was no answer. I closed the door behind me. Once my eyes adjusted I walked down the hall, and into the living room. On the left was a large television, two leather couches, and an easy chair with its back facing me. To the right was the kitchen, and a dining nook with three chairs and one small table. 
 
    I looked for a light switch nearby, but came up empty, so I took a few steps into the living room to see if I couldn’t find something to illuminate the place. Just then, a bright beam of light cut through the blinds from below. It only lasted a second, but that was long enough to see, “Sledge!” I leapt back. “Is that you?” 
 
    I hadn’t seen him from behind, but Sledge was sitting in the chair, slumped forward, with three empty scotch bottles at his feet.  
 
    “Hey buddy, sorry to wake you,” I said. “Are you feeling ok?” I’ve downed three bottles in one sitting before, and it’s knocked me out too, but Sledge wasn’t breathing, which even on a nasty bender is the one thing I always remember to do. 
 
    “Come on, not again…” I gave him a smack on the chops. 
 
    It hit wet. 
 
    I ran to the kitchen, found a switch, and flicked it on. My fingers were covered in blood. I sprinted back to the chair and spun it around for a closer look. Sledge’s one organic eye was open, dull, and dead, while the cybernetic one was black, and cold. The bloodstain on his chest was so massive it looked like he had a red napkin tucked into his shirt. Gently placing my hand under his chin, I lifted it up to inspect the wound. His head flopped back like a Pez dispenser. The slice ran all the way back to his spine. 
 
    I looked around the room. There was no sign of a struggle. That meant one of two things: either there was so much Scottish running through his veins that Sledge couldn’t put up a fight, or he knew his killer. I wanted an answer, but I learned my lesson earlier at Mindgame’s. I had to get out. Quick.  
 
    Before I could leave though, I had to eliminate any evidence that I was there, so grabbing a towel from the kitchen, I wiped my prints off of everything I touched, then bolted for the door. As I did, another burst of light came into the apartment. 
 
    This one was accompanied by a voice. 
 
    “We know you’re in there, put your hands up and come out peacefully!” 
 
    I ran to the window, and pulled the blinds aside. SPECs. Dozens of them. On the ground, in the sky, everywhere. I dropped the blinds and took a step back. Right as the wall exploded. The blast filled my ears and struck my chest, sending me flying over the couch. I landed hard, and came to a stop on my back. 
 
    “Perpetrator, this is Agent Dodd of the Special Powers Extraction Commission. You are ordered to drop all weapons, and exit the building with your hands up. Comply with that order, and you will not be harmed.” 
 
    I turned over, and crawled behind the kitchen counter. Gunfire filled the room. Bullets knocked off chunks of wood and plaster above me. The white powder and dark splinters fell all around.  
 
    I ignored it, and looked at my chest. No blood. I was fine. I took a deep breath, removed the mask from my pocket, and fastened it over my eyes. 
 
    Then I pulled out Rico. 
 
    “That was a warning, come out peacefully or we will force compliance,” the Agent called out from below. 
 
    “That was a warning?” I yelled back. 
 
    “Suspect, come out with your hands up!” 
 
    I peeked around the corner. On the other side of the room was a gaping hole, and beyond it were a dozen hovering SPECs with their arm cannons aimed inward. 
 
    The voice boomed, “Come out with your hands up, I will not tell you again.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. I’ve been in a few sieges before and the only thing they have in common is the ground crew always gets chatty. I don’t know why. All they have to offer is Impenetron or Ayers Hill, and both of those come in way behind attempting escape. 
 
    But the thing about escape is, it needs a route. 
 
    I knew the hole in the front was no good. That way was all teeth and claws. I looked toward the bedroom. There could be a backdoor, but if not I’d be boxed in worse than I was now, which left me only one choice.  
 
    The way I came in. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I got to my feet, and sprinted towards the hall. The place came alive with lead before I got step one. Plants, the walls, every flat surface exploded upward like a pond in a rainstorm. I caught my fair share of lead, but the SPECs were loaded with regular slugs so the only thing they were hurting were my threads.  
 
    But when I was halfway across the living room, something with the force of a train hit my thigh. I went down screaming. My leg burned bad. But I pushed through the pain, and bounced back up, scrambling sideways. 
 
    Just four more steps and I’d be safe. 
 
    Then another shot, just as strong as the last, caught my arm. I spun sideways, and again I fell flat. The pain was worse this time. My shoulder felt like it was on fire. But I could see safety. Ignoring the throbbing in my limbs, I dove forward like I was stealing second, and when I slid to a stop I was in the hall. 
 
    For the moment they couldn’t reach me. 
 
    I got to my feet, and the burning in my leg and arm got worse. I shook my clothes, and a dozen or so bullets fell out.  
 
    Two of them didn’t look right.  
 
    They had a familiar blue glow, and started burning a hole through the carpet. Azures. The SPECs were using Azures. But how? Those were Sindicate bullets. The implications were grim, but I didn’t have time to ruminate. I sprinted toward the door, and with one punch, knocked it off its hinges. 
 
    “Hands up.” 
 
    “Suspect has emerged-” 
 
    More SPECs were waiting outside, two on the lower staircase, one up top, and all three had me dead to rights. I didn’t know if they were packing regular bullets, or if they were loaded with the blue beasts, so I raised my hands up high. 
 
    “Drop your weapon!” 
 
    “Don’t you move, you-” 
 
    “Look...” I scanned all three. “If I’m going to drop the gun, I have to move. I won’t put up a fight, I promise. Just don’t shoot.” 
 
    “Drop the gun!” It was the SPEC up top. “On the ground. No funny stuff!” 
 
    “Ok,” I said, trying to sound gentle. “No funny stuff.” I knelt down. And slowly lowered my piece to the carpet. Then I leapt up, cleared the railing, and landed on the upper staircase. 
 
    The Agent there aimed his gun arm at me.  
 
    I swatted it to the side, and drove my head into his faceplate, shattering it. As he went limp, I turned and ran up the steps to the next level. 
 
    From below someone yelled, “Damn it, he’s fleeing. Fire!” 
 
    The space between the stairwells exploded with artillery.  
 
    But I kept moving swift, and cleared the rest of the steps with ease, still intent as ever on escape. Only when I reached the top of the stairs, I stopped.  
 
    There was a metal door in my way. It led to the roof. And freedom. But also, probably, more than a few lawmen. 
 
    Although maybe not.  
 
    They could be swarming through the front door, and rushing up to reinforce the three I left below. There was only one way to find out. 
 
    I kicked the door open, and took a step outside.  
 
    And it was worse than I thought. 
 
    Over twenty Agents were there to greet me, and if ever a moment called for witty banter it was now, but my tongue had gone thick, so I dropped to one knee, and started blasting. Two fell straight away. The rest returned fire.  
 
    Their lead mostly hit my torso. But I shrugged off the attack and switched to explosive tips, taking out the rocket boots of the three nearest Agents.  
 
    They tumbled from the sky, down to the street. 
 
    The rest began evasive maneuvers, and they buzzed the roof like bees. Then, to my right, two advanced my way.  
 
    I turned to them, and fired twice, catching both in the chest.  
 
    Then a shot clipped my temple. I ducked down, shielding it with my arm. 
 
    “He’s invulnerable!” 
 
    “Then aim for his eyes!” 
 
    “Who’s got the blue boys? The reds? Bring in the heavy ammo.” 
 
    I rolled forward, took aim at the guy talking, and the last of my explosive tips brought him down. 
 
    “Pull back!” The twelve remaining Agents retreated into three hovering clumps. There were four to my right, five to my left, and three straight ahead. 
 
    They all fired at once. 
 
    With a quick roll to the side I avoided the lion’s share, but what lead I caught was enough to trim my trousers. When I came to a stop I aimed at the group on the right, and generously gave them all of Rico’s target seekers. The ordinance twisted through the air and found its mark.  
 
    Their armor’s power kicked off, and all four fell to the ground. 
 
    But the other eight Agents were fine, and they kept firing.  
 
    I took aim at the five boys on the left, and with a few well-placed stunners sent all of them down to their friends. 
 
    That meant only three SPECs remained. 
 
    Piece of cake.  
 
    I turned to them. 
 
    Just as blue fire flashed in my periphery.  
 
    A bullet struck my temple. It felt like a blowtorch, and my eyes filled with static. I stumbled to the left, and tried to focus on the last group of Agents. 
 
    More fully automatic blue flames spat from one of their arm cannons. And each shot caught me right in the kisser. It felt like someone was ironing my face. 
 
    I staggered back screaming and firing blind. 
 
    But another Azure clipped my shin. It ripped my leg out from under me, and I fell, catching the low wall on the ledge between my shoulder blades. The world was spinning. Before me an Agent stood, taking aim. I lifted Rico, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    All I heard was click, click, click, click. 
 
    I said, “Damn it,” and two more Azures hit my gut. 
 
    “He’s empty.” 
 
    “It’s under control. Let’s clip him.” 
 
    I held my aching stomach, and looked up at the Agents, expecting them to advance. But instead they stood their ground, leaving me to wonder which angle they’d take. I figured it out when a spotlight blinded me from above. I covered my eyes and looked up.  
 
    A silver ship hovered there. And it was bleeding fresh men.  
 
    Fifteen Agents in all floated down to reinforce their friends, and once the perimeter was airtight, the nearest one closed in. 
 
    On his right hand was a ready cannon. But in his left, was a collar. 
 
    My mind went blank. There was only one option left.  
 
    It was one that I hated. 
 
    But still, I rolled over on the ledge, showing them my back, and slid both hands inside my jacket. 
 
    “Halt,” the Agent with the collar cried. “Hands where I can see them!” 
 
    “I give up,” I said over my shoulder. “I surrender.” 
 
    “Show me hands. Get them up high!” 
 
    I spun over to face him. Rico was gone, but in my left hand I held Lois.  
 
    I clicked off her safety, and she came to life glowing bright green. Her barrel doubled in size and length. I set the blast to scatter shot, took aim, and put my finger on the trigger. Two metal ribbons whipped from the butt of the grip. They snaked their way down my arm, crisscrossing each other in a latticework pattern that ran to my shoulder, onto my chest, and around my back. It would help spread the kick evenly. 
 
    As my pistol’s green energy built up in slow motion, the SPECs started to scatter.  
 
    It wouldn’t do them any good.  
 
    They could run as fast as their rocket boots let them, and in half a second they wouldn’t be much more than ash and scorched meat.  
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t want to kill them all, but this was my only choice… 
 
    I began to pull the trigger, but before I could my pistol kicked to the left, not straight back like she should, and a red mist sprayed from my forearm. An unfamiliar pain ran through my wrist. I screamed. And when I looked down there was a small hole in my sleeve. Smoke rose from it as blood poured out. 
 
    “We’ve been given authorization for the reds,” an Agent yelled. “Use them!” 
 
    Reds. 
 
    He fired a bullet that cut through my skin, and then he said reds.  
 
    The SPECs didn’t just have Azures, they had MAGMAs, too. 
 
    I looked up at the floating ship. Two men hung from either side. Each was aiming a Kaos rifle down at me. I heard one yell, “Fire,” and they let loose a red rain. One drop took a bite out of my shoulder, spitting the blood in my face. Another ripped a greedy chunk from my side. 
 
    It was a lethal escalation. If I wanted to live I had to move quick. 
 
    Pulling my heels beneath me, I shoved as hard as I could, pushing myself up and over the ledge. It was a five-story drop straight down. I did it in less than three seconds. Clearing the sidewalk, I landed flat on my back in the middle of the street. I spun over. Then got to my knees. I could hardly breathe. 
 
    I was halfway up when I got hit again. This time in the back. I went down with enough force to crack the concrete. Damn MAGMAs. Twiddle was right, the further away, the harder they hit.  
 
    I swallowed my scream, and tried again to get up. This time I succeeded, and took a quick look around. The street was empty except for a SPEC perimeter two blocks away. Almost all the Agents were still in the sky, but they weren’t following me down. If it was because they thought I was dead then they weren’t half wrong. 
 
    “Over here!” 
 
    I looked toward the voice. There was an Agent on the corner. 
 
    “Suspect is active, and street side.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. He’s still mobile? Advanced teams, what’re you doing? Move in!” 
 
    I had only seconds before they were back on me. I needed a way out. I searched for an alleyway or side street. There wasn’t one. I looked down at the blacktop, hoping for a manhole. But I came up empty there, too. I was boxed in. 
 
    But then I saw salvation. It was three steps away. 
 
    I staggered the first two, and tripped the third, but it was enough, just enough.  
 
    I was leaning against Jane. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 35 
 
    I jumped into that gorgeous Jalopy, and we leapt off the line putting two blocks behind us faster than a banker picks a pocket. Looking in the rearview mirror, I saw more than a few Agents giving chase. At the next block I turned hard onto Wrought Iron Road, a four lane wide thoroughfare so full of traffic I had to weave like an animal to keep my pace. Not so easy, even on my best day, but with blurry vision, and a throbbing head, I had little choice but to trade paint with some citizens before the other drivers got the hint and moved out of my way. 
 
    Four blocks down and I clicked on my comms unit, setting it to intercept the SPEC frequency. The machine immediately spat out their chatter. 
 
    “Attention all units, suspect is fleeing by car.” 
 
    “He’s in a black Jalopy.” 
 
    “Are you kidding, he got away? How?” 
 
    “Mouths shut, ears on.” This voice was used to command. “Full pursuit, all Agents, this is a level one clearance. Suspect is heading east on Wrought Iron, just past Sixty-fourth. Advanced teams are a go for lethal force. Repeat, lethal force has been approved.” 
 
    Great, more SPECs. Actually, the man said level one clearance. That didn’t mean more. It meant all. In just a few minutes, every guy covered in silver would be bearing down on Jane, and all I could do was run.  
 
    So that’s what I did.  
 
    But five blocks down and bullets began bouncing off my rear. A couple cracked the glass in the back. Others dimpled my roof. 
 
    Then it got worse. 
 
    “All Agents. Be advised, a Team Supreme rep is on route.” 
 
    Ho. Lee. Crap. 
 
    Team Supreme was now officially in the mix. That meant it was time to go on offense. Reaching over, I flicked a switch and my trunk exploded outwards. The rear cannon sat up like a snake and started spitting venom in every direction. 
 
    Seven blocks down, and I looked in my rearview. An Agent crashed through a newsstand. Another landed in a flatbed. Nice. But up ahead, there was a stopped truck in the middle of the intersection. I slammed on my brakes, pulled the wheel hard to the right, and jumped the curb.  
 
    Jane crashed through a lamppost. Hot sparks shot up like a geyser. Then I cut the wheel back towards the street. On the way I hit a red sports car, shredding its back half. 
 
    It was eight blocks down, and my cannon fire slowed. That was good news. Less firing meant less targets. Then a hail of red bullets ripped through the roof and shredded the passenger’s side seat. I swerved left as more MAGMAs punched a line of holes across Jane’s hood. Black smoke flowed thick from them, blocking my view. I weaved back and forth, trying to see through it. Then the rear cannon exploded. 
 
    Jane didn’t have much left. 
 
    Every turn I took felt too wide, the rear tires, too soft. And each time I passed another motorist Jane fishtailed a little further out, even as the traffic tightened. But salvation was coming fast. Humbart’s department store, with its famous picture window, rose up in front of me like a giant finish line, five blocks away. Underneath it was the perfect escape route. If I could just get inside, I’d be home free. 
 
    But Jane’s speedometer was dropping fast. And the scenery outside was passing by slower. I took a sharp breath, and activated the jump jets. Jane fired forward like a rocket, and I laid on the horn as the traffic lights turned into tricolored streaks. Those five blocks passed in a blink, and we crashed through Humbart’s massive picture window, shattering the glass so thoroughly it was practically sand again. 
 
    I jammed on the brakes and screeched to a halt in sporting goods. It was dark. The SPECs were only a few seconds behind. I was halfway to freedom, but if I wanted to make it the whole way I’d have to sacrifice my queen.  
 
    I gave Jane’s dash one final rub, then set the autopilot, got out, and closed her door. So long, sweetheart. She revved her engine twice, and peeled across the store, spitting smoke and oil the whole way. She crashed through the far window, and took a hard left, disappearing in a cloud of shattered glass and gunfire from above. A few seconds passed. Then a few more.  
 
    And an ephemeral flash lit up the street as a rumble shook the store.  
 
    Jane was gone. 
 
    She deserved a better memorial, but there was no time. I had to make it to the boiler room. There, behind one of the industrial sized water heaters, lay a hidden door to Tunnel Town. It’s a city wide maze of underground passages left over from Gold Coast’s mining days, but while there’s no ore left, it’s still a twenty-four carat escape for black capes in the know. 
 
    I ran past some mannequins playing baseball, and through a door to the stairwell that led to the basement. It was dark, and I fell most of the way, but when I hit the bottom I found the boiler room, and slipped inside. There was a full-length mirror on the wall, so I stopped to assess my damage.  
 
    I wish I hadn’t.  
 
    My hat was gone, as was most of my jacket and shirt, and my pants looked like tattered, old shorts. Meanwhile gazpacho leaked out of me from a half dozen holes. I’m not a surgeon, but I know the need for medical attention when I see it, so I slid behind the right water heater, opened the secret passage, and stepped into the darkness with haste. 
 
    Once the door was closed behind me, small yellow orbs on the wall lit up to illuminate the reddish rock tunnel. Its walls and floor were crudely cut with metal instruments so it was wide enough to fit a car. The air was cool, but stale, and tasted of minerals.  
 
    I ran forward as fast as I could, and every few feet new lights clicked on as the ones behind me died. I got about a hundred yards before my pace slackened. The adrenaline was slowing. I needed a breath. And I was in so much pain. 
 
    But I was safe, deep in the heart of Tunnel Town. 
 
    I took a second to lean against the wall, and lay my head against its cool stone. All I could hear was my own heavy breathing. I couldn’t remember the last time I was so comfortable, I could’ve gone to sleep right there. 
 
    Then there was a faint rumble. And dust fell from above. 
 
    I looked up as a second tremor shook the walls.  
 
    The rocks above me cracked.  
 
    Someone was trying to get in. But that was impossible. I was in Tunnel Town. Only a handful of black capes even knew about it.  
 
    I turned to run, but a third quake struck and brought a chunk of ceiling down on me. I fell to the floor, pinned beneath the rubble. 
 
    When the dust cleared I looked up. The ceiling was gone, replaced with a massive hole, and beyond it I could see the night sky.  
 
    That, and a woman.  
 
    She looked at me and shook her head. Then she stepped off the ledge, and floated down, landing gently a few feet away. She was tall, athletic, and muscular with long, dark hair and wore red armor with a gold cape. 
 
    I recognized her immediately. 
 
    Anybody could. 
 
    It was Glory Anna, the most powerful white cape in the world. Now. 
 
    I reached for Lois, but Glory stepped on my hand with more force than I ever felt in my life. 
 
    “That’s enough of that, don’t you think?” she said. 
 
    I pushed back with everything I had. 
 
    She didn’t move. “Finished?” 
 
    I nodded, and lay still. 
 
    Glory spoke into her gauntlet. “Commander Clark, I have neutralized the suspect. It’s safe to send your Agents down.” 
 
    “Affirmative, Glory Anna. We’re on our way.” 
 
    Then she turned back to me. “Alright, little rabbit, the chase is over, you’ve had your fun, but it’s time we get you to Impenetron.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 36 
 
    The SPECs poured into Tunnel Town, and spread out around me. Two Agents carrying Kaos rifles took position on either side of my head. I felt like a prize they brought down on the savannah. 
 
    The nearest Agent had the gold markings of a commander, and the name Clark on his badge. “Alright, get the perp on his feet.” 
 
    “I think he looks better down there, commander,” a different SPEC said. 
 
    “I agree,” Clark said. 
 
    “You think he’ll bleed out, sir?” another one of them asked. 
 
    A third added, “That’s fine by me.” 
 
    Glory Anna shoved the men aside. “Enough of that.” She reached down, grabbed what was left of my coat, and with one hand pulled me from the rubble. She turned to Commander Clark. “I want the medics here, now.” 
 
    “All due respect, we appreciate your assistance, but I don’t take orders from Team Supreme. We’ll call the medics when we’re ready.” He looked around. “And I’m not sure this tunnel is secure enough. Spread out, boys. Make sure there are no surprises lurking in the dark.” 
 
    The men did as commanded. Only a few stayed behind. One of them had a Kaos. 
 
    Glory Anna shook her head. “Commander, this man is vital. If he dies-” 
 
    “Then it’s one less black cape we’ve got to deal with.” 
 
    “That holds true if we incarcerate him as well. Besides, he’s a valuable asset. We need him alive.” 
 
    “The lady has a point,” I said. 
 
    “Shut up, mutt.” Clark slapped my mouth. 
 
    Glory Anna grabbed his chest. “Don’t do that again, commander.” 
 
    Clark shoved her arm free, and took a step forward. “First off, don’t ever put your hands on me. I’m a SPEC Agent and will not be pawed at by some white cape, I don’t care how haughty.” 
 
    Two others joined him, standing shoulder-to-shoulder. 
 
    A third stepped behind me, and seized my arm. He said, “We’ll take it from here, ma’am.” 
 
    Glory yanked me away from him, and turned to Clark. “You presume much. This man is wanted in relation to Pinnacle’s death.” 
 
    “Of course I presume much. We’re the ones who found Big Red’s killer, so do me a favor and take it down a notch, sweetie. Nothing’s going to change. We’ll do all the work, but you’ll still get the credit.” 
 
    “Catching Mindgame was work?” Glory dragged me a foot forward, and glared down at Clark. “Who boasts of trapping already dead prey?” 
 
    He jabbed a finger at Glory. “I’ll tell you something-” 
 
    “No,” Glory said, “tell it to Director Humphries. Right now. Call him and see if he agrees with me.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that.” The Agent behind me stepped between them. “We caught the guy, right? And it seems to me if he’s got information, we should do our best to get it.” He looked at his commanding officer. “It’s not like it could hurt.” 
 
    Glory Anna didn’t move a muscle, she just stared at Clark, and to his credit, the man didn’t back down one inch. But after a few long seconds he said, “Ok. Let’s get him bagged and tagged. Clear the tunnel, and get the top ready for egress.”  
 
    The men obeyed, leaving only Glory Anna and three Agents with me in the tunnel.  
 
    Clark turned to the Kaos rifleman. “Peters, give him a collar.” 
 
    Agent Peters slung the red rifle over his shoulder, and pulled a collar off his belt. I tried to back away, but Glory Anna held me tight as the man whipped it at me like a wet towel. In one smooth movement the collar wrapped around my throat, clicked shut, and glowed black. 
 
    My legs lost their power, and it felt like my skin burst into flames as a wave of nausea welled up in my guts like a geyser. Glory Anna released me, and I spun around, falling face first into the open arms of the Agent behind me. I threw a hand on his shoulder, as the tunnel pitched back and forth.  
 
    “Easy, big fella. It’ll pass,” he said. 
 
    And I knew this was it. I was cooked. I was headed for Impenetron, and a lifetime behind bars. I tried so hard to avoid this fate. I quit the life years ago, walked the not-so-straight and narrow, all for nothing. 
 
    And Pinnacle’s real killer was still free. 
 
    It was right in the middle of that depressing thought when my feet found their strength. My head cleared too, and with it my vision. I stood up, took a deep breath, and looked at the Agent. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said. “Just hang in there, this’ll all be over soon.” 
 
    “Yeah it will,” I said. “Anyway, for what it’s worth, I appreciate the help Agent…” I looked down, and read the name on his badge. “Monday.” 
 
    Ha. TGIM. 
 
    To anyone watching, he was keeping me secure, but I felt him squeeze my arm twice. 
 
    “Is topside ready yet?” Monday said. “He’s leaking over here.” 
 
    “Affirmative, prepare for transport.” Commander Clark turned to Glory. “So we’ll get him straight to the clink. No civilian hospitals, no stops on the way. I don’t want to take any chances. They got facilities at Impenetron to deal with the likes of him, ok?” 
 
    Glory nodded. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    “I’ll take him,” Monday said. 
 
    “No, he may be weak, but I still want a guy with the hard ordnance to handle this. Peters,” Clark said to the rifleman. “Bring him up.” 
 
    Monday tapped my back. 
 
    I nodded, just a bit. 
 
    Peters circled around me. With a collar on he didn’t think I was a threat. That was his first mistake. Keeping the rifle slung loose was his second. 
 
    Two mistakes. 
 
    Just enough to maybe save my life. 
 
    Fast as I could, I threw my head back into Monday’s faceplate. It hurt me more than him, but he flew backwards with Oscar worthy acting. Then I grabbed the stock of Agent Peters’ Kaos, and shoved him with all my might. I only had the strength of a normal man, but we were on uneven ground, and I had surprise on my side.  
 
    He stumbled back, and fell. On the way down he got his hands around the rifle’s barrel. I snatched the grip and pulled the trigger. The shot caught him in the face, knocking him backwards. 
 
    Before Peters hit the ground, Clark had his weapon raised.  
 
    I slid the Kaos to my shoulder, aimed, and blasted twice. The slugs found him dead center, and Clark fell to the ground.  
 
    That just left Glory Anna.  
 
    She looked at the downed Agents. They were still alive thanks to their armor, but all were out cold. 
 
    “Please, I don’t want to hurt you,” I said. 
 
    She looked puzzled. “You can’t.” 
 
    Glory was the furthest away of my would-be captors, but I took a few steps back just to be safe. When she moved to follow, I fired. The slug hit her sternum. It knocked her backwards, but didn’t break skin. So I fired again. And again. Each impact increased the distance between us. 
 
    Then I poured it on. She danced around as each shot pushed her further and further away. When she got about forty yards her confusion turned to anger. 
 
    “Enough!” Her rage shook the walls around me. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say.” I took careful aim, putting my sights between her eyes. Then I pulled the trigger.  
 
    The MAGMA hit true, and Glory flipped backwards, landing face down. She didn’t move. And she wasn’t bleeding. Both were good news. 
 
    I didn’t have much time. Voices from above were leaking into the tunnel, so I jammed the Kaos’s muzzle under the collar, braced the stock against the floor, and pulled the trigger. The impact knocked me back while the collar fell to the ground, its busted edges smoking. 
 
    My head spun like it was full of too much oxygen as my strength returned. 
 
    I ran over to check on Monday. He gave me a thumbs up, but said nothing because his comms were unquestionably still active. I’d have to put on a show. 
 
    Hoisting my friend to his feet, I spun him around, and slipped an arm under his chin. “Fly lawman, or I’ll break your spine, and finish off your friends.” Then I found the small indention where his mic was, and ripped it out. 
 
    “We clear?” I said. 
 
    He nodded, engaged his rocket boots, and I rode him like a sled through Tunnel Town so fast the wall lights could barely keep up. When we came to the first fork in the road I pulled him to a stop like you would a horse, and punched the wall hard enough so that it caved in. 
 
    It would take the pursuing Agents a while to make their way through the rock, and by that time we’d be long gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 37 
 
    After fifteen minutes of flying we came to the tunnel’s exit, high up on the side of a mountain. At the base were trees and a road that led back to the city. Beyond that was the Pacific. Its waves crashed loud, and sent the cool smell of salt and pine. I turned to the north and saw Gold Coast’s skyline. We were so far out that every star shining above it was perfectly visible. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you?” Monday yanked off his helmet, and got in my face. “Why did you leave the office? Did you kill Sledge?” 
 
    “Is your locator active? Can they track you?” 
 
    The man didn’t look happy. “No.” 
 
    “Good, then we have some time.” 
 
    “For what? Answer my question. Did you-” 
 
    “Of course not.” I took a deep breath, and pushed all my pain away. “I was there to get his help. I didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “Then who did?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And the Agents?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Their armor held up. Might be a couple of injuries…” 
 
    Monday paced back and forth, shaking his head. “This is bad. Caught at two murder scenes in one day. You’re out of control.” 
 
    “Listen, calm down. Tell me, what did you find out about the autopsy?” 
 
    His face went a special kind of blank. “Are you serious? You want to talk about that after what just happened?” 
 
    “Yes. Did Mindgame’s tox report come back positive for Black Bleach?” 
 
    He grit his teeth, and shook his head. “They didn’t check. And by the time I got there he’d already been cremated.” 
 
    “What?” For a second the bullet holes in my body stopped hurting. “On whose say so?” 
 
    “Who knows? Probably the director’s.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Some black capes don’t get funerals, especially the ones that do truly heinous things. Their graves can become magnets for crazies, and besides, it’s not unheard of for them to burn.” 
 
    “But it’s not normal.” I shook my head. “Next question, where’d those guns come from?” 
 
    “What guns?” 
 
    “Come on. You have Kaos. God damn Azures, too. That ordnance your boys are packing back there is Sindicate property. How’d you get it?” 
 
    “We nabbed some big overseas arms shipment today, and decided to utilize the items rather than mark them as evidence. Confiscation of illicit assets is lawful under a number of statutes.” He was nodding and speaking fast with words that I could tell weren’t his. 
 
    “Humphries tell you that?” 
 
    “He announced it at tonight’s tactical meeting.” 
 
    “Really? You guys capture a weapons shipment, and didn’t have a news conference to tell the good citizens of Gold Coast just how safe you’ve been keeping them? I can’t remember a lawman making a huge bust and not taking credit for it. I’ll tell you, MAGMAs in the hands of the law. Twiddle must be furious.” 
 
    “Uh…” Monday shifted back and forth. “Twiddle’s dead.” 
 
    “Twiddle’s dead?” I spun around too quick, and was reminded of all the holes in my torso. I slumped against the wall, and slid to the ground. Monday moved to help me, but I waved him off. 
 
    “He was killed when we took Gun Guys.” 
 
    “Why would… No.” The Azures. The MAGMAs. First Mindgame and now Twiddle. “That lying son of a bitch, I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “What, what is it?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to think it through before, but there was only one way that all of it made sense. “Humphries. He’s actually working with Lynchpin.” 
 
    “What?” Monday tossed his hands in the air. “You’re… That’s insane.” 
 
    “Is it? Let me ask you, who’s the anonymous source leaking impossible info? I thought it was Lynchpin, trying to guide your investigation on the sly, but now I’m sure that your boss is partnered up with him. Otherwise, why’d he set a land speed record destroying Mindgame’s body? Why stop a shipment of arms and not log them as evidence? Why kill Twiddle?” I looked out at the ocean. “Why did he destroy every bit of evidence that links the murder weapon to Lynchpin?” 
 
    “Wait, the MAGMAs killed Pinnacle?” 
 
    “Tipped with Black Bleach. The combination would’ve been lethal, even to Pinnacle.” 
 
    “Oh,” Monday said. He sort of went blank as he thought it over. “But even if that’s all true, why would Humphries do it?” 
 
    “So you guys can go nationwide. Pinnacle’s death would kill all opposition. The way the director sees it, on the one hand we have a federal police force fighting crime and saving lives, while on the other we have a lone cape. Not a hard choice for him to make. Especially since he wouldn’t even need to get his hands dirty, just cover up Lynchpin’s deed, and pin it on someone else. Afterwards, he’s the big hero, free to expand the SPECs across a grateful country that, thanks to Pinnacle’s absence, is already crying out for greater security.” 
 
    “But… It’s true, the director is desperate to take us federal, and I’ve got no doubt he’s capable of what you’re saying, but I can’t see him working with the Sindicate. Not directly.” Monday sat down next to me. “Do you have any proof to back this up?” 
 
    “You mean aside from what your guys have killed, burned, or seized? No.” 
 
    “Then it’s time for you to get out of town. From capes to cops, you’re the city’s most wanted.” 
 
    I turned to him. “No. I’m not running. I still got work to do.” 
 
    “If what you say is right, then even if you had evidence you’d still need an army to pin it on that pair. An Army. And the last time I checked, that’s something you haven’t got. So what can you do?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what I’m going to do.” I got to my feet as slowly as I could. The pain kept me in check. “I’m heading back to the office to get some bandages and a bit of shut eye. Then I’m going to find some hard proof, and nail your boss and his partner to the wall.” I looked down at my stomach. The wounds there still wept. 
 
    “Then it goes without saying that you’re a fool.” Monday stood up. “In the meantime, I’ll call in some favors, and look deeper into his anonymous source. If anything turns up, I’ll contact Widow.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Now don’t take this the wrong way, but I need you to forget my number. We’re through for a very long while.” 
 
    “I figured,” I said. “I’ll see you when I see you.” 
 
    “Wait. Before you go.” He pointed at his face. “I can’t go back looking like this without raising some eyebrows.” 
 
    I knew what he was asking for. “Helmet.” 
 
    Monday put it on, and with a quick jab I cracked his faceplate. He fell back into the wall, then slid to the ground unconscious. It was a good start, but there’d need to be more. The only way to save him from suspicion would be a pretty bad beating. 
 
    So I gave his ribs a kick. Then I gave them another. I even grabbed the blaster on his wrist and squeezed it until the metal crumpled and the bone beneath cracked. That was enough. Damaged weapons with a fractured wrist, some broken ribs, and a lot of nasty bruises. It would hold. I set him upright, and looked him over. One dozen me’s stared back from his cracked visor, and not one of them looked good. 
 
    I left my pal, and ran down the side of the mountain towards the road. From the street I could barely see the glow of the city that I had no way back to. My wounds were bleeding worse. I put pressure on them, but that just squeezed more blood out. I surveyed my surroundings.  
 
    I was alone.  
 
    But then a pair of lights crested the hill. A car was coming up fast. I put out my thumb. If they stopped I was going to club them and take their ride. 
 
    As the vehicle neared, its lights blinded me. I covered my eyes, and the car screeched to a halt. Then a person got out, and said, “Dane, is that you?” 
 
    I could only see her outline, but I swear it had an angel’s wings. “Widow?” I said. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    She ran over, stuck a shoulder under my arm, and dragged me into the car.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 38 
 
    “How’d you find me?” I said. 
 
    “Be quiet. Try to rest.” She shifted, and we bombed down a hill roller coaster style. 
 
    “But I’m shot.” 
 
    “I noticed. I have to get you to a doctor.” We were now clear of the mountains, and the city was rising up ahead like Oz. 
 
    “No, no doctors. You do it. Take me to the office.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Widow glanced at me. “You look pretty bad.” 
 
    “I’m positive. How did you find me? That was some trick.” 
 
    “Yeah, trick.” We drove beneath the famous Welcome to Gold Coast City sign. The thing takes up four inbound lanes, and has a green background with lettering made from actual gold dust. “You were on the news. All the news.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “Yeah, you and Humphries. He was on the TV, the radio, all the media outlets, right after the first shots were fired, telling the city that the SPECs were in pursuit of the mastermind behind Pinnacle’s murder.” 
 
    “Really?” I laughed a little. It hurt. “That man’s smart.” Humphries was keeping everybody staring at the train wreck, making them think he was catching those responsible. “Wait, how’d you know where to pick me up?” 
 
    “I saw Glory Anna crash through the pavement outside Humbart’s.” Widow took the next off ramp, accelerating through the turn. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And you’re not the only one who’s used Tunnel Town before.” 
 
    “So you saw where I was, and met me at the exit?” 
 
    “That’s making it sound easier than it was. That particular tunnel has three different outs. I tried the southernmost one first, figuring you’d go as far from the city as possible. I waited there for a long while.” 
 
    “Then you headed north.” 
 
    “Got lucky on my second guess, I-” 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    Four hands slapped me in quick succession. 
 
    “Wake up.” Widow was hovering over me. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “The office.” 
 
    I looked around. She was right. Widow had dragged me up to my suite, and dumped me on the couch.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get you stitched up.” 
 
    “Stitches don’t work on me.” 
 
    “I know. It’s a figure of speech.” She walked to my desk, and opened a drawer. “I’m going to get the bullets out of you, then I’m going to seal the holes. I want you with me until I do.” 
 
    I nodded. “Get me some whiskey while you’re over there.” 
 
    She mumbled, “I’ll get you some whiskey,” but came back with a small bag instead. Inside was gauze, a handheld industrial strength magnet, and a tube of sealant. “Ok, palooka, this may hurt a bit.” She ran the magnet over my stomach.  
 
    The metal inside me tugged against my skin, right before each wound spat out every bit of shrapnel it had swallowed. My eyes got wet and nearly jumped out of their sockets as I took big gulps of air. “God damn!” 
 
    Widow looked up. “You ok?”  
 
    “Swell,” I said, and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Good.” Widow shoved some gauze in my hand, and I used it to soak up the blood as she pulled me forward. Then she ran the magnet over my back, my arm, and by the time she finished with my legs I was in agony. “Here, hold on to these,” she said, and handed me all the slugs. 
 
    I took the bullets and gave them a once over. “You got some bedside manner.” 
 
    “Quiet.” Widow reached over and grabbed the tube of sealant. The thing was filled with liquid skin, a sweet little invention that helped plug up wounds for those of us who know not the joys of sutures or staples. She carefully injected just enough into each wound, and it dried into a pale plug almost immediately, which stopped the bleeding. 
 
    When she finished she surveyed her work, gave it an approving nod, and returned the tools to the desk. “So, you want to tell me how you got away? I thought you were cooked for certain. That was Glory Anna you fought.” 
 
    “I asked her to let me go. Politely. She places a high premium on manners.” My eyelids were getting heavy. “Then I shot her.” 
 
    “Are you joking?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “What’d you shoot her with, Lois? I didn’t see any-” 
 
    “A devilish grin.” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “Why don’t you get me some fresh threads?” I pointed at the corner. “There’s some in the closet.” 
 
    “How about a pillow and blanket? Wait here.” She walked out front, and returned with the linen. After she draped the covers over me, Widow took extra care to ensure my pillow was fluffed. “Is there anything else?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Right answer. I’ll be in the next room. If you need anything, just let me know, ok?” 
 
    “Ok.” Then from all sides, the darkness seeped in. “They say I killed Pinnacle.” 
 
    She sighed, kissed my forehead, and turned off the lamp. “Nothing you can do about that now, just get some shut eye.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 39 
 
    Morning came quick, and with it a lot of pain. Everywhere hurt, even the places that weren’t perforated. After a few deep breaths, I got to my feet and made it to the bathroom mirror to take inventory. The shiner that covered my left eye looked purple and angry, and it was pushing westward like it declared manifest destiny. Beneath it were a lot of scrapes and scratches, as well as a fuzzy muzzle that had grown like thorns around my split lip. 
 
    I carefully washed up, shaved, and put on some fresh clothes, then went into the waiting room. Widow was gone, but on the couch, folded neatly, were a second set of linens along with a note. Getting breakfast, DO NOT LEAVE – W. 
 
    “Aye aye, cap,” I said, then returned to my couch. I needed a distraction, so I grabbed the remote and turned on the tube. I figured a little news wouldn’t hurt. 
 
    Wrong again. 
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    I was watching when Widow returned. She had a white paper bag with her. “Anything good on?” 
 
    “Good?” I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “It’s Gravel. Killed last night while I was busy.” 
 
    “That’s the third board member. Wait, didn’t he find Pinnacle’s body?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Do they know who did it?” 
 
    “They don’t, but I do. It’s too much of a coincidence that the three board members Lynchpin was chatting up at his party have all turned up with upturned toes, one of which I was trying to contact. He’s tying loose ends.” 
 
    “Any other news?” 
 
    “Mostly just me.” I motioned to the set where I was fighting the SPECs and making my escape in Jane, all caught from news choppers up on high. “I look notorious, huh?” 
 
    “Is that pride I hear?” 
 
    “No, just glad to know I still got it.” 
 
    Widow put down the bag she was carrying on my desk. “Well, whatever you got, there’s not much of it left.” 
 
    “No positive ID.” I motioned toward the screen. “Thanks to my mask. I got pretty lucky there.” 
 
    “Lucky, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, you made a good call.” 
 
    Widow handed me a cup of coffee with a smile on the side. “Here, take this.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “And this.” She pulled out an egg sandwich and some hash browns from the bag. “Eat up, you look like you need it. And there’s more, so don’t be shy.” 
 
    I dug in. I knew the place where she got it. A little greasy spoon half a block away, and while they’re not usually known for the care they put into their product, it tasted amazing. We watched the tube some more, but nothing new came up before the cycle began repeating itself. I clicked off the set, and finished the food in silence. 
 
    When I swallowed the last bite, Widow sat down next to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “So, what now?” 
 
    I sighed. “That’s a great question.” 
 
    “Does it have a great answer?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I put my hands across my stomach, and felt the wounds there. “Ow. I’m sort of stuck.” 
 
    “Well, let’s talk it through, maybe we can figure out something.” 
 
    “Couldn’t hurt I guess.” 
 
    Widow turned to me and waited. 
 
    “Ok, here’s what I think, Lynchpin’s wanted to get rid of Pinnacle for years, and he finally sees his chance with the MAGMAs. But before he can move he needs a guaranteed way to deflect suspicion, and that’s where Humphries comes in. Lynchpin knows, through his government connections, that Pinnacle’s the sole roadblock to the SPECs national expansion. With him out of the way, Humphries can go federal without a hitch, so the crime boss and the director strike an accord, one will commit the murder while the other conceals it. 
 
    “First, Humphries schedules a meeting with Pinnacle in a secure Sindicate property to discuss the possible expansion, while Lynchpin waits with a loaded Kaos miles away. Then, when our hero shows, he plugs him with a Black Bleach tipped MAGMA. Once Pinnacle pops, Lynchpin pulls up outside the building and uses his TK to remove the shell without entering, leaving the crime scene evidence free. 
 
    “Afterwards, when the body goes public, Humphries pins the whole thing on Mindgame, and destroys any evidence to the contrary. Lynchpin kills the three board members who helped him, and I’m guessing Sledge because either he was getting close or didn’t stop snooping like he was supposed to. Then with all the loose ends tied up, and the murderer found, it’s case closed, leaving both men free to expand their organizations, one across the country, the other across the sea.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Widow said. “If Lynchpin’s shifting offshore he’d be at odds with the SPECs a whole lot less, but why would he hire you?” 
 
    “It would alleviate any suspicion that he’s involved.” 
 
    “From who?” 
 
    “The board members who weren’t in it with him, I guess. Especially his daughter. She really loved Benjamin, and would be committed to finding the killer. But what’s bothering me is would Pinnacle really show up in street clothes for a meeting with Humphries? And the MAGMA had to travel a long way to reach him, would he have stood still long enough to get hit? I want those answers, but they’ll be hard to find since to get them I’ll need to wade through both the SPECs and the Sindicate.” 
 
    “There I can’t help you. But on the plus side you’re still free, you still have options.” She looked at her lap. All twenty fingers were drumming on her legs. “I hate to say it, but you can scram.” 
 
    “Monday said that too.” 
 
    “He’s a smart guy, for a cop.” She pulled a piece of paper from her pocket. “This might help. I picked it up before breakfast in the off chance you might need it.” 
 
    I took it from her and gave it a gander. I couldn’t believe it. Widow had bought me a train ticket. Destination, New York. “You want me to run?” 
 
    “It’s the safe play.” 
 
    She was right, it was safe. And smart. Nobody knew me in the Apple. If I could find Lynx, and convince her to come, then we might be able to take a knee, let the heat blow over, and then return to finish the job.  
 
    But then I thought of Pinnacle.  
 
    I remembered how he looked.  
 
    And I remembered my promise to find his killer. 
 
    I put the ticket on my coffee table, and slid it away from me. “No, nothing doing.” 
 
    “Fine.” Widow headed out to her desk. “Go tilt against some windmills. It’s a shame you pissed off Glory Anna.” 
 
    “No choice on that front, she was going put me in the clink.” 
 
    “Yeah, there’s that. But I doubt she’s got any love for the Sindicate, and after last night maybe even less for the SPECs. Who better to help if you want to nail them both?” 
 
    I chuckled. That was true enough, but go near Glory Anna again? Fat chance. I joked about it last night, but deep down and all around I knew my escape was pure, uncut luck. And besides, how would I even go about finding her? There was the Team Supreme hotline, but it must’ve been ringing steadily over the past two days, and even if I did get through how could I convince them to help? 
 
    The idea was a fantasy. 
 
    Pure sci-fi. 
 
    I jumped to my feet, and said, “Yes!” Retrieving my iron I walked into the waiting room. “I need your car, I’m going out.” 
 
    “What?” Widow’s jaw nearly fell off her face. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yes I am. I need to run an errand.” 
 
    She blocked the door, shaking her head hard enough to knock out the brunette bun. “No. Not unless you’re driving east until you hit a place famous for pizza you’re not.” 
 
    “Sorry, kid.” I picked up Widow, and moved her to the side as gentle as I could. “I got to go see about some heroes.” 
 
    “And where will you do that?” 
 
    “Where else? A comic book shop.” 
 
    Widow’s face dropped even further. “You think she can help with Glory Anna?” 
 
    “It’s not Glory I’m gunning for,” I said, and slipped on my overcoat along with my last hat. “It’s all of Team Supreme.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 40 
 
    It took some convincing, but Widow lent me her car, and I drove straight to Comics and Robots. It was just like I remembered, except that in the middle of the store sat a new tabletop display, though shrine’s a more fitting term. It was covered with framed pictures of Pinnacle, action figures, limited edition comics, and even a copy of the very rare, and very unauthorized cookbook, The Pinnacle Diet: How To Put On Super Muscle, Super Fast. 
 
    After a few minutes of perusing I took a seat at the counter, grabbed the TV remote, and filled the room with morning news chatter. I hoped it was loud enough to rouse the slumbering geek one floor up, because if not I’d have to wake her by hand, but to both our benefit not thirty seconds later I heard the patter of tiny feet. 
 
    “Hello?” Fangirl called from the top of the stairs. “If anybody’s there you better get the hell out, I’m armed and pissed and in no mood for play.” 
 
    She crept down one step at a time, her weapon raised and ready. 
 
    I said, “Morning, slugger. Nice bat. It new?” 
 
    “God damn, Dane.” Fangirl relaxed and trudged down the last four steps. She had on two different socks, an extra large t-shirt, and her puffy, pale face was half hidden by a mop of black hair that looked like she plucked it from the drain. “Don’t you ever knock?” 
 
    “Just heads. What’d you get into last night? It looks like you got banged by the whole Russian army.” 
 
    “Look who’s talking.” She sat down on the opposite side of the counter, and pointed the bat at me. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    “Ran into a door.” 
 
    “Must’ve been some door.” 
 
    “It was certainly harder to get past than yours. By the way, I thought you might like to know, that nugget panned out.” 
 
    “Cool. Listen, I don’t mean to sound harsh, but it’s not a good time.” 
 
    I covered one of her hands with mine. “I can tell. How you been?” 
 
    “Drunk. Ever since I heard the news.” A tear and a sniffle tried to make a break for it, but she caught both before they got far. “Since then, I’ve spent so much time in the bottom of a bottle I’m thinking of having my mail forwarded there.” 
 
    I gave her the friendliest smile I had. “If you want some company, I’m your man.” 
 
    “Now that’s a good idea.” Fangirl leaned over and pulled two bottles out of the fridge below the counter. “Which one you want?” She had tequila in one hand, and vodka in the other. 
 
    “Too early for cactus,” I said. 
 
    “Ivan it is.” She placed the bottle of vodka in front of me. “Anything with it? We got orange juice.” 
 
    “Yes please, I could use the vitamins.” 
 
    “You ok with pulp?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “Right. Stupid question.” She retrieved the carton from the same fridge along with a glass, and I fixed myself a screwdriver clear enough to read the paper through. 
 
    “Cheers.” I took half down in one gulp. 
 
    Fangirl sighed. “Whatever.” She took her pull straight from the bottle, and we sat for a few moments, enjoying the feeling of a good morning buzz. But when the silence finally got too heavy she said, “It’s not like I don’t dig the suspense, but I got to ask, what’s with the house call?” 
 
    “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Ha, that should be your battle cry.” She got to her feet, and put both hands on her hips. “Do your worst, for I’m Dane Curse. But first... I need a favor!” She laughed at her own joke, a sweet little thing made of equal parts sugar, spice, and agave, but it melted away like one of Dali’s clocks just as quick as it came. “So, what do I get in return?” 
 
    “Just that special feeling that comes from doing the right thing.” 
 
    “Really?” she said. “That doesn’t seem right. Pachy-dermis aside, you’re a soft touch, and the sack I keep my charity in is running kind of low.” 
 
    “Sorry, kitten. Today’s visit isn’t about info you’d trade for. It would be…” I searched for the right words in my cocktail. “Beneath you.” 
 
    She leaned forward. “Is this about Pinnacle? You’re not buying the Mindgame theory?” 
 
    “Nope, and I need to speak with a member of Team Supreme about it.” 
 
    “Why not call their hotline?” 
 
    “That’ll only get me someone whose day consist of calls from geeked out fans and ten cent crazies. I don’t need one of them. I need one of those other people. The ones who will take what I have to say seriously.” 
 
    “Then you’re here for a direct number to TS heavy hitters.” Fangirl took another mouthful of tequila. “This can be done. Easier than easily in fact, because I have more than one connection to the top of Top Tower, but before I hand it over I need to know what this involves. Exactly.” 
 
    “I can’t say. Exactly. But I don’t buy the tale they’re telling because I think some very serious people are involved in Pinnacle’s death, and if justice is to be served I’ll need some equally serious back up. Can you help?” 
 
    “Point of fact I can, but why do you care?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I looked into you after our last meeting.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And there’s not much to find. You haven’t made the papers in the last fifteen years, at least. There are no pics of you with Dread Division, no listings of your business. There’s some murmurs here and there, but all of it points to you being small potatoes. So what I want to know is, why are you working so hard to find Pinnacle’s killer, instead of popping champagne with the rest of the black cape community?” 
 
    “He and I…” I took a deep breath. This story wasn’t one I shared that often. “We met once, a while back. It was about a case, actually. When I first started working solo a guy named Landslide bought it, and nobody knew how. His girlfriend suspected his partners, so she asked me to help. First thing I did was locate the last person to see him alive. It turned out to be Pinnacle.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. So I waited on one of the rooftops, and when he passed by I called out. I figured it was a long shot, but it worked, the Red Wonder came down and landed a few feet from me. I remember how dumb I felt standing there, stuttering like some reg, but I found my tongue, and told him what I needed, and why I needed it, and he answered all my questions.” 
 
    “That’s it? He helped you with a case? That’s why you’re walking through the grinder?” 
 
    “No, that’s not all. At the time my mother was sick, dying in the hospital. She still blamed me for my brother’s death. And more. During one of my last visits she begged me to go straight so I could atone for my mistakes. I told her that I already had, but she didn’t believe me. You know, she loved Pinnacle. Almost as much as you. So I dropped his name, and said he’d vouch for me. I was upset, so I was kind of being sarcastic about it, but she wrote him to check up on my story, and-” 
 
    “He visited her.” 
 
    “Yeah. He did. He told her that she should be proud of me, and what I was doing. Two weeks later she died. But in that time we made our peace.” 
 
    Fangirl put her bottle down. “Well ok then.” She grabbed the remote and turned up the volume. “You watch some news, I’ll go dig up what you need.” And she headed upstairs. 
 
    While I sat listening to the happenings around town. It was just another rehash of my exploits from the previous evening, but then the anchorman said, “And now we go to Team Supreme for breaking news on the murder of Pinnacle.” 
 
    The camera switched over to the lobby of Top Tower where Team Supreme was standing shoulder-to-shoulder, looking every inch the world’s greatest heroes they were. It’s a rare thing to see them all together like that. Usually one or more would be out on patrol or battling the forces of evil, but not right then. Right then they were all present and accounted for. 
 
    All except Pinnacle. 
 
    Glory Anna had taken his spot in the center. She was in her standard battle armor, no worse for last night’s wear, while Doctor Velocity, looking streamlined in black, and Boy Mercury, the kid master of energy, stood to her right. On the other side was Blastema, the lady with the metal arms of might, and Hayflick, who was clad in yellow and could clone himself at will. 
 
    There was a murmur going through the roomful of reporters, but Glory Anna cleared her throat and silenced it. “As all of you know, through exhaustive investigating Director Humphries has discovered significant evidence to Mindgame’s involvement in the murder of Pinnacle. Initially we were convinced he acted alone, however due to recent events, we believe that is not the case. The body of a criminal known as Sledge was discovered last night among proof that he, too, was involved with the cowardly murder of our greatest champion.” 
 
    She paused to let the words sink in. 
 
    “Furthermore, there is strong evidence that the man seen here is the mastermind behind it all.” Two pictures appeared in the corner of the screen. One was of me fighting the SPECs outside Sledge’s, and the other was from when I found the Kapowitzer in Mindgame’s lab. “He was present in both crime scenes, and while he’s yet unidentified, no effort is being spared to find him. If any citizen has information to this person’s identity, or his whereabouts, please contact Team Supreme or any of the city’s law enforcement agencies.” Glory paused and took a deep breath.  
 
    I’d seen moments like this before, the stoic hero, the flashing bulbs. I knew what was next. 
 
    “And it is to that vile coward that I now speak. You can run and you can hide, but you cannot evade justice forever. We will find you and we will bring you in. That’s our promise, my guarantee. Glory Anna and Team Supreme have the power and the will, and if need be we’ll scour the Earth and we. Will. Find you.” 
 
    Questions exploded through the room. 
 
    All things considered, I should’ve been scared since I was that vile coward she was talking directly to, but instead I couldn’t help but be bolstered by the bravado. It made me feel safer. Maybe it was the pauses at the end of her speech. They were a nice touch. Or maybe it was because I truly believed what she said. That she wouldn’t stop until she got justice for Pinnacle. And if anyone could help me get it, it was her and the crew she led. 
 
    And why wouldn’t they join team Dane?  
 
    Righting wrongs is like white cape catnip, and the wrong I was bringing them needed some heavy-handed righting by the absolute best. As I watched Glory answer questions I couldn’t help but think that she was a fitting replacement for Pinnacle. 
 
    “That girl is such a dick.” Fangirl returned and hit the mute button. She slid one of her cards to me. A number was scrawled on its back. “This’ll get you the ear of a person who can help.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You asked for an inside number to Top Tower, and here it is. It’ll get you their public liaison, a woman by the name of Shelly Bernheart. She works directly with the team, so if you got info about Pinnacle, and it’s the real thing, she’ll see that it gets to the right people.” 
 
    “No. Not that part, the first part.” 
 
    “What? Glory?” She gave the TV a disapproving shake of her head. “She’s a dick. And I don’t mean slang for a detective.” 
 
    “Seems heroic to me. You should’ve heard her a minute ago, I practically got chills.” 
 
    “Yeah, she can do that. But let’s be clear, she’s not a real hero. Real heroes, they sacrifice. Glory is just in it for… well, the glory. Did she do the whole power-and-will thing?” 
 
    “I believe she did. Is that her trademark?” 
 
    “Sort of.” She spun around, plucked a comic book off the wall, and handed it to me. It was in a clear plastic bag, and across the top in fine, crisp lettering it read, Glory Anna - Origin Story. “This is the popular myth, but there’s way more to her than that.” 
 
    I looked at the price and let out the exact type of whistle it demanded. “A thousand dollars? I’m in the wrong racket.” 
 
    “Oh, a thousand’s not so bad.” She slipped the comic out of the sleeve, gave it a look, and then handed it to me. “It’s mint, and limited edition to start with.” 
 
    I flipped through the book. “See here.” I pointed at the good old fashion derring-do on page eight. “I remember this, when she stopped that plane from crashing into the bay.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, but that there’s the truth, not the whole truth.” 
 
    “I know people have more than one side, but still.” 
 
    “But still.” Fangirl shook her head and pat my arm. “Listen, I don’t want to ruin your crush on golden girl, but it’s not what’s in the book that I’m basing my judgment on. It’s the stuff they don’t print, the stuff your average fan won’t hear about.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Fangirl got real serious. “Glory Anna’s killed before.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said. “A killer. How awful.” I didn’t see the problem. So she’s laid a few villains down deep in her time? Who hadn’t? Considering what I was going up against, it was literally the best news I heard all week. 
 
    “No, Dane. I’m not talking about accidentally killing a few guys in battle. I’m talking in the dark of night, putting her hands on black capes, with the expressed purpose of murdering them. I’m talking about asking them hard questions during interrogations until they couldn’t answer. That sort of stuff.” 
 
    “Sounds terrible.” I kept my attention on the comic, more interested in the fiction in my hands than the one in my ears. “Did Pinnacle know?” 
 
    Fangirl’s face dropped. “Oh yeah, he knew. The whole team does. It’s not something they advertise though.” 
 
    I flipped a page to see Glory Anna throw a gasoline truck onto Backslash. “And?” 
 
    “Pinnacle didn’t like it. She wanted to take the team in a more severe direction than he thought was healthy. They actually fought over it.” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked up from the book. “When?” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. But if the person you’re about to call is right, it’s happened more than once.” She quietly emptied the rest of her tequila bottle. 
 
    “Noted.” I went back to reading. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe her story, it’s just that exaggerated exploits of this sort is something every cape has to deal with, black or white. Maybe there was friction like she said, but I was willing to bet it didn’t grind so hard as Fangirl was letting on. “Do you think that’ll affect her sway with the rest of Team Supreme?” 
 
    “No. They come across as a bunch of independent operators, but they’ve always followed their leader’s call. That was true when it was Pinnacle. I’m sure it’ll be the same with Glory Anna.” Fangirl shook her head. “She always wanted to be in the saddle. Now she’s got the chance.” 
 
    I could see Fangirl wasn’t happy, but this was welcome news on my side of the counter. I didn’t need subtlety, I needed raw power, and with the card she just gave me I had access to it. 
 
    It was time to get going. 
 
    “Well, thanks for the info, you call me if you need anything.” I looked back down at the comic, and skipped to the end. The final panel was full of setting sunrays and hope. It looked just how I felt. I closed it up, and was about to hand it back when I stopped. The back cover was defaced with squiggles in black ink. “What’s this?” 
 
    “What’s what?” Fangirl looked down and snorted. “That’s why it costs a grand. It’s your girlfriend’s signature.” She spun the book ninety degrees and the squiggles became a word. “There, better?” 
 
    “That’s Glory Anna’s signature?” 
 
    “Distinctive, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I studied the scrawl, turning my head left, then right. “This looks familiar.” 
 
    “Ha, not likely. Glory Anna never signs things. This is only one of three items she’s marked, and I doubt you’ve seen the others.” 
 
    As I studied the signature the room started to spin so fast I had to sit back down. 
 
    “Dane? Are you alright? You look worse now than when you came in.” 
 
    “Just give me a sec. I got to see something.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the letters I’d taken from Benjamin Waller’s place. I unfolded the hand written threat, and compared it to the signature. It was just a formality really. I already knew. 
 
    Then I got up, and made for the door. 
 
    “Don’t forget the number.” Fangirl held up the card. “Dane. The number!” 
 
    “Keep it,” I said. “I don’t need it anymore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 41 
 
    I got into Widow’s car, but couldn’t bear to turn it on. I just sat there in silence. Because there wasn’t a doubt in my mind, the person who signed that comic was the same one who wrote the threat.  
 
    And I had to admit, it made a terrible kind of sense.  
 
    If it was actually Glory Anna Pinnacle was meeting the night of his murder, he wouldn’t have thought twice about wearing civilian clothes. And if Lynchpin needed his target to be held still for a few seconds, then Glory Anna was up to the task. She even wore a uniform of nearly indestructible Wonder Weave, and that plus her invulnerability meant she wouldn’t have left clothing fibers, skin cells, or any other evidence. It would also explain why she and Humphries had been so chummy.  
 
    And didn’t Lynx tell me when we first met that Pinnacle wasn’t scared of the threat because it was from someone he knew? 
 
    Just like that there were no more holes in my case. 
 
    I drove back, parked Widow’s car out front, and went upstairs to find the office empty. I left the lights off and took a seat on the couch. Considering the weight on my shoulders, I’m surprised the springs held. I pulled the letters out, and tossed them on my coffee table. They landed next to the train ticket. I picked it up and studied it.  
 
    New York.  
 
    Not a bad town if you’re into second cities. Bet no one would find me there. I’d be safe. 
 
    Putting the ticket aside for a second, I grabbed the phone and dialed Lynx’s number. Again, there was no answer. Then I poured myself five fingers of whiskey, and was halfway through the first knuckle when I heard someone come in.  
 
    High heels beat a path into my office. Widow stopped in the doorway. “Sorry, I had to run an errand. You getting drunk in the dark?” 
 
    “Yep. If this week’s taught me anything, it’s that illumination is highly overrated.” 
 
    “So the meeting didn’t go as good as you hoped?” 
 
    I didn’t say a word. 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t a smart move going out.” 
 
    “Yack yack yack,” I said, flapping my fingers the way she was her gums. “How can one tongue stay that sharp after so much use?” 
 
    “I said you-” 
 
    “Listen.” I held my hand out like a traffic cop. “Maybe you can’t tell, but the last thing I need right now is a smart mouth dame spouting off things she told me, about things she knows nothing about. If that’s what you got stenciled in your day book, then turn around and get out.” 
 
    “Don’t take this out on me I’m just trying to-” 
 
    “Get out!” I reached past the train ticket, grabbed her car keys, and threw them. They seared a hole in the glass not a foot from her head. 
 
    Widow froze. The look she gave me was one I’d never seen before. Then she backed out the door, and closed it. I heard her collect her keys off the floor, and walk out without a word, leaving me all alone. 
 
    Well, not alone. Not completely. I had my thoughts, and nearly twenty years’ experience working in the city, but neither proved to be what you would call an asset. 
 
    So I finished my drink. 
 
    And I poured another. 
 
    When that one was gone, I reloaded. When the bottle ran dry I got a fresh one. I didn’t think the booze would help, but at this point it couldn’t hurt. And besides, I wasn’t even seeing double yet, though with a little determination I knew I’d get there. 
 
    After a while the silence began to wear on me so I turned on the radio. It was set to a blues station where guys with no money sang of sorrows, with the occasional woman piped in to complain about loving married men.  
 
    Like those are real problems.  
 
    I was being set up by the three most powerful people in the world. Even the throatiest of blues singers didn’t know how good they had it. 
 
    But I listened, and waited for an idea on how to handle my problem to present itself, which was exactly what I was doing when the stars came out. Only by then it wasn’t an idea I needed, it was hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 42 
 
    The call came in around four in the morning. 
 
    “What do you want?” I said, trying to sound sharp. 
 
    “That’s not a nice way to answer your phone.” The voice on the other side was soft. Honey dipped.  
 
    And I nearly jumped to my feet when I heard it. “Lynx?” 
 
    “You got it in one, tiger.” 
 
    “I thought you were… Where have you been?” 
 
    “The answer to that question isn’t nearly so interesting as where I am now.” 
 
    “Why?” I reached over, and turned on a lamp. “Where are you now?” 
 
    I could hear her smile. “Outside your office building.” 
 
    I got off the couch and looked around at the mess. “You’re coming up?” 
 
    “Only if you tell me where it is,” she said. 
 
    “Fourth floor, end of the hall. It looks like a dead end, but that’s just a hologram.” 
 
    “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    I slammed the phone down and tore around the room like a tornado, leaving order in my wake. Anything too ugly to be left out got shoved in my closet or desk drawer. I got most of it up when I heard the knock knock. I ran into the waiting room, and opened the door as nonchalantly as I could. Lynx was there wearing a long, tan overcoat and broad brimmed hat. 
 
    I scooped her up in my arms. “I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
    “Good to see you too.” 
 
    “Right this way.” I let her go and we went back to my office. 
 
    We took a seat on my couch, and Lynx reached over to touch my stomach. “So first off, how are you faring?” 
 
    I grabbed her hand. “Been better.” 
 
    “I bet,” she said. “I saw your highlights from yesterday. That was some nice work, champ. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I was surprised. I didn’t know you had it in you.” 
 
    “Well, you find strength you didn’t know you had when someone slaps a collar around your neck.” 
 
    “I know what you mean. I’d have to be shot to hell to have one of those things clamped on me.” 
 
    “I was shot to hell and they still failed,” I said. “Now where have you been?” 
 
    “I told you, I had some business to take care of.” 
 
    “That was a while back.” 
 
    “Two days.” 
 
    “It felt a lot longer. And anyway, I thought I’d be able to reach you.” 
 
    “Sorry.” She looked at her lap. “I had to keep a real low profile. I’ve been mustering support, and avoiding my dad while doing it.” 
 
    I nodded. “After I heard about the other board members I started to worry.” 
 
    “Scary, right? We think he’s behind that, too. Blood Angel was head of weapons procurement, and Black Orchid took care of chemical development.” 
 
    “And Gravel found the body.” It all checked out. “But thinking isn’t proving.” 
 
    “Alright then, here’s what I can prove. Dad was the last one who accessed the Black Bleach. It was almost two weeks ago. I got the date, the time, everything. Also, there was a large payment made to Gun Guys for an unspecified delivery that matches the amount we paid for the Kaos exactly. Here.” She handed me some papers.  
 
    I cycled through them, and sure enough there was a readout with his name next to the room number where the Black Bleach was held, as well as an order form with a transfer code for a whole lot of cash to Gun Guys.  
 
    She said, “That came from our Swiss shell company, the same one who owns the chemical lab.” 
 
    “This is amazing.” 
 
    “Actually there’s more.” Lynx handed me another document. “I checked his work phone records and came up with nothing, but when I searched his place I found a disposable cell. I ran its history and not only has he been in contact with the SPECs, he’s also called-” 
 
    “Team Supreme.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her mouth fell open in a half smile. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I’ve got my ways, but it means we’re facing both the SPECs and the most powerful team of white capes ever assembled.” 
 
    “What? I just thought he was tipping them off.” 
 
    I proceeded to tell her what I found over the past two days, and she hung on every word, listening intently and nodding slowly. When I wrapped it up, her face tightened and the soft lines around her mouth went hard. She said, “This is worse than I thought. What do we do next?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, I got no idea at all. If it was just your dad I had the option of going to the SPECs, but when I found out Humphries was in it, all I could do was run to Team Supreme. Now even that road’s shut down.” I took a deep breath and handed her the paperwork. “Nobody will believe my story, so the only thing I can think of is a full frontal assault, but the fact is that’s suicide because we’re vastly outgunned.” 
 
    “So. You’re just going to up and quit?” 
 
    The words cut holes deeper than the ones in my gut. “I never quit.” 
 
    “Really? Doesn’t look like it from here.” She reached over and picked up the train ticket. 
 
    I snatched it back, and tossed it in the trash. “I need a plan is all, but I can’t figure a way around this.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    That snapped me to. “You want to fill me in? Because I’ve been cutting this up all day without success.” 
 
    “That’s because the problem you’re trying to solve isn’t the problem you have, lover.” 
 
    The whiskey must’ve done a bigger number on me than I thought, because that made no sense. 
 
    She said, “You think that you have to engage each SPEC Agent in the city, the combined might of Team Supreme, and every sneak thief my father employs.” 
 
    “And I don’t?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, you don’t. The problem’s not that big.” 
 
    “Really? So what’s your solution?” 
 
    “The same one David used on Goliath.” She paused. “Let me ask, what do you do when you have to face a guy twice your size? Twice your strength? Twice your speed?” 
 
    That was easy. I’d done all three of those things this week. “Look for a soft spot and press on it hard.” 
 
    Lynx nodded. “That’s right. And where’s the weak spot? Or better yet, who’s the weak spot?” 
 
    I thought about the homicidal hero, government schemer, and black cape crime boss I was facing. “In this particular problem, there isn’t one.” 
 
    “Come on. Of the three, who can you outright attack and get away with it? Without bringing the federal authorities down on your head.” 
 
    “That’s simple. Lynchpin. But-” 
 
    She nodded. “And if you do, if you cut off his legs, how do you think he’ll respond? Is he the type to go to Impenetron quietly? Will he keep his lips shut to protect his close friends the SPECs, or the ones in white capes?” 
 
    “No. I think he’d point fingers so fast and in so many directions that he’d look like a Hindu God.” 
 
    “That’s right, he’ll spill everything he knows, on the record, and then we can nail Humphries and Glory Anna. He’s the weak spot. He’s who we go after first.” 
 
    “Some weak spot. The guy who leads the largest pack of antisocial black capes, all of whom if asked, would murder me with zeal and gusto, does not an easy target make. You’re right about his position though, that I can see, but who cares? I can’t even access his office.” 
 
    “That’s true. You can’t. But I can.” 
 
    Her words were sinking in like rain on concrete. “Are you saying that you can beat Lynchpin, one-on-one?” 
 
    “No. Not alone at least.” 
 
    “Who else you got?” 
 
    “No one. Yet. But I might be able to bring in the rest of the board. After what’s been happening, nobody on it thinks they’re safe. And once they hear what you just told me, I think they’ll provide that army you’re after.” 
 
    I turned to Lynx. “You can do this? To your own father?” 
 
    “I loved…” She took a deep breath. “I loved Benjy, and he killed him. What he did, it’s unforgivable.” 
 
    “But he’s your father, Lynx.” 
 
    “Parents have to love their children. That wisdom doesn’t cut both ways. A lesson he and his partners can muse on in Impenetron after I get him to confess to what he did. Now what’s it going to be, are you in?” 
 
    “You got to ask?” 
 
    “Attaboy. Let me make a few calls.” Lynx walked into my waiting room, and closed the door behind her. 
 
    I got up, and went into the bathroom to prepare for the fight of my life. The holes in my body still ached, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t push through, especially with the newfound hope I had. 
 
    I changed the gauze on my gut, splashed some water on my face, holstered Lois and Rico, and covered it all with a black overcoat. Tossing on my hat, I took one final look in the mirror. If you’d said a couple of days ago the guy staring back at me would be on his way to do battle with Lynchpin, to implicate the head of the SPECs and Glory Anna herself, in the murder of Pinnacle, I wouldn’t have believed you. 
 
    But then again, it had been a busy couple of days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 43 
 
    I leapt out of the car as soon as we arrived at the Mountains. The streets were bare, save for a small group of people on the other side of the block, and two men guarding the tower’s entrance. Everywhere was dark, except for Ultar Tower, which was completely illuminated from top-to-bottom. Even from street level it looked spectacular. It was hard to imagine that anything pumping out that many terawatts of beauty could house so much darkness inside. 
 
    Lynx said, “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, you?” 
 
    “Almost. I got to muster the troops.” 
 
    Lynx walked across the street, while I headed over to the main entrance where the two guards stood. I’d seen their faces days before. The bald one had a scar on his forehead, and the young one wore a look that said he thinks life’s an adventure. 
 
    “Hey, Dane,” the older man said. “What’s the ruckus?” 
 
    “Temper,” I said. “Rush.” 
 
    The kid smiled. “Must be something really, really big, getting us out here at this time of night, at the foot of the Mountains. Exciting times, right?” 
 
    “I prefer the dull ones,” Temper said. 
 
    “Not me.” The kid had on a smile as big as the door he was guarding. “I got a feeling about tonight. It’s going to be epic.” 
 
    “Well, I hope it’ll be over soon,” I said, “and I’m going to do my best to see that it is, so don’t blink. Even someone who moves as fast as you might miss it.” 
 
    Rush practically vanished, appearing on my other side with an arm around me. “That’s highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Quit kidding around.” Temper pulled him back into place. “So what’s up, why are we here?” 
 
    “You mean you don’t know?” I asked. 
 
    Temper shook his head. “I was told to get my hide down to the Mountains and push every reg as far away as I could.” 
 
    “What about you, speedy?” 
 
    “Same thing,” Rush said. “Door duty at Ultar, lickety-split.” 
 
    I nodded. Lynx was playing it close to the vest. “We’re doing some work tonight is all.” 
 
    “Don’t jerk me around,” Temper said. “You know what I can do.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Mostly I push people’s emotions one way or another, but I can feel them too. And out there,” he said, pointing at Lynx and her crew. “Out there are some pretty intense emotions.” 
 
    “Thanks for the heads up.” I left the pair to join my lady. As I got close to her I said, “Is this everyone?” 
 
    “You think we need more?” Lynx said. 
 
    I looked at the group she’d assembled. “No, this should work.” And that was an understatement. The names that were attached to the assembled men and women were the kind that sang out. There was Cadre, who could transform into swarms of bugs, the living darkness Bump-in-the-night, and Warbeast, whose body could morph into all kinds of weapons. For those keeping score it was the last three remaining members of the Sindicate Board. 
 
    Behind them stood my friend from Henchmen’s, Franky Legend, with his giant doorman, Hate, and good old Hoarfrost. In this company they were the second stringers, but to be honest, each was my equal. 
 
    “Ok,” Lynx said, “you can justify this any way you want, but what we’re doing tonight is mutiny, pure and simple, and you all know the reason why. My father’s decisions these past few weeks have been the foolish hubris of a madman, and will lead to our destruction. If you’re here now then you agree, the time for talk has passed. Dad… Lynchpin has to go. Peacefully if possible, but if he puts up a fight, well that’s fine too, because either way, tonight his reign comes to an end.” 
 
    All I saw were smiles and nods. 
 
    Warbeast stepped forward, and with a voice like a tank engine said, “We’re behind you, Lynx. Let’s do this thing.” 
 
    “Alright then.” She turned to the tower. “Time to say hi to Dad.” 
 
    Lynx walked towards the entrance, and the rest of us fell in behind her. I cozied up next to Hoarfrost and said, “Hey, funny seeing you here.” 
 
    She looked at me sideways. “Hey, blunt skull.” 
 
    “So did you piece any of this together yourself, or did Lynx have to spell it out for you?” 
 
    “About Lynchpin? I got there on my own.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Eventually.” 
 
    “You didn’t buy into the Mindgame fiction? Not even for a minute?” I said. 
 
    “Lynchpin said there might be some people at the party I’d be interested in, and asked me to look into Mindgame specifically. The brain boy seemed solid at the time, but then they found him stiff and still, and it was pretty clear he was a patsy.” 
 
    “And the MAGMAs? The Black Bleach? You got all that on your own, too?” I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear her say it. 
 
    She sighed, and looked at her feet. “No. I had no idea how Lynchpin did it. Or who his partners were. Lynx filled me in. That was… impressive work.” 
 
    I waved her compliment away. “It was nothing really, for an experienced PI. So what’s in the bag?” I motioned to the tote she had slung on her shoulder. 
 
    “Just your standard nullifier to soften the old man up. Now if you’ll excuse me.” Hoarfrost skipped ahead and sidled up next to Lynx. 
 
    I went to follow, but a hand pulled me back. 
 
    “For a guy who doesn’t work for the Sindicate,” Franky said, “I see you at a lot of our functions.” 
 
    I said, “Just going where the job takes me.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah. What we’re doing here tonight needs doing bad, and I’ll team with anybody who can help. You may not understand the soul’s inexorable yearning for justice, but that’s my stock in trade.” 
 
    “Justice?” Franky laughed. “Who am I to argue? Just try not to get killed. When things get hairy up there, get behind Hate.” 
 
    “Won’t that make you jealous?” 
 
    Franky mumbled something I didn’t catch. We had reached the front door. As I walked through it, Temper gave me a small nod that said be careful. 
 
    I returned one of my own that said I will. 
 
      
 
    # 
 
      
 
    The lobby of Ultar Tower is the largest room in the city. Some think that’s because it’s the width of the entire block, but the real reason is because of its height. I looked up. Nothing but air stood between me and the forty-fourth floor. Nothing, that is, but the echo of our footsteps, and a massive staircase that corkscrewed around the inner walls, all the way up to the ceiling. 
 
    It looked like one brutal climb, but I’d never know because we were going directly to Lynchpin’s office via the executive elevator. Lynx led us there with the kind of long, smooth strides that made it look like she owned the building. And considering the firepower she was dragging in her wake, she kind of did. 
 
    We filed into the elevator. Lynx waved her ID in front of the scanner, and pressed the button. Both doors slid shut, and we launched up like a rocket. I watched the numbers on the display. They were counting by quick, but not quick enough. I knew what was waiting for us at the top of this ride, but the only thing I could feel in my gut was blood and fire. I couldn’t wait to get started. 
 
    Then a chime sounded. 
 
    We’d reached the eighty-eighth floor. Penthouse level. 
 
    The doors opened, and all eight of us stepped out into the waiting room. Everything was as I remembered, only darker, and this time Church Mouse was there. I remembered him from the party. He stood in front of the door to Lynchpin’s office and said, “You’re running late.” 
 
    Lynx nodded. “Can he hear us?” 
 
    “No.” He motioned to the hand he held against the door. “I’m suppressing all vibrations, no sounds can penetrate. We can speak freely.” 
 
    “Good. Are you ready?” 
 
    He smiled. “Sure. All I have to do is keep this shut. You got the hard part.” 
 
    “Then we’ll knock three times when we’re done.” 
 
    Church Mouse shook his head. “Those vibrations can’t come through either. Better to call.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lynx turned to us. “Prepare yourselves.” 
 
    I pulled my guns as the rest geared up. Warbeast’s hands both transformed into cannons. Bump-in-the-night started to emit inky tendrils from beneath his cloak. Cadre’s skin crawled like bugs under a sheet. And Franky’s hair and hands burst into black flames. Behind them, the living Biogradium bubbled from Hate’s pores, forming a silver, metal barrier over his flesh, and Hoarfrost completely encased herself in a thin sheet of ice spikes, with a black nullifier that looked like an iron rod in her hand. 
 
    Church Mouse stepped aside and opened the door. 
 
    We walked in to find Lynchpin leaning over the desk, his back to us. Skip was next to him.  
 
    Lynx stood in front, with me and Hoarfrost backing her up. Behind us were Warbeast, Cadre, and Bump, with Franky and Hate in the far rear. 
 
    Then, with a click, the door sealed shut behind us. 
 
    The time had come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 44 
 
    Lynchpin turned around. “What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    Lynx extended her hands. “You know.” Power rolled down her arms like heat rising off summer asphalt. It pushed out towards Lynchpin, and the furniture between them burst into splinters.  
 
    The old man got his hands up at the last second, and the wave broke around him and Skip like they were standing in a protective sphere.  
 
    “Treachery!” Lynchpin lashed out, sending a similar wave back at us. 
 
    It broke around Lynx, but hit the rest of us with the power of a typhoon. We flew into the back wall like tenpins. 
 
    “Regroup!” Lynx yelled. 
 
    Lynchpin sent a second wave. Lynx stopped this one entirely. 
 
    I got to my feet and aimed Lois. 
 
    “You too, Dane?” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too, you lousy-” An invisible force yanked the gun from my hand as an oak end table caught me in the chest. I cursed and fell to the carpet. I didn’t know where Lois landed, but Rico was still in my hand. I started firing at Lynchpin. The bullets flew straight. But halfway there they froze, and dropped to the ground. “Nuts.” 
 
    Lynx sent another force wave at Lynchpin. He barely flinched as he deflected it around himself.  
 
    But Skip wasn’t so lucky this time. The attack flung him against the far window. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Lynx cried. “Engage!” 
 
    Cadre was the first to move. His body morphed into thick swarm of red locusts. It twisted through the air.  
 
    With a wave of his hand, Lynchpin slammed the plague into the bookcase.  
 
    And Cadre, once again flesh and blood, fell to the ground, dazed. 
 
    “Is this all you can muster?” With his TK, Lynchpin lifted the desk into the air. It split in two, and he thrust both halves towards us. 
 
    Lynx turned around. “Warbeast, now!” 
 
    Warbeast lifted his arm cannons, and fired. The desk halves disintegrated in midair.  
 
    I looked back. Franky and Hate were on their feet, but Bump-in-the-night had vanished. Hoarfrost was lying against the wall, unconscious. The weapon she brought was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    Lynx moved to help her.  
 
    But Lynchpin sent a marble bust flying her way.  
 
    I dove forward. Grabbing Lynx, I pulled her in tight, and the statue bounced off my spine. 
 
    “Thanks,” Lynx said. “Watch out!” She pulled me aside as a wall of dark flames rolled by.  
 
    It came from Franky’s hands. He pushed it across the room, and the roiling black fire completely eclipsed Lynchpin. The heat was immense.  
 
    My overcoat started to char and smoke. I slipped it off, and covered Lynx with my body. 
 
    “Hate,” Franky cried over the roar of the flames. “Now!” 
 
    Hate joined his mentor. The silver Biogradium slid to his arms, forming twin lances. He thrust each into the flames. Once. Twice.  
 
    On the third pass I heard an impact. 
 
    Warbeast joined in with both cannons spitting fully automatic fire. Their shockwaves sent tremors through the room. The floor-to-ceiling windows exploded out into the night. Cold wind rushed into the office. Papers and smoke swirled in the air. Then the aquarium glass shattered, and hundreds of gallons of water flowed across the carpet and over the ledge as the fish flopped on the floor. 
 
    “Get off me,” Lynx said. She pushed me away, and took a half step towards Hoarfrost, but then turned and added her power to the assault.  
 
    I looked back at Frosty. She was stirring, so I took the ground next to Lynx. I couldn’t see Lynchpin inside the chaos, so I aimed for its center and emptied Rico’s clip. When I spent every shell, I replaced the magazine and kept shooting. The room boiled over with our fire and anger. 
 
    Lynchpin was done for. 
 
    “Enough!” Lynx said. 
 
    We obeyed, and the room went still. 
 
    The other side of the office was filled with smoke. It slowly cleared through the broken windows, revealing the destruction. The carpet was blackened. Above it, the ceiling was cracked. In the corner, face down and covered in soot, lay Skip. 
 
    And in the middle of it all, stood Lynchpin. 
 
    He was untouched. 
 
    “Enough indeed.” Lynchpin raised a hand, sending Franky hurtling towards the back wall fast enough to snap his spine.  
 
    Hate leapt up at the last moment, catching his friend, and taking most of the impact himself. 
 
    Then Lynchpin turned to me. It looked like he pulled down on an invisible rope. I dodged to the left, barely avoiding the large portion of ceiling that crashed down like an avalanche. When I came to stop, I aimed Rico. An invisible force struck my chest. I flew backwards, landing hard next to Franky, sans pistol. 
 
    Then Warbeast, bless his soul, stepped between me and Lynchpin. He began firing with both his arm cannons. “Come and die, old man!” 
 
    “You first.” Lynchpin pointed at him. 
 
    And the weapons that comprised Warbeast’s arms crumpled and pulled free from his body. He screamed, horrible and high-pitched, then fell to his knees. Green liquid poured from the stumps below his elbows. 
 
    Lynchpin twisted his hand in the air, and Warbeast’s spine peeled free from his body. He folded over, and fell to the floor, lifeless. 
 
    One down. 
 
    A few feet away stood Lynx. She pushed both her arms out, and sent another wave of power. It stopped long before it reached Lynchpin. Then Cadre circled around, and charged forward. Lynchpin turned towards him, and lifted his free hand. Cadre jerked up by the neck. He hung there twisting, clawing at his throat, like he was held by an invisible noose. 
 
    Then Lynchpin, with a small flick of the wrist, snapped Cadre’s neck, and threw him out the window.  
 
    That made two. 
 
    From the floor an inky darkness rose. It surrounded Lynchpin, and for the first time there was fear in his eyes.  
 
    “You neutered us.” The voice was cold. “Made us businessmen!” Out of the fog stepped Bump-in-the-night. He lashed out with a right cross. Its impact sent a tremor through the room, but the strike just glanced off Lynchpin. Then Bump threw an uppercut. It hit just as hard, but Lynchpin was unmoved. 
 
    “You disappoint,” Lynchpin said. “Your father-” 
 
    “My father would kill you if he was here!” Bump struck with both fists. A TK shield stopped them a paper’s width from Lynchpin’s head. 
 
    “But your father isn’t here.” The crime boss raised his hand, freezing his enemy. Then, with the flick of a finger, Lynchpin ripped Bump in two. Straight down the middle. “And now neither are you.” 
 
    And that was three. 
 
    Lynx used her TK to tear out a large chunk of wall. She flung it at her old man. 
 
    With one hand Lynchpin swatted it aside. With a wave of the other he knocked Lynx back.  
 
    I dove to her.  
 
    She flew past me, just out of reach.  
 
    As I landed on the ground her body hit the wall with a loud crunch. 
 
    Things were going worse than expected, but from my spot I saw salvation. 
 
    Lois.  
 
    My Kapowitzer was pinned beneath some rubble just a few feet away. I scrambled towards her. But a wall of black fire cut me off. 
 
    Franky had regained his footing. Dark flames poured from his hands. 
 
    But I had to reach Lois. I got low, and crawled under the fire. Searing pain bit my back. I tried to ignore it. But it got worse as I inched forward. Then I got a finger on Lois. Wrapping my hand around the grip I pulled back just as Hate joined in, swinging razor sharp cables around the room. 
 
    Getting to one knee, I switched the safety off and aimed. “Die already!” 
 
    Lynchpin looked at me. “Not tonight.” He swept both arms toward the windows.  
 
    It was like an invisible tidal wave flowed through the room. Relentlessly it pushed everyone, and everything, towards the ledge. I fell face down, and slid backwards. I could either grab on to the floor or hold on to my gun. I made my choice. Dropping Lois, I dug both hands through the carpeting and into the cement beneath it. The move locked me to the ground tight, just a few feet from the edge. 
 
    I glanced back. Lois was sliding past my hips. With my left foot I trapped her against the floor. A large chunk of coral from the aquarium struck my face. It glanced to the side, then disappeared out the window. Leather bound books rolled over my back. One of them struck Lois. She slipped out from under my foot and, almost in slow motion, slid away.  
 
    First her barrel inched over the ledge.  
 
    Then she pitched forward.  
 
    And slid… 
 
    But her trigger guard caught a bit of protruding glass and she stopped, half hanging outside on a forty-five degree angle. She wasn’t going to fall, but now she was way out of reach. 
 
    I turned back to the melee. Hate had dug a pair of Biogradium claws into the ground, and they acted as an anchor. Franky was right beneath him, clutching his thighs. Hoarfrost was awake in the back, crouching low. She had her feet frozen to the ground. It was holding her steady, even as the rest of the office furniture, broken wood, and smashed paintings slid out the window. 
 
    Lynx was the only one still standing, but she twisted under her dad’s power. It looked like a massive weight pressed down on her from above. She fell to one knee. “Now!” she cried. 
 
    “What?” I yelled to her. I didn’t know what that meant. What could I do now? What could any of us do? 
 
    She looked back. “Now! Do it now!” 
 
    I wanted to help. I pulled myself towards her. And the floor I was dug into came loose. I slid back towards the open window and certain doom. My feet were first to go over the edge. Then my hips were outside too. Driving my hands down as hard as I could I dug all ten of my fingers knuckle deep into the cement floor. It was just in time. With my lower half dangling, I scrambled against the building’s face, looking for a foothold. The smooth glass offered none. Lois was a few feet away. Still holding on tight, still out of reach. 
 
    The sofa I first met Lynchpin on slid over me and fell to the street. Then something big and wet smacked me in the face. 
 
    It was one of Warbeast’s arms. 
 
    The firing mechanism was hanging off the bone like a tendon. With one hand I picked it up, and pointed it at Lynchpin. Smoke and ruin spun around him. I could just see his outline. 
 
    I exhaled, and focused.  
 
    Then I fired. 
 
    Bright yellow light erupted from Warbeast’s stump. And the power that pushed me towards certain death let up. Those bits of swirling destruction in the air fell to the ground, and everything was suddenly peaceful and still. 
 
    I threw one leg back in, then the other, and got to my feet. 
 
    It was over. I looked around. Lynx, Franky and Hate were staring at Lynchpin. He was still standing. Only now he used a shaky hand to cover the cauterized wound I’d just put in him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 45 
 
    “My ear.” Lynchpin pressed a hand against his head, and looked at me with equal parts rage and surprise. “You shot my ear.” 
 
    Damn it, just another inch to the left. 
 
    “Time to die, all of you.” Lynchpin raised his hands. 
 
    We were too close to the edge. There was nothing left to grab. One more push like the last one, and we were done for.  
 
    But a black blast caught Lynchpin dead center. He crumpled to the floor, twisting and writhing on his back. 
 
    Lynx picked him up with her TK, and hurled him into the wall. Then she dumped him in the center of the room where Hate gave him a kick that could crack an engine block. 
 
    “That’s enough, he’s powerless,” Lynx said. 
 
    Those of us still standing gathered around the fallen crime lord. We had torn his kingdom down. The furniture culled from old growth forests, his liquor that was more expensive than my rent, even the carpets weaved for Persian kings, everything was destroyed. 
 
    Lynx turned to me, Franky, Hate, and Hoarfrost. “Good work.” 
 
    Franky said, “Back at you bo-” 
 
    Something moved in the corner.  
 
    We all turned towards it, ready to attack. It was Skip. His arms were badly burned, blood covered half his face and most of his shirt, but still he crawled towards his boss. 
 
    “Freeze his hands and feet,” Lynx said, “and put him next to my dad.” 
 
    Hoarfrost and Hate obeyed.  
 
    As they did, Lynx turned to me. “So that’s that.” 
 
    I felt great, despite the bruises, but I had to know something. “How does a nullifier work on your dad?” I looked over at Hoarfrost. The long metal rod she held was glowing red. 
 
    “It doesn’t, not completely. But it diminishes him enough so that my power can keep him in check.” Lynx turned to Hoarfrost. “But we could’ve used it so much sooner.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Hoarfrost said. “I got tagged a little early. We’re lucky it didn’t go out the window.” 
 
    “No matter,” Lynx said. “He’ll need to be dosed again though, so as soon as it’s ready...” 
 
    As Hoarfrost nodded the black rod started glowing blue. “Speak of the devil,” she said, and with a loud zap, fired another shot into Lynchpin. 
 
    “How long’s it take to recharge?” I asked. 
 
    Lynx said, “No more than a minute.” 
 
    I looked at the weapon. Lynx was right, Hoarfrost sure took her sweet time, but who cares? I was alive, and we had Lynchpin. “It’s finally over.” 
 
    Lynx looked at me. “Not yet.” 
 
    I nodded. “Impenetron?” 
 
    “Yeah, Impenetron.” 
 
    Hate stepped forward. “What? I thought-” 
 
    “Quiet,” Franky snapped. 
 
    Lynx looked at them both. “That’s right.” She walked over to Lynchpin and grabbed him by the lapel. “Because he’s the one who killed Pinnacle, and he’s going to jail for it.” 
 
    Lynchpin spit out blood and laughed. “Pinnacle?” He looked at me. Then Lynx. “The MAGMAs, the Bleach. I should have known. Of all my children, you’ve always been the smartest. You think it’s going to be easy? Without me to protect you?” 
 
    “I don’t need your protection.” Lynx backhanded him to the ground. “I’ve never needed it!” 
 
    “Yes you do,” he said from his back. “You always have.” 
 
    She kicked him in the ribs. “Liar.” 
 
    Lynchpin coughed. “Yes.” 
 
    “Thief.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Murderer.” 
 
    “All that and more. But I-” 
 
    Lynx stomped on his head, then nodded to Hate. “Silence him.” 
 
    The lumbering giant scooped Lynchpin up, and with one punch broke his jaw, then dropped him back to the floor. 
 
    “Nice,” I said, “now all we have to do is call the…” 
 
    All eyes turned to me. 
 
    And I realized I didn’t know how to finish that sentence. 
 
    “Who?” It was Franky. 
 
    I looked at Lynx. Her face didn’t move. Then I looked at Lynchpin. “I don’t know.” 
 
    Lynx walked to me. “The cops aren’t equipped for this, and we can’t call the SPECs.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Humphries will make sure he doesn’t survive interrogation.” 
 
    “Same thing with Glory Anna.” 
 
    “Maybe we can record his confession,” I said. “Play it on the news.” 
 
    “A forced confession against those two from the world’s worst villain? Who’s going to believe it? The evidence we have only implicates him.” Lynx looked angry. “Damn it, the hard part’s over, now what?” She paced back and forth, then gave her dad a hard look before turning to me. A cold front rolled in behind her eyes. “Dane.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Get your gun.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just do it.” 
 
    I looked around. My Thumper was nowhere to be seen, but I still had Lois. I walked to where she was, and picked her up. 
 
    Lynx joined me, and put her hand on my shoulder. “You know what you have to do. We’ll never get him inside of a prison, his accomplices would never let us. The bastard murdered Benjy.” Tears filled her eyes, and she looked at her father. “And now you’re going to get what’s coming.” She turned back to me. “You know what you have to do.” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    I did.  
 
    Maybe Glory and Humphries helped, but Lynchpin was the one who killed Pinnacle. I’d tend to those two later, but for now, this was the only way. So I aimed.  
 
    Real careful.  
 
    Right at Lynchpin’s chest.  
 
    I put my finger on the trigger, clicked off the safety, and the gun glowed bright green as the barrel increased in size. Looking through the sight, I couldn’t help but think of Pinnacle’s body. I thought about how he died, and remembered the promise I made. I wanted to finish it so bad. 
 
    But then I thought of how Pinnacle lived. And what he would’ve done. Suddenly the trigger was too hard to pull. So I released it, and Lois powered down. I had a better idea. “The press.” 
 
    “What?” Lynx said. 
 
    “The Gold Coast Chronicle. It’s perfect. Once we show them the proof they’ll run it worldwide, and when everyone hears the story, there’s no way Humphries or Glory will get away with it.” 
 
    “But what about revenge?” 
 
    “We’ll have our revenge.” I holstered my Kapowitzer. “By sending them all to jail.” 
 
    “Jail?” Lynx said through grit teeth. “Put him in the ground!” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “No, Lynx. That’s not what Pinnacle would’ve wanted. I knew the man, not as well as you, but I knew what he was, and he wouldn’t have wanted anyone executed, even for his own murder. If you really want to balance the scales, then you have to do it his way. Lynchpin will testify against his partners, and they’ll all go down with him.” 
 
    I really liked the sound of it. 
 
    But the only thing I got out of the rest was silence. I wasn’t bothered though. Deep down in the heart of even the darkest black cape there’s a sense of justice. Sure, it takes them a little longer to find it than most folks, but all I had to do was wait. 
 
    Hoarfrost was the one who broke the silence. 
 
    “I told you he wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 46 
 
    I looked at Hoarfrost, then to Lynx. “What’s she saying?” 
 
    Hate and Franky started to laugh. 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    Lynx said, “Ha. You know, you’re worse than Sledge. Say what you will, at least that guy didn’t let a little ass throw him off the trail completely.” 
 
    “But he wouldn’t join in,” Hoarfrost said. She extended her hand and a sharp icicle grew from it. “So he needed to be removed.” 
 
    “No, apparently you were the only smart one.” Lynx froze me with her TK like we were back in Henchmen’s. I pushed back with everything I had left. It didn’t do much. 
 
    “You won’t kill Daddy. That’s fine. I don’t need you to. The fact that you own the last Kapowitzer on earth will link his corpse directly to your gun, the same type of gun they got you snatching from Mindgame’s. The same one you pulled on the Agents at Sledge’s house. I’ll pop Dad with it, and when they find his body, all I’ll have to do is send another anonymous tip to the SPECs on where to find the owner, and they’ll give the speed of sound a run for its money as they beat a path to your door. You were wrong about Mindgame, he wasn’t the perfect patsy.” Lynx leaned in close. “You are.” 
 
    “Heartless bitch,” I said, “why?” 
 
    “Why? You really bought it all, didn’t you? You thought I’d settle down like some dried-up, old housewife. And with Peter Pureheart Benjamin fucking Pinnacle Waller of all people?” She laughed from the belly. “Jesus Christ, Dane. Take a look around. You got to have nothing but hair under your hat if you think I’m anything but the baddest black cape to ever swing her dick around this town. 
 
    “I mean what’s the point of having powers if all we’re going to do is office work? I loved my teens, mixing it up with heroes, kicking their heads in. But then Dad started the Sindicate, and it all came to an end. He had me learn accounting.” She turned to Lynchpin. “Accounting! And I wasn’t alone, plenty of us wanted a return to the old days, like my baby brother, but with Dad in control we didn’t stand a chance. Now with him and Pinnacle out of the way we’ll finally take what’s ours.” 
 
    Hoarfrost said, “Not that I don’t love this, but shouldn’t we get on with it?” 
 
    “Yes, we should. Say hello to Spitfire for me, Dad.” Lynx pulled my jacket aside. She reached out, and grabbed Lois. Then she screamed and jumped back. “Son of bitch, what was that?” 
 
    “Seems Lois doesn’t like the plan,” I said. “Guess you can’t think of everything.” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” Hate stepped forward. “That pistol doesn’t scare me.” 
 
    “No.” Lynx cradled her hand, and turned back to Lynchpin. He was still on his knees, a little groggy, but coming to. “I’ve got a plan B. Franky, go to the desk in my office and pull out the black folder in the second drawer. We’ll have to get Daddy’s signature on a few documents making me chairman before he goes on an extended trip. It’ll take longer, but whatever, the repellers downstairs will give us plenty of time.” 
 
    Franky called Church Mouse on his cell as he scampered towards the door. 
 
    “Hate, hold on to this for me,” she said, and motioned my way. 
 
    Lynx released me from her TK just as the big goon pulled my arms behind my back. 
 
    “With pleasure,” he said. 
 
    I twisted against Hate, but found his grip as strong as the metal inside him. I looked at Lynx. “How?” 
 
    “How what?” she said. 
 
    “Pinnacle,” I said, “how did you do it?” 
 
    Lynx held her hand out. The metal rod freed itself from Hoarfrost’s grip, and swayed back and forth as it floated towards Lynx. She snatched it out of the air. “Recognize this? It looks like any other nullifier, I know, but thanks to Mindgame’s sacrifice it’s powerful enough to work on Pinnacle.” The black rod turned from red to blue. Lynx gave her old man another taste of it, and he twisted in agony. “And once his skin was as soft as his heart, I used my TK to punch a hole all the way through him.” 
 
    “But the evidence you showed me,” I said. “The MAGMAs.” 
 
    Lynx laughed. “They had nothing to do with it. Dad bought them to protect our interests in Japan. And as for his accessing the Black Bleach, he did that after Doctor Wagner broke in. All I had to do was change the dates. I did enjoy watching you tailor your theory around Humphries and Glory Anna though. You’ve got one hell of an imagination, thinking either of them would be dirty enough to work with my father, or have the guts to kill Pinnacle.” 
 
    Lynchpin hacked, and spat up a glob of blood. 
 
    We locked eyes. “I’m sorry Lynch, I didn’t mean...” 
 
    He took a deep breath. And said, “Urine.” 
 
    The room froze. 
 
    I said, “Urine?” That was odd. 
 
    “Urine. Dee.” He was in pain. He was straining. “It.” 
 
    “What?” I wanted to hear the old man’s last words. I guess I owed him that much. “What are you saying?” 
 
    Lynchpin steadied himself, and through grit teeth said, “You’re. An. Idiot.” 
 
    Lynx, Hoarfrost, and Hate all broke into laughter. 
 
    The nullifier started glowing blue. I expected she’d light up her dad again, but instead Lynx turned to me, and pointed it at my chest. She smiled, then gave me a taste.  
 
    Its beam hit hot like lava. The room spun. My legs and guts went jelly. It was like I was back in Tunnel Town with a collar around my neck, only so much worse. 
 
    Someone whispered in my ear, “What’s the matter, blunt skull? Not the way you saw it working out?” It was Hoarfrost. She raked her icy spike across my forehead. 
 
    Warm blood ran down my cheek. I twisted against Hate as hard as I could. 
 
    “This guy’s as weak as a kitten,” he said. 
 
    They laughed again, but Lynx silenced them. “That’s enough fun, toss him out the window already.” 
 
    And do you know what? 
 
    That’s exactly what they did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 47 
 
    Nobody sheds a tear when a black cape catches one in the back. That wisdom holds true whether it’s a real black cape or just a guy they hire to get them some justice. It’s also true when it’s a case of asphalt poisoning they catch instead of a bullet. 
 
    As I rocketed towards the street below the cold wind cut through my clothes like they weren’t even there. Through mostly shut eyelids I could see the lights on the ground. They were closing in, fast. Falling like I was, a human body can hit 120 miles per hour. At that speed I would get to the ground level before my powers returned, and if that happened I’d be dead for certain. I needed a lot more time. Grabbing two handfuls of coat, I extended my arms out as far out as they’d go, like a pair of makeshift wings. It slowed my fall, but just barely. 
 
    I looked around. Maybe I could grab a flagpole or something else. There was nothing, nothing but the city’s skyline. Yet even from my grim vantage point Gold Coast sparkled like the jewel that it was. And now that Lynx was in control of the Sindicate the city was going to burn. There’d be no stopping her. With that nullifier even Team Supreme would be easy pickings, and she could finish the SPECs off at her leisure. My only consolation was that I wouldn’t be around to see my home get torched.  
 
    My home, and then the world. 
 
    Yeah, the world. It was a whole lot bigger now. I was close enough to see the cars clearly. The tops of the buildings were now above me. And the street was getting so close tha- 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 48 
 
    “Dane… Dane.” 
 
    “He’s dead.” 
 
    “Don't say that, he’s not dead.” 
 
    “Look at the blood. He is.” 
 
    “Look at his eyes, he’s not.” 
 
    “I got dibs on his guns.” 
 
    “Shut up, Rush. He’s not dead. Dane. Dane buddy, come on.” 
 
    It was hard to move. The world was full of fuzzy and far away voices. It felt like someone had jammed my head full of broken glass and wet wool. 
 
    “See, his eyes are open. He’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “I once saw a dead chicken open its eyes, Knuckles. And it was dead.” 
 
    “God damn it, shut up Smiley, shut up everybody. He’s not a chicken.” 
 
    “I’m just saying.” 
 
    “Well just don’t.” 
 
    “I’m not dead.” My words came out instinctively. And I was probably the only person who believed them. “I’ll be fine. Give me a moment.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” 
 
    “I told you. That’s dead talk.” 
 
    “I’m not dead.” I was positive of that. “Just… just give me a moment.” 
 
    Memories of the past few minutes were trickling back in. I had fallen. From the sky. I knew that much, and not just because I still had clouds in my eyes. I tried to sit up, but was stopped by eight hands and a whole lot of pain. 
 
    “Whoa, big fella, there’s no hurry. Can you tell us what happened?” 
 
    “Temper. Yeah,” I said. “I got tossed out the window.” 
 
    “Who tossed you out the window?” 
 
    I said, “Hey Rush. We went to see Lynchpin.” 
 
    Temper said, “This is hopeless, he’s going to need some rest. Rush, go get a bag of ice.” 
 
    The kid nodded, and vanished. 
 
    “They threw me out the window, Temper.” 
 
    “I know buddy. Thank God Smiley was here. If he hadn’t gotten underneath you, I don’t know what kind of shape you’d be in. Seriously, that was one hell of a catch.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Smiley said. 
 
    Temper looked up at the building. “Either way, I’m betting you got off easy, even with all that blood on your gut. It sounded like a real slobber-knocker up there.” 
 
    I pawed my stomach. It was wet. My wounds were open. “Lynx tossed me.” 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “You heard me.” I sat up and leaned back against a car. Rush appeared with a bag of ice, and I put it on my head. “Lynx is behind the whole thing. She killed Pinnacle and right now is up there giving her dad what for.” 
 
    Suddenly I was pressed in from all sides. 
 
    Knuckles was the closest. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He said Lynx killed Pinnacle,” Smiley said. 
 
    “I heard it. But I want it repeated.” Knuckles grabbed my shoulder. 
 
    “Ow, not so rough.” I tried to pull free, but didn’t get far. 
 
    “Where are your powers?” he asked, easing up. 
 
    “One sec, Knuckles.” Temper leaned down, his face was close to mine. “Hey buddy, do you know what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “I know exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Ok, but you know, you just took a sky high header straight into the ground. Without your powers apparently.” 
 
    “Just the thing to wake me up.” 
 
    Knuckles pulled Temper out of his way. “Maybe you ought to explain a little more. What happened up there? Where’s the boss? How’d you lose your juice?” 
 
    “Sure thing, Knuckles.” I shifted the bag to the side of my head. “It began a few months back, when Pinnacle first met Lynx. He fell hard for her, though I’m thinking she was just in it to thrill bang a white cape, but when her old man got wind of the affair he surprised her by giving up a place on the board. See, back in the day she was the original black cape wild child, but going steady with a guy like Pinnacle showed maturity. The only thing is, people don’t change, so now that she had the resources, and the trust of the two most powerful capes in town, she decided to move on them both, and take her place at the top. 
 
    “She contacted Mindgame, asked him to build a nullifier capable of working on Pinnacle. Of course he couldn’t create a power source strong enough, so he stole a busted Kapowitzer to study its battery. And yet even with a model to base his designs on, he still couldn’t do it. But Lynx wasn’t going to quit so easily. With her new position she had access to Black Bleach, so she pinched a dose and fed it to him, probably saying it was a safer version, but whatever, knowing him I doubt it was a tough sell. And once it jumped up his cortex the bastard actually improved on Varius’s design and built the impossible: something that could turn Pinnacle into nothing more than a reg. 
 
    “Then all Lynx had to do was lure her boyfriend to a controlled room, and use it on him. A TK shield kept her from leaving any evidence, even on the cellular level, and allowed her to punch a hole through his gut before his powers came back. But then the body was found earlier than expected, and the board put three investigators on it. Lynx used her pull to get Frosty assigned to the case, and while that icy broad tried to keep me and Sledge off the trail, Lynx used the nullifier to mop up the three board members loyal to her dad while feeding the SPECs false info as their anonymous source.” And now I knew the origin of that mysterious BOLO. “Then, tonight, she wanted me to polish off Lynchpin so I could take the fall for the whole damn thing. I declined. That’s when she tossed me.” 
 
    “And you never suspected Lynx?” Temper said.  
 
    “Nope. I was convinced the evidence pointed to someone else. And I thought she was innocent because…” She’s got good mouth feel. “She’s a talented liar.” 
 
    “You’re kidding?” Knuckles said. “So what’s happening now?” 
 
    “Now? Now they’re forcing Lynchpin to sign over his life one paper at a time. And when Lynx is the new top dog she’ll pick off Team Supreme and all their white cape friends one-by-one, and take over our city. Unless I get up there and stop them.” I got to my feet and looked at the boys. 
 
    A whole lot of silence was hanging around. I got the feeling they might want a bit more evidence. 
 
    “I’ve heard enough,” Knuckles said. He nodded to Smiley, and the big goon returned it. 
 
    Temper looked at the duo. “You believe this, Knuckles? You?” 
 
    “That I do.” 
 
    “But you work for Lynx,” Rush said. 
 
    “Wrong, kid. I’m loyal to Lynchpin. He’s my boss, Lynx is the job. And from what I’ve seen that girl do over the years makes me think Dane’s right.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t explain why you’re ready to charge up the Mountains,” Temper said. 
 
    “Actually it does. But we also got a debt.” 
 
    Temper said, “What debt?” 
 
    “Who was it?” I asked. “Who’d Pinnacle save?” 
 
    “My niece,” Smiley said. “A while back.” 
 
    I turned to Temper. “I told you, it’s a popular tune.” 
 
    “Yeah well, we shouldn’t just charge in. We need a plan,” Rush said. He must’ve done some growing up since I saw him last. “We walk in there empty handed and we’re as good as dead.” 
 
    “We won’t be empty handed,” I said. But then I remembered Rico. “Damn, where’s my Thumper?” 
 
    All eyes turned to Rush, who reached into his pocket and produced my iron. “I saw it come down with everything else.” 
 
    “Thanks, kid.” I looked at the artillery. It was in fine shape, but there was still one outstanding issue. “He’s out of slugs.” 
 
    “Here you go.” Rush handed me three magazines, all fully stocked. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “The closest open ammo shop is only forty miles away. I stopped by on my way with the ice. Figured I had the time.” 
 
    “Well that’s something we’re out of,” Temper said. “And besides, even if we get up there, we’re way outgunned.” 
 
    I looked to the top floor. “You just get me up there, and I’ll take care of the rest.” I holstered the pistol, then tightened my tie. I never wore the white cape, never even thought about it, but if Gold Coast was to survive then someone had to stop Lynx. What the city needed was a hero. 
 
    But all they had was me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 49 
 
    The boys fell in behind me as we entered Ultar Tower, and walked across the lobby. 
 
    “The elevator?” Temper pointed at the far wall. 
 
    “Nope. It needs a keycard,” I said. “We take the stairs.” 
 
    We charged up the large, looping spiral that ran the entire circumference of the building, corkscrewing up to the forty-fourth floor as fast as we could. It took a long time, but with every step feeling returned to my skin, like the slow warming that chases out the numbness after too much time in the snow. That meant my powers were returning. Fast enough, I hoped, to be of some use. 
 
    Rush was out ahead. He raced up to each landing, and waited for us there. When he reached the one with a 40 etched into the glass, he turned and called down, “For a bunch of guys who were so gung-ho, you’re moving like tar uphill.” The echo amplified his voice. 
 
    “Shut it,” Temper said, “they’ll hear you.” 
 
    “Come on. They know we’re coming,” Rush said in a loud whisper. “Our only hope is that they don’t open fire on us first.” 
 
    “Pipe down, we’re almost there.” I looked up. Only four more flights before the stairway disappeared into the ceiling above. 
 
    We took those last steps quick, and reached the final landing. The staircase took one more trip halfway around the perimeter before vanishing into the floor above us, directly on the opposite side. I looked across the empty expanse. Two armed men were on the staircase there. I yelled, “Get down!” 
 
    The pair opened fire. Bullets buzzed us like horseflies. One caught me in the arm. I spun to the ground, screaming. 
 
    Smiley stepped up, and Temper and Knuckles dove behind him for cover. I crawled to them, and checked my throbbing arm. No hole. But it hurt way more than it should’ve. 
 
    After another few shots, the firing stopped. 
 
    I called out, “Hey, we’re on your side!” 
 
    “Sure you are,” was the reply. 
 
    I glanced around Smiley. It was Franky. He was standing next to the gunmen. “Head back down and you won’t get hurt.” 
 
    “Nuts to this.” Knuckles let loose a few blasts from his fists. The red pulses flew across the empty air. They missed Franky and his friends, but sent them scurrying up the stairs. 
 
    “Last chance,” I said, “second thoughts anyone?” 
 
    Nobody said a word. 
 
    “Ok, let’s get to work. They must have a team right above us, but I bet they’re thinking we’re going the way they went, but we’re not. We’re going to go straight up. Through their floor.” I looked to the ceiling. “Temper, can you feel them up there? How many we facing?” 
 
    Temper looked up. “A half dozen. And yeah, they’re all on the other side of the building, flanking the entrance above the stairwell. This side’s clear.” 
 
    “Excellent. Since you’re not bullet proof, stay down here and shoot them full of as much fear as they’ll take.” 
 
    “Dane, I don’t know how effective it’ll be. Not all capes are susceptible to my powers. The mental ones sure, but those with physical…” 
 
    “Do whatever you think’ll slow them down.” I turned to Knuckles. “You put a hole in the ceiling big enough for me, then Smiley, you toss me through it.” 
 
    “You using the Kapowitzer?” Knuckles asked. 
 
    I said, “Not unless I have to. I don’t know if the building can handle it at this level. I’ll use Rico and surprise them, lay down some suppression. When I say it’s clear, both of you follow me up.” 
 
    Knuckles and Smiley looked at each other and nodded. 
 
    “But first,” I said to Rush, “you shoot over there and draw their fire, give us a little time. Got it?” 
 
    Rush gave me a salute. 
 
    “You sure about this plan?” Knuckles asked. “How’s the hide?” He reached over and pinched my arm. 
 
    His metal dug in, but not as deep as it did on the street. “Thick enough. Now let’s give them a taste.” I pulled out Rico. “Ok, kid, do your thing.” 
 
    Rush shot around the stairwell stopping a few meters from where it disappeared into the floor above. Live fire exploded down on him. He dodged back and forth like a blurry matador. 
 
    “Now!” I said. 
 
    Knuckles pointed one hand up, and blasted a hole in the ceiling. White, dusty rubble fell on and around us.  
 
    I put a foot in Smiley’s hands and he flung me straight upwards. I flew through the hole, and landed in the room above. 
 
    The space was as wide as the lobby below, and completely empty, save for one thick, marble column in each corner. There were six men on the far side of the room including Franky and Hate. The four guards were focusing their rifle fire on Rush one floor down.  
 
    I lifted Rico and aimed.  
 
    I wanted to hit Franky, but Hate, still covered with metal, obstructed my shot. So I fired at one of the gunmen. And hit him dead center. A red burst sprayed out his back, and the goon went down. I aimed at a second one, and did the same with similar results. 
 
    Franky leaned out from behind Hate and spotted me. “Over there!” 
 
    The remaining two shooters turned my way and fired. I rolled to the nearest column in the corner, and ducked behind it. Bullets knocked chunks of marble down on me. I took a deep breath, leaned out, and returned fire.  
 
    Hate was charging right towards me.  
 
    I shot him twice in the chest.  
 
    But the bullets bounced off his silver hide. Then the Biogradium slid down his arms and formed long wires that hung from his hands. With a quick snap he swung them at me like whips.  
 
    I ducked behind my cover. The cords struck the column, and bit one foot deep into either side, stopping just shy of my arms. 
 
    Hate yanked his hands back, trying to retract his tendrils, but they stuck fast.  
 
    I leaned out and blasted him a few times in the legs.  
 
    The bullets knocked him free, and onto the ground. 
 
    “Hate! Pull back,” Franky cried, as a wave of black flames came rolling off his hands toward me. The fire wrapped around the column. It formed walls on either side of me.  
 
    I was trapped.  
 
    The smell of burning filled my nostrils, thick and hot. I covered my face.  
 
    Then it stopped.  
 
    I leaned out to give Franky a dose. 
 
    But no one was there.  
 
    He, with the rest of the opposition, had regrouped behind the two columns on the opposite side of the room. 
 
    I fired at both, keeping the men there at bay. “Let’s go already, Knuckles!” 
 
    He popped up through the hole with Smiley close behind. The big man dropped to the ground in the center of the room, and Knuckles ducked behind him. 
 
    “Now what?” Knuckles said. 
 
    “Ok,” I said. “Let’s-”  
 
    A swarm of projectiles cut the air around us. This time they were joined by beams of yellow light. One missed Smiley by inches. 
 
    Rush appeared next to me. “Get down. They’ve upgraded to lasers.” He ran across to the column on the other side of the room so fast it looked like he teleported. 
 
    I poked my head out for a quick peek, and saw the kid was right.  
 
    Franky’s two remaining guards had new artillery. They were rifles, but silver, long, and cartoonishly thick.  
 
    I said, “Damn, energy cannons. Rush, I need to-”  
 
    The air between me and the kid filled up with hot beams of light. They burned through the walls behind us. Our columns were holding, but wouldn’t for long. “Get over here, kid!” 
 
    “I can’t!” Rush’s eyes were wide with fear. “Those are lasers.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So, I can’t outrun light, Dane!” 
 
    “Not with that attitude,” I yelled back. 
 
    Then the laser fire stopped. And dark flames filled the space between us. They licked Smiley’s back. He screamed, “Dane, I’m getting burnt up here.” 
 
    “Then get some cover with the kid!” I said. 
 
    Both he and Knuckles moved quick.  
 
    They didn’t get far.  
 
    Smiley took a blast to the knee that knocked his legs out from under him. As he fell he brought down Knuckles.  
 
    I left my cover to help them, and was immediately engulfed in flames. I clamped my eyes tight, and stumbled back. One, two, three steps and I was out of the heat. 
 
    Then the air cleared. Franky was standing in front of me. “Dane’s mine. Hate, take care of Knuckles and Smiley, the rest of you, cook the kid.”  
 
    The two gunners advanced, blasting away at the column Rush was hiding behind. The kid was pinned down.  
 
    And Hate, coated completely with metal, moved towards the pair in the middle of the room. 
 
    “Nuts to that. You’ll deal with me,” Knuckles said. He rushed at Franky. 
 
    The legendary one turned to him, and loosed a fireball. 
 
    It caught Knuckles dead center. His chest burst into flames, and he danced backwards, swatting at the fire. 
 
    “Watch out!” Smiley yelled. 
 
    It was a second too late. Knuckles took a wrong step, and disappeared down the hole he’d made in the floor. 
 
    “Knuckles!” Smiley lunged at Franky. But Hate jumped in front of him. One was an offensive powerhouse, the other able to absorb untold damage. I wish I could’ve watched them dance, but I had other things on my plate. 
 
    “Now it’s your turn.” Franky lobbed a ball of fire my way.  
 
    I dove forwards, rolling under the attack. Coming out of it, I jumped to my feet, and tried to pistol-whip him with an uppercut.  
 
    Franky weaved to the side, unharmed.  
 
    I followed him with a left hook.  
 
    But he stepped back, and I missed again. Then he pushed his hands onto my chest. They exploded like napalm.  
 
    Screaming, I flew backwards into the column. My shirt was burnt away, and the skin beneath was charred black. I lifted Rico and aimed.  
 
    As Franky sent a river of fire flowing towards me. 
 
    I rolled to the right and shot at the center of the flames. The bullets disappeared into the roiling, black heat.  
 
    Then the dark fire died down, and Franky stood there unharmed, with smoke rising off him. “I told you to come over to our side, gave you the chance.” 
 
    “And I told you I don’t like clubs.” 
 
    “Wrong answer.” Franky moved forward. 
 
    I took a step back. And hit something. 
 
    “Out of room?” Franky asked. 
 
    I looked around. He was right. I was trapped with my back pressed against the wall. I had nowhere to go. 
 
    Franky released a flood of black fire and it swallowed me whole.  
 
    I dropped to a knee and pulled into a tight ball. It felt like he was peeling the flesh from my body. Every inch of me screamed in pain. Even at full strength it would’ve hurt. 
 
    And it went on for a long time. A very long time. 
 
    But finally, Franky relented. As the flames died down he was standing over me. “I want you to know, I’m going to enjoy this.” He held up both hands in front of him. 
 
    I couldn’t handle another round like the one I’d just got. My jacket had been completely burned away. So had most of my shirt. And every exposed inch of flesh throbbed. There was only one thing I could do. Ignoring the pain, I got to my feet, pulled Lois out, and aimed at Franky.  
 
    His eyes got wide. “No.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” My finger was about to hit the trigger. 
 
    And a metal cord wrapped around my pistol’s barrel. At the other end of it was Hate. He pulled hard and Lois flew from my hand. The gun bounced twice on the floor, and slid away. It came to a stop on the edge of the hole that Knuckles made.  
 
    “God damn it!” I said. 
 
    “Nice try.” Hate walked towards me. Behind him Smiley was flat on the floor like a deflated balloon.  
 
    Rush was still trapped in the corner.  
 
    Franky said, “Now how do you want it? Stabbed or cooked? It’s your choice.” He and Hate stood side-by-side, grinning like twin jack o’ lanterns. I looked around, searching for a way out.  
 
    There wasn’t one. 
 
    Hate’s metal was swirling on the surface of his skin. “How about both? We can give him the old shish kebab.” 
 
    Franky nodded with a smile that was as sharp as ever. “Yeah, I like the way you think. Alright, Dane, this isn’t going to be easy, or quick. In fact, I bet it’s going to feel like forever.” 
 
    The two of them closed in on me. 
 
    They both had my death in their eyes. 
 
    But then someone screamed, “Dane!” 
 
    The pair stopped and turned around. 
 
    Knuckles had poked his head through the hole. And he drove an uppercut through the floor, right below Lois. Debris exploded into the air, along with my pistol, and both sailed straight for me.  
 
    I reached out. 
 
    But Hate stepped between us, his hands open wide. “I got it.” 
 
    “No!” Franky moved to stop his friend. But it was too late.  
 
    Hate’s hand wrapped around Lois’s barrel, and her electric charge pulsed through the Biogradium and into his body, locking every muscle he had. He began to shake. And twitch. The veins in his eyes burst, and he wept blood as the pride of Professor Varius taught him not to play with another kid’s toys. 
 
    “Hate, drop it!” Franky danced around the ogre. He couldn’t separate his pal from my gun. 
 
    But I could. 
 
    Reaching out I pulled Lois from the big lump’s silver mitt like Excalibur. I switched off the safety. She jumped to life. The barrel grew in size and width as it started humming strong and glowing green. I put my finger on the trigger and metal ribbons lashed out from the bottom of the handle, wrapping themselves around my arm, chest, and back. 
 
    Franky’s eyes got big again. 
 
    I leaned forward, and clicked the setting to scatter shot. I said, “Give my best to the boys.” Then I closed my eyes, and pulled the trigger. 
 
    And Lois roared.  
 
    Light filled the room.  
 
    Her blast kicked me backwards into the wall.  
 
    The entire building shook.  
 
    Then there was stillness.  
 
    Even with my eyes shut tight, I was blinded by the blast. Both ears were ringing too. I blinked to clear out the stars, and shook my head. Slowly the room came into view. Everything in front of me, the floor, the ceiling, and the far wall, everything was gone.  
 
    Lois had blown the other side of the building out into the night.  
 
    Half of floors thirty-five through forty-five were missing, replaced by a gaping hole. To anyone outside it probably looked like something had taken a big bite out of Ultar Tower exactly halfway up it. 
 
    I stood on the edge watching Franky and company fall to the ground like so much ash and cinder, pulled more by the wind than gravity. Rush, Knuckles, and Smiley joined me on the floor that still remained. 
 
    “Nice shot,” Knuckles said. 
 
    Rush slapped my arm. “That’s what I’m talking about, she’s got more kick than a three legged showgirl.” 
 
    “Everyone ok?” I asked. 
 
    Smiley shook some cobwebs free, and nodded. 
 
    I looked around. “What about Temper?” 
 
    “I was standing on him,” Knuckles said. 
 
    “Ok over here.” Temper slid through the hole, and joined us. “That was some sweet shooting, Dane.” 
 
    My hands throbbed from the deep burns. I tried to swallow, but couldn’t find the spit. The smell of burnt cotton and skin, much of it my own, was everywhere. I slipped Lois, who now had a dim, reddish glow, back into the holster. She wouldn’t be ready to fire again for six minutes and forty-seven seconds. “Alright then,” I said. “Let’s move.” 
 
    We still had a long way to go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 50 
 
    We continued taking the steps, though now that we were in the building proper the path was no longer a massive spiral, but instead your standard back and forth stairwell, which meant we’d make better time. Still, I sent Rush ahead to scope out the opposition. 
 
    When he returned he didn’t look happy. “All clear until the eighty-seventh, then we got a problem.” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    “Hoarfrost. And about half a dozen hooligans, each sporting rifles like I’ve never seen.” 
 
    “Are they red? Long and thin?” I asked. 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    I shook my head. Kaos. Those could pose a problem. 
 
    When we arrived at the top of the staircase, there was a plain, white door. On it was a small window. I looked through it to see a large office, and three machine gun nests made of office chairs, desks, and sofas. The first was close to us, off to the side, while the second sat in the middle of the room, halfway back. The third was on the far wall, directly in front of the elevator that led to the penthouse, one floor up. And each of the makeshift piles had a pair of guards, who were all armed with Kaos rifles. Except for the furthest one back. 
 
    That had two guards, and one Hoarfrost.  
 
    I ducked back down. “Damn it, they’ve all got Kaos.” 
 
    “What’re those?” Temper asked. 
 
    I explained the guns and the bullets, and what they could do. “You won’t be able to handle them, Smiley.” 
 
    Smiley made a face. “Says who?” 
 
    “Hey, listen to him,” Knuckles said. “I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “Those things’ll get you just as bad as me. You’re not going in there alone.” 
 
    “I won’t be alone,” Knuckles said. “You stay here, and be ready to back us up.” 
 
    “No way, I’m not going to hide. Why don’t you give them another dose of the Kapowitzer?” Smiley said. 
 
    “This close to the top floor I’d probably hit Lynchpin too,” I said. “I could use the narrow setting, but it’ll only get one of them.” 
 
    Knuckles nodded. “How about-” 
 
    Red tracer fire exploded through the wall.  
 
    I grabbed Temper and pulled him to the ground. Rush was already there.  
 
    But Smiley screamed, horrible and loud, as crimson bullets ripped through his chest and burst out his back. They painted the white wall behind him red. He dropped to his knees. There was pain and fear in his eyes. But not for long. A second later a MAGMA hit his face, adding brains to the wet mural.  
 
    And Smiley fell to the floor. 
 
    “Smiley!” Knuckles cried out. “You rats, I’ll kill you!” He punched the door off its hinges, and charged the nearest gun nest. He jumped over it, grabbed the closest man, and slugged him so hard his head turned into a fine, red mist. Before the body hit the ground he jabbed the second one, and popped his torso like a ketchup packet. 
 
    Both gunmen in the center pulled back.  
 
    I blasted at them with Rico as they ran.  
 
    But they made it to the far cover with Hoarfrost and her other guards, and all five of them ducked down while Knuckles returned to us.  
 
    He scooped up what was left of his friend’s head, and with a voice that was almost soothing said, “Smiley, are you ok? Talk to me buddy, say something.” 
 
    Rush said, “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Shut up! Shut your mouth.” Knuckles applied pressure to the wounds, trying to stem the bleeding that had already stopped. 
 
    “Come on, Knuckles.” I fired three more times. “There’s work needs doing.” 
 
    He grit his teeth. “Yeah there is…” 
 
    With a downward blast from his hands Knuckles launched into the room, with me, Rush, and Temper right behind. He landed in the center nest, but didn’t stop. He kept moving forward as the four shooters in the rear opened fire.  
 
    MAGMAs filled the air.  
 
    I dove down, scrambling for cover behind the nearest furniture pile. Temper and Rush joined me. 
 
    Then, as suddenly as the barrage started, it came to a stop. 
 
    I poked my head out, then pulled it back like a scared rabbit.  
 
    Knuckles was right in front of the elevator. Two guys held his arms while Hoarfrost stood behind him, digging her blue nails into his throat. She said, “We got your boy, now come on out. All of you.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her,” Knuckles said. “She’ll… aaarrrgggh!” 
 
    I took another peek from behind my cover. 
 
    Knuckles was stumbling towards us with bulging eyes. And he clawed at the swollen, bright blue veins in his throat.  
 
    Hoarfrost laughed and extended her hands. A controlled blizzard blew from the tips of her fingers and swallowed him up. When it passed, Knuckles stood like an ice sculpture, completely frozen.  
 
    And slowly, he tipped forward. 
 
    “No.” I reached out, but it was no use. 
 
    Knuckles hit the ground. And his entire body shattered. White and red chunks slid in all directions. 
 
    Hoarfrost called out, “You’re next, hero.”  
 
    “Not likely.” I pulled out Lois. She was glowing green and ready to blaze. The bands wrapped down my arm so there was no chance I’d lose her again. I clicked on narrow shot, which meant I’d only kill her, but that seemed like enough.  
 
    Jumping up, I took aim. 
 
    Just as Hoarfrost blasted my left hand with one of her ice storms.  
 
    I spun to the side. But it was too late. My fist was encased in a block of ice like some frozen caveman. I pointed the pistol at her anyway, and squeezed the trigger as hard as I could.  
 
    Nothing happened. There was too much ice wedged in the mechanism. 
 
    Rifle fire filled the room again. Two MAGMAs caught me in the side, splitting already burnt skin. I spun off center, and fell to the ground. Blood poured onto the carpet. Ignoring it as best I could, I got to my knees, and aimed Rico.  
 
    But Hoarfrost was ready, and she froze my right hand too. 
 
    Now, with both my paws in frozen cages, she charged at me. 
 
    Temper jumped in her path. He extended his hands outward and sent a mental wave her way.  
 
    Hoarfrost didn’t slow down. She threw a high kick that caught him in the forehead.  
 
    He dropped like a sack of wet walnuts. 
 
    “I’ll take the shooters,” Rush said, and vanished. 
 
    “No problem.” I charged towards Hoarfrost. 
 
    She saw me coming, and spun my way. Her foot snapped up, and sailed towards my chin.  
 
    I ducked under it and slid past. With her back to me I snuck a jab in. The hard ice on my hand struck her spine.  
 
    She cried out, but didn’t fall. Instead Hoarfrost whipped around, and lashed out with her fist. It was covered in sharp ice. The blow caught me in the forehead. Its edges cut deep.  
 
    Ignoring the blood and pain, I gave her a hard left. 
 
    She ducked it easy and shuffled back. 
 
    “Dane, I got them.” It was Rush. He was smiling in front of the machine gun nest. Three of the guards were laid out flat, and the remaining Kaos rifles all sported bent muzzles. There was movement to his right. 
 
    “Watch out!” I yelled. 
 
    Rush turned.  
 
    The last guy swung his bent rifle like a baseball bat. He was fast, and hit the kid in the side of the head.  
 
    Rush stumbled backwards, and fell. 
 
    “That’s good advice.” It was Hoarfrost. She slid behind me and drove a kick up between my legs.  
 
    I doubled over and fell to the floor.  
 
    “Guess that invulnerability isn’t one hundred percent yet, hmm?” 
 
    I looked up just in in time to see Rush get swatted again. This blow sent him across the room. He landed behind some rubble.  
 
    I moved towards him, but Hoarfrost kicked my ribs. It knocked me to my back.  
 
    Then she threw a leg over and straddled me. Her hands wrapped around my throat. Icy cold seeped in. “Feel that?” she asked. “It’s the blood to your brain freezing.” 
 
    I pressed up against her stomach with my ice-encrusted hands. She grabbed them, and poured her power down on me with another frozen blast. Now my entire upper body, stomach, arms, and chest, were all completely trapped in an unbreakable block of ice. 
 
    “Nice try, warm body. But not quite.” Hoarfrost put a hand over my eye. I shut it tight. But frigid cold still stabbed through the lid. It felt like she jammed a knitting needle in there. 
 
    I screamed and white wisps rose from my mouth. 
 
    “Don’t go yet. There’s plenty more.” She laughed and touched my other eye.  
 
    I writhed in agony.  
 
    When she removed her finger the world around me was shrouded in white. I was snow blind.  
 
    “You’re stupid and slow,” she said, “just like Sledge.” 
 
    I pushed back against the ice as hard as I could. Nothing happened. Then I rocked back and forth, putting all my weight into it, trying to thrash free.  
 
    But the glacier didn’t budge. 
 
    “You’re still trying to fight?” Hoarfrost leaned in close. “I take it back, you’re not like Sledge. You’re weak, and blind to the truth until it’s too late.” She leaned down low, and whispered in my ear. “Just like Pinnacle.” 
 
    Pinnacle.  
 
    I had to get free. Had to get justice.  
 
    I took a sharp breath. And focused. The last time I maxed I could press seven tons, and I put every bit of it into lifting my arms.  
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    So I pressed up harder. Harder than I’d ever done before.  
 
    And there was a soft crack. My heart was pounding, and both arms ached, but I dug deeper. Deeper for the strength I knew I had. And pushed. Pushed. Pushed.  
 
    “What the hell?” Hoarfrost said. She took a step back. “How are you-” 
 
    The block that had me exploded, sending Hoarfrost stumbling back. 
 
    I jumped to my feet and looked around. The world was still made of haze and smoke. I couldn’t make her out.  
 
    Then pain bit the side of my face.  
 
    I staggered back. All I could see was a lumpy outline, nothing more. 
 
    “That’s it! Fight back, blunt skull.” Something crashed down on my head. “Show some guts.” That same thing struck my ribs. 
 
    My hands were still encased in ice, but I threw a quick combo at where I thought she was.  
 
    I missed. 
 
    “Keep at it, big boy.” Hoarfrost struck my mouth and it filled with blood. “I like watching you flail.” Then she jumped on me, and wrapped her legs around my waist and arms around my head. The chilly dame’s cold torso was tight against my chest, and freezing cold rushed into me from every angle.  
 
    I screamed. It felt like ice picks drilling deep. 
 
    But now I could put my hands on her. 
 
    I jammed my two ice stumps into her flanks.  
 
    A few of her ribs cracked. She yelled out, and let go of my head, but her legs were still wrapped around me.  
 
    So I jumped as high as I could, and came down flat, catching Hoarfrost hard between me and the floor. The impact forced the breath from her lungs. But her legs were still locked, their cold biting deep.  
 
    Pulling my knees underneath me, I sat up straight. And with the icy block on my left hand, I pinned her to the floor. Then I brought the right one down as hard as I could, directly where her face should be. 
 
    She twisted away at the last second, and all I hit was the floor. 
 
    But the ice on my hand cracked. 
 
    I swung at her head again. 
 
    And again, she dodged.  
 
    But this time the ice shattered. Now my right hand was free. And that meant so was Rico. I aimed him down at her chest. 
 
    “No!” Hoarfrost disengaged her legs. Jamming her left heel into the crook of my right arm, she pressed up, keeping my gun hand pointed away from her. “No!” she yelled again. 
 
    “Oh yeah.” I lifted my left hand high. And brought it down with all my might. The edges of the ice were hard. Sharp.  
 
    And they hit something soft.  
 
    Hoarfrost’s legs went limp, and fell to the floor.  
 
    But I wasn’t done. I pulled back my left fist, further this time, and gave her another shot to the head with everything I had behind it. And this time it didn’t just hit soft. It was also wet. And it wasn’t just her legs that went limp.  
 
    This time it was her whole body. 
 
    But just to be safe, I gave her a third smack. And this blow crushed her skull, and shattered the ice that held my left hand. I dropped Lois, and felt around for Hoarfrost’s face. It was messy pool of soft and jagged chunks. I said, “Now who’s got the blunt skull?” 
 
    “You ok?” Rush stood over me.  
 
    I could barely make out his shape.  
 
    “Don’t move,” he said. “I’m rubbing my hands together to get them warm. Let’s see if I can’t thaw you out.” He put his hands on my eyes.  
 
    The heat stabbed as harsh as the cold, but slowly the pain abated. And when he pulled back I could see. 
 
    Hoarfrost was lying in front of me. Her head was messy pool of goo. Her guards weren’t moving either. 
 
    “What took you so long?” I asked, rubbing my hands together. 
 
    “That guy,” Rush said, motioning to one of the four men lying lifeless a few feet away, “had hyper reflexes. He was quick. Real quick. Good stamina, too, but I got him.” 
 
    I nodded. “Where’s Temper?” 
 
    “There.” 
 
    I looked to where Rush pointed. Temper sat up. He had a gash on his head. Blood was running down his cheek. 
 
    “You ok?” I asked. 
 
    Temper touched the wound. “I’ll be fine. It’ll probably scar.” 
 
    “Can you go on?” 
 
    “Sure. Can you?” 
 
    I’d been burned, cut, and damn near frozen solid. Blood trickled out from a dozen holes, and I could barely see. And although I was far from a hundred percent, I got to my feet, shook the cold from my bones, and said, “Yeah.”  
 
    I still had a promise to keep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 51 
 
    I ripped Hoarfrost’s keycard free from her belt, and led my last two allies into the elevator. We took it up one floor to the penthouse. The doors opened, and they followed me out. 
 
    “This it?” Temper asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Rush glanced around the room. “There’s nobody here.” 
 
    I pointed at the door to the office. “There.” 
 
    Temper walked over, and put both hands on it. “There are four people inside.” 
 
    I joined him. “Yeah. Lynchpin, Lynx, Skip, and Church Mouse.” 
 
    “Church Mouse?” Temper said. “He must be the one on the other side of the door.” 
 
    “You know what that means,” I said. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Rush said. 
 
    “He absorbs vibrations, so we can’t kick it in,” I said. “We need to use the Kapowitzer to blast it off the hinges.” 
 
    “But you might hit Lynchpin,” Rush said. 
 
    “You got a better idea?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rush said. “If Temper gives you the lay of the land, maybe you can shoot in such a way that we take out the two baddies and leave our boys untouched.” 
 
    Temper said, “That’s good thinking. Now give me a second, let me see if I can’t get more specific.” He closed his eyes and concentrated. “Beyond Church Mouse there are two people in the middle of the room, and one standing on the far side. That’s probably Lynx, but I don’t know if you can hit her, and still miss the others. They’re lined up pretty good.” 
 
    “May as well try,” I said. “And if I do miss her, we’ll charge in and mop up. But this piece won’t be ready to shoot again for a while, so we’ll have to be quick.” 
 
    “I am quick,” Rush said. “Temper, you ready?” 
 
    “As I’ll ever be.” 
 
    I stood at Temper’s side, far enough away to give Rush some room between us. 
 
    Lois was primed and on scatter shot. I pushed her barrel to the door. 
 
    “More to the left,” Temper said. “No, don’t move it, turn it. Good. Now aim it higher. A little higher. Ok, now just wait a second.” 
 
    I was stiller than the men who got an eyeful of Medusa.  
 
    Rush was behind me, bouncing on the balls of his feet.  
 
    And Temper was waiting. 
 
    Just waiting. 
 
    If he was right, and I pulled the trigger without getting Lynx, we’d have to do the job with our bare hands. If that was the case then there would only be a tiny window to stop her, and if the kid wasn’t fast enough it would be our doom, not victory, we were rushing towards. 
 
    “How we doing?” I said. 
 
    Temper stared at the door with all the focus one man could muster. “Now.” 
 
    I fired. 
 
    The blast knocked us all back a few steps.  
 
    Rush and Temper were dazed. No time to care.  
 
    I charged in first, shaking the stars from my eyes as I went. 
 
    Church Mouse was nowhere to be seen. Skip lay face down in the middle of the room. Right behind him was Lynchpin. He was on his knees, but unconscious. A few feet behind them, on the far side of the office where the desk used to be, stood Lynx. She was whole and unhurt, though she looked shocked. The ceiling and what remained of the walls to her right had been vaporized. My blast had missed her by a foot. 
 
    And she still had the nullifier in her hands, but it was glowing red. Just like Lois. 
 
    I charged towards her. 
 
    Rush zipped past me in a blur. 
 
    Lynx snapped back, and froze him with her TK. He stopped midstride, caught like an ant in honey. 
 
    I was one step behind the kid when I stopped, too. Invisible power pushed back into me. But this time was different. It took a lot of effort, but I could move. Just a bit. “Temper,” I said, “hit her with-” 
 
    “Confusion? Fear?” He was off to the right, one pace behind me. “I’m way ahead of you.” 
 
    Lynx grunted. Her eyes were full of terror and her soft, red lips twisted into a grimace. 
 
    I pressed forward with everything I had.  
 
    And managed a step.  
 
    My heart was beating in my ears. I was going to reach her. I bore down, took another step, and passed Rush. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lynx was practically foaming at the mouth. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “You know exactly what,” I said. “I’m here for you.” 
 
    She rubbed her temple. “How are you doing this to me?” Lynx looked at Temper. “You! No God damn repeller is going to cheat me.” The nullifier in her hands turned blue, and she pointed it at him. 
 
    No. Without Temper’s distraction, Lynx would toss us off of the building easy. And this time there’d be no Smiley to save me. “Temper!” I yelled. 
 
    The now familiar zap filled my ears as the black energy beam cut the air to my right. And I braced for the attack that would end my life. 
 
    But it never came. 
 
    “Rush!” Temper said. 
 
    I turned and saw the kid. He was on the ground near Temper’s feet holding his stomach. And I realized he wasn’t stuck in the TK. He just couldn’t move forward. So instead, Rush advanced towards the rear, throwing himself in front of his partner. It was a noble thing to do, but now he was powerless. Powerless and exposed. 
 
    But he bought us one minute. And I’d put it to good use. 
 
    “Your turn.” I took another step towards Lynx. The pressure against me increased. “Temper, a little more please.” 
 
    He grit his teeth. Beads of sweat were on his brow. “That’s all I got.” 
 
    I looked at Lynx. She was mad with rage, but I could see how much the effort was costing her. “God damn you, Dane.” She spat the words out like acid. “Why don’t you quit?” 
 
    “Not… in… my nature.” I pushed with everything I had, but we were locked in a stalemate. This was as close as I was going to get. 
 
    “No,” she said, “I’ve come too far.” She kept the nullifier pointed at Temper. 
 
    I lifted up Lois, and aimed at Lynx. It was still a little over five minutes to full power. 
 
    She took a deep breath and smiled. “Sorry, lover. It’s glowing red.” 
 
    Temper grunted. “You can’t hold us forever.” 
 
    “I won’t have to. In less than a minute I’m going to give you a gut full of humble pie.” She shook her head the way you do to clear a bad thought. “Then I’ll throw you all so far off this building you’ll land in different time zones.” 
 
    I clicked Lois from scatter shot to narrow. My finger touched the trigger, but the force of Lynx’s push was so strong that when the bracers tried to snake down my arm they blew past my elbow, flapping like a kite tail in the wind. 
 
    Lynx laughed, a crazy shriek. “I win, Dane. The city’s mine.” 
 
    I saw the triumph in her face. A blind man could. 
 
    Temper folded to his knees. He couldn’t keep his concentration and remain standing. 
 
    The nullifier would be ready in thirty seconds. 
 
    Maybe less. 
 
    I’m sorry Pinnacle, I tried. I went up against the town’s titans and came up wanting. I found your killer, but that doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is I failed. I let you down. And now our city’s going to burn. 
 
    “No more miracles, Dane?” Lynx asked. “How’s it feel, to reach into your bag and finally come out with a handful of nothing?” 
 
    She was right.  
 
    I was out of time.  
 
    I looked down. I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of seeing the hope die in my eyes. But something stirred at my feet. It took me a second to realize, but it was a slim chance. “So you think it’s over?” I said. 
 
    “Oh, Dane. You have a talented mouth, but it won’t get you out of this. By my count you’ve got less than twenty seconds left.” 
 
    I looked up at Lynx. Lois was bright red. She’d need a lot more than twenty ticks to recharge, but still I said, “You mean you’ve got less than twenty seconds. I want you to use them to think about what you’ve done. Use them to repent. Because you might not get another chance.” 
 
    She laughed, just like I thought she would. “You’re a madman, you know that?” 
 
    “Don’t ever forget this moment.” 
 
    “Lover,” she said, “I never will.” 
 
    Lynx couldn’t see because her father was blocking, but there was a hand reaching up from the ground. 
 
    We had ten seconds left before she killed us all. 
 
    And the hand inched closer, ever closer to Lois. 
 
    Then Lynx saw it. She looked confused. 
 
    It was bloody and shaking. Like my hand, it was scratched and marred, frostbitten and burnt. But there was one big difference.  
 
    It was missing half a pinky. 
 
    It touched my Kapowitzer, and Lois turned green.  
 
    “Thanks, Skip,” I said. “Perfect timing.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger and let my lady roar. 
 
    The blast shoved me back a few feet, and had my ears ringing. But the pressure on me let up. I wiped the spots from my eyes and saw Lynx.  
 
    She was still standing, with a look of shock and confusion on her face. In her hands was the nullifier, only now it was seared in half. And behind it was a perfectly round, cauterized hole that ran straight through her gut, just big enough for my fist. 
 
    Then those beautiful eyes closed, and she fell to the ground. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 52 
 
    Temper slumped over, and Rush went to help him, the kid moving slower than I thought he could. Skip crawled to Lynchpin, and tended to him. I stood my ground, and looked out over the city. Gold Coast was quiet. It was over. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    Then we were bathed in bright light. 
 
    I looked up to see a floating ship. It was solid and smooth, with SPECs hovering on both sides. As it descended, the bottom slid open and a plank dropped to the floor. Then wouldn’t you know it, out walked the Romanesque woman of might herself. 
 
    “Glory Anna,” I said. 
 
    She was joined by the entire starting line-up of Team Supreme. There was Doctor Velocity in black, Boy Mercury looking muscular and futuristic, Blastema with her silver segmented arms, and Hayflick in all yellow. 
 
    “So, what do we have here?” Glory said. I could feel her voice. 
 
    “Why?” I said. “What’ve you heard?” 
 
    The entire Team Supreme stared at me. 
 
    “Lynx. I stopped her, and…” I shook my head and pinched the bridge of my nose. 
 
    “And what?” Glory Anna said. 
 
    And what? I saved the day. And the city? “Nothing. She did it.” I pointed at Lynx. She was still in a heap, but her chest, or what was left of it, was rising and falling slowly. “She’s the one who killed Pinnacle.” 
 
    Glory shook her head. “That was Mindgame, and Sledge, and some-” 
 
    “No. Have the cops check Humphries’ story more closely and you’ll see that he’s wrong. Lynx fed that bunk to you as the anonymous source. It was all her. Mindgame built the nullifier, but she’s the one who murdered Benjamin.” 
 
    Team Supreme stood silent. 
 
    I holstered Lois. 
 
    “We’ll check up on that story,” Glory Anna said, “but until then…” She motioned toward Lynx and a dozen or so SPEC Agents and medics ran to her. One had a collar. 
 
    “If it’s all the same, I’ll do that.” I walked over and took it from him. The Agent gave Glory a quick glance, but I didn’t care about her response. I picked Lynx up with one hand and slapped the collar on. Her eyes opened and she shuddered, then she passed out again. I dragged her to the heroes. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Glory Anna said, taking Lynx off my hands. 
 
    I looked up into her eyes. “Nope. I’m just a PI.” 
 
    An Agent came over, and handed both pieces of the nullifier to Glory Anna. She took them, and asked, “This is what killed Pinnacle?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what Mindgame built,” I said. 
 
    She looked down at it. A large portion was gone, vaporized by Lois. And without undamaged blueprints, it could never be fixed.  
 
    I had to smile. In the battle of the brains it was Varius, not Mindgame, who built them to last. 
 
    Some call him old fashioned. 
 
    I prefer the term classic. 
 
    “So,” I said. “If you have any other questions about the case ask Lynx, otherwise I think I’ll be going.” I waited a moment for an answer.  
 
    Blastema’s mouth was gaping. Boy Mercury motioned toward me as he quietly jabbered to Doctor Velocity. Hayflick pulled back, just watching it happen. 
 
    They knew I was involved, but couldn’t prove anything.  
 
    I smiled. They didn’t realize, but it was the siege of Top Tower all over again. 
 
    I turned to go, but stopped. There was something caught on the ledge. It was my hat. I walked over, picked it up, and put it on, then nodded to Rush and Temper.  
 
    I was about a foot away from the door when Glory Anna called out. “I don’t care what really happened, the original story stands. The public will never know that Mindgame didn’t kill Pinnacle. Humphries and us, we’re the heroes, we get the glory, not you.” 
 
    I stopped, and turned around. “You know, not everyone’s in it for the glory.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 53 
 
    And that was that. 
 
    I figured I’d catch up with Temper and Rush sometime down the line. For now my friendship would probably be something neither of them wanted to broadcast. And speaking of broadcasts, I made it back home in time to catch the news doing a special report on the explosion at Ultar Tower. They blamed it on a gas leak. I caught a glimpse of Monday working in the background, and was real glad to see he was still on the force. 
 
    Then I turned off the tube and slept. 
 
    For twenty-six hours I stayed in bed, and brother, it was just what I needed. The whole thing was mostly dreamless, but I do remember seeing Pinnacle in there somewhere, and he seemed happy. If there’s a heaven, and that’s a pretty big if, then that’s where he is. But if not, and he goes to that other place, well, I doubt the devil’s got anything that can hurt him. 
 
    When I finally woke, I had a solid breakfast of eggs, toast, and bacon, then headed to the office in the back of a taxi. I opened the door to find Widow hacking away on her keyboard doing the work of three as usual. I smiled at her. “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    She looked up without emotion. 
 
    I took off my hat, and stood in the doorway. “Listen, I’m real sorry-” 
 
    “Don’t.” The thin line across her face turned into a beautiful smile. “It’s nothing we got to worry about.” 
 
    I winked at her. “You really are the tops, kid.” 
 
    She returned to her work. “And you, boss, you don’t look half bad yourself considering. How’s the hide?” 
 
    “Not as pretty as it should be. Scorched in some places. Frostbitten in others. Couple of holes I wasn’t born with, but otherwise still intact.” I closed the door behind me, hung up my coat and hat, and made for the back office. 
 
    “FYI, you just got paid for that hush-hush thing you’ve been doing.” 
 
    “Really?” I hadn’t anticipated payment at all, let alone so soon. In fact, I was just happy to be breathing the sweet and salty Gold Coast air. Kind of strange, a man could do a lot with the dough I had coming. “Guess it’s time to retire.” 
 
    “Well, there’s not enough for that, but it’s not too shabby.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Ten million’s not enough?” 
 
    “Ten million?” Widow squinted at her screen. “Something must’ve happened to a few zeroes during the transfer, because you got less than that.” 
 
    “How much less than that?” I rounded the desk, and looked over her shoulder. “Twenty-five G’s, that’s all?” 
 
    “Not too shabby, right? This’ll cover costs for months on end, with plenty left over for a new Jalopy.” 
 
    “Ugh…” Over the years I’d put more than a hundred grand into Jane. 
 
    “You don’t look so hot.” 
 
    “Which is weird considering how often I was on fire this week. Hold my calls.” I walked back into my office. 
 
    Widow laughed. “What calls? Who calls you?”  
 
    I closed the door and took a seat. Widow had left a copy of the Gold Coast Chronicle on my desk. The headline read, PINNACLE - A Retrospective. I tossed it aside, opened the bottom drawer, and pulled out my last bottle of whiskey. I was going to need more. I was going to drink enough to stock an Irish wake.  
 
    Then the phone rang, and Widow poked her head in. “I know you said no calls, but there’s a guy on the line about a job he gave you. I tried to tell him you were out, but before I could he sort of… read my mind.” 
 
    Cogs. I just hate them. “Put him through.” I picked up the receiver. “Hello.” 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Curse.” 
 
    “Am I going to need a pen, slick?” I said, and picked one up off my desk. 
 
    “Not this time. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Never better. Thanks for asking.” 
 
    “Really? I get the sense that you’re being less than honest.” 
 
    “Well, I’d be a lot happier if I got the fee I was promised in our original agreement.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m calling. My employer, you know the gentleman, would have been much happier too, if you’d stayed within its prescribed parameters.” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I believe there were conditions regarding this project. You were to find the responsible party-” 
 
    “Which I did.” 
 
    “Within five days.” 
 
    “Which I also did.” 
 
    “And to deliver them to the Sindicate. Not the SPECs, and not Team Supreme.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute-” 
 
    “And that you did not. I believe you instead turned the culprit over to Glory Anna herself.” 
 
    “Pal, if I didn’t pass Lynx over we’d all be breaking bricks at Impenetron. And it’s not like your boss-” 
 
    “Be that as it may, you violated the terms of our agreement, therefore payment was forfeit. Your services were found to be somewhat satisfactory though, despite your willful manner, and thus a deposit was made into your account. We feel our business has now been concluded, and I wanted to call and thank you for your efforts. 
 
    “I’d also like to remind you to keep what happened to yourself. We understand you provided Team Supreme with some information last night, another slight breach, but not unforgivable. However, you cannot discuss this with reporters, the police, or any heroes, or you’ll forfeit your fee. Is that clear, Mr. Curse? Mr. Curse?” 
 
    I hung up the phone and poured myself just under a pint of booze.  
 
    So that was it. The Sindicate was back to business as usual, Glory Anna was running Top Tower, and the nationwide SPECs would be busier than ever. Meanwhile, no one would hear the truth. They tossed me some crumbs to keep quiet, and I had no choice but to choke on them. 
 
    But the city was safe. And I got justice for the greatest hero the world has ever known. 
 
    That’s all that mattered. 
 
    I finished half the glass in a single tug, taking some solace in the fact that whatever case I was going to take on next would be a whole lot easier than this one. 
 
    Then the phone rang again. 
 
    “Dane.” Widow poked her head in. “I thought you might want to know, that girl’s on the line.” 
 
    “What girl?” I finished my drink and poured some more. 
 
    “Fangirl. Should I tell her you’ll call her back?” 
 
    “No, put her through.” I picked up the phone again. “Hey kiddo, how’s things?” 
 
    “As good as can be expected. You ready to pay up? I got some questions about the siege of Top Tower.” 
 
    I thought about it for a second. “Yeah, I always pay my debts. But are you sure? I’d rather not have you post it. I’m already in enough hot water with Team Supreme as it is.” 
 
    “Sorry, sport. I want my coin. Unless you got something better,” she said. “Do you got something better?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. There was no avoiding it, it was time to make good. Unless… “Hey, you’re not a cop, right?” 
 
    “No more than you are.” 
 
    “Or a reporter?” 
 
    “Negative.” 
 
    I smiled. “You know what, I think I might have something you want more. Do you still doubt the official story about Pinnacle’s death?” 
 
    Her voice dropped an octave. “Yeah, I do. But my sources say it’s as solved as it’s going to be.” 
 
    “You want to know a secret?” 
 
    There was a pause on her end. “About what really happened to Pinnacle?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Is it accurate?” she asked. “Is it the goods?” 
 
    I leaned back and took another sip. Above Bittenbach Bay, the sun was shining bright and strong. I could see Ayers Hill out in the distance, green and beautiful against the blue sky. In City Center, Humbart’s department store had a brand new window, and Four Corners was, without a doubt, pumping along as fast as ever. 
 
    Outside my window the city, my city, was waking up. “Yeah kid,” I said. “It’s golden.” 
 
      
 
    -THE END- 
 
   


  
 


 
      
 
    Dear Reader, 
 
    Thanks so much for taking this trip with me and the denizens of Gold Coast City, I hope you enjoyed the ride. Before you leave though, I’m afraid I have to ask for a favor. Indie authors rely heavily on reviews from readers like you. If they’re positive it helps drive sales, if they’re critical it offers an opportunity to improve the next book, but mostly this feedback lets others know if the story’s right for them. So please, however you felt about your time with Dane I would appreciate it if you’d share your opinion on Amazon.com, and thanks again. We hope to see you back in Gold Coast City soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The following is an excerpt from The Coconut Swindle… 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    White collar regs love to meet in the grime. I prefer my office, but the snooping business is consumer-centric, so it was at the request of my only client, Toby Teenie, that I was standing in muck under the crosstown bridge at one AM, with the stink of still water up my nose, and a large, brown folder in my hand. Fortunately it wasn’t long until all three hundred pounds of him pulled up in a little red sports car. He threw it in park, dislodged himself, and came waddling over to me in his tailored Italian suit like a pregnant yak. “Did you really get them?” 
 
    I held out the brown folder. “What’s it look like?”  
 
    Moving fast for a soft man, Toby snatched his prize and peered inside. “I can’t thank you enough. I’m telling everyone I know about the Dane Curse Detective Agency.” 
 
    I grimaced at the thought. “I’d rather you didn’t, if-” 
 
    A blast of black lightning streaked down the road beyond the bridge. It sent a fierce gust of wind that smelled like ozone and scattered the trash at our feet. 
 
    Toby froze. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “Doctor Velocity, I think.” Keeping a sharp eye out, I took a few seconds to be sure before saying, “But she’s long gone, we can rest easy.” 
 
    “Not her,” Toby said, and pointed over my shoulder. “Him.” 
 
    I turned around. A navy blue sedan was creeping our way. It stopped thirty yards out. The door opened and a guy stepped onto the street. Thanks to the bright headlights I couldn’t see his face, but the silver Thompson machine gun he held stood out well enough. “Hey Toby.”  
 
    I looked at the fat man. “Friend of yours?”  
 
    Toby stood frozen, save for the thick beads of sweat running down his cheeks like clotted cream. “That’s the guy who’s blackmailing me. I told you he couldn’t know I was involved, and you led him right here.” 
 
    “That folder was the only thing in the safe,” I said. “He’d have put it together.” 
 
    The blackmailer laughed. “Your bulldozer’s right. Though maybe if he hadn’t ripped my safe open I wouldn’t have noticed so fast.” 
 
    Toby turned to me. “Why didn’t you pick the lock?” 
 
    “My way’s faster,” I said. 
 
    “Be that as it may, my boss wants those photos back, plus what you still owe.” He aimed his weapon at my client. “And I’ll take both now.” 
 
    Toby looked at the envelope and said, “Alright.” Then he deflated like a punctured parade float, and shuffled towards the man. 
 
    “Toby,” I said, “you take one more step and I’ll break you in two after I’m done with him.”  
 
    The guy took his machine gun off my client and put it on me. “Shut up. Or I’ll add some red to that gray suit.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No.”  
 
    “No? You may tear through steel, but super strength don’t make you bulletproof.” 
 
    I stood firm. “The photos stay here. And if you threaten Toby one more time I’m going to pull out your spine and choke you to death with it.”  
 
    “Choke me to death…” The unknown man tsked. “Everyone’s a white cape in this town. Hey Toby, be sure to mention this to the next hero you hire.” He raised the Thompson and pulled its trigger. The fully automatic cannon made a loud rat-a-tat and spit a series of slugs into my gut. 
 
    I looked down. There were now a lucky number of holes in my white shirt, each one belching out a line of smoke like an old slot jockey. I leveled my gaze at the shooter. “Is that gun a Tommy, or a Tammy?” 
 
    “What the hell?” The guy looked at his weapon. Then he aimed higher, and blasted away. 
 
    I snapped my face to the side as another half dozen bullets bounced off my cheek, doing less damage there than they did to my shirt. 
 
    “God damn,” he said, “you’re invulnerable.” 
 
    “That and angry.” I reached into my jacket and plucked my Thumper, Rico. He’s a meaty handgun that holds four different bullets: high-velocity, target seeking, explosive, and electro-stun. Each one’s connected to a different trigger in the grip, and aiming at the blackmailer I loosed a stunner.  
 
    But my lead went high, and hit the wall behind him. “How the hell?” 
 
    Even though I couldn’t see his face I swear he smirked. “Not the only cape under the bridge tonight, huh?” 
 
    “Maybe not. But I’m the only cape with a Kapowitzer.”  
 
    The guy lowered his heater and took a step back. “A Kapowitzer?” 
 
    Slipping Rico back home I pulled the right side of my jacket open to reveal Lois, a futuristic silver pistol. “Yeah, let’s see you dodge scatter shot.” 
 
    “To hell with this.” Leaving his bravado behind, the guy jumped into his car and reversed fast. 
 
    I sprinted after him. And in three long strides I caught up. Reaching low I grabbed his bumper. He dragged me a few feet like a water skier, but I bore down, and lifted the front of his car off the ground. The rear tires kept spinning, but he was at a full stop. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah,” the guy yelled. “Away.”  
 
    Suddenly the car felt a lot heavier, like some invisible force was pulling it to the ground. I fought hard, but the metal tore free from my hands and he shot backwards at an impressive pace. Then he hit the brakes, spun his sled a perfect one-eighty, and tore off into the night. 
 
    As his taillights shrank I returned to my client. “You could’ve mentioned that guy had telekinesis.”  
 
    Poor Toby was green, and shook like he had some awful palsy. “God damn it. Why didn’t you shoot him with the Kapowitzer?” 
 
    “You ever seen one go off?” I said. “Her blast would’ve leveled the block.”  
 
    “The block? Who cares about the block?” Toby wiped his slick brow dry. “Do you have any idea what I’ve already given them for these pictures?” 
 
    “Don’t know. Don’t want to know. You asked me to fetch those and fetch those I did. Now give me my lettuce.”  
 
    Toby steadied his sausage link fingers long enough to reach into his pocket and produce a white envelope, thick with bills. “Here.” 
 
    I grabbed it, and started counting the dough. “Thanks.”  
 
    “Oh no, thank you.”  
 
    The sarcasm got my attention, but when I looked up to give Toby the stink eye he was already waddling back to his car with the folder full of shame tucked under one arm. He opened the door and said, “By the way, I won’t be suggesting you to my friends.” 
 
    I went back to counting. “Got a lot of those, do you?” 
 
    Toby slammed his door and drove away. 
 
    I wasn’t sad to see him go. But I wasn’t thrilled either.  
 
    Because like I said, he was my only client. 
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