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Chapter One







Why did I think the bank manager was a super-villain? He didn’t particularly look like one. Then again, he wouldn’t have been much of a super-villain if he had.

Maybe it was his nervousness. He covered it, but he was trying too hard. I couldn’t dial in just what he had to be nervous about.

Then it dawned on me.

Me.

The cheap suit they’d given me hadn’t stood up well against thirty-six hours of planes and airports. Neither had I. I wasn’t quite coming apart at the seams like the suit, but my eyes burned. I was also drifting in and out–those little one second blank stares make most folks wary.

Had I been him, with me standing there, I’d have speed-dialed Security and had them coming at a run.

Then again, I might have been reading things completely wrong. I hadn’t spoken to a bank manager in about two decades. I couldn’t imagine they’d changed much over time–machines need the same sort of cogs year in, year out. The last one I’d dealt with was probably the bank’s chairman of the board.

My exhausted brain skipped back a step. I wondered what the manager had for a superpower. I looked for clues: the way he looked up from his desk, the quick smile, the casual tug at his cuff as he stood to offer me his hand; none of these were very helpful. I thought for a moment I’d lost it, then his powers came together with a name.

The Ingratiator.

He’d overplayed it with the smile. He’d added a hint of welcome surprise, but his office had a glass wall overlooking the bank’s lobby. He couldn’t have missed Invisible Lad coming for a visit, much less my approach. He probably figured me for Rumpled Man–able to wrinkle perma-press slacks in a single sit.

In his world, that would make me the villain.

Unaccustomed to his courtesy and temporarily mesmerized by it, I stared at his proffered hand. Too neat. Perfect manicure. No scars. He wasn’t a super-anything.

Check that. He could have been a mentalist. That smile, his manner; he definitely could have been a mind-reaper. I could see him in a hostage situation. He convinces the perps that all will be well; and will go better if they surrender. He’d never have to lay a glove on them.

I’d always had a problem with mentalists. Wasn’t a day went by I didn’t feel crowded in my own head. I really didn’t need squatters.

The Ingratiator remained frozen with his hand out—waiting, wondering. His distress snapped me back into reality. Be good. I shook his hand heartily. No crushing on his part, just a firm grip, like he was pulling me from a collapsed skyscraper.

His smile brightened. He liked having folks see him as a savior.

“So pleased to finally meet you, Mister Smith.” His smile hit the megawatt range. “Please be seated. May I get you coffee, tea, juice, water?” His executive assistant, Penny, stood poised to fetch those things.

I declined. I wasn’t used to people doing me favors. I’d felt like a lab rat. Behind every treat there was an electric shock with my name on it.

I lowered myself into a chair made of steel and white leather. It matched everything else in the office, all of it glass, steel and white leather. Seemed to me that I’d seen this décor before. Nostalgic revival, has to be.

That didn’t do much to make me feel at home.

The manager’s nameplate was etched glass. Lawrence Baker. Not really a secret-identity-sounding name.

He pressed his hands to his desktop. “It is a privilege, Mr. Smith.”

I was supposed to smile at that line. I did, to be polite. “You’re very kind.”

“I’m serious. You see, I vowed, when I became manager of this branch of First Capital City Savings and Loan, that I would get to know all of our customers. I’ve made it my business to get to know them, so we can figure out how better to serve them. You are one of the last, especially among our older customers.”

“I’m not that old, Mr. Baker.” I just feel old.

“No, no, of course not. I didn’t mean to suggest you are. It’s just you’ve been with us for a long time, through several acquisitions. You’re a highly valued customer.” He shifted uncomfortably, but remained seated on the tails of his gray, pinstriped jacket. It kept the shoulders down and him looking sharp.

Leaning forward, he lowered his voice into that conspiratorial whisper intended to build rapport. “Frankly, I wish we had more customers like you.”

Part of me—a part that had gotten me into a lot of trouble in the past–wanted to mess with his head. Remember, be good. I played nice. “I appreciate that, Mr. Baker. And it is good to meet you, but I don’t wish to take up your valuable time.” I flashed the key to my safety deposit box.

“Yes, of course, you are a busy man.” Baker glanced at the luminescent scroll coming up across the pane topping his desk. “You’ve not accessed the box for the last twenty years.”

“I’ve been away. In Europe.”

“Fighting them over there so we don’t have to fight them here?”

“Something like that.” I nodded wearily, then pointed past him. “Could you turn that off, please?”

Baker glanced back, then turned to me again. “The Murdoch?”

“The television.”

“Oh, yes, they still call it that over there, don’t they?” He chuckled. “Of course, we can’t turn it off–given the laws and all–but what if…?” He reached back and slid the flat panel around so I didn’t have to be watching it. “I don’t think anyone will notice, just for a moment.”

“Thank you.”

He studied the scroll again. “I was hoping to update your records. Your fees have come through your solicitor and are all paid up through the year. You don’t have an account with us, and I thought, perhaps, that if you are returning to Capital City on a permanent basis, I could convince you to bring your banking to us.”

“I really hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

The conspiratorial tone reentered his voice. “I want you, Mr. Smith. I want you to think of me as your personal banker. We can set you up with a cash chip, make any transfers you need, and really handle any transactions that will ease your transition back into Capital City.”

“You’re very kind.”

Just a hint of consternation flashed over his face. “Please, let me be of help to you.” He reached inside his jacket and produced his uTiliPod. He held it out to beam information to mine.

I opened my hands. “I don’t have one. They don’t use them, you know, over there.”

“I’ve not been, but I’ve heard.”

I smiled. “Perhaps you could just give me your contact information.”

He blinked.

I mimed writing with my hands. “Paper? Pen?”

“Oh, yes, of course. I’ll have Penny get that information for you. Paper and ink. How, well, continental.” Baker aped my smile. “And we’ll have to have lunch so you can tell me about the other quaint customs you’re used to from Europe.”

“I would just bore you.”

“I doubt that.” He knitted his fingers together. “I do want to mention, however, that if you were to transfer just ten thousand into our bank, we’d give you the latest uTiliPod as a gift. Phone, GPS, NetLink, cashflash and enough space to store everything that’s happened in the last twenty years so you can get caught up. You think about it while you’re getting your box, how does that sound?”

“You’re very kind.”

“We have a deal then?”

“And very persistent.”

“I just want to make sure you’re going to stay part of the FCCSL family.”

I stood. “You make it very hard to refuse.”

He stood and glanced at his watch. “A pleasure meeting you. I have something in a half-hour. If you can stop back before then, we can set things up before the fireworks begin.”

Fireworks? I wasn’t picking it up from context and, quite frankly, I was too tired to care. “Thank you.”

I shook his hand, then followed Penny to the vault. Petite and blonde, she was ample reason for having an office with a glass wall. She wore horn-rimmed glasses that might have been part of a secret identity; but I doubted it. Just a bit of hero-wannabe-chic going on.

She glanced at her watch a bit more anxiously than her boss had. I probably wouldn’t have noticed, but it was oversized and looked too heavy for her slender wrist.

“Interesting watch.”

Penny’s face lit up. “Thank you. It’s a Redhawk watch, and not one of those nostalgia knock-offs. My father bought it twenty-five years ago, when Redhawk was still Nighthaunt’s sidekick. He gave it to me as a bit of a consolation prize when I washed out of the academy.”

She held it up for me to study. There was Redhawk, perhaps rendered a bit more muscular than he had been in those days. Shock of red hair, red cowl, the hue of which extended to his shoulders and the stripes down his arms, flanks and sides. Red boots, too, and utility belt; with his uniform being black and form-fitting otherwise.

Penny checked the time again. “It’s not the only Redhawk watch I’ve got, but I’m not picking up any of the new stuff. So many folks have become his fans now that he’s going into the Hall. I mean, I’ll be there at the ceremony and everything, and maybe get a souvenir of that, but I’m strictly old-school when it comes to Redhawk.”

“That’s a good way to be.” I really had no idea what I was saying. Didn’t matter. She accepted the comment happily.

Penny produced the bank’s key and we unlocked the box together. I slid it out and she led me to an examining room. Aside from a table, two chairs and a Murdoch built into the wall, it was empty. I set the box down and smiled at her.

“I shouldn’t be long.”

She smiled. “Remember, there is the thing at eleven.”

“Thank you, I should be done by then.”

She flashed the watch, then closed the door behind herself.

I reached out to open the box, but hesitated. Acid burned in my throat. Twenty years. A lifetime or three. And opening the box would start another one.

Or just finish your first.

But why was I here? It wasn’t money. I could have gotten that where I recovered the key. I didn’t need to be here, in Capital City. They would have let me go anywhere. And yet, they knew. When they asked me where I wanted to go and I told them, the general just pulled the travel card from his pocket and flipped it at me.

There’d never been any doubt in his mind. Nor in mine, I guess. Finishing, starting, they’re the same when you get down to it.

And it was time for me to get down to it.

I lifted the box’s lid.

Everything was as I remembered it. The sharpness of the recollection surprised me. Twenty years gone, but the memories not faded a bit. It was like time had stopped for everything but me. Nonsense, but there it was.

The contents anchored me to a life long lost. The money, neatly banded and stacked, came to twenty thousand. I pocketed half. That was really all I needed out of the box. I could hand it to Baker, he’d give me a uTiliPod, and I’d just sink into the grey masses.

If it wasn’t the money… I smiled. The key to the other safety deposit box–the big one–sat there. Like a grenade. Taking it wouldn’t necessarily mean I was pulling the pin, but…. Who are you kidding?

 The identification documents were too old to be of immediate use, but I picked out four sets and slipped them into a pocket. They’d be a good place to start rebuilding identities. I’d need new pictures and have to find a way to hack the databases to remove flags from the old ones.

I snorted. My skills were twenty years old. Note to self, find a kid to do all that stuff for you.

I pulled out a steel neck chain. A silver car key dangled from it. Of absolutely no earthly use now. I shrugged and slipped the chain over my head. I tucked the key down next to my heart. To remind me of what I’d lost.

Or to remind me of what I’d come to take back?

I wanted to laugh that thought away. I couldn’t. Thinking I could take anything back was stupid. I’d told myself that a hundred thousand times.

And a hundred thousand and one times I’d found myself thinking hard on the how of doing it.

I stared at the box. The key warmed against my flesh. I wasn’t the man I’d been. I hadn’t been him almost from the point I left Capital City. They’d broken my life in two–and the break had been anything but clean. For twenty years I’d tried to figure out who and why.

I should have abandoned that quest, but there were times it was all that kept me alive.

But now, exhausted and back in Capital City–a megalopolis I barely recognized when flying over it–the futility of trying to solve that mystery hit me. Clues would be two decades old. People would have died. Things would have been forgotten. People would have moved on and gotten over it. It was over before it started. I should just give in.

Then I heard his voice echoing in my head. You just have to have confidence.

Yeah. Confidence. And sleep.

The travel exhaustion was taking its toll. I wasn’t really in any condition to be making any decisions. And I could defer this one.

For a day. A week. A long time. Another two decades?

My mind wandered. My eyes tracked to the Murdoch in the wall. Nice color, really great definition. The images flowed between advertisements for the bank’s services, to shots from the bank’s security cameras. They were artistically framed, panning here and there, moving into close-ups with robotic regularity. A long shot showed Baker in his office. He had a uTiliPod box open on his desk and was fiddling with the device.

And obsessively checking his watch.

Penny tapped on the door. “Take your time, Mr. Smith. Sit tight and I’ll be back for you.”

“I’ll be done soon.”

“No hurry. It’ll all be okay.”

Before I could ask what would be okay–and finding no comfort in the word fireworks bursting into my head–Penny locked me in.

The Murdoch went full screen on bank’s lobby. Armed robbers, a dozen of them, wearing psychedelic tie-dyed spandex, poured through the doors. Half of them hauled huge tubes connected to cylinders on their backs, the others carried something that looked like a blunderbuss, complete with wide, conical muzzles.

Screams and shouts resounded through the examination room’s door. On screen, Penny ran into the midst of the hostages. She must have panicked. But did she just mug for the camera?

Just my luck. At best it was a bank robbery. At worst, a messy hostage siege.

I have to do something. I reached toward the box.

I stopped.

In fact, I didn’t have to do a blessed thing. Stopping the robbery wasn’t my responsibility. I didn’t owe these people anything. As friendly as Baker had been, or faked being, he wasn’t my friend. He saw me as an account balance and annual fees, nothing more. Penny, cute kid, but if she’d not gone running out into the lobby, she’d probably have been able to sneak out a back door and summon help.

This wasn’t my problem.

They didn’t need my help.

I’d probably make things worse.

Since when has that stopped you?

Good point.

I slipped the other safety deposit box key into my trousers. Then I reached in and felt along the recessed part of the lid. The small packet came free with the ripping sound of Velcro.

Burglary tools.

I glanced at the door’s lock and smiled.

Somehow, I’d caught my second wind.

I went to work on the lock.
















Chapter Two







So I didn’t get through the lock in world record time. I still got through. Pocketing the picks, I slipped into the corridor, closed the door behind me.

Things looked promising. Left was the vault and then the lobby beyond it, though a bend in the corridor hid it. To the right were a staff break room, utility closet, and a couple of offices that would have been below Baker’s office suite. Best of all, at the end of the hall stood a fire door. Opening it would set off an alarm.

First rule of rescue operations: secure an escape route. Not so much for me, but the hostages. The robbers had the front doors covered to keep police out, and the police would have them covered to keep the robbers in, so the fire door would be it. Best part, the bank employees knew exactly where it was.

Next rule: he who has the most firepower wins. I needed weapons. Thank God for the utility closet. The poor man’s chemistry lab. There’d be enough noxious chemicals in there to manufacture weapons of mass destruction. A little ammonia in an air-conditioning vent and eyes would be watering. Hitting anything with those guns would be tough.

Two steps into the corridor and I had to shift to rule three: don’t get caught. One of the thieves turned the corner. “Hey you, pops. Where do you think you’re going?”

Without looking at him, I dropped to my knees. I covered my head with my hands and I slumped against the wall. “Don’t hurt me. Don’t hurt me.”

The guy groaned. Boots clicked as he closed. “Get with this century, old man. No one is going to hurt you. On your feet. “

“Don’t hurt me, don’t hurt me. I don’t want to die.” I pumped fear into my voice–all too easily, actually. Very convincing. That was all that mattered.

He stopped and poked my shoulder with his blunderbuss. “You’re not going to die, pal.”

“Oh, thank God.” I spun quickly, hooking the gun’s barrel with my left elbow, jamming it against the wall. My right hand came up fast. Open-palm strike to the groin.

He wasn’t expecting that. He gurgled and squeaked. He jackknifed forward. I caught him by the throat and tugged, slamming him face-first into the floor.

A tooth skittered down the hall. He slumped, moaning.

I smiled. Not bad for an old man.

I grabbed him by his web belt and dragged him to the utility closet. Another trip to retrieve his gun, then I closed us both in. I used some handy zip-ties to secure him, then returned to that firepower thing.

The pistol at his right hip was a taser and a pouch at the small of his back had replaceable electrode packages. Better than nothing. I stripped the gun belt off and tightened it around my waist.

I cracked the blunderbuss open. It had a short shotgun shell for a load. No shot and a weird configuration for the firing chamber.

I set it aside. Another handy rule: never mess around with a weapon you don’t understand. The taser I could use, but that thing, nope.

Had to move fast. The gang already had one man down. When he didn’t return, they’d send two, maybe three to find him. They’d be doing that soon.

I pillaged the closet. I borrowed someone named Jorge’s coveralls. Big man. They hung on me the way an elephant’s skin would hang on a Shetland pony. I didn’t zip the front all the way up, though. I still wanted access to the taser. An ammonia bottle with sprayer went in one cargo pocket and a bottle of cleaning fluid in the other. I set the nozzles for stream.

I appropriated a push-broom with the screw-in handle. I pulled a set of white uTiliPod headphones from a lost and found box, wiped them off and stuck them in my ears. The cord I tucked down into my shirt. Disguise complete.

Almost.

I grabbed a utility rag, folded it into a triangle, and tied it around the lower half of my face. No mirror to check my appearance. Didn’t need one. Ridiculous is easy to picture. Looks a lot like absurd.

Jorge the super-janitor, head bobbing to music only he could hear, emerged from the closet. I was still counting on a search party, so I set a trap. Heading back up the hall, I laid down several lines of industrial cleaner. I retreated toward the fire door, exposing my back toward the lobby, and just started sweeping.

Thirty seconds later, three of them came into the corridor.

“What the…?”

“Hey, old man.”

I ignored them.

The first voice became insistent. “You. Old. Man.”

Yeah, slower and louder always works for the deaf.

My head bobbed. I started dancing. Tossed in a hip wiggle, too, and a quick salsa step. That broom was a hot date in a tiny dress.

Footsteps echoed. Closer, boys, closer. They obliged me, moving into the heart of my trap.

Anger filled the voice. Deafness was one thing, but now he figured I didn’t understand English. “You got three seconds, old man. Comprende?”

I whirled down into a crouch, drawing the taser. “Comprende this, amigo.”

Evolution: the hero’s best friend.

The first flash of that taser gushed adrenaline into their blood. The fight or flight reaction kicked in, all turbo-charged. One fighter, two runners. The fighter came at me, not bothering to draw his taser. Three steps in and he hit the soap. He belly-flopped and kept coming, flailing a bit. He went sliding past. I whacked him with the broom, snapping the head off.

The other two backpedaled hard. That really didn’t work terribly well. The bossy one’s feet flew out and he landed on his head. The way he bounced wasn’t good–he got all loose-limbed and his blunderbuss clattered against the wall.

The other guy went to his knees. I leaped over the nearest soap line and lashed him with the broomstick’s blunt end. Took two hits to snap it in half. He wavered but didn’t go down. I broke his nose with my knee. That took him out of the fight.

Something popped behind me. Two impacts, like fat raindrops hitting a canvas awning. Taser electrodes. They’d stuck in the coveralls. I leaned forward, hoping to make space between my body and the fabric.

My right foot slipped. He who lives by the soap… I went down to a knee, spinning just enough to spot my attacker in the corner of my eye.

“You should know better than to mess with the Twisters, old man.” The fighter regained his feet. “I’m gonna twist you up bad.”

I’ve always hated that about villains. The patter’s obvious and predictable. Worse it’s usually corny. In a hero, especially a sidekick, corny can almost be endearing.

“Shoot already, will you?”

“Oh, think you’re tough, do you?” The Twister puffed up a bit. “This is gonna hurt.”

A little laugh prefaced a woman’s words. “If that’s the tune you want to call…” A bullwhip cracked. The electrode clip flew from the taser’s barrel.

The Twister spun. The whip returned, coiling around his throat. A solid jerk yanked him from my sight. He rebounded noisily from one wall and slipped down against the other.

I came all the way around. She was a vision.

“Fox?”

Can’t be. Tall and slender, with long red hair tied into a pony-tail that lashed her shoulders, the young woman couldn’t have been very far into her twenties. Her costume looked a lot like Scarlet Fox’s, save for the black V on the brow of her red domino mask. The costume had a halter-top and a central strip of cloth that descended over her flat tummy and broadened into a bikini bottom. Knee-high boots, a pistol in a thigh holster and the whip coiling in her gloved hands completed her outfit.

Not Scarlet Fox. Her daughter, though. She approached me, moving with her mother’s supple grace. She casually clipped her whip to her left hip, then slowed. She looked me up and down. She stared, then took another step closer as I rose to my feet.

She touched the side of her mask, and the white polarized lenses cleared.

I saw what she’d seen.

Her eyes. My eyes.

A match.

She dropped me with a backhanded slap.
















Chapter Three







Her lips curled into a snarl. “You’re a bastard.”

“Not me.” I pulled my bandana down. Blood. Great. “My parents were married.”

Fury flashed through her green eyes. So like her mother.

She went to kick me. I scissored my legs, but she nimbly jumped over them. I flicked the last bit of the broomstick underfoot. Her feet flew and she landed hard on her tailbone.

Pain tightened her features.

My guts twisted. A daughter! She was mine. No doubting it but shouldn’t I have known? Shouldn’t I have felt it somehow? The weight of the years pressed in on me. So much I don’t know.

I came up on one knee. She pushed off to try to slide back, but her hands skidded in soap. Flat on her back, she pounded a fist against the floor. “Darn it!”

I extended a hand. “How bad?”

“Stay away from me. You’re not my father. You’re not. You’re a… a sperm donor.” Her head came up. “Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

“I didn’t know.”

“It was big news when I went public. Nets were full of Vixen’s being Scarlet Fox’s daughter.”

“Never got the press release.” I shook my head. “So you’re Vixen?”

She sneered. “And you’re Jerkface.”

“Pleased to meet you, too.” I stood and offered her my hand again. “I guess we’re going to have a conversation about things at some point.”

“Don’t flatter yourself that I care.”

Oh yeah, daddy’s little girl.

“Not here or now, but we will. Agreed? You decide not to show at that time, or come and beat the crap out of me, that’s fine. I’m guessing you’re not here for a family reunion.”

She took my hand and let me pull her upright. “I work alone. Don’t get in my way, Jerkface.”

“Fine. I’ll distract them, you deal with them.” I tied the bandana back in place. I stripped the tasers from the three we’d downed and dragged the Twisters to the utility closet. “From what I saw on the Murdoch, there’s a dozen in the lobby. Was a dozen.”

“There’s another dozen in the street, along with Twistron, their leader. The guys inside are juniors, seniors are outside. Twistron the Twisterian is fairly minor league, but he’s got a following.”

I frowned. “So we’re going through twenty minions and a villain, just the two of us?”

“Are you nuts?” Vixen gave me a quizzical look. “I just bid on the interior. Others are handling the outside.”

I heard her words, but they didn’t make any sense. Jetlag. Had to be.

She turned to go, but I grabbed her wrist. “One second. Your mother?”

“Like you care.”

“I do.”

She pulled her wrist free. “If that’s true she would’ve heard from you in the last twenty freaking years.”

“Just because no messages got through doesn’t mean there weren’t any.”

Vixen posted fists on her slender hips–so like her mother. “It doesn’t mean there were.”

I cocked my head. “You know your mother. Do you think I wouldn’t have at least tried?”

Vixen gave me a hard stare, then her eyes disappeared behind polarized lenses again. “She never heard anything.”

“Dammit.” I snapped an electrode packet into my taser.

“No other stupid questions?”

“I’m good for now, thanks.”

“Don’t think this is father-daughter bonding, Jerkface.”

“Perish the thought.”

“Done.” She spun and we waded into battle.

We burst into the lobby and the hostages’ eyes widened. Penny pointed. “It’s Vixen.”

“And some old dude,” someone else added.

The situation really called for snappy patter–something light. Rhyming couplets would have been nice, but I never inherited the knack. Redhawk had been a natural. He could tear off a cheesy line while being fed into a wood-chipper. Or Graviton, he was great at bold and pithy statements of truth and justice–usually Biblical in origin and mostly Old Testament.

Me, I always went for grim and nasty. Those remarks are best whispered in an ear right before you break an arm. They stick with the guys while they’re in the hospital. Better yet, when you track them down later and squeeze them for information, the line’s encore works wonders. If it doesn’t actually scare the piss out of them, it guarantees they won’t be sleeping for at least the next week.

And they always sing like a drunken canary on karaoke night.

But as we boiled into the lobby, I had nothing.

Vixen leaped onto a writing table and cracked her whip. “Wrong place. Wrong time.”

Edgy voice. Dramatic delivery. I smiled. Daddy’s girl, definitely.

Her whip whistled and cracked again, scattering Twisters like gaudy autumn leaves. I triggered two tasers. Missed with one. Hit solid with the other. The Twister danced like water on a hot griddle, then collapsed. The guy I’d missed leveled a blunderbuss at me. Vixen’s whip hit the muzzle, but not before he pulled the trigger.

I heard the shot a half-second before I felt it. It hit me on the left side, whipping me around like scrap paper in a tornado. My back slammed against a teller’s cage. I flopped to the floor. My left side, from shoulder to hip, ached like I’d been sideswiped by a freight train. No blood. No holes in the coveralls. Near as I could tell I hadn’t been hit with anything, but my body wasn’t buying that.

The Twister snapped open the blunderbuss, feeding another shell into it. He flipped the weapon closed, then leveled it at me, ready to shoot from the hip. I stared into the gun’s black maw.

And froze.

Then the window behind him shattered. Cracks ran up through tinted glass. A curtain of shards rained down and poured like sand up to his ankles. He turned, looking for a target. The chaos outside denied him a clear shot.

The thing that had broken the window spun to a stop against my right thigh. A silver cylinder as long as my forearm, it had been lathed out of a single piece of metal. One end had been textured for gripping. It filled my hand perfectly, as if it had been made for me.

Which it had.

I glanced at the butt-cap. A capital “C” edged it. A metal “K” had been soldered in place over it.

Outside a dozen Twisters–all looking a bit older and bulkier than their counterparts in the lobby–squared off against two heroes. One, a well-muscled Asian kid dressed in a blue Ninja outfit, flowed through them, laying about with a sword that crackled with electricity.

Beyond him another young man fought. He wore a sleeveless brown uniform with a tan breast and equipment belt. His cowl covered him from upper lip to hairline, revealing thick brown hair. The same C and K logo appeared in the middle of his chest, on his belt buckle, and the cuffs of his brown gloves. He slid another cylinder from a sheath on his left thigh and hurled it. It caromed off a Twister’s chest. The man jerked and went down.

My Twister brought his gun back around. “Ha! Kid Coyote missed. I won’t.”

Kid Coyote? I raised the baton. “Match you...”

He smiled. “Give it your best shot, old man.”

Hubris. Okay, so at least one thing hadn’t changed completely in twenty years.

I backhanded the rod at him. The throw went wide and low. He started laughing. He watched as the cylinder skipped off the floor, turning to follow its flight. The rod bounced off a pillar and came up. Fast. His eyes widened.

He tried to duck. Too late. It caught him in the chin, snapping his head back. He hit the ground before his gun did.

I reloaded the tasers, but it was no longer a target-rich environment. A half-dozen Twisters lay scattered about, unconscious or moaning like they wished they were. Two had footprints on their faces. Vixen’d shot a couple more with her pistol. No blood. Anesthetic bullets of some sort, I had to figure. One guy looked like he’d been whipped into a wall, and another hung from the teller’s cage like a scarecrow. The last two cowered while her whip cracked above them, allowing Baker to grab a blunderbuss and play hero.

The battle outside was dying, too. A huge figure in power armor as brilliantly colored as the Twisters’ togs, crashed into the street. The impact cracked more windows. Twistron, I assumed. Some other hero–green-skinned, yellow hair, with a yellow and blue uniform featuring a swordfish logo—floated down and delivered a punch that put Twistron out for the count.

Hostages started cheering and congratulating themselves. They produced their uTiliPods and posed for pictures with Vixen or with their feet on Twisters, as if they’d bagged them on some safari. One guy gathered up spent shells and another was trying to get a half-conscious Twister to sign an autograph.

I might have been out of the game for a while, but I knew an exit cue.

I limped off to the examination room and locked myself in. The coveralls and captured weaponry went into the false ceiling. I combed my hair back into place and sat down to wait.

It took him an hour, but Mr. Baker himself came to let me out. “Mister Smith, we are so sorry. Are you okay?”

I smiled and stretched, as if I’d been sleeping. It hurt a bit–I’d stiffened up. I even tossed in a yawn, and then pointed at the Murdoch. “I saw it all. I am so glad they didn’t come in here. Does this happen often?”

“No more so than to any other bank, sir.” The Ingratiator tried on his best smile. “We take every precaution to make sure that our customers and their money remains safe in these situations. We have regular drills and, on days when an event is going to take place, we push to have trained staff on hand.”

“You knew you were going to be robbed?”

“Of course, sir, of course.” He laughed. “That’s how it’s done here now. That’s the only way to maximize media coverage. We’re committed to making sure it’s the best robbery experience for everyone involved.”
















Chapter Four







I didn’t have to fake shock. Baker’s words made no sense. His expression shifted from conviction to compassion as mine shifted from surprise to a complete lack of comprehension.

It had to be jetlag.

Baker conducted me back to his office, got me some water, and insisted on giving me the uTiliPod as his gift. He escorted me to the door and promised to get in touch very soon. I had no doubt the uTiliPod would start buzzing before I got home.

There was a concept. Home. I didn’t have one. I needed one. Several, in fact. I might not have been tracking as well as I’d like, but I had no desire to be pinned down in one place. I had a list of friendly sites from the Church, but I wanted to scout things out for myself. I quickly found the nearest CRAWL station, descended into the bowels of the earth and started riding.

Capital City may have changed a lot, but the CRAWL hadn’t. Same crowded cars, same graffiti. Murdochs replaced the old advertising cards. Maps remained the same, with a few new stops, a few lost stops. Route colors hadn’t changed, making it easier for me to navigate. Green up, red down, other colors spider-webbing into weird corners of the city.

I rode for a long while, transferring often. The crowds came and went, giving me a feel for populations above. Devil’s Dump and Tox Town were full of boat people and other refugees. Blue collar types and middle management lived on the lower East Side and around the Docks. The Village was still artsy, Emerald Heights had nothing but domestics. Less so the Gold Coast since residents there still had to work. West End was full of students and more working class folks. North End and Colonial Shores were older money and punked out kids coming home to use the ‘rents as ATMs.

It was all familiar enough to let me pretend I was at ease. I needed a crash-pad and wanted one fast. That sent me back to Devil’s Dump. You could sink into obscurity there–the place would gladly swallow you whole. Oil slicked puddles in rainbow hues. The whole place smelled of fungus and boiled vomit. People stared sightlessly at the milling crowds from windows thrown open against stifling heat. They’d come to Capital City to live The Dream and now just hoped they’d wake up from the nightmare.

Definitely my demographic.

The Bluebelle Residential Hotel wasn’t on the Church’s list, and for a bunch of good reasons. The place had nothing blue about it save the mood of the residents. Most of the lobby’s light bulbs were burned out, and that was in keeping with the grey people slumped on sagging furniture.

The clerk sat behind a chicken wire cage. His eyes were the same sepia as his nicotine-stained fingers. “Help you?”

“Need a place.”

“A real place, or something for a secret identity?”

“Huh?” Damn, this is the worst jetlag ever.

“Supposed to be hush-hush, I know.” He grinned at me, his teeth all colors and shapes not found in nature. “Don’t get your knickers in a knot, pal, we do this all the time. I got real rooms, and I got your lairs. Lairs are easy. You bring me a box of gear, I dummy up a room. Cops come in, take forensic evidence that proves you live there, they don’t look no further, okay? That’s two hundred a month, in advance.”

“Got it.”

He gave me the once over. “You need fake ID to go with that?”

“Sure.”

He lowered his voice, took a drag on a raggedy, hand-rolled cigarette. “My brother-in-law works down to the CCRC. He’ll do you something nice.” He pointed to the clock above his cage. “Look there.”

I did, unable to help myself.

“I’ll pull stills from that. Nice dopey look. It’ll fool the cops.”

“How much?”

“That’s a grand. Hey, it’s worth it. He puts a hold on the information search which tips me to set up the dummy room. You don’t have to worry about nothing.”

“Okay. I still need a room.”

“Four Reagans a week, first and last now. No fighting in the room, no testing out your gear or nothing. The closets all have a secret compartment for your uniform and kit. For an extra Reagan a month, the cops forget how to find the switch.”

“Okay. How long do I have to get you the money?”

“An hour.”

“Discount for cash?”

The clerk flashed that smile again. “Untraceable. Nice. Give you some free advice. Pop the sim-chip out of that uTiliPod. They can track you.”

“You know someone who can get me one that can’t be tracked?”

“Maybe I know someone who can hack the data to make you hard to track.”

“Done. An hour, then.”

“Done. I’m Bennie.”

“Smith.”

“Not when your new ID comes in. You like Murphy. Rick Murphy?”

“Good as any name, I guess.”

“The maid’ll have your room made up in an hour, Mr. Murphy.” Bennie’s laugh suggested the maid would stay for another Reagan.

I headed back out to the street. I couldn’t trust Bennie further than I could throw him, but I’d be safe as long as he thought I was a cash cow to be milked. Keep a low profile, pay my bills, get sleep and information, and I’d be good. I’d get another place fast and would forget Bennie even existed.

I walked back down the street and headed into the corner market. In the back I thumbed enough Reagans off a stack to cover what I owed Bennie, then added another. I grabbed a bottle of milk, a loaf of bread, some jam and looked for peanut butter. No particular reason excepting I hadn’t had it in a long time.

A very long time. Twenty years.

Okay, maybe it was comfort food. Didn’t matter. I’d hit the wall somewhere down in the CRAWL. I had enough brain juice left to stalk and kill a PB&J sandwich, but that was about it.

“May I help you, sir?”

“Yeah. I can’t find the peanut butter.”

The young man–East Indian by coloration, but totally domestic by voice–held his hands up. “Please, sir, not to be so loud.”

I frowned. “Is something wrong?”

He glanced left and right, then made his way to me through the crowded store. His voice picked up in volume. “You know, sir, it is illegal to sell or possess peanut butter.”

“Really, since when?”

My surprise clearly shocked him. “For years, sir. Many years.” He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Who said you could get peanut butter here?”

I took a chance. “Bennie.”

He rolled his eyes.

I shrugged.

He waved me over to the cleaning supplies and handed me a jar of Brookfield Creamy Silver Polish. “I believe this is what you want, sir.”

“Thank you.” I lowered my voice. “I’ve been away. Peanut butter is seriously illegal?”

“Here, yes, sir. Capital City is progressive and interested in protecting the citizens. Peanut allergies, they kill children.”

“Huh.”

“Let me help you with those.” The clerk took my things and carried them to the counter. I plucked some painkillers from a shelf and tossed them into the mix. I glanced at the store’s business license. Randy Singh, pictured right there, had been through level three hostage training.

Once again, I wasn’t tracking on that, but this time it wasn’t the jetlag. Another picture distracted me. Right there beside the license, all nice in a frame, was a black and white glossy showing a smiling Randy side by side with the young man from outside the bank. Same K-in-C logo, same smile.

I pointed. “Who’s that with you?”

Randy smiled brilliantly. “Oh, sir, he is an up-and-coming hero. One of his first adventures was here, just outside my store. That is Kid Coyote. “

“Kid Coyote?” Second time I’d heard it, and it still didn’t sound quite right.

“Oh, yes, sir.” From beneath the counter Randy produced a blue sheet of paper. The type was too small to read at range, but the format was unmistakable. Tip sheet.

“He is doing very well, sir, and will do better. He fought against the Twisters today, at the bank. He will rise in the rankings because of it.”

“I’m sure.”

“You can do worse than to have him among your Superfriends, sir, trust me.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.” That was the reply he wanted, so he smiled. I didn’t understand a bit of it. I mean, this was Capital City. The words were English, but they just didn’t make sense.

I paid him and stuffed a Shrub from the change into Angelina Fund for Orphans box. He sacked my stuff and even jammed a copy of the tip sheet in with my groceries. “Have a lovely day, sir.”

“Thanks, Randy.”

Returning to the Bluebell, I paid Bennie off and walked up to the fourth floor, rear. I could have used the elevator, but I figured that would cost me more.

Screw that. The elevator was an old–open cage design. I just didn’t want to be in a cage anymore.

Three lights in the room. One worked. That was okay. I didn’t really want to see what was lurking in the corners. Besides, the Murdock pumped out a fair amount of light.

I made a sandwich–half surprised I remembered how. I had to dig down into the silver polish to find the smaller jar of peanut butter. Didn’t have a knife, so I smeared it on with my fingers and got to lick them off. That took me back, way back, to childhood and some good memories. One of the few.

I stripped and climbed into bed. My eyes felt like sandpaper coated the inside of my eyelids. I desperately wanted to sleep, but that’s the way of things. It wasn’t coming no matter how much I wanted it. Too many weird things going on, not the least of which was finding out I had a daughter.

A kid. Well, not a kid anymore. To her, I was a sperm donor. What was she to me? Potential kidney donor? There’s a non-starter. Suddenly whole new smothering layers of life descended.

Finding out I had a daughter was almost normal compared to everything else. Peanut butter being illegal, that almost made sense, too. Two decades previous there’s been plenty of laws being passed to protect people from themselves. The pendulum would swing back. Maybe it had, and was on the swing out again.

The bank knowing it was going to be hit, that simply made no sense. I used to love it when I learned about a caper in advance. I’d made a career out of ambushing baddies. When bullets don’t bounce off, or you can’t lift tectonic plates, being able to surprise your enemies counts for a lot. The bank knew the Twisters were coming and they could have surprised the whole lot of them.

And something Vixen had said was curious. She’d “bid on the interior.” What did that mean? She’d known in advance what was going to happen, that much was obvious. She’d been more than capable of handling the Twisters inside the bank. But bid? How? Where? With what?

Then there was Randy with his tip sheet and Bennie.

And Kid Coyote.

None of it made sense.

I needed sleep badly. I tossed my jacket over the Murdoch. I started breathing slowly and forced my mind blank. I’d developed that skill as protection against the mind-reapers, but it worked just as well here.

It let me get to sleep and, just this once, kept dreams away.
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I slept for a long time. Long enough for the bread to get stale. Long enough for me not to care. I was still pretty muzzy as I wolfed down a couple sandwiches, then dressed. I didn’t even know what time it was when I hit the lobby, but Bennie was there and handed me a packet with my ID.

I thanked him and made like I was going to be back soon. I didn’t know if I’d ever return–and part of me knew it would be a mistake to ever come back.

Lots of sleep and no dreams hadn’t brought the world into any greater focus. I needed to understand, which meant I needed a friend. I needed someone I could trust. Problem was, I didn’t have anyone.

I had to take a chance.

I hit the CRAWL. Green Line, Emerald Heights. Cab took me to the Excelsior. Good thing about luxury hotels is that they’re used to eccentricity. You can look like a street bum–as I certainly did–but they’d treat you like the CEO of Baghdad Oil until you were proven penniless.

I tipped the doorman, then checked in. A wad of cash got me a room, a visit from a tailor in the lobby haberdashery and, three hours later, two suits, five shirts, four ties, underwear, socks, shoes and luggage to carry it all. The Excelsior was happy to give me a complimentary toiletries kit and the staff was very understanding about how my bags had been lost by the airlines.

The concierge became my special friend when I handed him two Reagans and told him I needed to see Selene Kole. “Very good, sir. I’ll arrange it for an hour from now. Shall I call a car?”

“Please.”

I wore the black wool suit, blue shirt, university tie. I don’t know which university, didn’t care. Others would make assumptions and the stories they told themselves would insulate me. I needed the insulation. I wasn’t understanding much, and prospects on that front weren’t getting better.

The driver brought me to Selene’s gallery. Doorman had instructions to let me into the building. I passed on the elevator. Three flights up, the gallery occupied the entire floor. Tasteful and elegant, but minimalist. Paintings hung from the ceiling on wires. Pinpoint spots illuminated statues. All Old Masters or a few promising newcomers. I assumed the latter anyway. She’d always had exquisite taste.

Amid the new stuff I recognized one signature. Scarlet Archer. A hero doing art. Celebrity cachet, I guess. It wasn’t bad. Strong and bold, a bit over the top. Fitting.

Selene emerged from the shadows, putting the art to shame. Tall and slender like her daughter, moving with fluid, regal confidence, she stalked me. Strong features–but not cruel or edged–in a beautiful face untouched by time. Red-gold hair splashed over her shoulders and fire filled those blue eyes.

Her gaze had a razored quality. “Should I say hello, or are you here for a belated good-bye?”

I’d worked out what I was going to say. Face to face it all evaporated. Anger I expected. The degree of hurt, though, that I didn’t.

“She told you.”

“She’s a good girl.” Selene hugged her stomach. “I didn’t want to believe her. Then I saw the report. The damage done with the rod. Had to be you.”

I shrugged. “Old habits.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Where did you go?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Where?”

“I had to get some milk.”

“I had milk.”

“Two-percent. Yak milk.”

“Fine.” She held a hand up. “Why the hell are you here?”

“I could use a friend.”

“Go buy yourself a puppy.”

I looked down at my shoes. “I need someone I can trust.”

“You’d trust me, but you can’t tell me why you left? “

“It’s complicated.”

“So’s life.” A chill entered her voice. “My life, to be specific. I don’t need you to make it more so.”

“Selene…”

“No. You walked away twenty years ago. This time I do.” She started to turn her back to me, hesitated. Her voice quiet. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

“Very.” Somehow the word squeaked out past the lump in my throat.

The fire diminished in her eyes. Might have been the glimmering of a tear. “You want a friend? 5237 West 44th. Don’t tell him I sent you.”

“Selene…”

“No. I don’t know you. You don’t know me.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “Darken my doorway again and, search as they might, they’ll never find all the pieces.”
















Chapter Five







I left. The doorman was cordial, so she’d not called down. That wouldn’t have been like her anyway–not the her I’d known. On reflection, it surprised me that I’d not been pitched through window. That sort of fury I could understand.

But was that pity in her voice?

That hurt.

I started walking on automatic pilot.

I couldn’t blame her for being angry. I’d disappeared without a word. She had to think it was a deliberate choice. By refusing to tell her where I’d gone, I reinforced that idea.

Tossing me through the window would have been too quick.

I still remembered that last night we’d shared. I’d told her I had to go away, but that I’d be back. She understood because that’s what we did. And she knew I’d be back because that was how things worked.

And yet they hadn’t.

I’d replayed the night many times. The memory fueled my determination to return. It became the only pleasant memory I had. I clung to it. It kept me alive sometimes. I let myself believe she might be waiting, a candle burning in the window of a snow-covered cottage like in some sappy Kincaid painting. We’d laughed about those pictures and how popular they were. She hated them and had turned down an offer of over a million to steal an original.

Had she known she was pregnant? I’d not seen it on her face nor heard it in her voice. So, maybe that night? A month later, I’m not back. Two, four months, the full nine and no word. Joy at having a baby, fear, anger and despair at my absence?

Yeah, I should have been lying in the street on a bed of broken glass—with her laughing as I bled out.

I let the city distract me. Twenty years had changed it a lot, but nostalgia had reestablished things I remembered. Parts looked like a cultural museum, with actors playing vintage characters–a disco version of Colonial Williamsburg. A scene would look incredibly familiar, then some sleek modern sports car would slither into sight and ruin it.

Weirdest of all was what they called Neo-retro. I dimly remembered there’d been something called the Society for Creative Anachronism, where folks dressed up and played at a Middle Ages that never really existed. They’d whack each other with sticks, wear armor and hold thirteenth century jamborees. Neo-retro flipped that. People looked back at the future promised in the 40s and 50s, then adopted those fashions and that lifestyle. Technology had long since made portable communications devices tiny, but these people wore bulky wrist-radios straight out of the funnies. Fashions were Jedi, Trek or Jetsonian. I gawked. No one else did.

I wandered into Argus Square. Graviton Drive split it, dividing the city in half. No surprise he had a street named after him. I wondered if, after sundown, the signs flipped and it became Nighthaunt Road.

Argus Square had always possessed lights and glitz, but now thousands of Murdochs flashed countless messages. Grouped into Jumbotrons, they advertised soap, encouraged good citizenship and told people how they, too, could be chic.

Chic being the by-product of drinking the right beer, wearing the right shoes and eating the same brand of baked beans as Colonel Constitution.

Not everyone drifted with the cultural tide. Ground-level Murdochs had been pasted over with posters for some Grunge-Goth-Glam rocker named Gravé. City maintenance supervisors oversaw chain-gangs pulling community service. They scraped, but did so lethargically. More than once supervisors had to prod workers to stop them staring at the newly revealed images.

That was pretty much the only place where anyone interfered with viewerism. Murdochs were everywhere. Playing-card sized screens imbedded in bars lit taverns. Slightly larger ones graced diner booths. Upscale restaurants didn’t have them at every table, but just try finding a spot where you didn’t have sight-lines to one. People stared as they drank or ate. Images flashed, conversations lapsed.

Lenin once called religion the “opiate of the masses.” He meant television. He had opiate wrong, too.

Should have been embalming fluid.

Not wanting to be one of the living dead, I tore myself away from the colorful screens and flagged a cab. I gave the driver the address Selene had given me. He grunted and started chattering. I grunted at the appropriate moments. They came when he said, “Am I right, pal?”

Fourteen grunts later I paid him and got out in front of a ten story building on the corner. The bottom floor was the “Rock Solid Gymnasium.” I entered. The owner’s smiling portrait hung behind the reception desk.

I connected the dots.

A perky blonde looked up from behind the desk. “I can have an account executive with you in a moment, sir.”

I nodded at the picture. “I’m here to see Grant Stone. No appointment.”

“Would he know what this is regarding?”

I gave her an easy smile. “I’ve not seen him in years. I thought I’d say hello.”

She returned my smile, but slowly. “And who should I say is here to see him?”

That’s where I almost blew it. I had to think. I peeled back the years, but it wasn’t easy. “Tim Robinson. He probably won’t remember. It was a long time ago.”

“Please have a seat.”

I sat. The upscale lobby screened the gym from the street–visually at least. A gym’s scent is unmistakable, and pervasive. The rhythmical clack and clank of weights rising and falling made for a clunky soundtrack. Distant voices encouraged people to go for one more, then pretty laughter eclipsed them. Flirty-laughter, the kind you hear when the guy has used his best line and the girl is waiting for better.

Grant paused in the doorway, striking a heroic pose. In his nature, I guess. He broke it fast and crossed to me. Simple short-sleeved shirt, chinos and loafers–more casual attire than I recall him favoring before. He still sported the tinted aviator glasses. They’d always seemed to be an awkward attempt at appearing adventurous. His black hair had lost the battle with white, save for a stubborn forelock.

“Tim Robinson. Been a long time since I’ve heard that name.”

“Twenty years.”

“The prodigal returns?”

Not if you knew my father. I stood and offered him my right hand. “Good to see you, Grant.”

His right remained in his pants pocket. He offered me his left. “Passing through?”

“Maybe.” I shook his hand. “Gonna show me around?”

He nodded, then turned to the receptionist. “I’m not available for an hour.”

“Yes, sir.”

Grant waved me further into the facility. The room spread out. Mirrors covered the walls and Murdochs had been strategically placed so folks could watch while they sweated. Entryways to locker rooms stood on either wall and a juice bar lurked along the back.

“State of the art facility–my fourth, third in the city. Sauna, massage and hot tubs in the back, through the locker rooms.” He jerked a thumb toward the ceiling. “The thumps are from the dojo and the boxing ring. Cardio is done up there, too.”

I nodded. “Everything anyone needs to get in fighting trim.”

“Is that what you want, Tim? To get in fighting trim?” His questions came with a challenge.

“You tell me.”

He stared at me for a moment. His eyes tightened, then his voice. “How is it you’re even walking?”

“It pisses off the guys who don’t want me to.”

He took a moment to process my response, then nodded. “We have personal trainers. Terry Veck is the best.”

I followed his gaze. Veck I recognized quickly. He was older, of course, and had shaved his head. He’d gotten stout, but in that drill-instructor way. He was helping some skinny guy pump iron, really driving him. The victim was working hard–more out of fear than any desire to bulk up.

“Veck. He’s not…?”

“Golden Guardian? Retired eighteen years ago. Came to work with me.”

“What happened to his sidekick?”

“Goldie?” Grant shook his head. “You really have been out of it, haven’t you?”

“Buried any deeper, it would have taken a paleontologist to find me.”

“So why would a fossil come back?”

“I want to know why I was buried.”

Grant frowned for a heartbeat, but that melted into a smile. He turned toward the entrance. He was ready before I heard anything, or caught the white glare.

Had to expect that. Grant Stone wasn’t human, and had the hyper-sensitive senses to prove it. Last son of some distant planet that got eaten or sucked into another dimension or blew itself up, he’d rocketed to Earth as an infant. He’d been raised on a farm, had been an eagle-scout and otherwise all-around all-American Boy.

As Graviton, he’d been the most powerful being on the planet. Able to shift tectonic plates, so fast he could lap the sound wave he made breaking the sound barrier, and invulnerable; there was no stopping him. Well, not wholly true–magic gave him trouble, and jadarite could kill him. His radiographic-vision, nano-vision, hyper-hearing and therma-vision all provided him means for avoiding most traps; and when he got stuck, someone like Nighthaunt or L’Angyle–the French sorceress he’d eventually married–helped him out.

I turned toward the doorway too. A TV camera-man backed into the room, lights bright. Another one tried to maneuver around, but smacked into the doorway. Two reporters–both young, gorgeous and eager–thrust microphones into the face of a slender young man. He had a thick mop of wild black hair, smoldering eyes and half-sneered smile oozing equal parts contempt and amusement. Silver chains decorated his black leather jacket and silver buttons ran up the side-seams of his leather jeans. He had a couple t-shirts on, black over red, with the black slashed artfully. He’d bisected his own image on the black.

I glanced at Grant. “That the rock guy, Gravé?” I pronounced it like the hole in the ground.

“Grah-vey. Publicist thought it sounded better.” Grant’s smile grew. “Musician by day–well, by midday anyway–hero after hours. He doesn’t maintain a secret identity.”

Gravé held his hands up. “You know the rules, ladies. Outside the gym or no more exclusives.”

The women groaned, and the lights died.

“How can he have exclusives with two reporters at the same time?”

“One covers music, the other crime fighting. He comes here for peace and quiet.”

“High-powered clientele.”

“He’s also my son.” Grant waved him over and hugged him tightly. Father dwarfed son, but the hug was returned with equal affection. They broke the embrace and Grant kept his right hand hidden behind the young man’s back.

“This is Tim Robinson. Knew him a long time ago. He also knew your mother.”

I shook Gravé’s hand. “My pleasure. I don’t know your music. I’ve been on the road.”

“Where?”

“Europe. The Balkans.”

“Cool. I have a fan club in Montenegro.” He grinned easily, but his dark eyes watched me warily.

“Didn’t get over there.”

“Cool, man.” He nodded to the both of us. “Came to get a shower, do some scanning and bidding.”

Grant nodded. “Heard from Andie?”

“On the Cape. Beached whale. I talked her out of digging a canal.”

“What was she thinking?”

He smiled easily. “Like you wouldn’t have done it, Pop, and thrown up affordable housing and a hospital with the spare dirt.”

I smiled. “Wow, he really is your kid.”

“He and his sister are the joys of my life.” He turned to me. “Did you ever…”

“I know. Now. As of two days ago.”

“So she told you to come? Don’t answer. She must have. You wouldn’t have looked me up on your own.” Grant studied me again. “What do you want?”

“I need someone I can trust.”

“And you think that’ll be me?”

Gravé offered me his hand again. “Clearly you’ve got old times to talk about. Boring. Nice meeting you.”

“And you.”

“See you, dad.”

“I love you. Tell your sister to call me.”

“Check. Later.”

Gravé had given his father time to think, and time to hide his right hand again. “We need to do some catching up, Tim.”

“Your office?”

“Not here. Too many interruptions. Let’s get some coffee.” He turned around. “Terry, hold the fort. I’ll be back later.”

Terry waved, then went back to haranguing his charge.

We didn’t talk much on the walk. The idea that he and I were going to get caught up was for his son’s consumption–though I doubted the kid bought it. There’s not a kid alive who can’t read his parents like a book. It’s the only way to survive childhood.

Getting caught up implied chumminess, but Graviton and I hadn’t palled around back in the day. Part of that was the age difference. He and the others were already pushing fifty and I’d been was half that. I used to think they were pretty old, but now that I’d gotten to their age, it didn’t seem old. Then, at other times, I did feel like a fossil.

Halfway down the block Grant got us an outside table toward the corner of a coffee shop’s patio. We ordered and made small talk about people walking by. We avoided anything of substance. Maybe he was trying to find some sort of common ground or something. He was the type to at least try.

Finally our coffee arrived. He pried the lid off his and blew on it. Ironic. He could bask in the heart of the sun and was acting like the coffee could burn him. He added a couple packets of some sim-sugar and then fake dairy. I just took mine hot and black. Over the years I’d learned not to be choosy.

Grant leaned forward, his voice low. “Here it is. I never really liked you. I was opposed to your joining C4. I would have blackballed you, but Nighthaunt persuaded me. He said you were recommended highly. Your inclusion would set a precedent. I figured he hoped Redhawk would be invited to join, too, in a couple years. I didn’t think we needed you–you were just a pale imitation of him.”

“Any normal mortal with a bag of tricks was a Nighthaunt wannabe.”

“Well, here’s another thing. I never trusted you. Neither did L’Angyle. I was against trusting you with my secret identity, but I did it anyway. That was how we built trust in C4. You didn’t reciprocate.”

“Not for the reasons you imagine.” I met his stare. “I never betrayed your secret, and I could have. In fact, I knew it three years before you invited me to join the Capital City Crime Crusaders.”

Grant sat back. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“Doesn’t mean I believe. How?”

“Simple.” I smiled at him over my coffee. “Sunscreen.”
















Chapter Six







I’d seen that look in his eyes before, just once–a second before he’d used his therma-vision to deli-slice a tank. “Sunscreen?”

“Sunscreen.” I sipped some coffee, delaying enough to let him stew. “You covered your tracks really well. Grant Stone, world-renown travel writer and food critic, could travel anywhere–often did so secretly–and just happened to be in places where Graviton dealt with emergencies. You documented your travel perfectly. You had receipts for everything, on down to hotel housekeeping tips and packets of breath-mints. But nothing for sunscreen. You never needed it, you never thought of it.”

Grant closed his eyes. “Good Heavens! I had others look things over, help me cover my tracks. Even Nighthaunt gave me a clean bill.”

“Sure, like he’s ever seen the sun.”

“You have a point there.” He looked at me again. “I still don’t like the idea that you broke into my accountant’s office to get this information.”

“I didn’t.”

“No reason to lie about it.”

“Which is why I’m not.” I shook my head. “I temped for your accountant. It was good money. Added bonus: he did the books for a mob guy skimming from union pension funds.”

An edge crept into his voice. “Why did you go after me?”

“I was testing a theory.”

“Do tell.”

“A secret identity allows you to have a life. It protects your family, your friends. You had a solid one. Very tough to crack. It took me over a year and a half, paring down possibilities. And even when I narrowed things down, I couldn’t eliminate the Lamont Cranston factor.”

“The Shadow from the old radio serials?”

“Yes and no.” I set my coffee down. “On the radio, the Shadow was Lamont Cranston. In the pulp novels, the Shadow had merely borrowed Cranston’s identity. It looked like you were Graviton, but I couldn’t be sure Grant Stone hadn’t just lent Graviton his name to cover his travel. You’re home writing, he’s off saving the world.”

I leaned forward. “But that’s not the theory. See, any secret identity, no matter how good, can be cracked. When that happens, it’s all gone. I didn’t like that. Too vulnerable. Once I broke yours, the alternative became obvious. Don’t have a single secret identity, have many. Wear them like clothes and discard them as needed. The moment I thought one was blown, I dropped it.”

Grant nodded slowly, his expression easing. “So you made up Tim Robinson on the fly. We accepted it. Nighthaunt checked it out, gave you a clean bill. It wasn’t until after you’d gone, that we discovered how thin a tissue it was. Why didn’t you trust us?”

“I wasn’t raised to do much trusting.” Leaning back, I opened my hands. “You said I was a pale imitation of Nighthaunt. True, in methods and attitude. You always believed in the good of humanity; that people are not evil and selfish at their core. Like Nighthaunt, I tended toward the view that we’re more sinner than saint. You can be born good and trained to evil.”

“Yet another reason Nighthaunt wanted you in C4. Nature versus nurture.” He smiled briefly, then his eyes narrowed. “Didn’t you ever have anyone you wanted to protect?”

“Yeah.”

He looked at me expectantly.

I changed the subject. “Nothing makes sense here, Grant. What happened?”

“You really have been out of circulation, haven’t you?”

“Buried, remember?”

He leaned forward, keeping his voice low. “Two years after you vanished the villains formed their own counterpart to C4: Capital City Crime Cartel. The Al Qaeda of Villainy. Sinisterion was behind it, but that was never proved. They started a crime wave that took control of everything: rackets, drugs, prostitution, extortion, kidnapping and murder, all under central control. Kidnapping became especially lucrative.

“The Technomancer kidnapped the Mayor’s son and dared us to come get him. Argus Square, huge battle. It’s all been rebuilt. He’d put the kid in an explosive vest. I zipped in, pulled it off the kid, realized I’d somehow armed it, and flew straight up. I wanted to keep everyone out of blast radius.”

He paused for a moment, then pulled his right hand from beneath the table.

I stared. “Oh my God.”

His last three fingers had been blown off. White-worm scars writhed over the rest of the flesh. His thumb worked, but the index finger remained stiff.

“The Technomancer had anticipated me. The vest went off in two stages. The first exploded a small charge around a sample of jadarite. Took my fingers. Laid open my chest. I still have shards next to my heart. Knocked me out and I started to come down, the main charge intact.

“Golden Guardian and Goldie saw and flew up. Terry got me. Goldie snatched the vest away, flew up further. The rest of the vest detonated. Scattered pieces of Goldie from the Fishkyll to North River, all over the North End. Shrapnel from his armor killed two on the ground, wounded fourteen.”

His eyes grew distant; his hand returned beneath the table. “Terry was taking me to the hospital where my wife worked, figuring she could put me back together. Nighthaunt stopped him. They made a decision. Forever changed my life.”

I shook my head. “What?”

“Nighthaunt said he couldn’t take Graviton to the hospital. If Graviton were to die, there would be no stopping the Cartel. People would despair. Chaos would reign.”

It made vague sense. Graviton going down would be like the sun exploding. That sort of thing wasn’t supposed to happen.

“So…”

“So they brought me to the hospital as Grant. I’d been among those wounded in the blast, you see. And they demanded that my wife work on me, world-famous surgeon that she was.”

I slowly nodded. “But she couldn’t work on you because of the conflict of interest. With her ability to work magic, she could have gotten the jadarite out, repaired the damage.”

“She could have made me whole again.” He shrugged. “Probably not the fingers, but everything else. As it was, they got as much of the jadarite out they dared. I have a couple pieces deep, near my heart. I exert myself, terrible angina. Spasms. Things just don’t work right.”

“And if Graviton had appeared at the ER…”

“She could have saved me. Maybe.” Grant shook his head. “The stuff near my heart might have even defied her skills–magical and otherwise. That’s why she’s not gone after them since. Too risky.”

Grant sighed. “As it was she did save four others who were wounded worse than me, but every day she looked at my scars. She couldn’t stand it. She thought she’d failed me.”

“So she retired, too?”

“Yeah, to Africa. The day-to-day got to be too difficult. Last I knew Doctor Julia Angle is running a clinic, saving lots of innocent children. I don’t see her. The kids do, sometimes, but only as civilians.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Don’t be.” The edge returned to his voice. “She never trusted you, either. She did look for you, though, after you disappeared. She used her powers to find your essence, but she couldn’t get enough. She said it was too thin, like you never existed.”

“Nice that she tried.” I frowned. “So when you blew on your coffee, that wasn’t for show?”

“No. It takes a lot to scald me, but it happens. Pizza mostly.” He thumped a fist to his chest. “And I can’t eat jalapenos the way I used to. That’s part of getting old–something I can’t deny.”

“Why the line of gyms?”

“I rehabbed hard. Terry helped. He’d gone insane with grief. We found out later that Goldie had just agreed to marry him. Helping me gave him focus and put his life back together. He retired from Vecktech and the game. Opening a gym let me write off the equipment. It’s become a good business. We’re training the next crop.” He appraised me with a glance. “It’s not an old man’s game, you know.”

I shrugged. “I’m not here to come out of retirement.”

“Make yourself believe that. C4 collapsed after I retired. Most of the other members hung up their masks over the next decade. Nighthaunt tried a comeback about ten years ago. Got his rear-end handed to him by gangbangers. He says Doctor Sinisterion set him up. I doubt it. Sinisterion vanished before I got out of the hospital. He only resurfaced in the last year with his book. Rumor has it he was consulting with foreign governments on maintaining order in the war zones. Now it’s just the new kids in the new order.”

“What you’re saying is: in hero years, I’m dead.”

“In hero years you’re dead, buried and so far gone they couldn’t pull trace DNA from your bones.” He drank again. “So, what is it you really want?”

“A locker. Place to stash stuff. Use of the gym.”

“That comes with a membership. You can afford it.”

“Maybe I want someone who will notice if I go missing.” Notice and care.

His eyes narrowed. “You planning on making a habit of disappearing?”

“Didn’t have a choice last time.”

“Payback is stupid. You know that.” Grant shook his head. “Let it go.”

I lifted my chin. “You know a reason why I should?”

The edge returned to his voice. “Angina not withstanding, I can still take you apart. My rehab has included every martial art known to man, and a few common among our alien brethren. Don’t imagine I feel threatened.”

“But you do, Grant, because I know who you are. And yet, you do trust me. You took a look inside. You saw. If I was going to give up your identity, I would have done it a long time ago.”

“Why didn’t you?”

I hesitated.

“They didn’t ask, did they?”

I stood and pulled out a wad of cash and handed him a grand. “For my membership and locker. “

His hand remained on the table. “Keep it. I’ll set you up.”

“Old time’s sake?”

“If you hang out, maybe I can stop you from doing something stupid.”

“I’m not sure you were ever that strong.” I patted him on the shoulder as I walked away. “But I have a feeling I’m going to hope you are now.”

[image: catclaw]

Seeing Grant was like being in my first earthquake. Something that should have been rock solid and unchanging was acting in a way it never had before. The foundation of the world had shifted. All the assumptions and guarantees I’d operated with were gone. The mightiest hero in the world had retired, not because it was time to pass his cape on to the next generation, but because someone had finally laid him low.

The game had truly changed. Graviton gone. C4 dissolved. Street punks kicking Nighthaunt’s ass—things weren’t supposed to be that way. The years weren’t supposed to matter. I’d known I’d be older when I came back, but that just meant training harder. It meant new tools. After all, if I couldn’t turn the clock back, at least I could upgrade my gear.

Grant’s condition threatened to suck me down into a depressive spiral, so I stopped thinking on it. I had lots to do before I could decide if he was right or not. It might be whistling past a graveyard, but I couldn’t let my revenge fantasy die. It had kept me alive, so I owed it something.

On the way back to the Excelsior I purchased some casual clothes. I sent some workout gear, some jeans and t-shirts off to Grant’s gym. I resisted buying neo-retro Jetsonia–but did make a mental note to develop an identity that would overindulge there. Sometimes the best way to pass unnoticed in society is to make yourself appear so outrageous that people actively refuse to acknowledge you. Jetsonia could do that, especially with mismatched and vibrant colors.

I packed up most of my finer clothes and dropped them with the concierge. I gave him the pleasure of disposing of my original suit. It headed for the incinerator before he gave me a luggage claim check. He understood I might not be back for a while and assumed I’d be generous when I returned.

I CRAWLed back to Devil’s Dump with a backpack of casual clothes on my shoulder. I stopped at Singh’s grocery for supplies. Randy greeted me with a smile, took my knapsack and put it behind the counter. He silently pointed out a shelf groaning beneath the weight of silver polish.

I retreated to the back of the store and studied the variety of sodas. They came in every size imaginable, from shot-glass to bladder-buster. Some of the flavors had to be acquired tastes. One brand even offered a layered bottle, with their New and then Classic formulae on top and bottom, sandwiching three others in between. I stared at it, disbelieving because prosciutto never should have been a soda flavor. Stacking it on top of rum-raisin was this side of blasphemous.

I told myself that my dismay was the reason I didn’t notice the kids come in. It was that or having to believe my old street senses had long since died. That would have meant Grant was on the mark. I couldn’t accept that.

Four kids, dressed in leather. Their faces were made up in white and with oozing wounds. They crowded in at the counter. The word “Zomboyz™” had been scrawled on their jackets in a font formed of bones. One grabbed Randy and pulled him halfway across the counter. Another popped the register open and the last two started loading up on breath mints.

There I was, a has-been hero who didn’t even have his bag of tricks with him. And not a utility closet in sight.

But when you’re in a convenience store, who needs a utility closet?

I popped the collar on my shirt and brought my tie up so the knot covered the bridge of my nose. I tucked the tail in at the throat, effectively covering my chin. I pulled on a pair of cheap sunglasses, then liberated a toy from the rack near the charcoal briquettes.

The sound of my tearing the toy package open brought two of the Zomboyz around. “Who are you supposed to be, old dude?”

Snappy patter wasn’t coming, but adrenaline was. Ditto a Zomboy. He cornered past the cheese doodles and made straight for me.

I flicked my right hand out. The yo-yo, LEDs burning brightly, smashed him in the throat. The toy returned to my hand, then I snapped a kick to the Zomboy’s head. He went down.

Ah, the simplicity of physics. My hand stabbed out again. This is what I’d always enjoyed in the old days. The yo-yo didn’t weigh much, but propelled with enough force, it could break bones. 

Which it did. A Zomboy’s nose shattered, spraying blood over his chest. He went down moaning. The next one joined him as the whirling yo-yo clipped his temple.

The last Zomboy released Randy and dropped a hand to his belt. He grabbed a gun–a taser as it turned out–and started to draw. The yo-yo pulverized his hand and struck again, knocking the taser flying. He stared at me, wild-eyed, then the yo-yo caught him with a looping uppercut. He flew out the open door and sprawled into the street.

Randy stared at me as I pulled my tie back into place and adjusted my collar. The Zomboy with the broken nose started to get up, but I dropped him with a casual heel to the head. I tossed the sunglasses on the counter, then pointed to my backpack.

“If you don’t mind. Sorry for the mess.”

He handed me the knapsack, then surveyed the damage. Which, all things considered, wasn’t much. Four punks down, nothing broken and the yo-yo could easily be resold. A little blood would have to be scrubbed up, but that wasn’t bad.

Randy nodded as I walked out. “Have a nice day.”

“You, too.” I stepped over the Zomboy in the street and couldn’t help but grin. Heroing might be a young man’s game, but I clearly wasn’t as old as Grant supposed me to be.

That’s right, Capital City, I’m back.
















Chapter Seven







It really did feel like old times. I kept running the fight over and over again through my mind. The adrenaline just kept my heart pumping. Aches from the day before had vanished. I could have taken on the world.

I hadn’t touched a yo-yo in years, but it’s like riding a bicycle. You never forget. Yo-yos had been weaponized in the Philippines. Martial use of a yo-yo had been just one of many disciplines I’d been encouraged to master. Every so often they’d been useful getting me out of trouble.

The yo-yo had had been very effective. I’d watched my enemies move. I found openings. Throat, eyes, nose, gonads. It had been almost too easy. Granted I likely had more combat experience than the four of them combined, but even that hadn’t guaranteed victory.

Back in my room, I decided a celebration was in order. I hid my suit in the closet’s secret compartment, then pulled on jeans, a t-shirt and a jeans-jacket. The shirt and jacket had an abstract of Redhawk’s logo. That matched every fourth person on the street. I laced up my new kicks–Adidas Gravé Defenders–and headed back out to find a cool place and wind down.

While I could have used a pair of sunglasses, I was glad I’d left them behind in Singh’s store. The shades were part of the costume that had kicked the Zomboyz about. If I retained them, I’d blow my ID before I had a chance to establish it.

Grant’s secret identity had been a stroke of brilliance. Graviton never wore a mask. Grant’s aviators were the mask, and he wore that in his secret identity. It might have seemed ridiculous that a flimsy pair of glasses was all that prevented folks from linking the two of them up but that wasn’t all there was to it.

You would think that eye-witnesses would have made the connection–especially people who knew the both of them–but that denies the power of context. When you’re facing an emergency and are feeling helpless, anyone who renders aid is going to seem bigger and more powerful than you do. Circumstances make you a child, and that means you make your rescuer into someone larger than life. Graviton was larger than life to begin with, and context just made him that much more so.

Grant was never a bad-looking guy, but no two photos of him ever quite agreed. He copped to the computer manipulation, and even said he wore disguises so restaurateurs wouldn’t recognize him. It was part of his job. Folks spent time trying to figure out what Grant looked like in disguise, and disguises usually de-emphasize the person. As such, Graviton wasn’t even close as a match, and no one mistook Grant for the hero.

His wife also provided him cover–though not with her magic. Dr. Angle truly had been a handsome woman. She moved with grace, style and confidence. They’d met when each was in Darfur. During a village raid each tried to save the other, discovered who they really were, and began a romance that thrilled countless people. Graviton and L’Angyle married in a ceremony broadcast live in every corner of the world–it was even bigger than Prince Harry marrying that Bush girl. Grant and Julia, on the other hand, got hitched quietly by a Justice of the Peace in a small town up-state.

The good doctor played to the glamor hounds well, and some unfortunate shadow always fell across Grant’s face. The fact that they were such public people often had me thinking there was no way he was Graviton. But no other viable candidate stepped forward, so he was it. Undone by sunscreen.

I didn’t travel far from the Bluebell to find a place to eat. Treasure of the Turcoman offered Northern Iraqi food. I had the lamb–not that I like lamb, but I’d just not had it in forever–and a beer, which I’d not had much of either. I sat in a corner, toward the back. Aside from a belly-dancer working for tips, I got left alone.

Coming down from the fight took a long time. I’d gotten lucky. Surprise had been my friend. In the past, surprise had been the result of having a great network of informants. None of them would be operational anymore, but getting leverage on the folks who had replaced them wouldn’t be that hard.

There was one of the differences with the old days. In the past I’d have dragged the guy with the broken nose out the back of the store and would have frightened him half to death. I’d promise to finish the job if he didn’t give me some useful information. Once I had that, I would continue to squeeze him. Let others know he’d ratted them out, and he’d be dead. He had to remain my buddy to stay alive. He’d feed me info, I’d surprise the bad guys, and things would go down smoothly.

That brought me back to something Vixen had said. She’d ‘bid’ on the interior of the bank job. Someone had been tipped to what the Twisters were going to do and sold her part of the plan. She didn’t mention Kid Coyote or the others out front. That, and her caution that she worked alone, suggested they must have bid on the exterior.

There was clearly something at work that I still didn’t understand. Someone was brokering plans. That was something I could play with. If some underworld weasel was willing to sell his pals out, I had money.

The euphoria wore off as the food filled my belly. That let me return to some vague semblance of logical thought. I had two orders of business. The first was to establish at least two more identities. I needed to segregate them. I’d used Nick Murphy at the Excelsior and he was tied back to Bennie. That wasn’t good. Murphy would have to go away and sooner rather than later. Tim Robinson would work from the gym. Passable apartment for him, somewhere on the west side. I needed to figure out where the Jetsonians hung out. That identity I’d keep clean in case I needed to go to ground.

I needed documentation. While the refugees who opened the restaurant probably could connect me with someone to help in that regard, they were too close to the Bluebell for comfort. I paid my bill and headed back uptown, CRAWLing to the village. It had been my first stop after landing and was a perfect place to start building a new me.

The Church of Black Moses had been built at the turn of the century–back before the Great War. After the Second World War it began to cater to veterans–some of whom had been heroes fighting the Axis. Monsignor Connors focused outreach on the heroes as he had a liking for them. He’d donned a mask a few times himself to run off black marketeers during the war. It helped that the Church had the right patron saint for costumed heroes. By the time I came up, word was that the Vatican had sanctioned things.

I entered a confessional, hit a switch, and opened the back panel, and slipped into a tiny booth. The panel slid shut behind me, entombing me. I waited. While the cramped darkness skeeved me out, at least there wasn’t a Murdoch keeping me company.

Another smaller panel slid open, screened by dark cloth. “Forgive me, Father, my sins are cloaked in mystery, masked from all but God.”

“How may I help you, my son?”

“I need to entrust you with something.” I kept my voice low. “Nagursky would be the name.”

I’d not chosen the name, and I had no idea how it had been assigned to me. I was just happy it was unforgettable.

A drawer pushed against my belly. I consigned the other safety-deposit box key to it. I pushed the drawer back.

“What else, my son?”

“I need twenty-thousand.” I’d only get eighteen of the money I’d left years ago. The rest would go to “good works.”

“I also need a birth certificate and baptismal certificate. Male, mid-forties.”

“Confirmation certificate or marriage license?”

“Lapsed and divorced.”

“You know we have a single’s coffee hour after noon liturgy every Sunday.”

“Thank you, Father, but I can find temptation on my own.”

“Is there something you wish to be reconciled with God about?”

“No, I’m good for now.”

“Five minutes. You can use the time to contemplate your role in God’s plan for the world.” The panel slid shut.

I contemplated the efficiency of the Catholic underground. Every fifth person was Catholic. Even those who had fallen away had old habits ingrained deep. The fear of going to Hell prompted folks to obey priests and nuns. A quick call to the Bureau of Vital Statistics and a promise to pray for a clerk could produce a birth certificate. A cleric in the church office would produce the other documents, load them into an ID card and I could swipe all that info into my uTiliPod.

In five minutes I’d be born again. I’d heard the Vatican had agreed to such things because Jesus had given Peter his own secret identity, thus establishing precedent. Heck, the Popes changed their names, too. It made us all clubby.

I don’t know who services the villains. Sinisterion had tried to take over the Church of Scientology. Didn’t succeed. Then again, who’d know if he had?

The priest returned with the documents, money and an ID card in the name of Harrison Bing. He said a quick prayer for me. I crossed myself, despite having long since decided that if God did exist, my life wasn’t significant enough for Him to care. I headed back out, pausing only to snap a picture of myself with the uTiliPod, then use it to pump the shot into the ID card’s digital memory.

I returned to the FCCSL branch. A throng packed the lobby, though very few of them seemed to be in line. Most were just sightseeing. A few were on hands-and-knees looking for bits of window glass or other souvenirs. Gawkers at the crime scene. I’d seen it before, but usually only when things had been awash in blood.

I found Penny at her desk behind a phalanx of flowers. She barely recognized me, but let her boss know I’d returned. Mr. Baker was overjoyed to see me. I deposited the cash with him and we loaded three grand onto a cashflash chip. With his guarantee of a solid financial reference, Harrison Bing could begin shopping for a place to live.

I’d never really found building an identity that tough. The trick was to avoid looking like you were hiding. When I found a place I’d introduce myself to the neighbors, ask about local restaurants and generally present myself as someone who would impose a little bit on their lives, but not much beyond borrowing a cup of sugar or inviting them over to see movies of my day at the beach. Most folks shy from aggressive friendliness. Those who don’t are generally people who desperately need a friend. That can be a problem, but usually they just wait by the phone and that keeps them out of trouble.

And they usually can be counted on for a great alibi.

Scandal also helps. Most folks love learning intimate details of their neighbors’ lives. Bring different women home two nights in one week, or two in one night, make the right amount of noise, and folks will watch for you. Share a confidence, let them assume you’re two-timing someone, and some will alibi you, others will condemn you. If you’re being investigated, making investigators track down those ersatz leads buys you time to disappear.

I downloaded a couple apartment guides from a street kiosk and retreated to the Bluebell. Bennie wasn’t at the desk. The drone taking his place never even looked up. In retrospect that should have sent a flag up.

Likewise the empty lobby.

I missed both clues. Secure in my room, I studied the guides and bookmarked a number of promising leads. Tomorrow I’d clean out room, burn Rick Murphy, and get down to some serious work.

The only thing I’d miss was my peanut butter connection.

I finally dropped off to sleep just before midnight. They were watching somehow. They were smart enough to wait for me to be deep into a REM cycle before they hit. I’ve got no memory of it–a concussion will do that to you. I reconstructed it, however, and dreams filled in all the details.

Technically those would be nightmares.

Four Zomboyz burst through the door. That woke me up. I tossed back the sheets, which tangled one of them up, but that was purely by accident. A boot to my gut doubled me over. A knee to the face missed breaking my nose, but swelled an eye shut.

I stumbled back, caught my heels on the shrouded Zomboy. I went down. They piled on, beating the hell out of me. They might not have had much combat experience, but they were happy to practice.

Somehow I threw them off and got to my feet.

That’s when their patron walked through the door. Tall, with a flaming jack o’lantern for a head, wearing vintage duds that would have made him a dandy back when the Dutch owned the town, Baron Samizdat gestured with a white-gloved hand. Glowing, red-gold fire blasted me through the window. My heel caught on the fire escape. I flipped over and hit the far tenement wall face first.

At least that put the fire out.

I was probably unconscious by then. If I’d been awake, I’d have seen the dozen other Zomboyz waiting in the alley below. I’m not sure–being as how I was naked and falling four stories–that I could have done much about that situation, but I’m quite sure it would have stuck in my mind.

Grant had been right.

Heroing was a young man’s game.

And I was far too old to be doing my own stunts.
















Chapter Eight







The only good thing about having your eyes swollen shut is that you never get to see the bruises until the purple has faded. I don’t know how long that took. Long enough, anyway, for the stitches on my back and scalp to itch like mad.

I’d have scratched, but that would have required moving. Not happening. Two reasons. First, stiff limbs, lots of pain. Not broken-bone pain, but close enough.

Second, I’d long ago learned that after a beat down, movement often invites more of the same.

It’s a horrible thing to come to awareness trapped in a shell that hurts. All the pain makes your body anxious to get away from whatever was causing it, but that wasn’t possible. Panic builds and you scream, even if it’s only inside your skull.

I made a bid for sanity by cataloguing sensations other than pain.

The tug on one arm suggested an IV. Then there was the catheter. I really didn’t want to be seeing what collected at the other end of that tube. Whoever had me apparently wanted to keep me alive for a little bit longer. Of course, they could have been anybody, but when you’re clutching at straws, you might as well be hopeful.

I was in and out a lot. Concussion will do that. Likewise drugs. Degrees of pain came and went. Sedation–a good thing short term, but having my wits dulled wasn’t going to get me out of trouble.

At some point my nose started working again. My prison didn’t smell bad. Swelling went down in my hands enough that I could clutch the sheets. Once upon a time Graviton could have told the thread-count by touch alone. I just knew it was high. This again inclined me toward optimism. Most captors, if they worry about sheets at all, don’t concern themselves with thread count.

I decided I probably needed to open my eyes. I waited until I heard someone enter the room, then cracked one. Low light, easy to adjust to, good; though it made seeing her tougher. No mistaking her, though.

“Three days?” I thought I’d spoken clearly, but it came out as a croaked whisper.

She managed to parse the words regardless. “Five. You’re old. You heal more slowly.”

“You didn’t want to be my friend.”

“You need more than a puppy to change your dressings.” Selene sat on the edge of the bed. She took my hand in hers and I tried to squeeze. Zero strength. I couldn’t have squished the yolk on a soft-boiled egg.

“No need to show off. You’re still tough.” She caressed my hand. “You’d have died otherwise.”

“Why didn’t I?”

“You’re incredibly lucky.” Her voice lost its wistful tone and I closed my eye. “You pissed off the Zomboyz by busting up the robbery. Baron Samizdat couldn’t afford to lose points to ‘Old Dude with yo-yo,’ so he had to set things right. Someone connected the dots and sold you out.”

“Bennie.”

“Whoever. Could have been a dozen of them. Here’s where your luck came in. The grocery guy got wind of what was going down–it was private, not public, so no bids. He reached out to Kid Coyote. He intervened and kept them off you, then Gravé showed to scatter them. You were hurt badly, so he teleported you to Grant’s place. That exhausted the kid. Grant called me. I had him bring you here, then I called in some favors and got you some private treatment.”

My head sank further back into the pillow. “I’m sure that made sense.”

“But not to you?” She sighed. “The world’s changed a lot. You know about Grant.”

“I saw.”

“Word got out that Graviton was hurt badly. To fight it, Graviton recorded a message–you can see it in the Hall of Fame or find it on YouTube–saying he and L’Angyle had been called to her home dimension to preserve her kingdom. Real white knight stuff. It sold a lot of commemorative plates. Funds her work.”

“They’ve never returned?”

“Gravé and Andromeda sometimes relay messages–time moves slower there, the battle continues, another plate comes out. They’ve never come back. Never will. And it’s a good thing.”

“How is it good that the world lost its greatest heroes?”

“I could explain it, but you’d never believe.” She grabbed me beneath the armpits and shifted me into a sitting position. I marveled at her strength. It hurt like sin but I didn’t so much as groan. “Open your eyes.”

I complied, cautiously. Hell, even that hurt.

She’d left the bed and reached a hand behind the flat panel on the wall. Something beeped. A Murdoch began to glow. She tossed a remote control beside me.

“Watch. Any channel, doesn’t matter. I recommend BCN and Superbio. Couple others are good. FHC will amuse. Anything else, you’ll have news on the quarters, specials when things are visual, and ticker at the bottom.”

“Beer and chips, too?”

Selene folded her arms and glared. “I wasn’t joking when I said you almost died. I’ve got pictures. Over a hundred fifty stitches from glass, serious abrasions from hitting the wall and I lost count of individual bruises from boots, fists and the odd stick. You pissed blood for three days. Doctors thought that was a miracle, since they figured you had about a pint left in you. Grant didn’t see any broken bones. You could have spent an hour in a cement mixer full of bowling balls and come out with less soft-tissue damage. It was touch and go. And for a while, go was the smart bet.”

I started to speak, but she held up a hand. “No, no posturing. None of this, ‘they haven’t made the bullet yet,’ or ‘I’m too mean to die.’ That macho crap might make Zomboyz wet themselves, but it’s never stopped a bullet or closed a wound.”

“Selene, old habits die hard.”

“Old habits will kill you if you don’t let them die. But you’re not going to be one to let them die, are you?” She pointed at the Murdoch. “Watch. Watch and learn. The world you abandoned has changed. Learn it for yourself. This is no place for your old habits.”

[image: boom]

I watched. Hours on end, I watched.

BCN was the Battle Classics Network. Twenty-four hours a day of footage of hero and villain battles. The morning line-up included a series of “Greatest” battles, then shifted to “First Time” fights. A lot of those had an amateur video quality, showing young heroes who desperately tried to keep the fight in frame. Some had friends shooting the video, and a few intercut footage from nearby security cameras. After that came group battles, vendettas and a feature on up-and-coming heroes. They even had a two hour block that featured villains.

Superbio provided the stories of the world’s hottest heroes. Exploitative and dwelling on relationships and scandals, it had a compelling formula. They showed just enough for you to like the hero, then fear for him, feel for her and ultimately made them dreamy enough that fans could swoon.

But before they did that–every twelve minutes–viewers got the chance to buy official logo-wear and other items. The Graviton collector plates did look nice. Might have been the drugs, but I’d have bought.

Then there was the text-slither at the bottom of the screen. A hero’s name would come across followed by a string of numbers and letters. The teaser promised full details at FHC, which turned out to be the Fantasy Hero Channel

On FHC the numbers became clear, and that scared me. I was still a bit dreamy from painkillers so nothing should have made sense. What I’d see on the crawl was something like this:



1020105 Gravé C2 E0 R1 H7KO3 $0 PD .2 Tot Pts: 4.6



That referenced his part in my rescue. Captures, Escapes, Rescues, Hits, Knock outs, Bounty ($) and Power Differential were the various categories. Gravé had been credited with capturing two Zomboyz, one rescue, seven hits, three knock outs, no money recovered and the power differential between him and the Zomboyz left him at .2, so he only got 20% of his amassed points. Rescues and escapes are worth ten points, which is why Vixen scored big in the bank deal. All totaled, Gravé earned 4.6 points for his part.

This brought back something Randy had said about Kid Coyote–about his being a good choice as a Superfriend. Superfriends were what folks called the heroes in their fantasy leagues. If a hero is active and does well, a Superfriends team benefits. Players who draft well earn money and prizes. I’d already seen Randy’s tip sheet, and FHC was full of adverts for others.

I actually had an entry: Old Dude with Yo-yo. The incident at the market rated me at C0 E0 R1 H4* KO4 $0 PD 1.25. I got 22.5 points for that battle. Of course, Old Dude with Yo-yo was unranked, and Superfriends were restricted to one of eight classes. And once someone connected Old Dude with the victim in Gravé’s fight, I’d be in negative points.

Villains, of course, got ranked on similar scales and, if adverts for merchandise were to be believed, had their own fan base.

As weird as the numbers were, the fighting itself is what made me feel as if I’d never return to action. It even had me thinking that wasn’t a bad thing. I watched for four days straight. Once I got past the old Crimson Skylark doing color commentary, I saw why Selene made me watch.

In battle after battle heroes and villains unleashed incredible displays of power. Windows exploded. Furnishings were reduced to splinters. Buildings took incredible amounts of damage–sometimes coming down completely. Vehicles got crushed, citizens had to be rescued, fortunes vanished from banks and crime sprees built until one or more heroes came together to stop the villains.

That’s what happened with Twisterian and the Twisters. The bank had been the fourth in a series of capers, which made Twisterian a hot commodity. His Superfriends ranking was flying high, and since Power Differential was calculated based, in part, on class and rating, knocking him off would really do wonders for a hero. Likewise, even being defeated by a higher ranked hero could work for a villain because the PD would be boosted in his favor.

Twistron the Twisterian had uploaded his plan of attack to an auction site. The Green Avenger–the guy who had put him down in the street–had won the bid, then turned around and sub-jobbed out fighting the henchmen. Vixen had won the bid for interior rights. Kid Coyote and Blue Ninja combined to get the street rights. Everyone knew the place and time of the caper. The camera crews for BCN and the news networks showed up, so that fight got covered from every angle possible.

While heroes and villains pumped out a lot of power, damage got restricted to property and soft tissue. Tasers and sonic shotguns–what they called the blunderbusses–weren’t designed to kill. Vixen’s pistol shot mercy bullets that knocked her enemies out. In fact, the asterisk on Old Dude’s Hits indicated that he’d broken bones which, were I ranked, would have cost me points.

In the new world, everyone played nice. On purpose.

Pretty much the only reason the Zomboyz hadn’t killed me was because they’d always restrained themselves. They didn’t know lethal techniques. They didn’t have any desire to kill. It didn’t make sense in their world. If Old Dude came back, a vendetta would develop, and that would be great for points production and publicity.

Regardless of their self-imposed limitations, the heroes were bigger and faster than I’d ever been. And almost everyone had powers, even the guys down in the Ultralight class. Kid Coyote and Blue Ninja came as close as there was to what Nighthaunt, Redhawk and I had been: guys with tricks and a scary schtick. Even they were preternaturally quick. It could have been training or better food or just youth.

It really didn’t matter. Either one of them could have generated the damage it took a dozen Zomboyz to do, and without breaking a sweat.

Grant hadn’t been completely correct. It wasn’t that heroing was a young man’s game, it was that today’s heroes were a different species. I’d felt all big and bad in kicking Zomboy tail, but they weren’t anything more than I was. Heck, they didn’t even have yo-yos.

And that was another weird part of how things had changed. Gangs like the Twisters and Zomboyz were farm teams for the villains. You take a street kid who’s got a knack for petty theft, jump him into a gang, train him up and see if there’s anything there. Villains use the gangs for support, trade members back and forth, and recruit sidekicks. If a villain produced enough other villains, he could retire on his cut of their revenues. One estimate suggested The Napalm Nihilist cleared a billion a year in legacy cash.

Heroes came out other ways–prep schools mostly. A kid shows promise, someone sponsors him for a school and a sidekick is born. Or, in the case of Gravé and Andromeda, their parents introduce them and their careers take off fast. Near as I could tell, Kid Coyote was strictly homegrown–blue-collar kind of hero with a small but dedicated following.

We’d always called heroing “the game.” Commentators still used the term, but now they meant it in an entirely different way.

And I was on the sidelines.

Selene didn’t talk to me much while I was watching. That’s mostly because I pretended to be asleep when she came in. When we did talk, we kept it light. Only once did I make the mistake of expressing pride in Vixen’s ratings. Selene went cold, so I left things there.

Finally, on that fourth evening, she shut the Murdoch off. “Seen enough?”

I nodded. “Lots of changes.”

“Everything has changed.” She sat on the bed once more. “Tell me what you saw.”

“I saw a lot of big angry people bashing the hell out of each other, denting huge chunks of real estate in the process. People bet on the fights. When I went to the bank after the robbery, the manager’s executive assistant had tons of flowers on her desk. They were all from admirers who’d seen her on the Murdoch, right?”

Selene nodded. “Back up a point. All that damage. Think. How much of it have you seen in your wanderings?”

“Not much.”

“Want to guess why not?”

My shoulders slumped. “There’s a fortune being made in reconstruction.”

“Nailed it. Take your bank. The employees got double-time and a half for the robbery. The windows got replaced before the end of business and cost a fortune–and several companies bid on it with windows already painted up because they knew the battle was happening. Insurance companies pay out for all the damage.”

“And consumers get soaked.”

“But they don’t mind because the broadcast revenues get pumped into the Superfriend pools, so everyone wins a little. Everyone is invested, so no one complains.” She ticked a point off on her fingers. “In all the shows, did you see any sociopaths or true psych jobs? Anyone like Belle Jeste?”

“No, but there should have been. Law of averages.”

“Your nuts and serial killers still exist, but the system picks them up fast and sends them far away. There’s a prison in Death Valley. They’re left there to rot or kill each other. No one cares. They just vanish.”

As I did. “That’s not a pleasant thought.”

“But the people feel safe. They go out, they work, they come home and cheer for their Superfriends. A little extra shows up in their accounts, or they get their faces plastered over the Murdoch like your friend at the bank. It makes them happy.”

“Quite a little system you have going here.”

She nodded. “Self-replenishing, self-policing; it keeps things going. It’s stable. People like it that way.”

“I saw.” I half closed my eyes. “I saw something else, too.”

“What’s that?”

“I saw how to break it.”
















Chapter Nine







“No! No, you cannot... I have not…” She stood quickly, her hands balling. Her face, half in shadow, reflected her struggle.

She forced her hands open. “No, okay, I’m not going there. Not right now.”

“Go where?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Yes, I do.”

“You’re two for two for stupid remarks right now. This is not a trend you want to continue. Back to the point.” She snatched the sheets away. “You can ‘break it?’ Look at yourself.”

She was right. Breaking wind would probably kill me. I had more bruises than a leopard has spots, and big ones, too. The light patches weren’t flesh colored, just that jaundice yellow. And for every mark on my skin there was a deeper, throbbing ache.

“Do you know why you’re not dead?”

I looked up despite the fury in her eyes. “They were pulling their punches. They use tasers and air-guns and mercy bullets and sonic disruptors. They don’t know how to kill.”

“You know better.” She shook her head slowly. “That was a mob. Mobs don’t think. They don’t pull punches. The frenzy builds until someone gets broken. You were.”

“But I didn’t die.”

“You are very tough.” She stared down at me for a moment, then turned her face away. “Grant said…”

“Grant said too much.”

“Nice deflection.” Her ice blue eyes narrowed. “Luck. Pure luck kept you alive. You didn’t die because that storekeeper summoned Kid Coyote. You didn’t die because Grant had his son keep an eye on you. You were always lucky.”

“Haven’t been for a long time.”

“Twenty years?”

“Yeah.”

“But you did live, didn’t you? Tell me that wasn’t luck.”

I shivered and closed my eyes. “I can’t.”

Selene pulled the sheet up over me. I wondered if she’d cover me completely. Like a stiff in the morgue.

Her voice became small, gentle. “Where did you go?”

“Doesn’t matter.”

“Why won’t you tell me?”

“I can’t.”

“Even after this, you don’t trust me?”

I looked at her standing there. “I trust you.”

“Only because you’ve got no alternative.”

“Not ‘only’.” I hauled myself up against the head of the bed. “I never needed anybody. I always operated on my own. If I was hurt I’d just crawl into a hole and heal. Slower now, I guess.”

She smiled a little, for a heartbeat, but her arms remained folded tight over her chest. “Sucks getting old.”

And then she waited for me to tell the truth.

I wanted to, but I couldn’t. Not all of it. Not yet.

“I trust you because I do. It’s because you trust me, or trusted me.” I shrugged weakly. “The last two decades taught me that to trust is to hurt or be hurt. There’s people out there who could hurt you because you’re associated with me.”

Selene sat again on the edge of the bed. “Why would they do that?”

“Because they can.”

“You need a better answer.” She took my left hand in hers. “Let me tell you something about trust. I did trust you. And then you disappeared. I tried to keep trusting you, so I waited. I tried not to worry. Then I did worry. I started looking. Not only had you vanished, but all traces had vanished.

“Six months after you disappeared, L’Angyle came to me. She told me about Tim Robinson. I checked. Nothing. There were hints of maybe a couple other identities, but just hints. You simply didn’t exist.”

“And you weren’t sure what you were trusting?”

She glanced down. “I’d trusted you. It was a fun game, not knowing who you would be when we would meet. People wonder if the costume is the assumed role, or the civilian is. I wondered, too, sometimes; but with you, we didn’t have to be one or the other. We could just be us. And I thought maybe…”

She sighed. “But there wasn’t any you. You didn’t have an identity. No anchor.”

“No point of vulnerability.” I squeezed her hand. “It’ll sound like a lie, but until I met you, I never wanted an identity. Whenever there was danger, I could run. I could drop who I’d been, or use that identity as a trap. My identities were just more gadgets. But with you…”

I hesitated, swallowing hard past the lump in my throat. “I’d signed the leasing papers for a small shop on the Gold Coast, near the Village. Second floor, dark, dingy. Watch and clock repair, jewelry repair, appraisals. Milos Castigan–older, a bit crazy, but punctual for appointments. I could hang there, work on gadgets–I’m good at that. Need a toaster fixed, I’m your man. I wanted the anchor. I was willing to be vulnerable but…”

She let my hand go.

“Selene, I’m not lying to you.”

She pressed a hand to her mouth and stood again. Her shoulders rose and fell in a sob, maybe two. I turned away. For privacy. Mine. Tears hurt tracking over bruises.

Finally she turned back, keeping her face shadowed. “I believe you because I want to believe you. It’s just twenty years flashed…” Her voice trailed off and her arms crossed again. “Do you remember the last thing you said to me?”

“I told you I’d be back.”

“Men.” She shook her head. “Yes, you did say that, but your very last words. Do you remember?”

I shook my head.

“You said, ‘Be good.’ That’s it. Be good.”

“Yeah. Okay. I woulda said that.”

“I’m sure you didn’t remember because you didn’t put much weight on it, but I did. When you didn’t come back and didn’t come back, and even before that, I replayed our last meeting over and over. Daydream stuff, fantasy stuff. And when you didn’t return, I found something else to cling to. Be good.” She chuckled lightly. “I lived by that. I said it every day to our daughter. ‘Be good’ built all this. Granted, motherhood and my prior lifestyle didn’t work together, but I wanted you to be proud of me.”

“I am.”

“No, don’t say that. You can’t. You don’t know enough. Toss Hallmark greeting card platitudes at me, I’ll throw you out of here.”

“I reserve the right…”

“Reserve whatever makes you happy. I need you to understand some things. We aren’t the people we were twenty years ago. They’re dead. Now, I accept that you’re trying to come to grips with how the world has changed. I’ve been changing with it. It’s going to take you time. I accept that. I’m willing to help you adjust, but I’m not going to be Sancho Panza to your Don Quixote–and I’m not your Dulcinea.”

“Selene…”

“No, I’m not done, and you’re not ready to have the whole of this conversation, but let me ask you, does whatever you think you came back here for really matter? Is it going to give you back twenty years? You know it’s not going to make you young again–at even at your peak, you’d have had a hard time with the competition today. So, why is it important? Is it important enough to get killed over?”

There, in a nutshell, she’d nailed it. Why had I come back? It clearly wasn’t to walk back into her life, kiss her on the cheek, snag a beer from the fridge and ask if I’d missed anything. I’d certainly used memories of her like a blanket to keep me warm at nights, but Selene hadn’t flashed through my mind when I was given my choice of destinations.

Revenge is probably one of the more stupid and self-indulgent motives–but it’s also strong as hell. Why is that? You can dress revenge up with the idea that your enemies have to be brought to justice, that they have to pay or they’ll do it to someone else; but half the time they might not even have noticed what they did to you. Hell, if they’d done it to you at another time, in another place, you might not have noticed it.

Revenge is really a desire to make yourself whole. If someone does you dirt, they’ve made you subordinate. They assert their superiority. They make you their bitch. You want to level the field. You want to bring things back to even, or maybe get one up on them. Face it, every good revenge plan ends with the victim putting the victimizer away forever. If you show any mercy at all, you know you’ll get bitten in the ass.

But would vengeance make me whole? It wouldn’t give me back twenty years. Old wasn’t going to go away. Vengeance might make me feel good–which really means superior–for a while, but that wouldn’t give me two decades of birthday parties with my daughter, or Father’s Day cards or even a single day of protecting someone like Randy Singh.

And it didn’t help, of course, that even if my vengeance would mean they would never hurt anyone else ever again, my lack of knowing who they were made the whole vengeance thing moot.

So if all that was silly and stupid and pointless, why couldn’t I let revenge go?

I think I knew. I think it was because vengeance had been the promise I’d made to myself. It was the bargaining chip. Whenever I wanted to lay down and die, I didn’t because that would mean that they would get away with it. All those cold nights, shivering, having given away the last crust of bread to some wretch even more miserable than myself, those were all in the hopes that if there was a merciful God, He’d see my kindness, and He’d grant me a favor. He’d let me live. He’d let me get free. Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord, but couldn’t He let me be His agent just for once?

And if He wouldn’t, I was pretty sure His competition would.

Somewhere, then, deep down inside, lurked the certainty that if I abandoned the quest to find those who had betrayed me, I’d die.

As simple and stupid as it was, the answer shook me. My aches and bruises mocked me. Selene was right. Luck had kept me alive, not the drive for vengeance. And that same drive would likely get me killed.

So I’d die without it, and it would kill me.

But not absolutely. Probably.

And yet, in that slim sliver of a chance, I found hope.

I clung to it.

I looked up at her. “’Be good,’ was the last word you had from me?”

“Have you heard nothing I’ve said?”

“It’s percolating.”

“It’s festering, more like, and you’ll purge it.” She sighed. “You’re not ready.”

I gave her a weak smile. “You think I ever will be?”

“Yes. It’s going to take something profound to get you there. I’m just afraid of what that’s going to do to you.”

I opened my arms. “Grant told you what saw when he peeked inside. Could they do more?”

“They can hurt you in ways you can’t even imagine.” She closed her eyes for a second, then nodded. “Yes, ‘be good,’ was the last thing I heard from you.”

“No other messages. No hints, no comments, no post cards?”

Selene studied me, her eyes tightening. “No, nothing. Not the least little hint.”

“Okay.” I frowned. “Eight years ago, Stockholm. Police recovered three stolen Picasso oils. One was slashed and destroyed.”

She nodded. “It was a forgery. The paintings were recovered from a dumpster, rolled in a case. A radical Crypto-conservative movement had stolen them from the National Museum. Held them for ransom.”

“No reason for the one to be cut.”

“The art world thought it very fortuitous that only the forgery had been destroyed. Prior to that no one knew the piece was a forgery.”

“Except you.”

Her head came up. “And you.”

I nodded. Faint memories of an evening together, laughing our way through a reception at the Capital City Museum of Fine Art. She was lethal in a stunning red gown. My rented a tux looked shabby by comparison. We were nobody really–she’d gotten the invite through her work with the museum. That night everyone wanted to know who we were. And the next day we’d be utterly forgotten.

As we toured and listened to the museum’s director carry on with his description of the works, she’d told me the picture was forged. I never doubted her. And I’d remembered.

“A post card would have been more effective.”

“I didn’t have any stamps.”

“You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

“Would you?”

She laughed aloud, full of surprise and relief. “You don’t get it. I have let it go. I let it go years ago. ‘Be good,’ meant I had to. Grant may have told you that heroing was a young man’s game. I’ll tell you that it’s a stupid man’s game. Running around constantly afraid of being exposed. Risking limb, if not life, for what? Points in a rating system?”

“That can’t be the only reason…”

“Oh no, it’s not. Sure, some people still come into it full of dreams of public service and helping someone, but that doesn’t mean much when an enemy pushes you off a building or catches you upside the head with a pipe-wrench. For the others, it’s all about money and fame.

“In the old days heroes financed things one of two ways: the family trust or the way you used to do it–skim some here and there. Grant never liked that about you. Nighthaunt either. Others understood. You drop a drug dealer. He’s got twenty thousand in loose cash, why not put it to good use?”

I frowned. “I used to give a lot of that away.”

“I know, you were a regular Victims’ Aid Society. I found that out about you after. That isn’t the way it is now, though. You know how the majority of them make money? Revenue sharing from the ads on the Murdoch, pro-rated by points. And the big guys? Endorsements. Toy deals, movies, Murdoch series, merchandise, public appearances. Cape and a cowl and you can make big bucks on the motivational speaking circuit. They write books, too. Dr. Sinisterion just did one.”

“What’s your point?”

“My point is that you can’t be an earner in this system. That’s all the system has room for. But you’re not going to believe that. We’re going to have to go Dickens on you.”

“What?”

“Ghost of Christmas past, and all that.” Selene nodded solemnly. “A week from now Redhawk is being inducted into the Hall of Fame. You’re taking your daughter to the festivities. If that doesn’t put it all into perspective... well, don’t bother coming back.”
















Chapter Ten







Selene continued to be a gracious hostess. I began to get up and around. A week after the beating I was fairly ambulatory. By mid-week I was taking walks outside the, though I was using a walking stick. In my mind it became a short bo. It really was just a cane, and I needed to use it. Muscles were protesting enough that my balance wasn’t always what it should be.

I didn’t watch much of the Murdoch. Unlike most places, Selene’s house had a way to turn the machines off. The device on the line wasn’t just a power switch. It clearly had the cable company thinking the machine was on, even though the screen had gone black. I never asked, she never told, but I gathered my admonition to “be good” had its limits.

Selene sent someone to rescue my clothes from the Excelsior, then she bought me some more. She also brought Mister Evan in to cut my hair. The man was flamboyantly gay and harried. He carefully explained to Selene that he had “a full schedule, what with the ceremony coming up and…” He’d have gone on but she handed him a wad of cash and he got down to business. I only balked at having my hair colored, but otherwise he had his way with me. He updated my look, but left my hair longer than Gravé wore his.

In fact, the week went very well save in one area: Selene’s relationship with Victoria. They both had Graviton-class wills and the building shook when they clashed. I didn’t actually hear the arguments, but I’m pretty sure any mentalists in the area were going to be bleeding from every pore.

Quite simply condensed, Victoria had no intention of taking “the sperm donor” anywhere. So, as the limo pulled up outside the gallery on that fateful Saturday morning, I emerged nicely, though casually, dressed. My daughter, wearing boots, a sleeveless t-shirt, shorts and carrying a canvas bag, followed silently, sullenly and as cold as the Sphinx–especially after Dr. Sinisterion had it moved to Antarctica.

Sullen teens are no big deal for parents who’ve had some experience with them. That would not be me. Moreover, the sullenness is usually spread out over a period of years. I’d gotten it all saved up, and a bunch to spare. Victoria sat in the back, her arms crossed, her scowl deep. Only her round sunglasses saved me from immediate immolation.

I did my best to smile. “So…”

“Don’t start with me. You’re the sperm donor, okay, that’s it. Nothing more. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want you here, and I don’t want to be nurse-maiding you all afternoon.”

“I was just going to…”

“Didn’t you hear me? Don’t start.” She let her glasses slip and I caught the full glare. “Biologically I may be your daughter. I hope I’m not. And I wouldn’t be here but my mom asked. Why? Your guess is as good as mine.”

I almost snapped at her, but I caught myself. “I understand your feelings.”

“Do you? Ha! How can you?” She punched my shoulder. “We’re not even going to talk about me. You made my mom a single mom. You don’t have a clue as to how tough that was for her. There were nights she put me to bed, then she’d just go in the other room and cry. You know that? No, of course not. If you had you’d have… Oh, hell, you wouldn’t have done anything. You’re just the sperm donor.”

I rubbed my shoulder. It hurt less than the emotional knife she’d thrust into my guts. It’s one thing to recognize, intellectually, that you’ve disappointed and hurt someone. It’s something else entirely to catch the venom in the face.

I studied my daughter. Every disappointment in her life, she’d tossed in my direction. Like a hand grenade. Every time her mother was hurt, it became my fault. Every time something didn’t go the way she wanted, I caught the load. I was an easy target.

I stared out the window, then closed the partition between us and the driver. “When did you learn about your mother and the Scarlet Fox?”

The question caught her off guard. She thought about not answering, but couldn’t find any advantage to it. “Not for a long time. I was twelve. It was when they expanded the Hall of Fame.”

“What happened?”

“Why do you care?”

I turned back and met her stare openly. “You’re Vixen. I may not know you, but I know your mother well enough to know she wouldn’t want that for you. What happened?”

She sighed. “Not like you can’t learn anyway. See, when they were expanding the hall, they wanted to add a villains’ wing. They were going to put the Scarlet Fox in there, even though she’d been out of things for a dozen years already. No one knew who Selene Kole had been. So, my mom sued to keep the Scarlet Fox out of the Hall. She retained The Advocate to take the case. I didn’t know that, I just knew my mom was meeting with a lawyer.”

Victoria’s shades slipped again as she toyed with the end of her long braid. “Like every kid, I grew up wanting to be a hero. I worshipped The Advocate. The acrobatics, the gas-gun, her encyclopedic knowledge of the law, the fedora; I loved it all. So, I come home from school and there, coming out of my mom’s study is The Advocate. Well, I might have only been twelve, but I put things together. She’d gotten an emergency call while in with my mom, had changed and all of a sudden I knew her secret identity.”

“And your mom explained everything.”

“Yeah.” Victoria frowned. “That was kind of a bad year. Mom’s a villain. Great. She breaks it to me that my father was a guy in tights, not some guy who died in the war on terror. I liked it better when you were dead.”

I didn’t let her escape. “You had grand ideas of being a hero, to redeem the family name.”

She blinked. “She always said you were quick. Yeah, I wanted to be a hero. Mom wouldn’t hear of it, but, well, she guessed I wasn’t going to listen. So we made a deal. I keep my grades up, I train at Grant’s place and, if after a year, an independent body of judges says I’m good to go, I can do some heroing.”

Victoria smiled but didn’t look at me, just played with that braid. “Grant’s kids want to get out, too, so we all trained together. We formed our own little super group: Young Giants. Ratings smash. Then Andie went vegan/pacifist, so her brother and I went solo.”

“And the world knows Scarlet Fox is your mother?”

“Yeah. Great ratings boost when we made the announcement.”

I nodded. “Did you ever…”

“What is it with guys and the mother-daughter fantasy? Coming from you, it’s creepy.”

I held my hands up. “Just wanted to know if she ever came out of retirement, how she dealt with you going out?”

“Couple times. We were on vacation and the resort got hit.” Victoria laughed. “That was fun. We both slipped away, returned and were surprised. But we worked well together. She’s still got it–unlike you. Thank God for nurture over nature.”

I let that jibe pass as the limo came to a stop. I climbed out and turned, catching my first glimpse of the Superhero Hall of Fame. I leaned heavily on the cane. I’d have fallen over except for Victoria grabbing my shoulder.

It wasn’t a Hall of Fame, it was a Temple. Huge beyond all human proportion, the portico had been styled after the Parthenon. The four pillars in front bore the roof the way Atlas carried the bowl of the sky. Graviton, L’Angyle, Nighthaunt and Colonel Constitution, muscles bulging, faces resolute and compassionate–a first for Nighthaunt certainly–labored there to keep the tiny people safe.

“I had no idea.”

“You’ve missed a lot.” She took my elbow, less to steady me than to get me moving up the stairs. I followed. The frieze above the entrance depicted the Capital City Crime Crusaders in battle with villains who appeared to be aliens and elementals–not a recognizable face among them. Around the building, right below the edge of the roof, ran a scroll of honor with various names. Goldie was there, making that the resting place for the fallen. Goldie wasn’t the only one I recognized. Colonel Constitution II showed up a couple slots away.

The massive doors opened into a rotunda ringed with statues of various Hall members. The Hall of Heroes extended off to the right. To the left was the Great Battles wing and where they housed visiting exhibits. Computer kiosks dotted the walls between the statues and I started for one.

Victoria stopped me. “Don’t bother. Footnote on a footnote.”

“What?”

“You’re a footnote on a footnote. You never made it into the Hall. C4 did, so you’re mentioned in the official history. I think the phrase is ‘and a variety of other associates.’”

I shivered. “A footnote?”

“Wiki commentary on a footnote. They called you a ‘Walmart Nighthaunt wannabe.’” She shot me a nasty glance. “When third-graders are playing heroes, the bedwetter has to be you.”

I leaned heavily on the cane. That hurt a lot more than I would have ever imagined. I figured–I hoped–someone would remember me.

I swallowed hard and looked at her. “Why wasn’t I included with C4?”

“To get into the Hall you have to have fifteen years of heroing, ten if you die. You had what, four?”

“Six.”

“Whatever. C4 made the cut, you didn’t.” She shrugged. “Don’t whine about it.”

“I wasn’t whining.”

“Right, sure, if you say so.” She tugged me straight through to another pair of doors. “Come on. This is what mom wanted you to see.”

We entered a vast courtyard. A dais had been set up at the far end with two-story tall panels depicting Redhawk through all four of his uniforms: boy, teen, solo and a super-team variant. I recognized all but the last. A lectern dominated the center of the stage, some chairs backed it and potted plants flanked it.

Long rows of tents ran along both sides of the courtyard, parallelling the vast wings. People thronged, though they’d concentrating toward the right side. Victoria pulled me in that direction.

I came along slowly. Something wasn’t right. I lowered my voice. “Why no heroes?”

She shook her head. “This is Redhawk’s day. Out of courtesy, no active hero comes in costume. If Graviton showed up, or Nighthaunt, he’d be upstaged.”

I caught a flash of white hair and a blue uniform within the tents. “But there’s Graviton there.”

“Look closer, old man.”

It was Graviton. And he stood next to another Graviton, and another, both younger. And then there was a kid in a uniform that looked like Graviton’s, but without the cape, and including a little domino mask. He stood behind a table with a sign on it.

“Who is Gravilad?”

She sighed. “They’re actors. They’ve all been Graviton in one of the Murdoch series. They spun Gravilad off for Graviton’s early adventures, before he came to Capital City.”

“But there wasn’t any Gravilad.”

Victoria shrugged. “Don’t get your knickers in a knot. It’s just entertainment.”

People had lined up to buy photographs, or to have pictures made with them and the actors. Some people had duffle bags full of stuff to get signed. And every actor had a handler who collected cash and policed the lines. Thousands exchanged hands, all of it in cash, all of it with a smile and a trademark catch-phrase.

I raked fingers back through my hair. “Wow.”

“Seen enough?”

“I guess.” Past Gravilad lurked a younger version of Nighthaunt and a few other heroes, as if they’d gotten together when they were all teens. Beyond them actors portraying Puma and all the other heroes who had fought the fascist powers welcomed fans.

“This is really astounding.”

“Yeah. Come on.”

Victoria pulled me across the courtyard to the other side. Those tents likewise had tables, but they were easy to see because no one had lined up. Inactive heroes, some halt and lame, the vast majority old, swollen and clad is sagging spandex, sat behind tables. A few, like the old Black Cyclone, had nodded off, while others smiled and looked hopefully at anyone coming close enough to be seen past their cataracts.

They had requisite photos, and a few had brought portable Murdochs so they could show grainy video of themselves in action. Iron rebar that had been bent into paperclips rested on tables, though the heroes who had tangled them up looked as if they could no longer lift them. Some heroes had bodies wracked with tremors–side effects of whatever serum or radioactive exposure had given them their powers.

And then there were some who were not so old. I made a beeline for one man, about my age, with a beer belly. He wore a plaid flannel shirt and jeans, not looking at all like a superhero. Beneath the shirt he had on a brown shirt with an abstract image of a coyote’s head canted from right shoulder to left hip. A shock-rod like the one Kid Coyote used rested on the table along with a few other weapons, each with a sign reading “Do not touch.”

And he had a stack of pictures.

I stopped in front of his table. “Oh my God, it is you, isn’t it? Honey, come here, quickly.”

The guy behind the table eyed me suspiciously, but smiled and stood as Victoria came up. “I don’t think…”

“No, no, of course, you’d not remember, having saved so many.” I looked at him wide-eyed with admiration. “I remember, though, twenty-one years ago. We were driving, my wife and I, and we got t-boned. Drunk driver plowed into the car, crushed the passenger door. Broke my wife’s hip and ribs and leg and arm. Window blew out, cutting her. Airbags deployed, punching me in the face. Broke my nose. I saw stars. I struggled to deflate them and heard my wife screaming.”

I shook my head, lost in remembrance. “The drunk, he got out of his car and he had reached into mine. I thought he was helping, but he grabbed my wife’s purse. He was trying to get it from her, but it was trapped. And he was tugging and tugging and tugging and she was screaming and screaming. Can you imagine?”

He stared at me.

“Of course, you don’t have to. You were there. I remember. It was a nightmare, then you showed up. You just grabbed the guy and bounced him around a bunch. You tossed him back through his own windshield. Then you took one of those things from your belt and you pried the door open. And as the EMTs helped my wife, you got me out of the car. And when I went to thank you, you were gone. Just gone.”

The man nodded absently.

I laid a hand on Victoria’s shoulder. “My wife’s gone now, but this is our daughter, Victoria. If not for you, she’d not be here, so I owe you everything, Coyote, absolutely everything.”

He held his hands up. “Look, I’m not saying I’m Coyote or not here…”

“No, of course, I understand. You have people to protect. Still, I know who you are. I know you were there that night.” I pointed to a picture. “Could I?”

“Sure, sure, citizen, glad you came by.” He sat and pulled around a picture of himself posing beside a muscle car with the Coyote logo on the doors. “Who do I make it out to?”

“Tim Robinson.” I reached for my wallet. “Twenty, right?”

“No charge. I’m glad I was able to help you.” He handed me the picture. “You have a good day now.”

“I will.” I let an edge creep into my voice. “And I’m sure I’ll see you again.”

Victoria and I wandered down the row. I handed her the picture. She studied it for a moment. “He’s not the hero type.”

“Not at all.”

“But his gear looked genuine.”

“It was.”

Victoria looked back over her shoulder. “Your little act there. That was pretty cold. And convincing. You lie well.”

“An acquired skill.”

“You took my mom in really good.”

Before I could reply, a gloved hand closed on my left forearm. “I have you at long last, Sinisterion. And this time, you won’t get away.”
















Chapter Eleven







The old man wore a buff uniform, with boots, gloves and trunks of darker brown. A snarling cat face adorned his chest, stretched by his breasts and burgeoning belly. His trunks had been drawn up to just below his nipples and a tool belt made from an old army web-belt encircled his waist. Canvas ammo pouches bulged with equipment. His cowl had cat’s-ears and the nose had whiskers. It left his mouth and chin open–he’d cut himself shaving that morning.

The young woman standing beside him grabbed his wrist. “No, Pops, this isn’t Doctor Sinisterion.”

Puma looked at her. “I recognize him.”

“He’s not Sinisterion, Pops, really, he isn’t.” She smiled hopefully toward me. “He really doesn’t recognize you. It’s just with Sinisterion’s book being advertised and his being on all the chat shows, it’s got Pops all worked up.”

“I understand.” I gently freed my arm. “And it doesn’t matter that he doesn’t recognize me, I recognize him. Victoria, this is Puma, one of the greatest heroes ever.  In fact, he was Sinisterion’s nemesis.”

Victoria frowned. “It was always Nighthaunt who was on Sinisterion’s case.”

“That was later.”

The girl nodded. “My great grandfather put Sinisterion behind bars. It was the only stint he spent in jail.”

I smiled. “I remember. Sinisterion’s wife, Calliope, tried to break him out. She died in the effort.”

Puma shook his head. “Terrible business. Sinisterion was never right after that.”

I shook the old man’s hand. “Tim Robinson. This is my daughter, Victoria. It’s an honor.”

Puma shook my hand, then kissed Victoria’s. His granddaughter rolled her eyes. “Ever the charmer.”

Victoria smiled. “At least you have him in your life.”

“And I’m glad for it.” Puma’s great granddaughter shook Victoria’s hand. “I’m Diana. I get to help on these outings.”

Puma planted his fists on his hips. “Did I ever tell you about the time that Axis King and Ruby Snake…”

Diana patted him on the shoulder. “I’m sure these good people are a bit pressed for time, Pops. I mean, unless…”

I reached for my wallet. “I’d like a picture. Two, actually.”

Relief eased the tension on Diana’s face. “Thank you.”

“Things aren’t easy?”

She looked at me for a second, then glanced down. “Most folks think that since there was the Puma series on Murdoch that he’s set up, but most of the money went to the Hall, and only a little dribbled down after the original lump. And that was great–we got him into the assisted-living facility with that. Still, the residuals aren’t good and the blowback from the series…”

I frowned.

Victoria shook her head. “The actor who played him initially stuffed his codpiece, then declared he was a woman trapped in a man’s body, started treatment, and sued to get to play the part as a woman.”

“The producers had Axis King use a gender-bender ray on Puma, to make him a woman.” Diana shrugged. “The ridicule was horrible. Didn’t help that Pops has gotten, well, man-boobs.”

The old man remained oblivious to our conversation. He laboriously inscribed two pictures: one of him standing in Berlin, shaking hands with a Soviet hero on the smoking ruins of the Reichstag; the other a head and shoulders shot from the early 50s. His hand shook, but he finished with a flourish.

I went for two twenties, then just pulled out a Reagan. “Here.”

“It’s only ten per, sir. He’s just a ten-buck hero.”

I added another one. “Not in my book.”

Diana looked stricken.

“Keep it, please.” I accepted the pictures from Puma. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, young man. Be good.”

“I will, sir.” I smiled at Diana, then turned away, my throat thick.

Victoria took the pictures from me. “One to Tim, one to Sinisterion. We should have gotten you a table here in the has-been section.”

“I’m not there yet.”

“Says who?” She shook her head. “Have you seen video of that beat down? Even with the man-boobs, Puma could have done better than you.”

I stopped walking and leaned heavily on the cane. It took her a couple of steps to realize I wasn’t limping along beside her. She turned, insolent, contempt contorting her face. She stepped toward me, daring me to say something.

My voice remained low. “You can hate me all you want. You’ve got reasons, but that doesn’t give you a license to disparage Puma or anyone else. I say I’m not there. You disagree, fine. But do you think, for an instant, that you won’t get there? Puma and Tatiana, Green Twister and Chrome Scorpion all deserve your respect. They may not be much now. But in their day, they were everything Graviton or Nighthaunt ever could have hoped to be.”

She lifted her chin. “So, by implication, I’m supposed to respect you? Is this where I get the, ‘you can’t possibly understand the pressures I was under’ speech?”

“I ever launch into that speech, Victoria, and you can put a bullet right between my eyes. Don’t try to read anything hidden in my words. I meant exactly what I said. These people have earned your respect.”

I turned from her, furious, and watched the crowds waiting for actor autographs. I wasn’t going to begrudge them making money, but it’s like having Picasso sitting all alone and the guys who forged his work raking it in. And retired heroes living in poverty?

“How is it that they’re so bad off?”

Victoria rejoined me, her voice lower and calm. “Revenue sharing is based on air-time and ratings. Most of the old guys don’t have battle footage. Unless they’re picked up for a series, they don’t get anything. And then there’s taxes.”

“Taxes?”

“The big deficit reduction package passed eighteen years ago had a couple sneaky provisions in it. It targeted ‘passive income.’ The IRS went back and calculated how much heroes services were worth, assumed they were compensated for them, and then started pulling back taxes from royalties.”

I shook my head. “But even in my day we weren’t compensated.”

“Turns out a couple heroes had back-door deals with charitable foundations. The government figured anyone capable of hiding an identity could hide money. And since most heroes had a hard time holding down a job–being absent so often and beat up and all–they never put much into Social Security.”

“So, they don’t get much, and what little they get is taxed to death.”

She pointed back toward Puma and the others. “You made sure he was going to be the highest grosser today, all under the table. Some actors have done then-and-now shots and cut the hero in for a piece of the action, but those folks are rare.”

“The money goes through the Hall?”

“To guard anonymity and guarantee distribution.” She closed her eyes for a moment. “Sixty percent of revenue is split among active heroes, ten percent goes to ‘reformed villains’ and thirty goes to the Hall itself. Half of that goes into pensions. The IRS takes its cut. Splits are all pro rata based on ratings.”

“And the Hall controls all rights?”

“They did until the strike ten years ago. Now heroes can cut their own licensing deals, though the Hall gets a piece. And there are a few foreign franchises that have come in outside the system.” Victoria shrugged. “All I know is that my lawyer puts a check in my trust fund each month.”

Puzzle pieces swam though my head, and not in any semblance of an orderly school. I had a million questions, but music began to play from the dais. We headed in that direction and picked seats toward the back. Several giant Murdochs guaranteed we’d see everything.

There was a lot of jostling for aisle seats. I studied how people moved. They were very practiced–too much so. They wanted to appear normal, but also watched and were conspicuously wary. Heroes all, I had no doubt, in disguise, always alert.

Victoria gave one guy a glare. He moved toward the center of the row. She took the aisle seat and I joined her one in. She nodded toward the dais. “You knew Redhawk?”

“We’d met.”

“He had a good run. In at ten, out at thirty-five.”

Retired for five years. I found myself envious, but whether it was the long career or retirement, I wasn’t quite sure. “What does he do?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. No one does. Nighthaunt’s caution rubbed off on him.”

The music built to a crescendo, then sank back down as a tall man in a dark suit, with purple shirt and tie, came to the podium. “On behalf of the Superhero Hall of Fame, I would like to welcome you all here. We come to honor one of our own, Redhawk, for the many great accomplishments he’s achieved in his long and storied career.”

The Murdochs gained intensity as a highlight reel played. It began as expected, showing Redhawk and Nighthaunt fighting side by side. The two of them did work well together. I had always suspected that Redhawk anchored Nighthaunt in reality. While Nighthaunt clearly understood the criminal mind, it took Redhawk to understand normal human beings and prevent Nighthaunt from retreating into his Mausoleum.

And I meant that metaphorically as well as literally.

The highlights moved through his early teen career and when he went out solo. It included a lot of shots of Redhawk with other heroes. While there one was clip of a battle I was pretty sure I’d been at, I never appeared on screen. Finally it moved into the last decade of his career and he fought some heavyweights. He’d always been clever and a fast learner. If someone had made the effort to nail him to the wall, it would have been curtains.

But then, the way the system shifted meant things moved in his favor. If lethal force wasn’t an option, suddenly those who couldn’t generate lethal force became more powerful. Redhawk proved resilient, and often came back when villains thought they’d dispensed with him. Under the new system, he was the record-holder for escapes.

After the highlight reel, dignitaries and friends began their testimonials. Graviton appeared on screen, as did Nighthaunt, the Mayor, Governor and President. I liked the President’s remarks the best, despite their being the most general. She was funny. The Mayor was most on point, but he didn’t even try to get a laugh. He even quoted one of Redhawk’s corny battle cries and looked pained in the effort.

Finally, as the last tribute faded, the music began again. I didn’t recognize it, but the various smiles indicated everyone else did. I shot Victoria a quizzical glance.

“It’s the Redhawk theme from the first Nighthaunt movie. You musta seen it. Everyone did.”

“Once more, I disappoint you.”

“And still batting a thousand.”

Finally the Master of Ceremonies–who turned out to be Hall’s director and a hero who’d been known as the Amethyst Ferret–welcomed Redhawk to the stage. “And here he is, this year’s sole inductee to the Hall of Fame, the Amazing Redhawk!”

The crowd roared as Redhawk mounted the stage and strode to the podium. Tall, slender and clearly well muscled, he had some spring in his step. The shock of red hair had a few white strands in it. The dark lenses on his cowl kept me from seeing his eyes and the wrinkles at their corners.

Victoria elbowed me. “He’s in good shape for an old guy.”

I applauded mechanically, keeping a smile on my face. The hair was a wig. It covered a Kevlar and ceramic plate which protected his skull. His boots had lifts giving him another two inches. Where the red of his cowl come up over his chin it hid a prosthetic. Not only did that protect his chin in a fight, but it altered the shape of his jawline to help him avoid exposure.

And I knew that fact because he’d adopted the technique from me.

The body armor had been cinched a bit tight–he was breathing fast but shallow. He’d packed on a few pounds. It tends to happen in middle age, especially when you stop exercising and don’t watch your calorie count.

Or don’t have it watched for you.

Redhawk took the podium and raised his hands to quiet the crowd. “Wow. The last time I faced this many people it was in one of those dreams where I’m standing here naked and don’t know what to say.”

Mild laughter. Folks knew more would come.

“I’m honored to be back in Capital City and can’t believe I’ve made it into the Hall. It’s been my honor to serve with the giants who have done so much for the city and the world. Nighthaunt, my mentor and friend, I would be nothing without him. Graviton, well, the number of bullets he stopped that were headed for me, I can tell you, wing and a prayer, folks, wing and a prayer.”

The crowd joined him in chanting “wing and a prayer.” It must have been something he started using after I went away.

“And Colonel Constitution, well, I huddled behind that shield a few times–with all three of them, in fact. I knew the second Colonel Constitution when he was just First Amendment. I was best man at his wedding, and godfather to the current Colonel Constitution. These are the great men and women who have set the standard for our behavior, and I don’t just mean those in a costume. It’s for all of us–and in retirement, I am one of you, a citizen.”

He pointed past us, toward the Hall. “I remember when the Hall was opened and our first four inductees were enshrined. That day was a proud day for me and I dared hope, just maybe, I might someday be included. I never thought I’d have this honor, you know, but I hoped maybe I would be mentioned in some account of the exploits of great heroes.

“And now, this is a dream come true.” He worked a finger up beneath his cowl to swipe at a tear. “And in closing I just want to say that I hope all of you take the lessons of the great heroes here today: courage in the face of adversity; sincerity, loyalty and fellowship are the elements that make all of us great. Believe in yourself, in your neighbors and in your city. There is nothing you cannot do, no goal will be denied to you and, someday, you will receive the rewards you most richly deserve.”

The crowd rose in a standing ovation. Most of it did, anyway.

Those who didn’t, produced guns.

And when Panda-moanium shrieked, all Hell broke loose.
















Chapter Twelve







I’ve always hated shriekers. In C4 we classified them as “Sonic assault, area effect,” which just meant they could hurt a lot of folks all at once. Shriekers have been around forever. Banshees out of Celtic Myth. The Sirens that Odysseus had to deal with. Even the modern military tried to get into the act, developing sonic crowd-control weapons that could make you puke.

Or worse.

Brown Fury used a prototype that sold a lot of adult diapers before she was apprehended.

Panda-moanium’s voice sounded like sheet steel being ripped by a reciprocating saw, and pumped through bag-pipes. People started screaming. I clapped my hands over my ears as I turned to face him–which is when I wished I had another set of hands to cover my eyes.

Lots of pop psychology has been written about how and why heroes and villains choose their personae. What gave Panda-moanium his inspiration I don’t want to know–unless it was a recreational pharmaceutical and he’s offering franchises. He appeared as an oversized toy panda, with glowing red eyes and long, titanium claws. He held a length of what was supposed to be bamboo, likewise of titanium, and used it to focus his sonic blast. Vuvuzela on steroids. He shrieked again and blew Redhawk through the back of the dais.

Chaos reigned. Civilians scattered. The China Dolls–Panda-moanium’s chief allies–and an agglomeration of gangs including Zomboyz and Twisters who’d made bail, worked in teams. The gunners used tasers and sonic shotguns to drop people, while looters darted in, scooping up watches, wallets and other valuables. The Dolls were especially good at looting, moving through the crowd doing the whole Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon thing. A wave of gang members swept toward the actors’ tents, completely unopposed.

Victoria vanished. Ditto many of the people seated around us. Long lines formed before the port-o-lets, as hero after hero dashed inside for privacy. If just one of them lit off a smoke-bomb they could have all changed at once, but in the panic, none of them seemed to be thinking straight.

I picked up a folding chair and snapped it over the back of a Zomboy looter. He went down hard. I dove forward, catching him with an elbow to the jaw. That put him out and luck was with me. Two taser barbs shot past my shoulder and tagged a woman overstuffed into an Amazing Girl costume.

Once down, my aching body decided the need to get back up was seriously overrated. I rolled to my hands and knees, but a grazing shriek knocked me back onto my can. Mildly stunned, I stayed down just a heartbeat too late.

A Twister grabbed my hair and hauled me onto my knees. He pressed the sonic shotgun’s muzzle to the side of my neck. “Thought you wanted to be a hero, huh?” He screwed it tighter into my flesh. “Big mistake.”

Then Vixen appeared five yards in front of us. “Yours is bigger.”

“Go pick on someone else, chica. At this range, I’ll blow his head off.”

Vixen shrugged and lowered her hand to the pistol holstered on her right thigh. “Like I care. Kill him. Wound him. Give him a sucker and sing him a lullaby. It’s all the same to me. Come to think of it, if you actually do kill him it’s better for me all the way around. Do it.”

The Twister’s voice wavered. “I just might.”

“Talk is cheap.” She suppressed a yawn. “I don’t have all day. Do it.”

He jerked my head to the left. The concentrated blast would vaporize my flesh and unhinge my jaw. It would pulverize bone and drive fragments into my brainstem. It might, in fact, blow my head clean off. If I survived, it wouldn’t be for long and I’d only be good for parts.

And I couldn’t do anything to save myself.

Vixen drew and shot so quickly and smoothly that even though time had slowed for me, I still never saw her move. Two pops from her pistol. A thwak and a gurgle from the guy holding me. His grip slackened and I fell forward again, shaking. He collapsed over my legs and his shotgun clattered to the ground. I kicked my way free of him, then looked up. Vixen had vanished.

I tried to grab the shotgun, but I was shaking too hard. My hand wouldn’t close. Couldn’t let myself blame fear. It had to be the adrenaline.

I wanted to believe that lie. I also wanted to stay down. Very badly I wanted to stay down. But I couldn’t. I forced myself up.

Gravilad, running blindly, barreled into me. “Save me, save me!”

He clung to me with the desperation of a drowning man and spun me around. “Not the face. Not the face,” he screamed. “You can’t do this to me! I’m a star!” Tears soaked his mask. Other fluids darkened his tights.

I tried to shove him off, but he wasn’t having any of it. He kept grabbing me and trying to get behind me, using me as a shield. I couldn’t punch him, couldn’t throw him and I was getting dizzy. He yelped again and, coming around, I finally saw the reason for his panic.

Panda-moanium was coming for the both of us, raising that bamboo to his mouth.

I dropped to a knee, urgently seeking that shotgun. Gravilad belly-flopped down, cowering, and yanked my shirt. I sprawled onto my back. He tried to burrow under me like a Great Dane beneath a dish-towel.

He wasn’t fooling anyone. Well, except himself.

Panda-moanium drew in a breath. He swung the bamboo toward us. I stared down the bore. It looked like a cannon. It had dropped Redhawk from fifty yards, and here we were a shadow’s-length away.

He shrieked.

And then, for a split second, a man eclipsed Panda-moanium. He stood tall between us and the barrage. A heartbeat, no more. He caught the blast square in the chest. It blew him out of his boots and tumbled him on past. Then the lee part of the blast lifted me off Gravilad and dumped me beside my savior.

Puma.

The actor cowered. “My agent wouldn’t let me read your script!”

I came up on my knees and, ignoring the blood, I dug into one of Puma’s utility belt’s pouches. Second on the left. I pulled out one of his Cat-claws. As Panda-moanium loomed up over the actor, I let fly.

The black steel crescent spun true. It punctured the speaker over Panda-moanium’s mouth. Electronics sparked and smoked. The villain’s head jerked back. He staggered, scattering chairs.

Suddenly Blue Ninja and Kid Coyote hit him with tandem karate kicks. The bamboo went flying one way, Panda-moanium another.

And Gravilad crawled away in a third.

I reached down and pulled Puma into my lap. The sonic blast had shredded his uniform. Bone fragments were white islands in a red ruin. Blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth, but his eyes were clear.

He patted my arm. “I know you.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We broke the cycle, didn’t we?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did I ever tell you about the time…”

I shook my head, my tears splashing down. “You don’t have to. I was there, remember?”

“Yeah, you were.” He nodded once, then closed his eyes. He said one more thing, but it just came out as bloody bubbles.

Didn’t matter. I heard him. “Be good.”

[image: catclaw]

I held him for a long time. I held him long after the battle ended, long after an EMT pronounced him dead. They did humor me and gave him some oxygen, but nothing was going to keep his heart pumping. It had been big as all the world and most of his sternum had pinned it to his spine.

Somewhere they found Diana, or she found us. She knelt on his other side and held his hand. We both cried. I told her that he’d spoken of her at the last, and that his last message for her was to ‘be good.’ That got her crying even more, and she stayed with him as they loaded him into an ambulance.

By then the EMTs had pulled me away. They wanted to make sure the blood on me wasn’t mine. Most of it wasn’t. Somehow I’d cut my scalp. They wrapped me in a blanket and had me keep a compress on my head. It would require stitches and they wanted to take me to a hospital. When Victoria finally appeared, she overruled them and they let it go. The ambulances were already packed to bursting.

The battlefield had been transformed. Blood, bits of chairs, pieces of clothes and bandages all marked the fierce fighting. One of the tents had collapsed, and in the aftermath two more went down–forming suitably dramatic backdrops as news crews interviewed survivors and combatants.

I’d thought heroes had been fighting to get into the port-o-lets, but that was nothing compared to their battling to get in front of a camera. Several of them squared off, then they began to form teams. Voices rose and I was expecting renewed hostilities.

And given that everyone was still jazzed on adrenaline, it would have been something to see.

The Amethyst Ferret showed up in his uniform and organized the heroes. They all toed the line, since he was the gateway to getting into the Hall. So he ranked them based on ratings and started parceling them out.

I tried to ignore the sideshow. I tracked where Vixen was in the crowd–she’d done well because she’d dealt with a number of hostage situations and racked up the rescue points. She got done quickly and rescued me from the EMTs.

But not quickly enough. 

Within earshot Gravilad eulogized Puma. “He was a tower of strength in the evil maelstrom. I was doing what I could, but I’m just an actor. I felt I needed to help though. Then a citizen panicked and just clung to me. I tried to get him to safety, but he went down and pulled me with him. We couldn’t escape Panda-moanium. I thought for sure we were going to be killed and then, there he was, Puma. He saved us and, even though he was dying, he stopped Panda-moanium. He was the last of the great heroes and I will not rest until he is recognized by the Hall of Fame.”

The interviewer, a cute girl whose blue eyes were wide enough that I was ready for the orbs to fall out and bounce over to me, smiled blindingly. “And is it true you’re being considered as the lead in a new ‘Young Puma’ series?”

“I would be honored. My agent says…”

I tuned him out as Victoria joined me and scattered the EMTs. “You ready to leave, old man?”

“Yeah.”

She handed me the pictures of Puma. “Amazing, huh? All this chaos, and these survived?”

“I guess there is a God after all.” I leaned on her, grateful for her taking my arm. She guided me down the wheelchair ramp to where the limo waited. I managed to get in by myself, despite stiffening up terribly. She climbed in the other side, then offered to help me with the seatbelt.

I managed it. “I’m not that old.”

“I saw. Nice throw.”

“It’s been a while.” I looked at her. “When you were talking to that Twister, what you said…”

Victoria frowned. “He was ready to kill you. I had to make you have zero value. I knew he’d do something stupid. He did. I got him.”

“Yeah, you did.” I turned to study her reflection in the glass. “But those words... Vixen said them for all the reasons you just explained. But you, Victoria, you meant them.”

“I…”

“Do you honestly think it would be better for you if I’d had my brains sprayed all over the Hall?”

“Yes.” Her reply came quickly, but lacked sufficient vehemence. “Absolutely.”

“Why?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

I looked at her full on. “You better. I’m making some decisions about the rest of my life. I don’t know what your mother expected I’d see here. I have my suspicions and I got that message before the ceremony became ground zero. After that, though, having Puma die…, well, I’ve gotten more of a message. What I decide to do is predicated in part on you.”

She turned away. “Why don’t you just forget I exist?”

“Kinda tough when you’ve saved my life twice now.” I shook my head. “Fact is, I don’t want to.”

“You should.”

“No. I had twenty years taken away from me. There’s nothing I can do about that. But you’re a piece of my life, and I can’t forget it. I need to know the ground rules here, Victoria. Why would you be better off if I’m dead?”

She stared silently at her reflection. It wasn’t until she exhaled that I realized she’d been holding her breath. I had, too. Finally she turned to face me. “If you were dead, you couldn’t hurt me the way you hurt my mother. I won’t let anyone ever do that to me.”

“Good luck with that.” I balled my fist to keep my hand from trembling. “Buy yourself an island. Trust no one. Let no one close. That’s the only way you’ll accomplish that.”

“That what you did?”

“I could have but didn’t.” I shook my head. “Here’s the deal. I’m going to be in Capital City for a while. I knew it well twenty years ago. It’s changed. I want to see if it can be my home again. Okay? And I’d like to see if you and I can get to know each other.”

“You’re never going to be my father.”

“You know, funny thing about the word father. So many meanings, and so many shades of meaning. It’s true. I haven’t been your father so far; but a father’s role changes through the years. Some guys are good at one part, some at another.”

“Some not at all.”

My eyes narrowed. “True point, but a cheap shot since you don’t know if I would have been good or not. But, the deal is this: you can run any time you want, any time you feel uncomfortable, but you only run if you feel uncomfortable.”

“What if I don’t like your deal?”

“It’s the only one I’m offering right now.”

“What’s your half of the bargain?”

“I don’t get to run.”

“Ha!” She stared at me incredulous. “Great track record on that, old man.”

I lowered my voice. “Have you seen me run since we met?”

She stared out the window again. “So, what, you want to help me with my homework or something?”

“I want to help you get to know me. Doing that, you’ll better know yourself. In your line of work, that’s more valuable than you know.”

She bit back whatever was on the tip of her tongue, then nodded. “Okay, you have a deal.”

“Good.”

“You know, it’s only because my mom would make my life a living hell if I said no.”

I smiled warily. “I kinda got that impression.”

“You don’t want to ever see her mad.”

I would have agreed, but the limo pulled up outside the gallery and Selene was waiting for us at the curb.

Two suitcases stuffed with everything I owned waited beside her.

Victoria let me get out first and didn’t feel compelled to hurry in my wake.

I held a hand up. “I know. You want to know what the hell I was thinking.”

Selene arched an eyebrow. “And?”

I shrugged wearily. “It’s time I retired.”
















Chapter Thirteen







Selene’s expression softened all but imperceptibly. “Good. I’m glad to see my efforts will not be wasted.”

“Efforts?”

“Later.” She turned her gaze on Victoria. “Right now, young lady, you and I have some talking to do. I am not pleased.”

Victoria folded her arms across her chest. “Mother, what was I supposed to do?”

“I gave you one task.”

I raised a finger. “Actually you gave her two tasks. I got the message you were sending.”

Selene’s incendiary gaze swept over me. “Regardless, she failed the other one. And don’t think for a moment you’re winning points with her by trying to shield her. She’s not foolish enough to buy into so obvious a ploy.”

“You know, mom, I was going with it.”

“Victoria Louise Kole, we’ve had a long standing agreement, and you violated it. We are going to deal with this.” Her eyes narrowed. “You couldn’t take care of your father, so let’s see if you can get his luggage upstairs without bruising it.”

Victoria shot me a sheepish glance, then quickly snatched up my suitcases and hauled them inside. She made straight for the elevator and didn’t look back.

Selene stood there, her nostrils flared, slowly shaking her head. “She is such a handful.”

“I gather this isn’t the first time for this conversation.”

“No.” That one word came with the finality of a vault door closing. “You have no idea the times I cursed your name–or would have if I’d known it–after she decided to follow in your footsteps.”

“My footsteps?”

“This is my snit. Don’t you dare interrupt with logic.” She frowned mightily, then exhaled sharply. “How are you? How bad is the head cut?”

“Mr. Evan’s do will be ruined. I need some stitches. Four maybe five.” I shrugged. “Achy, sore, stiffening up, but that’s nothing.”

My throat closed, strangling words, as I remembered Puma.

Selene gathered me into a hug and held on. I tried to keep it together, then just clung to her and started shaking. Tears came. I managed not to cry out loud, locking my jaw against it, but the pain vibrated through me. I wanted to stop, but every time I thought I could manage it, another tremor ripped me.

We stood there on the street holding each other for I don’t know how long. Gotta love Capital City. No one noticed. If they noticed, they affected not to notice. If they remembered, they worked hard at forgetting.

Finally she pulled back a bit and took my face in her hands. “Tears are okay, you know, as long as you’re not crying for yourself.”

I closed my eyes, shutting off the flow. “Thanks for reminding me.” It came as barely a whisper.

She acknowledged it with a caress, then led me into the building and elevator. We emerged in her apartment and she guided me to my room. Victoria was no where to be seen, but my luggage had been unpacked.

Selene sat me down on the edge of the bed, inspected the scalp wound, then returned with rubbing alcohol and a suture kit. “No need to call a doctor. Besides, you don’t have insurance.”

I smiled. “That was the reason I always had so many identities. Got me a group rate.”

She chuckled even though it wasn’t funny and set to work. I didn’t make a sound. Cleaning the wound hurt like hell, and having it sewed up again wasn’t any fun. Worst of all was this acetone-based artificial skin she sprayed over everything. It stung fiercely–feeling a lot like having an electrified knitting needle shoved through my skull.

When the pain subsided she brought me a sandwich, but I wasn’t hungry. I just stripped off my clothes, washed the blood off, then climbed into bed and tried to sleep. I wasn’t having much success, so I turned the Murdoch on and caught the coverage of what was being labeled “Horror at the Hall.”

Perception of what had happened was already being shaped into a narrative that made sense. The core crime, it seemed, was Panda-moanium’s vendetta against the actor, Tony Ramoso. After he’d outgrown the role as Gravilad, Ramoso had turned down a script written by Panda aka P. Anderson Cash. Cash, driven mad by the rejection, had plotted for a long time to exact his revenge. His attempted murder of the actor became the central theme of the event.

The disruption of Redhawk’s induction to the Hall of Fame was never mentioned.

Puma’s death got some serious play, but largely through Ramoso’s eyes. Because there wasn’t much footage of Puma in action–and it takes time to do a Ken-Burns from stills–the initial coverage was sparse and full of errors. The news outlets might have had obituaries on file for many notables, but Puma wasn’t one of them.

Puma did fare well in points, however. He was credited with silencing Panda-moanium and saving not only Ramoso and me, but by projection, over a hundred others. Factoring in power levels, he earned thousands of points in his finale. The news found some octogenarian who had Puma on his Superfriends team, and built a story around their having been pals in World War II. That feel-good piece sufficed until they put together a mawkish tribute to Puma.

The heroes who’d fought at the Hall also did well in the points race. What I found curious was that they were all lower level heroes, all in the Bruiser class or below. While no heroes had been there in uniform for the ceremony, apparently none of the bigs had deigned to change into their costumes. Many had good reasons for not being there, while others offered no excuses and then gladly launched into analysis of what had actually happened. Their considered opinions trumped eye-witness reports. Though, to be fair, many of the eye-witnesses were heroes looking to pump their points.

Having been there and seen what I’d seen, I’d have thought there was no way to candy-coat what had happened. In addition to Puma, a dozen other people had died. Two of heart attacks, one from one of Panda-moanium’s sonic blasts. She’d been Ramoso’s handler. The other nine were crushed to death as the crowd panicked. Thirty others were injured badly enough to be hospitalized–most of those from being trapped in the crowd.

Heroes had not fared well. A few in line for the port-o-lets caught a sonic blast and went down, but they were counted among the civilian casualties. A trio of heroes had emerged in costume at roughly the same time and huddled up to form a supergroup on the spot. Panda-moanium caught them with a concentrated blast as they brainstormed what they should name their group.

All in all, it had been an unmitigated disaster striking at the very heart of Capital City and the heroes that protect it. This, however, wasn’t the way it got covered. That wasn’t what the news media needed for a story. An insane villain with several carloads of minions was a story which would run its course before Panda ended up in Death Valley.

The media needed more, and so they shaped it into more. They scraped the stink off a turd and sold it as fertilizer. Then they used it to sell a lot of detergent, cars and beer.

From the very beginning the experts insisted this was a ultra-sophisticated operation. It had been executed with split-second timing by trained commandoes, and lots of footage showed up to illustrate the military precision with which Panda, his China Dolls, and the others worked. Hero reports and the ubiquitous Mr. Ramoso sang the same song, then the mayor and Colonel Constitution III chimed in. The operation was indicative, they said, of advanced planning and “unconfirmed reports” added that Panda had been scouting the site three years previously in preparation for the attack.

 Of course, that sort of twisted logic meant each of the Hall’s other six million visitors were scouting it for an attack.

While there was no evidence that the operation was sophisticated, the experts insisted it was. Why? Because they had a vested interest in making people believe it was. If it was a sophisticated operation, they could be excused for not having been able to prevent it. It had worked around all their precautions because of superior planning. Continued surveillance and stepped-up efforts would be enough to prevent the same thing from happening in the future, and all the experts pledged that would be exactly what would be going on.

The fact is that it wasn’t sophisticated. The criminals had gotten all their stuff in because security guards had been overwhelmed by people bringing souvenirs to be signed. The press of people made it impossible to inspect more than one out of twenty bags thoroughly. More bottles of beer had been confiscated than weapons by a factor of ten.

Moreover, two van-loads of the Sea-demons street gang had arrived late. The terrified crowds outside had rioted, beating several gang members badly, turning their vans over and setting them on fire. In a sophisticated operation, the Sea-demons would have been there on time instead of getting lost on the Turnpike.

The only evidence hinting at sophistication was the lack of warning, but that just meant that it had gone off so quickly that no one had time to leak it.

The operation took no more forethought than having a farting contest at a chili cook-off, and yet the experts insisted it must have been planned by a criminal mastermind. Doctor Sinisterion’s face appeared on screen whenever the mastermind card was played. He finally appeared on the Murdoch, in the midst of his book tour, and denied any participation. He did, however, suggest he’d be working up a chapter about the operation for the book’s enhanced digital edition, which would be out next year.

The criminals could have easily punctured the sophistication balloon, but what was in doing that for them? Being part of a grand scheme, well executed, meant far more than the truth. They pulled in points and several suggested they were going solo or were being recruited by other villains. Panda’s second in command, Little Miss Dragon, had already taken over the China Dolls and would neither confirm nor deny a plan to spring Panda from Death Valley.

The big winner coming out of the whole affair was Tony Ramoso. Producers had watched events unfolding in real time and put together the “Young Puma,” series proposal. It had a green light almost immediately. They decided, in an effort to keep it relevant, to move it forward in time. He’d no longer be fighting the Axis. He’d go to Baghdad and battle the Al Qaeda branch of the month. He’d still have his Soviet ally–a woman this time named Glasnost. The idea of “openness” was best applied to her body-language, and her superpower, as nearly as I could determine, would be somehow remaining inside her skimpy costume.

The most horrible thing about it all was the most simple. I’d been there, but the more I watched, the more my memories filed themselves away in the boxes the media gave me. It seemed okay that Puma’s death, as noble as it was, had been secondary to the attempt to murder Ramoso. And that Redhawk’s day of honor had been ruined didn’t matter at all. Sure, the news mentioned that he’d recovered and captured a couple of China Dolls, but it was a complete side story and was abandoned once they had Puma’s tribute available.

I watched, fascinated and horrified, until Selene switched the Murdoch off at midnight. “No matter how long you watch, it’s not going to get any better.”

“Am I naïve, or were things always this way?”

She smiled. “You want me to tell you it’s only gotten bad since you’ve been gone?”

“I want that, but I won’t believe it.” I sighed. “I shouldn’t complain. I remember a time or two when a story got spun in my favor. Still, I thought it was different.”

“It was different.” Selene leaned back against my chest of drawers. “Time once was when ghost stories were told around campfires, or while children huddled in bed. Those were scary stories, sure, but also cautionary tales. Beware of strangers. Don’t go out alone. Let us know where you are. Obey your parents. We all thrilled to them even later in life because they let us be kids again, even if just for a moment.”

She tapped the Murdoch. “Now it is different. Here’s your storyteller. He’s full of ghost stories. They’re not meant to be cautionary tales, they’re just meant to scare the hell out of you. Why? Because fear infantilizes us. We stop being rational adults, capable of detecting truth from falsehood and making decisions. As children we become compliant, seeking safety and willing to follow an adult’s instructions.”

“That doesn’t explain the preoccupation with Ramoso.”

“Pure misdirection, the staple of sleight of hand. You should understand that better than most.” She shook her head. “I’ve watched a little. What’s the big fact that’s getting forgotten?”

“This was really a shot at Redhawk and the Hall?”

“Absolutely. Panda-moanium bitch-slapped everyone. He was strictly Bruiser class, maybe only Welterweight. Everyone in Cruiser and up will be looking to make a mark. Panda may be off to Death Valley, but he’ll be riding the top of the villain list for a couple weeks. That’s a major hit to other folks’ income.”

I frowned. “Same thing on the other side? Will Kid Coyote and Vixen scoring points hurt the income of other heroes?”

“The folks in their own class, certainly, and a few others. Once you’re a heavyweight, you have sponsors, so you’re a little insulated.” She glanced up for a second. “This might actually pull some sponsors down to Vicki and the others, which would not be a bad thing.”

“But we need to get back to your core point, Selene: why the ceremony? Panda could have done this anywhere. It embarrassed Redhawk and the Hall. It embarrassed those heroes who, it turns out, weren’t there. Who gains by that?”

“I don’t know.” Selene looked me straight in the eye. “But is that a question you want to pursue?”

I slumped back against the pillows. “There once was a time when you wouldn’t have asked that question. You would have known the answer.”

“Perhaps I do.” She nodded slowly. “Let me ask another question. Are you going to pursue that answer?”

I hesitated, then closed my eyes and shook my head. “No. I got the message Grant was sending me, that you wanted me to see. Like I said before, I’m retired. I promise.”

“Good.”

I opened my eyes and she was smiling happily. “Is it?”

“Absolutely.” She came over, leaned down, and kissed my brow. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow I’ve got a present for you. A whole new life.”
















Chapter Fourteen







I did manage to sleep. The ass-end of an adrenaline rush can make that tough, but pain is just exhausting. Sleep came in fits and starts–like a whale coming up to breathe, I’d surface, roll over so I was less sore, and drop back off.

I had a couple of dreams, but they were just dreams. Images that made no particular sense. I could have spun a story around them, but it really wasn’t necessary. I’d made my peace with retirement, and nightmares reinforcing that decision were just overkill.

I got up around dawn, stretched and did some basic exercise. I wanted to keep my muscles warm and limber. I also wanted to establish a regime so I’d have some personal discipline. It wasn’t hard to imagine myself becoming addicted to the Murdoch, getting fat and molding a trench in some couch. I might not be fighting criminals, but I could fight myself on that score.

Victoria appeared at breakfast half asleep. The other half was sullen. She glared and grunted in my direction, but really didn’t seem that angry with me. She grabbed juice and a bagel before darting out the door.

She missed her mother by a gnat’s whisker. I figured that was no coincidence. Selene had downloaded some news into her uTiliPod and studied it in silence while her domestic, Oksana, brought her a soft-boiled egg, two triangles of toast and a big mug of black tea strong enough to etch steel. Selene looked beautiful and well rested, despite having had no more sleep than I did. She seemed happy, too, but I didn’t want to interrupt her morning ritual and discover I was wrong.

Looking up, she smiled at me and turned the uTiliPod off. “Are you ready for your new life?”

“I guess.” I laughed at myself. “I’m really looking forward to it, in fact.”

“Wait until you hear the offer.”

“Compared to life so far in Capcity, scraping gum off sidewalks would be a step up.” I stood and straightened my trousers. “Why are you doing this?”

She fixed me with a curious stare. “You’re the one who came to me looking for a friend, remember? I know how to be a friend. So, for old time’s sake.”

“Okay.” My guts flip-flopped a little, but settled fast. Friend was good.

We took the elevator down to the basement and got into her limo. She put the partition up and the driver took us out into the world. The limo’s soundproofing and darkened windows insulated us from the cacophony of life outside.

“I run a very successful art business. The gallery is only part of it. I do authentication, arrange for restoration and do consulting on preservation, conservation and security. I have satellite offices in Paris, Moscow and Cairo. I am very well respected in the field. I’m in high demand.”

“I can imagine.”

“And you know I know art.”

She smiled at me, and I mirrored that smile. I’d known of Scarlet Fox well before we’d ever met. She’d been a legendary art thief who had crossed paths with Nighthaunt on numerous occasions. Tabloids even suggested they were an item for a while. Sensual, trim and tall, with long auburn tresses and even longer legs, she’d always topped lists of the sexiest villains. Just like every other young man of that time, I’d lusted after her, but she operated at a level way above mine. I never expected to meet her.

I’d been tracking the exploits of a gang of art thieves calling themselves The Doodlebugs. They’d hit a variety of public and private museums and were working their way east. They used to leave glyphs on the gallery walls which were a code pointing at their next caper. In between doing tax returns, I’d worked on the code and had cracked it. So when the Capital City Museum of Art brought an impressionist exhibit in, I staked it out and waited for the Doodlebugs.

My patience had been rewarded. A shadowy figure moved through the night and entered the museum through a skylight. I followed, figuring she’d open the museum for the rest of the gang. I actually thought I was being pretty quiet, but she turned, flicked her whip out, and bound my ankles together. I went down with a crash and Scarlet Fox loomed over me, right there in the main gallery.

I seem to recall she made an offhand remark about ‘a Nighthaunt wannabe,’ which stung a lot, but before we could move to the part of the evening where I’d escape, we’d duel and one of us would be put out of the fight, the lights came on. The Doodlebugs had arrived and really weren’t in a mood to have someone else poaching their loot.

The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

Scarlet Fox was a great friend. The Doodlebugs’ only advantage was in numbers, but that just meant we had more targets. Red and I were in sync immediately, taking out the toughest together, and working down. As battles go, it was short, sharp and nasty.

Toward the end, one of the Doodlebugs slid a small explosive device across the floor toward Scarlet Fox. It looked like a hockey puck, except that it was glowing gold around a blinking red core. She leaped away from it, but it exploded while she was in the air. It knocked her across the room, but I managed to catch her with an arm around the waist and spin. I set her down as if we were stars in the Metropolitan Ballet.

We finished the Doodlebugs off, then faced each other, ready to conclude our business. We circled, wary, curious, intrigued. I was scared. She was a living legend. And she was hotter than I had ever imagined.

Then she stopped. “It would be rather unseemly to end with hostilities what has been an otherwise diverting evening, don’t you think?”

“Sure, but I can’t let you walk out of here with any of the paintings.”

She smiled. “You don’t have to. A client inquired about the Manet. He wanted to know if it or the one in his collection was a forgery.”

“And?”

“This one is.” Her smile broadened. “As is the one he owns.”

I stared at her. “Um, couldn’t you just have bought a ticket to the exhibit and learned what you needed to know?”

“And what would be the fun in that?” She winked. “Wrap up your prizes and deliver them to the police. Perhaps I’ll see you again some time.”

And then she went out the way she’d come in. I’d hoped we’d meet again. In fact, I watched the museum to guarantee it. But she didn’t come back. Months later we met, and under very different circumstances.

I nodded as the limo stopped for a light. “You know art, no doubt about it.”

“One of the things you may not realize is that there is a sub-genre of art that has an avid following. It began late last century with serial killer art. The works of John Wayne Gacy sold for ridiculous sums despite being little better than paint-by-number pictures. Some of Hitler’s work sold as well, and many death row inmates were encouraged to indulge their artistic sides by ghoulishly greedy art brokers.

“Today’s equivalent is super-art.” She picked an invisible piece of lint from the hem of her black, cashmere skirt. “I’ve done better with hero art than villains, but that market segment is growing. It’s cyclical. While I deal with super-art, it’s privately and not on display in the gallery. Again, much of it is of dubious quality and only valued for the signature.”

She held a hand up. “We’re here.”

The limo descended a ramp and brought us to an elevator. Selene and I got in and she handed me a key on a chain. “You’ll need this. Third floor.”

The elevator rose quietly and opened into a stock room filled with empty shelves. She led me through it and out to the front of the shop. Light and dark patches on the walls suggested lots of pictures had hung there for a long time, but it had been cleared to the bare walls. Save for some track lighting, nothing remained.

I looked at her. “You can’t want me to run a gallery. I know nothing about art.”

“That has not escaped me.” She opened her arms and turned about. “The same people who collect super-art also collect hero memorabilia. I’ve stayed away from the trade because I don’t know how to authenticate the stuff, nor can I repair or restore it. Milos Castigan, on the other hand, comes highly recommended in that regard. He once planned to open a clock repair shop near here. He can still do some of that if he wants. This is his shop.”

“What are you saying?”

She smiled. “This is your new life. You’ve got a budget of thirty grand for fixtures and remodeling. I’ve got fifty grand in stock in storage and you have another fifty for purchasing new things. Rule of thumb, you sell for a minimum of twice of what you buy for.”

I shook my head. “But I don’t know anything about memorabilia.”

“You can learn. Big advantage: the hottest market segment is from your time. The stuff’s rare and there are lots of knock-offs.”

I half-closed my eyes and surveyed the gallery. Proper fixtures, good lightning, enough space to try some things out. And the room in the back to tinker. I looked at her, my eyes fully open. “What’s in this for you?”

“’Thank you,’ sounds nicer.”

“Thank you.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “How can I repay you?”

“Haven’t you been listening? You make a profit.” She laughed politely. “Next stop is my lawyer. We’re partners, sixty/forty until the initial investment is paid back, fifty-one/forty-nine after that.”

“You don’t have to do this. I already told Victoria I’m not going anywhere.”

“You don’t get it, do you?”

“I guess not.”

“Look, it’s important to me that my daughter gets to know you. I don’t know if she will ever like you or will hate you forever, but either one of those is better than her not knowing. Frankly, it’s done a lot to screw up the few relationships she’s had, since no guy can live up to the hero she made you out to be, and every guy is a heartbeat from running off like you did.”

“Yeah, I see that. And I’ll do what I can to clear that up.” I watched her carefully. “What’s the other part?”

She pressed her lips together tightly for a moment, then spoke in a low voice. “Twenty years ago things changed radically for both of us. I’ve made peace with my past because I had Vicki to anchor me. You never had an anchor. You said Milos Castigan was going to be that anchor. I’ve been where you are now, so I know you need an anchor. Friends do things like this for friends.”

I nodded solemnly. “Thank you. Is making a profit the only ground rule?”

“Nope. I need you to be good.”

I smiled. “Don’t do anything you wouldn’t do?”

Selene shook her head. “Less.”

“Less?”

“Yeah. You turn the other cheek. If they hit that one, you offer all your other cheeks. You can’t throw the first punch. You can’t intervene in robberies.”

“But…”

“No, dammit. In your head and heart you know this isn’t a game you can play.” She sighed. “It’s a lesson I learned. Do you know how long it took me to stop carrying one of my Fox-fangs with me?”

“I bet you still do.”

She blushed, then frowned the color back out of her face. “Sure, in the bottom of my purse. It’s good for opening packages. But I used to have them in trios, forearm sheathes and garters. So many times I saw things and I wanted to act, but I didn’t. I had a little girl at home counting on me to return.”

My head came up. “So you’re telling me that if you saw a woman being raped…”

“No, you’re not going to go there, because it’s not about a helpless girl. It’s about a three hundred-fifty pound man flailing and drowning, and you’re a ninety-eight pound swimmer watching him go under. You can’t save him. He’ll take you down if you try. You have to sit back and wait for the lifeguard. If you don’t, you’ll die.”

That was one of those times when I wanted to argue, but I had nothing. We both knew it. My time to be a hero had passed. Somehow I’d survived it. It was time to be grateful and move on to the next phase of life.

I nodded. “You’re right.”

“I’m always right. Remember that.” She tossed me another key. “There’s an apartment one floor up. It’s yours. No furnishing, though the fridge is stocked. I’ll have your clothes sent over.”

The key felt cold in my hand. “Thanks.”

Selene closed and caressed my cheek. “I know this will be a big transition. You’ve had a lot coming down on you in the last three weeks. Some welcome home, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“But, Milos, remember that you do have a home.”

I put a smile on my face. “Thanks, boss.”

“Not boss, partner.” She kissed my cheek, then walked away. “I’m off to the lawyer. Call me if you need anything. You’re opening in a month.”

I told myself that shock was why I let her walk out of there. Maybe it was, in part, but there was more. I felt it lurking in my chest like congealed shadow, but it didn’t explode until the elevator returned and I rode it up to the apartment.

I stepped into darkness broken only by the jaundiced flash of an ad on the Murdoch. Desolation. Even the promise of food in the refrigerator couldn’t dispel the sense of death that pervaded the apartment. Musty and dusty, with water-stained wall paper that been installed about the time Puma returned from the war, it felt as if the apartment had been in limbo forever.

Just like my life.

Bam, twenty years gone, and now what waited for me? Death? Puma’s ruined chest flashed through my mind. He’d not quailed nor hesitated. He’d been there, defending people.

Defending me.

And that’s when the darkness crashed in.

Fear. I had hesitated. I had despaired. I’d been trapped and helpless. I’d waited to die. I’d given up and that meant I really was dead. The fear of dying had taken away the last vestige of who I’d been.

No, not who I’d been, who I imagined I was again.

I sank to my knees and began weeping. Though I didn’t want to be alone, I was glad Selene wasn’t there.

These tears, they were for me.
















Chapter Fifteen







There are two ways of dealing with the sorts of feelings I had welling up inside. One is to find a good therapist, engage in a series of dialogues and undergo rigorous self-examination. Through honest self-assessment I could uncover trigger-points that were the wellspring of adversity. I could deal with those problems, confront people, resolve my issues with them and, after a couple years, emerge whole.

Or I could ignore the feelings entirely and just throw myself into my work.

I went with option B.

In the old days “work” meant finding a hapless boob or three committing some crime–I always made sure it was at least a felony except for that one graffiti artist. I’d round them up and beat the crap out of them–the cathartic effect of a good beating can’t be underestimated. I might have had problems, but I was still king of part of the jungle, and that made my day much better.

My promise to Selene cut off that avenue of self-help. I could still throw myself into my work however, and did. This was my new life, and Milos Castigan had a lot to learn about everything from the collectors’ market to basic retailing. It called for tons of analysis, which is great because while the thinking side of the brain is roaring along, emotions get buried deep.

I approached the collecting market as if it were a racket. There were other vectors I could have taken, sure, but I was going with my strength. If all you have is a hammer, every problem conveniently looks like a nail. Besides, collecting was a racket. Lots of money got made on items with dubious provenance, and the possibility of fraud loomed large.

The market operated on three levels: street speculators, enthusiasts and connoisseurs. Street speculators were the hustlers and formed an interesting network. One guy had a compact car and a police scanner. He’d show up at the fight’s location, snap pictures, then print them out on the computer rig in his trunk. He’d get a few pictures signed, scrounge around for any scrap that was identifiable, photograph it in situ, bag it, tag it and then offer it online or move it to a dealer.

A lot of stuff showed up in pawn shops–most of it being fake, but I found and bought several small pieces that I figured were authentic. That included one of the shock batons that Kid Coyote used and two of the four-pointed Spookstars that Nighthaunt used to toss around.

The online trade was brisk, but mostly low grade stuff. You’d see a flood of it come in from overseas if a hero ever made an appearance there. Prices remained low, but fluctuated wildly. I wondered why until I figured out that some automatic bidding programs had their bidding structure tied to a hero’s current rating. A hero makes a splash, the speculators snag the stuff then immediately flip it. That latter strategy was especially true with collections that were then cherry-picked for a valuable item that would pay for the whole lot.

All this made me realize I needed to learn about the ratings system, bidding and all that, but I really wanted to put that off. First, I really didn’t like the system. Second, and more to the point, while timing the market could make a lot of money, timing it would not be easy. As a dealer my job was to lock in profit and minimize loss. Speculating was the antithesis of that.

I did visit a number of other dealer showrooms. They varied from the kitsch of a carnival sideshow to the somber tones of an exclusive club where you got issued a smoking jacket when you walked in the door. The nicer the digs, the higher the prices–though the carnival did have some extremely high-end items which, it turned out, were part of the owner’s collection. He had a piece of train track which Graviton had tied into a knot, which was available at the low, low price of 20K.

The connoisseurs could afford such items, but seldom went shopping themselves. They had agents who scouted things out. The connoisseurs also tended to specialize. They collected C4, for example, or pre-Cold War, preferring depth as opposed to breadth in their collections. Costumes, if authenticated, brought very high prices. Equipment went next, depending on how often it had been used and how common it was. Spookstars and Cat’s-claws didn’t fetch that much, whereas the white uniform Nighthaunt wore during the Big Blizzard had been auctioned for a million and a half.

That, clearly, was the market to shoot for. Selene already had a way into it, but the contacts were only part of the puzzle. High-end collectors went for prestige as much as the item. They needed a reason to buy from Milos Castigan. Certainly the collectors would talk amongst themselves, and I would do well if they began to vie for the pleasure of having “a Castigan” in their collection.

Which meant Milos Castigan had to be quirky, difficult, a genius, with wares no one else could get, and no desire to part with a single one. That wasn’t the original personality I had for Castigan, but Milos was going to be moving in a whole different orbit than before. The “affect” would be great.

On the other hand, I did need cash flow. Enthusiasts on the lower levels of collecting needed a way to get in on the game. The shop would have to be schizophrenic. Customers would have to feel welcome to a point, then want to get further. Milos would have to tell all sorts of folks “when you are serious, then you come see me.” People want what they can’t have, and will pay dearly to get it.

And they will pay yet more if there is an air of exclusivity to it all.

My business plan broke down simply. I would start by selling things in the online market, offering fair market prices and bidding fiercely for items I could flip. I made a rule, however, that I would set a limit and never go above it. If I won, great, if not, that was okay, too. What was important was creating a persona of someone who knew the true price of things, and who would not get caught up in the frenzy of an auction.

The things I offered would come with a Castigan certificate of authenticity. The item would be graded from 0-9 on two scales: Condition and Provenance. An item rated a 99 was in mint condition and came complete with a backstory and chain of evidence that left its authenticity unquestioned. Moreover, Milos would offer a grading service for other people’s items. In fact, a Castigan rating would double or triple an item’s price.

That last bit of my plan became true for a simple reason: I posted it on Castigan.cc.com. If it appeared there, it had to be true–everything on the Interwebz is, after all. I jacked the asking price for rated items by at least 50% over the median price for similar items, creating the illusion that the certification was valuable. And by refusing to authenticate some items, I made it imperative to collectors to find something I would rank.

In terms of plans for the shop, I divided the space into three parts, as if it was a tobacconists’ store. The main section would have glass case fixtures with the items well lit. Each item would come with a uTiliPod-friendly infrared emitter which would download the item’s image and provenance. I wouldn’t display  too many things–to promote the illusion of scarcity. I’d rotate them frequently to make it look like the stuff was moving fast.

The second section would be the security vault. I’d put everything behind a stainless steel security wall with thick glass windows. Through them a customer could make out framed uniforms hanging on the wall, as well as one of Redhawk’s early motorcycles. A bunch of helmets lined a shelf, and other one-of-a-kind things–including battle debris and a few paintings–would be crafted into tasteful displays. They’d all be priced appropriately, and infinitely more rare than the Spookstars and signed photos in the main room.

Many enthusiasts would want to be admitted to the third area: the back room. Castigan–no one would call him Milos more than once–seldom permitted this. “When you are serious, you talk to Castigan.”

I kept the back room for stock, tinkering and repairing things, though I did to plan adding an intimate reception area. That’s where I would spend most of my time working and researching. When people buzzed for admittance, I’d roll dice to determine how long I’d take to buzz them in. The more impatient, the longer they cooled their heels. I couldn’t wait to see how many would look straight at the security camera and remonstrate about what would happen if I didn’t let them in.

I’d made my plans and within a week the security vault installation had begun. I had intended to be there for the entire operation, but it went overtime and ran into Puma’s Memorial service. Reluctantly I bundled up against the rain and went down to a warehouse two blocks from the Hall of Fame. Selene and Victoria met me there and we made the long walk through a dim, subterranean tunnel to the Hall.

Assistant Professor Arcanus used his Mystic Arts to blanket the courtyard with a spell that would distort all images being shot from the legion of helicopters hovering above. Some heroes had arrived in costume–they entered through the Hall proper, walking along a red carpet and braving a phalanx of reporters. I guess it would be cynical of me to point out that these were the heroes who didn’t show the day Puma died.

Oh, and Tony Ramoso made that walk, too.

Others, like Grant and the strikingly beautiful blonde young woman beside him, came in civilian clothes through the tunnel. The girl was Andromeda, his daughter. She’d inherited his abilities, while Gravé had gotten their mother’s. I remembered Victoria saying something about her having abandoned heroing.

I recognized a few faces from the old days. Most of Puma’s colleagues had long since passed on. Same for his enemies, for the most part. I took another look to see if Sinisterion had put in an appearance. He hadn’t.

He’d just dance on the grave later.

The Heroes Wing of the Hall had a memorial wall, with small granite plaques commemorating the fallen. One space had been opened and Puma’s great-granddaughter, Diana, placed a gold urn within. Arcanus lifted the granite slab and blue lightning from his palm played over it. The stone fused into place, inset with Puma’s name, his emblem and his vital dates.

Diana touched the stone, tracing the symbol, then dried a tear. She looked over at people who must have been his family–one child, four adult grandchildren and ten great-grandchildren, including an infant. She then drew a piece of paper from the pocket of her black jacket and unfolded it.

“On behalf of Puma’s family, I want to thank all of you for coming here today. Pops would be surprised and happy with the turnout. He never would have imagined so many famous people would be here.”

She sniffed and dabbed at her nose with a hankie. “Pops was a humble man, who was proud of his accomplishments, but never vain about them. He was just doing his duty–first in the Army, and then for mankind. He’d been given a gift and he couldn’t let it be squandered, even though it took him away from his beloved wife and family. You understand that, in ways we can’t.

“He was in the twilight of his career when many of you came up. He always saw you as friends and colleagues. Though he never would have considered himself your peer, he celebrated your every victory, mourned your defeats, and cheered your recoveries and return to the great battle. He corresponded with many of you, and cherished your replies.”

Diana paused for a moment to brush away tears. “Some have suggested it was ironic that he died here, at the Hall, when the Hall had never inducted him. He never expected it and used to hush us when we’d complain about the injustice. He came here on Saturday not to spite anyone, but to celebrate Redhawk and, just once more, to be among the people he most admired.

“While we are all sad at his passing, we take some joy in how he passed. Dying in his sleep wasn’t the way Pops was meant to go. Even though he had slowed down considerably, he never complained. When he saw the chance to help just one more time, there was no question in his mind of what to do.”

She looked up from the trembling paper and forced a smile. “So, I leave you now with his words, uttered so often as to be his catchphrase, and the last words he had for me on that day. ‘Be good.’ Please, remember him and be good.”

[image: catclaw]

The crowd thinned slowly, with costumed heroes paying their respects first. Somehow Ramoso ended up flanking Diana as if he was part of the family. Probably no one else noticed and fewer cared. I wondered why he did it, then realized it was because if he waited for the costumed folks to head out first, he’d have the press all to himself later.

And, true enough, by the time I got to the head of the line, he’d vanished.

Diana didn’t recognize me. I didn’t expect she would–I wasn’t covered in blood. She looked simply overwhelmed. While she and Puma’s daughter had cried during the ceremony, the rest of the family was remarkably dry-eyed. That couldn’t be good.

After I worked my way through the family, I paused a moment at the memorial. I pressed my hand to the stone and offered a little prayer. God had not been particularly receptive to my prayers in the past. I figured it was a grudge, but He should be over it by now. I wasn’t asking for anything for myself, after all, and Puma deserved all the rewards Heaven could offer.

I joined Selene and Victoria over at a black marble slab with names incised in it. The Roster of the Vanished. That was the problem with people working under secret identities: you never knew what happened to them. A guy gets run over by a bus or chokes on a hot dog and no one would ever know he had once been the Puce Panther.

Selene studied the rolls, then pointed to a name. “You’re listed.”

“Shouldn’t I be?”

“By all means.” Her eyes narrowed. “Here’s the funny thing. Over the past fifteen years I’ve studied this scroll a hundred times. Until today, it never bore your name.”
















Chapter Sixteen







Terry flew halfway across the dojo, landed hard and bounced. This time, though, he didn’t flip around and come up on his feet. He skidded a bit, then rolled to a stop. He raised a hand toward me, then tapped the mat three times quickly.

“I need a break.”

Stripped to the waist, soaked with sweat, I shifted from foot to foot in the center of the floor. “Oh, c’mon, we’re just getting warmed up. This feels great.”

“That’s just P-crud talking.”

I spun. Grant stood in the doorway in his gi. He nodded once, then moved to the side and began to stretch. His gi was white, with a double-width black belt. He wore a black shirt beneath, one of those skin-hugging mock turtles guys wear to show off their muscles. He used it to hide scars.

I frowned. “P-crud?”

“Post Costume Rage Disorder. P-crud” Terry grabbed a towel from a bench and pulled a water bottle from a cooler. “A shrink named Doctor Blink came up with it after working with a bunch of retired heroes. Manifests in one of two ways: most often you completely shut down, drink beer and eat cheese worms until you become this big orange ball sitting in front of the Murdoch.”

I mopped my forehead with my forearm. “In the other form you want to beat the crap out of friends?”

“A certain amount of domestic violence occurs, yes.” Grant glanced at Terry. “We were lucky. We retired involuntarily, but we had a mission. I wanted to get healthy again, and Terry helped me with that. We were able to take our energy and frustration and channel it into something positive.”

I nodded. “You never noticed the frustration over not being able to pop something because it was masked by everything else?”

Terry laughed. “He’s smarter than he looks.”

“If he was that smart, he’d have figured P-crud out before this.”

“Very cute. Glad to know the circus gives you clowns time off each week.”

The two of them shared a laugh, then Grant looked very seriously at me. “It’s one thing to know what may be coming down the pike, and quite another to deal with it. Working out here will help, but you’re going to need a hobby.”

“I have one. The business.”

Grant nodded. “I looked at the auction bid sheets you handed me. You’re right. Six of the nine items are counterfeit. I’ll get them withdrawn.”

“Actually, you could help me out a lot if you’d let me deal with it in my way. That’s provided Gravé would be willing to act as your agent in the matter.”

“You really have a bass Lee Rocker used that you’d be willing to give him?”

I smiled. “See, I’m much smarter than I look. Gravé backs Castigan up on declaring those items fakes and Castigan gets instant credibility.”

“I’m good with that, and I’ll authenticate things for you.” Grant bent over, his feet and palms both flat on the floor. “I’d be happy to tie rebar into a knot for you, too, but these days I have trouble with shoe-laces.”

Terry toweled the glow from his head. “I have some stuff you might be able to use in your shop. The power armor, of course, could never be released, but I have this one suit I wore to the Inauguration, and then again to the opening of the Hall. It’s lightweight, too. I could do better with graphene laminates now, but it was state of the art then. It’s a one of a kind, low mileage.”

I smiled. “That would be great. I wouldn’t sell it without your okay, of course. Set any price you want and I’ll double it.”

He shrugged. “There’s a little nostalgia there, but I gotta be realistic. I got a niece and nephew in Bayonne who are hitting college age. My brother, Marvin, has kept me away from the kids–he never approved of my lifestyle. But the kids are bright and he’s one of those guys who’s always waiting for his ship to come in. That means he’s got no money, and they’re going to need tuition. You sell the armor, we set up a foundation and they get scholarships.”

“Deal.” I let him drain his bottle of water. “You ready to go again?”

Terry shook his head. “Not me. I can’t figure out what kind of fighting style you got going there, but you’re kicking my ass regularly. That’s why I asked the boss to suit up.”

“Grant?”

The world’s most powerful hero stepped onto the mat and bowed. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”

I returned the bow, then set myself. My heart raced and I had to remind myself that he could no longer move mountains. He’s just a man. I smiled. He’s also built like a linebacker who could wrestle gargoyles into submission.

Grant attacked. He came in quickly and snapped a kick at my gut. I twisted back to my right, then continued the spin. I ducked beneath a roundhouse kick, then came up quickly. I caught his calf on my left shoulder and pushed.

He went over. He landed on his back, but slapped the mat, breaking his fall. It sounded loud enough I imagined plaster cracking on the ceiling below. He hopped back to his feet, then dove low at my ankles.

I leaped above his grasp and kicked back. Coming up and around in a pike backflip, I landed just in time for him to tackle me around the waist. I jammed an elbow into his ribs and dropped to my left knee. I spun, hoping his momentum would break his grip, but it didn’t happen. He hung on, lifting me from the mat and hurling me through the air.

I landed hard on my chest and bounced, just as Terry had. It didn’t help that I rolled to Terry’s feet. Had I been him, I’d have been gloating, but he just looked surprised.

“How in hell did you do that, Grant?”

Grant stood in the center of the mat, bouncing from foot to foot, much as I had. “I didn’t worry about his style, I just worried about him.”

I got up and grabbed a towel. “No style to be worried about. I’m out of practice. You got whatever random access memory could produce.”

Grant shook his head. “Hey, I’m not going to pry. No need to be tossing out chaff, okay?

I blushed. “Okay.”

He nodded. “Since I got busted up, I’ve studied a lot. Bits and pieces of a bunch of things make up what you’re doing. There’s a style–a myth, if you listen to those who think they know the way of the world–called Dafeng. Means bumblebee. In it you do what you have to in order to eliminate the enemy. You sting, and like a bee, it doesn’t matter if you survive or not, because the enemy is dead.”

Terry clapped me on the shoulder. “Okay, this is the place where you claim you don’t know what he’s talking about, I choose to believe you, and we can talk about something else.” He looked over at Grant. “And you’re his sparring partner from now on. I’m allergic to bees.”

Grant smiled. “I’m not. Want to go again?”

“In a minute.” I grabbed a bottle of water and Grant stretched. “I’ve got a couple questions that both of you probably can answer. They’re about the Hall.”

“Shoot.”

“Okay. Why weren’t any of the mainline heroes at Redhawk’s induction?”

Terry shook his head. “Politics.”

“I don’t get it.”

“The Deuteragonist Society called for a boycott, and most folks honored it.”

“Who are they?”

Terry opened his hands. “This is a lot of ancient history, but you were gone when the Hall opened. The Hall negotiated a deal with the heroes to control revenue and images, which worked out since anyone wanting to control that stuff himself, in those days anyway, would pretty much have to give up his secret identity to pursue the lawsuits. Discovery and so forth, and the right to confront an accuser. Sidekicks were included in the deals, pretty much as property of the primary hero. Redhawk and a few others escaped that, but they’d already become independent before the deal went into effect.”

I nodded. “And if a sidekick went independent later, his revenue would flow to the primary. And they probably had no sub-licensing deal in place with the primary.”

“Exactly. Came to a head about twelve years ago with the Scarlet Archer and Fletcher. Fletcher went independent and tried to break free by calling himself Fletch. He and Archie had had a falling out long since. Archie sued, then brought a hot young dish in to become the new Fletcher. They became an item and she later sued him for palimony. In the original case, however, his rights to the Fletcher trademark were upheld. If the man who had been Fletcher wanted to still be a hero, he had to find a new name and start over.”

Terry shrugged. “So the sidekicks got together, formed the Deuteragonist Society, and went on strike. They forced the Hall and the heroes to put revenue-sharing, health, dental and educational programs in place. It was a good thing, but there was a backlash. The heroes on the nominating committee never picked a sidekick. When Redhawk was nominated, the Deuteragonists urged him to refuse. They wanted a deal where a bunch of sidekicks would come in all at once. When that didn’t happen, they called for a boycott.”

“And the heroes respected it?”

Grant nodded. “The nominating committee fights this battle every year. I’m for bringing the sidekicks in, but the hardline faction says they’re just adjuncts and feeding off the fame of the primaries. Another faction doesn’t agree to the basket adoption because they say it demeans the individual efforts of those who would be inducted. Lots of primaries agree, so they stayed away; and a lot of the hardliners see Redhawk as a sidekick still, so they stayed away.”

“Fascinating.” I hung the towel around my neck. “The independents did well in the ratings.”

“It’ll even out again. It always does.” Terry shook his head. “The rich remain rich, while the poor fight for table scraps.”

“I suppose you want to push the nominating committee to put Puma into the Hall, right? That is your other question?”

“It’s a good one, but not the one I was going to ask.” I reported to both of them what Selene had said about the list of the vanished. They both looked surprised.

“I’d not noticed your not being on the list before.” Terry shrugged. “Then again, I just kept trying to remember who some of the folks on the list were. Who ever heard of the Blue Eel?”

An image flashed through my mind. “A woman–girl really–based about fifty miles up the Fishkyll. She worked a bunch of the lakes up there–Forest Ranger vigilante game warden kind of thing. Some water powers. Not very powerful, but pleasant. She came to town once for a fish market poaching scam.”

“Huh. I’ll be...”

Grant nodded. “I remember her, dimly. I have to admit, I never noticed the lack either. I guess I just assumed you were there. I know I was on the distribution list for the names when the idea of creating the memorial was first put forward. Staff assembled a file on everyone. You were there. It was approved. Selene should have said something.”

“She wouldn’t have. Remember, she and the Hall don’t like each other.”

“True enough.”

“But my name is on the scroll now. How come?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t do it, but I can find out who did.” Grant cocked his head. “How important is it?”

“Good question.” I thought for a second, then sighed. “Just idle curiosity now, I guess. Is that sort of resignation part of P-crud?”

“No, my friend, we call that maturity.” Grant beckoned me back onto the mat. “This is part of P-crud.”

[image: Gauntlet]

The hot shower helped a little after Grant finished giving me the honor of helping him through P-crud. Once I got to believing that Grant was just flesh and blood, I’d become a bit more confident. He made me pay for that. I might have been fighting with no style at all, but he had all of them down solidly. Through the years I’d fought against some of the world’s best martial artists. Grant could have mopped the deck with every single one.

And despite his claiming he had no powers left, I’d have made him an odds-on bet at splitting a car engine with a single karate chop.

I hopped on the CRAWL and headed back to Castigan’s place, but I got off early. I told myself it was because I really needed to thank Randy Singh for tipping Kid Coyote off and saving my life. I could even see if he still had that yo-yo and Castigan could offer it for sale. And right up to the point when I left the CRAWL and almost turned toward the store, I believed it absolutely.

Then I headed for the Bluebelle. For half a dimly-lit block I told myself I was just going to pick my stuff up and that was it. Believed it, too. Yep. I was lying. I knew exactly what I was going to do. I was going to confront Bennie.

And I even knew why.

Shrinks philosophize about the freedom people get with the anonymity of the mask. With our identities hidden, we become more bold, freer to be ourselves. The person inside us can transcend the fleshy prison. We can be wittier or more sexual or confident. Once we lose the fear of embarrassment or discovery, we are truly set free.

Free of fear.

Once upon a time fear had been my ally. Frighten a criminal so badly that he drops a load in his pants, and the next time he’ll drop a dime on a friend. I’d used fear to build a network of informants that kept me ahead of the enemy.

But, after the beat down I was afraid. I needed to make someone else afraid. Sharing is caring. And Bennie, for very good reasons, was top of my list. He’d sold me out. He had to pay.

Bennie didn’t see me until I slammed both hands on his cage. His head came up. His eyes went wide white.

He rabbitted, which was exactly what I wanted.

A quick kick sheered the bolt on his cage. Another tore the office door off the hinges. Terror twisted his features. He ripped open an outside door and darted into the alley. I came after him as fast as I could, leaping over the clattering trash cans he toppled in his wake.

He cut right, dashing into another alley. I hesitated at the corner. I crouched, looked. He was halfway into a small courtyard, heading for a dark warehouse. I sprinted after him. He yanked the door open and disappeared inside. The door banged on the exterior wall, then arced closed again.

But I caught it before it could lock.

I slipped inside and cloaked myself in shadow. I could feel him out there. Tiny echoes of labored breathing reached me.

I set my voice low. “We have an issue to settle Bennie. Do we do it the easy way, or do we wait until you get out of Intensive Care?”

Something crashed in the darkness. I moved toward it, then barked my shin on something hard. I crouched to rub it and something whistled through the air where my head had been.

A light flashed on from above, pinpointing us. Bennie stood there, a fire ax raised high.

“Stop!” announced a sepulchral voice, “the game is ended.”

Bennie thought the words were for him.

But, really, Nighthaunt was speaking to me.
















Chapter Seventeen







Bennie hadn’t gotten the message. He rose on his toes, the ax going higher. Light gleamed from the razored edge. Unholy terror burned in his eyes, outshining it. He looked at me but didn’t see a person. I wasn’t someone he recognized. I was Grendel–he was Beowulf.

Something whizzed through the air. It hit him hard, right there, in his forehead. A Spookstar. In years past Nighthaunt’s weapon would have buried two inches of blade in Bennie’s skull. Or, if Nighthaunt was feeling generous, would have pinned his hands to the ax-handle. Now it just thwoked off, leaving a red mark and a little dent.

The Mark of Cain.

Bennie bounced one way, the ax another. The Spookstar fell by my knee. Blackened steel, the four-bladed throwing star had been blunted as if black olives had been impaled on each point. Black neoprene plastic covered them. In spite of that change, the Spookstar worked as effectively as the old model, but with much less blood.

As I scooped it up, the light went out.

His voice, just a shade more brittle than I remember, sent shivers down my spine. “It is you, isn’t it?”

“Thanks for the save.”

“How long have you been back in Capital City?”

“Month and a half, give or take.” I didn’t bother trying to see him. I couldn’t. He probably had nightvision equipment on or was using a headphone and broadcasting to compact speakers he’d scattered about. Nighthaunt had always been clever that way.

He pondered silently for a bit. “Of course, Old Dude with yo-yo.”

“Old Dude who got stomped shortly thereafter.”

“Why did you come back?”

I shrugged. “Retirement. Capital City was the only home I’ve known.”

Again silence for a heartbeat or two–which wasn’t much time given how fast mine was fluttering. “I’ve admired your work. Stockholm. Mumbai. Mombassa. Oh, and that thing in Cyprus, very well done. And Lhasa, my favorite. I’m sure I’m missing many more.”

I cocked my head. “You knew I was out there?”

“I knew someone was out there. I didn’t make the connections until just now. I monitor things just in case they are headed for my city. “

His city. Some people never change.

“Those days are past. I’m out of the game.”

“We’re never out of the game.”

“Rumors of your retirement clearly are false.”

“I keep my hand in at the request of others, but strictly in an information-gathering capacity.”

“Yeah? What did you learn nailing Bennie there?”

“That I still have it.” He laughed and the chills intensified. “As do you.”

I shook my head. “You know that’s not true. I froze. I went after Bennie to convince myself I wasn’t afraid, but I am. The Zomboyz. Panda-moanium. A motel clerk with an ax. Game over, and I don’t have the spare change to buy more lives.”

“Pity you think so. When I was your age I’d only dimly begun to think of retirement. I pushed the idea off until a replacement came on the scene.”

“Redhawk. You trained him right.”

“But he wasn’t the replacement. You were.”

I made no attempt to cover my surprise. “You’re joking.”

“You and I are different from the other heroes. Graviton was invincible. He was a god. Golden Guardian had his power armor. Colonel Constitution had that ultra-warrior serum pumped into him. The mutants… You and I were, well, we found respectable words for it: Gadgeteers or Tricksters. You know the others referred to us as Felixes, don’t you?”

“As in the cartoon cat?”

“With his bag of tricks. Terry and Grant once said that, not realizing I was in earshot. They viewed me as something less than they were. Most of C4 did, which is why I set out to bring down each of their arch-nemeses in turn.”

“So that was the origin of the ‘Twelve Labors of Nighthaunt.’” I frowned. “You broke your leg during that, right?”

“Left femur, compound fracture. Cold really gets to it these days.” A little irritation crept into his voice. “I got them, though, and earned grudged respect from the others. It made me realize that if they were going to look at a colleague as being beneath them, this was going to be their vision of ordinary people. And someone had to defend them. That task fell to the Felixes of the world.”

I thought his judgment of Grant was a bit harsh, but arguing gained nothing. “Redhawk is a Felix.”

“But he has the wrong attitude. He couldn’t do what I do.”

It took me a moment to figure out what he meant. It broke down pretty simply as one of those X/Y graphs from grade school. One axis is evil versus good, and the other is Law versus Justice. Okay, my putting Justice there is a personal bias, but one I shared with Nighthaunt. Someone like Colonel Constitution would have called it Chaos or anarchy or lawlessness–whichever term best fit his mood at the time.

Nighthaunt and I both believed in Justice. That meant there were times when we had to move outside the law. Colonel Constitution saw that as placing ourselves above the law, which created quite a knot in his knickers. While Redhawk wasn’t as extreme as the Colonel, he worked with law enforcement more often than not.

The fact was, however, that Nighthaunt and I were not philosophical fellow-travelers. On that other axis, he held very strongly to the view that people were inherently evil and had to be scared into remaining lawful. Grant and Terry hit the other extreme, believing folks were inherently good, and if the bad apples were removed from the barrel, all would be well.

Personally, I tended toward the middle. I figured most folks were just confused and might not realize they’d stepped over the line. After all, for every guard at a death camp, there’d been an architect, an accountant and a dozen maintenance guys making sure the camp ran efficiently and in the black. What they’re allowing to happen is definitely evil, but are they? Or are they just too confused to be aware of what’s going on?

I scratched at the back of my neck. “Sorry, I’m still having a hard time believing you saw me as your replacement.”

“You were one of several. You made the cut. We brought you into C4.”

My eyes narrowed. “Yeah, that’s kind of curious. Grant said he and his wife didn’t like me, would have blackballed me, but you insisted. You and I, we never… so how did…?”

I stopped as comprehension twisted through my guts. “Puma.”

“The original Felix. Yes, he wrote me. He recommended you without reservation. Said if he was younger he would have taken you under his wing.”

I nodded, unable to speak.

Nighthaunt didn’t notice. “I would have done that, too, save for circumstances. Redhawk was moving out on his own, so it wouldn’t have seemed as if I’d disowned him. I liked what I saw of you in C4. We could have partnered up. We still can.”

“No.” I shook my head again. “I mean it. I’m out. It’s flattering, but I know my limits. As much as I’d like to be worthy, I’m not. Too much has changed.”

“Yes, and not always for the better. I see things. I try to point them out, but my entreaties fall on deaf ears.”

I spun the Spookstar on a finger. “Why weren’t you at Redhawk’s induction ceremony?”

“How do you know I wasn’t?”

“None of these were flying around.”

“Touché. Redhawk and I still talk. I’ve let him know how proud I am of him, but with the Deuteragonists and the controversy, it’s important for him to maintain his independence. I respect that.” He sighed. “I was sorry Puma died. I wanted to go to the memorial, but I don’t get around as well as I used to. Arthritis.”

“Great, something besides P-crud to look forward to.”

“Indeed. You’ll need to find yourself a hobby.”

“Note to self: invest in Sudoku books.”

“You can do better than that. What is it you’re planning to do with yourself now?”

It would have been easy to tell him about Castigan, but I held that back. The inquiry sounded friendly enough, but he and I had never been friends. I figured it was his nature to suck up any intelligence he could. Problem was, once he had info, he’d find a way to use it.

“I’ve got some money stashed. I have time to figure out what I want to do.”

“No connection between you and Kid Coyote?”

“Nope, but, as you said, I might need a hobby. He any good?”

“It’s a down market for Felixes, but he has talent. He’s one to watch.”

“I’ll put him on my Superfriends list.”

“And down that path lies madness.” Nighthaunt’s laughter rose from the shadows. “It’s been good talking with you. I’ll leave your friend to your disposition. I don’t suppose we’ll speak again. Enjoy your retirement. If you can.”

And like that he was gone. I’d always hated that about him. Whispering from the shadows, then just vanish. My spine still tingled, and not in a good way. And if he can make an ally feel like that, just imagine how his enemies felt.

I tried to take comfort in that idea, but then I didn’t know which he considered me to be. The curious thing was this: how had he come to be at the warehouse? Was he watching Bennie or me? Why would he watch either of us?

The more I thought about it–throughout a process that involved entering and leaving the CRAWL on a random basis and included arriving back at my shop later than planned–the more I couldn’t decide which answer made me happier. The more I played the conversation over in my head, the more I became convinced it was really an interrogation. He always came back to the central point: why I was in Capital City?

And he hadn’t liked my answer.

I hadn’t quite figured out what to make of all that when the elevator door opened. Selene stood in the doorway between workroom and store, her arms crossed and her brows furrowed.

“You, sir, have made a big mistake.”

I tossed the keys on my workbench. “I’m glad you’re here. I know I did and I was going to tell you about it immediately but…” I pointed to where the keys had landed next to my uTiliPod. “…I forgot that and this is better done face to face.”

“Really?”

“Really.” I swallowed hard. “I went to the Bluebelle. I told myself it was to thank Randy Singh, and then just to collect my stuff from the Bluebelle, but it wasn’t. I went after Bennie. I wanted to scare him. I figured if he could be scared, the fear in my heart would get transferred to him. Kinda like playing tag.”

Her stance shifted and an eyebrow rose. “Go on.”

I frowned. “This isn’t the mistake you wanted to talk to me about, is it?”

“No, but we’ll talk about your choice of wallpaper later.” Her voice tightened. “What happened?”

“I chased him. He got the drop on me. He’d have killed me save for the intervention of a friend.”

“Are you hurt?”

“Pride.” I shrugged. “There was a guy, David Hackworth, once described fear this way. He said every man has a bottle inside himself. Some have a big one. Some have a small one. Doesn’t matter. All the fear collects in there and a guy can be fearless while it’s collecting. And then one day, the bottle’s full. That’s it. Game over. He’s done.”

I looked up at her. “My bottle’s full.”

Selene’s gaze did not waver. “It’ll drain out again.”

“It’s a one-way bottle.” I opened my arms. “I violated our agreement. There are the keys.”

“Keep them.”

“But…”

She smiled carefully. “I’ve been where you are. You know I’ve gone out with Vixen a couple times. You have one strike against you.”

“And I get three?”

“You get two. You’d only have gotten one, but you came clean.” Her eyes half-closed. “I expected some backsliding, and I already knew about you and Bennie.”

“He called?”

“A courtesy. He has quite an art collection and I’ve done work for him.”

I shook my head. “My fear bottle is full, but my stupid bottle isn’t. He doesn’t see me and randomly call someone who’s appraised art for him. I didn’t tell him about Castigan, so he has no reason to connect us.”

“I also did the alarm system in the Mausoleum and at Haste Manor.”

“Nice dodge.” I fixed her with a stare. “He knows I’m Victoria’s father?”

Selene nodded slowly. “After it became apparent I was pregnant, he did the gallant thing. He offered to marry me and raise Victoria as his own child. It was a tempting offer, and one he repeated several times over the years.”

“And you didn’t accept because?”

“Victoria would have been raised as his daughter. I’d fought against him. I didn’t think his lifestyle would be good for her.” Selene sagged against the door jamb. “I tried to shield her from what we were. He would have conspired with her.”

“So he called you to warn you that I was back in town?”

She nodded. “I thanked him for the news and said I’d already been informed. Then I called Grant and straightened out that arrow of connection. If Nick calls Grant he won’t know the deception.”

I shook my head. “Nicholas Haste and Grant Stone. There was a time they ruled this city, one by day, one by night. No one knew who they really were.”

“That was a long time ago, a time perhaps best forgotten.”

“You better hope not.”

She frowned.

“Think where you’re standing, my dear. If the old days are forgotten, Castigan is done before he starts.”

Selene laughed. “Good point. Of course, with that wallpaper, you could be done already.”

“What are you talking about?” I made to move past her, but she stopped me with a hand to my heart. “Did you already change it?”

“They’ll be here tomorrow.”

“Okay.” My brows furrowed. “What am I missing? Why are you here.”

“I’m here because I’m impressed with everything you’ve accomplished.” She smiled happily. “Excluding the wallpaper, what you’ve done is brilliant. You’ve been working hard.”

“I have tons more to do.”

“But not tonight.” She gave me a shove back toward the elevator. “The car’s waiting downstairs. Your clothes are in it. You will change on the way.”

“To?”

“It’s a surprise, but you’ll enjoy it, I promise.” She herded me into the elevator and sent it down. “All you have to do is to remember back to when you knew how to have fun. Think you can do that?”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Fantastic.” Her eyes sparkled as she smiled. “Women will swoon, men will weep and we will have more fun than allowed by law.”
















Chapter Eighteen







The elevator that whisked us from the ground to the one hundred and second floor of the world’s tallest building opened into the Emerald Ballroom. Though it had been completely refurbished a half-dozen times, it retained the powerful elegance and grace of the original Art Deco styling. The bowl-shaped room had tables and booths on tiers centered around a vast wooden dance-floor. At the north end, backed by a huge window that revealed the city in all its nighttime glory, a big band played on a stage.

It was as if the elevator had not only carried us to the heavens, but had transported us back in time. I remembered the last time I’d been there. I’d been younger. Selene had been on my arm, but never had she looked more beautiful than she did now.

I’d pulled on a black suit with a white shirt and an emerald green tie which matched my eyes and the hue of her gown. The tie had a slight wrinkle in it, since she’d used it to blindfold me while she changed into the strapless gown, with a tight bodice and flowing skirts. And sequins, so many sequins that as she spun across the dance floor it looked as if a million flash bulbs were going off.

The maitre d’ conducted us to a table on one of the higher tiers–so much better to see and be seen–and brought a complimentary bottle of champagne. Selene nodded at a few people as we walked to our seats arm in arm. Heads everywhere bent together, starting the whispers which would soon spread beyond the ball room.

She smiled across the table. “They’ll be wondering who you are.”

“So, who am I?”

“Castigan, of course. Half the people here are your target clientele.”

“Cool. Business. Got it.” I smiled. “It’s show time.”

The maitre d’ came and gave Selene a card. “He has invited you and your guest to join him at his table.”

Selene studied the card, then nodded. “We will, for a moment.”

“Very good, ma’am.”

Acting my part, I took Selene’s hand and tucked it inside my left elbow, then paraded her across the empty dance floor. We ascended two levels. The man who’d sent the card stood and slid out from the booth, leaving behind another man and their two wives. The older couple, including the man who stood, appeared to be roughly our age. The other couple was younger and while well-dressed, appeared a bit too churchy for the surroundings.

I recognized our host even before I heard him speak, and kicked myself because I’d not made the connection before. A couple inches shorter than me, and twenty pounds heavier, his dark hair had thinned into a comb-over that looked like a barcode tattoo. He’d gotten a bit jowly as well.

Selene hugged him, then turned to introduce me. “Castigan, this is His Honor, the mayor, Gregory Greylan.”

Greylan, with a big smile on his face, extended his hand.

I just looked at it as if a doctor examining a grotesque deformity. The hand hung there, then it wavered for a moment. Which is exactly when I looked up into his eyes. “Ah, forgive Castigan. He does not shake hands.”

Greylan’s smile remained pasted in place. “This is my wife. Dear, you know Selene Kole.”

“Always a pleasure, Selene.”

“Indeed, Delores.”

I had to marvel how both women sounded warm and sincere, but mutual contempt poured off in waves.

I bowed to Delores and extended my hand. She placed hers in it and I kissed the air above her knuckles. “It is a pleasure to meet the woman who has given this city’s mayor such a delightful family. It pleases Castigan to see he is so well supported.”

Delores, a woman with corn-silk hair and a corn-fed waistline, blushed.

The other man, younger and, like his bride, dark-haired, did not offer me his hand. “William Wright the third, Police Commissioner. This is my wife, Jennifer.”

Jennifer smiled demurely, but kept her hands in her lap where there was no risk of their being kissed.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

The Emerald Room staff brought two chairs and we joined the Mayor’s party. Some small talk ensued, but I remained silent throughout. This was, in part, deliberate, but I was also distracted.

The deliberate part was simple. I had long ago developed the technique for making people believe I was insane. It’s great for playing a homeless vagabond, making stake-outs a piece of cake. Usually no one notices you, and when they do, you get tips.

 Insanity had even more promise as eccentricity. With these two, I’d just dial it back a little. No need for strait-jacket-and-shock-therapy insanity. The truly insane can be dangerous, but eccentrics can be controlled. My targets had to feel safe, superior, and that I was no threat.

I’d already started the ball rolling by referring to myself in third person. Using a single name helped, too. Made me crazy or an artist. Disengagement from the discussion was another thing–Castigan was in his own little world. A few misperceptions and few ridiculous mistakes, and I would be set.

Then the mayor looked at me. “Do I know you, Mr. Castigan? Have we met before?”

“No, your honor, you have not before met Castigan.”

But I’ve met you, Redhawk.

Without the lifts and the wig and the chin prosthetic, he was hard to spot. On the trip we took together he’d been Dick and I’d been Harry. He’d been a nice enough guy, though definitely on the vanilla side of things. He wasn’t someone I would have hung out with.

Even before I’d cracked the mayor’s secret, I’d known the other man was Colonel Constitution. It didn’t hurt that the original had been in C4, so I knew he was Bill Wright. His grandson stood ramrod stiff and held himself even tighter than the old man ever had. I bet his wife starches and irons his tighty-whities, too.

“Well, what brings you to Capital City, Mr. Castigan?”

I waved a hand. “Castigan, just Castigan. Empty honorifics mean nothing to Castigan. And why is Castigan here?” I canted my head, studied the mayor first, then the police commissioner. “No, no, you are nothing.”

Both men looked surprised.

Delores spoke up. “Did you mean to say ‘nothing?’”

“Oh, so kind lady, thank you. Castigan, he is sometimes unsure of words. No, gentlemen, apologies if you thought Castigan thinks you are nothing. No, far from it. You see, Castigan means to say you are nothing of the superhero. You know them, you tolerate them, you work with them, but you are not like Castigan’s people. Castigan’s people are consumed by them.”

The two men shared a conspiratorial glance when I said they were nothing of the superhero. That took care of their feeling superior. A superhero’s natural state is one of fear that he will be discovered. I’d just tossed myself into the class of the clueless who can’t see through their tissue-paper identities. I became harmless, they felt safe and terribly clever.

Selene laid a hand on my knee. “Castigan is a dealer in hero memorabilia. He handles very expensive pieces. He’s an expert and has uncovered many forgeries.”

“It is Castigan’s vocation, dear Selene, and his passion.” I smiled. “Castigan is a citizen of the world, and now he comes here, to its crown jewel, to live. He is genius, no?”

Asking folks to praise you is a clear sign of eccentricity. They complied, despite wondering if I even knew what day of the week it was.

Greylan steepled his fingers and leaned forward, elbows on the table. “We were having an interesting discussion. You are aware of what happened at the Hall?”

“Yes. Great shame.”

“Commissioner Wright is advocating the creation of a new supergroup. Under Colonel Constitution we would create the Capital City Costumed Constabulary. We would bring the independent heroes in under his aegis and seek to prevent future disasters. Thoughts, Selene?”

“Organization is not always a bad thing.”

The Mayor’s wife wrinkled her nose at the reply, slipping her hand onto her husband’s arm.

I spoke up quickly. “Castigan would not favor it.”

Wright poked a finger at me. “It’s the only way to control the sort of ruffians who pay no attention to the law.”

“This may be true, but Castigan does not support it. Castigan thrives when there are many heroes. Here we would have few. Colonel Constitution and then the group. And the outsiders.”

Wright’s nostrils flared. “In this battle there is no room for outsiders. They are for us or against us.”

“Castigan has heard this before. Castigan would point out that ‘us’ and ‘them’ are highly subjective.” I glanced at the mayor. “Would there be a grant of extraordinary police powers to this organization?”

“For the duration of the emergency, perhaps. Network tracing, that sort of thing.”

“By this you mean monitoring communications covertly?”

Wright kept poking with that finger. “It’s the only way to catch the criminals out.”

“Then a thousand times no. Castigan will not be monitored.”

Wright’s eyes tightened. “If you do nothing wrong, you have nothing to fear.”

“What Castigan fears is those who decide what is right and what is wrong. Think of your peanut butter. It is illegal now. Before, no. So, one day it is legal, the next it is not. Right becomes wrong. Castigan did not think he had anything to be afraid of, and then he does.”

Silence fell. I’d gone too far in arguing a point. I’d confused them. They’d thought I was naïve and in my own world, but I had a grasp on theirs. Wright’s alarm meter was getting ready to redline.

So I looked up and away from Selene and held a hand up as if motioning someone to be quiet. “Not here, mother, Castigan is enjoying his time. Yes, they are nice people. Yes, mother, Castigan will be nicer.”

The silence continued, but awkwardly now–the only change being the blank stares on the assembled faces.

I smiled. “Do not be alarmed. It is only the ghost of Castigan’s mother. If it was Uncle Yuri, then there would be trouble. She just comes out whenever she thinks Cossacks are going to raid or something equally dire.”

They all got very polite very quickly. Delores even made sympathetic noises toward Selene–all the while being happy I’d been visited upon her. I wasn’t sure what was going on there, but I could guess.

Wright got smug again. His wife mumbled a prayer to keep Uncle Yuri away.

The band began to play a waltz. Selene took my hand. “Castigan, be a dear. Let’s dance.”

“It would be Castigan’s pleasure.”

Selene smiled graciously as we got up. “It was nice seeing you all again.”

I guided Selene all the way across the floor and took her in my arms. That surprised me, the feel of her, the scent of her hair, her warmth. We started dancing. Twenty years vanished. We moved as one, circling and swirling like contented fish in a gentle current. I’d not danced in ages but it came back quickly.

The song ended too soon, and she pulled back immediately. Smiling, we returned to our table, then sat and sipped champagne.

“You are simply wicked. You know that.”

“It’s always good to have the opposition underestimate you.”

“Opposition?”

“You don’t think that recreating C4 to save the city would boost the mayor’s profile and win him the next election?”

“Term limits. Greg can’t run.”

“Okay, for Governor then.”

“Sure, but it doesn’t answer the question.” She watched me above the edge of her champagne flute. “Or does this have to do with those things you won’t tell me about?”

“Good point, maybe they’re not the opposition.” I reached out and took her hand in mine. “Just a piece of the past that should stay there.”

She slipped her hand from mine. “There are a lot of things that should remain in the past.”

“Then that’s where we’ll leave them.” I smiled. “But you said we’re celebrating, right?”

“Absolutely.”

“And what are we celebrating?”

Her eyes grew distant. “Being alive. Not being sad that we’re not young anymore.”

“Perfect.” I offered my hand.

We returned to the floor and melded with the music. She moved exquisitely, light and deliberate. The slightest touch propelled her into turns. I spun her out and back, took her through a grand, whirling tour of the floor. Like the ball in a roulette wheel we circled in the opposite direction of the other dancers, threading our way between them to the heart of the floor.

We didn’t leave the floor for a long time, though we weren’t always dancing with each other. A variety of men asked Selene to join them. I picked out the women whose husbands wouldn’t dance if Baron Samizdat was prodding them with a chain-saw. Within a couple of steps I knew how experienced they were, and then lead them through a fun array of moves.

I remembered what a teacher had once told me about dancing. “The lead’s job, gentlemen, is to make your partner feel she is the most beautiful woman in the world.” I undertook to do that with all of them, gracing them with smiles, whispering encouragement, thanking them profusely. Not only was it fun, but Castigan became a charming character. Women have a greater tolerance for eccentricity than men–at least as long as it’s not dating their daughter.

But Selene was the one I wanted to be dancing with. It had little to do with my other partners’ skill level or enthusiasm. Dancing with her was like that night we met in the art museum, where we flowed so well together. Broken moves finished with a laugh and then were reworked into something stylish. A few dancers could follow what we were doing, and only a couple or two tried to match us.

Not William Wright, of course. He danced with his wife only so I’d not ask her to dance. He had all the skill of a man walking over broken glass, and dancing actually seemed more painful to him. His wife endured it, however, looking at him with worshipful eyes that made me wonder how they had met or what drugs he was feeding her.

None could match us. We knew it. We showed off, just a bit, as we had in the old days. Time peeled back, and it was just Selene and me. No one else mattered. We existed outside the constraints that which had kept us apart.

It was perfect.

And so I forgot myself.

I kissed her.

It was the first kiss all over again, every bit of it.

That surprise at how natural it feels. That thrill as your lips touch, as you perceive your partner’s warmth. The way your arms encircle her, pulling her close. The pleasure and danger of that first intimacy. Overture or finale, you don’t know.

I pulled back, waiting for the slap.

She looked at me openly, surprised and something else.

“Is that the best you can do?”

I shook my head. “I can do better.”

She smiled and slipped again into my arms. “Let me be the judge of that.”
















Chapter Nineteen







I’d actually thought I’d never see the Scarlet Fox again. After we’d met in the museum, I kept looking for her. It wasn’t as bad as stalking, but I did keep my ears open for any jobs that sounded like her modus operandi and my eyes on treasures that might interest her. I lurked, hopeful, but stopped shy of setting a trap.

That would have been pathetic.

I figured I was kidding myself. Not in the area of possible romance–there’d been a spark there, that was for certain. No, the fact was I’d never catch her. Nighthaunt hadn’t, and where he failed it wasn’t likely I was going to succeed.

I busied myself with a handful of civilian jobs, and then patrols at night. Days spent sorting tax receipts demanded action as an antidote. Most of the time I found it in busting up heists or stopping rapes and assaults. I liked taking down drug dealers because they always had stacks of money laying around and never complained loudly when a couple packets went missing.

On nights when I couldn’t find action, I used to go out dancing. Not Emerald Room dancing, just club dancing. I’d find a place that offered a free lesson with cover. Mostly swing and salsa, with a scattering of other things. Everyone gathers in a big circle, we learn a few steps and change partners. If you pay attention, you learn a few names. If you come back, you recognize regulars, but mostly you just have fun. A couple hours dancing can be a great workout and given a choice of skinning knuckles on some goon’s face or spinning a woman into a dip, I’ll take the latter.

Plus it was good, anonymous fun. The trouble with being a vigilante is that you anger some people. They’d love to take it out on your friends. The only sure way to prevent that is to remain vigilant and without friends. That does tend to cut into social interaction, however. Dancing became an easy way to maintain superficial but seemingly meaningful contact with others.

I recognized Selene immediately. It was in a club lesson–Balboa. I pulled her tight to me, chest to chest, our faces all but cheek to cheek. My right arm closed around her. She moved through an inside spin. I caught her deftly, her weight against my arm, our feet moving in unison. Then she sped away again and back in. Tantalizing and teasing, daring and taunting.

She’d recognized me, too, but before either of us said anything, it was time to rotate partners. She went away and I didn’t even remember if she’d given me a name. Heck, I was so surprised I barely remembered what name I was giving others that evening. I went through a dozen more partners before the lesson ended. I looked for her, but the lights went down and people flooded the floor.

Then the tap on my shoulder. “Dance?”

I nodded and led her to the floor. We found a corner. We confirmed what we’d already knew. We were good together, and it wasn’t just because we were practiced at dancing. We were on the same wavelength, which meant all the songs were painfully brief, and the time spent dancing with others was agonizingly long.

Even when we weren’t dancing, when we were draining bottles of water and wiping off sweat, we didn’t need to speak. We watched each other, both wary and trusting. We were in a bubble, hyperaware of the others around us, and yet not threatened by them. We knew each other’s secret, which united us even while it made us potential enemies.

I broke the silence. “Sanctuary. Deal?”

Selene smiled. “As in the medieval idea of a Church being inviolate?”

“Exactly.”

“Deal.” She offered me her hand, and we shook.

“I’d like to see you again.” I held a hand up. “The Chronicle, personals section. Just add a block north and east. If you show, you show.”

“And if I can’t?”

“Place an ad and I’ll subtract a block.”

We danced once more, then another man asked her to dance. I didn’t see her again that night. I had a moment of sleeplessness after placing the ad, thinking she might not show up, and might not write her own ad. Then I remembered we’d agreed to sanctuary, so even if she didn’t show, I knew I would be seeing her again.

She did show. I’d specified the northeast corner of 36th and Kirby, so she met me at 37th and Kane, right there on the edge of the Park. We wandered through it, chatting until it became dark–disabling two muggers who mistook us for easy pickings–then caught a bite at a club right before joining the lesson.

It was salsa and it was wonderful. Balboa and swing are energetic and fun dances, but there’s nothing like Latin dances for heat and sensuality. Salsa is Tango Lite–easier to pick up, but no less hot. Spinning Selene into a hammerlock, controlling her movement for a step or two, then spinning her out was to tame an elemental and then free it again. It was playing with fire, but fire that liked being played with.

Before she vanished that night, she gave me a note. It was a puzzle, but I’d had experience working out cryptic messages. Once deciphered it provided clues about where we would meet again, and how I should dress. And for our next encounter, I worked out a puzzle for her–setting a tone for our relationship.

For five months we danced–in clubs and through the jungle of getting closer. Every night we were different people. Sometimes it was just names, sometimes it was whole roles. I once had an entire restaurant singing Happy Birthday for my wife. She got me back another time by having me buy a round at a bar to celebrate my graduation from Law School.

And then there were nights when it was just the two of us, anonymous, going to the theatre or eating wings before hitting a ball game. Names and other things weren’t important. We had the luxury of knowing who each other truly was. So few couples ever managed that.

Selene took the first step in making things permanent. I decoded a note that specified an apartment and a time. I was to bring wine. I arrived and entered a modest but respectable building. She was on the third floor and looked a little harried as she answered the door, her hands in oven mitts. She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then ran to the small kitchen, tossing a “make yourself at home,” over her shoulder.

She had to know what I’d be seeing. Family photographs. All her books–not unexpectedly a vast majority were art related–and the diplomas with her real name. Art on the walls, reproductions of Picassos and others, interspersed with water-color studies of her own.

The apartment, it was her. It wasn’t a set, as my apartments were. This was where she lived, and she’d let me in. She had opened a door.

I turned as she pulled a lasagna out of the oven and set it on the table. “Sanctuary?”

She looked at me curiously, then smiled. “Thank you.”

We opened the wine and enjoyed dinner. She told me about her day. She was Selene Kole, assistant Director of Acquisitions at the Frederick Haste Museum of Art. She offered stories about co-workers and their travails. I reciprocated with a couple anecdotes about tax clients, even though I’d long since stopped temping for the accountant.

I don’t really think she thought we’d end up in bed that night. Or, perhaps, she was open to it, but thought it might happen upon our return from dancing. If she let me walk her home. If she invited me up.

If she kissed me.

So it was like that again when we departed the Emerald Room, leaving the Mayor behind, and went to the Regent on Eisner. We held each other all the way up in the elevator and then, even before we stepped beyond the foyer, she pressed me back against the door and kissed me. Urgent and warm, her body tight against mine, sucking breath from my mouth, crushing it from my chest. I held her and kissed her back, the tip of my tongue flicking against her lips. They parted and our kiss deepened.

Then I broke it. I grabbed a handful of hair at the back of her head and tugged, bringing her chin up. “Selene, it’s been a very long time...”

“The past is dead. New memories.”

She took my hand and led me deeper into the dark room. Nimble fingers removed my tie and unbuttoned my shirt. My jacket flew off, pushed away as we kissed again, and my shirt followed it. I unzipped her gown. It disappeared in a whisper of silk. Shoes bounced into the darkness and the rest of our clothes trailed from doorway to bed.

There are those religious sects who maintain that dancing is just having sex standing up. That’s because they really don’t know how to have sex lying down. Cool sheets contrasted with Selene’s soft, warm skin. Fingers danced, lips kissed, teeth grazed and tongues feasted. Her hair lashed me, a velvet curtain that caressed, leaving my skin tingling and chill in its wake.

Selene had ever been a masterful lover, but not because of a perfected technique or the introduction of some new trick. As we were one on the dance floor, so we became in bed. She read me, knew what I wanted and needed. She forced me to lay back, then she touched me and kissed. She stroked scars, layering good touches over bad, smothering evil memories and took no offense as my body twitched and resisted out of reflex.

Gentle and insistent, playful and demanding, she directed me wordlessly. Memories flooded back for both of us, heralded by sighs and moans. She rose above me and slid me into her, beginning a sensual rocking rhythm which started slow, but built. It built gradually, rising and falling, undulating with her body, with my hips, the two of us moving together tightly. Lust warred with tenderness and ultimately fused with it. Her fingers slipped into mine, our grips tightened, and our bodies exploded at the same moment.

Then she lay on my chest and I held her as she held me, our bodies sweaty, chests heaving, each of us giggling, boneless and exhausted. I kissed her head and she kissed my chest. Then, gradually, she slipped onto her side and I nestled her there beneath my right arm. 

A knee rose across my thighs. Protective. Possessive. And she slept.

By rights I should have as well, but other memories held sleep at bay. I wanted to banish them, but I was tired enough that I didn’t have that much control. Our lovemaking had opened doors that had been closed for two decades.

Their opening allowed other memories to crawl up from the abyss.

Not counting the Emerald Ballroom or Hall, the last time I’d seen Greg Greylan had been in Austria. I’d met Redhawk before and we’d worked together a couple of times. I’d never known who he was. Some gossips working the hero beat had tried to cast us as rivals but, as storylines go, it was a non-starter. He was Nighthaunt’s heir-apparent and I was a small-time independent who’d been tapped by C4 to hold capes and cowls while the bigs nailed serious supervillains.

I met Greg on the flight to Europe. They’d given him the seat next to me in business class. He tried to come off as a sophisticated traveler, but he was a bit too ‘gosh, golly’ to pull that off. He didn’t say anything Redhawk would have said, but his delivery ran close a couple of times. I started to wonder.

We chatted and I’d have probably thought nothing more about him, save that he showed up in the hotel bar after our arrival. He was out of place there, and had only one reason to have showed up.

Like me, he was following instructions.

An ABC government agency had offered me a mission. They promised, in return, to help me with a few problems. Tax problems. Since none of my identities was ever going to get a tax refund, I never bothered to file tax forms. They’d get that cleared up and promised a hefty, tax-free bonus. They’d even let me keep the frequent-flier miles to Europe. I was in.

When Greg showed up at the bar I called him over to my table. Took me about ten minutes to determine he was Redhawk. I also figured he’d not identified me. Since we were clearly on the same assignment, and since our contact hadn’t spoken with us yet, I suggested we get dinner. He agreed and we found a nice place nearby. We got a good dinner and lingered over it. Then the restaurant turned its bar into a disco, so I suggested we check it out. Greg really didn’t want to, but he liked having a friend, so he went along.

Typical disco: loud, dark when some strobe wasn’t blinding you, and full of folks who wanted to fly their individual freak flags. Greg spent most of his time goggling bar-hugging eyecandy while I checked out the women on the dance floor. One was pretty good–she was working hard to back-lead a drunk through some swing steps. I wandered over, asked her to dance, and put her through a bunch of moves that coaxed a smile onto her face.

Her English was much better than my German. She had two friends who joined us. The redhead and the blonde draped themselves over Greg, who alternately looked as if he’d died and gone to Heaven, or feared he was going straight to Hell. I spent most of my time dancing with Lise. The last I saw Greg, he was wandering away with a woman under each arm, ready to have a life-changing experience.

Which is about the time Lise brought me a bottle of water.

I drank.

And got my own life-changing experience.
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At some point I felt safe enough to fall asleep, waking only as Selene slid onto my chest and kissed me. She smiled against my lips.

I returned that smile.

“You were restless.”

I slipped my arms around her waist and held her tight. “Memories. Gone now.”

“You can tell me.”

“I know. Not worth bothering with, really. Not any more.” I kissed her quickly. “So, what are we going to tell Victoria?”

“What we?”

I hesitated. “She’ll have to know. Wouldn’t it be best if we told her together?”

Selene laughed. “Nope. That’s a discussion she should have with her father.”

“Like I need a baptism of fire…”

She caressed my cheek lightly. “Part of your life. It has to be done. But don’t worry.” She kissed my chin. “If you survive, I have all sorts of medicinal kisses to take away any hurt.”
















Chapter Twenty







While the prospect of medicinal kisses did have its allure, I really wasn’t looking forward to speaking with Victoria. Our last conversation had hardly been pleasant. I’d promised I’d not go away again. I figured, and I’m sure she did as well, that we’d work our way up from there. We’d do a couple of things together–low key, non-threatening things,or go through the motions, anyway.

She’d learn I wasn’t a monster.

I’d develop thick skin.

Win-win.

I had the feeling that telling her that her mother and I had slept together would be as welcome as a diagnosis of Ebola. Perhaps less so. It was one thing to promise I’d not go away, and yet another to be establishing a bigger presence in her life.

My natural inclination was born of my Y-chromosome. I wanted to wait and see if this all came up in normal conversation. Of course, Victoria and I weren’t going to be having normal conversations for a long time anyway. Any conversation centered on my sex life wasn’t going to be comfortable, moving it outside the normal range.

Waiting wasn’t going to help anything.

I called her. I admit being happy that I had to leave voice mail. I didn’t just lay everything out in the message, but just said we needed to talk, and soon, today if possible. I tried to keep it light, as if nothing was wrong, but she wasn’t going to buy that for a second.

Especially when she took note of the fact that her mother hadn’t made it home last night.

I waited for her call by studying hero ratings and how the whole system worked via the uTiliPod. I hated the ratings, but Castigan’s livelihood depended on mastering them. As a hero’s fortunes rose, so would the price of his memorabilia. Like all merchants, I wanted to buy low and sell high. Not only did I have to spot comers, I had to pick out heroes who were going to be dropping off.

There were a lot of factors that went into figuring a hero’s value. For example, I studied a graph of Blue Ninja’s ratings. He was fairly consistent for a featherweight. The only weird thing was that his ratings usually dipped in the first part of December and the middle of May, then spiked during January and remained higher during the summer–save for a four week period spanning July and August.

That suggested that Blue Ninja might be a teacher or college student who stopped patrolling while dealing with exams. He made up for it during breaks, but when he did a summer school stint, his ratings suffered again. The time to push his memorabilia would be post holidays, or at the start of the summer.

Another pattern looked promising. If a hero got injured, he’d be out of action for a time. Buying directly from him while he recuperated would help him monetarily, and I’d benefit as he worked hard to get his ratings back up. If the injury was chronic, however, he’d never rise to the top again, so his goods would be worthless.

But Puma had showed that this wasn’t always the case. Price followed demand, and the media manufactured demand. Graviton could have returned and stopped a planet-killing meteor from slamming into the Earth, yet without media coverage, who would know?

If there’s a war and the media ignores it, does anybody die?

Puma’s death had prompted a lot of Murdoching of old video, as well as reruns of the drama and the production of a new one. Puma memorabilia was rare. Prices had already spiked with his funeral. I expected they would peak again when the new series came on line.

So the system could be hacked. New content sold exclusively to a news outlet could spark interest. Properly managed, a flurry of publicity could drive up a hero’s worth. If people demanded video of that hero, the channels would provide it. The hero, then, would have more opportunities to fight better villains, increasing his rating simply because his bids would be worth more revenue.

Of course, there were those in the system who would resist, simply because they wanted to be in control. They were riding a tiger of their own manufacture. They had to have the latest and hottest stuff, and once they paid for it, they needed to push it to justify what they had spent. If they sensed manipulation on a grand scale, they’d revolt, since they wanted to believe they were kings, not knaves.

But if they saw you as a valuable partner, the sky would be the limit.

I made a couple other interesting discoveries. Old C4 stuff, and things from any of the members, did retain value. The four Musketeers: Graviton, Nighthaunt, Colonel Constitution and Golden Guardian did the best and still had some active licensing deals in place. Otherwise, the current heroes dominated the world. Everyone else might attract curiosity-money, but little else.

But then there as one exception to that rule: Redhawk. Prices for his stuff had spiked in the run up to the ceremony, then dipped again after. They still traded well above the five year average. Compared to any other sidekick, he was putting up Graviton-sized numbers.

His prices remained high because someone was bidding up anything offered. That had speculators getting into the game, but the buyer–hidden behind a buying firm–would not be beaten.

Nor would he bite on faked items.

Before I could dig around much more, Victoria phoned back. We kept the conversation short and agreed to meet at a café on 28th, just below Graviton. Her voice betrayed little more than irritation at having to reschedule her day, but I caught the rumble of distant thunderheads.

I hit the café early and resisted the temptation to spike my coffee. I sat out on the sidewalk, watching a line form around the next block at the Broken Spines bookstore. Most of the folks in line were normal, but a few wore Nighthaunt costumes. A couple of heated arguments broke out about authenticity, but Castigan resisted the temptation to go over and arbitrate.

Victoria announced her arrival by tossing her purse on the table. It landed with the clank of a plumber’s tool kit. My coffee sloshed. She came around and stared at me, then pulled the chair out and sat in a huff.

“There have been others, you know.”

Direct hit with ego-piercing ammo.

Twenty years, not knowing if I was alive or dead, and probably not caring for most of that, of course Selene had met and loved other men. Nighthaunt had offered to marry her. The remarkable thing would have been if there hadn’t been anyone else.

That was the rational argument, but the heart doesn’t really care about logic. Betrayal echoed through me, and fear. If there had been others, there could be others in the future. What did I have to offer her? She was setting me up in business. Why? What if I failed?

I shivered, then sipped my coffee. “Good afternoon, Victoria.”

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“Yes. Most of the folks in the bookstore line did as well.” I set my cup back down. “If you want to make a scene, have at it; but think about the impact it will have on your mother. I can’t be embarrassed. Given your conduct, I’m guessing you can’t, either. Your mother deserves better.”

Victoria’s eyes blazed, but she lowered her voice. “No, you don’t get to say that. I do. She does deserve better. Better than you! You can’t discipline me. You don’t have the right.”

“Good. Let’s keep this on us, you and me. What are you afraid of? What is it that I can do to you that has you so terrified?”

“I’m not afraid of you.” She sat back, forcing disgust into her words to distract from the wariness in her eyes. “You can’t hurt me.”

“I already have. I wasn’t there for you. I could leave again. The little girl inside you gets orphaned again.”

She laughed. “Nice stab at pop psychology, dad! It doesn’t wash. I can take care of myself. I’m a big girl.”

“You don’t want psychoanalysis, that’s fine. I won’t play mind games if you don’t.”

“I wasn’t.”

It was my turn to laugh. “No? What was your opening shot, then?”

“I…” She glared at me.

We called a cease-fire while our waitress refilled my coffee and brought her something that had no caffeine, no calories, lots of ice and was the color of a toad’s belly. 

Our waitress withdrew and I arched an eyebrow at my daughter.

Her eyes narrowed. “Okay, it was meant to hurt you.”

“It did.” The line at the bookstore began to move forward. “Lots.”

“Look, I grew up thinking you were dead, okay?” She stirred the drink with a red straw. “When I was ten I tried to look you up among the lists of war casualties. That’s when the story changed. Mom told me you’d been a secret agent–you were missing so we had to tell people you had died in the war. So I hoped, some day, you’d come home.”

I nodded. “Come home to my daughter?”

“Sure, but mostly for my mom.” Victoria shrugged. “Things weren’t easy for her. I kept hoping and praying you’d come back. You never did. Hope turned into hatred. After all, you had to hate us. That’s the only reason you abandoned us.”

“It wasn’t voluntary.”

“So you’ve said.”

“And I’m not going anywhere.”

“So you’ve said.”

“I’m retired. It’s over for me. I just want peace.”

She didn’t believe me. I read it in her eyes. She’d push back on that point. We’d argue, not because the point meant anything, but because it meant we’d not be digging into her feelings.

I never got a chance to steer the conversation onto constructive topics. A tall young man vaulted the railing and drew a huge pistol. His leather longcoat looked like a costume from a Goth revival of Joseph and the Technicolor Dream Coat. His hair had been dyed to match, though his black nails, darkened eyes and white pancake makeup betrayed his one-time affiliation with the Zomboyz.

“I’m Spectral. This is a robbery!”

He certainly had a gift for the obvious, but little else. Victoria sat with her back to him, inching her hand toward her bag. I caught her eye and shook my head.

Spectral swung the gun around and pointed it directly at me. “You got a problem, pal?”

I ventured a slight smile. “Castigan has no problems. In fact, Castigan believes this is a wonderful day. You said you were Spectral, yes?”

“Uh huh.”

“Splendid, perfect.” I slid my chair back and stood slowly. “Castigan has been watching your progress. You were with the Zomboyz, no?

“Yeah. Stay back.”

“Castigan will not harm you. No. Castigan will help you.” I grabbed a plate from our table. “You will be taking our wallets and watches, yes? Of course you will, and this will net you some money, but there is something more valuable here.”

“Say what?” Spectral frowned. “There is?”

“Of course, my boy. Notoriety.” My smile broadened as I moved forward, using my body to hide Victoria. “Castigan will make you famous. We all will.”

Spectral shook his head. This wasn’t going the way it was supposed to. “Get back. I’m serious.”

“Castigan is serious, too, my boy.” I opened my jacket very slowly and pulled out a Sharpie marker. “You will rob this place. Your victims will be awed, but you can do much more. Castigan needs you to sign this plate. You will sign for everyone. Imagine the splash. Brazen robber signs autographs. Come on, people, bring him your plates so he can sign. Castigan will see to it that you get top price for your plates.”

The others stood and brandished plates and cups. I stepped up and handed him my plate. “Sign and date, please. You must date it. And someone get a tablecloth and begin to collect watches and wallets, please.”

The crash and clatter of place-settings crashing on the ground accompanied compliance with my request. People started tossing their valuables into the makeshift sack. Surprise melted into joy on Spectral’s face. He shifted his gun to his left hand then cradled the plate on it.

He’d just signed his name and looked up to ask me the date, when Vixen appeared behind him. She pressed her pistol to the base of his skull. I stepped forward, rescuing my plate as she stroked the trigger. His eyes rolled up in his head and he collapsed.

I handed her the plate. “And now, you, Vixen, shall sign for Castigan. Date it please. She shall sign for all of you.”

The patrons mobbed her. I took my plate and crossed the street. The police came and carted Spectral off. Autograph-seekers kept Vixen busy for a half hour, then she escaped.

And fifteen minutes later my daughter handed me the marker. “I thought you said you were retired.”

“I am.”

“Like Hell.” She pointed across the street. “You executed a perfect sidekick distraction maneuver. At the end you used your body to jam his gun back against him. If it had gone off, it was one of the two of you that was going to get it.”

“No, I just wanted the plate.” I thought for a second. I had just wanted the plate, hadn’t I?

She read my eyes, then shook her head. “You poor bastard. You can’t retire. You’re just like my mother. I know you so well. It’s in the blood.”

“Know me that well, do you?”

“I can read you like a book.”

“Really.” My eyes narrowed. “How are you with surprise endings?”

“What?”

I grabbed her arm and marched her into the bookstore. I snagged a book from a huge pile and followed the line to the back of the store. An autographing table had been set up, but according to one sign we still had a couple minutes before the author was scheduled to appear. The other sign said there would be absolutely no personalizations, and there was a three book limit. Both rules would be strictly enforced.

 Ignoring complaints from two Nighthaunts and a Graviton, I pushed through the line and into the store’s stock room, dragging Victoria along with me.

There he sat, flanked by two goons, signing endless stacks of his book.

The store manager tried to stop me, but I blew past her. I released Victoria as the first goon took a step toward me, then tossed the book onto the desk. “You’ll want to personalize that one.”

Doctor Sinisterion, so slender, with an oversized head, hawk’s-beak nose, and piercing black eyes, stopped the book’s slide with a hand. “Will I?”

“Yeah, you will.” The goon stopped my forward progress with a hand to my chest. “Make it out to Victoria. Your granddaughter.”
















Chapter Twenty-one







Sinisterion didn’t bother to look up. “Carl, do you know how many bones there are in the human wrist?”

The goon shook his head.

“There are eight.” He signed the book slowly. “If you persist in restraining my son, you will have sixteen.”

Carl stepped back stiff-legged and rocked from foot to foot like an unbalanced ceramic figure. He did look a little like a Toby Jug–big head, bigger girth, and just as empty.

Sinisterion closed the book and held it out for Victoria. “You’ll want to take this, child, and run along home. Ah, do not protest that you are not a child. This merely proves you are.”

She took the tome and hesitated, but Sinisterion was done with her. He looked at me. “I had such high hopes for you as a son, but you were a disappointment.”

Victoria snorted. “He’s no great shakes as a father, either.”

Sinisterion’s eyes tightened, then he nodded once, curtly. “Very well, child, you may remain, but you will speak only when spoken to.”

I smiled. “Given what I had to learn from, not having me around as a dad wasn’t that bad, was it?”

The snap of my father’s fingers forestalled a reply. “Anthony, you shall remain here in the back. Carl, take your position by the table. And you, my son, shall attend me.”

Victoria almost spoke, but caught herself.

Sinisterion smiled. “And you, child, shall await us in the coffee shop.”

The manager led us to the table. Cameras flashed and people applauded. Those dressed as his nemeses applauded the loudest and one woman, an ample lass who had squeezed herself into an Astounding Cat-girl costume, fainted.

My father had charisma, no doubt about that. Despite the warning about no personalizations, he chatted with people and added things to the signatures. He played coy about his book, calling it a ‘thought experiment,’ which his fans took with a wink and a nod. He complimented some on their costumes, and told others brief anecdotes which were neither in the book, nor true; but delighted them nonetheless.

If I Was a Supervillain sold briskly, with one of the Nighthaunts coming back through the line three times, his arms heavily laden. The book covered grand criminal conspiracies, presenting case studies from the perspective of a criminal mastermind, if he was such. The anonymous authors of capers that had his fingerprints all over them were singled out for unstinting praise. Others were showed to have been incredibly lucky. Security companies were likely buying the book by the case to study for loopholes to close in their operations.

And several of them would doubtless hire Sinisterion as a consultant. In fact, the same online source that had told me of the signing noted that while I was dancing in the Emerald Room, Sinisterion had been the keynote speaker at the Czars of Capital City annual banquet. The mayor, as it turned out, had actually introduced him.

The manager wanted to cap the line at the end of the first hour, but my father insisted he would sign everything. Given his contempt for the common man, I should have been surprised. I wasn’t.

I was bored. He knew it. He took steps to guarantee I would remain so.

Which meant I had to escalate. And I did.

The next person in line had a uTiliPod. “Here now, wouldn’t you like to have a picture with Dr. Sinisterion?”

“Well, gosh, sure…” The guy had poured himself into a Graviton outfit. He had two less teeth than Grant had fingers. He handed me the uTiliPod then hugged up on my father and smiled broadly.

My father did not smile. In fact, his expression was, well, not easy to describe. If the husky Graviton looked at the picture before going to bed, it would be a sleepless night.

As much as my father loathed the touching–after all, Castigan’s reluctance to shake hands had come from somewhere–his allowing it drove Carl nuts. I almost sent someone to fetch Victoria so she could tranquilize him. My father noticed Carl’s agitation and dispatched him. In the old days, by dispatched I would have meant killed, but now he just had Anthony replace him.

And then, after detailing Anthony to help Nighthaunt haul his multiple bags of books to the CRAWL, my father ended the ordeal. He thanked the manager, signing a book for her, and commanded Carl to watch from afar. I think that was less because he wanted to send Carl away, than I suggested Carl should join us for ginormous Pacify tea to calm his nerves.

My father, when he wanted to, could look positively regal. Tall and slender, he wore his white hair combed back into a widow’s peak, emphasizing his head’s size. Once upon a time it had made him look imposingly intelligent. While he didn’t look like an idiot now, his body was showing its age. I wondered how he could keep his head erect on that slender neck.

We got our drinks and joined Victoria. She closed the book and, again, started to ask a question, but stopped. I’m not exactly sure why–she didn’t seem overawed by him.

He regarded me. “So they decided they were done with you.”

“Probably because they were done with you.”

Victoria raised a hand. “Can I get closed captioning on this conversation?”

Sinisterion leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “You will find, child, that you learn nothing with your mouth open. Ears and eyes, on the other hand, are invaluable. Unless you are a congenital moron–and I submit that no child born of my son’s loins possibly could be–you are aware that he has been away from Capital City for a long time. I would vouchsafe he missed all your birthdays. With that knowledge to contextualize what we have said, our meaning should be abundantly clear.”

I rubbed at a temple. “That’s his way of saying that some of his enemies decided I could be used to restrain him. Problem is, he has lots of enemies, and they passed me around like the bedpan in a pauper’s ward.”

My father shook his head. “What has happened to you? You were raised to be better than that. The finest schools, the finest tutors.”

“Nature versus nurture, dad, and nature won out.”

“You seek to scourge me with that, but I do not take it so.” He smiled indulgently. “Your work, through the years, was impressive. Stockholm. Mumbai. Mombassa.”

“You forgot Lhasa.”

“No. I didn’t like it. Pathetic.”

Victoria flipped to a chapter titled Tibetan Turmoil. She looked at me, a question in her eyes.

My father laughed. “Yes, child, that was your father’s work. Not the making of the plan, but its execution. Had I been on the other side, the results would have been significantly different.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” I sipped my coffee. “After you wrote the book, they had no use for me. You must have cut some hell of a deal.”

He shrugged. “I would have preferred a larger advance, but the royalty is substantial and I retained foreign, audio, film, game and electronic rights.”

“You know what I meant.”

“If I were the man they painted me to be, I might have amassed, down through the years, a legion of files on a variety of figures–much like the files J. Edgar Hoover once possessed. In fact, his files might have been the foundation of my collection. Certain figures might have realized that as damaging as the evidence they had manufactured against me might be; salacious revelations would hurt them even more. Most all of us have secrets we don’t want revealed.”

He glanced at Victoria. “Do you know of your father’s early career?”

She slowly shook her head.

“Let me tell you how he broke my heart. The finest schools. The greatest opportunities. I had the means to provide him anything he desired. I shaped a path for him, a path along which he could grow and attain greatness.” My father paused for the sake of drama and looked into the depths of his cup. “He could have had anything, achieved any height. Everything they attribute to me would have been but a fraction of what he could have accomplished. And yet he chose to break my heart.”

“You don’t have a heart.”

“You see how cruel he is?”

Victoria smiled, warming to Sinisterion. Natural allies.

“I’d shaped him, you see, to be everything I could not.”

I held a hand up. “Let’s cut the bullshit right here, shall we? You shaped me to be a suicide-bomb aimed right at your arch-nemesis.”

Victoria blinked. “He sent you after Nighthaunt?”

My father snorted. “A coward who hides in shadows? Hardly.”

“Remember, the only time he saw the inside of a prison was when Puma put him away.”

I don’t think Victoria noticed the venomous expression that flickered over my father’s face. That was good. She needed her sleep.

I sighed. “He sent me out to commit a string of heists. He didn’t tell me why, but demanded blind loyalty. I hit a series of socialites’ houses. Then, on my seventh outing, he tipped Puma. He knew Puma well, knew how he operated, and knew I could kill him.”

I looked at him. “And I might have, but you didn’t trust me.”

“You justified my lack of faith.”

“Rationalization after the fact.”

Victoria grabbed my hand. “What happened?”

“Puma caught up with me. We fought. Real knock-down, drag-out stuff. Cage match without the cage. We were going at it pretty solidly, when a dozen other guys showed up. Think Carl, but with big guns. And bigger dreams about reaping the price your grandfather slapped on us both.”

She stared at my father. “You put a bounty on your own son’s head?”

“A pragmatic choice, child. If my men arrived and Puma was dead, my son would have been a success and doubtless would have slain them. If he hadn’t finished Puma or, worse, if Puma defeated him, the boy would have been inferior and deserved to die.”

“Dad always had a rather robust zero-tolerance policy for failure.”

Sinisterion held a finger up. “If I oversaw a criminal organization, such a policy would have kept it sharp.”

I looked at him and chuckled. “Sure, play the game. They turned their guns on us. Puma and I had to team up to eliminate them. We did, then Puma suggested we go have a beer and a slice. We talked. He made some things abundantly clear and told me…” My voice failed.

Victoria squeezed my hand. “He told you to ‘be good.’”

I nodded.

My father applauded mockingly. “A mawkish end to a mundane tale of mediocrity snatched from the jaws of immortality. Would you like to know, young lady, the most galling part of it all?”

“Sure.”

“Puma, may he rest in torment, had the temerity to write me a note. A thank you note! In it he expressed his gratitude to me for sharing my son with the world. He praised your father and said he would be a fine and upstanding citizen, a real credit to the community and even the world. Can you imagine? The ignominy!”

She tapped the book. “I didn’t read anything about that in here.”

“One must save some material for a sequel.”

My eyes became slits. “That going to include how you set up Puma’s death at the Hall of Fame?”

“Oh, bravo, bold gambit, take me by surprise like that.” Sinisterion swirled the coffee in his cup. “Ask yourself why I would care about Nighthaunt’s toadie. He was beneath notice. The Hall operation had audacity going for it, but little else–though the China Dolls have promise. If you think, however, I was behind it, this is because you have overlooked the focus of that operation.”

Victoria frowned. “Humiliate Redhawk.”

“Merely a side benefit, child. Panda-moanium wanted to kill that actor, Ramoso. While his execrable performance as Gravilad might have justified his death, had I wanted him dead, there are a hundred other ways I could have guaranteed it. As for Puma, if I wanted him dead, I’d have killed him years go.”

“You’d have had to find him first.”

My father snorted. “Sidney Frazer, Whispering Willows Assisted Living Homestead, Room 114C, overlooking the Fishkyll, just four miles south of East Carcosa.”

I blinked. “You knew where he lived?”

“I own the facility–it was one of my better investments. The staff has access to medical records. DNA matching isn’t that difficult these days.”

“Collecting DNA on retirees is your hobby?”

“We don’t just let anyone live there.” He smiled wistfully, “Sidney would have died to know that Elaine Davenport up in 334B was the Ruby Rattler.”

I frowned. “I didn’t hear you tell me that Panda-moanium planned the Hall caper all by himself.”

“I would never lie to you, son.”

“Okay, that ship’s sailed. Who was behind it?”

“I don’t know that anyone was.” He watched frustration grow on my face, then smiled. “By the same token, if I were a criminal mastermind, I might have heard whispers of someone trying to organize criminals. Nowadays it’s like herding wet cats, of course, but the attempt may be underway.”

I poked the book. “Well, you being an expert in all this criminal conspiracy stuff, you’d know. Got a name?”

“I might have heard the name ‘Mr. Big’ bruited about. Melodramatic choice. However, I don’t even know if it is a him. It could be a her, or a they.”

“You sure they’re out there?”

“There’s always someone out there, my boy.” He stood and Carl drew the chair from behind him. “I’ll be late for my next engagement. It was a pleasure to meet you, young lady.”

Victoria smiled. “Thanks for the book.”

“Don’t think harshly of me. Save that for your father.”

I stood, held out a hand. “By the way, four years ago, Khirgizstan, that was you, wasn’t it? In the doorway?”

“I’m glad to see you’ve recovered.”

“Should I be thanking you?”

“Do you still play the piano?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t recently.”

“But you still can. Good.” He bowed his head toward me. “I doubt we’ll meet again. I wish you better luck with your child than I had with mine.”

I watched him go.

Victoria gave my hand a squeeze again. “What was that bit about the piano?”

I wiggled my fingers. “Got all my toes, too. He didn’t stop them torturing me, just didn’t want me disfigured.”

Carl appeared suddenly and shoved a book into my hands. I opened it. Sinisterion had signed it.



To my son, Trevor,

The future is a reflection of the past.

Solutions lay before and are discovered last.

–Sinisterion



“You don’t look like a Trevor.”

“That’s because I’m not.” I shook my head. “Always wheels within wheels.”

I forced myself to smile and finished my coffee. “Probably time I see to your getting home, isn’t it, Victoria?”

“Vicki. Why don’t you call me Vicki?” She gathered up her book and headed for the door. “You should come for dinner. Mom’s not expecting you, but I think it’ll be okay.”
















Chapter Twenty-two







Vicki kept up a steady stream of chatter as we traveled in the CRAWL. We both recognized it for what it was–idle nonsense to keep things light between us. She’d had a big shock learning her grandfather’s identity, and she studiously fought thinking about the implications.

Her mother wasn’t home. She’d gone off to an emergency meeting of some municipal committee or other. I begged off dinner, headed back across town, and snagged a couple of slices before returning to the shop. There was lots of little stuff I could do, and little problems to figure out. Solving them, I assumed, would keep me from thinking about my father, too.

Wrong assumption, especially since one of the little problems–the Murdoch–exacerbated the whole deal.

Murdochs were everywhere. By law, one had been installed inside the vault, even though the room would remain locked and all the air would be pumped out to preserve things. I’d discretely inquired about a cut-out switch for the big screen in the front room, but the workmen looked at me as if I were a narc trying to score super-chunky peanut butter. That wasn’t happening.

So there he was, Dr. Sinisterion, the main guest on The O’Lily Forum. Will O’Lily’s florid jowls were all aquiver as he faced my father down. “Let’s not kid ourselves here, Doc. This is the All-truth Zone, and your book’s a crock. You’ve been behind every criminal action since the Lindbergh kidnapping.”

“First, it is Doctor Sinisterion…”

“Sure, sure.” The host mugged for the camera. “A doctorate of Divinity.”

“One who deserves to be worshipped as a god ought to have the background for it, shouldn’t one?” My father paused for a moment, as if O’Lily was capable of comprehension, then continued as the man began to open his mouth. “Second, and more to the point, your crack research team must have told you I was not yet born when the Lindbergh baby was kidnapped.”

“So you’re trying to say it’s impossible for you to have been involved?”

“To your allegation that my book is a tissue of lies, I would have to bow to your knowledge on that subject. I’ve read your books.”

O’Lily beamed and turned toward the viewers. “Hear that, Doctor Sinisterion has read my books, including the latest I’m a Culture Superhero. You liked it, did you?”

“I laughed. I cried. Mostly laughed.” Sinisterion’s eyes half-closed. “My point is this: I merely analyze the past and speculate on how history might have been changed. Being graced with vision is an honor, and I’ve chosen not to squander it. It allows me to look into the future.”

O’Lily took the bait. “What do you see?”

“Disaster. Take, for example, the program announced today to form the Capital City Costumed Constabulary under Colonel Constitution the Third.”

“Brilliant idea. I’m for it.” O’Lily waggled a finger at my father and I was surprised Carl didn’t step in to break it off. “You, being a cowardly criminal, must hate it.”

“On the contrary, I love it.”

“You what?”

“All the superheroes will be organized, centralized and given resources if they play along. They’ll be sent on assignments and will be given adequate backup. From a criminal point of view, that’s a disaster. While I have no idea what it feels like to stuff your nemesis into a death-trap to await his inevitable escape; those days will be gone. Your heroes become glorified clerks, filling out endless city forms.”

The host’s expression hardened. “Why is it that you never just shoot a hero in the head? I mean, even in the olden days?”

“Of course, Will, I can only speculate, but it’s simple. Better the devil you know than the one you don’t–especially if he believes you are stupid enough to let him escape. In a grand Skinnerian experiment, you train him to underestimate you. Then, on that one time you truly need to win, you can catch him by surprise.”

“Well surprise was what you got when you planned the Hall of Fame assassination of Puma!”

“Hardly, Will.” My father chuckled, almost warmly. “While one can admire the audacity of that assault, the simple fact is that it accomplished nothing. There are many other ways to murder an old man–most of them undetectable, or so my studies lead me to believe.”

“I don’t believe this denial, Sinisterion! You’re a criminal mastermind, I know it.” O’Lily’s eyes took on a steely glaze. “And I’m telling my viewers right now that I’m making it my duty to bring you down, do you hear? Nighthaunt couldn’t do it. Graviton couldn’t do it, but I’m going to!”

My father opened his arms innocently. “Such hostility, Mr. O’Lily, when I’ve done nothing to deserve it. You’re treating me like a man who would have no compunction about, say, embedding ground glass in a loofah and having you scrubbed raw with it. You act as I might then stake you out on a beach to watch crabs feasting on your writhing form at dawn sipping my morning tea–simply because evanescent windbags annoy me.”

“You can’t threaten me!”

“How is your Tuesday looking? Breakfast at dawn?”

“I… I… I…”

My father caught O’Lily’s wrist. The big man tired to jerk it away, but my father maintained his grip effortlessly. “Calm yourself, Will. I was merely demonstrating that misapprehension is easy. You misjudged me, as have millions. My book sets things straight. You’ve seen that, and so shall they.”

My father released his wrist.

O’Lily pulled it back and rubbed, then turned, ashen-faced, to the camera. “We’ll be back with more of the Forum in just a minute! We’ll take on the issue of retired villains, and whether or not they’re entitled to social security.”

Someone buzzing the outside door stopped me from shoving a broomstick through the Murdoch. I crossed to the little reception desk, glanced at the monitor and hit the intercom button. “The shop is not open.”

The girl looked familiar, but the stoop wasn’t well enough illuminated to be sure I knew her. “Please, Mr. Castigan, I need your help. My name is Diana Shaw...”

“Come up immediately, Ms. Shaw.”

I buzzed her through the door, then went out and waited for the elevator to grind its way up to the third floor. The doors opened and Puma’s great granddaughter stepped out, lugging a bulging army duffle-bag. I took it from her and staggered under the weight.

“You are stronger than you appear.”

She didn’t look at me until we were in the shop and I’d closed the door again. “I’m looking for Mr. Castigan.”

“You’ve found him.”

“But I know you. You were with my great grandfather when he died. You came to the memorial service. I’m looking for the guy who sells collectibles.” She stood there for a second, her jaw clenched, her chin wrinkled, eyes beginning to glisten. “I don’t know what to do.”

I set the duffle bag down. “What you’re going to do is sit here and tell me what’s wrong.” I dragged the reception desk chair around. “Spill it.”

“It’s kinda simple but… it’s just a mess. Puma had a little pension, but that stops now he’s dead. My grandmother isn’t quite right in the head, so my uncles have power of attorney. My mom has been my grandmother’s caregiver, and Puma used to send her money to help out. Now that there was a lump of cash that came through because of the ratings and the new series, my uncles are fighting. My mom isn’t getting anything and I’m in school, so I really can’t get a job, so…”

I nodded. “So you thought you’d sell your grandfather’s kit…”

Her lower lip quivered. “He gave the stuff to me, see, his eldest great grandchild. None of his grandkids were worthy. But he liked me and…”

“And he trusted you because you’re good and honest and honorable.”

“You say that, but here I am selling his stuff.”

“How much do you need?”

Her eyes sharpened. “Just ‘cuz I’m in desperate straits, don’t think you’re gonna take advantage of me. He might have wanted me to ‘be good,’ but that doesn’t mean stupid.”

I smiled. “Intelligence is good. Now, answer my question.”

“Thirty thousand.”

“That much?”

“My mom and some of the other neighbors will pool their money and hire some help, make some improvements. They’re going to make their own little care facility right there for their parents. If you have a village, it can raise a kid, or take care of a grandparent.”

“Very good idea.” I leaned back against an empty display case. “This is what we’re going to do. I will advance you the money. Your grandfather’s equipment will go into our vault. I’ll restore it, we’ll display it.”

She turned and looked, then smiled. “Right there, next to the Golden Guardian’s armor?”

“Absolutely.”

“Not everything works, you know.”

I smiled. “I’ll get things operational. It will be an honor.”

“So, the stuff’s on consignment?”

“No.”

“But then…”

“You, young lady, will come to work for Castigan. You will sit here at the reception desk. You will greet customers, you will tell them to go away, you will tell them Castigan is out and, generally, you’ll get to be as obnoxious as you want. Every time we say ‘no,’ the price goes up.”

She frowned. “I don’t know if I can be obnoxious.”

“You can try. It’s fun.” I smiled. “Perhaps it will be better if you’re the good cop to my bad cop. That’s fine. You will also do some preparation of exhibits. Do you know how to place things for online auctions?”

“Sure. I’ve done that with some of Pop’s autographed pictures.”

“Good. Just remember, Castigan is a stone-cold bastard, you hate working for him and would quit save that he has more money than Nicholas Haste and compensates you generously.”

“And we don’t sell any of my grandfather’s stuff?”

“That will be your call. It’s your stuff, after all.”

She looked at me, wide-eyed, with tears coursing down her face. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“You start tomorrow. Noon, if you can make it, classes permitting.”

“Is half past, okay? I have an exam.”

“Perfect.” We shook hands. “One other thing.”

“Yes?”

“How did you hear of Castigan?”

Diana jerked a thumb at the Murdoch. “My grandfather left behind some letters addressed to various people. One was to Sinisterion. I went to give it to him at the book signing tonight, but the store clerk said that wouldn’t be allowed. People outside the store were holding plates with Vixen’s autograph. Someone mentioned that Castigan said they were worth a fortune. I did some digging and here I am.”

“You can give the letter to me. I’ll see that Sinisterion gets it.” I smiled. “In fact, I think a note from Puma would just make his day.”
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Diana helped me get the duffle bag inside the vault, then we sealed it and turned the vacuum pump on. The bag contracted, but not by much. I gave her a receipt and wired the money to her account. The devastated young woman walked away very happy.

I returned from the elevator to find Selene standing in the workroom doorway. “That was very nice of you.”

I shrugged. “I’ll repay the money out of my own funds.”

“No need, it’s a legitimate expense.”

“Vicki told you?”

“She’s pretty freaked out.” She leaned against the doorjamb. “You okay?”

“He’s been my father forever, so I’ve had time to deal with it.”

Selene walked toward me. “That’s not what freaked her out. It’s what she read, and the things you said to each other. Khirgizstan?”

“Just wanted to make sure that was him. Means it was someone else in Beirut. The two had kind of melded in my mind.”

“From what she said, and what Grant said… Twenty years…” She caressed my cheek. “I saw scars, but twenty years?”

I forced myself to smile. “There’s a lot they can do to a person. Sometimes it leaves marks. Sometimes it doesn’t. Some things you get used to, some you don’t. Waterboarding. No marks. I hated it until someone told me the key to surviving: Baywatch fantasies. You knew someone was going to save you–though they never quite looked like the actresses.”

“You don’t have to make light of it.”

“Yeah, actually I do. Torture is easy to intellectualize. We all know it’s horrible, in our minds anyway, but until you know it in your gut, you’re still able to rationalize its use. You tell yourself that a terrorist is an animal, so you’re justified in treating him like an animal–even though you’d never treat an animal that way.

“But you want to know what the worst torture is? It’s the one that leaves no marks, and doesn’t treat you like an animal. It preys on your humanity. Unless you’re a stone-cold sociopath, it’ll break you.”

Her eyes grew distant. “What do they do?”

“They beat the crap out of you, then stuff you into a small box with another person. He can’t help but care for you. If he does, he gets rations. If he doesn’t, he starves. As much as he wants nothing to do with you, he has to help you for his own survival. And then they take him out and do the same thing all over again. First you’re a child, then you’re the parent.

“From then on, your buddy is a hostage.” I looked at her. “There were times when I could have escaped, but my buddy would have suffered. The time I cut that Picasso? My buddy paid because I betrayed him. When your buddy’s being tortured, you’ll be the one to sing. You’ll tell them things they could never beaten out of you.”

“A buddy betrayed you, didn’t he? That’s why trust is hard?”

I didn’t need to reply.

Selene glanced down. “They let you go because of your father?”

“I’d been used as a brake on him. When he got out of the game, there had no more use for me.”

“And your buddy?”

“Buddies.” I shrugged. “Couple of them died, one escaped. That was in Khirgizstan. It hurt. Had no way to track the others.”

She shook her head. “I can’t imagine.”

“Be thankful.” I looked up and a rerun of O’Lily had begun, featuring my father. “I gotta get a cut-off switch for that.”

“Commercial zone, never happen.” She studied my father for a moment, then smiled. “Now I understand all the different identities. You didn’t want him to find you.”

“He never invited me to Father-and-son banquets anyway, so no great loss.”

“But you were willing to take that risk for me?”

“I would have told you.”

“It’s okay.” She slipped her arms around my neck. “You’re tired, and I know a place where we can turn the Murdoch off. I don’t think you’ll want to be sleeping alone.”

“No sense in both of us losing sleep.”

She kissed me none too gently. “I’ll make sure that doesn’t happen.”
















Chapter Twenty-three







In the two weeks leading up to the opening of Castigan’s shop, things fell into a solid routine. Diana turned out to be a tireless worker, taking on jobs I’d thought to reserve for myself. Not only was she capable and eager, but she liked taking on tasks that gave me time to work on repairing Puma’s equipment.

I didn’t give her any set work hours, but I did insist she hit Grant’s gym and get Terry teaching her some martial arts. Diana took to it quickly and did well. She explained that Puma had taught her some self-defense when she was young. They’d even played “games” which required her to become familiar with his Cat’s-claws and other gear. He swore her to secrecy, and she was good to her word.

Within the week Vicki arrived to look Diana over. They regarded each other suspiciously. Vicki had eased up a little–I wasn’t the devil incarnate, but probably was a demon. Diana saw me as a savior. Vicki wondered about this girl I’d “adopted,” and it looked as if they weren’t going to get along at all.

Then Vicki showed up at one of Terry’s classes. Diana proved an even match for her. As I’d noted before, Diana was stronger than she looked, so despite being smaller than Vicki, she dropped her a couple of times.

Diana then proceeded to drop me, too, which allowed the girls to bond.

Routine can be really good. It got me into the Castigan role. I also enjoyed working on Puma’s gear. My father taught me how to kill a hero, but Puma taught me how to be a hero. In making sure everything worked, from the Cat-hook and Catapult system, to his rebreather and the Cat’s-eyes nightvision goggles, I repaid, in part, the debt I owed him.

I supervised the store’s final outfitting and arrangement. We had no windows, just a door with a single frosted-glass panel and bars to protect it. The only clue as to what the office was lurked on a brass plate at the panel’s lower right corner. It read, “Castigan. By Appointment Only.”

Selene and I routinely went dancing at least one night a week and reverted to sending each other puzzles. We usually saw each other three nights in the week, and talked every day–often in person. She approved of how the shop was shaping up, and began to refer customers.

As comforting as routine can be, it can make one too comfortable. I forced myself to break routine by randomly leaving the shop. I’d wander for a couple hours and come back with new eyes. 

I always found interesting things on my sojourns. I saw a great deal and even solved a few puzzles. It really didn’t do to get too comfortable. Complacency can kill you, especially if you’re a hero.

And there was one hero who dearly needed to learn that lesson.
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Kim Coughlin’s skeleton nearly jumped clear of his body when he flicked the lights on. Golden Guardian, all suited up, sat on my left. He’d kicked back in a chair, his helmet off and an unlit Cohiba tucked into the corner of his mouth. Graviton sat on my right, closing a book. Despite the darkness, he’d been reading. What little infra-vision he had left let him read the heat coming up off black ink.

I sat centered against the work-bench. “We decided to wait for you inside.”

The abandoned CRAWL station made for a great lair. Two stories tall, white tiles, a working bathroom and access to electricity the city would never miss, it was prime superhero real estate. Kim had cut his own entrance through the foundation of the apartment house above and had taking the precaution of blocking the other entrances.

He’d done a good job, which is why I’d needed help to get in.

Kim glanced at the scattered barricade by the original entrance. “How did you…”

Terry pressed the tip of the cigar to the laser projector in the palm of his glove. “Nice welding job, kid. You’ll do it better next time.”

Kim descended. A good looking kid despite his having gone pale, he took the steps carefully. “Is it really you?”

I did the honors. “Golden Guardian. Graviton. This is Kid Coyote.”

Grant smiled easily. “Pleased to meet you.”

“Me, too, kid.”

Kim raised an eyebrow. “And you’d be…”

“I’m here to collect the rent.” I looked around. “Of all my lairs, I liked this one the best.”

His jaw dropped. “What? You? I mean…”

I held up both hands. “Take it easy, Kim. Breathe. Sit down.”

“You even know who I am.” The young man dropped his gym-bag at the base of the steps, then sat. He combed brown hair back nervously, his blue-eyed gaze flicking from Graviton to Golden Guardian and back.

“Oh my God.” He shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t, you know… I mean, I can fix everything.”

“Again, take it easy. We’re not here to bust your balls.” I stood and smiled, pointing toward the armory cabinet, just past the rocket bike. “The supply is a little depleted, isn’t it?”

“I’ve been making some of my own stuff, but I haven’t had a chance to replace the motor on the lathe. It burned out a month ago, but I’ll fix it.”

Terry perked up. “You were actually turning metal on that old Hutchinson? A new Vecktech Meson-lathe 440 would do you so much better.”

“I’m saving up. Blue and I–Blue Ninja, I mean–are gonna team up some more.” Kim shook his head. “I can’t believe this. Is that really Graviton? He’s back from the other dimension? Did he win the war?”

Grant nodded confidently. “Almost finished. I’m doing a favor.”

Kid Coyote looked at me. “Why are you here?”

I shrugged. “Why Kid Coyote?”

He glanced down at his hands. “I grew up wanting to be a hero. There are schools, you know, but my family didn’t have money. I didn’t have grades either, but I knew I could be one. And, well, I wanted a Green Avenger franchise, but I couldn’t afford it; and all the other names were taken. I mean, no offense, but no one remembered you. I’d been to the Hall of Fame dozens of times and couldn’t find any substantial mention of you. So, I thought, maybe I’d just become Kid Coyote and if anyone minded, I’d just change. No one complained.”

My eyes narrowed. “If no one remembered me, how did you know enough to choose that name?”

Kim smiled. “I only know of you from my dad. There was a traffic accident. Drunk driver. My mom was hurt bad, and this guy tried to steal her purse. And you showed up and saved my folks.

“My father used to tell me stories about you. And I wanted to be a hero and I went to him and asked about you. Turns out he had a big scrap book and boxes of clippings. He’d even started to write a book. He thought your disappearance was the mystery of the century. He couldn’t understand how anyone could forget you.”

Kim stood, opening his arms. “I took his research and learned everything I could. I mapped out everywhere you appeared and tried to triangulate on your location. Didn’t work. Then I had a programming class and applied some Chaos theory to the problem. Figured out you had several bases.”

Terry blew a smoke ring. “You devil. So this was your C4 base?”

“No, this was the poker game base.”

Kid Coyote smiled. “He had at least two dummies. There’s that guy who signs stuff, claiming to be you. He knew about the headquarters in that shipping container buried in the landfill across the river. And there was one in an abandoned warehouse on the Lower East Side. It had access to the Parkway for the Chaser, right?”

“When did they make the warehouses over into condos?”

“Twelve years ago. I bought some odd stuff off one of the construction workers. Looks like the Chartreuse Kobold might have used it after you.”

“It was compromised, which is why I abandoned it.” I looked back at Terry. “This one was nice because it had multiple ways in and out.”

“That’s what I figured.” Kim’s eyes focused distantly. “I researched underground locations and overlaid the map of your exploits. Filtered for time in three-month increments and worked backward from the point of your disappearance. Then I went exploring–worked for the CRAWL authority for a year before I hit an access point. I found it and, like I said, I hoped you wouldn’t mind. In fact… “

He trotted over toward the north side track and jumped down. He yanked the canvas cover from the Chaser. “I’ve been working on it. I did the rocket bike first, then this. I hope that’s okay.”

When we’d first gotten into the lair, I wanted to peek under the shroud. I held myself back. I expected the Chaser to be nothing but rust and rat-gnawed rubber. I mean, I knew I was older and busted up; I just didn’t want to think it was, too. I didn’t want that memory ruined.

It wasn’t.

Kim had worked hard. The Chaser had been built over the chassis of a turn of the century muscle car–the cars that looked tough until they starved for lack of gas. Light brown with darker brown accents and a Coyote in silver on the hood and doors, the car had reinforced ram bumpers, well-concealed armor plating, run-flat tires and enough on-board gadgetry to make it through a James Bond Film Festival.

He lovingly ran a hand over the hood. “I’ve refurbed the engine. I replaced the tires, checked everything else out. Redid the interior earlier this year. About the only thing I haven’t done is turn it over. The engine interlock isn’t something I want to mess with.”

Grant moved to the edge of the pit. “Imagine what Castigan could get for this?”

“Wouldn’t fit in the show room.”

Kim looked at me, stricken. “You’d sell this?”

“This side of needing a heart and lung transplant, nope.” I gave him a reassuring smile. “We came for two reasons. One, there is something here we’re going to sell. That’s not as important as the other reason, though.”

Grant offered him a hand and pulled him onto the CRAWL platform. “What is it you want?”

I clasped my hands at the small of my back. “You’re Kim Coughlin. You share an apartment up there with Phil Harvey, and the both of you work for your cousin, Dominic Chello, at his garage, Chello & Son. His father’s retired to Boca. Phil and Dom believe the reason you get so beat up and are out late is because you make money fighting in illegal cage fights. You even entered one and invited them as guests to prove it.”

He stared at me blankly. “I can’t figure out how you learned who I am.”

“I cheated. Remember, I knew this place was here. I cross correlated Kid Coyote’s exploits, narrowing down locations. I took video of you and created a composite image, then used a security database to match your face to images found in hundreds of security cameras in this area. Even though you’ve taken precautions, there’s simply too much data available to allow you to hide.”

I held a hand up. “More importantly, Phil and Dominic know you’re Kid Coyote.”

“What?” He shook his head. “Impossible. There’s no way.”

“They’re not stupid. Phil tried to put money down on you in a fight and had a bookie say no such person existed. Then you got beat up and a news story about Kid Coyote flashes. It was the one where you broke your ribs. The two of them put it together and have been protecting you ever since.”

Terry tapped the ash from his cigar. “Problem is that they don’t tell the same story twice, kid. They think they’re doing you a favor.”

Kim nodded, slowly comprehending. “And someday they’re going to make a slip. They’ll get hurt. I have to… What am I going to do?”

Terry nodded to me. “We worked out a plan. Tomorrow Vecktech is going to buy the Chello & Son garage. They’re going to turn it into a refueling station for a new generation of hydrogen fuel-cell vehicles. A pilot program. Dominic and Phil are going to go away for training. You’ll probably want to go out with them this evening. You won’t see them for a long time after this.”

Kim exhaled slowly. “What about my job? I mean, the hero money helps, but it’s not enough to get by on.”

I smiled. “We’re going to be working on that, but for now, given what you’ve done with the Chaser, I have an assignment for you. There’s a car in a barn upstate, just past East Carcosa. We’ll get you a map. Go up there with a car carrier, bring it back. Get Blue to help you. If he’s not available, I have two other discrete individuals for the job.”

He nodded.

“You ever hear of the Crusher?”

Kim’s eyes grew wide. “You’re kidding. Puma’s car?”

Even Grant looked surprised.

I smiled.

“Next to the Haunted Hummer, the most famous hero car there is.” Kim blinked disbelieving. “I mean, that’s a national treasure.”

“You’ll have to fix it up right. I suspect it will end up in the Hall.”

“I will. I will.” He looked at me. “Why are you doing this?”

“Everybody’s got dreams. Some folks outgrow them. Others have them taken away.” I winked. “Sometime helping someone live a dream is the right thing to do.”

“Thanks.”

“Besides, if we’d just gotten what we came for, you’d have noticed. A little detective work, and you’d have figured out some things I’d rather not have discovered.”

“Okay.” He crossed toward the armory and the armoire. “I think there’s still one uniform I haven’t modified.”

“Not here for that.” I pointed to a dark circle amid the tiles, about shoulder height. “That’s what we want.”

“A hole in the wall?”

Terry walked over to it, lit up his laser, and began to carve through the tile and reinforced concrete. “How deep do I go?”

Grant, blushing, held up his right arm. “To the elbow. Eighteen inches.”

“I’m going for two feet.” Terry tossed his cigar and snapped his faceplate down. “You were pissed.”

I looked at Kim. “He had a full house, Aces over Jacks. I had two pair.”

“But that doesn’t…”

Grant growled. “It does when both pairs are threes.”

I threw an arm over Kim’s shoulder and guided him back toward the stairs. “You better go call your friends. Do something fun. We’ll see ourselves out.”

Kim started up the stairs, then stopped and turned. “Hey, can I tell my dad I met you?”

“It would be best if you didn’t, not just yet.”

“Yeah, I guess.” He nodded a salute. “He’d want to thank you.”

“And I, him. He should be proud of you, if he knows.”

“He does and is. Thanks. Nice meeting you all.”

Terry grunted and Grant waved.

When Kim closed the door, Graviton turned to me. “You collecting strays for any particular purpose?”

“Not me. I owed Puma. That kid saved my life. I pay my debts.”

He ran a half-hand over his jaw. “Ever get that feeling there’s a big one out there you didn’t know about, and that it’s about to come due?”

“All the time.” I shivered. “And this one has twenty years of interest attached. It’s going to be hell to pay.”

 















Chapter Twenty-four







I don’t like being bored. I think that is part of what attracted me to the hero game. While stake-outs might be tedious, preparation and research was exciting. I loved developing new gadgets and learning all about my foes. Finding solutions to villain problems was the equivalent of putting together big three-dimensional jigsaw puzzles.

It was a huge challenge, and anything but boring.

In comparison, being a shopkeeper was pretty much the height of boredom. I had to do things just to stave boredom off. I even managed to justify most by pretending they would improve the business.

It was with this in mind that I began to look hard at the hero bidding system. I wanted to raise Kid Coyote’s profile and make him more money. The value of items associated with him would go up, and Castigan could corner the market. In addition, if I learned the system well enough–despite my misgivings about it–I could make extra money through the Superfriends leagues.

Locating information wasn’t that difficult—zero hacking involved. Villains planned capers and posted their plans to websites. Heroes bid payment percentages to win the rights to oppose the villain. He could then sub-contract portions of the caper to other heroes, retaining control over who would fight whom. Poaching someone else’s foe was considered bad form and discouraged. The Hall, which ultimately calculated points and distributed money, often ignored a poacher’s contribution to a fight.

My focus came down to finding foes for Kid Coyote that looked, in ones and zeroes, to be much tougher than he was. This would raise the power differential and spike his point production. Ideally I wanted a villain that had powder-puff minions, a huge vulnerability to electricity or a kick to the head, and tended toward flashy crimes where the chance of rescuing hostages was huge.

For example, someone like Golden Guardian–were Terry to become a villain–would be a poor choice. His armor would insulate him from the shock-rods and most of the martial arts Kim could toss at him. That latter situation would change if Kim started training with Terry–and that was a condition I imposed for his employment.

Baron Samizdat, on the other hand, would be a good choice. Kid Coyote had a history with the Zomboyz, though he’d never tackled their patron. Baron Samizdat was strong, but tended toward being slow and he’d not killed me outright with his magic. Kim would get a couple shots at him before he’d get tagged, all things being equal. With the right situation Kid Coyote could score some major points with a solo takedown.

Kim was more than willing to let me do the research and, in essence, I become his manager. He offered to cut me in for a percentage, but I refused it in return for having rights to his memorabilia. He readily agreed, and then suggested I might want to do the same thing for Blue Ninja, since the two of them worked together fairly often.

Kim set up a meeting with Blue Ninja for the day he and Diana were heading out to get Crusher. Kim never told me his partner’s name. I was good with that–I already knew enough about Blue to be able to connect the dots if I wanted to. I didn’t because it was a matter of trust with Kim. While he’d appreciated what we’d done for Dominic and Phil, it sunk in just how vulnerable he was. He became very protective of his partner and that was a good thing.

Castigan left the shop early in the afternoon and headed for the Lower East Side. Snuggled right close to the Market Square, the Asian District had been remade in my absence. As had been done with Argus Square, corporations had come in and rebuilt things into a flashing, authentic-looking but totally artificial Chinatown, including narrow winding streets and shops crowded with exotica. Countless Western commercial outlets had been remodeled to reflect their counterparts in Beijing, Tokyo or Bangkok. Each block had a different ethnic makeup. From south to north it ran along the southern edge of Asia, beginning with India and ending with China. Pakistan got grafted on to the Indonesian section to keep it away from the Indians. Tibet had even gotten a slice. I felt comfortable there, even though the monuments reflected the way they’d looked before I’d been through Lhasa.

I waited at a tea shop on the Chinese side of the Tiananmen Square replica, just in the shadow of a statue of Chairman Mao. The square has once been Haste Park, and still included a small monument to Thomas Haste and his wife–both of whom had been gunned down on the spot. The statue made Mao look an awful lot like a Buddha, and the reduced Haste memorial an offering by devotees.

Blue Ninja would be coming from the other side of that divide-I assumed he was ethnically Japanese. I figured I could pick him out of the tourist crowd, as most of them were gaijin looking to buy knock-off watches and strings of pearls at incredible discounts.

I had done my homework. Blue Ninja was a Felix of sorts. His swords looked to be venerable blades from Japan which had been modified to vibrate very quickly. This gave them more slicing capability. When he laid the flat of the blade against someone, the vibrations could stun and, as with most Japanese swords, clipping someone with the blade’s dull-side could just hurt without drawing blood. I wanted to assume he’d modified the blades himself, and that they were technological as opposed to magickal. Magic tends to fail when it would be most useful.

He’d clearly had martial arts training–and not only working with the blades. I also detected some preternatural sensory action going on. There were times he reacted before an enemy shot. Precognition, even at a subconscious level, was a great benefit, so I needed to know how much he was aware of it.

Of course, all of my research had not prepared me for one thing.

That’s why I was taken totally unawares when Blue Ninja found me.

“You are Castigan?”

I looked up over my cup of ti kwan yin and nodded to the young woman standing there. “Join me, please. You are…?”

“The one you seek.”

“Kim did not mention…”

“…that I am a woman?” The petite Asian woman smiled. “He was protecting me.”

“Hardly necessary.”

She barely cracked five feet and, while very well toned, couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. Aside from being very pretty, her long, black hair being gathered with a bow at the nape of her neck, she appeared utterly unremarkable. If I’d seen her on the street or on a university campus, I’d not have given her a second thought.

In fact, the only anomalous things on her were her two rings. While fashionable, they’d been set with stones that would have been mistaken for sapphires save that lightning moved through them. I’d not seen such stones before.

She sat and ordered a cup of tea. “I shall be direct, Castigan. Kim has outlined what you will propose. I am not inclined to accept your offer.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Kim is living a dream. I am completing my doctorate. This is my thesis.”

“Castigan does not understand.”

“I work in nanotechnology. I’ve had a breakthrough.”

My mouth fell open. “Nanite armor and augmentation?”

“With real time diagnostics and repair built in. The money furthers my research, but my research will be of benefit to everyone. Imagine armor which can protect people as needed.” Her eyes sparkled. “In a car crash, nanites convert the vehicles into armored shells cradling people and protecting them from the titanic forces of the crash. A plane falls from the sky, and your underseat cushion becomes a paraglider. In a war zone, a bullet is transformed into the threads needed to repair the hole it tore in the uniform.”

I blinked. “Castigan understands, but has a hard time believing you have not already begun larger-scale testing of this technology. There are corporations that…”

“There are, Castigan, but they all are heavily invested in the so-called ‘defense industry.’ If they get a contract to make a bomb, the only way they get another contract is if that first bomb is used up. They profit from war. If they had my technology, they could virtually guarantee warrior survival on the battlefield…”

“So no one would scruple about going to war, since it wasn’t their blood that would be shed.” I nodded. “Castigan applauds your reasoning. Would Castigan not be of service arranging more ‘clinical trials?’”

“My research is ending soon. I have two problems: while energy is gathered from the environment, the nanites can be overwhelmed. That can cause a catastrophic failure. Things come to pieces. I have measured well those against whom I can compete. Under most battlefield conditions the suit will work well, though a sustained pounding prevents repair and can also contribute to a fail…”

I caught the explosion’s flash a half-second before the shockwave blasted the table up and over me. The tea-shop’s windows blew back through the shop. People screamed. People bleeding and broken carpeted the sidewalk. Others ran, shrieking, knocking people down, trampling them.

Fire guttered from the Pearl Exchange across the park. I shoved the table off me and started to stand.

The girl shoved me back down. Bleeding from a cut to her forehead, she gave me a hard stare. “Don’t be a hero.”

She inverted her rings, then pressed the stones together and twisted. A pulsing blue mist expanded into a cloud. It suffused her body, covering her in a fog that resolved into the figure of the Blue Ninja. Taller than she’d been by a foot and easily two and a half times her weight, his shape armored her. The uniform looked like cloth and the exposed skin around the eyes looked like flesh. Even the wink she threw me seemed natural.

Then Blue Ninja leaped into the fray. The crowd had fled the square, save for the wounded and trampled, who cried out for help. Beyond them a gang of minions, half in red, the rest in black, fanned out. They used tasers and sonic shotguns without compunction, shooting anything that moved.

The guys in black were Zomboyz and they fell easily enough to Blue Ninja’s tactics. Her hands came up and throwing stars materialized in them. She flicked them out. Similarly blunted like Nighthaunt’s, the shuriken flew straight, dropped their targets, then evaporated. She slashed one sonic shotgun in half, then whipped that Zomboy around so he caught the taser barbs aimed at her back.

The kids in red leathers were the Red Devils, and worked with a villain called Mephistopheles. All of a dozen feet tall, with horns on his head and cloven hooves for feet, he looked like the bastard child of Dionysus and a mechanical lobster. Baron Samizdat came right beside him. Neither seemed too concerned with Blue Ninja blowing through their minions like a tornado through a trailer park.

Smiling, they turned to one another. Each swung a fist back and forth three times. Mephistopheles shot two fingers out, but Samizdat kept his hand balled. He tapped it against his partner’s fingers.

Rock beats scissors.

Then he turned to face Blue Ninja.

That wasn’t a match-up the Baron should have been happy with. All the reasons why Kid Coyote could tag him still applied, and Blue Ninja could take lot more pounding. She’d face her real challenge with Mephistopheles.

Then I noticed the difference. Samizdat’s right hand came up, palm forward, fingers cocked. Unlike when he’d dealt with me, he was wearing a glove. And, just for a second, light glinted from a circle in the palm.

Just like Terry’s laser projector.

The black beam caught Blue Ninja square in the chest and smashed her back against Mao’s belly. Samizdat kept the pressure up, slowly dragging her down over the exaggerated curve. Blue mist rose as armor ablated. Lightning flickered within the blackness, then a girl fell, her clothes smoldering, her hair half singed off. She landed limply, but her leg snapped against the edge of the Haste Memorial. She rolled onto her back and lay there staring up at the statue.

A hundred yard, tops, from me to her. I could be there in fifteen seconds, grab her, and get back inside forty-five. Maybe I could get the rings to work and the armor would save her.

Maybe I could use the rings to stop these clowns.

A Zomboy swung a sonic shotgun at me and fired. He missed low, putting a dent in the table. It smashed against me, knocking me back.

The Zomboy kept coming, and was clearly coming for me. He reloaded and snapped the gun shut. Having cut the distance in half, he raised the gun and took deliberate aim.

And then, a half-second before he stroked the trigger, something distracted him. He spun to the left and fired. His shot dropped one of Capital City’s finest as the cop emerged from an alley.

And a police crossfire cut the Zomboy down before he’d recovered from his weapon’s recoil.

Two armored personnel carriers roared up from the south and another form the north. East and west the police filled alleys. Armed with tasers, sonic shotguns, and the infrared disruptors on the APCs, the police presented a show of force that had me smiling.

But they were just the sideshow.

Colonel Constitution skidded his motorcycle to a sideways stop. Trailing him–some flying, most running and one hopping–the heroes of the Capital City Costumed Constabulary boiled into the battle. Aside from their unique logos on their chests they wore identical, skin-tight uniforms–white with red gloves and boots, and blue stars on their foreheads.

Poor design choice, the blue stars. They made excellent, eye-catching targets.

For all of a second it looked as if there was a chance of a peaceful resolution. Constitution hopped off his bike, resplendent in a red, white and blue uniform, complete with a tri-corn hat and a knight’s-shield emblazoned with a star. That star, too, made an irresistible target. Before Constitution opened his mouth, Mephistopheles vomited a solid column of fire that sent Constitution flying and exploded his bike.

Everyone cut loose at once. A web of taser-wires criss-crossed the park, tangling innocent and criminal alike. People dropped, twitching and mewing. Sonic blasts pulverized concrete and dented APCs. One shot shattered a cop’s faceplate. Another dropped a mother as she tried to drag her bleeding child to safety. Cars crumpled. Ruptured gas tanks leaked and taser shorts ignited burning rivers. Smoke and dust choked the park.

I struggled to my feet, but an unconscious Zomboy’s rolling body cut my legs out from under me. I landed on him hard. I’d have cracked a rib, but he wore body-armor under his leather jacket.

I thought for a second about grabbing his sonic shotgun and trying to help, but anything moving became a legitimate target. I’d have to be a fool to do anything but stay where I was. Until it was over, there wasn’t anything to do.

That wasn’t an opinion shared by everyone. It took me a moment to recognize him, but Redhawk dashed through the smoke and got to a downed tourist. With one hand he tossed a Spookstar that cracked a Red Devil in the knee, and with the other he lifted the woman over his shoulder. Ducking and dodging, he carried her to safety, then went back for another person, and another.

Paving stones exploded around him. Baron Samizdat twice missed with black beams. Redhawk dove, snatched up a sonic shotgun and fired, forcing the Baron to duck back. Then he hoisted one kid onto his back and cradled another in his arms before weaving his way from the battlefield’s heart.

The Zomboyz and Red Devils pulled back in good order, then concentrated their fire to the north. That drove the constabulary back, but only temporarily. With a singed Constitution leading the counter-attack, the villains’ breakout failed. The police advanced from all sides, firing as they came. Even Mephistopheles and Baron Samizdat went down under the onslaught.

The police took no chances. They tightened the perimeter and shot people at close range. Granted, the Zomboyz and Red Devils had armor on, so it might take more than one shot to put them down, but the police didn’t know that until later.

By then everything was over. Two dozen lay dead, hundreds had been injured and millions had been done in damage. Just over fifty people were hospitalized and among them was Barbara Nimura–a promising doctoral candidate studying nanotechnology. She lay in the intensive care unit.

She was not expected to survive the night.
















Chapter Twenty-five







Selene, barely visible in the shadows, kept her voice to a whisper. “You do know how stupid this is, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And you know why you’re doing it, right? Aside from the saving-a-life thing?”

I nodded. “Penance for not having saved people at the park.”

“And yet you know that if you’d done anything, you could have ended up as badly hurt as the Nimura girl?”

I gave her a hard stare. “I’m not saying your analysis isn’t right, but it doesn’t matter, does it? If it did, you wouldn’t be here. You have no excuse.”

“Sure I do.” She smiled and finished tying off the climbing line. “We had a date to go dancing. You lead, I follow.”

“Uh huh.” I shook my head. “Besides which, you don’t think I could make it through this alarm system without you.”

“Let’s go.” She slipped her night-vision goggles on and plugged a custom keypad into the alarm panel. She hit buttons and I grasped the edge of the skylight. A diode pulsed green and I lifted.

No alarm. We were good to go. We tossed the climbing ropes down, clipped into them, and began our descent.

Three aspects of the Little Asia Massacre bothered me–aside from my inability to do anything to help. First off, the Zomboyz had been more heavily armed and armored than before. Their shots were chewing up concrete and denting metal. Moreover, Samizdat wore some sort of glove that amplified his power. Unless I’d completely blown my research on that gang, they shouldn’t have been capable of kicking out a quarter of that firepower–and the Red Devils weren’t any tougher.

Second, the caper had come without any warning. It wasn’t put out to bid. While the media was once again characterizing it as a meticulously-planned operation, the execution belied that notion. They hadn’t secured a line of retreat and they didn’t need to blow up the Pearl Exchange just to rob it. Unless their goal was to wreak havoc, the whole operation was sloppy.

And I would have been content to let that analysis stand, save for the Zomboy who had tried to shoot me. He was intent on me, but spun and shot a cop who was behind him. I could have put that down to luck or mutant danger sense or something, but when I landed on that other Zomboy I’d noticed a small radio earbud.

So, somebody was controlling the whole operation, and it wasn’t either of the gang leaders. But the effort and expense of mounting such an operation would only make sense if there was some profit from it. The whole question of “who benefits” came up a huge zero.

Monetarily, anyway. Redhawk benefited. While Colonel Constitution and C4 II caught a lot of flack for unnecessary use of force and having hurt more people than they helped, Redhawk came out the big hero. He didn’t stick around for interviews afterward, but a spokesman for the Mayor’s office said the retired hero had spoken with the Mayor after the incident. Redhawk had just happened to be in the area shopping and had been happy to help out as he could.

Barbara Nimura had not been identified as Blue Ninja. In fact, shortly after the smoke cleared, Blue Ninja posted a message to a Hall of Fame sanctioned website, claiming to be okay. She apologized for not having been able to do more to help out. The fact that Barbara was out, and Kim didn’t know yet she’d been injured, meant someone else knew her identity and was protecting her.

Barbara had been taken to Haste Memorial Medical Center and put in intensive care. I figured the police had taken her effects as evidence–removing the rings that might save her. As Murdoch reports about her condition became more grim, I became convinced the rings were the keys to her survival. Somehow I talked Selene into helping me.

We descended through the grand stairwell in City College’s Hawking Building. We dropped down three floors, then swung on the ropes until we reached the railing and slid over it. After securing the ropes, we approached the seventeenth floor door.

Selene had slipped into her Scarlet Fox uniform and it fit perfectly. The red leather bodysuit had a holster at one hip, whip caddy at the other and, at the small of her back, a small pouch for tools. A domino mask hid her face, and she chose to wear her hood up to further shadow her face.

I’d raided Kid Coyote’s base for my gear. Instead of one of the old uniforms, I pulled on a black stealth-suit with no markings. Two shock rods–old original models that were all charged up–went into the forearm sheaths. I looped a tool-belt around my waist and, for old time’s sake, used a pointy chin prosthetic beneath my cowl. Selene had wrinkled her nose at that, but indulged me.

Once I’d decided that Nimura’s nanites might be able to heal her up, I figured she had to have more at her lab. She would have been too smart to risk the only prototype and, for all I knew, she needed a breeding colony of nanites so she could replace the supply from time to time. Of course, I wasn’t even sure how nanites reproduced themselves, but I was banking on her having that covered.

I produced a set of lockpicks to open the stairwell door, then held a hand up and pointed. The latch had been taped back. Selene and I each checked for any warning devices that had been attached on our side, then I slipped a cable-scope beneath the door. The corridor was clear on the other side.

I slipped a shock rod into my right hand and Selene uncoiled her whip. Remaining low, we cut through the door and hugged the wall. The corridor, which ran between two labs, had been made of glass walls. For all intents and purposes, however, the desks that had been pushed up against it gave us plenty of cover. We advanced soundlessly, which allowed us to hear the faint, keening of a drill working through case-hardened steel. The scent of burning oil permeated the whole area.

I used the scope again. Four figures, men by their bulk, clustered around the safe in the Nimura lab. One crouched, changing the drill-bit, while another squirted oil into the hole. The other two men were lookouts, but were looking-in, which allowed us to surprise them.

Selene whipped the drill out of one man’s hand while I goosed another with a shock rod. He yelped and fainted, clutching parts that were tingling uncomfortably. Selene’s whip flicked again, catching the driller by the throat. She pitched him at the other two guys, and they all went down in a tangled heap, accounting for everyone rather quickly.

Too quickly. Back in the day…

A hand closed around the back of my neck. A quick jerk and I went flying deeper into the lab. I smashed my way through a half-dozen racks of flasks and test-tubes, then caromed off a mass spectrometer. Still very surprised, I slid to the floor and rolled left. My assailant crushed the spectrometer with a nasty football kick. Pieces of the device pierced the acoustic tiles above.

My ribs ached in sympathy.

I tried to sweep his legs, but he just jumped back through a somersault. He tucked tightly, neatly spinning between desktop and ceiling, then landed in a low, three-point crouch. He wore a black bodysuit just like mine, but his gloves were bulkier, like he’d stolen them from a hockey player.

His raised fist shot forward. I dodged right. His punch grazed my ribs, then shattered the cabinet door behind me.

He growled at me. “You’re slow.”

I rolled back as he punched again. I parried with a shock rod. He grabbed the end of it. “Really slow.”

I hit the button for the juice. It sizzled. He just shook his head.

“Really stupid, too. Insulated gloves.”

“You’re not the first guy to think of that, sport.” I twisted my wrist. Spring-steel needles shot out, piercing the glove front and back. 

I gave him a second to stare at his ruined hand, then hit the power button. His body shook, then collapsed. I gave him a second jolt just to make sure, then retracted the needles. I wiped the blood off on his uniform. Stripping off his gloves, I bound him wrist, thumbs and ankles with zip-ties, then joined Selene at the safe.

She already had it open. We rooted around and, quickly enough, found two boxes, each with a prototype pair of rings. Wordlessly we agreed to take both. I also appropriated a removable hard drive, a stack of opdat disks and two notebooks. I found some blank opdat disks and used the mirrored surfaces to fingerprint our pals, then tucked them away.

Selene closed the safe, then poked one of the dulled bits into the hole. She kicked it, driving it deep into the tumblers, sealing the safe. We headed back out the way we came, and escaped without anyone being the wiser.

[image: catclaw]

After cleaning up at Selene’s place, we found the Nimura family sitting quietly in a waiting room outside the Intensive Care Unit. Her parents, both slightly younger than me, clung to each other. A young man, probably fifteen years old, held an open science fiction novel by Fred Saberhagen, but wasn’t turning pages very quickly.

I addressed myself to Barbara’s father. “Mr. Nimura, Castigan, pleased to make your acquaintance. Your daughter sought Castigan’s services as an appraiser earlier today. She entrusted to Castigan a pair of devices which are of great value to her. Castigan believes they would be of great comfort to her and may assist her recovery.”

I produced a jewelry box and opened it, revealing two silver rings with a distinctive blue stone set in each. Her father stared at them blankly, then looked up at me.

“My daughter owns no such thing. We are modest people and these are far too valuable to have belonged to her. We would have known.”

Selene stepped up. “I am Selene Kole, Castigan’s employer. I was present at his meeting with your daughter. He is telling the truth.”

Barbara’s mother looked up, swiping at tears. “We appreciate your attempting to help us, but we are private people. We do not accept charity.”

“Castigan assures you…”

Her mother closed the box with a snap. “Please, leave us alone.”

“No, it’s true.” The boy had put his book down. “Barb wanted to surprise you.”

“Andrew? What do you know?”

His father’s question sent a tremor through the boy. “Well, um, I saw her working one night and…”

“Castigan should explain that your daughter’s researches had produced this unusual stone.” I opened the box again. “It is quite akin to what they used to call ‘mood rings.’ You will recall them. A novelty which has great commercial potential, but which your daughter felt you might see as being rather frivolous. They were brought to Castigan for him to assess their value on the market. Your daughter did not want to part with them, for they were most dear to her. She hoped the sales would further her researches, as well as repay you for all you have done to support her. She also wished Andrew to have money for education.”

The boy nodded solemnly. “Barb really loved the rings. You’ve seen her wearing them sometimes, but you didn’t notice. It’ll make her feel better if she’s got them on. I know it will.”

I closed the box and handed it to Andrew. He and I shared a glance. He knew the true significance of the rings. He’d been the one to author the online note in Blue Ninja’s name. He understood that I knew the truth, and that I understood his parents remained in the dark.

Barbara’s father stood and reached for his wallet. “I shall pay you for your services, and the cost of your coming down here.”

“Absolutely not.” Selene was adamant. “I have a daughter just a little younger than your Barbara. But for the grace of God, it could be her laying in there. We will not take your money. And, in fact, Castigan here is going to head down the street to fetch food. You’ve not eaten. I can see it on your faces.”

The girl’s mother shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

“That doesn’t mean you don’t have to eat. You have to keep up your strength so you’ll be ready for when she wakes up.”

Andrew stood up. “I’ll go help Castigan lug food.” He caught a look from his father. “Mister Castigan lug food.”

“Stay with your wife. Things will be fine.” I gave her father a smile, then headed out with Andrew in tow. He’d tucked the box into a pocket in his cargo shorts, and said nothing until we were in the elevator. Then, when he started, I raised a finger to my lips and he remained quiet.

Outside the hospital I nodded to him. “You’ll get the rings to her.”

“I know what to do.”

“How long have you known?”

“Six months. She’s known I know for three.” Andrew sighed. “I think that’s why she was pushing to finish the project. She thought I was in danger.”

My eyes narrowed. “Anything specific?”

“No, nothing that I noticed, and I would have noticed. I’m very observant.”

“See the black sedan following us?”

Andrew smiled, but didn’t turn. “There is no black sedan.”

“Very good.” I nodded. “So your sister was feeling threatened?”

“I think so, but she didn’t say. I think she suspected some industrial espionage or something. She kept quiet because she didn’t want me worried.”

I let him pick the restaurant. He took me to a Jewish deli where we ordered up a bunch of pastrami sandwiches. Andrew said deli food was a guilty pleasure they seldom indulged in. I added in a cold meat platter and a veggie platter to be sent up to the ICU staff.

On the way back, I handed Andrew one of Castigan’s cards, and scribbled a number on the back. “Anyone ask questions, anyone shows an interest in the rings, you let me know.”

He pocketed it. “Barbara didn’t give these to you, did she?”

“There were others interested in them, too. How or why, I don’t know.” I frowned. “I don’t believe what happened today was designed to catch your sister, primarily because no one made an attempt to get to her once Blue Ninja was down. Still…”

I stopped and slapped a hand against my forehead. “Oh, nuts. If you give those rings to her and Blue Ninja shows up in that bed, her ID is blown. We’ll have to move her to a private clinic…”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Castigan, I got it covered.” Andrew gave me a winning smile. “Barbara is way wicked smart. She pretty much thinks of everything and, lucky for her, I know even more than she imagines.”
















Chapter Twenty-six







Selene secured the other prototype rings in her gallery’s vault. This was not the floor vault visible to everyone, but the other vault beneath it. To get to it you had to remove the armored plate in the bottom of the first safe. She’d installed it herself, welding the second safe to a steel girder below, so it wasn’t going anywhere.

We returned to my shop and fashioned two pairs of passable look-alike rings. Using a watch battery and some diodes, I faked the lightning. We secured those in ring boxes with the intent in putting one within the Selene’s main vault. The other went into a decoy vault she’d had built into the floor beneath a sculpture by the Verdant Beetle.

Exhausted, we slept in, then headed over to the shop and snagged breakfast on the way. We got there about a half-hour before Diana, and ate at the workbench.

Selene dabbed the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “The break-in goes to your idea that these operations are under the control of someone other than the leaders on the ground. Baron Samizdat and Mephistopheles are cooling their heels in the Armory, so they couldn’t have ordered the break-in.”

“And why would they need to? If they had an inkling of what Blue Ninja was, they could have scored the original rings from her body.” My brows arrowed together. “I don’t know if it’s like the Red Signal’s power ring, where you have to be bonded to it to make it work, but either could have snatched a ring and tried.”

“More to your point, however, no one could have anticipated Blue Ninja being there in the first place.”

“Right, so someone who watched the fight went and tracked the injured, discovered her identity and did the research to find the lab. The observer was sharp enough to evaluate what he saw, and then had the resources to react.”

The intercom buzzed.

“What is it, Diana?”

“A Mr. Leonidas Chase to see Castigan.”

I put my egg sandwich down. “Tall man, slender, white hair?”

“Tall and thin, yes, but he has an opera cloak on and a slouch-brimmed hat.”

Selene shot me a quizzical look.

“He’s always had a sense of the theatrical” I sighed. “Buzz him in.”

We entered the showroom as our visitor made it through the door. He swept his hat off and handed his cloak to Diana.

I folded my arms. “Little early in the day for opera, isn’t it, dad?”

Sinisterion fairly hissed at the familiarity. Ignoring me, he crossed to Selene and brought her proffered hand to his lips. “Lovely to see you again, my dear.”

I raised an eyebrow.

She smiled. “And you.” Then she turned to me. “We dated a couple of times.”

“You dated my father?”

“Before I met you. Kind of a King and Queen of the Underworld thing. Didn’t work.” She slipped her hand from his. “I don’t believe in triangles and he’s too in love with himself to let anyone else in.”

Sinisterion pulled himself erect. “I do so treasure flattery.”

“But you’d prefer worship.”

“Prefer?” He laughed. It almost sounded genuine. “Deserve.”

“Yeah, well, this isn’t a church so…”

My father ignored me, opening is arms and turning to take it all in. “A mausoleum, perhaps; ah, a temple to a fallen age.”

Diana looked at me oddly.

“Diana, this is…”

Sinisterion turned and gave her a predator’s smile. “Doctor Sinisterion at your service.”

She blinked, then sat and went for a drawer in which one of her grandfather’s Cat’s-claws rested.

My father approached the vault. He nodded at Puma’s framed uniform. “Fear not, child, for I mean neither you nor your family any malice. I was saddened by your great-grandfather’s death. Yes, I know who you are–my son did not reveal your secret. I’ve known for a while. I honor your familial loyalties. Others could learn well from you.”

“Uh huh.” I retreated to a small chest, opened it, and pulled out the letter Puma had meant to go to my father. “It’s a bit easier being related to a hero than you. By the way, Puma wanted you to have this.”

My father looked at the letter as if it was an asp, then tucked it away in his breast pocket. “You see, this is exactly what I meant about the end of an era. During my time in prison–innocent though I was–Puma wrote to me regularly, hoping to redeem me. Even after the break-out went awry and your mother was murdered, he sent me a condolence letter. I suspect, in part, his sense of guilt over her death is why he stopped pursuing me. I had to content myself with the likes of Nighthaunt.”

I shook my head. “And yet you still found time to train me to kill Puma.”

“I needed a hobby.”

Diana stared from him to me and back. “I don’t… I…”

Selene shook her head. “Me, neither. We’ll have to get a transcript and have it annotated.”

Again Sinisterion laughed. “It’s not all that complex, ladies, and both of you are capable of understanding rather easily. Life is about choices. Good versus evil. An event happens. Your parents are gunned down in cold blood while you’re a child. You see this senseless act of violence and you make a decision. You decide never to be powerless in the face of violence again. That decision shapes you, shapes those around you. Your life has focus and meaning. Through willpower and courage you make the world your own.”

I opened my hands. “And then someone else comes along and disrupts things. Puma. Nighthaunt. Me.”

“You exalt yourself.” My father frowned. “Puma, yes, he was a force to be reckoned with. It took me years to figure out why he had defeated me.”

Diana perked. “And that was?”

“His history, child. He fought the Nazis, and my family had no love for them. As I grew up, he was a hero for me, too. That stayed my hand.”

I looked at Selene. “Isn’t revisionist history wonderful?”

Sinisterion narrowed his eyes. “You, on the other hand, were a minor annoyance. Do you think I could not have crushed you if I found you to be anything more?”

“Hypothetical. You never did.” I shrugged. “You never nailed Nighthaunt, either.”

“I’m not dead, yet.”

“Uh huh.” I sighed. “So, why is it you’re here?”

“You’ve gotten sloppy. Connecting you to this enterprise was a matter of simplicity. You’ve angered some people and they will seek retribution.”

“Really? You’re sure they’ll connect the dots you have? You are, after all, a mastermind.”

“They’re trying.” Sinisterion smiled. “There is a man who, until last evening, called himself PowerLion, then his paw got stuck through with many thorns. Your handiwork, I believe. He now calls himself the Revengenatorist and has sworn vengeance. And you, my dear, were mistaken for Vixen.”

Selene covered her surprise. “Flattery, as you say, Doctor, is appreciated.”

My father clapped his hands. “Splendid. Scarlet Fox is known to be Vixen’s mother, and yet you won’t confirm it was you last night. How simply quaint.”

“This coming from the man whose memoir is titled If I was a Supervillain?”

“You’ve read it?”

“I save fiction for vacation reading.”

Sinisterion bowed to her. “Touché.”

I raised an eyebrow. “And you heard this about the Revenger-whoosie how?”

He shrugged. “Researching my next book.”

“And what’s your expert opinion?”

Sinisterion paced as he lectured. “The Hall of Fame hit and the Little Asia Massacre have the earmarks of planning by the same person. The latter went off better, which indicates he’s learning.”

“It indicates better command-and-control.”

My father’s eyes sparked darkly. “So you were there, and you saw things. What did you see?”

“You already know what I saw. Ear-pieces, coordinated maneuvers conducted independent of leaders on the ground.”

He nodded. “And they had advanced armor and weaponry.”

“Seems like.” I nodded. “You projecting into the future off two data-points?”

“No.” He paused in front of the case with the Spookstar. “One has to wonder as to the motive for the operations.”

“Qui bono?”

“Who benefits, yes, but I prefer who profits.” He turned, his forehead wrinkled with concentration. “In neither operation was there a profit, yet we must assume there is meant to be a profit.”

Selene pursed her lips. “Redhawk came out of the Little Asia thing looking good.”

“True, but that was not the case from the Hall of Fame. Has he returned from retirement, or is this a case of a blind squirrel finding an acorn? Now Colonel Constitution, on the other hand, does not look good. He is collecting a great deal of flak for the massacre, though fools like O’Lily are willing to give him a pass since the criminals suffered one hundred percent casualties. But public relations are not at the heart of this. They may be a collateral concern, but not the heart.”

As much as I was loathe to admit it, he was making sense. There had to be some logic behind the attacks. Figuring it out would be key to stopping future acts.

“Okay, here’s one thing.” I held up three fingers. “Baron Samizdat, Panda-moanium and Mephistopheles all have been removed from the picture. Each was a good recruiter. They had good armies working for them. Little Miss Dragon scooped up the China Dolls. Someone else could pick up the others’ leftovers.”

“And likely will, through surrogates. Look for the Revengenatorist to pull together the Zomboyz and Red Devils.” My father stroked his chin. “The attacks also tested the response by the city. He gained information which can go to planning new things.”

Selene blinked. “Building a powerbase to take control of Capital City?”

“It’s been tried before, my dear.” Sinisterion’s nostril’s flared, “but Capital City is really too paltry a prize for which to risk so much.”

I laughed. “Sour grapes.”

“I find small nations much more conducive to influence.”

“Easier to bribe, you mean.”

“You say tomato…”

“…you think blood.” I watched my father for a second. “I know you’re not behind this.”

His smile carried up into his eyes. “He’s doing with a sledgehammer what should be done with a scalpel.”

“Then why do you care?” I matched his smile. “Ah, because, ham-handed as this is, it’s closer to success than you’ve ever been.”

“Faugh!” Pure venom erased his smile. “The methodology is interesting, but ultimately doomed. He is working through surrogates, which increases the chances of betrayal. He seeks to use the many to influence the few, whereas controlling a few to influence the many is far more efficient.”

I humored him. “So, you’ve got no dog in this fight? Why are you mentioning all this to me–besides the whole research maguffin?”

“But I do have, as you so quaintly put it, a dog in the fight. That dog would be you, my son.” His expression eased. “I might not have always been the most perfect father…”

“You abandoned me to torturers. You tried to have me killed.”

“There are some lessons a son must learn which are very painful for the father as well. My point is this, there are forces which will see you as a threat. They already do, as I said. The Revengenatorist may be as ridiculous as his sobriquet, but he is not wholly without resources.”

I wanted to disagree, but my neck took that moment to twinge.

“Were my son to become a casualty in all this, I would feel compelled to act.”

“Ha!” I shook my head. “That’s it? You’d be embarrassed? Your vanity is what’s pinked here, and you’re using me as your excuse to do something? I don’t believe it.”

Sinisterion’s mask slipped for a moment, for less than a heartbeat. Weariness washed over his features, then vanished behind an iron curtain of indignation. “Do not believe I could not act if I wanted to. I choose not to act, not now, perhaps not ever. It is my hope that your fate won’t force me to act.”

I nodded. “I actually understand.” I spread my arms. “All the acting I want to do is here. My last identity. Castigan.”

“I have a few things you might find of interest.” Sinisterion smiled slowly. “If I were a super villain, I might have kept trophies down through the years. Did you know, my dear, that your great-grandfather sported a cape after he returned from the war? It got caught in the cogs of the UltraTank. I still have it.”

“I’ll let you know when villain memorabilia becomes chic, dad.”

“Ingratitude ill becomes you, yet is the theme of your life.”

Suddenly the front door burst in. Colonel Constitution sprang through the opening, and Capital City’s finest poured in behind him. One of C4 II, Kid Icthy, squished his way in, his fish-scale skin shimmering with a oil-slick rainbow under the pinpoint lights.

I brought my head up. “Castigan’s is open by appointment only. You don’t have an appointment.”

“I have a warrant.” Constitution brandished a blank piece of paper. “You’re under arrest, every one of you. Criminal conspiracy for starters, and after that, it’s anything that comes up while you’re confessing.”
















Chapter Twenty-seven







Okay, so this was the only time in my whole entire life I actually liked my father.

Constitution stood there brandishing the blank paper as if it was a cross and we were vampires. My father carefully and slowly reached inside his jacket pocket and produced a passport. It had a gold cover and red seal. He aped Constitution perfectly.

“I’m afraid your warrant means nothing to me. Santiago has granted me a diplomatic passport.”

“What?!” Colonel Constitution leaned in. “There is no such country.”

I nodded. “I’m afraid there is. Nestled between Belize and Guatemala. Forty years ago your grandfather helped set up a right wing government with CIA backing in a rebel province. There’s no extradition treaty and several surviving members of a previous presidential administration live there on a ranch.”

Constitution’s breath rasped through his faceplate. “You’ll be recalled.”

“There will be a protest.”

“Your ass will still be out of here.” Colonel Constitution looked at the rest of us. “You’re not off. Conspiring with a foreign national. We’re taking you in.”

Diana stood. “But that’s not a warrant.”

“It will be when the judge signs it.” Constitution shoved it her direction. “It’s all proper and legal.”

“No it isn’t.”

“Sez who?”

“Me, second year law, Emerald University School of Law.”

Selene and I exchanged a smile.

“Listen here, the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act allows a warrant to be obtained seventy-two hours after surveillance commences. Therefore, this is a warrant, and you’re under arrest.”

“I don’t think that’s necessary, Colonel.” The mayor pushed his way past Kid Icthy, then soaked up the slime with a handkerchief. “Selene, Castigan, I believe we have some business to conduct.”

“And that would be?” Selene gave him a hard stare.

“Better conducted in a more private setting.”

Sinisterion sketched a bow. “Then I’ll be leaving.”

I nodded. “Take Diana with you.”

“She stays.” Constitution slapped the warrant down on her desk. “She’s going nowhere.”

My eyes tightened. “Castigan believes, right, that things will be said, right, that certain ears should not hear, right?”

Constitution missed it, but Gregory Greylan did not. He held a hand up. “Let her go. Clear all your men out. Just the four of us.”

Kid Icthy gurgled something.

“Need to know, soldier.” Constitution pointed fish-boy to the door. “Standby in case there is trouble. You can help carry the bodies to the meat wagon.”

A couple of the cops closed the door as best they could, but the jamb had been splintered. I waited until their fingers were clear, then hit a button on Diana’s desk that dropped a steel door into place, securing the shop. Constitution leaped back, landing in the middle of the room in a crouch, his shield poised to fend me off.

I looked at the mayor. “You’re paying for the door.”

“Let’s not get into a pissing match, Castigan, because you’ll lose.” He looked me up and down. “I know who you are. I was wracking my brains after that night, because something was familiar about you but…”

“I tell you what, your Honor, you don’t lie to me, and I won’t lie to you.” I leaned on the desk. “You had no clue who I was–emphasis on the was–until some ghost grumbled in your ear. There was nothing familiar about me, and certainly no desire on your part to remember me.”

“I remember you real well now.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Don’t tell me what I remember.”

I laughed. “You never knew who I was then. If you had known, when Graviton and the others started looking for me, you’d have tipped them where I’d been last seen. You didn’t. To you I was just some guy on the plane who took you to a bar on the luckiest night of your life.”

The mayor hesitated.

“Does Delores know you still think about them?”

“You leave my wife out of this.”

“That’s a no.” I looked over at Constitution. “And before you get all smug, I know you’re William Wright the third. I’m sorry about your dad. I knew him when he was just finishing up as First Amendment and you weren’t even a Preamble.”

Greylan stopped Constitution with a hand against his chest. “Look Castigan, what I knew, when I knew it, doesn’t matter. I was hoping for some commonality, to build a bond here, to establish some rapport. It’ll make things easier.”

“What things?”

He nodded at Selene. “Ms. Kole knows how things are done now. We have a system that keeps things stable. It’s under control.”

“Who are you trying to kid, Redhawk?” I straightened up. “I was at the Hall of Fame. I was at the Little Asia Massacre. Those things were utterly out of control.”

“But the system is handling them.”

“Are you nuts?” Disbelief underscored my question. “I’ve been looking at your system. It can be manipulated. It can be circumvented. There’s someone out there willing to do both.”

Constitution began muttering. “Conspiracy. Conspiracy.”

“Listen, Castigan, if I had two bits for every time I’ve heard the ‘there’s a mastermind out there’ crap, I could afford a Fortress of Solitude. The system works because everyone is taken care of. The people are happy watching their heroes succeed. Their Superfriends funds pay them bonuses. Their jobs are tied to reconstruction or merchandising, and business is booming. There’s lots to go around. It’s working. Crime against people is down, and bankable crime is covered.”

“Bankable crime? What is that supposed to be?”

“Property crime that doesn’t hurt anyone, but keeps the economy flowing.”

“What, light bulbs don’t burn out fast enough, so folks go and smash them?” I looked at him incredulously. “It makes no sense.”

“It makes complete sense.” The mayor posted his fists on his hips. “We’ve taken the random out of crime. There’s surprise, maybe a thrill, but fear’s gone. Everyone knows the rules. If you’re a hostage, sit tight, and you’ll get rescued. Your bank is hit, no problem, your deposits are covered. Your business is offline while being rebuilt, it’s okay. You have insurance for that. You take a vacation, come back to a new office that will be more efficient.”

“If we follow that to its logical conclusion, Mr. Mayor, you could target city sectors that need renovation.” I blinked. “You actually do that, don’t you?”

“There are times the people don’t understand what’s best for them.”

“And you usurp making that choice?”

His chin came up. “That’s what they elected me for.”

“No, they elected you to carry out their will, not to make it up for them.”

Constitution snorted. “Commie.”

The mayor ignored him and reached inside his jacket. He tossed a thick brown envelope on the desk. “You can think what you like, but the system works. We will keep it working. You’re part of it now.”

I nudged the envelope onto the floor. It landed with a heavy thwap. “You can’t imagine I’d join Colonel Constitution’s flying circus.”

“You’re too old.” Redhawk’s eyes narrowed. “That packet has your ID and registration. We’ve gotten you insurance and are deducting the premiums monthly. You’ve got your health insurance card which will conceal your identity. You’ve got permits for non-lethal weapons. Don’t carry anything heavier. We’ve sent vigilantes off west before.”

“I play by the rules, I’m a hero, otherwise I’m a vigilante?”

“I’m glad we understand each other.”

I shook my head. “You don’t understand me at all. I’m retired. I’m not in your damned system.”

“You put yourself into it when you became Old Dude with Yo-yo.” Greylan jerked a thumb toward the door. “Associating with someone like Doctor Sinisterion is not remaining outside the game.”

I covered my face with a hand. I’d returned to Capital City to discover why someone had made me go away. Selene had been right about that, however. It made no difference. I tried being a hero again and was promptly shown the truth of its being a young man’s game. I couldn’t scare anyone anymore, and I’d failed to help in Little Asia. I was as far out of the game as it was possible to be, and yet they wouldn’t let me go.

My hand fell away. “Greg, what is it about me that scares you so much?”

He fought a denial, then met my stare. “You’ve lived outside the system for too long. You remember the way it was, but you only remember the good things, the things that make you feel good. You forget people crying and bleeding and dying in your arms.”

“No, I have a pretty good memory of that, thanks. Quite fresh.”

“You’re a rogue element, Castigan. You say you’re retired, but you can’t be. I am, but you saw me in Little Asia. There was a call, and I answered.”

“But there’s the difference. I didn’t.”

“So you tuck these away in your safe. You give them to the priests. Do whatever you want, but you have to remember that now you’re part of the system. You break the rules, you pay the price. Ignore the system and you pay an even greater price.”

I frowned. “You think your system is so delicate that I can bring it down?”

“If I thought that, Constitution’s warrant would already be signed and you’d be on a plane to the coast.”

“You’d break your own rules to save your system?”

He nodded.

“And I’d get punished for doing the same thing.” I shook my head. “See, that’s the funny thing. Back in the day you played by the book. Now you get to write the book, and you play outside it. Doesn’t that tell you something?”

“Yes. The city’s lucky they have me looking out for them.” Greylan stared coldly. “I think we understand each other, don’t we, Castigan?”

“Oh, I get you. I also get that your system is crashing and you’re whistling past the graveyard.”

My uTiliPod rang, cutting my rant off. I checked the caller, then took it. “Castigan here. Yes. Fascinating. He will? Excellent. It would please Castigan to do so. This evening, that can be arranged. No, it is Castigan’s pleasure. Good-bye.”

I lowered the uTiliPod and glanced at Greg. “Did you really hire Nypawbyedeemay to help bolster C4 II?”

“They come highly recommended.”

Selene’s blue eyes tightened. “Russians? A foreign security company coming here, to Capital City?”

The mayor gave her a sidelong glance. “This firm is good and, given the current budget projections, is what we can afford.”

“But didn’t two dozen people die when they handled the hostage situation at the Bolshoi?”

“They’ve been retrained and equipped with non-lethal weapons.” Greylan looked at me. “Have you already got a source in my office? Is that how retired you are?”

I held my hands up. “I’m innocent in this one. That was The O’Lily Forum. Turns out your Police Commissioner is going to be on the show tonight to discuss this latest hiring. Castigan will be there to comment.”

Constitution rubbed his hands together gleefully. “I can’t wait.”

I smiled. “Trust me, son. You’ll wish you had.”
















Chapter Twenty-eight







That packet of papers began to bother me. It couldn’t have weighed more than a pound, but it got to feeling like a sack of wet cement perched on my chest. I didn’t like the system. I didn’t want to be part of it, but those papers pulled me in.

And then there was the glance Selene shot me when I challenged Colonel Constitution. She didn’t believe I was retired. Not one little bit.

That gave me pause. If she didn’t believe it, why should anyone else? Why should I believe?

I reviewed everything through new eyes. I looked for the truth. It wasn’t at all what I expected.

The Castigan personality wasn’t the eccentric I’d envisioned twenty years before. He was combative, annoying and guaranteed to antagonize people. I might no longer scare folks, but being aggressive kept them at bay. Different tactic, same result.

And managing Kid Coyote’s career wasn’t a retirement strategy. It wasn’t about him at all. I saw him as a younger me. I was using him to prove I still had game. Through him I’d prove myself worthy of the Hall of Fame.

All things considered, my father was more retired than I was.

That flash of weariness on my father’s face broke something inside me. We’d fought against each other. He’d always been strong and irrepressible. Knock him down, he’d come roaring back. Resilience was his greatest strength, and I had a good chunk of that from him.

There comes a point, however, when you just want to rest. The struggles you’ve been through wear you down. Victories and laurels may cause you to smile, but that’s because you’ve forgotten the pain and hard work that went into winning them. Then a new challenge comes along. It’s a challenge that looks like so many others. You already know how things will turn out. You’ll probably win, so you begin to wonder if the effort is worth it.

That line of thought led me to one, inescapable conclusion. The battle I was fighting was against getting old. I wanted my youth back. So stupid. I may have seen a half-dozen heroes and villains who could skip around in time, but never had I seen anyone who could turn back his personal clock. They all got old and, despite the wonders they’d seen, the things they’d done, they all got tired.

There was a time for all of us to go.

The bell was tolling, and it was tolling for me.

Accepting that fact depressed me. Visions of sitting in front of a Murdoch eating cheese doodles danced in my head. I’d get old. I’d get fat. I’d collect umpty-squillion stray cats and live in an apartment clogged with trash.

That was it. I was done.

Instead of surrendering to that nightmare, I headed over to the gym. Getting tossed around wouldn’t help my feelings, but it would burn calories.

Rule for the newly retired: don’t go to the gym feeling like hell.

Grant caught me with a simple hip-toss that sent me rolling across the mat. I never did break my fall. I made a flapping sound, like a flat tire. I finally flopped to my back and just lay there.

Grant loomed over me. “You okay?”

“Nothing broken, but you probably already knew that.”

“The boxers with the kittens are nice, too.”

I sat up, looping my arms around my knees. “You ever miss it?”

Grant sat and began to stretch. “Pieces, sure.”

“Even after all this time?” My heart sank. “I want to be retired, but…”

“You want to be needed.” He shrugged. “The Murdoch shows all these disasters. Since I retired, there have been five tsunamis that have killed 3.2 million people. I could have saved them. Or I could have helped build the Mars Colony or could have checked for life on Io or…”

“I get the picture.”

“You have it tougher than I do.” Grant held up his half hand. “I had no choice. You really don’t, either, but you have this illusion of choice. While we all can see that the youngsters are really good, we have to believe we could have taken them. And we resent the hell out of their failure to realize that about us.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Your kids don’t appreciate what you were able to do?”

Grant laughed. “Andy got my powers, but her mother’s sensibility. She understands the hero thing, played with it for a while, but prefers the way of Gandhi to pounding things to pulp. Gravé has a better sense of things, but is all wrapped up in fashioning his own life as a rockstar-superhero. His world and my past don’t really intersect. More importantly, the current context really makes our exploits irrelevant. We did things they can’t do, mainly because we had to.”

“Do you think they could…” I held my hands up. “No, strike that. Wrong question. Down that path lies madness.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Whether you thought they could or couldn’t do what we did. Your answer wouldn’t matter. If I was willing to ask the question, I was thinking of following up, double-checking your logic. That means I’d still be playing the game.”

“No, it just means you’re a thinking individual.”

“Grant, don’t take this wrong. You have always come at things from a perspective of invulnerability. If some amped-up psychopath in mechanical armor decided to knock over a bank, you showed up and opened him like a can of peas. You were always good at multi-tasking and prioritizing, making decisions on the fly. 

“A Felix, on the other hand, has to think ahead. Puma might have been able to keep the same loads in his tool belt, but I constantly shifted stuff. I had multiple costumes and must have overhauled the Chaser a half-dozen times. And that rocket bike, you don’t want to know how often I reconfigured it. Thinking ahead was part of my game.”

He considered that for a moment. “So then part of your retirement is to stop thinking the way you did. Which is going to be like cutting off a limb.”

“Maybe, or maybe I just need a hobby.” I smiled. “I don’t know if I can be happy repairing and selling trinkets. If not, I’ll have to try something else.”

“There’s always Sudoku.”

“Math as martial arts, no thanks.” I got up and hauled him to his feet. “You had fun, that night in my old lair, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, being back in the uniform was a lot of fun.” Grant chuckled. “And Terry’s been over the moon. I think his new hobby is tinkering with some of his armor.”

“He gonna franchise the Golden Guardian out?”

“Who knows? He’s turned down deals in the past.” Grant’s eyes narrowed. “So, here’s the question. Why didn’t you play dress-up in your old lair? There were complete uniforms there, behind a hidden panel the kid doesn’t even know about.”

I had to think for a moment. “Maybe, just maybe, I realized the game was over.”

“Or you were afraid the siren-song would be irresistible?”

“Probably.” I thought back to the fight in the Nimura laboratory. “Kind of a sad thing, isn’t it, when you think you could make a comeback, but you know it won’t really happen?”

He nodded. “Don’t follow Nick’s path.”

“I don’t understand. I saw him the other day–heard him, actually. He’s keeping his hand in.”

“Not really.” Grant sighed. “I talk with Redhawk from time to time…”

“I know he’s the mayor.”

“Oh, okay. Nick tries to keep his hand in, but he’s not been the same since he got beaten down. He tries to help out. His heart’s in the right place, but he drinks. We tried to have an intervention. L’Angyle came back for it, zapped him sober so he’d listen, but it didn’t matter. He’s obsessed with the idea of a criminal mastermind who will take over Capital City. Sinisterion was on the top of his list. Probably still is, then we have Belle Jeste, Squire Enquirer, Helllash…”

“I thought Helllash died right after I joined C4. Didn’t we get sued?”

“Yeah, this is his daughter. She decided to become the Mary Kay of crime. Her costume stuff was good, but she had trouble importing weapons. She concentrated on the clothes, added bondage lines, and got wholly into home sex-toy sales parties. She makes a ton, but Nick’s convinced her profits are going to finance an army that will take over Capital City.”

“Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out there.”

“But Nick’s cried ‘Wolf,’ too many times. Even if there was someone out there, the chances of Nick picking up on him would be zero. He has an easier time remembering the old days and gets confused a lot.”

“But for the grace of God there go I.” I sighed. “Okay, look, from here on out, no more talking about crime or the underworld or anything. I am out, well and truly out. And I mean it.”

Grant looked me up and down again. “Not to torture you, but you look like you’ve just had twenty years lifted off your shoulders.”

“Ouch.”

“I think fast on my feet, remember?”

“Didn’t need the reminder.” I drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He was right. I did feel younger. The whole need to compete was gone. I could look at things objectively and didn’t have to invest myself in them. In fact, avoiding investment was critical because if I did become tangled up in things, I’d get mangled just like Puma’s old cape.

The reason I felt younger is because I’d just pulled myself out of a deathtrap. It took a second for that idea to fully crystallize, but there it was. I didn’t have a dog in the fight that is Capital City. I’d be insulated like every other citizen. I’d done my time, I’d earned a chance at another life.

And now I’d actually be able to live it.

I thanked Grant, then hit the showers. Before I stripped down, I called Selene and Vicki on the uTiliPod. I convinced them both to join me for lunch. Selene was free, but Vicki had something at half-past one. I agreed to meet her at noon near her appointment.

Then I made one more call, to O’Lily’s producer and canceled Castigan’s appearance. Castigan would continue to live, but not as a combative curmudgeon. He would just be a curiosity. He’d make money, he’d fix things, and that would have to be enough.

As for helping Kid Coyote, I could still do that. Looking over capers and breaking them down was really just math and easier than Sudoku. I’d just provide him options, but I wouldn’t go seeking information. I could teach him how to gather it, but I was going to be a mentor, not a manager.

I arrived at Maison Chartreuse on the Park before either of the women and secured a table on the terrace. I ordered fizzy water with a slice of lime and a cheese platter. While waiting I forced myself to concentrate on what the different cheeses tasted like. I sought nuance and new experiences. I wasn’t ever going to get rid of my powers of observation, but I could learn to use them for more than figuring out the criminal mind.

Mother and daughter arrived together, and from the expression they shared, they noticed the change in me instantly. I waited for them to be seated, then smiled.

“It’s over. I am truly done.” I took Selene’s hand in mine. “Thank you for supporting me and not calling me a liar every other time I’ve said I’m out.”

She squeezed my fingers.

“And you, young lady, will have to do without my help.”

Vicki raised an eyebrow. “I never needed your help. In fact, aren’t I always saving your life?”

“You won’t be doing that, either, any more.”

“What about Diana?”

“She’ll still have a job with Castigan.  A new Castigan. Much nicer. Much odder.”

My daughter stared at me, then looked at her mother and back. “I want to think he’s lying, but…”

“No, I think he means it.” Selene smiled. “I’ll let the mayor know about your decision.”

“Thanks.” I waved a hand at the cheese. “Please, help yourselves. I like the Brie.”

The lunch started out a bit awkward. Okay not quite as awkward as in that “Uncle Henry comes to Thanksgiving Dinner in a mini-skirt and nipple clamps” way, but all the pauses seemed pregnant and some of the levity forced. I kept the discussion mostly on food. Everyone has stories about food and the weird things they’ve eaten. Soon enough we were laughing and the folks around us were smiling out of reflex.

Selene and I decided to split a napoleon for dessert and ordered coffee. Vicki glanced at her watch and excused herself. She kissed her mother on the cheek, then came around and did the same to me.

“You know, for an old dude, you’re weird, but I guess you’re okay.”

“I’m supposed to say thanks, right?”

She smiled. “You do that, and I’ll work on the compliments.”

“Thanks.”

Our coffee and dessert arrived just as Teratronic and the Tech-heads hit the jeweler kitty-corner from the café. Cobalt Cobra, resplendent in his blue uniform and hooded cloak, dropped from the roof, and Vixen slid from an alley. He’d bid for the caper, then subbed the minions out to Vicki. Cobra met Teratronic head on, his blue beams mixing with her gold to create these wonderful green phantasms. They’d had a love-hate relationship for going on six months now, and usually fought to a standstill.

Vixen, with her whip cracking and pistol barking, dropped four minions before they’d rappelled to the sidewalk and scattered the rest of them.

One of them came running past us. It would have been child’s play to trip him. A couple of ice-cubes in his path, that’s all it would take. He’d have gone down quickly and Vicki could have claimed another hit.

But I didn’t move.

I didn’t even feel the urge to move. I was just a spectator watching professionals play a game. But I didn’t have to play. My days of playing were over and good riddance.

I did, however, smile.

I had Cobalt Cobra and Vixen on my Superfriends’ team. I was going to clean up.
















Chapter Twenty-nine







I had to work at retirement. It was pretty much like any new activity: it took a while to get used to. Once you fall into a routine, however, it works. Part of it was just talking myself into that routine.

The mind is a funny thing. A long time ago, back when I had a career, right after I’d started actually being a hero, I had a couple of quick successes. Sure, the Azure Spider and Queen of Thieves had seen better days, but they’d fought Colonel Constitution (both the original and II) to a draw a couple of times. In retrospect I probably caught them on a bad day, and I’d certainly been lucky, but I popped them and was feeling great about myself.

That’s when I ran into a group of guys so amateurish and bungling that they didn’t have a name, didn’t have a uniform and the trace evidence they usually left at the scene was an empty case of Black Label beer bottles. They’d steal anything that wasn’t nailed down, from copper pipes to a pallet of bottled water–which broke their truck’s axle when they hit a speed bump.

As inept as they were, I couldn’t get them. A shock-rod would bounce funny or wouldn’t go off. I’d roll an ankle on a beer bottle, and once the original Chaser got tagged by a semi while I was hot on their tail. Couple times, in blind panic, they led me on a chase that wandered into some battleground between the Titanium Titan or Incarnadine Death and the Deathettes slugging it out with Graviton.

Heroes are known by their enemies and until some reporter dubbed them the Drunken Bandits, they were just a bunch of clowns. Once they had a name, they became a little bolder. That meant that I tried harder. No one else took them on. They were my nemeses, so I was stuck with them.

And stuck looking like a complete doofus the whole time.

Then, one night, as I was lurking high up on the O’Neil building, Puma found me. He was semi-retired at the time. He brought coffee and there in the shadow of one of those art-deco eagles, we had a chat.

He gave me a smile. “I got two things to tell you. First, I talked to a homicide cop once. He told me that the folks who get away with murder aren’t the smart ones, nor the dumb ones. The dumb ones are just too stupid to get away from the scene of the crime. Cops arrive at the house, Mr. Stupid’s covered in blood. They arrest him and make a case.

“The smart ones, they’ve got all the angles covered. You’re investigating a crime and you miss a clue, they’ll point it out to you. They’re trying to get on your side, being helpful.”

I nodded. “Sure, but what’s the chance an amateur is going to pick out a clue a seasoned detective doesn’t?”

“Exactly. They make it too perfect, with the evidence pointing at everyone but themselves–even the sort of stuff that should. I mean, I’ve been married to Mrs. Puma for forty years. I love her something fierce, but there are times I’d like to kill her, and her me.” He laughed. “She hates patching bullet holes.”

“I’ll ask any prospective wives on their feelings about that.” I smiled, then shook my head. “I don’t know what it is with these Drunken Bandits. They just have my number.”

“Nope, not at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“The second thing, son, is this: you must have confidence. Sure, they’ve knocked you around a bit. You’ve had some bad luck, but that doesn’t change the basic equation: you’re better than they are.”

“Not so’s you’d notice.”

“Yes, you are, son. I do notice.” He leaned back against the eagle’s copper skin. “Back during the war I did pretty good, but there was this one guy, Colonel Von Gurgen. He started doing arms deals with some American industrialists and later led an elite Nazi unit. His guys made the Waffen SS look tame. I tangled with them several times. I usually nabbed one or two, but Von Gurgen would get away. It drove me nuts.”

“What did you do?”

“Not really what I did, as much as looking at what I’d done.” Puma smoothed his whiskers. “I’d taken the string of losses and built Von Gurgen into something he wasn’t. Fact was, he was a cigar-smoking, brandy-swilling Nazi sadist with a taste for torture and defenseless farm animals. I knew I was better than he was. I was fighting for the red, white and blue. He was fighting for the red, white and black. It was no contest.”

“You caught him?”

“Yeah, I figured out how. Spring of 1945, Bavaria. The countryside was beautiful and the sheep were fetching.” He laughed. “You never want to see a fat man running through a barnyard in nothing but riding boots. Some things you just can’t unsee.”

I laughed. “So, you’re saying I should find out where these guys keep their sheep.”

“Well, that could work, but probably not too well.” He leaned over and tapped a finger against my temple. “You’ve got a fine mind. You’ve been using it to build them up into more than they are. They’re not Einsteins. They’re not complete morons.”

“They’re the guys who get away with murder, according to your detective friend.”

“Well, he said the ones who do get away with it are smart enough to run, and lucky enough to leave very few clues behind. But that’s on a one-time basis. Your boys keep coming back. Their luck will run out. You just got to stop thinking about who you’ve made them into, and figure out who they really are. And those are the guys you want to catch.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“But you’re going to have to be confident. You need to tell yourself you’re better than they are. You need to say it over and over again, when you get up, when you go to bed, constantly. If you don’t have the confidence right now, fake it until you do. I do it all the time.”

I blinked. “What?”

Puma smile indulgently. “Look son, there are a lot of heroes these days–the new generation and even kids like you, up-and-comers. Nighthaunt is ten times the hero I am. The dark and scary thing he has going for him, I’d have loved to have that but, in my day, dark and scary was the Nazis. Graviton? How can you not be a hero when someone could throw a planet at you and you’d just toss it back? All the others, they’re incredible, too; and the villains are getting tougher. I’ve been able to hang on this long only because so many of those who have come up are terrified of me from when they were kids. I tossed their dads into Sing-sing. I’m the Bogeyman. It’s like you with the Drunken Bandits: they make me out to be something I’m not, and I use that to my advantage.”

“Forgive me for saying this, but if that’s the only reason you think you’ve been hanging on, you’re wrong.”

“Thank you for that, but I’ll still be of my opinion.” He winked and stood. “Remember, son, be confident. And be good.”

I really thought that confidence thing was nonsense, but I gave it a try. Every spare moment I told myself I was confident. I told myself I was better than they were. I practiced saying it with a smile, looking at myself in the mirror, making me believe it.

And it worked.

I got more confident. I looked at the guys from a new angle. I saw their flaws and figured out how to defeat them. And I did, ending their careers. Then I used that confidence–faked as needed–to push my career a bit further, right to the place where C4 noticed and decided to recruit me.

Well, that same sort of affirmation worked for retirement. Every waking moment I told myself I didn’t care. It wasn’t any of my business. I was out of it, and I was leaving that stuff to those equipped to handle it. I just didn’t care.

You tell yourself you don’t care enough and you actually come to believe it.

I did still care about some stuff, of course, but I kept it in perspective. Kid Coyote was solidifying his rankings. He pulled off a couple jobs with Vixen. And Barbara Nimura got out of the hospital. She even wrote a nice note of thanks which her brother hand delivered.

The business picked up. I created a network of pawnbrokers who would send folks to me when they had some sort of hero or villain memorabilia. I would pay the brokers a finder’s fee, and occasionally appraise items for them. They didn’t get swindled and made some on the side, which kept them happy.

Their referrals often brought things more insubstantial than street trash. They brought information. Some tried to be subtle. Others went straight to bold or brazen bragging. They offered specifics on upcoming capers and other underworld gossip for cash.

Every time they did that a part of me got tempted. I untempted that part fast. I just smacked it down with an “I don’t care.” I traded in debris, not rumors. Didn’t matter the price, I steadfastly refused all of it.

Sometimes my conscience niggled. It ask how I’d feel if I could have stopped something before a bunch of people got hurt. That question plopped me at the top of a very slippery slope. It was the “it’s just one beer” to an alcoholic. If I accepted one tidbit, I’d have to confirm it, which would lead me to more and more. In the blink of an eye, I’d be back in the game.

Plus, I was putting myself in the same position as one of Puma’s smart murderers. All of a sudden, after having been out of Capital City for twenty years–which is akin to three criminal generations–I would some how be seeing things that Constitution and Redhawk had missed?

Not happening.

And certainly not believable.

I didn’t care. That was that.

There were days my resolution got sorely tested. One time, I was working back in the workshop piecing together an antique clockwork device. It had belonged to a British hero who had toured the American west back in the 1880s, Lord Sterling. One of Selene’s clients had purchased it several years before, wanted it authenticated, cleaned and restored. He also wanted to know what it did.

As nearly as I could tell, it was a wind-up eye-glass polisher.

Diana buzzed me. “A Mister Coyote is here to see you.”

“I’ll be right out.” I took a moment to stoop and hunch my shoulders, dropping three inches from my height, before appearing in the front room.

I recognized the man, of course, from that day at the Hall. Jeans and a flannel shirt, tattered work boots, with his gut forcing his belt buckle parallel to the floor. Three days growth of beard, some of it white, and dark rings under his eyes. He’d not been sleeping.

“How may Castigan assist you?”

The man hefted the gym bag he brought with him and put it on the glass case, eclipsing Nighthaunt’s Spookstar. “I’ve been told you’re an expert on Coyote. I have some stuff here.”

“To sell, or to have authenticated?”

He laughed. “It’s authentic. I know. It’s mine.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’re Coyote?”

“In the flesh.” He unzipped the bag and pulled out two shock-rods. “These are the real deal. How much?”

We stood four feet apart. One punch. With one punch I could have driven front of his face through the back of his skull. He never would have seen it coming.

I wanted to do that. Badly, very badly. A bead of sweat slowly sliding down the side of his face told me he was ready for it, too. He knew the trouble he was inviting. And he just stood there.

Why?

Didn’t matter. I exhaled slowly. “Castigan is afraid those items are worthless.”

“What? No, these are the real deal. They come from Coyote’s Hideout, my hideout.”

“They may once have belonged to Coyote, but you were never Coyote.”

“Are you saying I’m a liar?”

“A liar or delusional. Regardless, you were never Coyote.”

He reached out quickly–at least quickly in his mind– and grabbed two handfuls of my shirt. He yanked me against the counter. “Listen to me, punk. You ain’t no expert. I’m Coyote.”

I stared at him blankly. “Castigan would suggest that you release him immediately. Diana, the receptionist, has removed one of Puma’s original Cat-claws from a drawer. She’s practiced enough with it to sever your spine midway through the lumbar region. You will lose all use of your muscles from that point down.”

He glanced back over his shoulder. “You wouldn’t dare.”

“The fact is she would, but will restrain herself for the moment. As for you…” I kept my voice even and cold. “Your name is Norman Becker. You first met Coyote when he stopped you from stealing a purse from a woman you’d hurt in a drunk driving accident. Coyote broke your collarbone and your left forearm.”

Becker let me go. I stepped back, but did not stop speaking. “The lair you were taken to was in the Meadowlands, in a container buried in a landfill. You were allowed to discern its location. That location you sold to a group of small-time hoods, including your brother-in-law, who went by the sobriquet of the Drunken Bandits. They waited to ambush Coyote, who you had summoned to a meeting, promising information about the Drunken Bandits. You then went and hit the garage where they had stashed twenty-seven stolen televisions, but Coyote apprehended you. And the police took the Drunken Bandits into custody. They had, while waiting for Coyote, drunken themselves into a stupor. Do they yet know that you gave the police the evidence that sent them to prison?”

“You’re wrong! I’m Coyote.”

“Mr. Becker, if you persist in this fraud, Castigan will be left with one alternative. He will issue a press release and statement on his business site which denounces your claim. Furthermore, he will retain a lawyer and begin a class-action civil suit against you for fraud. We will recover every cent you ever made signing pictures which, along with penalties and interest, guarantees you will be a pauper for the rest of your life. And Castigan will be forced to locate the Drunken Bandits and inform them of your role in their incarceration.”

“Why, I ought to…” He raised a fist.

The Cat’s-claw transfixed it.

Becker spun, but Diana had followed up on her throw. As he came around, she snapped a kick into his knee. He went down, then she drove a knee into his face, dropping him on his back.

She looked at me. “You okay?”

“Yes, thank you.” I straightened my shirt. “Retrieve the Cat’s-claw. We’ll dump him in the alley out back. When he comes-to, he’ll run.”

“Not far with that knee.” She wiped the sharpened metal crescent off on his shirt. “What about the stuff he brought?”

“Into the dumpster with him.”

“You sure?”

I nodded as I grabbed a wrist and an ankle. “Once upon a time I might have been intrigued, but now, I just don’t care.”
















Chapter Thirty







After we heaved Becker into the dumpster, we hit the gym and worked out with Terry. He’d alibi us if anyone asked, but no one would. Who was Becker going to go to? What would he tell them? He had nothing but stigmata and would probably get more traction talking miracle to a church than crime to cops.

The workout was a good idea. I had some P-crud to deal with but, to tell the truth, not as much as I would have thought. That was Kim’s fault. He came into the gym about halfway through things, which completed the Becker circle and allowed me to put a lot of that to rest.

The three of them decided to go for a slice. I opted out. Diana had been good at not saying anything about what had happened, but she was clearly dying to tell someone. It was the first time she’d ever drawn blood, ever hit anyone and ever knocked anyone out. The trifecta. It was also the first time she’d gotten rid of a body, obstructed justice, and violated someone’s civil rights. There’s your double-triple. It was a big day for her. Kim and Terry would be a great audience for it.

I headed home. The first inkling of anything wrong was when lights didn’t go on. Could have been a blown fuse. 

It wasn’t. 

The clink of ice in a glass tipped me off, and the scent of Scotch whisky confirmed it.

“To what do I owe this honor?” I almost added, “Mr. Chase,” but if he’d come as Nick Chase, the lights would have worked. Ditto the Murdoch, which he’d somehow extinguished.

“I need a favor.”

“Okay.” I headed toward the kitchen to get a beer. “Fridge light going to be out, too?”

“You don’t want a beer. Drink the good stuff.”

“I don’t have any good stuff.”

“I brought it. Housewarming gift. The bottle’s on the table, next to a tumbler, no ice.”

“You remembered.”

“My curse. I remember everything.” Ice clinked again. “I’ll take the bottle after you’ve poured.”

I sat. My chair afforded me just a bare glimpse of his silhouette. Full mask, hooded cloak, leather boots and trunks, all black, including the spandex. His logo, a bat-winged vampire creature, glowed softly on his chest. The mask, when light penetrated the shadows, was a skullface slightly softened as if he were long dead and returned from the grave.

Good thing he brought Scotch. That vision required strong drink.

It really was the good stuff. Fifty years old. Life is good when you get to drink whisky older than you are. I poured and extended the bottle toward the shadows.

It disappeared.

I raised my glass. “To friends and obligations.”

“Salut.”

I sipped, letting the vapors fill my head. “I’m retired, you know.”

“I remember. I still need your help.”

I laughed.

“What?”

“That’s many a little boy’s dream: hearing you say you needed their help.”

“It’s not a little boy I need.”

“It’s a different boy you need.” I lowered my glass. “Greg’s still fit for action.”

“Greg’s not going to help me here.” He sighed. “Greg is a fine man, but he was never truly cut out for what you and I do. Nine years ago he came to me, said he was going to run for mayor. He wanted my blessing and my support. He told me that there was only so much we could do from the shadows. People needed leadership to draw them into the light. He wanted to provide that leadership. He’s done well. If it weren’t for term limits, he’d probably be elected again and again. As it is, he’s out next March.”

“But whatever you want me to do concerns his city, doesn’t it?”

“This was never really Greg’s city, not in the way we know it.” He set his glass down and leaned forward. “Anthropologists and sociologists classify men as primates. They use the label to explain our behavior. They like to point to apes and say we have Alphas and Betas and Omegas just like our lesser brethren. They so much want us to be simple to understand, but they miss how we are different. 

“Mankind breaks down into four groups. The least of us are the Daisies. They’re harmless. They seek the sun. They feel pleasure and pain, but are intellectually incapable of understanding the depth and complexity of life. If they were, they would live in terror. As it is, they want toys with their happy meals, beer in the fridge, and a good game on Sunday afternoon.”

“That’s not a bad life.”

“They work, they earn their daily bread, they hurt no one.” His cape slipped forward of a broad shoulder. “Next are the cattle. Docile creatures, they do see the complexities of life. They know fear, but they conquer it with material things, and things of consequence. At least, it’s what they see as consequential. For them the Superfriends checks and a chance to appear on the Murdoch are the highest forms of achievement. Their problem is that they are either of below average intelligence or they willfully under achieve. Self-esteem issues, other insecurities, or the lack of will to conquer character flaws, sabotage them.”

Ice clinked as he drank. “And then there are the wolves, who prey upon them. You know the wolves. Criminals, sadistic bosses, demanding spouses, anyone who can manipulate someone else into doing their bidding. There may only be one wolf for every thousand cattle, but fear allows them to wield power out of proportion to their numbers.”

I sat back, steepling my fingers. “By that definition, you and I are wolves. Rather, you are and I was.”

“No, my friend, we are wolfhounds. We are the fourth type of Man. We are the elite who have chosen to prey upon the wolves. We know, as President Roosevelt said so long ago, ‘The only thing we have to fear, is fear itself.’ He spoke for the cattle, but to the wolfhounds. Show heart, destroy the enemy and you redeem all.”

My eyes narrowed. “Surely Greg must be a wolfhound.”

“I wish he was. He is formidable, yes, but merely a bull among the cattle. Some do rise up, but they fail to see that keeping the cattle in the light does not eliminate the wolves from the shadows. Without destroying the wolves, safety is illusion. And the problem is that the cattle, even the mightiest of the bulls, come to believe that illusion is real.”

“I think you do Greg a disservice, or you overestimate me.”

“No, my friend, no. Had that thought ever occurred to me, it would have been dispelled the night we came for you. Do you remember?”

I nodded.

There was no forgetting that night. The Drunken Bandits had been eliminated, but I’d not yet met Selene. I was running around, picking off mid-range villains. They had potential, but needed seasoning. I was a scrimmage before they went big time. I’d tagged a string of them and pulled a wounded cop out of a drug sting gone bad. I even collared the dealers.

I was feeling good about the week and decided to patrol for an hour. If nothing came up, I’d go dancing. I was close to the end of my hour and then, bold as brass, two guys just tossed a garbage can through a jewelry store window and started grabbing. And, in retrospect, I should have known something was up. I’d never seen a jewelry store on that corner before and those tempered glass windows just don’t shatter that easy.

Didn’t matter. I was out of the Chaser and into the alley. I pulled a shock-rod, set it and flung it. In a narrow alley, with a couple of ricochets, I could get both of the morons with just one toss. It was going to be simple.

Then the big guy in the back turned. His eyes blazed red and my shock-rod evaporated.

My good week was turning into a very bad day.

It got worse. I spun. A third guy was cutting me off. I figured my father had set this up, which took my chances of survival down to zip point nada. So I reacted, somewhere down below the primate level. Fight or flight, and I had to do one before I could do the other.

I barreled into the third guy. I clipped his jaw with my head and surprised him. That gave me a moment to shove him off, then I was out of the alley. I ran away from the Chaser, but used the remote to send it home, hoping they’d chase it. One of them did, flames flaring from the bottoms of his boots.

And the other guy was just on the edge of the alley, so they were all behind me.

Or so I thought.

I bounced straight off a guy’s chest. The guy with the glowing eyes. Had to be. Couldn’t be two of them that big. But that was okay, because I rolled to my feet, leaped away and caught hold of a passing truck. Nearly dislocated my shoulder, but I was away.

Nighthaunt rubbed at his jaw. “You led us a merry chase that night. You really lived up to your totem animal. You ran, you fought, you did everything except the one thing Greg would have done.”

“And that was?”

“Wait to be rescued.” He fell silent for a moment. “That tendency was my fault. He got used to it. It’s a hard habit to break, waiting for someone else to fix things. It’s worse when you choose to ignore the offers of help.”

“So Greg isn’t listening to you.”

“No.” He drank and set down an empty glass–though it remained neither empty nor down for very long. “I won’t bore you with details or get cryptic. There is a link between the Hall of Fame and the Little Asia massacre. I’m not sure what. I don’t know who, but it is out there. I’m amassing information. I’ve offered it to Greg, but he thinks everything is under control. He trusts too much in the illusion.”

I shrugged. “It could be he thinks you trust in a different illusion.”

“And it could be he’s right.” Again Nighthaunt sighed, this time wearily. “I just… you don’t do this this long, you don’t live in this city this long, and fail to feel what’s happening.”

“I’m hardly in a position to judge.”

“True. And you are retired. If you truly can be.”

“I am.”

“Nothing calls out to you? You don’t hear the people in pain and fear?”

“Sure, but, you know, it’s like being at the scene of an accident. I can see people in pain, I can feel them being afraid, but I’m not a doctor. I’m not an EMT. I would hurt more than I can help. “

“But you still have to feel the desire…”

“I suspect I always will, just like Grant and Terry. But they’ve worked it out. While I think you’re right on the mix of wolves and cattle, maybe eliminating the wolves isn’t just a matter of apprehension. Maybe it’s prevention. Maybe education and opportunity will give someone a chance at something other than a life of crime.”

“There will always be a need for wolfhounds.”

“Funny thing about wolfhounds. They don’t tend to live very long.”

Nighthaunt chuckled. “I was right about you.”

“How so?”

“You could have been my heir.”

“I’m flattered, but I don’t see it.”

“No one else would have had the stones to argue with me, especially when, philosophically, we are so alike.” He swirled amber liquid in his glass. “You know that’s the truth. You may be retired, but you wish you could be hunting wolves, not cultivating daisies.”

I drank.

“I’ll leave the bottle for you. There’s a second in your cupboard.” Nighthaunt stood slowly. “If anything happens to me, drink to my health, will you?”

I stood and offered him my hand.. “You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

He grasped my hand, his grip firm and strong “Why would I start now?”

“There are people who would think our entire careers were acts of stupidity.”

“The lowing of cattle concerns me not at all. I care only to hear terrified wolves howl.” He pumped my arm, then let go. “My best wishes to Selene, Grant and Terry. Please pass on my regards.”

“Come back and we’ll finish the bottle.”

He paused for a moment, considering. Time weighed. His voice softened. “I would like that.”

And then he was gone.
















Chapter Thirty-one







I didn’t touch the bottle stashed in my cupboard. Nighthaunt was of my father’s generation. If they were characters in some novel, they’d have been twin orphans, split up, raised apart only to be drawn together in some sort of self-destructive death spiral. There would be something about that bottle or on the label or in it that would be a clue. He wanted me to have it in case something happened to him.

It was the age they were raised in. More black and white, full of courtesies layered over insincerity and duplicity. Everyone played nice in public, but seethed behind the scenes. They learned to express themselves in subtle and oblique ways, which, if you weren’t watching, seemed quite innocent.

When I was growing up, no one committed suicide. They always accidentally overdosed. Or the one I loved: they had an accident while cleaning a gun. That one used to make sense until I learned how to clean a gun. No way you could have an accident doing that, not by accident, anyway. But accidents make details easy to politely ignore when the casket has to be closed.

That doesn’t mean people weren’t genuine or sincere. They were, and had greater freedom to be so because everyone understood there was a social order. You could rise or fall, provided you didn’t push. You had to earn what others now would demand as their right. That was why the Deuteragonist Society ran into so much trouble–they demanded what others didn’t think they’d earned.

After that running battle with C4, when I was finally winded and bruised, at bay in an alley but still defiant, Graviton just nipped in and grabbed me in the blink of an eye. I recognized him from that move–his pulling off the ski-mask just confirmed what I knew in my heart. Nighthaunt, Colonel Constitution and the Golden Guardian rounded out the quartet.

Without a word, Graviton flew Nighthaunt and me to Haste Manor. I was deposited with Ethelred Pennywise, the venerable Haste manservant. He led me to a guest suite, pointed me to the shower and while I cleaned myself up, he laid out a tailored suit worth more than I cleared in a month. He handed me some Motrin, praised my ability to tie my own tie, then conducted me to a dining room where I sat at Nicholas Haste’s right hand.

There they all were. Grant Stone and his wife, Dr. Julia Angle, Terry Veck, William Wright the first and his son, the second; Lord Raptor, Wild Hare, The Advocate, Silver Sword, Polestar and Scarlet Archer. It took a second or two to realize I was dining with the Capital City Crime Crusaders, all of them with their faces exposed. More importantly, they talked about life–not as a hero, but the difficulties they were having at work or with ailing parents or, well, just normal stuff.

The meal was great. Haste Manor, I thought at the time, boasted a staff of a dozen, but Ethelred did it all himself. Wines matched courses perfectly. The food was exquisite. Grant, the food critic, tucked himself in and inhaled the food. I ate a bit more slowly, but only because I feared doing something that might wake me from the dream.

Then we retired to a study lined with books. Tall windows stood open, admitting an evening breeze. That’s when I had my first Scotch, and drank it neat. That’s what Nighthaunt had remembered all these years later.

Graviton took the lead after everyone settled down. He, being invulnerable, wasn’t affected by alcohol, but still seemed to appreciate the taste. “You’ve been recommended as a candidate for C4. After what we saw this evening, we’re offering you our friendship and a chance to join with us. You’re part of the new generation of heroes. We want your energy, your skill, your intelligence and, quite frankly, your spirit.”

I must have sat there in silence for hours. Okay, probably not that long, but it seemed like it. Then I said something stupid.

“Are you sure you’ve got the right guy?”

They laughed.

My cheeks burned.

The Advocate set her brandy down. “Nick was cutting his food into tiny bits tonight and chewing gingerly. We have the right guy.”

“But I’m nobody.”

Terry smiled. “Doesn’t matter who you are, it’s who you’ve made yourself into. I liked what I saw tonight. We all did. Join us and we’ll train you, help you, and count on the same in return. You’re good. We’ll make you better, and you’ll make us better.”

I looked at Nighthaunt. “You sure you want me in?”

“I nominated you.”

I think there was more silence at that point. If I drank, I didn’t taste it. Just to be sitting in a room with these people was an honor. The trust they showed in revealing their identities was an even greater one.

They offered a choice that really wasn’t a choice at all.

“Thank you for the invitation. I accept.”

Applause erupted. Polite applause. I read it correctly. They were glad to have me, but they didn’t fully trust me. The power gathered in that room could easily destroy me, in costume or out. Even then I thought that L’Angyle could use magic to blank my memory if I’d said no. They’d risked something, but not everything.

Thinking back on it, even then I recognized part of what was going on. They understood the need for continuity, but they were also uneasy with it. Those who had children had young children. Those who had sidekicks were already discovering how rebellious they could be. First Amendment had begun to step from his father’s shadow, but he was also his heir apparent. Within three months the role passed down, so Colonel Constitution II and I were viewed as the next team.

We even got nicknamed “The Killer Cs.”

It was also understood that we knew our places. We were above the sidekicks who likely would never be invited to join. We would never, however, rise to the Olympian status of the group’s founders. I really didn’t have a problem with that, as I saw them being just a step below the gods anyway.

And, then while I was away, that age died.

Grant, Terry and Nick might be relics, but they belonged in the Hall of Fame. Or a museum. Me, too–the museum part. Oddly enough, I wasn’t having a problem with that.

In fact, I wasn’t having much of a problem with anything. Castigan’s business chugged right along. Becker never said anything to the police, or they didn’t treat his charges as credible, so that remained of no consequence. Heightened police and C4 II presence on the streets suppressed what the Murdoch was calling “wildcatter crime,” and other decried as “scab crime.” Everything was going great.

Then two people walked into the show room. They said they had some Nighthaunt gear to sell, so Diana buzzed them in. One, a pretty and petite Asian woman, showed a couple of Spookstar knock-offs to Diana. While Diana explained why they were fakes, the other guy–taller and stockier in that Neanderthal way–just turned in a lazy circle, taking everything in.

I caught that on a security monitor, so I came out of the back. “May Castigan help you?”

The woman abruptly turned from Diana. “You’re Castigan.”

I nodded.

“You have a nice place here. Elegant. Refined. Upscale.”

“Thank you.”

Her partner loomed over her. “Be a shame if something bad happened to the place, you know?”

It took me a second to comprehend. It was a shake-down, a pure protection racket. I pay them an “insurance premium” and my place doesn’t burn down or get blown up. That was the cockroach of crime, or had been when I’d been working. But under the new system, protection just didn’t fly. If they were going to do something to my store, they’d let folks know, get a hero lined up and get publicity out of it.

I frowned. “Beg pardon?”

The woman’s face became impassive. “You’re an intelligent man, Castigan. You know the score. Ten thousand.”

“And the term?”

“A month. First month now, five points a day compounded when it’s late. Understand?”

“Completely.” I reached slowly for my wallet. “I have five on me.”

She held her hand out. “I’ll take it.”

The Neanderthal stepped toward the vault and pointed at Puma’s uniform. “And we’ll take that as collateral against the rest.”

“You are already charging interest for the balance, which will be here this afternoon.”

“Not good enough. It goes with me.”

I held a hand up. “Diana, don’t.”

She glared at me, her hand frozen above an open drawer. “You can’t let him take it.”

“’You can’t let him take it,’” whined the Neanderthal. “Who do you think you are, girlie? You think you can stop me? I don’t think so. I’m taking it and keeping it just because you’re so unfriendly.”

Diana stood. “No, you’re not.”

“Yes, he is, Diana. Collateral.” I walked to the vault and opened the door. Air hissed, filling the vacuum. “Collateral, agreed.”

“Sure thing, Gramps.” The Neanderthal slammed a shoulder into my chest to brush me aside. Laughing, he ducked his head and entered the safe. “Come to poppa.”

Diana lunged from her desk. She slammed the vault door shut, then hit the red button, starting the pump. She came up and glared at the woman.

“Here’s the deal, sister. Fifteen seconds, he’ll feel like he’s in Denver. Fifteen more, the top of Everest. Another fifteen, he’d have an easier time breathing on Mars. The blood vessels in his eyes will burst. They’ll rupture in his skin, and he’ll just bleed out all over the place. So you have a choice. Come back for the other five grand, or go get a sponge for cleaning up your pal.”

The woman looked at me. “Your aide has a spine. Do you stand by her action?”

“That action speaks for itself. Five thousand, two-fifty by four?”

The Neanderthal, his cheeks bulging, pounded soundlessly on the vault’s window.”

Diana’s eyes narrowed. “Vault’s got video. Know how much we’re going to make putting this out there for Murdoch distribution?”

The woman nodded.

I elbowed the green button and heaved the vault open against the vacuum. The Neanderthal stumbled out and fell to his hands and knees, drawing in one loud breath after another.

Diana kicked his hands from beneath him and rested her boot on his neck. “If you ever imagine you’re worthy of touching that uniform, I’ll be happy to remind you that you’re wrong.”

I handed the woman the money. She counted it, then tucked it away. The Neanderthal crawled from the shop after her, propelled toward the elevator by Diana’s swift kick.

She shut the door, then turned, her face flushed. “Get your coat.”

“Why?”

“We’re going to follow them, aren’t we? That was a classic protection racket thing. We follow them back to their boss, follow him, find the big boss and take everything down.”

“No.”

“What?” She looked at me, puzzled. “She was one of the China Dolls.”

“And he was one of the Red Devils.”

“But, then…” Her joyous expression began to die. “You’re just going to let them take that money?”

“And I’ll have more for them this afternoon, as I agreed.”

“But…”

“Look, Diana, there are two things going on here, and we better be straight about them. A week ago you stopped Becker from trying to punch me. Today you placed a man in an airtight container and started pumping the air out.”

“I wasn’t going to let him die.”

“I didn’t think you were. You acted according to your judgment, and that’s good, but playing at heroing isn’t good.” I shook my head. “You could have been hurt.”

“But Terry says I’m fast.”

“And that’s great, until you meet someone faster. Then it hurts a lot. Blue Ninja thought she could handle Baron Samizdat. That didn’t work out too well.”

She looked at me and blinked. “So you were just going to let him take my great grandfather’s uniform?”

I nodded slowly.

“How could you?”

“It’s just cloth, Diana.”

“No, it’s not. It’s a symbol. It’s everything he stood for. I thought you understood that.” She slammed her desk drawer shut, then snatched it open again. She tucked the Cat’s-claw into her purse, then slung it over her shoulder. “I have to get out of here.”

She shoved the vault door closed and started the pump again. “Don’t let them take it. Don’t let anyone touch it. I’ll be back for it later.”
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She didn’t come back. I was pretty sure she was watching when the China Doll returned for her money. I gave her cash, then saw her out, locking the door behind her.

She’d never asked about the uniform.

I don’t know what I would have done if she had. I should have been curious, but I wasn’t. I’d not felt anything at the first request. Maybe that was because I knew Diana wouldn’t let them take it. Part of me wanted to hope that was the reason, but the rest of me knew it wasn’t.

I truly didn’t care. Sure, I remembered Puma. I revered him, but I’d distanced myself from all that. He’d been a role model, but that was for the life I once led. Had I not gone away, would things have been different? I didn’t know, and worse was that I shunted that question into a bag of hypotheticals, labeled “Do not touch.”

There was no answering any of them.

At least, not without pain.

Life was good. If it took some money to buy off trouble, I’d do it. I had more stashed still. I could wait things out. I could make due. It would be okay.

What are you doing?

 I shook my head. I was talking to myself the way Nighthaunt’s cattle did. Maybe even the Daisies. I wasn’t that stupid. I was capable of deeper thought, but I didn’t care enough to work that hard. Believing the illusion was easier.

All of a sudden I felt very tired.

The sound of the lift cage opening brought me back from dark places. Selene moved through the shadows. She kneaded my shoulders, then kissed the top of my head. “Hi.”

“What brings you here?”

“Where’s the remote for your Murdoch?”

I moved some junk aside and handed it to her. She pointed it, flipping away from the All-Soviet channel which was running a Stalinist Agricultural Projection retrospective. She bounced the image through a half-dozen channels, then settled on an overhead shot from a newscopter of a huge house blazing merrily.

I read the scroll. “Not possible.”

She set the remote down and hugged me tightly. “Haste Manor is gone. Nick’s gone with it.”
















Chapter Thirty-two







We didn’t talk much during the ride out to the Manor. The fire’s glow lit the horizon like dawn, it was just coming from the wrong direction. That was unsettling, but somehow less so than knowing Nighthaunt was gone. Nighthaunt had always been there and now…

Cops and C4 II were all over the place, looking tough and angry. Rumors swirled through the crowd along with smoke and ashes. For unknown reasons a bunch of criminals had attacked Haste Manor. They blew through the gate, broke into the house and after a quick firefight, something exploded, engulfing the Manor in flames. Everyone assumed it was a bomb that went off prematurely since the raiders’ vehicles were scattered, toppled and burning, all over the lawn.

Most folks put the attack down to Nick’s having been a visible supporter of the Greylan administration. That made sense to civilians. Those of us who knew, however, had a whole different spin on what had gone down. Me, especially. Nighthaunt had said he was on to something. What had he learned? How had he been exposed? Had the criminals hit Haste Manor, not realizing who Nick Haste was?

There was another problem for those of us who understood the truth. We had to wonder how much the criminal element knew. If they had attacked Nick Haste because they knew he was Nighthaunt, how many others did they know about? Were all of us vulnerable? I half-expected to see C4 II all fly off to answer the call of another attack somewhere.

There was no mistaking what was going on. This was the third unannounced and deadly attack by criminals inside a month. Some folks might figure it was a coincidence, but they were optimistic fools. The rules of the game were changing, and the system that had been so carefully constructed to keep fear manageable wasn’t equipped to deal with such escalation.

Selene and I bundled back into the limo and headed toward town. She was shivering, so I pulled her close and kissed the top of her head.

She grabbed a handful of my shirt and hung on tight. “I can’t believe…”

“I won’t until I see a body.”

“If he was still alive he would have let someone know.”

“Unless he had reasons to want to be thought dead.”

“You think?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past him.” I kept my voice hopeful, but all I could think of was the bottle he’d left in my cupboard.

She looked up. “Sinisterion?”

I considered for a moment, then shook my head. “Not his modus operandi. He learned with Puma that killing someone lets them off the hook. He’d rather have them live with their failure. I’m pretty sure he figured his book hitting the bestseller list would be driving Nighthaunt nuts.”

“He didn’t know?”

“Never got it from me.” I kissed her head again. “We’re going to jump to the conclusion that his secret ID killed Nick Haste, but we don’t know that. We may never know. While we need to act as if that was how it happened, we have to acknowledge that it may not have been. When you hear hoof beats, think horses before you think zebras.”

She nodded and snuggled closer.

I thought more about that bottle. I felt absolutely no desire to look at it. It might yield the clues that would allow me to solve the mystery of Nighthaunt’s murder. Talk about a way for me to emerge back on the world stage. I’d go from a forgotten wannabe to Nighthaunt’s avenger in a heartbeat. I could even accept his mantle, becoming the new Nighthaunt to avenge the old.

Nick had as much as said he’d like that. And maybe the bottle’s secret would confer upon me that honor. Maybe it gave me the information I’d need to open up the Mausoleum and stop the criminal mastermind causing trouble in Capital City.

No way. If Nick had known that much, there wouldn’t have been a fiery glow in the rear view mirror.

No. The bottle would remain in that cupboard. I was retired. Period. The pyre that was Haste Manor marked the wisdom of that decision.
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Investigators found multiple bodies in the smoking ruins. Dental records allowed them to identify Nick Haste and Ethelred Pennywise. They’d been bound and shot before the place went up. The rest of the corpses were raiders. Underworld informants eventually yielded their identities. They were small-time hoods who’d been affiliated with a number of local gangs. Not quite an all-star hit squad as much as a collection of unpredictable sociopaths nobody was going to mourn.

The city held a huge memorial for Nick Haste and the mayor vowed that Nick Haste would replace the statue of Mao. This met with surprisingly little protest from the Asian community. It was suggested Nick would be depicted in the garb he’d worn on a humanitarian trip to Lhasa, and would show him carrying the young Dalai Lama in his arms, which mollified critics.

A smaller memorial service was held in the chapel at St. Black Moses. Attendees entered through a side door and were each given a courtesy mask. Selene, Vicki and I sat in the middle, two rows behind Terry, Kim and Diana. Grant, Gravé and Andromeda sat in the front row beside Delores Greylan–who appeared quite overwhelmed. I wondered if this was the first she knew of her husband’s other life.

Only Redhawk appeared in costume, and came to the podium as the masked priest withdrew. He gripped the lectern in both hands. Just the effort he used to quell the tremble in his arms brought a lump to my throat. Eyes were dabbed well before he ever began to speak.

“I want to thank you all for coming. Nighthaunt was always a fiercely private man. He always viewed himself as a solitary figure, not because he did not appreciate all the rest of us, but because he sought to insulate us the way he insulated the citizens from the ugly and evil things that lurk in the shadows.

“All of you knew him in ways that are unique to you. I was blessed enough to know him as a mentor, then a friend and, finally, a peer. My most fond memory was of one of our last adventures together. I’d been having trouble solving the case of a runaway teen who had become involved with a gang. I asked Nighthaunt to help me. He agreed, but did little more than listen to what my ideas were. He asked a couple of questions, then we were off. We broke into the group’s headquarters. That was like kicking over a hornets’ nest. We blew through them, found the girl and got her out.

“It was only afterward that I realized he’d not thrown a punch nor a Spookstar. In fact, aside from a warning here, or letting himself distract someone there, he’d really not done much of anything. So I asked him about it and he just nodded–no, not even then was he going to smile–and said, ‘If you’d needed help, I’d have given it to you. You didn’t. You won’t, ever again.’”

Redhawk paused and his shoulders slumped slightly. “Nighthaunt was a legend. Though he had not been overtly active for a decade, just whispering his name was enough to make the hardest men quiver fearfully. I will admit, more than once, to being chagrinned and yet gratified when someone said, ‘It’s Redhawk. Give up now, or Nighthaunt will come and kick our asses.’”

Mild laughter rippled through the crowd.

“Some of us here have had adventures all over the globe, and on other worlds. Nighthaunt did all of that, too, but Capital City was his city. It gave birth to him, sustained him, and called to him to defend it. Even after he retired, he could not help but use his resources, both behind the mask and otherwise, to help maintain the city. He was tireless in his commitment to Capital City, and we will continue his battles.”

Redhawk’s head came up. “It has occurred to some of you that something seriously wrong is going on. There is a concerted effort to destroy Nighthaunt’s city. I can tell you right now it will not succeed. We are not going to surrender Capital City to the forces Nighthaunt held at bay for so long. You will see, over the next two weeks, how our efforts will pay off. These things we do in Nighthaunt’s honor.”

He straightened up and opened his arms. “Please, my friends, Nighthaunt’s friends, let us not dwell on the man we have lost. Let us remember always the friend who was there when we needed help. This is how he would want to be remembered. This is how he deserves to be remembered. This is how he shall live forever.”

We remained through the Mass and then moved with the others into the Church’s side yard. People milled around while the priest blessed and kindled a small fire in a stone basin near the gate to the street. The courtesy masks would be burned as we left. Some people even wrote little messages on the masks, so their wishes could be carried to Heaven in the smoke.

I approached Redhawk and offered him my hand. “You have my heartfelt sympathies.”

“I’m sure.” He didn’t even bother with faux-politeness. “I’m surprised you dared show up here.”

“What?”

He lowered his voice. “He was a sick old man. What in hell were you doing filling his head with nonsense?”

“I have no idea…”

“Oh, come off it! It’s bad enough you always wanted to be him, but to fawn over him and tell him you believed his fantasies? Why would you do that? Have you no decency, no respect?”

My eyes tightened. “Listen to me…”

“No, pal, you listen to me. I know what’s going on here, and once I can prove it, you’re done, got it?” He jabbed a finger hard against my breastbone. “You should just pack your bags and go away. Again. Far away. It won’t stop me from finding you and dealing with you, but at least you’ll have a sporting chance of getting away.”

I opened my arms. “I truly am sorry for your loss.”

I walked away from him, my thoughts all jumbled. I wandered to a corner to collect myself, but Kim grabbed my shoulder.

“I need to talk to you.”

“Not just now, please.”

“No, it needs to be now.” He jerked a thumb back over his shoulder to where Diana stood with Terry. “Diana’s all confused. She thinks you’d have let some creeps take Puma’s uniform. But I told her…”

I nodded. “I would have.”

“What? But…”

“I would have. And I’d have let them walk out of there and I wouldn’t have gone after them.”

His jaw opened, then slowly closed again.

“Look, kid, that uniform isn’t her grandfather. She can’t see that right now, but it’s true. If she makes that uniform into her grandfather, then she truly can lose him. She’s got to keep him in her heart and memories, and she has to live as he would have wanted.”

“She’s trying to…”

I shook my head. “You think Puma would have wanted this life for her?”

“Well, sure.”

“No. No parent would. Think about most of the sidekicks. They’re all wards and adoptees or distant relatives. Why? Because there’s detachment there. It’s the old apprentice system. No parent will work their own child hard enough. When a parent does, it doesn’t work. First Amendment is a good example.”

“But the current Colonel… Okay, so maybe you have a point.”

“And my point is this: Puma would have welcomed Diana as a hero, but that isn’t what he would have wanted for her.” I looked him straight in the eye. “But none of that is the reason you wanted to talk to me. You want to know what’s wrong with me. How could I let them take Puma’s uniform? Why didn’t I fight back, against them, against Becker? Isn’t that it?”

He nodded.

“I’m retired, that’s why. I don’t know why that’s so hard to understand.”

“You can’t just quit being a hero.”

“It’ done.” I shook my head. “Why won’t you let me quit? Nighthaunt wanted me back in the game. You. Diana. Look, you have to understand that there comes a time when you realize that it’s over. I can look out there and see patterns. Someone decides he’s going to knock over a liquor store, and he gets caught. You want to know why? Because he’s doing the same damned thing the first twenty-seven guys did in knocking over that store. The only difference? He’s doing it, and he thinks that’s somehow significant. It isn’t. And numbers twenty-nine through five billion will get caught the same damned way.”

“And we’re there to catch them.”

“You’re there to catch them. You still have that youthful optimism that tells you that by catching them you’re making a difference.” I sighed. “I’ve got perspective. It isn’t going to make a damned bit of difference if I catch them or not, because twenty-nine is waiting.”

“And if catching twenty-eight makes twenty-nine think better of it?”

“There’s always another twenty-nine. Always.” I stared at him. “But that’s not your problem with me, is it? No, your problem is that in absentia you built me into something I never was.”

“You saved my mother.”

“I know, and without that you might not have been born. I get that, but look at who I was. I had an independent career for three years. I had three more years with C4, mostly holding capes, directing traffic and keeping the odd civilian out of the line of fire. And then I went away.”

“But if you hadn’t…”

“Hypothetical. I could have had my career ended the next week. Ever look at the statistics on heroes? Worse than the old NFL. Average career for a pro football player was three years. Average age of death, fifty-six years. That’s the toll the stress takes on the body. I guarantee you, any hero over fifty-six is a mutant, an alien, or got out early.

“But, look, because of what happened with your mother, because of your father, because I wasn’t around, you took scraps of legend and built me into something I never was. And you built yourself to be worthy of that legend. When I showed up again, it was a chance for me to validate everything you’d done, and the biggest validation would be the two of us going off to fight crime together. Don’t deny it. Been there. Know the feeling.”

“Well, maybe…”

“No maybe about it.” I clapped him on the shoulders. “The thing is, kid, I never asked to be a hero.”

“No, you never asked to be my hero.” He batted my hands off his shoulders. “You don’t have to worry about that anymore. I’ll keep working on the Crusher. For Diana. The Chaser’s done. I’ll be moving my stuff out of your lair. I’ll find somewhere else to go, someone else to be.”

“Kid…”

“No, you’re right. I’m really not a kid anymore. There are adult responsibilities that need shouldering.” He turned from me. “About time I start taking care of those.”

I watched him walk away and felt my guts shrinking.

Selene came walking over, a uTiliPod in her hand. “Bad news. It’s your father.”

I groaned. “Sometimes I wish he would just die. What happened?”

She stroked my arm. “Your wish just came true.”
















Chapter Thirty-three







I never got to see my father’s body. Consular officials from Santiago showed me video of a coffin being sealed and loaded onto a plane. A flag from the Republic of Santiago was draped over the coffin and the body was conducted into the belly of the plane by a military honor guard.

The official stopped the Murdoch replay. “Doctor Sinisterion will be buried with the honor befitting a diplomat of my nation. You, like the others, will be permitted at the memorial ceremony, if you so wish.”

“Others?”

The man, swarthy, small, with grey hair raked into a massive comb-over, shrugged. “Doctor Sinisterion had a number of enemies who wish to make sure he is dead. Many of the press wish to be there as well.”

“You don’t have to save space for me.”

Vicki and Selene looked at me as I said it. On the way from the church we had discussed whether or not I would let the Consulate know Sinisterion was my father. I’d opted against it. I couldn’t see any advantage to be gained from it–save perhaps some message being passed along, which was the last thing I wanted. In fact, all I saw was downside, with word getting out and a number of his enemies deciding to even the score by going after me.

The man gave us an envelope thick with documents addressed to Castigan. I refused it, but Vicki took it. I thanked the man and he bowed perfunctorily. He promised that Sinisterion would be on a postage stamp by the end of the year.

We returned to the limo and headed back to Selene’s place. Vicki began leafing through the documents. She read various bits and pieces aloud. It was a perfect public relations job–a post-mortem revision of his life. Somehow I imagined that the only regret he’d have had was not living long enough to pee on Nighthaunt’s grave.

I should have felt guilty about wishing my father dead, but I didn’t. I didn’t feel joy over it, either. Fact was, I felt absolutely nothing. It would have been easy to credit it to my father shaping me into a weapon to kill Puma, but it was more complex than that.

And more simple.

Vicki held up the coroner’s report. “Says here it was his heart.”

“He had no heart.”

She glared at me. “You’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead.”

“I’m not.” I rubbed my forehead. “He literally had no heart. He had it replaced years ago. If they said it was his heart, it was poison. Probably a neurotoxin. He smothered to death.”

Vicki frowned. “But why would they falsify…?”

“Because they were paid to do it.” I pointed at the packet. “My father could have had a bus dropped on him and that same packet would have gone out. He couldn’t stand the idea that an enemy could have gotten the better of him. He probably has four or five plans in place, ready to nab whoever it was. As far as Santiago is concerned, having his death appear peaceful means more people like him will take up residence and pay lots to be protected.”

“How can you be so cold? He was your father.”

I bit back my first response, and then snarled so no tears would come. “You remember what you first called me?”

She blushed. “A sperm donor.”

“If Sinisterion ever showed a hint of positive human emotion, I don’t remember it. He’d go through the motions. Every year, on the anniversary of her death, we’d visit my mother’s grave. We’d place flowers. He’d encourage me to say a prayer. I never heard him say one. It was duty for him, not to honor someone he loved, but to pay homage to someone who had given him an heir.”

Selene squeezed my forearm. “There must have been one time…”

“No.” I shook my head, adamantly. Too adamantly. A dim recollection came to me. “Okay, maybe, once. I was very young. Three, maybe four. My mother was with us. We stood back away as my father knelt at a grave. It was my grandparents. They’d been murdered when my father was very young. And maybe he was weeping.”

It came back to me more through emotion than visuals. The fear. My father, crying. Fathers weren’t supposed to cry. You cried when you were scared. My father could never be scared. He was the bravest man in the world. But there he was, sobbing, hands covering his face.

“His parents were murdered?” Vicki shook her head. “But that’s just like…”

“Nick Haste, right. Could have been twin sons. Him born to privilege; my father to a working-class family with pretensions of middle class. He had a kindly butler to raise him; my father had an uncle with a criminal record that included breaking every law on the books. Nighthaunt ended his career, how’s that for irony?”

Vicki searched my face for something, then her eyes sparked. “Can’t you feel anything?”

“For my father? What should I feel? Gratitude for making me what I am today? Even before my mother died I was shipped off to boarding schools. Breaks while she was alive would involve my seeing them in a setting that was just too perfect. It was sterile and artificial–perfect for a child, but I might as well have been living in a doll-house. Then, after she died, all I got were ‘opportunities.’ I got to study with the world’s greatest experts in every deadly art known to man. Other people travel Europe to expand their lives. I traveled there to learn how to contract lives. Then he sent me out to kill someone. When I failed at that, he let people use me for twenty years as a weapon and bargaining chip against him. So, you tell me, what should I feel?”

Vicki’s expression had slackened with shock. Her lower lip quivered for a second.

I reached out and caught her wrist. “Vicki, I’m sorry. That’s not what you asked, is it? You asked if I could feel anything.”

She pulled her arm from my grasp. “And you answered.”

“I don’t think you heard my true answer.”

“You’ve made your feelings abundantly clear. You’re cold and unfeeling, just like him. And you justify being that way because he was. He was that way so he couldn’t ever get hurt. Fine. You don’t want to be hurt. Fine. I get it. Just don’t care about anyone, don’t feel anything and you’ll be fine.”

I buzzed the driver. “Pull over.”

Selene squeezed my arm again. “You don’t have to go.”

“Yeah, I should. I need to walk, to think.” I looked at our daughter. “Victoria has a point, a very good one. I never wanted to be my father, but it looks like the apple didn’t fall very far from the tree. The two of you deserve something better than rotten fruit.”

I slipped my arm from her hand, gave her a kiss on the cheek and got out of the limo. I set off along the street, not watching the limo go. Part of me wanted to flee back to the sanctuary it offered, but that would have destroyed me. Selene would have told me that my past didn’t matter but if I ignored it, it would keep punching its way back into my life.

And addressing it would likely get me killed.

My uTiliPod beeped. I pulled it out. E-mail from a law-firm with an attachment. Dr. Sinisterion had requested the attached file be sent to me upon the event of his death.

I’m not sure what I was hoping for when I opened it. It was a PDF. Five columns, nine rows of letters randomly arranged in blocks of five. A coded message, unintelligible and uncrackable unless you had the device to decipher it and the key.

I had the key. Trevor, the name he’d given me when he signed the book. His little joke. I had one of the devices too, locked away. Just like Nighthaunt’s bottle, the message would give up secrets I didn’t want, and entice me to do things that would destroy me.

I looked at my wrists, willing myself to see the invisible strings attached there. Somebody was jerking them. Several somebodies. My father I expected. Nighthaunt, in his way, was doing it, too. He and Sinisterion were like those cartoon angels and devils sitting my shoulder, each whispering advice.

And then there was Puma. He wasn’t going to pull strings. He was just there to remind me that I could be better than whatever was going on. I could rise above it, if I just had confidence. If I focused.

But I couldn’t focus. Others were pulling strings, but why? All the people who had come into the shop to sell me information, they were just dangling bait. And Becker, he was there taunting me, daring me to explode. Becker was too much of a coward to do that on his own.

And the protection racket, that was more provocation. They probably did the rest of my building, and even most of the block, but there were places they’d not have gone. I was meant to find those places, and to wonder why they’d been exempted. There would be clues there, clues I was meant to follow. But to what end, and for whose benefit?

I started making assumptions I didn’t want to be making. Someone saw me as a threat. Why? What had I done? Absent bashing some Zomboyz with a yo-yo and getting the crap beaten out of me in return, at best all I’d done was sell some memorabilia. I wasn’t any more of a threat than Nighthaunt had been. Less, in fact, because I wasn’t out looking for information.

But, what if…? What if it wasn’t me they were afraid of per se. What if my danger was not being me, but being a Felix? What if they were afraid that Nighthaunt would pass information along to me that would let me interfere with their operation? Dealing with me, feeling me out preemptively, made a lot of sense.

That also meant my father’s murder wasn’t connected to me. Sinisterion had likely been out there doing exactly what Nighthaunt had been doing. Nighthaunt would have wanted to take the organization down. Sinisterion would have wanted to take it over. They were both threats, but of a different nature entirely. Both had to be killed, however.

This made a certain amount of sense, but also meant they had to know that Nighthaunt and I had spoken. They had to have bugged my apartment. And if you find a bug in your apartment, you’ll know that Nighthaunt was on to something–something that killed him and your father, both. Something that was also responsible for Puma’s death.

But I didn’t care.

I kept telling myself that as I entered the CRAWL and traveled cross-town to my building. I cut through alleys and used the fire escape to ascend to my apartment. I unlocked a window and slipped in, laughing at my caution and yet pleased with it.

It was probably best that I didn’t have a sweeping device for finding the bug. It was a really good one with secondary circuitry that sensed sweepers and shut everything down. And they’d placed it near enough to a crosspiece between studs that I could have put any magnetic response down to nails.

But I found it. And its satellites. They’d collect sound and beam it all to the main unit. It would compact the data and then pulse it out over my upstairs neighbor’s wireless network. While he was downloading porn, the bugs would upload compressed sound files including my conversation with Nighthaunt.

I checked the cupboard. His bottle of Scotch was still there. I added water to the other bottle until it looked a couple tumblers shy of full and put it in the cupboard. I wrapped the other bottle in plastic and sank it in my toilet tank. I flushed to make sure it wasn’t going to hang anything up.

Being thorough, that was my undoing.

I never heard them come in over the sound of the flushing.

I snapped off the lights and emerged into the darkened apartment. The second it took for my eyes to adjust was one second too long. The bigger guy threw one of my shock-rods, catching me in the gut. It discharged, tightening every muscle in my body and shoving glass splinters through every nerve.

I hit the floor harder than a dead fish hitting the deck. The man came over, pumped another jolt through me, then grabbed me by the wrist. His compatriot–could have been a woman–grunted and grabbed my legs. They smashed my shoulder into a door jamb, then dumped me on the elevator floor.

We went down to the workshop. She dragged me out by my feet, letting my head bump over the place where the elevator missed the floor by an inch. The big guy hauled me up and strapped me into a metal chair that had been welded to a hand-truck. I didn’t like that at all.

She held the shock-rod at my neck. Her companion shined my work lamp full in my face. When Mr. Big walked in, all I caught was the silhouette of a trench-coat with the collar up and a fedora pulled low.

He began with a sinister laugh. “And I had hoped for more from you. Your reputation has preceded you. It was exaggerated.”

He began to pace. Other than a vague sense of his height and general build, I got nothing.

“Cat got your tongue? Good. I don’t want you talking, just listening. Listen good.” He stood right behind the light, his arms folded tightly. “You’re a troublemaker. So am I. Takes one to know one, and I know you. You think you’re smart enough to figure things out. You aren’t. You’re way out of your league here, and will do well to remember that. You should want to remember that, too. We’ll even give you incentive to remember.”

He snapped his fingers. His minion wheeled me into the shop.

“Take a good look.”

Selene hung there in the vault right next to Puma’s uniform. Her hair was mussed badly, makeup smeared, dress torn. She was bleeding from a split lip and her left arm hung wrong.

At least she was still breathing.

I’d regained enough control of my body to make fists, but the straps held. “What do you want?”

“You’re out of this, understand?”

“I understand. I’m out. Completely. Gone. Never knew I was here.”

“Good, just what I wanted to hear.”

“Now let her out.”

“No.” Mr. Big hit the vacuum button with his elbow. The motor started chugging. “Next time it will be her daughter.”

“No. No!” I struggled against the straps. One began to tear. “You can’t do that.”

“I can. I have.” He laughed again. “And there ain’t a damned thing you can do about it.”

That’s when the woman zapped me with the shock-rod. My body jerked. The strap parted more, but not enough. Then she kicked the hand-truck and it went over.

And I lay there, helpless and drooling, as the last of the air hissed out of the vault.
















Chapter Thirty-four







There is no Hell like being trapped in a body that doesn’t work. My left wrist was almost free. I could see it. The strap was nearly torn through. My watch’s second hand swept along serenely. I willed it to slow down. I tried to believe it was abnormally fast, but I’d just rebuilt the workings.

It was dead on time.

And Selene was dying.

I told myself to struggle. I gave in to panic, hoping adrenaline would pump life into leaden limbs. My heart pounded. Fingers trembled. It was nothing, but I took hope in it. My ring finger curled in just ever so slightly. Then the opinion finger and the pointer. I fought to make a fist and failed.

But time sped on. Thirty seconds had elapsed. Selene would be unconscious. Brain damage would start. Irreversible brain damage. She’d be like me, trapped in a body that no longer functioned. Three minutes, five, maybe six, and the damage would kill her.

I made a fist. I held it. Muscles in my forearm bunched. I tried to pull back, but my biceps defied me. Somewhere from within I groaned and snarled and whimpered, the sounds all mixing inarticulately and hopelessly. I tried to rock the chair, but couldn’t do that. It might as well have been granite and the leather straps steel.

A thousand different plans raced through my mind. The uTiliPod in my pocket, if I could get to it and punch up a call with my nose… If I could tap out Morse code on the floor. If I could make time stop and go backward. Each plan was more ridiculous than the previous, yet desperation made each seem viable.

Then my forearm jerked. Weakly, but it moved. My head moved, too, closer. I rotated my hand and opened my fist. If I could take my fingers in my teeth, I could pull. If I could get my mouth down there, I could gnaw the restraint. I could do something, maybe.

A minute and a half of struggle and the restraint parted. Then my arm lay there, free but exhausted, pins and needles playing all through it. Slowly I dragged it to my chest. Fumbling, I opened the buckle on the strap there, then my waist. I freed my right hand, flexed it, then worked on my legs.

Two and a half minutes.

My legs remained dead. I raised myself on my arms, then lunged. A foot closer to the vault. Another one, smashing my chin into the floor. I reached out, damning myself for not having carpet. I could have sunk my fingers into the pile and dragged myself along. My fingernails couldn’t hold in the wooden floor joints. Up again, lunging, this time getting a knee under me.

I was almost there. Dread crept up my spine. I looked back toward the workshop. I expected Mr. Big to emerge from the shadows to kick my hands from beneath me. I waited for his cruel laughter. His mocking laughter. The heel of his boot smashing my hand against the vault door before I could open it.

But all the while I worked my way closer. I got up to my knees and hit the green button. I spun the wheel. It clicked. I tugged. The door didn’t move. The vacuum held it shut!

Three and a half minutes.

I screamed through clenched teeth. I threw my entire body back. I prayed to the gods of physics. My mass had to be enough to break the seal. It had to.

My hands slipped. I fell, landed flat, smacked my head. I saw stars. Bit my tongue, tasted blood.

I lay there for a second, tried to roll up. I couldn’t, but I had to. An elbow, levering myself up. Rolling to a hip, then to my knees. Catching myself on my other hand, then crawling. Dragging myself around and extending a foot. I braced it against the door jamb and I pulled again. Pulled for all I was worth.

Air hissed. The door cracked, just a bit, just a thumb’s-width. It wanted to close again, but I held it, clinging to it like a drowning man to a spar. I hung on for as long as I could, then slipped to the floor again. My chest heaved.

Four minutes, ten seconds.

Too late. Too late. I knew it was too late. I rolled over again and forced myself up. I hooked a heel against the door and tugged it open, then came up on my knees. She’d be hanging there, all blue, her eyes shot through and bloody with petechial hemorrhaging. I’d have to summon the strength to pull her down and try to breath life into her. I’d have to.

I staggered to my feet and supported myself on the door.

There she hung. Limp and lifeless. Her eyes closed. Her face swollen. Her arm still broken. 

But her flesh wasn’t blue.

Her chest expanded and contracted with breath. With life.

If not for my hold on the door, I’d have been on my knees again. “Oh, clever girl.”

Third pouch, the one Puma had worn at the small of his back. His rebreather. The bronze mask even had whiskers and a black button nose. It had saved her life.
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The EMTs got there quickly, administered oxygen and bundled Selene off to Haste Memorial. I traveled in the ambulance, calling Vicki and Grant as we went. They each agreed to meet us at the hospital. In the emergency ward the staff stabilized her, set her arm, and then sent her up to the Intensive Care Unit as a precaution. While preliminary tests found no indications of brain damage, they wanted to hold her overnight for observation and do a full neurological work-up the next day.

Vicki consented to all that and sat with her mother. Not being next of kin, not being anything, I was consigned to the waiting room. The look Vicki gave me when she came in said I was back to jerkface status, or worse.

And that was okay. Her opinion and mine were unanimous.

Colonel Constitution arrived with Kid Icthy and a short, fat elasto-stretcher who called himself Superball. The two of them wore C4 II uniforms, with the blue star moved to the right shoulder. Constitution spoke with the head nurse, nodded once, then came over to me.

“Castigan. You, me, the Doctor’s Lounge. Secure it, boys.”

I’m not sure why I went with him. I guess I was just in shock and very suggestible. He probably knew that, or sensed it, more like. He pulled me into the small room and directed me to a black vinyl couch that had long since molded itself to sleeping residents’ bodies. He took up the middle of the room, towering over me, his tricorn hat firmly in place and his shield on his back.

“Nurse says she should be okay. We’ll get these guys.”

I nodded. I understood. “You want to take my statement now?”

“No need.”

Maybe I didn’t understand. “You already got them?”

“Nope.”

“But…”

“When I said ‘we’ I meant you and me.” He smiled. Generously even, a bit of bemusement curling his lips. “I talked to my grandfather. He never liked you.”

“I hear that a lot.”

“But he said you were a scrapper. For a guy who…”

“… who was just a Felix?”

“Yeah, just a Felix, he said you were good. Needed some seasoning, and he saw to it that you got it. Never liked you, but wouldn’t be worried if you had his back.”

Okay, so the original Colonel Constitution is senile. I frowned. “I’m still in the dark here.”

“It’s simple.” Constitution began to pace. “There’s a war coming. Good versus evil, the whole deal. It’s the big one, the one you fought to hold at bay. And I’m lining up all the forces of good to oppose things. I’m getting good troops. Vixen just signed on.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I was talking with her when you called. She’d agreed because she realized something had to be done.” He turned toward the window and the illuminated skyline. “This city is at a tipping point. The Hall of Fame, Little Asia, the Haste murder, they’re all pearls on a string. Some folks don’t want to see the string, but I do. I mean, I don’t want it to exist, but I know it does. And it’s my job to see to it that the string doesn’t break the city. I have great troops to aid me, but I need more. I need you.”

I blinked. “You’re joking.”

“No joke. Look, all these kids, they’re good, they’re strong, but they don’t have seasoning. I’ve got lots of privates, I need some sergeants. I need squad leaders who can direct them.”

“Direct them doing what?”

“More of what we’re doing right now. Our sweeps have been rounding up gang members. The jails are stuffed. We’ve had to convert the Armory into a temporary holding facility. It’s a great leap forward, a successful surge, but I need more if I’m going to stabilize this city.”

He turned, his eyes alive and focused elsewhere. “When my grandfather started out, this was a city you could be proud of. People were polite. They didn’t litter. They had respect. They believed in God and country and duty and made sacrifices for the good of all. We can be that way again. With your help, we will be.”

“What does the mayor think of this little plan?”

“Doesn’t matter. He’s a lame duck. It isn’t his city anymore. He doesn’t have the stones to save it.”

“Looked like he had stones in Little Asia.”

“He’s good at little problems. This is too big for him.” Constitution jerked a thumb toward where Selene lay. “The guys who did that are a symptom, and he’s ignoring the disease. I’m going to cure it, and I want you on my team.”

“Not going to happen.”

“Oh, yes, we’ll win.”

“Not with me on your team.” I shook my head. “I’d never join you.”

He stiffened. “I see, then.”

“What is it you see? If I’m not with you, I’m against you?” I laughed. “Idiot, if I was against you, I’d join you.”

“If you’re not part of the solution, you’re part of the problem.”

“The problem is that you think in black and white, good and evil. You wouldn’t know nuance if it slapped you in the face. Which it never would.” I stood and jabbed a finger against his chest. “Deep down inside you know you’re wrong. That’s why you’ve asked me to join you. You won’t admit it. You won’t look at the evidence and choose another path.”

“There’s a lot of stuff going on here that you don’t know about.”

“And my incentive to trust your analysis would be?”

Before he could answer, the lounge door swung inward. It framed Grant for a moment as he gave Kid Icthy a glare that said, “Touch me and you’re a fish-stick.”

Constitution snorted. “You’re another one. You call yourselves heroes, but you rest on your laurels. Cold, dead, old, musty, moldy laurels. You’re needed now, and you do nothing.”

Grant’s hands balled into a fist and a half. “There may come a day when you have earned the right to say that to me, but it’s not today. You may have inherited a grand tradition, but it wasn’t you that built it. Now, go away, little boy.”

“I’m watching you two.” He stared hard to emphasize that point, then swept out of the room. A snap of his fingers and his two attendants marched in lock step with him.

Grant looked at me. “How is she?”

“They want a neuro work-up, but they’re hopeful. Vicki can fill you in.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I can’t be here right now.”

He rested a hand on my shoulder. “You can’t let Constitution get to you like that.”

“Like what?”

“His dream of a utopia that never was.”

“You heard?”

“He tried to recruit me two days ago.”

I snorted. “So it took him this long to troll for Felixes?”

“Don’t let that get to you, either. You’re better off retired.”

“You know what is driving me nuts?” I hugged my arms around myself. “It’s the fact he’s right.”

“He’s not.”

“Yes, he is, Grant, but you don’t let yourself see it. You know, you told me that heroing is a game for the young, but you were wrong. It’s not a game at all, and when you define it as a game, you frame it so that the maximum number of people get hurt.”

I pointed to the cityscape. “Constitution said it was a war out there, and he’s right. All the rules and the system, it may have been made to provide stability, but wars are not stable. Why do you think men have tried to establish rules for warfare?”

“To limit war’s savagery.”

“You’re smarter than that, Grant. The ‘rules of warfare’ do one thing: they to limit responsibility for acts of war, nothing more. The savagery always happens, by design or by accident. There is always collateral damage. Someone will always go and spray up a village. As sure as there is war, for every soldier who gets shot, there will be a dozen civilians who die.

“So politicians make rules to save themselves. Someone does something that appalls you, you declare it out of bounds, a foul, a crime. You contain the responsibility so it doesn’t accrue to you. You make it so you can’t get blamed.”

My eyes tightened. “And don’t tell me you don’t know that. Look at ordinary laws. There are only two reasons laws get passed: for convenience, and to get officials reelected–to make it look like they’re doing something. That’s it. Roaming gangs of murderers are inconvenient, so murder is illegal. Lowering speed limits, which would save countless lives, isn’t done because longer transport times are inconvenient for commerce. Outlawing peanut butter is all about pretending to address a problem–people failing to take personal responsibility for their actions–not about saving some prom queen from dying after her peanut-butter-munching boyfriend kisses her.”

Grant shook his head. “You have a point, but you know there is more to laws than you say.”

“You’re dreaming, Grant. Not only are laws established for convenience, they’re selectively enforced at the whim of politicians who seek to gain publicity. Celebrity law rules. If you’re a celebrity, you do rehab and community service while others rot in a jail. A superstar villain gets high-powered legal help and remains on the street while a petty thief does time.”

“That’s part… that’s how things are done.”

I laughed. “You were about to say ‘that’s part of the game.’ But my point is that it’s not part of a game. You were always one who did heroing on a grand scale, because you could. You could make a major difference when there was some grand tragedy. That’s great, but me, Puma, Nighthaunt, we were all about smaller problems. We were about justice because sometimes the law, for whatever reason, didn’t administer justice. It wasn’t a game then, and it’s not a game now.”

I looked up at him. “And by defining it as a game, you let yourself off the hook. You don’t have to assume responsibility, no more so than a kid with a peanut allergy. And, you know, you did your time. You paid the price. I get that. I respect it. You’ve earned your retirement, but I haven’t.”

“And you think you can do something out there?” Grant spread his arms. “Who do you think you are? You got your ass kicked by a street gang, same as Nighthaunt did. If Constitution’s war is coming, you’re only fit for being a casualty.”

“And now Nighthaunt’s a casualty. So’s Selene. I might as well be, too.” I gave him a last look, then headed for the door. “But before I’m a casualty, I’m tossing the board over. I’m breaking the rules. It’s not a game. Mr. Big knows it. I’m not going to let him win.”
















Chapter Thirty-five







I’d been right about the bottle. Nighthaunt had been incredibly clever and, as always, resourceful. Somehow I imagined Ethelred had actually done the work for him. It was absolutely perfect and had I not been looking closely, I would have missed it.

On the back label, Capital City Spirits Distribution was listed as the authorized agent. Real company, real address, real computer address—part of the Haste empire. The phone number, however, didn’t match. When I punched it into a reverse directory, it gave me the Bluebelle Motel down in Devil’s Dump. It was no stretch to imagine that extension 207 referred to a room.

I had a starting place. Two, actually, and one was on the way to the motel. I loaded up with two shock rods and filled pouches in a utility belt, all of which I hid under a nice, heavy coat which conveniently concealed my body armor.

Then I went hunting.

Rule number one, if you don’t want to be found: don’t use your credit card to open a bar tab.

Becker hunched himself over a beer, tape on his nose and both of his eyes blacked. They’d stitched his left hand together. He’d not been changing the bandages–nicotine stains and a bright splash of yellow mustard made that much apparent. He’d let the cut get infected, too.

His flesh was hot to the touch.

And tender.

Especially when I squeezed.

His scream silenced everything in the place but the juke box and the click of billiard balls. He was screaming more from surprise than pain, so I squeezed again, harder, to get the right proportion of agony in there. He clutched at my left wrist, then grabbed for his beer bottle to break it.

“You better be thinking of sawing your hand off with that. Not enough sutures in the city to put you back together if you’re planning anything else.”

Becker froze, bottle upraised, the remains of the beer pouring into his right sleeve.

A couple guys in the back started forward. One brandished a pool cue.

I shook my head. “One step closer and I’ll shove that so far up your ass you’ll be puking toothpicks. You know Becker’s a skid-mark. Is he really worth a month in traction?”

Becker’s acquaintances didn’t question my logic. Keeping his hand in the pincer-grip, I pulled Becker outside, then spun him into an alley. He fell over a trash barrel, then got up to run. A well-thrown shock rod clipped his heels. He careened off the wall and rolled onto his back. Blood trickled from a gash on his forehead.

He held his hands up. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

“Don’t hurt me more. Isn’t that what you mean?”

“Yeah, no more, no more.”

I loomed, my shadow blanketing him. “You know why I’m here.”

“I won’t be you no more, I promise.” He made the sign of the cross to impress me.

“That goes without saying.” I crouched and recovered the shock-rod. “Who sent you to sell those trinkets to Castigan?”

“It was my idea.”

I smacked him on the meaty part of his leg. “You know what? You need to try being me just for a bit longer. Try being that part of me that isn’t so stupid that I’d lie right now.”

“I’m not…”

THWACK. “Patience is finite and ebbing. I’ve got twenty years of frustration to work out. Want me to start now?”

“I don’t know who. He sent Barry, my brother-in-law.”

My eyes narrowed. “One of the Drunken Bandits.”

“Yeah. Said he had an opportunity. He’d get me in, but I had to do something first. I had to go and I had to get you to take a swing at me.” He hugged his injured hand to his chest. “When the girl did me, Barry laughed. Said I was out, out of the biggest score ever.”

“When? Where?”

“I don’t know.”

I cracked the shock-rod down on his foot. He yelped. “You know something, and you’re going to tell me. Then you’re going to get back into the score.”

His eyes tightened just for a millisecond. “Really, I don’t…”

“Wrong, you do. You know the when of it. Tell me.”

My guess about the half he did know surprised him. “Okay, okay, it’s tonight. After ten. Barry doesn’t know where. He’s waiting on a call.”

“So you’re going to call him and get back in.”

“But I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. You’ve got new information.” I gently tapped his kneecap with the shock-rod. “Pass along the fact that Selene Kole didn’t die. That’ll get you in. When you learn where, you call me and let me know.”

“I can’t. They’ll kill me.”

“You’ll call. If you don’t, I won’t kill you, but you’ll wish I had.”

“But how do I know she’s not dead?”

“You were at the hospital getting your bandage changed, moron. Haste Memorial. Go. Now.”

He looked hopeful. “I call you, then we’re even?”

I laughed the way I used to.

He grew pale.

“We’ll never be even.” I lifted his chin with the tip of the shock-rod. “But, if you’re lucky, I may forget just how much you owe me.”
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I took the CRAWL to Devil’s Dump. Every other passenger looked like he might be heading to whatever was going on at ten. A lot of them gave me hard stares. I raised them with completely insane stares, at once intense and slightly unfocused. They couldn’t be sure if I was challenging them, or just seeing right through them, but no one decided to press the issue.

In part I was looking right through them. Someone had been pushing me, testing me. He wanted to see if the retirement thing was true or not. When he didn’t get the answer he wanted, he defaulted to the one-percent-solution. If there was a one-percent chance I wasn’t retired, he dealt with me as if it was a one-hundred-percent certainty that I was acting against him.

The thing was, I’d passed every test with flying colors. I’d not brokered any information. I’d not taken a punch at Becker. The most aggressive thing I’d done was train at Grant’s place, but anyone who knew me enough to assess me as a threat should have known I was useless without intelligence.

But Mr. Big thought I knew something. I’d been bugged. He’d heard my conversation with Nighthaunt. He had to assume I’d feel some obligation to avenge Nighthaunt, and he couldn’t know how much information Nighthaunt had given me. He had to treat me as a huge threat.

The funny thing was, if he’d not pushed, I’d not be after him. More importantly, if he’d popped me into the vault instead of Selene, he would have eliminated the threat. Picking Selene was meant to torture me, and that meant a personal angle was complicating things.

And personal narrowed down candidates.

Taking the fire escape up to room 207 and breaking in wasn’t difficult. I popped the closet’s secret door and hit paydirt. Mr. Big’s uniform hung there, or a version of it. This one hadn’t been used for a bit. A pocket torch revealed a couple hairs on the lapel–black and gray respectively. More importantly, however, the shoes yielded two-inch lifts, accounting for a chunk of Mr. Big’s height.

But in that suspect pool, someone with black and grey hair who uses lifts stood out. Greg Greylan. No love lost between us, that’s for sure. He could have struck at Selene to punish her for helping me.

Then it hit me. After the memorial service he’d let it slip that Nighthaunt and I had talked. He covered himself well, but it had been a slip.

It all began to cascade together. Redhawk had worked to make the city safe and never got the acclaim for it he should have. He’d moved into politics to eclipse Nighthaunt, then term limits rejected him even though he’d done nothing wrong. By engineering a crisis, he could show the city how much it needed him. If he saved it, they’d get rid of term limits and he’d reign for longer than any old Tammany boss ever had.

I put everything back as I’d found it, even though I knew Redhawk would never return. I headed out and down to the lobby, then kicked the cage door in, surprising Bennie big time. I cut him off from the only exit. Desperate, he came at me, fists clenched.

I grabbed him by the throat, spun, and slammed him against the wall. Cracked plaster trickled to the floor. He’d have followed it, but I pinned him there.

Nose to nose, I snarled at him. “Room 207. Who?”

Bennie’s face grew purple, so I eased off on the pressure. “Rent or use?”

“Both.”

“Rent and use was one guy. Name’s in the book. Last one to use it, though, that was 217.”

“Explain.”

“Earlier today. 217 came in, said he was expecting a call. Told me to route it to 207. I asked. He confirmed. Call came in, I sent it to 207.”

“Show me the book.”

Bennie’d written a lot of stuff down in a ledger book. The hero hideout package was only half his business. The info was useful, since most of the criminals weren’t any smarter than Bennie. Greg had played it coy when renting 207. He listed himself as Jon Dough. The other guy, the one who took 217, listed himself as Howard Leslie Plunkett.

“You got a number to call if someone asks after room 207?”

He shook his head.

“You do now.” I gave him my number. “Anything, got it?”

He nodded. “I need my ledger.”

“Get a new one.”

“But…”

“You want me remembering that you sold me to the Zomboyz?”

“No.”

“Right answer.” I squeezed his face. “Be good.”
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I’m not sure which I love more: smart search engines or stupid people. I checked “Howard Leslie Plunkett” on the uTiliPod and the search came up empty. The Google did offer an option, however. “Did you mean Leslie Howard Plunkett?”

Turns out I did. That turned out to be the name on the birth certificate of an actor. Tony Ramoso. And, like Becker, Tony hadn’t learned lesson one about how to lay low.

If I’d known before how nice the penthouse suite was at the Excelsior, I might have rented it. Sunken living room, Italian marble tile and a window-wall that revealed the city in its glory, it probably was worth five grand a night. The lobster buffet was extra, as were the blonde and redhead entertaining each other on the couch. From their state of undress I gathered they were the finalists to be Tony’s costar in the new Puma series.

I’m not sure who Tony had been expecting, but he answered the door very quickly. He’d half pulled on the trenchcoat he’d used as Mr. Big, but the fedora and silk mask still sat on the side-table. He made a half-hearted attempt to shut the door on me, but I shoved hard and he spilled back into the foyer and rolled down the steps to the living room.

The girls didn’t notice.

I pounced and dragged him back up the stairs. I pulled him into the bathroom and tossed him on his back in the tub. He stared up at the tap.

“Here’s how this works, Tony. You answer my questions, you live. You lie and…” I produced a shock rod. He recognized it from earlier, “…you can guess how the rest of your evening will go. Upside, you’ll appear in the Emmy Awards’ memorial montage.”

He moaned piteously. “It was all supposed to be a joke.”

“This is why you’re not a comedian. Your sense of humor sucks.” I hit the button and the shock-rod hummed. “The woman will live, so you’re not looking at a murder rap. You have thirty seconds.”

I started water trickling into his eyes.

“Okay, okay. Last year I was researching a part. I started to hang with some criminals. Research. So I party with them and the next morning I wake up in a room. The walls were covered with digital prints of compromising pictures. If those got out, I’d be ruined. He promised to destroy the files if I played along.”

“Who’s he?”

“A voice. A shadow.” He swiped water from his eyes. “He told me that if I did that one thing, they would go away. But now there’s another thing.”

“What other thing?”

He shrugged, then exposed his left wrist. He wore a standard plastic identification bracelet with a bar-code. “That was waiting for me in 207.”

I thought hard, but I couldn’t remember seeing it on his wrist earlier. It could have easily been hidden. “And?”

“It’s to get me into an event. I’m going to be his mouthpiece.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. He was sending guys to take me. I thought you were them.”

I had to think. No way I was going to pass myself off as Ramoso to his escorts, and I didn’t have a chase car to follow them. If Becker came through with the location and I had the bracelet, I could get in. I had to assume however Becker would flame out.

But Ramoso clearly wouldn’t.

“You get to the event, you call me.” I gave him the number. “Pretend I’m your agent.”

“But how will you get in without one of these?”

“Already got that covered, slick.” He bought the lie. It was a good question, but I’d figure something out.

I hoped.

Someone knocked at the door.

I hauled Ramoso out of the tub. “Go.”

He swept his hair into place, then set himself and answered the door. He collected his things and headed out.

The girls didn’t miss him.

I waited seven minutes, took the elevator down to five. I got out there, then took the stairs the rest of the way down. I came out through the lobby and immediately spotted one of the two guys waiting for me. I detoured into the bar, ordered a beer, tipped really well, then headed for the bathroom. They waited thirty seconds before they followed me, which gave me just enough time to crack a sink basin with a shock-rod and flood the bathroom floor.

The fact that I was seated cross-legged on another sink gave both of them reason to pause. Which they did while standing in a puddle. I flipped a shock-rod into it.

Two birds, one shock.

It would have been convenient if either one of them had the meeting’s address written down somewhere. No luck. I did snag a bracelet from one, then hauled them in utility elevators to the penthouse. I found all sorts of interesting bondage devices in the spare bedroom and made good use of them.

The girls never noticed.

Since Ramoso had sold me out to the goons, any call he made would be a trap. I was back at square one. Okay, one and a half, since I had a bracelet. I still had to assume Becker would fail to get the address, but his brother-in-law, Barry Halberstadt, already had it. That gave me one slender chance to learn the location.

Rule two, if you don’t want to be found: turn off your uTiliPod. Barry Halberstadt’s uTiliPod showed up on the cellular grid on the lower east side. If I’d kept my uTiliPod constantly on and sucking data down from Capital City Cellular, I could have narrowed my search more easily. That would have left me open to tracking by the same method. Definitely a non-starter. I took a couple more sneak peeks while in a cab heading down there and refined my instructions to the driver. I got out about four blocks shy of where Barry’s uTiliPod had last been reported.

I waited and watched. I picked up on people–singles, couples and trios mostly–looking around, drifting southwest. They were moving with purpose while trying to look as if they weren’t. They kept to shadows and slowed down as more people moved onto the streets. I flowed with the crowds and pretty soon we all ended up at a big warehouse complex from turn of the last century.

Guys in masks with bar-code scanners scanned the bracelets. I was told I was a ten, so once inside I looked for a gate that had the number ten above it. My bracelet got scanned again, then I got handed a Mexican Wrestler’s mask. “Congratulations, pal.” A guy in an Iguana mask he shoved a mask into my hands. “You got a colorful one.”

Looked like a phoenix, which I took as a good sign. I tugged it on and joined the masked masses moving into the rectangular warehouse’s heart. We’d entered through one narrow end. At the other they’d constructed a stage complete with a projection screen and a pile of speakers.

Music began to play, pulsing and loud, all revival-techno and neo-trance. The throng wasn’t the sort of Euro-trash chic to have chosen that music, but they began to move to it, or in reaction to it. The notes drilled straight into the brain.

Spotlights swept over the crowd and cameras hidden high in the shadows followed them. Masked faces flashed by on the big screen, a monster-mosaic. Fists pumped in the air and mouths opened in yells that didn’t rise above the music.

Then Little Miss Dragon, clad in a green-scaled bodysuit, shimmered onto the stage. She bore a microphone and raised her hands to clap above her head. She danced and pranced, and I half-expected to see the rest of the China Dolls in a chorus line behind her. Then, just barely visible in shadows, Tony Ramoso tightened the belt on his trenchcoat.

The music came down, but Dragon’s energy didn’t. “You know why you’re here. One man defies Capital City. One man to unite us. One man to make us invincible!”

The crowd roared its approval.

“He’s here tonight. The man with the plan to get all that we can!” She glanced back toward Ramoso. “I give you, Mr. Big!”

The spotlights raked their way back along the stage. For a half second Tony Ramoso’s image appeared on the big screen. His head came up. He preened.

Then the lights came forward again. From all around the warehouse they converged on one man. A Phoenix mask appeared on the screen. The crowd screamed.

And right then, pinned in place by a dozen spotlights, I learned I was Mr. Big.
















Chapter Thirty-six







It took me a second and a half to realize I’d been set up. Figuring out exactly how would take another five. Calculating the repercussions of everything would take longer–eight, maybe ten minutes.

Maybe ten hours.

But hours I didn’t have. Not even minutes. Not even seconds.

Explosives blasted five holes in the roof. Corrugated tin, plywood and flaming tar paper rained down. A half-dozen ratlines snaked in from each. Capital City’s finest descended, sonic shotguns blazing away. Half of the cops hung in the air, the others landed on the catwalks and spread out.

C4 II members leaped and flew through holes on the left. The Russians boiled through on the right. Little Miss Dragon ducked away from debris, shoving the startled actor aside. She saved Ramoso from having Colonel Constitution landing on top of him.

I’m loathe to admit it, but Trey was magnificent. He landed in a crouch, his shield brandished protectively, then stood tall and proud. He pointed directly at me and snarled. “Your reign of terror is ended!”

I’ll admit it, my loose flesh tightened.

Spotlights converged on him. He lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes. It was his time. He was in his element. It was his bid for immortality, and he was going to grab it with both hands.

Then the stage exploded beneath him.

It wasn’t a big blast. It only knocked him back about ten feet. He landed awkwardly. His left leg collapsed. Definitely broken–not as bad as Blue Ninja’s, but where his leg was supposed to be straight it wasn’t. He made an attempt to get up, then sagged back.

That’s all it took to embolden a bunch of ruffians. They surged onto the stage, jostling each other like hungry puppies fighting for a teat. The second they reached him, the stomping began.

Constitution’s support troops turned their fire on the stage. Their shots knocked thugs flying. It looked for a second as if their superior firepower would win the day. The crowd outnumbered them, but couldn’t touch them, which gave the good guys a decided advantage.

Then a series of explosions rippled through the catwalk. Bolts sheered. Catwalk panels tipped and swung free, scattering cops like seed from a farmer’s hand. Some cops fell into the crowd. Others hit a bare patch of warehouse floor and landed harder than Constitution. A couple of C4 II members dropped as well. Superball bounced high, but missed a grab at a rafter and descended into a crowd.

Mr. Big’s staff had traded their scanners for weapons and started shooting at the cops still clinging to dangling steel. Looked like they were using rubber bullets at first, but rubber doesn’t ricochet that way. The cops were shooting sound, but the thugs were pushing metal. Gang members swarmed up to the catwalk level, going straight at the few cops who’d not fallen.

The tide had turned inside a minute and a half, and the undertow was dragging Capital City’s finest to oblivion.

Constitution and his people had been set up, too. They’d been tipped, then ambushed. Wheels within wheels there–planning worthy of my father. Someone had worked hard to crush C4 II, and I was willing to bet the battle here was only one tiny part of events going down in Capital City.

Data points swirled into a mental blizzard. Order was slowly pulling itself together out of mental chaos, but the external chaos wasn’t helping my concentration. I needed time and space to think. The real Mr. Big just had us all reacting–allowing him to maintain control.

If there was one good thing about being exposed as Mr. Big, it was that none of the gang members came after me. Added bonus, they were picking off cops who were making runs at me. That bought me just enough time to escape.

I shucked my jacket and pulled a small silver sphere the size of a golf-ball from a pouch. I flicked a small switch and heaved the thing at the stage. It bounced once, clicked up off Constitution’s shield and exploded at head height with a loud bang and bright flash. It scattered the gangsters and sent Constitution rolling–a result that confused the forces of law and disorder both.

I popped a grapnel up and caught it on the edge of a hole in the roof. I hit the button on the guide-rod and rocketed up through the firefight. Swinging up onto the flat roof, I released the grapnel and sprinted to the edge. On the way I tore the barcode bracelet off my wrist.

I flipped it over and ran my thumbnail along the back. Small bump. RFID chip. The scanners read a signal from it, marking me. Mr. Big had figured out the likely candidates I’d snag a bracelet from and made sure their bracelets were all tagged specially. Once I was in, he had sensors tracking me. The mask was just window dressing.

Or does it have a chip, too?

I tossed both away.

Exploding bricks peppered me. Without looking back, I dove from the roof. I flipped the grapnel back up into the air. It found purchase on the next warehouse, swinging me away before I hit pavement. At the top of the arc I released, flipped and landed below the edge of that roof.

“You’re not getting away!” Superball sailed high, his arms still flaccid ribbons from his having slingshotted himself toward me. He made a grab, but his arms just flailed. I ducked, then kicked, catching him where his kidneys should have been. That knocked him off course. He bounded off the roof again, heading toward the river. I went the other way.

Good choice. A series of warehouses lined up neatly with nary a wino’s-width separating them. Crossing from one to the other was more a case of running hurdles than it was long-jumping. I went down once, skidding in gravel, then cut southwest and leaped to a smaller building.

I crouched there beneath a pigeon coop. A police helicopter fluttered overhead and a spotlight raked the roof, but wasn’t looking for me. The aircraft continued on toward the big warehouse and hovered. Prowl-cars sped in that direction, sirens screaming. Lights came on throughout the city. People silhouetted themselves in windows, occasionally lit by red and blue flashers, then returned to the world of Murdochs and Superfriends.

Huddled there, the pigeons’ soft cooing a contrast to my harsh breathing, I got my thinking time. It struck me as appropriate to be beneath the coop. I’d been a big pigeon. We all had. Mr. Big had played his hand perfectly.

Mr. Big had set me up to be Mr. Big in Redhawk’s eyes. That’s the only explanation for his reaction at the memorial. And Constitution’s saying the mayor’s opinion of hiring me didn’t matter suggested animosity there. Constitution had been ambushed, which meant Mr. Big had been talking to him and tipped him about the meeting.

So Mr. Big was playing all three of us off against the other. The ambush engaged C4 II, and the sound of distant explosions heralded other attacks. Mr. Big divided. He conquered. He rendered Capital City defenseless.

And his strike at Selene meant I’d not be thinking straight. I’d rushed right into his trap. I figured myself clever because I’d infiltrated his meeting. If I hadn’t done the leg work, he’d have sent me a FedEx package with instructions.

And the way I was thinking, or the lack of thinking, I’d have walked into the trap anyway.

Everything began to slot together. Redhawk could be trusted. Likewise Constitution, but he was out of it. If Redhawk could rally the city, he might be able to prevent its utter collapse.

But he’d need help doing that. Mine. And I’d need his help to finish Mr. Big.

With half a plan forming in my brain, I went over the side and rode a line to ground level. The sky flashed twice and the sound of more explosions echoed through the streets. I couldn’t tell direction, but no way it was good. 

No silver lining in this cloud.

That’s when Vixen nailed me with both feet. I bounced off a brick wall and sprawled in the street. I kept rolling, avoiding her next two attempts to stomp my heart through my spine, or vice versa, then spun to my feet and faced her.

“I’m not the enemy here.”

“You’re insane, just like your father.” She pointed back at the warehouse, part of which appeared to be burning ferociously. “I saw. I know what you are.”

“What I am is a patsy. Same with the Colonel and Redhawk.”

She came at me fast–too fast and too predictable. Her foot flashed out. I blocked, stabbed a stiff-fingered hand into her hamstring, then danced back, giving her room to retreat.

She pulled back for a second, but didn’t rub her leg. “You don’t have me fooled. Not like my mother. Before I left the hospital, she told me not to let you do anything stupid.”

“She’s awake?”

“Yep. Groggy. Doesn’t remember anything, but I know what happened.”

Fury made her fast. A low kick raked a shin. I took it, then blocked the leg sweep with my hip. Vixen tried to spin into a scissors-kick that would snap my right leg. I struck out, driving the heel of my hand into her breastbone. That dropped her clean on her back.

I withdrew out of her range.

She rolled to her feet and raised her fists. “You bastard.”

“We’ve covered that ground before.”

She spat. “You played us all. There were no thugs in the shop. You broke my mother’s arm, then tossed her in the vault yourself. She’d figured things out and you had to eliminate her.”

“You can’t believe that.”

Her eyes tightened. “Only thing that makes sense. If it was to get to you, why not just kill you?”

Something clicked in the back of my head. “It punishes your mother and takes you away from me.”

“I was never yours.”

“But Mr. Big never knew that.”

Vicki danced in and clipped me with a roundhouse kick. I could have stopped it, but the counter would have destroyed her knee. I spun away, my right eye already beginning to swell, then ducked beneath another kick. I blocked a third. Her fourth caught me over the ribs and sent me flying.

I rolled and came up in the middle of the road. The manhole in front of me exploded upward. Kid Icthy shot into the air riding a gush of raw sewage. “I will save you, Vixen!”

He looked heroic for the half second it took her expression to sour, then my heel connected with his chin. He spun through the air and flopped into the gutter. His gills spasmodically opened and closed.

They were the only parts of him moving.

Vixen’s eyes blazed. “You’re going to pay for that, too.”

“Stop it, Vicki! Think, girl, think.”

My daughter snarled and launched herself. She clawed at my face, but I caught her wrists and rolled back. Posting a foot in her stomach, I heaved and let her fly. She’d land hard, but a dozen feet away, which would buy me some time to explain.

At least that was the plan.

Plans never survive contact with the enemy.

Especially when that enemy stands six and a half feet tall and is encased in red and silver, flow-metal armor.

Red Angel, one of the Russian heroes, cradled my daughter in her arms. The armor absorbed the wings back into it. She set Vicki down gently on a bus stop bench, then turned toward me.

The armor had been modeled on experimental battlesuits that covered the retreat from Afghanistan, but considerably updated. Not quite as good as what Terry wore, but still impressive. No visible joints, no muzzles on the forearms, no bulky battery-packs. The flow-metal looked closer to latex body paint, save for the jet-boots, gloves and mirror-faced helmet.

I raised my hands defensively. “Vicki, think. How long has this operation been planned? Six months? A year? More?”

My daughter propped herself up on an elbow. “Maybe you just work fast.”

“How could I set up the Hall of Fame hit before I even knew the Hall existed?”

Red Angel held a hand up, palm-forward. “You will be coming now.” The eerie red glow of a blaster lens emphasized the adamant tone of her digitized voice.

I told her to stuff herself. In Russian. Just to make her feel at home.

The blaster flashed. I dove right. Tarmac bubbled in a wedge behind me.

That would have left a mark.

I had one advantage over her. The armor slowed her down. I could be faster.

You’ll have to be.

I went straight at her and flicked a shock rod out as I came. It caromed off the curb and hit her right shoulder. The needles popped, electricity flowed and the metal rippled just enough to distract her. I spun low and swept her left leg. It was like kicking a sapling, but it worked. She toppled backward and landed with the force of a Buick falling ten stories.

Alas, she didn’t stay down.

Speed is the advantage a baseball has over a bat. Unfortunately, that doesn’t stop bats from smashing a lot of balls. 

From her perspective, I came in like a high, hanging curve ball.

And she got all of me.

I leaped above a kick, then she nailed me with an open palm strike. My breastbone cracked. Worse, I never touched ground. I twisted through the air, then wrapped my spine around a street light. Lightning shot down my legs. Energy unspent, I spun around, flew off and scattered garbage cans.

I came up with a lid. She melted it. Coming hard, she crushed a stoop with a kick. I whirled away, snatched a fist-sized stone and heaved it as hard as I could.

It hit, snapping her head back. Gouged the metal over her forehead, too. She staggered, dropped to a crouch then blasted away.

Her aim was off. She was seeing double, and fired right through the one of me that wasn’t there. A car exploded down the block. She shook her head and tracked me again.

By the time she was ready to shoot, the flow-metal had healed the gouge. Deciding to handle me personally, she drove at me, fists flying. The attacks came quickly, but obviously. Despite her greater bulk and strength, dealing with this flurry shouldn’t have been a problem.

Without thinking, I used aikido to turn her attacks against her. Grab a limb, move, allow the force of her attack to twist her up. If she kept going, something would shatter or twist off. Human joints aren’t built to take that pressure.

Her armor, on the other hand, was. Limbs stiffened, locking into place. All motion stopped, meaning I was hanging on to parts of someone who wanted to break me into small pieces. Moreover, because momentum had stopped, she was no longer fighting against herself. We were back to square one–and I was up close when I really wanted to be in the cheap seats.

The first punch caught me over the short ribs, left side. Something popped. A rib, maybe two. Then that sick sensation. Something else. Spleen, probably. I didn’t have an immediate need for it, but I was fond of it nonetheless. Another punch doubled me over. A forearm shiver drove me to my knees. That hurt, too, but not quite as much as the kick that deposited me beside Kid Icthy.

“No more nonsense.” She moved to cut off any escape, trapping me between her and Vixen. “Come now and you will not be hurt.”

That voice. Modulated though it was and coming in broken English, I caught something. A chill ran up my spine.

Then I coughed. Pain. Blood in my mouth.

And no sympathy on Vixen’s face.

That hurt the most.

I dropped my utility belt as I came up on a knee. The other shock-rod clattered beside it. I staggered to my feet and glanced at my daughter.

“No power on earth could make me hurt your mother.”

Vicki shook her head. “I don’t believe that.”

“Your mother does.” I coughed again, hunching over as Red Angel approached. 

The Russian settled a glove on my shoulder. “You come now.”

I glanced up at that faceplate. “I trusted you, tovarish.”

“What?” The faceplate flowed back. A beautiful blonde woman stared at me. Horror-filled her eyes. “Who…?

I gave her a clean look at my face. “You abandoned me. Khirgizstan.”

Her eyes widened with shock.

I lashed out, catching her square in the nose. Blood gushed. She reeled back, tripping over Kid Icthy.

I went the other way, diving through the manhole. It was my only chance. Her bulk wouldn’t let her follow. I banged off rusty iron rungs, then plunged head first into a river of raw sewage.

Which sucked me down greedily.

I fought. It refused to let me go.

I did the only thing left to me.

I died.
















Chapter Thirty-seven







It wasn’t the first time.

It probably should have been the last.

I’d actually had a plan that ran beyond breaking Raisa Anazova’s nose. I dove for the sewer because she wouldn’t be able to follow. Kid Icthy was out colder than a mackerel on ice. Superball, if he showed up, would get stuck and, God love her, I didn’t think Vicki would willingly bathe in a brown sludge slurry for all the money in the world.

Puma wasn’t the only hero who carried a rebreather. Mine was modified from Puma’s original design, making it smaller. I carried a pair in the same pouch he did. I’d palmed one when I dropped the belt. Problem was that one of those iron rungs broke my left hand. The rebreather splashed down about the same time I did.

So, I really should have died. And I would have, save for one minor miscalculation. That’s why, instead of being greeted by Satan in Hell with a towel, I woke up on a table in my old lair. Listerine covered the lingering taste of human effluent. For some reason I wasn’t stinking to high heaven. More importantly, my bones weren’t hurting and my spleen had managed to unrupture itself.

If mouthwash could do that, I was going to work an endorsement deal.

Vixen emerged from the old subway station’s woman’s-room wrapped in a towel. Kim, his hands encased in rubber gloves, was feeding her C4 II uniform into a garbage bag. My clothes, cut from me while I was out, had already been deposited there. In fact, aside from the key around my neck and a small towel covering my lap, I was as naked as a body in the morgue.

Vicki looked past me. “He’s awake.”

Grant’s hand pinned me to the table. “Don’t try to get up.”

“We are almost done.” A golden-haired woman in a professional khaki suit and latex gloves, squirted serum from a syringe. Before I could protest, she jabbed my thigh and pumped me full of antibiotics.

“Ouch.” Though I’d not seen her in two decades, I recognized her easily. The accent helped. “Merci.”

Dr. Julia Angle shook her head. “I do not know why I do this. I never liked you.”

“Seems like a majority opinion.”

Vicki growled. “You earn it.”

I sighed and felt my ribs. “You magicked the tough stuff back into place?”

Julia nodded. “Collapsed lung, broken ribs and hand, bruised spine. Your spleen, poof, but now better. Several days rest and you will be as good as new.”

“Why not do the same for the bugs?”

She rolled her eyes. “We don’t want magic resistant bugs. Besides, I wanted to stick you with a needle.”

“Glad you’re having a good time.” I sat up, keeping the towel in place. “If you never liked me, why are you here?”

“It was not for you.”

Grant clapped me on the back. “I called her when Selene was hurt. She came as quickly as she could. Luckily she was still here for you.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed my thigh. “How is she?”

“Out of trouble and mending. She was very fortunate, too.”

“Good.” I glanced at Vicki as she dried her hair. “Thanks for the save. Why?”

She glared. “I’m still pissed with you, but what you said kinda got through.”

“About your mother knowing I’d never hurt her?”

“No. She’s in love with you. What does she know?” Vicki tossed the towel aside. “What you said about not having enough time to set all this up. You became a target of opportunity when your father went public and took himself out of contention.”

“So you grabbed the utility belt, dove in, and we shared the other rebreather?”

“Got to an air pocket, called for some help.” She opened a small gym bag and started pulling out costume components. “I got to thinking. If you’re not Mr. Big, there are two other choices. It could have been Constitution staging a military-coup, but he’s out of it. Only guy left is the mayor.”

“Nope, he gets a pass, too. All three of us were being played.”

“Then who is Mr. Big?”

“I think I know, but I need to check.” I looked around. “Did my uTiliPod survive?”

Kim brought it over. “I salvaged it.”

“Thanks.”

He nodded.

“And, Kim, thanks for letting them bring me here.”

“Where else, right?”

I pulled the key from around my neck and tossed it to him. “The Chaser. You might want to unlock the weapons-systems.”

His face brightened for a second, then the scowl returned. “You gonna be taking it out?”

“Nope, you are.” I swung my legs over the edge of the table and hung on. A wave of dizziness washed over me. “I forgot to tell you that I was enormously flattered that you chose to be Kid Coyote. I was. I am. I said some things the other day that just weren’t right. You didn’t deserve any of that.”

He shook his head. “Look, you were right.”

“No, I was wrong.”

“Go with him, Kim.” Vicki shook her head. “It’s the only time you’ll hear him admit it.”

Grant and Julia looked each other. “We never have.”

“Yeah, great, thanks.” I squeezed Kim’s shoulder. “I was telling you the truth. I never asked to be a hero. I wasn’t trained to be one. I was trained to be a tool of vengeance. A true hero turned me from that path. If he hadn’t, you’d have been seeing me in nightmares.

“But you, you chose to become a hero. And, you know what, kid? You made it.” I smiled. “You’re a better hero than I ever could have been. And I know you said you’d be getting a new identity. I have a suggestion.”

“Yeah?”

I reached over and tore the K from his jersey. “I think you should just be Coyote. You’ve more than earned it. The Chaser’s yours now, too.”

He stared at me. “But then, who will you be?” His voice tailed off. “Oh, right. Retired.”

“Retirement’s overrated.”

I got up, wrapped the towel around myself, and padded across the floor. Over by the bathrooms, I dropped to a knee beside the rusty water fountain. Reaching down beneath it I undid one of the U-joint’s couplings, then twisted the pipe ninety degrees.

Mortar cracked. A tile panel beside the fountain slide down revealing a cubic-yard recess. Two brushed aluminum cases waited in the shadows. I slid both of them out.

Grant’s eyes narrowed behind his glasses. “I never knew that was there.”

“Lead-lined.”

“You didn’t trust me?”

“Didn’t trust your reaction.” I hefted both cases. “I’m going to need a moment. Vicki will explain. Tell them about meeting your grandfather. That’s one part of the story they don’t know.”

I retreated into the restroom and set the smaller case on a sink. I undid the latches and opened it. I flipped a switch and the device lit up. A small LCD screen rotated up beside six rotors. The screen and rotors occupied the top third of the device. The rest of it was nothing more than a keyboard.

I spun the rotors. Glowing letters lined up on the screen. Trevor, the name my father had signed the book to, flashed there for a moment, then the keys lit up. I used the uTiliPod to retrieve the last message from my father. Very carefully, I typed the coded message into the KH-11m, my father’s variant of an old Enigma ciphering machine.

The translated message needed one more pass for decoding, but I understood it.



My dear boy,

So the wheel has turned. You return to your original purpose. The hero is villain. The past to become the present. You will save the city that you should have ruled as my heir and close the books on a great injustice. I would wish you luck, but no son of mine needs it.



I shut the ciphering engine off, then pulled the other case up beside it. I snapped the latches open, but kept it shut. He may have dealt the hand but you can play it however you want.

I’d found both the cases there, in that lair, right after C4 had announced that I had been admitted to the group. While my becoming a member of C4 had to infuriate him, my father easily spun it into a victory. I was, after all, his son. He gave me the two cases as proof that he had been merciful by not destroying me, and that he would accept me back if I would do but one thing for him. I had failed to destroy Puma. If I was to destroy C4, I could be redeemed.

Salvation at a price beyond countenance.

And yet, in his message, he was right. I’d not been shaped to be a hero, but to be a hero-killer. My father may have underestimated me and surely had underestimated Puma; but he’d been a shrewd judge of the others. Never again had he been caught. Never again put in jail. Though his plans may have been thwarted, never again were his delusions of divinity challenged by heroes.

As my father had shaped me, so had he shaped an identity for me. He meant me to be his vengeance. As much as I had no intention of avenging him, saving Capital City would require me to do just that.

I opened the case and brushed my hand over the insignia blazoned over the jersey’s breast. Rendered in black, the letter R merged with the all-seeing eye of Horus. The pupil hung down into the loop of the R, with the iris an emerald green. That and the white of the eye made an excellent target, which is why carbon-nanotube armor plates had been fitted beneath it.

The uniform’s body, including a featureless, full-face cowl, was midnight blue. The trunks, gloves and boots were dark grey. The insignia was repeated on the clasp of the hooded cloak, the utility belt-buckle and incised into the shock rod holster’s leather. My father had never liked me wearing the rods on my forearm, leading to the design change. He had relented, however, and replicated my boot-knife sheath in the left boot.

Sinisterion had thought of everything. The uniform’s fabric had been impregnated with a liquid which solidified with sudden impact. Much in the same way water might as well be concrete when something falls into it from, say, the height of the Fishkyll Bridge, so this liquid becomes armor. A bullet would leave a bruise, and might even crack a rib, but it wasn’t getting through.

I pulled the uniform on. It fit perfectly. Too perfectly. I hated that it felt so good and so right. Sinisterion knew me too well.

That would never be a comfortable idea.

I looked at myself in the cracked mirror. Shattered image, somehow fitting. I’d been a weapon. I’d been a hero. I’d been so many things, and now I was remade in the image my father fashioned.

But the reflection really didn’t matter. Just as Kim had made Coyote into a hero he never was, I didn’t have to live up to my father’s image or intention. I was free to be myself.

I emerged with the cape billowing around me. I’d not yet donned the cowl, so my surprise was easy for everyone to read. That brought smiles to faces, save for those of Grant and Julia, who found themselves looking at Sinisterion’s son. I, on the other hand, looked at a half-dozen people who’d not been there before.

I recognized Gravé and Golden Guardian immediately. Blue Ninja stood beside Terry. The tall, statuesque blonde woman standing next to my daughter wore a costume reminiscent of Graviton’s. I’d actually seen something similar, but it took me a second to make the connection. Tony Ramoso had been wearing it as Gravilad.

“But you’re not Gravilad.”

She sighed. “Gravilass. I would have been someone else, but getting a good costume on short notice isn’t easy.”

Grant smiled. “It’s my daughter, Andromeda.”

“But I thought…”

Gravilass smacked a fist into her open palm. “I still believe in pacifism, but they hurt Vixen’s mom. Someone has to pay.”

Next to her stood a small woman in a scaled down Puma costume. She’d double-looped the utility belt around her waist. The Crusher sat beyond her, nose to nose with The Chaser.

Diana nodded to me. “I get it now. Junk isn’t worth getting somebody hurt.”

 I smiled. “And you really liked kicking ass.”

“Well, yeah.” She shrugged sheepishly. “I really did.”

The table I’d occupied bowed beneath Red Angel’s weight. Julia’s hands glowed white. Bones crackled back into place, though the bruising beneath Raisa’s eyes remained. Raisa blinked twice, wrinkled her nose, then nodded. “Thank you.”

Julia smiled. “You did far more to him than he did to you.”

“I thought he was dead.”

“He almost was.”

I raised an eyebrow. “How did you get here?”

Vicki held up her uTiliPod. “Raisa called me. She’d heard enough of our conversation to piece together who I was to you. She told me her story and she wanted to help. She said she owed you, so I decided to take a chance.”

“I will not betray you this time, tovarish.”

“I believe you.” I looked at Blue Ninja. “You really do know more than your sister wanted you to know, don’t you?”

Jimmy Nimura bowed. “I know what I’m doing. I’ve practiced. I won’t get hurt.”

“This isn’t a game, son.”

“I have a note from my folks.”

Terry nodded. “I had a talk with them. They’re stunned, but they understand.”

A blue nanite cloud congealed above Blue Ninja’s open palm. It became a topographical map of Capital City, complete with golden fires burning and whole sectors flashing red. The red shifted, eating into Emerald Heights and the Gold Coast.

“I’ve been monitoring all the radio traffic. The warehouse ambush trapped a lot of C4 II. At the same time, gangs hit the jail and Armory. They busted loose all the seasoned criminals, including Mephistopheles and Baron Samizdat. The gangs have two objectives. Looters are going through businesses and stealing everything that isn’t nailed down. A larger group, using armored vehicles from the Armory, has laid siege to City Hall. The remnants of C4 II and the police are holding out. The mayor is there and he has Redhawk guiding the defense.”

Terry draped an arm over Blue Ninja’s shoulders. “The kid’s strictly command and control. I’ve got a dozen radios for us, band-shifting, encrypted. He can give us updates, but he gets no where near the action. I give you my personal guarantee.”

He wasn’t going to let happen to Blue Ninja what killed Goldie. It was Terry’s shot at redemption, and who I was I to deny him? “I believe you.”

I nodded at the map. “Gotta lift the siege. L’Angyle, if you and Gravé come in from the north… What?”

Julia shook her head. “I am going to the hospital.”

“But we need you.”

“Others need me more. You go to wreak havoc and sow discord. Good.” Her eyes hardened. “I will repair those you fail to protect.”

“We’ll do everything we can to keep you unemployed.”

“Things are already beyond that point.” She brought her hands together, palm-to-palm and nodded slowly. “Be your best.” Blue light flashed and she vanished.

I looked at her husband. “You coming?”

His expression said he thought I was insane. “I’m not a hero anymore. I can’t do anything.”

“That’s not what makes you a hero, Grant.” I pointed to the map. “You told me once that you could have saved millions of people from natural disasters. How about saving a couple dozen from an unnatural disaster?”

He opened his arms. “You don’t get it. I’m just a normal guy. I don’t even have a bag of tricks.”

“You’re joking, right?” I shook my head. “Have you missed the fact that in the last twenty years you’ve become the best martial artist in the world?”

Grant closed his eyes for a moment, then shook his head slowly. “There comes a time when the responsibility falls on other shoulders. We brought you into C4 as someone who could assume it. You are, all of you are.”

He clapped me on the back with his half a hand. “Get going. Go be the heroes this city so desperately needs.”
















Chapter Thirty-eight







Terry spread a dozen ear-bud radios on the table. We each took one and Blue Ninja synched them. We went through sound checks as I pulled my cowl on. Everyone was online, then Terry looked at me.

“You joining us?”

“I just did.”

“You need a call sign.” He laughed. “’Hey you’ has limited utility in a firefight.”

 Grant smiled. “That’s Terry’s polite way of asking who the hell are you?”

I hesitated. My face burned. “My father gave me this uniform. He hoped I’d avenge him from beyond the grave. Never liked the idea then, but having just died myself, I see the appeal. I’m a nasty ghost bent on vengeance.”

Gravé smiled. “A revenant.”

“Yeah. Back from the dead.” I keyed the radio. “Revenant checking in. Let’s go.”

Red Angel, Golden Guardian, Blue Ninja and Gravilass flew out and positioned Blue Ninja high up on the Emerald Ballroom balcony. The rest of us piled into the Chaser and the Crusher, Puma driving her great-grandfather’s car and leading the way. Gravé rode with her. Vixen joined Coyote and me in my old vehicle.

Coyote turned the engine over. It roared mightily. I turned the key for the weapon’s-systems and a console rotated down where the stereo had been. I brought the rockets on line.

I didn’t know if it was a good thing or bad, but the people of Capital City weren’t out panicking in the streets. Sure, the criminal gangs hadn’t gotten this far south, but people had to see the trends. Watching gangs move on the Murdoch had to be like watching a wildfire spread. I would have thought people would be streaming for the bridges.

Not only were they not doing that, they weren’t even at their windows. “Where are the people?”

Vixen shivered in the back seat. “They’re just ‘docked, hoping their Superfriends do well.”

Coyote shook his head. “Heck, we don’t even know what they’re seeing. They might hear sirens and hear explosions, but what if the Murdoch isn’t reporting anything about the raids?”

“That could work in our favor.” I punched up a crystal rocket. “Keeps civilian casualties down and if the bad guys are using the Murdoch for info, they’ll never see us coming.”

Not that there was much to see. Puma swung the Crusher onto Graviton Drive, using the broad avenue to head straight for City Hall. The Crusher, being bigger, with broader bumpers and big wheels, had a basic VW Bug design. A roll-cage inside and out and gyro-stabilizers let it bounce up over things or overrun them, including abandoned cabs and trash thrown up as ersatz roadblocks. For the most part, however, Puma steered around obstacles and cornered tightly.

Four blocks out we hit the first mob. Using a joystick, I dropped an aiming reticule on them and hit the firing button. A crystal missile launched from a tube in the trunk, arced up in front of us and exploded about thirty feet above the crowd. The concussion knocked most of them flat and buffeted the Chaser. Our windshield momentarily darkened against the flash and shrapnel hissed against the windows.

Vixen stared as the mob stayed down. “You didn’t just…”

“Kill them? No. Each missile has a crystal-anesthetic payload. The explosion scatters it in a cloud. Inhale it or get stuck through the flesh, you go down.”

Terry’s voice crackled over the radio. “You’ll want to step on it. Police line just cracked and the hordes of Hell are pouring into City Hall.”

“We’re a minute out. Can you stop them?”

“Sure, but there’s this giant robot ravaging Nexus Park...”

Gravé’s voice came through the radio. “Go for the robot. I’ll handle City Hall.” Something flashed inside the Crusher, then where there had been two silhouetted heads only one remained.

The Crusher bounded over the curb on the round-about in front of City Hall. We cut right. Four armored personnel carriers, captured during the Armory breakout, pounded the hall with sonic cannon blasts. Two of the gunners swung the muzzles around to track the Crusher, but Puma let the vehicle careen right and left. Missed shots cut a swath through armored gang-members.

Off to the northeast, Gravé hovered in the shadow of the Wayne State building. Blue fire wreathed his black silhouette. He furiously stroked an invisible guitar outlined in golden flames. Below him a whole cadre of gangsters writhed and danced, smashing into each other. Some climbed high onto the marble lions to hurl themselves into the waiting crowd below. Strange and discordant notes reached us, setting my nerves on edge.

APC gunners remained intent on nailing the Crusher. Shots missed narrowly, blasting more mosh-pitting criminals.

I glanced at Coyote. “Probably ought to do something about those guys. Don’t want to ruin all your work.”

“Roger that.” Coyote hit a button on the dash. Four spring-loaded catches in the corner posts released. The wind blew the Chaser’s hard top off. Without missing a beat, Vixen turned, knelt on the back seat and shot two of the APC gunners. Coyote steered between the APCs and I sent a Crystal Missile at the City Hall doors.

Their blasts cleared the area as the Crusher bounced up the broad steps and through the bronze double doors. Coyote followed, bumping us through a washboard ride. I caught Vixen’s belt before she bounced out. We roared up over the last step, then skidded to a stop in the rotunda, facing the doors. Our fish-tailing scattered more of the raiders.

Our first close-up look at them emphasized the depth of planning that had gone into Mr. Big’s operation. He’d let Constitution round up his heartiest recruits and house them in overflow detention pens at the Armory. That put them in position to arm themselves from the city’s stores. They’d covered themselves in body armor, carried lexan shields and were wielding sonic-shotgun street-sweepers, each fitted with a twenty-round drum.

Coyote swung the weapons console around and hit a button for the pneumatic cannons. “I’ve got these guys. Go!”

Vixen and I leaped from the Chaser and headed up the broad stairs, hot after raiders. Her whip caught an ankle, sending a woman tumbling past us. I treated one guy to prostate exam with a shock rod, stepped over him and tossed another man back down the stairs.

Top of the stairs, turn right, directly into the Grand Ballroom. The gangsters had fanned out in a crescent, facing off against a small phalanx of cops flanking Redhawk. The raiders should have crushed them, but held back, waiting on orders from their leader.

The massive figure in black armor stepped into the space between the two groups. Half-again as tall as any of them and very well muscled, he could have bench-pressed the Chaser. Light shimmered wetly over his armor. It looked like chain mail, but was so thin that the veins pulsing on his forearms remained visible. Horns curled up out of his head, and they, along with his cloven hooves, clued me into his identity.

Vixen had gotten there ahead of me. “Mephistopheles, in armor.”

“Like he needed it.”

Mephistopheles gestured invitingly to Redhawk. “Surrender to me now, and your men shall not be harmed.”

“Surrender isn’t in my vocabulary.” Redhawk struck a heroic pose. “But if you lay down your arms, justice will be lenient with you.”

The armored demon laughed, his voice echoing coldly beneath the Grand Ballroom’s glass dome. “If you want me, take me.” He dropped into a fighting stance and Redhawk stepped forward.

Two Spookstars arced in at Mephistopheles. The techno-demon batted them from the air. Uncaring that the deflected missiles dropped two of his allies, Mephistopheles darted forward, feinted a punch at Redhawk’s head, then swept his legs with a kick.

Redhawk went down, then rolled, just avoiding a stomp that crushed stone. The hero came back up and hefted a head-size hunk of rock. He made to hurl it two-handed at Mephistopheles, but even before he could release, a hoof flicked out. It pulverized the stone. Grey dust rained over Redhawk. Then the demon hooked his leg down and back, catching Redhawk in the spine.

Redhawk landed face first. He slid into the center of the room, leaving a bloody streak in his wake. Mephistopheles whirled, tensed and pounced, ready to pulp his dazed opponent. Redhawk could do nothing to save himself.

My grapnel caught one of the horns, locking shut with a click. I whipped the reel around one of the pillars, wrapping the line around itself and, just incidentally, two more thugs. It pulled tight. Mephistopheles jerked to a stop in mid-flight, landing heavily, well shy of his target.

The thugs fared about as well as a rat in a pet python’s coils.

Scooping up one of their discarded shotguns, I pumped five blasts into Mephistopheles and slipped between him and Redhawk.

Good news: the shots got Mephistopheles’ attention. Bad news: that’s all they did. No blood, no gasps, not even the barest hint of a flinch. Crouching, the demon pinched off the grapnel’s line, flicking it aside, disgusted.

The demon straightened up, eight feet of line dangling from that horn. “Not a good time to make your debut, Rookie. That is what the R is for, right?”

“It’s for Wrecker, moron.”

Sure, not the greatest line in the world, but it worked. As he was fixing to tell me I didn’t know how to spell, I tossed the shotgun aside and leaped at him. I ducked beneath a hasty front kick, then came up and jammed a shock-rod against the back of his knee. I hit the juice. Sizzle but no effect. Still, I had leverage, so I shoved him sideways.

He recovered easily, then spun to sweep a leg through mine. I leaped above and he came round. That’s when Vixen hit him with both feet square in the chest. He fell back, but still swatted her out of the air. She flew into the cops, knocking a half-dozen of them down.

Mephistopheles sprang to his feet again and drove at me. I dodged two kicks, then caught his wrist between crossed shock-rods. I started to twist, bringing his elbow in toward his middle, but he locked the armor before I could do any serious damage. Having learned from Red Angel, I took advantage. The second his arm locked, I used it as a pivot-point. Swinging up and around, I planted both feet on his pointy chin.

His head snapped around. He hit the marble floor hard, but bounded up again with all the enthusiasm of a puppy at play. A big demon puppy that was getting sick and tired of being batted around. He’d finally figured out that I had more skills than he did, but strength, armor and reach gave him an edge. Neurons fired, and he came up with a new strategy.

He leaped again, but the arc was wrong. He’d land well short of me. Not having to dodge, I was already thinking about how I’d counter-attack. I’d even gathered myself for a flying kick at where I estimated his head would be. When he touched down I was low, rooted and ready.

Just not for what happened. 

He landed heavy and hard with both feet. 9.5 on the Richter scale. Thugs and cops went down like chessmen on an overturned board. Redhawk, who’d managed to reach his hands and knees, went flat again. And me, being closest to ground zero, didn’t fare any better.

The floor crumbled beneath me. It just opened up, a marble and concrete avalanche burying the floor thirty feet below. I tried to leap clear but fluid gravel makes a lousy springboard.

Gravity 1, Revenant zero.

Falling fast, I made a grab for the hole’s edge. I caught it with one hand. My fingers held, just for a second. Then stone powdered. My grip slipped.

A strong hand caught my wrist. Redhawk! “I got you.”

“Yes, indeed, you have each other.” Mephistopheles loomed above us, raising a hoof. “And now I have you both!”
















Chapter Thirty-nine







On a scale of survival chances, Redhawk and I ranked slightly lower than a coal shoveler on the Titanic. The only silver lining was that Mephistopheles would likely crash through the floor with us. By us, I mean the smear marking where Redhawk and I had once been. If we were lucky, the blood would make things greasy enough that Mephistopheles might slip and turn his ankle.

Before his hoof could fall, the skylight above cascaded down in a thousand razored fragments. A powerfully built man in brown motorcycle leathers and helmet crashed through the glass. He grabbed the flailing end of the line attached to the demon’s horn and yanked, hard. Mephistopheles, off balance already, flew backward. He rolled into his shock troops, crushing the left wing.

The demon came up onto a knee, but his foe gave him no time to recover. The interloper closed fast, whirled, and caught Mephistopheles with a roundhouse kick that sent the demon sprawling. Better yet, the armored faceplate, trailing sparks, spun off into the corner and imbedded itself in the wall.

Mephistopheles rose again, but fear blossomed in those fiery eyes. The faceplate’s loss compromised the armor’s integrity. Half the control circuitry buzzed and smoked in the corner. Mephistopheles moved slowly and stiffly, shaking his head to clear it.

The Man in Brown darted in, delivering a flurry of punches that cracked teeth, shattered Mephistopheles’ nose and drove him back against the wall. The demon shoved off, launching himself at the Man in Brown. Our savior ducked, letting the villain fly over him. The demon landed chest first and skidded. Without waiting for him to stop, the Man in Brown pounced. He ground his feet into the demon’s spine, then snapped a kick to the back of his head, driving his face into the floor. The Man in Brown leaped clear, and Mephistopheles limply slid into the hole.

The trailing line wrapped around twisted rebar. Mephistopheles jerked to a stop, his hooves just grazing the rubble below. Hanging from one horn, he swayed peacefully.

Redhawk heaved me up. The breaking glass had cut him in a couple places, and he was nursing a split lip. Other than that he was good to go. He gave me a comradely nod, and we turned to face Mephistopheles’ henchmen.

And both of us heaved a sigh of relief as the Man in Brown joined us. It shouldn’t have made a difference to the other side, but it did. They made a nice little crowd, carrying a dizzying array of weapons and armor. The first exchange would be nasty and I was pretty sure the only thing that would stop me hitting the floor below was getting impaled on one of Mephistopheles’ horns.

But as Nighthaunt had always been fond of saying, only the craven become criminals. While they outnumbered us and should have driven us back into the hole, they’d been raised their whole lives thinking that guys in costumes are heroes. Heroes always win. Each raider was thinking that there was no way he could stand against the three of us. Those with any sense of self-preservation weren’t going to step forward. They’d be more than happy to let the suicidally eager take the first shot.

They did, coming hard and fast. What the front-liners lacked in intelligence, they made up for in ferocity. A few shot, but most bashed us with shields. They tried to use the weight of their attack to push us into the hole. It looked at first as if they might succeed, then the Man in Brown shattered a Lexan shield with a single punch. That give a few people pause–not just those stuck with plastic splinters–and that bought us some breathing room.

A few guys–insane, crazy-mean guys–kept coming. It didn’t take killing to stop them, but there had to be some serious convincing to put them out of the fight. With them my shock-rod served better as baton than a cattle-prod. Snap a wrist, crush an ankle, break a jaw or scatter teeth and even the most hard-headed guys will reconsider. While Redhawk still seemed reluctant to hand out bone-breaking punishment, The Man in Brown had no such reservations.

Just as the raiders had been pushed back enough to clog the entrance, they gathered themselves to counter-attack. That’s when Vixen and the cops hit the right wing. Folks in the back started tumbling down the stairs. Their yelps eroded morale, but didn’t break it.

Then the earth shook. A terrific metallic din rattled everything, drilling into skulls. It didn’t take a degree in rocket science to realize the giant robot had gone down outside. The bright ones figured we had allies–powerful allies—and the rout began. 

Just to emphasize the virtues of retreat, Gravilass streaked through the shattered skylight. Her eyes glittered hotly. A sonic shotgun melted into slag. Serious resistance evaporated. Things devolved into a grand game of tag, which Vixen, Gravilass and the cops played avidly.

Redhawk turned and looked at the two of us. “I don’t know who you are, but you’re a welcome sight.”

The Man in Brown doffed his helmet. “It’s fun working with you again.”

Redhawk’s jaw slackened. “Graviton? But, but…”

I frowned. “I thought we left you back in the lair…”

“I got to thinking about what you said and, well, you had that jet bike there and…”

“And even though you can’t leap tall buildings anymore…”

“Hey, I made it halfway.” Grant, sans glasses, smiled, as happy as I’d seen him since my return. “I thought about how, in all my adventures, I’d never truly been in jeopardy.”

Redhawk frowned. “What about…?”

“Doesn’t really count.” Grant shifted the helmet under his other arm. “I may have recovered from my injuries, but without facing the fear of being hurt again, I could never be completely healed.”

Redhawk looked at me. “And who are you?”

I told him.

Shock again slackened his expression. “But, you can’t be. You inherited this whole plan. I mean, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree…”

My eyes narrowed. “What?”

“You’re Sinisterion’s son.”

“Who told you that?”

“No one told me, per se. I heard something once. A slip. After I became mayor, I looked up the coroner’s records on Sinisterion’s wife. The coroner had noted that she’d had at least one child.”

“Who gave you the hint? When?”

He folded his arms. “A long time ago I’d asked Nighthaunt why you were joining C4 and I wasn’t. He just smiled and said ‘you keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.’ When I asked why you were an enemy, he said, ‘Blood will out.’”

My stomach tightened. “It all makes sense now.” I laughed–too close to my father’s laugh for comfort.

Grant watched me closely. “What’s so funny?”

“Mr. Big has been playing Redhawk, Constitution and me off against each other. He’s been making us thinks the others are the mastermind behind this all. But his plan had been growing and slipping into place for years. Vicki was right. He’d groomed someone else for my part in events: Sinisterion. Then when Sinisterion retired and went public with his book, he needed another patsy. He arranged for me to be released. He knew I’d come back here. I was primed to come for you, Redhawk.”

“Why me?”

“Austria. Twenty years ago. I’d been set up. It was easy to imagine you were part of it.” I shook my head. “Damn, this has been coming together for as long as I’ve been gone. Longer maybe.”

“Who?”

“Who else?”

Redhawk’s eyes half shut. “No, it can’t be. He’s dead.”

“No, he’s not.” I tucked my shock-rod in the holster and nodded off toward North Winchester County. “Haste Manor may be gone. Nick Haste may be gone, but Nighthaunt lives. He’s in his Mausoleum. He’s orchestrated all this.”

“I can’t believe…”

“Yes, you can, Greg, you know he’s Mr. Big.”

Redhawk shook his head. “But why do this to his city?”

“Good question.” I shrugged. “Let’s go get an answer.”
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We surveyed the carnage from the top of the stairs. Grant had pulled his helmet on again. He would become known as Karate King–he slapped a couple of Kid Coyote’s spare Ks on a gi for a publicity shot–and captured hoods moaned at the sight of him. The cops were rounding people up, cuffing them together in little circles, while Gravilass hovered above them and glowered.

I found Coyote on the stairs outside with Vixen and Puma. “I need to borrow the car.”

He tossed me the weapons’-system key. “No staying out late, and be sure to fill the tank.”

“Gotcha, dad.”

Redhawk and I slid into the seats. The engine purred. I slipped it into gear and we roared down the stairs, weaving our way around shards of giant robot. I let Terry know that we were off and he should coordinate with The Man in Brown on rounding up gangs. He didn’t ask about anything else and I didn’t tell.

Redhawk pointed to the right. “North Winchester’s that way.”

“Need to make a stop first.” I took us south, into Market Square. The roving bands hadn’t gotten this far yet, so we traveled in relative quiet. At least, it was quiet until I skidded the Chaser to a halt in front of the First Capital City Savings and Loan and launched two armor-piercing rockets. Both blew through the glass easily. The first cracked the vault’s case and the second knocked the door off the hinges.

Redhawk looked at me. “You’re going to be able to explain this, right?”

I drove into the lobby, leaped out and entered the vault. Hooking an attachment onto one of the shock rods, I punched the locks on my other safety deposit box–the big one–and pulled two smaller cases from it. I shoved one toward Redhawk, but he raised his hands.

“I really don’t want to be an accomplice.”

“It’s a first aid kit. You’re cut.”

He took it. “What’s the other one?”

“Last-aid kit. Let’s roll.”



I’d visited the Mausoleum once, which is to say I’d awakened there with Ethelred assuring me that Earl Gray Tea was great for concussion. I’d been helping Nighthaunt clean up a human smuggling operation down on the docks. A bullet had clipped one of the concussion grenades in my belt.

Nighthaunt had appeared a bit later, bringing me street clothes from Tim Robinson’s apartment, then led me out through the Manor. That ride included two pneumatic tubes that traveled very quickly, so I had no good idea how far or in what direction the Mausoleum had been located.

Redhawk directed me to the Mausoleum’s external entrance. Its location should have come as no surprise. We rolled into to an aging and poorly maintained graveyard beside a dilapidated chapel. The Highgate cemetery had hit the news a couple times as a place where Satanists were supposed to summon unholy spirits. Viewed from atop the chapel hill, the Haste Manor fire would have been spectacular.

We stopped just shy of a row of family vaults below the hill. One had been sunk deep into a mound, with a doorway wide enough to let the Haunted Hummer get in and out. I made a comment to that effect.

“It’s one of three vehicle entrances. He alternates to let the grass grow. He even brought in dirt from other parts of the state. You know, in case someone took a sample from the tires and used analysis to pinpoint the Mausoleum’s location.”

“He’s clever. I’ll give him that.”

“And he’s watching us right now.”

“I figured.” I got out and opened the last-aid kit on the hood. “My father made these. I use concussion charges, he added shrapnel. I have a cutting torch, he made it a compact laser. Everything stepped up a notch. Thumb-flick a lever and throw.”

Redhawk shook his head. “I’m good.”

“But he knows everything you’re carrying. Hell, he made it all.”

Greg jerked a thumb at a smaller mausoleum. “You think we’re getting in if he doesn’t want us in? That place was built to withstand a nuclear strike. The passages are booby-trapped. He can drop a tunnel on us.”

“Sobering thought.” I loaded my pouches. “Knowing that, you’re still going?”

“I am.” He turned and opened his arms. “You hear that, Nick? I’m coming in. You know it’s over. Let’s just finish this and no one will get hurt.”

When someone says something like that, it either falls into the category of “prophetic pronouncement” or “famous last words.” Maybe wishful thinking.

Me, I was hoping to get out of there with most of my parts intact.

And the second I thought that, I knew it wasn’t going to happen.

Redhawk ran over to the small Kane family vault and pushed a stone fleur d’lis on the lintel. Nothing happened. He pressed it again, but the cast iron door remained closed.

“Nick, don’t do this.”

“Greg, get out of the way.” I leaned into the Chaser, called up my last armor-piercing missile.

“Wait.” He pushed the ornament a third time.

The door clicked and screeched open on rusty hinges, trailing cobweb tendrils.

I shivered.

Redhawk produced a small flashlight. I followed him in and figured the door would close behind us. I inserted a small wedge above a hinge.

A sepulchral whisper came from hidden speakers. “The way for your retreat will remain open. Run, while you still can.”

Redhawk shook his head. “I wasn’t taught to run.” He pulled aside a sarcophagus lid. Stone scraped and the floor panel withdrew. A tunnel extended into darkness. He climbed down the rusty ladder affixed to the wall.

I joined him at the bottom. His light didn’t penetrate very far. It flashed over two bronze statues, a man and a woman, flanking a dark corridor. They were dressed normally for a night out, and looked happy. In fact, were it not for bullet-holes which looked to have been burned into them with a blowtorch, Thomas and Helen Haste would have been a perfect couple.

“They weren’t like that when last I saw them.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Ten years, at least.” Greg’s shoulders sagged. “Before his comeback attempt.”

Further along, red spotlights flicked, illuminating another statue. This one was half again as large as the ones we stood before. It had been cast in iron and was of Nighthaunt, but Nighthaunt as a Stalinist State champion. Spookstar in one hand, grapnel and line in the other, tall, feet spread, heroic. Inhumanly heroic, transformed by a sculptor into something greater than a mere man with a bag of tricks.

Nighthaunt’s voice echoed through his sanctuary. “Leave now.”

We came on.

Ten yards into the corridor a hologram of Ten-pin, one of his greatest enemies, materialized, accompanied by the soft thoob of a compressed-air cannon from the left. A small bowling ball–eight or nine pounds tops–whistled past. Another one clipped me in the shoulder, spinning me to the ground.

Redhawk crouched, tugging at my arm. “Don’t stay down.”

“But they’re flying up there.”

“That’s what he wants. That’s what Ten-pin wanted!”

A rumble sounded from within shadowed walls. Plates slid open. A bowling ball tidal-wave flooded the corridor. I pushed off as they hit me, passing beneath Redhawk. He’d leaped up, somersaulting above the roiling mass. Bowling balls smashed into me. The armor helped a little, but I really could have used a helmet.

Worse yet, the balls drained into gutters. Nighthaunt recycled them in a never-ending river.

I fished a small grenade from my utility belt, flipped the switch, and rolled it off to the right. Five seconds later fire vomited back out a small hole. Half the wave stopped.

Redhawk came down in the other half. He stumbled. Maybe I heard something pop. I grabbed him and pulled him deeper into the Mausoleum.

“Move it.”

He hissed in pain. “Right ankle, not good.” He flashed his light on it, then groaned as if the light alone hurt. The ankle was already beginning to swell.

“You can go back.”

He shook his head. “Nope. That trap, twenty-seven years ago. Nick stuffed a broomstick into a bowling ball’s holes, jamming the intake. After we captured Ten Pin, Nick had it dismantled and brought here as a trophy. We worked for months to install it.”

I looked at the statue again. “That bodes ill.”

Another twenty yards in and Jackal Lantern burned to life. Flaming pumpkins arced low back and forth across the corridor.

“How acrobatic are you?”

“Both ankles are working.”

“Those pumpkins, they’re decorations on blackened, razor-sharp pendulums. Lantern had a thing for Poe. They’ll sheer through steel.”

“And you walk across them?”

“That’s how I did it.”

“Worth a try.” I timed the first one. As it came back, I leaped up and caught the shaft. I passed from one pendulum to the next, timing my leaps carefully.

Toward the end of the run, as I rode the blade high to the right, a smaller pendulum swung through, traveling perpendicular to the larger ones. It caught me square in the back. The armor held, but the impact pitched me toward the last two pumpkins.

I reached out and caught a larger pendulum’s shaft. My momentum carried me around it, above the cutting blade, then I released and twisted through the air. I landed in a three-point crouch, beyond the furthest one, steadying myself with my left hand.

“Damn!”

Redhawk, landing beside me on one foot, squatted. “What?”

“Spike, on the ground.”

“How bad?”

I held up my left hand and was grateful his light didn’t shine all the way through. Blood glistened on the stigmata.

“So much for my piano recital.”

“Sorry, first aid kit is still in the car.” He glanced back at the slowing pendulums. “I can get it.”

“Nope.” I pulled a bandage from my utility belt and wound it around the hole. “Let’s go.”

Another step further and the corridor lit up in a giant, nine by nine grid. Glowing numbers appeared in some of the boxes, but the rest were empty.

Redhawk grinned. “Belle Geste and her Sudoku trap. Nines are safe.” He limped onto the first one and waved me after him.

Then the floor flashed. The nine evaporated into nothingness. Another nine appeared three squares in front of him, and four to the right–each unreachable given his condition. Electricity climbed Redhawk’s leg like ivy growing up a tower. Every muscle in his body contracted, bowing his spine. Redhawk collapsed, convulsing once.

I dragged him from the puzzle. He was still breathing and had a pulse.

“He’s not dead.”

“The lifts. More insulation.” Deep laughter filled the darkness. “How good are you at Sudoku?”

“Not my cuppa....” I pulled a grapnel from my belt and sank it into the nearest pendulum’s wooden shaft, right up at the top. I tugged to make sure it was secure, then timed the pendulum. I tossed a small grenade at the pivot-point, then yanked hard on the line.

The grenade exploded, destroying the joint. The blade kissed stone. Sparks ignited. The pendulum tottered for a moment. Another yank and it fell forward. It crashed over the Sudoku grid, shorting out a couple of panels.

I mounted the shaft like a balance beam and crossed quickly. I reached the other side safely, twenty yards separating Nighthawk and me. “I didn’t bring a bottle.”

Other red lights came up, revealing Nighthaunt seated in a massive granite throne. A gravestone formed the back. A chiseled cherub smiled down. Capital City had been inscribed on the headstone, founded in 1655, dead as of today.

Nighthaunt removed the video monitor glasses and set them aside. He applauded mockingly, then stood. “It had to come down to just us. I’ve known that for years.”

“Because we’re so alike, or because I’m Sinisterion’s son?”

Another voice, a familiar one–an impossible one–answered. “It’s both, actually, isn’t it, Nicholas?”

I spun.

Sinisterion stepped off the balance beam. “The two of you are exactly alike, and that, my son, is why you must die.” 
















Chapter Forty







Nighthaunt clapped slowly and loudly. “Very good, Leonidas. I’d not wholly accepted your death.”

“A necessary ruse, Nicholas.” Sinisterion stroked his chin. “But you have yet to answer my question. Will you tell him the secret, or shall I?”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, Doctor.”

My father’s sinister laughter filled the Mausoleum. “As you wish, but I do have to know, did you figure it out, or were you told? Oh, wait, you protest that don’t know. That means Puma must have told you. One of his little notes, was it?”

Nighthaunt’s fist slammed the arm of his throne. “Yes, it was Puma. A damnable note, an infernal note.”

“And you chose not to believe.”

“He was wrong.”

I looked from one to the other. “What are you talking about?”

Nighthaunt brooded, so my father filled the silence. “Nicholas and I both share a fate. Our parents were murdered in front of our eyes. He had a kindly butler who took care of him and raised him to be an upstanding young man and hero. I had an uncle who was a thief and worse. He raised me. Nicholas saw crime as a plague upon this city. I realized it was a consequence of the powerless wishing to assume some modicum of control over their lives. He approached crime his way, and I, mine.”

“You made it worse, Doctor. You organized bumbling fools.”

“Much as you’ve done now.”

“No, this was different, completely different.” Nighthaunt sat forward, his cold laughter chilling my marrow. “People had lost track of what crime meant. Yes, it is a plague, but one they’d lived with for so long they forgot how deadly it could be. I had to remind them.”

“Oh, but Nicholas, you remained willfully blind to reality.” Sinisterion paced before a giant replica of a Mercury Dime standing on edge. “I saw it coming. The backlash. There’s always a backlash. This is why I went international.”

“You never saw this coming.”

“Not the final direction, no, but it is delicious. Had I seen it, I never would have gone away.” My father looked at me. “He’s lied to you, my son. It’s not that crime has become low-grade and chronic, to torture that medical analogy, but because it has become entertainment. People no longer feared crime, they looked forward to it. They profited from it. Twenty percent of the jobs in Capital City can be traced directly to the industries that deal with the aftermath of crime, and there is no job that isn’t touched by it somehow. And it has become such a popular entertainment that someone like me can author a packet of lies, and have it rocket to the top of the bestseller lists. And you, Nicholas, you couldn’t even get a publisher for your memoirs, could you?”

“People have lost sight of what is important, but they will regain their vision after tonight.”

“But they will never see what you want them to see, will they?” Sinisterion leaned back against a small robotic velociraptor. “They’ve forgotten that Capital City was built on what was once Haste Island, haven’t they? And they don’t know who Thomas Haste was, despite the monuments you’ve raised, the university chairs you’ve endowed, the charitable foundations you fund. It’s all been for naught.”

“They will remember. I will make them remember!”

“But not the true story. You’ll make them remember the myth.”

“That is the truth.” Nighthaunt stabbed a finger in my father’s direction. “It’s a pack of lies, what you know. Puma was wrong.”

“No, Puma was right. You and my son have more in common than we do.”

I shook my head. “Lies or truth, someone connect the dots.”

“Nicholas?”

“They’re your lies.”

“Lies, my friend, are complex, but the truth is simple.” My father straightened up, taking on the air of a mortician’s professional solemnity. “Thomas Haste, beloved industrialist, scion of Capital City, made a fortune in the war. Arnold Chase, a lowly accountant in Haste Incorporated, found evidence that Haste Arms Limited had gouged our government and had been trading with fascist forces during the war.”

Facts clicked in my brain. “They ran guns through Von Gurgen.”

“Very good, my son. There are even rumors that the President’s death was accelerated to prolong the war, enabling Haste to continue profiteering. Poor Arnold, who admired Thomas Haste no end, came to him with the evidence, convinced Thomas Haste had known nothing of the dealings. Haste thanked him and rewarded him by asking Chase and his family to enjoy dinner at a restaurant of his choosing that evening. Haste made all the arrangements. Including the hiring of an assassin to murder Arnold.”

“That is not true.”

“But it is, and you know it. Ben Frost, my uncle, murdered your parents in retaliation. Letting you watch, he figured, was fair since I’d watched my parents die.” My father’s eyes became dark slits. “But you didn’t know any of that, did you, until Puma sent you a note. What did he say?”

Nighthaunt stood, his cape shrouding him. “He commended your son to me, and asked me not to prejudge him, because he and I had come from the same situation.”

“Yes, your fathers were both arch criminals.”

“My father was not a criminal!” Nighthaunt’s shout reverberated and unseen bats flapped to more peaceful roosts. “This town would be nothing if not for my father. If would be nothing if not for my family. We created it, we built it. It is our city. It is my city. The old ways are gone. We will have peace and law and order because that is the way I will it to be!”

His hand came out from beneath his cape. He pointed a thick black cylinder at my father. Even as I drew and threw a shock rod, Nighthaunt hit a button. A black beam swept out, blasting my father from sight.

The shock rod flew true and knocked the cylinder from Nighthaunt’s hand.

His other hand whipped forward. Three of the older, lethal Spookstars spun at me. One hit directly over my insignia, but the ceramic trauma plate stopped it. The other two whirled off into the darkness.

I balled a fist. “Don’t imagine you’ll win.”

“Blood will out.” He leaped from the throne and attacked. He threw move after move at me. Savate, Krav Maga, aikido and straight-out karate. His arms and legs blurred. He came fast and, for a man of his years, extraordinarily so. I dodged most of the attacks, and blocked a few others. A couple of punches connected, but only glancing, and the mask absorbed the shock well.

I waited until I had his measure, then counter-attacked. I came at him straight forward, aiming kicks low. I had age on my side. I could hit harder, and his bones would break easier. I’d have added more punches to the mix, but my left hand wouldn’t cooperate.

We battled back and forth before his throne. Ducking, dodging, spinning and then attacking, we moved round and round. I tagged him with a punch and a kick, the latter catching him right over his big belt buckle. He retreated and rubbed his middle.

I went for him.

It was about halfway there that I realized the truth of the saying “Old age and treachery will beat youth and beauty.” Not that I was that young or beautiful anymore, but he was ancient and steeped in treachery. I aimed a kick at his right knee, but he whirled to the side, then flicked his cape over my face. I grabbed at it and yanked, tearing it from his neck, leaving me blind with both hands full of fabric.

A kick to the back of my right knee dropped me. He pounced, slamming with both knees on my chest. Ribs groaned. Two punches full in the face. And then, as the cape came away, he nailed my wounded hand with an elbow.

Pain arced, jolting me. That gave him all the time he needed. Nighthaunt yanked my cowl back, then pounded me again and again. Three more shots, blackening my eye, cutting my cheek and splitting my lip. Lights shimmered. He slammed my head into the stone floor.

He raised his fist one more time. “My city. Mine. Not a place for your ilk.”

I spat blood, staining his ghostly insignia. “The same ilk, remember.”

His fist fell.

I met it with my other shock rod. I hit the button.

Nighthaunt grabbed the rod and laughed. “Insulated.”

“You’re not the first.” I cranked the handle. The spikes shot out.

Spikes caught the Kevlar of his gloves, but didn’t penetrate flesh. He shook his head. “Armored.”

I tugged the handle toward me and twisted again. “I’ve been waiting for that, too.”

The battery immediately discharged all its energy into a second set of coils, turning the shock rod into a powerful magnet. Before Nighthaunt could rip his hand free, the shock rod yanked him up and back. It mashed his hand against his statue’s ankle. Various loose pieces of metal flew through the air. A Spookstar clanged against the rod and a fragment from the pendulum kissed his ribs.

Then the charged failed.

Nighthaunt dropped into a crouch. He pulled the shock rod from his glove as if it were nothing more than a burr. He studied the weapon for a second. “Live by the shock rod and you’ll die by it.”

I swiped at blood and got up unsteadily. “You’re a murderer, just like your father.”

He snarled and came for me. I’d expected the remark would enrage him. Getting him too furious to think was my only chance of winning. 

As chances go, it turned out to be pretty crappy. I went to dodge and slipped on his discarded cape. I went down to one knee. Nighthaunt rose above me. “Now my city will be safe!” He branded my spike-festooned shock rod high in both hands, ready to dash my brains out.

Another Spookstar whirled through the air. Nighthaunt staggered. The shock rod clattered to the ground. He stepped back, a hand falling to his throat. He pulled the blade free and stared at it, disbelieving.

I don’t know what he wanted to say. His words came in red bubbles.

Redhawk limped off the pendulum shaft. “I had to. You’re not Nick. You’re not Nighthaunt. Not anymore.”

Nighthaunt’s hand went to his utility belt.

I swept his legs

He dropped onto his back.

And right on top of the shock rod.

Nighthaunt’s body tensed, then slackened. It twitched a couple times, then Nicholas Haste lay still.

Redhawk helped me to my feet. “How did your father…?”

“That wasn’t my father.” Shaking my head, I wandered over to the robot dinosaur and knelt beside Sinisterion’s body. I brought both his hands together, palm to palm, and twisted. My father’s shape quivered, then melted as nanites retreated into the rings.

Selene smiled and sat up. “That ray locked the costume, otherwise I would have done more.”

“You did everything that needed to be done.” I smiled, despite my face hurting. “Blue Ninja know you borrowed her rings?”

“She gave them to me, and reprogrammed them to look and sound like your father.” Selene stood and caressed my swollen cheek. “I figured Nick would be willing to confront his old foe, and I’d get a shot at him. You and Greg just got here first.”

“How did you know it was him?”

“Nick once showed me a painting he’d done. It was of Capital City. Very clean, everyone well dressed. I asked if it was from his childhood. He said it was his vision for the future. He said it was how he wanted to see his city again. That sense of possession stuck with me. The only man who would have the resources to remake a city was Nick, and only Nighthaunt had the skill to break the city.”

“What made you think of that?”

“The painting hangs the hospital lobby.” She shook her head. “I didn’t know if anyone else had figured it out, so I talked to Blue Ninja and here I am.”

“And the family histories?”

“Puzzled together from things I’d heard over the years. Didn’t click until I heard you talk about your father after he died.” She kissed my cheek. “And Nick was wrong. You’re not alike. Not in the least.”

I led her back to where Redhawk stood over his fallen mentor. I squeezed his shoulder. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“I just couldn’t let him do it. I couldn’t let him murder you.” He shook his head. “I just wish there had been another way.”

“There wasn’t.” I hooked my good hand around the back of Redhawk’s neck. “He’d trained himself to save the city from one problem: crime. It was his whole being, and then circumstances all changed. His training was useless. He tried to make a comeback and failed. No one appreciated him or his father or his family. He didn’t lose a career, he lost his life and legacy. He desperately wanted all of it back.”

“Oh, Nick.” Redhawk shivered. “If anyone could have seen this coming...”

“One man did.”

Greg frowned. “Who?”

“Nighthaunt. Think about it. If he’d wanted to, he could have done all of this without pitting you and Constitution and me against each other. In doing that, in forcing us to come together, he gave us a chance to see what was really going on. Even though Nick had given himself over to his Mr. Big personality, what was left of Nighthaunt still sought to bring him down.”

I wasn’t  exactly sure if that was true, but Greg accepted it with a weary nod. “It makes as much sense as any of this.”

I got beneath one of Greg’s arms and Selene the other. “It was as you said. He wasn’t Nick. He certainly wasn’t Nighthaunt. We’ll leave Mr. Big here, at the feet of the man who ultimately was his undoing.”
















Chapter Forty-one







We piled into the Chaser and raced back into the city. Cruising down into the Fishkyll River valley some fire was visible–most notably around City Hall–but there was far less of it than I would have expected. We came across the Allen bridge and headed directly west toward City Hall. Getting close, travel slowed because we no longer drove through empty streets.

Citizens walked those streets, and walked them with purpose. I expected the destruction to shock them into zombies, or gawkers with video cameras recording everything in hopes of selling the footage later. Even armed individuals, carrying bats and sticks, out to exact justice, that would have made sense.

But we saw nothing like that. Sure, here and there a gang member marched with his arms up within a cadre of citizens, but somehow the criminal looked more relieved than aggrieved. The citizens, as they gathered, greeted each other cordially, then moved together toward the locus of trouble. Along the way they gathered debris and litter, piling bricks together, dumping trash in the baskets they set right again. Several men undertook to straighten a street sign, and others lifted a car from the sidewalk and replaced it on the street.

I pulled the Chaser over. Selene freed the nanites again, but shifted things to take the form of The Scarlet Fox. Redhawk pointed at the Murdoch in a tavern’s window. We exited the car to take a closer look.

The Murdoch randomly scrolled through channels, but the image remained constant. It displayed the destruction wrought–shots taken from various private and municipal security cameras. Direct feeds from Terry’s armor, or Red Angel’s, supplemented the footage. The images revealed a ravaged city, but also a city where law was winning against the criminal element.

Jimmy’s voice narrated. “Citizens of Capital City, these are the images you’re not supposed to see. This is what has been done to your city. You have to get out and help. You have to support the life you want to live. You can’t wait for heroes, you must be heroes. You know what to do. All the triumph of evil requires is that good men do nothing. The defeat of evil requires good people to do something. Act for your city. Act now.”

I keyed my radio. “Guardian, what’s happening?”

“Mopping up. It’s all good.”

“And the Murdochs?”

“It’s the kid. He takes this command and control thing seriously.”

A guy in a flannel shirt and a Metropolitans hoodie came walking over. “Yo, Redhawk, man, thanks for the help. Got ‘em on the run, right?”

Redhawk smiled. “Yeah, everyone’s pitching in, thanks.”

“Cool, cool.” The citizen jerked a thumb back at a knot of young men and women. “Me and my crew, we want to do our part, you know. We was going to City Hall.”

“So are we.”

“Mind if we tag…? He didn’t wait for an answer. He and his people got out in front of us and started clearing the way. “Hey, heroes, coming through. Show some respect.”

Crowds parted and a parade formed behind us. Kids marched along side. Well, they marched along side me because they were trailing Redhawk and the Fox. People started cheering those two as if they were the mayor and first lady. Someone finally did ask my name. I replied.

It spread through the crowd as “and Redhawk’s sidekick, Revenant….”

Police had restored order at City Hall. Criminals all sat peacefully on the lawn by the fountain, with the police forming a cordon around them. Citizens gathered and stacked bricks–and not a single one flew toward the criminals, not even Mephistopheles. Over on the far side folks lined up to have their pictures taken standing on the giant robot’s crushed skull, all nice and orderly, with no one even thinking of charging for the honor.

Redhawk mounted the City Hall steps. A big cheer went up. Despite his ankle, he made the long hike without complaint and shook hands with Golden Guardian and Coyote there at the top. Red Angel, Blue Ninja, Puma, Vixen and the others appeared to accept accolades. Gravilass, Gravé and Karate King took a bow as a unit.

Our self-appointed phalanx leader called out for a speech, but Redhawk waved that away. “Speeches are for politicians. This is a time for heroes. Heroes save their breath for hard work.” And with that he limped back down the stairs and started cleaning up.

And the citizens, following his example, saved their own city.



Over the next couple of days we were able to put together a few of the things that marked the point when Nicholas Haste finally snapped. Ethelred had probably discovered he was Mr. Big and tried to stop him. Mr. Big killed Ethelred, transforming Nick into the murderous image of his father. His prohibition against murder thus destroyed, he had no compunction against ordering Selene’s death. She had, after all, rejected him when he’d offered to marry her and become Vicki’s father.

The Tony Ramoso connection also straightened itself out. Nick had singled him out for attention because Ramoso had rejected the chance to play Nick Haste in a biopic. Ramoso had reportedly said he couldn’t understand why they wanted to do the pic, since the man clearly couldn’t sustain a normal relationship with women, and had lived his life in the company of his childhood nanny.

Nick set Ramoso up for the compromising photos, but that hadn’t been enough. He pointed Panda-moanium at the actor and when Ramoso survived that ordeal, Nick decided to use him. He’d later expose him, tarnishing the actor and Puma both.

And Puma’s death, while unplanned, had been a bonus. Only Puma and my father had known the truth about Nicholas Haste’s father. For possession of that knowledge alone they deserved to die.

Doctor Julia Angle was good to her word. She worked tirelessly to save victims of the mayhem. Neither Redhawk nor I hit the level of injury that required her services, so we never saw her when we reported to the hospital. Later, however, L’Angyle did repair Greg’s ankle. He, after all, had to appear as the Mayor, and Redhawk hadn’t been the one who’d talked her husband into heading into battle again. That’s why, a week hence, as we gathered again at City Hall for a Reconciliation Ceremony, the stitches in my hand itched fiercely and she smiled smugly whenever I scratched.

All of us were arrayed there, heroes new and old. Colonel Constitution III was still in a wheelchair, which his grandfather–also in costume–pushed. On that dais, which had been built in the middle of the stairs and festooned with the patriotic bunting usually reserved for the Fourth of July, the other older heroes joined the mayor and his wife. Jimmy Nimura, using a set of his sister’s rings, appeared as Redhawk. Nighthaunt stood next to him–being Tony Ramoso giving his best portrayal of a hero ever, and utterly unaware of the irony surrounding that role. Golden Guardian rounded out the old guard.

The youngsters, including Coyote, Puma, Vixen, Gravilass, Gravé, Blue Ninja and the survivors of C4 II flanked the dais on the right side, while the police and their bag-pipers held the other wing. The Russians, with Red Angel in the middle, stood below the dais.

Selene, Grant, Julia and I had front row seats behind a police cordon. Grant and I had actually camped out the night before to get them. The ladies brought breakfast and joined us. The four of us could have been up there, too, but where? We weren’t really the old guard and weren’t youngsters.

The bag-pipers finished a mournful dirge and Mayor Greylan stepped to the podium. The press had fully bought the story that Greylan had secured himself in a bunker in City Hall and had been directing the defense from there. The mayor had even called upon heroes like Golden Guardian and Nighthaunt to come out of retirement to help, and had given permission to Blue Ninja to hijack the Murdoch system and put out his message.

The citizenry cheered. Greg basked for a moment, then turned and opened his arms to encompass the heroes. The cheers redoubled. Greg completed the turn, taking in the people packing the square, then gestured, tamping the volume down.

“Citizens of Capital City, we have come through a great ordeal. A madman came to our city and studied it carefully. More deadly than Belle Geste, more intelligent than Doctor Sinisterion, Mr. Big watched us and found our weakness. We had allowed ourselves, through our profound respect for the heroes arrayed on these steps, to embrace crime as part of our lives. We had established rules that made it acceptable. This permitted us to ignore an epidemic which, like a flu, was one tiny mutation away from becoming virulent. And deadly. We gave it a safe harbor. We gave it time. That mutation developed.

“And it would have destroyed us save for the valiant efforts of those who live among us, hidden from view. I don’t just mean our Superfriends, but all of you. I’m talking about eight-year old Marianne Henderson who went door to door in her apartment house, waking people and getting them out after she smelled smoke. I’m talking about Frankie and Tim Mazolla, who stopped looters from breaking into the Sung bakery over on 41st. And I’m talking about Mrs. Gladys Lovette, ninety-one years old, who pulled a wounded policeman off the street and bound up his wounds with skills she learned as a nurse in the Viet Nam War. Each one of these people is a hero.”

Greg looked down at his notes, then just closed the folder and spoke from the heart. “We all wonder if we have it inside to be a hero. Yes, I’m surrounded by very special people. By dint of birth or invention or hard work and training, they’ve each forged an identity that we recognize as heroic. But all that training, all that native skill, would mean nothing, if they didn’t have the conviction in their hearts that they could make a difference. And they have that conviction. They act on it.

“And the simple truth of the matter is that we all do. Being a hero is just making a difference. A positive difference. You help somebody out. You make a run to the grocery, you help them hang a picture, you get a cat out of tree. That might be nothing to you, but, to them, it’s the world. It may be easy not to make the effort, but making it isn’t that hard. Being committed to making it can be, but making a difference is so big a reward that it’s more than worth it.”

He looked out and just for a moment, our gazes touched. “Our city is at a crossroads. This is a clash of civilizations. One civilization believes in remaining quiet, looking out for themselves, avoiding any effort save one for which they are rewarded. These people are small and bitter. They will die friendless, unloved and unlamented. Ultimately they will be forgotten.

“The competing civilization is one that cares for others. It offers help where needed and, more importantly, looks for that need. It volunteers without expecting recompense. It knows that when the world is made better for one person, it becomes better for all people. It lives by the golden rule, treating others as they want to be treated themselves.”

He opened his hands again. “We are at a point where we get to choose. We can be a dark and cold city of bitter people, or a shining golden city which leads by example for the rest of the world. The choice will be yours and, by the actions you have all taken recently, I would say the choice has already been made.”

The crowd cheered loudly and inarticulately until a chant of “four more years,” began to fill the square. Greg blushed, then cued the leader of the bag-pipers who started playing Amazing Grace and quieted the crowd.

Once the music finished, medals were handed out and pictures taken. The four of us watched, being proud parents and all. I counted Coyote and Puma as mine, too, until I saw Kim’s parents pose for a picture with him, and Diana’s grandmother embrace her. I mean, I still considered them family and, one more time, was reminded of what I’d missed.

Eventually the crowd thinned. Julia and Selene got ahead of us. I glanced at Grant, picking up the thread of a conversation we’d had during the night. “So, is your coming trip to Africa to resume travel writing, or are you and Julia…?”

He sighed. “She pointed out that my willingness to train heroes–and my martial arts dominance over them–were simply ways of me telling myself I could still be a hero without ever having to put myself on the line again.”

I patted him on the back. “It’s a bitch being married to a smart woman, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, and a doctor at that. It was my fear of getting hurt again that she couldn’t stand to be around. It turned me into someone I wasn’t. I wasn’t the man with whom she’d fallen in love. While she wasn’t happy about my going off as Karate King, she’s seen that it closed the last wound.”

“So you two will try again?”

“She says she never stopped loving me.”

“And you?”

“I love her now more than ever.”

Terry Veck came out of a doorway and joined us as we strolled. “You like the speech?”

I nodded. “Hit the right notes. Hopeful. Upbeat. Empowering and inclusive. Could be the start of a revolution.”

Grant nodded. “I think some people took the message to heart.”

Terry smiled. “And some didn’t.”

“Positive thinking, Terry.”

“I am thinking positively, Grant.” He produced a cigar and lit it. “And what I’m thinking is this. One night a week, we get together. A few of us old guys. For old time sake.”

Grant half-smiled. “Boy’s night out?”

I nodded toward the women in front of us. “They’ll never believe we’re playing poker.”

Terry blew a smoke ring. “You gonna believe they’re getting together for quilting-bees and Tupperware parties?”

I laughed. “Good point.”

“You called it. This could be the start of a revolution.” Terry nodded solemnly. “Every revolution needs some good revolutionaries.”

Karate King frowned. “My wife will kill me.”

Golden Guardian laughed. “Technically she’ll just refuse to put you back together again.”

“Okay, if I’m in town. Maybe.”

“How about you?” Terry jabbed that cigar toward me. “Hasn’t retirement driven you nuts yet?”

“Can we call it a P-crud therapy session?”

“Yeah, oh yeah.” His smile broadened. “It’ll definitely fix what ails you.”

I smiled.
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Behind The Scenes

(The Making Of In Hero Years… I’m Dead)



If there is one question authors get asked the most—aside from, “Are you really the author?”—it’s “Where do you get your ideas?” This generally comes coupled with a declaration that the questioner just can’t imagine ever putting a book together. When it doesn’t, the question comes from folks who want to write. They ask because they want to reassure themselves that they’re doing things the right way.

Books and stories tend to be an accretion of ideas. That’s certainly true with In Hero Years...I’m Dead. What follows is an attempt to map out what I pulled together where. It’s specifically not a declaration of “the right way” to do things, it’s just a chronicle of one way to do them. The process was remarkable and fun, since I did things I’d not done before. I’m pretty sure that duplicating how this novel came together would be impossible for anyone, including me, but there are bits and pieces of the experience that have been folded back into my subsequent writing.

This project, in many ways, started with the title. The title, in turn, was born out of a personal experience. I was with my brother’s family on a visit to Flagstaff, Arizona. We were having dinner in a restaurant and I was telling my niece, Faith, how to figure ages in dog years. At the time, she was 70 years old in dog years.

She, very innocently, looked up at me and asked, “How old are you in dog years?”

I replied, “In dog years, I’m dead.” Glib and funny, the remark stuck with me and got shelved for later use.

In September 2006 I attended DragonCon. I recall entering the room with all of the podcasting programming. I’d been podcasting pretty much since the start, just like all the other podcasters in the room, but I was decidedly older than they were. I’d stepped to the side and just saw all these younger folks talking enthusiastically about this shared passion for podcasting. I got a sense—a feeling—of an older hero being in the same position. And the joke came back to me as “In hero years, I’m dead.”

That sense is not unusual. It’s a glimmer into a character that’s been percolating in the back of my mind. A psychiatrist would suggest I was viewing my own sense of mortality, and that I was feeling the contrast of being involved in something with younger folks, but being acutely aware that I was skewing the mean age to the high side. That’s a convenient explanation for that sort of thing, but I’ve learned it’s really something else. Because characters are the means through which writers and readers enter a story, getting a sense for a character is really my trying on mood and attitude. It’s akin to an actor getting “in character.” I recognize this as my subconscious mind’s way of telling me that story elements are coming together.

I couldn’t do anything with the story at that point because I was finishing up The New World for Bantam Books. In March of 2007 they decided they didn’t want to work with me anymore, so I scrambled around for work that would pay bills. I did a number of short jobs, including writing the script for a Lara Croft, Tomb Raider animated short to celebrate the property’s tenth anniversary. (Yes, my first produced script starred Minnie Driver… or her voice, anyway.)

A subsidiary of Turner Broadcasting was behind the short films. They brought me in to the San Diego Comicon in 2007. It wasn’t the first time I’d gone, but I’d not been recently and the show had become huge. When I wasn’t doing autographings at the Turner booth, or at the Bantam booth, I wandered around a lot. In my wanderings I came to a portion of the floor where comic artists manned table after table, selling old pages, issues of comics and offering to do sketches. While the lines for picking up swag from TV shows like Heroes were long, this artist ghetto was practically empty. What made it seem worse was the number of old-time artists upon whose work the entire industry was built. They had no customers and almost no one recognized them or their work.

That image stuck with me and inspired the Hall of Fame sequence. That sequence was really the first thing I locked in on for the book. It gave me a point to aim for.

A number of other background experiences and elements came into play. I’d been a Batman fan since I started reading comics. For a Champions roleplaying game I created the character Revenant. He was Batmanesque, with a dash of The Shadow tossed in. From The Shadow pulps I pulled the idea of his having a string of secret identities. I liked the idea of him being a human with a bag of tricks—hence the term Felix. Having a variety of secret identities meant he probably didn’t have Bruce Wayne money, which worked just fine.

I would have loved to have been able to do a Revenant comic, but all my attempts fizzled back in the 1980s. However, in the middle of that decade, Ken St. Andre ran a play-by-mail roleplaying game called Crossover Earth. The concept was simple. Players would run both a hero and a villain. Villains would draw up caper plans in two versions. The overt version would detail the caper. The covert version would include other stuff the villain hoped to get if the hero failed to stop the caper.

Ken would send the overt plan to a hero. The hero player would write up a short story explaining how the hero stopped the villain’s plan. If Ken liked the story, it became canon. If he didn’t like the story, he sent the story off to the villain and let the villain take a crack at writing up the incident. Ken would then pick the better of the two stories to become canon. Then, once a month, Ken would publish all the stories in a big fanzine and each player, after reading through the accounts, would be asked to rank the heroes and villains from 1-25.

Many players were using characters from commercial comics universes, like Captain America, Moon Knight and Batman. Bruce Harlick played and used his character Marksman from the Champions rules. I ran Revenant, but wasn’t terribly active in the first two cycles. I was over at Ken’s house as he was tabulating the votes from the second round and he commented that Captain American and Moon Knight were so far ahead of everyone in the points race, that no one could ever catch them.

I’ve never seen a gauntlet tossed down that I didn’t itch to pick up.

And so I did. Over the next seven months I ground out a bunch of Revenant stories. Bruce and I did some crossover work, linking a couple of tales. The Captain America player dropped out, so  Moon Knight was my big competition. He tried to organize heroes into a Justice League and invited Revenant. Revenant refused, making it very well known that he thought Moon Knight (as played) was a Fascist. (That was deliberately hyperbolic. The player is a nice guy, and was just having fun with the role.) And the Revenant stories took some peculiar twists and turns. At one point Revenant was rated on both the Hero and Villain scales.

In the very last rating period, Revenant overtook Moon Knight and won the first year’s worth of the game.

While that was fun, I was left with a whole pile of superhero fiction that I really couldn’t do anything with. The experience had been good for me, however, because it taught me to write fast. I also had a lot of fun with the stories, which was good. Just prior to the game starting I’d gotten a pretty brutal rejection of a story that I thought had sold to an anthology. It kind of set me back on my heels, and the Crossover Earth writing was an end-around disappointment.

In 1987 I sent the Revenant stories off to my then agent, Ricia Mainhardt. She didn’t know what to do with them. About a year later, in conjunction with John Varley, She sold Ace on an anthology called Superheroes. I got invited to write a Revenant story. I made a couple of false starts. I figured a Revenant story should be dark, nasty and tied up in this mythos of shifting identities. Which mean that all the stories I turned out were too idiosyncratic to stand on their own.

A number of years before that I’d purchased a white paper on product development. What it suggested was simple. If you want a new product, take any existing product and turn it inside-out, upside-down or swap black for white. I know, kinda New-Agey mumbo-jumbo there. What it means is that you should challenge all preconceptions, so that’s what I did.

Revenant stories are dark, so I wrote a funny story.

Revenant works alone. In this tale, not only was there a Justice League type group, but Revenant gets a six year old boy as a side kick.

Revenant stories are serious. This story was serious, too, but had some parody elements. I used a number of stereotypical heroes. This story, in fact, was the first appearance of Colonel Constitution, complete with secret identity.

The story, Peer Review, was a lot of fun to write, and is still one of my most favorite stories.

Another aspect of the Revenant mythos was the idea that he might pass the mantle on to others. I also established one of his secret identities as that of an occultist named Damon Crowley. When Game Designers Workshop asked me to write Dark Conspiracy novels for them, and I needed someone who would be aware of other dimensions and magical stuff, I brought Damon over into that universe. He’s never referred to as Revenant in those books, but all the other names he goes by point right to that identity.

And, in those books, he works with a man called Coyote. I’ve always liked the idea of a hero named Coyote because coyotes are survivors. I once heard that coyotes are the only animals with a bounty on them who have expanded their range. I don’t know if that’s true, but I like the idea. On my morning walks to Starbucks I see coyotes often enough. Thank goodness they’re as terrified of me as I am of them. I usually spot them when they’re slipping away through the shadows.

Coyote as a survivor fit perfectly into the nature of this novel’s hero. If nothing else, he’s a survivor. He’s also a trickster, or uses a bag of tricks, so that ties back into certain Native American legends. This latter point wasn’t a consideration during the writing, but sounds good for any academic analysis of the work. What really was a consideration was alliteration. Kid Coyote sounds great, and I loved the idea of someone adopting Coyote’s abandoned identity. All I had to do was justify it in the story, and it would work. That justification became another point to write toward.

The whole system of the world, with Superfriends and fantasy leagues and leaked plans and the like came together pretty easily. The idea of a villain leaking plans grew out of Crossover Earth. The idea of ratings points comes from television and folks playing fantasy leagues and folks watching endless YouTube videos. Using non-lethal weapons and staging great fights come straight from Professional Wrestling—which really presents simple morality plays in a very entertaining way. All I needed to do was to figure out a few aspects to make it a viable business model—albeit one built on a shaky foundation—and the world worked.

Being a lifelong comics fan, there’d always been questions I wanted to address in a serious manner. For example, I always found Batman to be a greater hero than Superman because nothing could hurt Superman. Or there was always the question of Batman’s sanity, or the lack thereof. Little practical things like the vulnerability of secret identities begged for exploration. In this novel I could tag all of that, and more.

There were two greater issues that this story made available for exploration. One is the nature of the consensual reality in which we live. By and large we live by mutual consent. Sure, there are laws that proscribe some behaviors, but being a jerk isn’t against the law. It’s also not pleasant, and most folks prefer acceptance to hatred, so they act within social norms. Still, we all realize that the old saw “the squeaky wheel gets the grease” is valid—and there are times when greasing a squeaky wheel seems like a great option.

This consensual reality and its collapse in the face of extremism is one of the things that bothers me about both Libertarianism and Pacifism. If someone is stronger, is a bully, is well-armed and not afraid of killing someone for offenses imagined or real, society implodes. The thing is that we all know this. It’s the reason that terrorism is so daunting. Terrorists are agents of chaos. They’re willing to operate outside the rules, which means society has no way to fight them effectively. It’s like so many stories of the Wild West, where it takes a gunfighter to save society from other gunfighters, but once he’s done his job, he becomes the new threat.

The other issue I got to play with is one that shows up a lot in my work. I am fascinated by heroes and what makes them heroes. Why do people do things where they put their own lives at risk to save others? I’ve done a lot of reading on the subject and haven’t yet found a one-size-fits-all answer. That’s actually good, since it allows for all sorts of stories to be written around heroism. One aspect of things is that someone who is a hero to one person, might not be a hero to another—including himself. And he can easily be a villain to many others. All those factors provide a lot of energy for a story.

Unlike most of my novels, I started writing on this one without a complete outline. My process for this book started with to an early-morning walk to Starbucks. I’d think about what I wanted to write and sketch things out for the next two or three chapters. I’d pull notes from the previous chapters and project them forward. I never really had a sense of who the true villain was until halfway through the writing process, and wasn’t able to make all the connections backward and forward until the second draft.

The operating situation for this book can be summed up as progressive complication. My main character had three areas of conflict in his life: re-entry into the world, dealing with friends and family, and sorting out the mystery of why he’d been away for so long. Just as he made headway on one problem, I’d hit him with something from one of the other areas. As a result, he never really got a chance to reach some sort of equilibrium. He life was constantly in chaos and picking up speed as the lines merged and tangled.

The first three chapters really bear this out. In the first, he’s setting himself up to work on the mystery of his exile. As he defines the problem, the weirdness of the world kicks in. Just as he gets a handle on how he relates to villains in this new world, he discovers he has a daughter who can kick his ass, and doesn’t seem to like him much. And then he’s back to world weirdness and feeling out of place in a world he was stolen from two decades earlier.

As with any novel, there are things that pop in which surprise the writer. In this book, it was the character Puma. As I noted above, the situation at Comicon led me to create the Hall of Fame sequence. I really wanted to contrast how the actors were more popular than the real heroes, which is a bit of social commentary. Puma became a means toward that end, and his sacrifice went back to the true nature of heroism.

I had only intended Puma be used in that one situation, but he kept injecting himself into the book backward and forward. Once I realized his catch-phrase was ‘Be Good,’ it became really easy to slip into the story. For each different character it had a different meaning. The fact that it galled some characters while provided the purest of motivations to others made it great fun. Puma also gave me a link back into the “Golden Age” of comics, which then placed Graviton and Nighthaunt properly. That, in turn, set the stage for all the other heroes.

Clearly some of the characters here are analogs of well-known comic superheroes. There are some characters who are parodies as well, but these are incidental characters and used for comic relief. I’ll admit that I’ve always had a soft spot for heroes who aren’t quite ready for the big leagues—the heroes with a single power who are fine in their own venues but close to useless otherwise. When I used to play Revenant in a Champions campaign, that was the role he usually occupied, since everyone else was incredibly powerful.

Graviton and Nighthaunt especially had to appear in the book because they are analogs of the two most iconographic heroes in all of comics: Superman and Batman. That was always the dichotomy, not only among fans, but in character world view. Superman is optimistic and believes in the good-heartedness of people. Batman is just the opposite. For the most part, all other heroes fall in between. In addition to needing them as points around which I could muster arguments, their presence served to put my hero in his place. Their changes also marked the changes in the world. If the two greatest superheroes had retired, what was my hero doing thinking he could still be part of the game?

Though I was writing the book without an outline, I did have an end in mind. In keeping with the genre there would have to be some huge battle. I also knew that my hero would adopt his identity as Revenant. He would become a new hero, not resume being the hero he had once been. Only by abandoning hope of returning to who he’d been would he accept who he had become. This need to drop the past and rediscover himself drove most of the conflict in the center of the novel, and really pointed me toward the true villain’s identity. All Mr. Big’s planning had been predicated on our hero resuming his old identity, and his steadfast resistance to that forced escalations.

It wasn’t until the Hall of Fame sequence that I realized Doctor Sinisterion was our hero’s father. I’d made the name up as a parody of many villains. That’s a pattern that repeated itself throughout the book. But when Puma grabs our hero and accuses him of being Sinisterion, instead of accepting it was a senior moment for Puma, I created a link.  That then pushed forward to when Vixen gets introduced to her grandfather, and got built back into the circumstances that linked Nicholas Haste to Leonidas Chase. Once those things started to fall into place, the novel began to tighten up really well.

There was one scene that I’d looked forward to writing, but opted not to include. For a brief moment it looks as if our hero will appear on the O’Lily television show to debate with Colonel Constitution III about Capital City’s new superhero force. O’Lily is, of course, an analog of Bill O’Reilly. The chapter would have been rather cathartic and fun to write, but really wouldn’t have advanced the novel at all. I opted not to write it and let the previous bit with Sinisterion and O’Lily stand as my comment on that brand of TV punditry.

The whole progressive complication idea really helped shape how the novel worked. I ended up looking at every scene and asking myself how I could bring more pressure to bear on my hero. This resulted in his making some choices that I usually don’t offer characters. All too often my characters tend to be smarter than they are emotional, but here I let them acted based on their feelings more than their intellect. This isn’t to suggest they’re brainless emoting machines, but that they need to force themselves to think instead of react. It’s only after our hero realizes he’s been being played that he has a chance to figure out who’s doing the playing.

Because I was letting my characters play against type, I never could have really worked with a full outline. Part of progressive complication is to do something that surprises the reader and, at the same time, surprises the writer. The what if question is one that’s spawned many stories, and I used it many times to explore how to make the story nastier. If I came up with a number of options and I found one to make me wonder “how will I get him out of this?” that became the option I picked.

The process, which is always cyclical anyway, churned more quickly than normal. My morning Starbucks routine became review, project forward and make notes on what I’d be doing for the next two days. If I discovered something that needed a link to previous material, I made a note and transferred it to the manuscript. I did not edit as I went along (I never do). Anything that needed to be fixed got done in the second or third draft. The book, which took two months to write, really needed the momentum rushing forward.

Once I’d realized who the villain was, my morning deliberations became more difficult. Since Mr. Big was the puppetmaster, everything had to be viewed through his eyes and tweaked to achieve his end. This meant creating motives which would remain invisible until the very end. Those motives then created more links between characters and brought some of them back on stage when, just as easily, I could have employed some anonymous body to that same end. Then I’d have to see what my hero was going to do and figure out why he didn’t see Mr. Big’s hand in things. He really should have, of course, except that so many things were coming at him so fast that life became overwhelming.

When things lock in on a book, when all the pieces have fallen in place, I develop a sense of urgency to finish things off. I also start looking at the material through the eyes of a reader. This is when I slip in bits and pieces of misdirection. A lot of that is based around human emotions and reactions. Emotions are reality for many people, and if readers react to an emotion, they might miss some of the clues layered in that same scene.

An example of this would be the last conversation our hero has with Nighthaunt. They discuss the current situation in Capital City and there’s a sense of Nighthaunt wanting to pass his torch to our hero. This hits on two emotional levels. One has to imagine the equivalent conversation where Batman is trying to cede his role in keeping Gotham City safe to another hero. It’s bittersweet because it has Nighthaunt acknowledging his mortality; and yet the offer means that he, a grand hero, is accepting our hero as a peer. Pride and regret go to war there, and then our hero refuses the offer, triggering regret. And yet, at the end, when our hero offers to meet with Nighthaunt further, and Nighthaunt says he’d like that, he validates our hero in ways that point to any of us, as children, being accepted by a hero figure. We’d be ecstatic at having the torch passed and, secretly, given the kind of book this is, we know our hero will accept that torch somewhere down the line.

And in all that emotion what’s missed is that Nighthaunt has provided our hero with a lot of disinformation. He knows exactly how our hero thinks and is able to poison him and his thinking. Then he seals the deal with a sincere offer of friendship. The only way our hero could figure out what was truly going on was to invalidate the sincerity of that offer. Never happen. Emotions for the characters canceled conscious thought. Since Nighthaunt knew he’d be faking his death, he also knew the guilt triggered would drive our hero to do things he’d been dead set against previously.

The social satire and commentary was cutting edge in 2007. As I revised the manuscript in 2010 I found it terribly disappointing that it was all still relevant. I guess that makes me both a prophet and a cynic.

Two characters were the most fun to write: Puma and Sinisterion. Puma wasn’t modeled on anyone or hero—I just wanted him to be the kindly mentor/grandfather I suspect everyone would like to have in their lives. He stood for truth and justice. He represented a simpler time. He also had the clarity of vision that came from being self-aware but not being self-important. Without a doubt he is the most virtuous character in the book and, therefore, is the only one to ever defeat Doctor Sinisterion—even getting a blow in after death.

Sinisterion was the other fun character to write. There’s something about unbridled arrogance coupled with ruthless competence that makes a character an utter joy to work with. His book, If I was a Supervillain, was meant to parody the tome O. J. Simpson had written and almost had published while I was writing this novel. The tension between our hero and his father kept things interesting. How Sinisterion dealt with our hero implies depths there which would be fun to explore in another story.

Graviton and Nighthaunt fall next into line. They let me look at how people adapt to life changes. All of us self-identify as something. I’m a writer and a soccer player. What happens when I can’t play soccer anymore? What happens if folks stop buying stories? What will I do? Who will I become? I think that one of the reasons that we read about old married couples dying in close temporal proximity to each other is because the surviving partner has spent forty or fifty or seventy-five years being a husband or wife, and all of a sudden that role is denied them. It’s a short trip from wondering “Who am I?” to “Do I really exist?” The energy necessary to make a change to a new role may just not exist. And the methods for discovering, defining and attaining that new role can be twisted for good or evil.

The two of them definitely provide contrast. Their methods of adaptation go back to their basic philosophies. Graviton believed in the innate goodness of people, and he changed positively. Nighthaunt believed in their inherent evil and succumbed to it. Both of them remained true to themselves and had to deal with the consequences.

Scarlet Fox is a clear analog to Catwoman. She serves as our hero’s love interest and a very visible reminder that choices and actions have consequences. Twenty years of separation certainly gives both characters ample time to lay down emotional layers over their relationship, but it still doesn’t heal the wound. His abrupt disappearance would always leave her wondering why he vanished. His having had no word, having had no rescue attempt, would forever leave him wondering if she’d even tried to find him. Those questions, and the fact that their relationship had never had an ending that either of them could accept, meant the chance of reunion rekindling their relationship were huge.

The triangle that would have been Nighthaunt-Scarlet Fox-our hero serves to sharpen the contrast between Nighthaunt and our hero. Nighthaunt would have wanted Scarlet Fox because she was forbidden fruit and offered him the chance to redeem her. If he could redeem her, then he could imagine redemption for his parents. To that end she is more a means to a selfish end, not a person to be loved and cherished. She clearly understood this, which is why she declined his offers of marriage despite being a single mother. 

Our hero wanted her not because she was forbidden, but because he could understand her and her life. Scarlet Fox isn’t evil. She’s addicted to adventure. She’s someone who might steal a painting to return it to its rightful owner, or punish someone who resorted to cruelty to get the painting. She, like our hero, was an agent of Chaos, but one who didn’t indulge in darker passions in her pursuits.

Ultimately, however, Scarlet Fox is our hero’s means of redemption. To further his involvement with her twenty years ago, he’s willing to create a permanent identity. To that point everything he’s done is in reaction to his father. Over and over he’s denying he is Sinisterion’s son. To be with her he decides who he is willing to be. Before he can realize that dream, however, he’s yanked away. Upon his return, she’s still his lifeline. If she accepts him again, it validates his earlier choice and confirms that he exists independent of his father. I know that’s a lot of psychological neepery, but it’s one aspect of our hero that motivates him throughout the story without being terribly apparent.

Through out this essay I keep calling our hero “our hero.” If you go back through the book, he’s never given a real name. He never calls himself Coyote, though its pretty obvious that’s who he once was. Castigan is just a role. In fact, until he identifies himself as Revenant, he’s never assigned himself a true identity.

Here’s the curious thing about all that: this is the first character about whom I’ve written without knowing his name. I still don’t know this character’s name. Yes, his family name has to be Chase. With his father being Leonidas he’s probably got some ridiculously pretentious first name. I can imagine the ones in the middle are wild, too. Oddly enough, while I ought to find this unsettling, I don’t. I think that level of ambiguity is key to this character, so it feels right.

Some readers might feel that I was being a little hard on comics fans in the few scenes where they show up in costume. I hope not, because I really respect their love of the material and the effort they put into creating costumes. As a writer and a fan, I’ve seen this behavior from all sides. Because of my involvement with Star Wars I’ve gotten to know actors and have been around them to see how fans react. I suspect I’ll get another dose of that with the new Conan movie coming out, too.

Back in 2001 Timothy Zahn and I were the models for Talon Kaarde and Corran Horn in the Decipher Star Wars card game. That summer, at a number of conventions, Decipher hired us to sign autographs along with Shannon Baksa-McRandle as Mara Jade. During those signings we got two reactions. The folks who realized who Tim and I were and had read our books, loved the fact that we were cast as our characters. They loved us signing the cards because, to them, we weren’t just models. They knew, if you will, that being a model was just a front—they knew our secret identities.

For the folks who just wanted to collect the cards and collect signatures so they could resell things on Ebay, we were just pieces of meat. No chatting, no interaction, just dead eyes and a card shoved at us to be signed. We were just machines who, through some scribbling, added value to a piece of cardboard.

Through my association with actors like Jeremy Bulloch and Claudia Christian, I’ve gotten to see things pushed even further. Everyone has heard stories about fans confusing actors with the characters they play. It can even go beyond that. Because fans feel they know the actors so well, they feel free to pass judgment on career choices, clothing, souvenir prices and a host of other things. Granted, it’s only a small portion of fans who act gracelessly, and I’m willing to bet those fans are not terribly well socialized in other aspects of their lives either. Still it is a true phenomenon, which is why I touched upon it.

Similarly, some folks may feel I’m being overly harsh when poking fun at some comic book tropes. When I was working on the Rogue Squadron comic for Dark Horse, one of the decisions we made was to avoid comic-book-solutions to problems. The reason such solutions even exist is because of the way graphic novels and graphic storytelling has grown up. In the early days, comics were always for kids, so simple, fairy-tale solutions would work for problems. As comics grew up, many of the stories would become more realistic, but not all storytellers progressed at the same rate. Depending upon who scripted a book, realism might flag for an issue or two. Some writers don’t seem to mind inserting logical nonsense as long as the emotional storyline remains true. That opens comics to ambiguity, and it’s this ambiguity which I skewer at certain points.

I definitely feel that graphic novels are a valid storytelling medium, and I love them. I’m very proud of the work I did for Dark Horse and would love to script more comics. The accepted elements of that milieu means I can play with things in a serious way. Doing just that was my goal here—I just didn’t have pretty pictures go to along with it.

Once the novel was completed, I did a second pass. I ironed out problems and made sure all the dots connected. In March of 2008 I sent it off to my agent. He called in April, said he’d read it and that he didn’t have a clue as to what to do with it. There just isn’t a superhero fiction sub-genre. Around that time a couple of publishers had printed superhero novels, but they died pretty quickly.

That left me one option: Vertically Integrated Publishing, or VIPub, as Robert Vardeman coined the term. That means the author puts the whole project together and acts as his own publisher. Because I’d been active in podcasting and digital publishing, I knew what I’d have to do. A good cover, professional editing and a paper deal to go along with electronic publishing, and I’d be set.

For the cover illustration I turned to my friend Aaron Williams. He writes the PS 238 comic, which chronicles the lives of children of metahumans at a grade school. Aaron started the strip as a backup feature in his Nodwick comic. At a convention he asked me what I thought of it, and I told him I liked it. I also mentioned that I’d created a Batmanesque character called Revenant and if he ever had a need for such a character, I’d be happy to lend him out. Six weeks later I gave Aaron a copy of the story Peer Review and about six months later, the Revenant made his appearance in PS 238. (Later, when The Revenant had cause to run around without a mask, Aaron made him look suspiciously like Decipher’s model for Corran Horn.)

At my request, Aaron turned out the cover graphic which Kat Klaybourne turned into the cover.

Kat was also the person I turned to for editing help. She, in turn, enlisted others and then compiled all the changes and corrections that needed to be made. She bundled everything up and shot it off to me.

It never arrived.

For the next year and a half neither that manuscript or another one successfully made it from the New Jersey post office to my home in Phoenix. These delivery failures prompted an investigation which uncovered a postal employee who for reasons unknown to me, had a grudge against writers. Manuscript boxes that passed by his desk disappeared. Once he was fired, however, the manuscript arrived safe and sound, and the changes were incorporated into the manuscript.

Also in 2008 I talked with Loren Coleman of Catalyst Game Labs. At that time they were preparing their book publishing operation so they could bring BattleTech and Mechwarrior novels back into print. Loren mentioned that they were also interested in doing some original books. I mentioned In Hero Years… and thus began Loren’s patient but insistent calls for the manuscript. He even offered to send a minion to New Jersey to get the book, but it arrived before things had to get that drastic. (We’re still working out the details on printing a physical book. I’ll have details at Stormwolf.com when they’re available.)

The last point to be mentioned would be the matter of sequels or prequels or other stories set in this universe. I don’t know if there will be any. The novel ends one era and opens up another. It might be fun to go way back into the past and write some Puma stories. Sinisterion is someone I’d love to use again, but it might be in a parallel universe iteration. As for Coyote or Revenant stories, maybe. I’d love doing some graphic novel work in this setting. That would be a blast. And if Hollywood ever came calling, I guess that would be okay, too.

In Hero Years...I’m Dead was one of the most intriguing and challenging books I’ve written. I really got the play with a lot of elements that had been percolating in the background for a long time. Even now, as I read over some passages, and think about the story and characters, I find myself smiling happily. 
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