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In my last big case—A.I. Confidential, I had the honor of meeting my mentor, the legendary private eye, Wilford G. He had worked and solved cases in our grand supercity of Metropolis for more than 70 years. I got to partner and work alongside my hero—but then I lost him again. He was 95 years...young. He told me that he didn’t expect to see me in Heaven until I had reached at least the same age. I promised him it would be so. Everyone respected him: the police, the politicians, even criminals. He was “The Man.”

Now they were saying I was “The Man.” But you don’t replace legends. You simply continue your journey. 

His death hit me hard and I was still having a hard time coping. But I wasn’t a florist, or any of a million other safe jobs. I had chosen as my career one that was listed as more dangerous than law enforcement. They had advanced body armor and back-up. For the street detective, you had to rely on your own wits and instincts more than a fast draw. The “life” was dangerous and violent. I’d met hulking, scary-looking, criminal gangsters, killer robots and supercyborgs. I’d met the smooth and plotting criminals wearing silk nylons and neon lipstick. In other words, you had to forever be on your toes or death would hit hard—in the form of a bullet or laser to the head.

I had already worked a wide variety of cases from City Hall to megacorporations to shadowy criminal cartels. I’d been pulled into the world of virtual-world, game-addicted cyberpunks to samurai soldiers to bodyguarding deranged kids of the obscenely rich. One case even involved “extraterrestrials.”

Until this case I never knew what a biopunk was. After this I didn’t ever want to know one again. Briefly, I had encountered this world once before in my Blade Gunner Case, where cyberpunk and biopunk merged—pulling the data out of an ancient cranial hard-drive of some poor guy. That was enough for me, but the biopunk world had other ideas.

As with so many of my cases, there was always more behind the scenes. There was the first rung of criminals, easily visible. But in the shadows, there were the real criminals pulling the strings. One cabal of criminals led to another as I found out in my case of Biopunk Blues. And I had to snap out of my funk faster than the speed of light. In Metropolis, depressed detectives become dead detectives. I wasn’t about to break my promise to The Man.
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PART ONE


BioFunk: That Endless Rainy Night Under a Milky Way Sky
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Chapter One

I, Cruz
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BioFunk.

Noun. The morose, psycho-social bad mood of Cruz, often annually, always silly, resulting in an uncontrolled desire of Cruz to hide from the world.

#
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WASN’T THIS HOW IT all started? Yes, before my Police Watch Conspiracy Case. Before I started the Liquid Cool Detective Agency. Before I hired PJ. Before I was “famous.” I was doing what I was doing now—hiding from the world. Usually, I did this around my birthday, but that was childish. This was different; quite serious. It finally hit me head-on like a hovertruck: Wilford G. was dead—for real, and he was never coming back. He was dead-dead. No pretending. I think my extreme morose mood started when one of Wilford G.’s old-timer friends looked at me at the funeral and said: “Now you’re Metro’s main street detective. You’re the Man now.” He then tipped his hat—a fedora similar to mine but black, and walked away. Everyone seemed to have moved on from Wilford G.’s death except me.

How does one fill those shoes? Wilford G. wore his trademark black and white loafers, like I had my trademark tan fedora and slicker. How does one replace a legend? I was a former hovercar restorer. I fell into the street detective business like a drunk tripped over his own feet to fall onto the wet pavement. There was no plan. It just happened. I felt so...inadequate since then. I was the heir to Wilford G.? That didn’t seem right somehow. It would be like someone saying they had the replacement for my classic hovervehicle and then showed up on a red hoverskateboard. Seriously? A skateboard to replace a classic red Ford Pony? I’d smack that person for such an insult. The successor to the great Wilford G. was me? It felt insulting. I was insulted.

So here I was—in a foul mood. It was like a personal black cloud hovering above my head. There was nothing to do but let it pass. But how long would that take? I was useless to everyone, including myself, until it did. I couldn’t be anywhere near the street working a case until then. Otherwise, a five-year old robber would get the drop on me. And in this state I couldn’t vouch for my own driving skills. Hovertraffic was dangerous enough. It was far more dangerous if you were in the grips of sour emotions and unfocused. Maybe that would be okay in the old days when there were vehicles rolling around on the ground on plastic tires. We lived in a grown-up world now and we “drove” hovercars. Crashing meant “returning to surface” from twenty feet up or more, maybe, if you were especially lucky, as a ball of fire and metal. Wilford G. said it to me before he died. He’d see me on the other side but not for a long time. Well, at least I could say I had one thing to look forward to when I was dead-dead too. Wilford G. and I working cases in the afterlife. 

Metropolis was the supercity that truly never slept with its fifty million people but for me, these past few days, it was the loneliest place on the planet. As I sat in the driver’s seat of my vehicle, I realized I was incapable of even the slightest smile. Not even a tender memory of a posthumous mentor was enough to penetrate my foul mood. Inside my vehicle, my personal black cloud and outside my vehicle was the dark rainy sky.

#
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IN METROPOLIS, NOT only did it never sleep; it never stopped moving. With the rain pouring, I sat in my vehicle, actually lying flat in the warm driver’s seat as snug as a bug in a rug staring out the front window. I had literally parked head out on a huge angled ledge, quarter way up of a secluded mega-tower on a nameless street in an insignificant part of town. I lay there staring up at the heavens as the rain fell and rolled down the glass. As I watched the blue-black sky, my eyes did begin to feel heavy. Maybe if I took another nap I could shake my post-Wilford G.’s death depression. No one could find me and all devices were off, so no one would bother me. I was about fifty stories up, so there would be no stray sidewalk johnny or sally, no troll molls to encounter. Also, I didn’t have to worry about any other hovercars, garbage hovertrucks, or hovertaxis spotting me. It was always when you wanted to be alone when the whole world wanted to find you. They’d fail. I had a new hiding spot—better than all my previous ones. I had all but talked myself into taking a midday nap. The pitter-pat of the rain against my vehicle was but an audio sleep narcotic. 

I wasn’t too far from my previous birthday hiding spot. Every so often through the rain, I could barely hear the hissing rumble of the same old monorail line, about fifty feet or so away. But when you really want to sleep, the ears can tune out anything. I was almost there. But, I should’ve known it was all too good to be true.

My eyes darted around trying to figure out what flashed in front of me outside as I was drifting asleep. Immediately above me, the rain was coming down lighter than before. The clouds beyond were dark but I saw nothing there. 

There! I saw the little juvenile delinquent zip by with his jetpack. Scraggly, spiky hair—it seemed he couldn’t make up his mind. Dressed all in black, except some very bright white shoes—yes, for the police to better spot you, I said to myself, and I saw the reflection of some kind of shades on his face. He hovered around the wall a dozen feet above me, but he hadn’t seen me. All I wanted was to be left alone and here I was at the mercy of some jetpacked tagger. I watched as he reached into the bag in his hand and out came the can of neon paint. Little graffiti punk. All I could think of was paint from his act of vandalism dripping down on my classic Miami Vice red painted vehicle. 

I was tempted to honk my horn, but then I feared he would drop the bag onto my vehicle—crack my windshield, in addition to ruining my paint job. With the flick of a switch I started the Pony up and engaged drive mode but not moving an inch.

When I turn on my high beams, the delinquent didn’t drop his bag but he smashed into the wall of the building, startled so bad, as he made his escape. I kept my eye on him as he flew higher. Then he stopped.

“What are you about to do?” I called out to myself. “Don’t even think of throwing something.” He did.

I didn’t wait to see what “goodies” he dumped from his bag at my parked vehicle. I jetted out of there, made a left turn, and in moments merged into the regular hovercar traffic. I was tempted to call the police on him, but it would have been a waste of time. He was long gone.

“I can’t even take a nap in peace!”

That meant I’d have to work. What I should have done was go straight home, but that would have been the sensible thing to do. When you’re in a bad funk, you never do the sensible thing. I didn’t know it then but this was going to be one evil day.
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Chapter Two

Punch Judy
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Metropolis had thousands of sub-cities or districts—each with its own name, culture, and vibe. I had been in Silver City—the center of Metropolis robot production. It was a city of robots—all sizes, shapes, and some said, personalities. Very few people worked, lived, or had any reason to be there. It also happened to be where I was shot and almost killed—my Blade Gunner Case. A psych might say that hanging around the place where you were almost killed was your inner self saying you were still screwed up. I didn’t have a high regard for the psychiatric community because if it were up to them, I wouldn’t be borderline OCD and a recovering germophobe. I’d be a full-blown OCD, germophobic crazy and a permanent resident in one of those Bubble colonies on the Moon. Thank God, my parents didn’t believe their nonsense. 

The hovertraffic was awful but moving. You’d think in a supercity where it always rained that people would be expert drivers, but they weren’t. But all was in control in my classic Ford Pony. A beautiful machine. A work of art. High-performance, super-charged, advanced nitro-acceleration hydrogen engine. A sleek, bright red muscle-vehicle coupe that made the average person gawk and the genuine hovercar enthusiast and collector do a double-take. 

I “liberated” the shell in a junkyard when I was a kid at the end of middle school. Over my years in high school, I built it and restored it, spare part by spare part. Few believed me, at first, that I found and built such an expensive muscle hovercar from scratch, but it was true. I established a decent living as a classic hovercar restorer. In that world, people didn’t part with large amounts of cash unless you not only knew your stuff but knew more than them. My Pony was famous before I ever was, featured countless times (most without my permission) in so many hovercar magazines that I lost count. 

How quickly things can change in the blink of an eye. One moment a hovercar restorer and sometime amateur (also known as illegal) hovercar racer; the next, a licensed private detective. I was so comfortable in the new life that it was like I had always been a detective. It was so natural and second nature to me but being a detective was no joke. Wilford G.’S funeral wouldn’t be the last one I’d attend. My wife, the eternal optimist, scolded me and told me that everyone will have to go to a funeral at some point in their life. It was part of the cycle of life. True enough. At least I didn’t have to attend my own. 

I didn’t even want to see how many messages I had waiting for me on my mobile. But I turned it on anyway. Immediately, my dashboard began to ring.

#
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THE CALL WAS THE OFFICE. That meant P.J. 

My ex-felon employee’s street name was Punch Judy, but we all called her PJ, except for a few of her friends who called her Punch. Her face flashed on my dashboard video-phone screen.

“Where have you been?” she yelled.

She had short crimson hair, a simulated mole, a dot, above her lips—today’s lipstick color of choice was purple, and she spoke with a distinct French accent.

“Busy,” I snapped.

“A-B-C. Always be closing cases. Are you closing cases?”

“I’m busy.”

“You better not be sleeping in your hovercar.”

“The Pony is not a hovercar and what if I was sleeping? I am the boss.”

“Ever heard of the French Revolution?”

“Which one? You Frenchies had so many of them.”

“All of them overthrew the boss for not doing their job for the people.”

“People? What are you talking about PJ?”

“Since you haven’t been to the office in days, and your messages are overflowing, I am going to be assigning you cases. Quick cases. Quick to solve. Quick to get paid. People need to get paid.”

We did things “old school” at Liquid Cool. Calls came in, PJ typed up the messages with her bionic fingers, then she sorted and stacked them on my desk. The "hot" pile, the "hold" pile, the "hell no" pile, and a few other miscellaneous ones. That’s how we did things, and it worked perfectly for us. You’d often hear about some high-end detective out there getting shot because they were too busy reading messages on their mobile phone rather than paying attention to their surroundings. I grabbed a handful of messages and worked my cases in the field.

“What people? Are you the people who need to get paid?”

“I have mouths to feed, you know. And as VP of Client Services, I have a reputation to maintain as well,” PJ said.

Normally, I would have been able to continue with the silly banter for quite a while, but I was not in the mood. She could see that.

“When are you going to get over it?” PJ asked me in a different voice. She was serious too now.

“I’ll get over it, eventually. Soon.”

“At least you got to meet your hero. How many people can say that?”

“I guess. I can’t help thinking I was responsible somehow.”

“You weren’t and you know that.”

“Yeah. What do you have for me?”

“Okay, I have a few good ones from the Hot pile.”

“I’m in no mood for serious work today. Simple and then I’ll go home and see what Cruz Jr. is up to.”

“Simple?”

“What’s in the Miscellaneous Pile?”

“There’s no money there.”

“Weren’t you going to create a Hard Luck Pile?”

“You mean Pro Bono Pile. ‘Pro Bono’ is ‘No Bueno.’ Ask your parents what that means.”

“I can’t speak Spanish but I do know what ‘no bueno’ means. I don’t know what half the population under twenty is saying, but I can still understand you even despite the accent.”

“Accent? I have no accent. You do.”

“PJ, what do you have?”

“Okay, okay. I got one here. Let me read them again.”

“Anytime today, PJ.”

“You sure you want these no-money cases?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, here’s one.”

“Give me a few that are close together. I’ll knock them all out.”

“I still say this is a waste of Liquid Cool’s time.”

“PJ, we’re doing good. Doing good is good.”

“Doing good is bad, if there’s no money. Liquid Cool isn’t a charity.”

“PJ!”

“Okay, okay. Here they are.”
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Chapter Three

Cops!
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I got the idea from some of the bigger detective firms who did regular consulting work free of charge for elementary schools, neighborhood watch groups, religious groups, elderly homes, and Free City. Free media publicity always accompanied these acts of “doing good for the community,” which always brought in new paying clients. I was not only a detective but a Metropolis businessman. Mostly, people just wanted to talk and ask questions related to security and crime, which I was happy to do, or meet an actual working detective. It never took too much of my time.

One stop. That’s all I had to accomplish. But PJ instead was sending me on a cash-run. That was her idea of doing a pro bono case. Arrive, ring a doorbell, and pick up money for services rendered. In the beginning, I had resisted PJ’s unilateral action to collect a retainer from all clients before I began a case. Now that I had been in the private eye business a few years, it was amazing how often clients would be super slow in paying for work done. It didn’t matter how “poor” or how rich the client was, they would find some way to delay paying me. So far I was lucky enough not to have anyone outright not pay me. That would be a serious mistake on their part as my first client, the Guy Who Scratched My Vehicle, could tell them. But these cash-runs were an annoyance, but it was either this or not be paid this century.

I had parked the Pony in a secure parking lot, then had to ride an elevator capsule from the one hundred and twentieth floor to ground level into the rain which started up again. I was not one to mind the rain, even in my bad mood, but I did mind the crowds of people all around me in their gray or black slickers and big ugly umbrellas in my face. I was wrapped up snuggly in my tan jacket, with my gloved hands in my pockets, wearing my snazzy aqua shoes so I’d never fall on my butt. It was a habit to reach up and give my tan fedora a pull. 

A violent gust of wind blew my hat off my head!

I ran as fast as I could to catch it while it was in the air. I jumped. I missed. My hat landed in a big puddle on the pedestrian walkway. An optimist would have said, “Oh, what a beautiful puddle with the beautiful colors.” I was not that person! Any kind of rainbow display in any groundwater was evidence of the chemical residue nastiness that existed on the streets of Metropolis or any big city.

“It’s ruined!” I yelled as I snatched my hat up from the ground. Since it touched the ground, I was not putting it back on my head. It would never, ever go back on my head. No hat, no umbrella. I saw more than a few people laughing or smiling at me. Yeah, funny. 

The important thing was that my hat had never been blown off my head before in my life and I had been in some serious storms before. I actually had my fedora fitted with an invisible band that I could use and wrapped under my chin. The band was broken. This was an omen. I should have stopped then and there and immediately gone home. But I looked up and I was standing in front of the apartment complex where my deadbeat client lived. I was there, so I decided I might as well get my money and go.

I was so tempted to toss my fedora in the big trash bin in the lobby of the apartment complex. It was not luxurious, but it wasn’t a dump like in Free City—orderly and trash-free. No doorkeep in the lobby or signs of any automation. No one was to be seen as I walked to the elevators.

My inner voice told me to go home, but I was already in the elevator and on my way up to the two hundredth floor.

#

[image: ]


DID YOU EVER HAVE ONE of those days where you wish you could just press the cosmic “pause” button and just start the whole day over? I just stood there. I came out of the elevator, walked down the hallway, through the client’s open door, and there waiting was some guy with what looked to be a spray-on tan. But it wasn’t the spray-on tan that had me frozen like a statue. It was the short-barreled laser rifle in his hand aimed at the open door—well, me now.

What was strange was that he was as shocked to see me as I was to see him. He wasn’t my deadbeat client, but that didn’t tell me who he was or why he was pointing a weapon at me.

“Should I just walk back out and close the door behind me?” I asked. “You must have forgotten to do that.”

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I came up to see my client.”

“Your unlucky day.”

“Unlucky? Pal, I just came here to see my client. If he’s not here, then there’s no reason for me to be. Should I go and close the door?”

“You can try, but I don’t think you’ll complete the task.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’re not going to talk your way out of this one, Cruz, the famous detective.”

“Since you’ve already decided to shoot me for no reason where’s my client?”

“Dead.”

“Why did you do that?”

The man made a face. He didn’t care in the least that he killed someone.

“Wait, why are you standing there? Who were you waiting for to walk through this door?” I asked.

“The wife.”

“Oh.”

He smiled. “Yes, oh.”

I shook my head with a pissed off face. “I ruined my hat. Now I’m going to ruin my jacket.”

“Ruined your hat?”

“Yeah, the wind blew it off my head into the nasty, muddy water. Now my jacket is going to get ruined too.”

He laughed. “You mean when I shoot you.”

I only fired once. The laser pulse ripped through my jacket pocket and blasted a hole into the upper top of his head. I’d already moved to the side just in case, but he didn’t even have time to squeeze the trigger of his laser rifle before collapsing to the ground.

As I straightened myself up to look around the apartment, I suddenly dove for the ground as a woman’s scream shattered the silence. I’d almost fired my omega-gun again but stopped when I saw it was my client’s wife standing at the doorway. She had dropped her purse and a bag of groceries to the ground and stood there screaming at the sight of the dead man. The woman was like a human alarm and I could hear commotion outside the apartment in the hallway. Doors opening, footsteps, voices. “Call the police!” I heard someone call out. 

Another woman appeared behind the wife to grab her. People started to file in.

“Is that man dead?” one of the male neighbors asked.

“He sure looks dead,” the first woman neighbor said with her arm around the wife, who had changed from her maniacal screaming to maniacal heavy breathing.

“Is he the one who did it?” one of them yelled.

All of them turned to me sitting on the floor. They looked at me. I looked at them.

“We called the police,” one of them said.

“Well, good,” I said. “It saves me from having to do it.”

“Did you kill this man?” the woman asked.

“What do you think?” I answered sarcastically.

“Why did you do that?”

“He was pointing a laser rifle at me,” I answered. “He said he was waiting until she”—I pointed at the wife—“came through the doorway to shoot her. Do you know who that man is?” I asked.

She looked at the man for a moment, then back at me. “No.”

“No?” I asked. “The police are on the way, so you might want to practice your lying so it at least appears more believable.” I stood to my feet as more people came into the apartment. “What is this? This is not a house party everyone. All of you get out! This is a crime scene!”

People looked at each other but slowly started to exit the apartment. 

“Not you,” I said to the wife. “Don’t pretend you don’t know who I am. Don’t you owe me some money?” She nervously glanced at the gun in my hand. 

“Who is this man?” one of the neighbors asked.

“He’s a private detective my husband hired.”

“Is this how you conduct business?” a male neighbor scolded.

“Yes, this is how I conduct business. I collect the money I’m owed for work done.”

“I’m sorry,” the wife said. “My husband handles anything having to do with money in the family.”

I was pissed. I knew she was going to say that. I lifted my gun arm, startling the group and I walked further into the apartment as they all watched me from the doorway. It didn’t take me long but I found the husband. He was in the bedroom, on his chest on the floor, dead.

#

[image: ]


THE HALLWAY WAS A COMPLETE madhouse. Thick, neon yellow police tape—POLICE LINE. DO NOT CROSS—was draped across either end of the hallway with a contingent of police officers standing guard. Apartment neighbors stood outside the line trying to see what they could see, flashing pictures with their mobiles or gossiping. It would only get worse once the media arrived.

Metropolis police officers were like paramilitary soldiers. They had to be with the criminals we had in the supercity. Body-armored uniforms in the colors of silver and black, with the word “PEACE” in big, bold white letters on their chest and back. Visors concealed the top half of their faces. You couldn’t see their faces clearly, but they could see everything about you clearly with their hi-tech optics. 

Outside my client’s apartment were a couple of officers standing guard at the door; police detectives and coroners were inside. They had covered the bodies of the shooter and my former client (who owed me money). Inside, I sat on one couch with an officer watching me. On the couch across from me was the wife, who hadn’t looked at me once while we waited.

I was steaming. I wasn’t going to get paid. I could tell. She had already decided and was going to use this incident as an excuse. I had lost my hat, blown a hole through my favorite jacket and I wasn’t going to get any money for the first time in my new detective career. I was pissed.

“Come on, Cruz,” an officer said, gesturing to me. 

I stood from the couch. They were going to take me Downtown to Metro PD. I’d be cleared for the shooting but still I’d be interrogated for hours. My weapon would be taken, tested, and I wouldn’t see it for at least a couple of days. Now, I realized why they gave me a gun license and concealed weapon permit. Control. Gone were the days of hiding or switching weapons. I had to register every weapon I had or I’d lose both license and permit. And no detective would last a day in the supercity without a weapon.

My dead client’s wife still didn’t look at me as I passed in front of her, led by one of the officers. I actually saved her life, but it didn’t matter to her. If she acknowledged me, she’d have to pay me. She didn’t want to pay me.

When I got into the hall, the officer stopped. “Hold here,” the officer said. Clicks and flashes. That’s what I heard and saw. All the lookie-loos saw me and snapped my photo. Cruz of the Liquid Cool Detective Agency at another crime scene. 

“Hey Cruz! Can you tell us what happened?”

Good grief! The media had arrived too. The media jackals trained their cameras at me.

“Can’t we go and get this over with?” I said to the officer. 

“We’re all going down together,” he answered.

At that moment another officer led out my dead client’s wife, but she had handcuffs on.

“Why is she being arrested?” I asked. “She’s the victim.”

“Thanks Cruz, but we didn’t ask you,” the other officer said to me. 

The wife’s face was red, but she kept her gaze off me.

“What’s going on here?” I asked her.

She ignored me.

“What the heck is going on? Why are you arresting her?”

The police ignored me too.

“Let’s go ladies and gentlemen,” one of the officers said and led us to the elevators. 

The police had cordoned off most of the hallway, including the elevator. 

“Did you kill your husband, Mrs. Chambers?” reporters yelled.

I was tempted to answer but knew that once you engaged the press they’d never let you go. The elevator capsule arrived.

“Don’t take us down together,” I said.

“In you go, Cruz,” my police chaperone said to me.

“Inside,” the other officer said to my client’s wife. 

As soon as the elevator closed I looked at her.

“What did you do?” I asked.

She kept her gaze away and didn’t answer. I looked at the smirking officers. “Can’t you help a street detective out?”

“No, Cruz. You’ll have to read about it in the news like everyone else. Just because we’re cops like you, Cruz, doesn’t mean we’re going to give you special favors.”

I looked at her again, squinting. “Did you know the shooter?”

She ignored me. Did she? The shooter said he was waiting for her? Was he? What was going on? The police wouldn’t arrest her unless there was something seriously incriminating in the apartment. I noticed the two officers chuckling. No doubt amused by watching me try to deduce the crime.

“Okay, no one will tell me anything. Fine. I’ll read about it in the news.” I looked at the officers. “That being the case, can you at least get me home in under an hour?”

“Call your wife, Cruz. You’re going to be at Metro PD awhile—a long while.”

“But why? I didn’t do anything wrong. I saved a citizen. Besides, I have babysitting duties tonight.”

The officers laughed.

#
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IF METROPOLIS WERE a country, then Downtown Metro would be the capital. The center of that capital would be City Hall at the end of one avenue and at the other end was Metropolis Police Central, a cubical fortress of a building. It was rumored to be the deepest building in the world, burrowing endless levels into the ground—a holdover of the old days when nuclear annihilation and civil unrest of biblical proportions were the daily fear of the government. That was long before the mega-cities and supercities of today, and the rain. Police Central was headquarters of the supercity’s five hundred thousand-plus police force—the largest on Earth. 

There I sat in the general waiting room inside the station, which some interior decorator attempted to make as bright and cheery as possible, but it wasn’t the opposite of the grimy exterior of the building; it complimented it. A constant flow of police with their captured criminals passed by. I remained in my bad mood. Why didn’t they bring me back to the private waiting area? It wasn’t like I was a stranger. All the rank-and-file and brass knew me by sight. I was best friends with the head of the police union and the chief of police and I were officially frenemies. I wanted to go home!

All around me were shifty, shady people. The outer waiting room of Metro PD was exactly where you didn’t want to be. It was dirty and dangerous and I was unarmed. The DMV-style police behind the counter couldn’t or wouldn’t come to my aid, or anyone else’s, if a fight broke out. I kept my eyes scanning all of them. More than a few had their eyes locked on me. 

“Don’t you wear a hat?” asked some old guy sitting across from me. He was unkempt, unshaven, and unfriendly.

I shook my head.

“Yeah, you do,” he said. He opened his jacket and there it was. He was wearing a Liquid Cool T-shirt. He smiled. I didn’t.

I promptly got up from my seat and walked to the counter. One of the officers noticed me and I could see the smirk forming on his face.

“Why can’t I wait in the back?” I asked.

“Because you can’t.”

“How long will it be? Why can’t you take my statement?”

“Because I can’t.”

“I have to get home.”

“You need to calm yourself, Cruz.”

“I can’t stay here forever.”

“You need to calm yourself now.”

The other officer behind the counter gestured to me. “I’m buzzing you back. You know where to go.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as I was buzzed in. I walked past the main counter to a single door and in I went. When I passed under the security arch, another officer was waiting and pointed me to a bench against the wall.

Security at Central was formidable—armed police guards, security cameras, armed sentries at the end of the hallways, near the elevators and scanning archways; but that was only for entering. Entering and exiting pedestrian traffic was divided by a solid metal barrier down the middle of the grand hallway. For those exiting, they walked out without any checks whatsoever.

This was much better. At least I could sit in peace away from the zoo of people outside. There were only a few other people waiting in the hallway, seated on benches. At the other end of the hallway were the bull pen of dual cubicles where the street police sat and worked when not on the beat. Further away were the elevated single cubicles where the detectives worked. The interrogation rooms were around the corner. Who knew how many hours I would be in one of them?

I hadn’t seen my dead client’s wife since we landed and got out of the police cruiser. One officer took her to Booking. I was taken to the main waiting area. I still didn’t know why she was arrested but I didn’t care. Husband, wife, and a killer. In the detective business, even your clients could be criminals. That’s how the world was in Metropolis. I had more than a few clients try to kill me and I had already killed a few. I’d let the police sort it all out, not that they needed my permission. The main issue was that I wasn’t going to get paid for my work. I’d sue her. That’s what I’d do. Even if I lost money I would. It was the principle of the thing.

Soon I found myself lying on the bench. I wanted to go home and I wanted to sleep. I didn’t want any humans or animals of any kind around me. I closed my eyes, as I yawned. I would dream of that endless rainy night under a Milky Way sky. That’s what I was going to do until that tagger punk interrupted it and set off a chain of events that landed me in Metro PD.

I knew I had dozed off, though not for long. Something woke me up but unfortunately, and not surprisingly, it wasn’t the police finally coming to get me. A couple of officers deposited a kid to sit and wait on the bench opposite me. 

Scraggly, spiky hair, all dressed in black, wearing the bright-white shoes. His hands stained with neon paint. I sat up to glare at the tagger juvenile delinquent with a deep frown. 

“Why are you staring at me old man?” he snapped.

I stood and pointed at him. “You caused all this! This is your fault! You ruined my day! I lost my hat, ruined my jacket, and didn’t get to have my nap! Now I’m here! And I am not old! I’m in my thirties, you juvenile delinquent toddler tagger!”

Yes, this was one evil day. That kid stared back at me, his mouth hanging open, with eyes so wide with fear he looked like one of those Japanese anime cartoon characters. He was in the direct path of a crazy person in a foul mood.

“Quick, someone call the cops!” the tagger jumped to his feet now, about to run.
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PART TWO


BioGenesis: The Case
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Chapter Four

Burglar
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BioGenesis.

Noun. The production of living organisms from other living organisms.

#
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METROPOLIS WAS ALWAYS filled with busy vertical lanes of hover-traffic. Like any other city some districts were more congested than others. In this part of the supercity were not only personal hovercars and hoverbikes, hovertaxis for hire, and commercial hovertrucks, but not too far away were the open zone for moving hoverhotels. Metropolis had many of them for the supercity’s eccentric and super-wealthy. Hoverhotels came in all different sizes and configurations. They were mobile, floating residences that slowly circled the supercity in an endless loop. 

It was late at night but with all the headlights of hovercar traffic and floating hoversigns, lamps, and signals there was plenty of illumination—but only immediately around the hovertraffic. A hovervan pulled out of normal sky traffic as a passenger door opened. Out jumped a figure wearing a skin-tight leather-like black costume from head to toe. He extended his arms and was like a human flying squirrel with a membrane covering the space from his wrist to his ankle. He wasn’t flying but silently gliding through the air.

The trajectory was aimed at the hoverhotels and he was coming up on them fast. He quickly moved his arms to ninety degrees, decreasing by half his gliding wingspan to slow his descent. The first of the hoverbuildings neared as he fell. Tenth floor, fifth, first, ground. He reached out and grabbed the lip of the ground floor grating, in between an array of antennas. The sensors could not see him. He was not using or wearing a jetpack or any other hover-device. He had no metal or alloy on his body at all. He looked up with his dark, enhanced goggles to see his destination. All he had were giant suction cups in his gloved hands, which he needed to get up to the first level wall. From there, he climbed using nothing more than his natural body strength and dexterity—all the way up to the seventy-fifth floor.
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CLICK. That was the only sound he made as the large bay windows opened. The figure pushed through the drapes, crawled further inside and lay on his stomach on the carpet for a bit. 

He extended his arms and contracted them. He did relaxation exercises for his legs too as he scanned the luxurious suite with his night vision. He turned to lie on his back and studied the room. No one was home but he slowly rose to his feet. “No one home” didn’t mean without security. His eye caught at least two motion-and-sound sensors. He returned to a prone position on his back. His suit had no metal but it was not without its own special qualities. He lay still as he slowly and quietly “crawled” across the carpet. When he reached the first sensor he reached for his mouth with one hand. He pulled out a concealed dart gun—technically nothing more than a long wooden straw. He blew once and disabled the ceiling sensor with one shot. He turned his head, put another dart in his mouth, and blew again. The second sensor was disabled. There was no guesswork involved; he knew where all the sensors and alarms were in the suite. It took him less than two minutes to disable them all.

#
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THE BURGLAR’S SUIT had all the conveniences. He pulled one tightly-packed bag from each elbow pocket, opened them up and was ready. The bedroom was a Taj Mahal of opulence and the owners were going to regret that they so freely displayed their jewelry and valuable trinkets from around the world. All went into the burglar’s duffel bags. He moved fast—only taking what would fit into the bag and would fetch the highest prices on the black market. Less than fifteen minutes and both bags well filled to the max. 

He noticed the expensive paintings on the wall. Tempting but impractical. It would take too much time to remove them from their frames and roll them up without damaging them. Getting anything but pennies on the million dollars would be the best you could hope for when it came to such “hot properties.” Not worth it. 

He gave the bedroom another look over. He knew there was at least one vault in the dwelling. He laid his two duffel bags on the ground and touched the nose of a Napoleon bust statue with shades on the main mirrored chest of drawers. It was a risk but one he was willing to take. All he wanted to do was take a peek. The secret walk-in vault opened automatically, which also doubled as a panic room. 

He stood waiting for the light to go on. It didn’t. He stepped forward and waived his hands around the vault doorway—maybe motion-activated. Nothing. He walked to the main light switch and turned off all the bedroom lights. The night vision of his goggles would switch on. He walked back to the vault.

“What!”

The burglar frantically grabbed his duffel bags, but not before tripping on his own feet. He jumped up, grabbed them, and ran out of the bedroom as quickly as he could.  One of the bags hit a large vase in the living room as he was running.

Oh no!

He couldn’t catch it in time. There were only seconds left. He took long strides to the bay windows, opened them. He threw both bags over the balcony and dove himself. Alarms screeched. Intrusion lights flashed. Security drones would arrive in moments. 

The burglar and his bags fell through the sky, then the parachutes opened as they disappeared into the night.
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Chapter Five

China Doll
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Where did wives, girlfriends, and mistresses of Metropolis’ rich and powerful go to look their movie-quality best? Eye Candy! Eye Candy Image Salon was located on Funky Circle in the ultra-hipster Paisley Parish district. The establishment was always packed with high-end clients from the time it opened until its late-night closing. Eye Candy’s “fashion police” of makeup artists, hairdressers, manicurists, pedicurists, skincare techs, tattoo artists, wardrobe stylists, wardrobe collators, and dressers always attracted high demand.

Working on a snow white-haired female client—haircut, wash, blow-dry and style, was Eye Candy’s chief fashion officer, China Doll. Female clients called her China; male clients called her Doll. Family addressed her by her real name—Dot. She was already famous in the image and fashion circles, when she met Cruz. She was now Mrs. Cruz.

As the consummate fashionista, every piece of clothing, accessory, and piece of jewelry on her person was the trendiest and most stylish. Today, she wore a white halter top speckled with red stars, black skin-tight pants with a skinny red belt, and red heels. Her jet-black hair was pulled back with the ponytail resting on one shoulder. She always wore a colored neck scarf—today was a sheer light gold one. Every finger had a white ring, and each wrist had multiple red and white bracelets.

The interior of Eye Candy was designed like a beehive design, with every section visible to every other section, due to the transparent walls, except the break room, full body baths, and the bathrooms. Eye Candy was nothing but carefully coordinated chaos—clients sitting on chairs getting their hair and makeup done in one section, their nails and toenails in another, facials in another, tattoos in another (always temporary to change according to current fashion trends), skincare consultations in another, and style analysis and wardrobing in yet another section.  
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