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To solve the case


Never stop driving


...or die!​
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Dear Reader:

I’m including both versions of the Neon Metal Kiss Goodbye. You decide which one to dive into.

THE ORIGINAL:

Told in reverse sequential order (like the movie Memento).

THE TIME FLIP SPECIAL EDITION:

Told in normal chronological order (for all those adverse to temporal manipulation). 😉

Welcome to the high-tech, low-life world of Liquid Cool. 

Enjoy!​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Neon Metal Kiss Goodbye


This violent hyper-drive sci-fi novel is told in reverse sequential order.
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No furry animals or small children were killed in the solving of the case.

​
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PART NINE


The Conniving Clients Who Started It All
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Chapter One

Cruz P.I.: Into the Red Sun Shower Sunset
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Three days of hell and I still didn’t know why. 

More than anything else, as a detective, I hated loose ends. I wanted my cases wrapped up nice, neat and tidy, with a big red bow on top, especially if I was the client.

I could only imagine what my grim face looked like staring off into the distance, deep in thought—battle-worn and primal, with a brooding rage under the surface. But I was also exhausted and ready for a nap. Let the youngsters laugh; I wasn't ashamed to admit I wanted a nap just like Cruz Jr. 

My tan fedora was tilted back a bit on my head. At least it made it to the end of the day with me. I sighed as I bathed in the orange glow of our supercity's rarely seen sun. Made it to the end of the day, too. I was fragile, but a very dangerous kind of fragility. The kind where if you looked at me the wrong way or uttered a word with a hint of the wrong tone, I might actually shoot you. Yes, I was the good guy in this story.

The average driver had no concept of how much mental and physical energy the body used in day-to-day hover-driving, even with all the computer-assist tech. But add high-speed, hypersonic racing and outer-atmospheric maneuvers with enough Gs to pull your tongue down your windpipe and suffocate you, if you weren't careful. Professional street racers deserved every digital penny of their massive salaries, and amateur street racers deserved that salary and more. My body had already ached, which meant it would be worse in the morning, and worse still in a day or two from now. I touched my arm that barely escaped the crazy maniac's deadly vice grip. They said you'd never want to meet a hulking cyborg in a dark alley. I’d have to amend that to include genetically engineered supermen. If any more of them were running around and people found out, public opinion in our radically anti-robot Metropolis would instantly flip. We'd order as many killer robots as we could to hunt them down. But we didn't need to. Metro PD already had them hidden away for just such contingencies. A trade secret only a small circle of insiders, like myself, knew about.

My mind was rambling, and I felt disoriented. Where in Metropolis were we again? I’d forgotten. We'd set down on a dead-end street overlooking a massive public park below with generously spaced megatowers in the distance. I'd driven by this part of the city hundreds of times, but my mind wasn't working. I'd probably fail a person-on-the-street quiz to give my own name and the names of my children. 

Though the day's mayhem was finally over, I picked the location because it had low-story residential buildings at our back and open space ahead. We'd be able to see anyone or anything coming at us. With what went on today, police cruisers were streaking by every five minutes, but I wasn't taking any chances. My omega-gun wasn't in my hand, but I could pull it from inside my jacket in a nano-second. But I'd run down so many people today that it was Run-Time who got to do most of the shooting. My omega-gun was feeling neglected. 

I recalled the name for the weather phenomenon that filled the horizon—a sun shower. The sun beamed through dark rain clouds. We Metropolitans were only graced with sun showers a handful of times throughout the year. Now the sun had a reddish glow as it peeked through, but was my mood coloring what I actually saw? A savage red sun being cooled off by the atmosphere and rain. 

We'd been in constant motion for so long my body was numb. I was exhausted and wondered how I could even stand. My eyes closed as I sighed again with relief. "We made it. They didn't." So why was I sad? Why were my eyes tearing up? Why was I crying? 

I turned to look at her. That’s why. My Pony. Most people wouldn't even know it was new. But I did, and so would the classic hovercar enthusiast and collector world. Custom-built classic vehicles were as unique as fingerprints or DNA. My old Pony had gone to join my posthumous mentor, Wilford G., in heaven. My sleek, high-performance, advance super-charged, nitro-acceleration hydrogen-engine, bright red muscle hovervehicle was gone.

In her place was the new her. I ran my finger along the shiny, spotless finish of the hood. Sleeker, more powerful, more advanced, and roomier in the back—after all, Cruz Jr. and Kat were growing munchkins. For the new Pony, I settled on an older and even rarer model of the series. 

She would be my vehicle for the rest of my days and I'd take care of her, as I did with the original. But I couldn't help but mourn the "death" of her predecessor that I’d proudly built as a kid in high school. A crazy maniac killed that Pony, but I'd never forget her. My index finger tapped the hood a couple of times. The past was done. Only the present and the future remained.

"Only you could do it, Cruz."

Run-Time's voice startled me a bit. I'd zoned out of reality so completely, I'd forgotten that my "co-pilot" had been quietly standing to the side, sipping his morning coffee. My childhood best friend had been decompressing too from all the day's mayhem. We'd been to the proverbial moon and back, and lived to tell about it. Though I doubt anyone would believe us. No—actually, since it was me, lots of people would have seen my other cases—Blade Gunner, the AI Zombies, the Alien, and both NeuroDancers came to mind. We both made it to the end. 

"Do what?" I replied without looking up from my vehicle.

"You still have the touch. She's better than your first version."

Like me, he’d been in the same clothes for days and had stubble on his face, which meant so did I. But his trademark flat hat was no worse for wear either. Unshaven faces made one look older. But we were older. 

"Is she though?” I asked. “She's meaner but better?"

"Meaner and better. Don't let anyone say otherwise, and that means you, too. I wonder how many offers a day you’ll get now to take it off your hands."

“Never.” I finally looked up. "We almost didn't make it."

"But we did."

"We still don't know why, how it all started."

"Your mentor, Wilford G, told you that sometimes you don't get all the answers at the end of a case. That's life sometimes."

"You know how much I hate loose ends."

"I know. That's why your posthumous mentor came back to life to tell you in person."

"I still miss G-Man."

"Yeah, but in Metropolis, you're the Man, now. No doubt about it, especially after today."

I said nothing. Then, I was startled again. The sound of thunder in the distance.

"Sun, rain, and thunder," Run-Time said, surprised. "I'd say that's our cosmic cue."

"Cue?"

"To get in your new vehicle and get the hell home to our families."

I smiled. Run-Time always could pull me out of my morose moods, even the most stubborn ones. "I'd say that's a good plan to end a day."

"We deserve it. End where we began."

The grin disappeared from my face. "Detectives aren't supposed to take cases without a paying client."

"But you do have a paying client," Run-Time said with the biggest grin on his face as he showed me his phone.

I walked to him, squinting to focus on the lit screen. "Reward!" I was smiling again.

"Rewards," Run-Time corrected. "Your clients, as in more than one, were none other than the Metropolis Police Department, City Hall, and the federal government. You don't think I was being quiet over here for nothing? I was flipping through the mugshots. Not one reward for the apprehension of wanted fugitives, but at least twenty and counting. These hard days of work will be paid for many times over when you finish counting the cash. That's a payday."

I was really smiling.

"Something good to share with the family,” Run-Time said. “We end up even better than where we began. We hop into your vehicle and take to the hover-trafficked skies for home-sweet-home.”

"Let's go," I said.

We climbed into the new Pony. The new doors practically closed themselves once you were seated. As I started the vehicle, the dashboard carphone began beeping.

Run-Time laughed. "There's Mrs. Cruz."

"Don't laugh at me," I said. "What about Mrs. Run-Time?"

He hesitated, but relented. “I have so many messages I can’t even count them. Most of them from her.” His phone rang again. “No rest for the wicked," he said. 

"Don't answer it!" I yelled. "We can talk to them in person. Let’s enjoy our final moments of true peace and quiet before we get home!" 

“I concur with that plan.”

In seconds, the new Pony, version 3.0, ascended into the hovertraffic and jetted away for home. I knew I'd sleep for days before I could mentally close the books on this case. The case Run-Time and I had to solve while constantly driving to keep from getting killed by a genetically engineered, literal giant crime boss and his entire street hoverracer gang. 

But in the end, only Run-Time and I were driving off into the red sun shower sunset in my new red Pony.
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Chapter Two

Mrs. Ferrari: Bloody Head on the Steering Wheel
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“The crash was vicious-ugly.” 

That was the street slang for a crash so violent that anyone who miraculously managed to walk away alive would be deformed and damaged for life.

Mrs. Ferrari strained every muscle in her blackish-red, discolored and bruised neck to lift her bloody face from the steering wheel. She was lucky the wheel hadn't separated from the housing connected to the vehicle’s frame and fused with her skull. If the death-speed impact with the side of the megatower had folded their hovercar any more, it would’ve been the same result. The front windshield was obliterated—shattered to a million pieces, a lot of them embedded in her face, neck and through the clothes of her upper torso. Every window in the vehicle was gone, including the sunroof. The vehicle hit the megatower, plunged twenty feet, nose-first, into the asphalt pavement below, and flopped down to a parked position. In her case, being filthy rich had saved her life and her husband’s. Their filthy rich hovercar was a flying tank. The standard Average Joe and Jane hovervehicle would have crashed and exploded, with or without a fireball. The meat-wagon guys wouldn't have been able to tell vehicle fragment from body matter. 

However, crashing in a tank didn't shield the body from that force called gravity. Mrs. Ferrari was going to wish she were dead. For a day or two, she'd be able to hobble about, maybe even walk normally. I'd seen it so many times before on the amateur hovercar racing circuit. People survived a major, scary crash and pile-up. People walked away with sighs of relief, then came the smiles and resulting horseplay at cheating death. Celebrations with lots of booze, maybe even a bit of dancing. A day or two later—boom! People were crippled for life. Hobbling along like a geriatric at twenty years old. The following year, they'd be gone from the circuit. Their bodies completely devastated. They’d have the subsequent spine replacements and pain reduction surgeries, but it was over. They'd never race again. I thought it a fitting end to the two "employers" who put the contract on me using an entire Metropolis criminal organization masquerading as a hovercar street racing gang. 

One of her eyes was swollen shut as if she'd been punched. The culprit was the steering wheel, of course, and she was bleeding from a cut above it. She managed to turn her head to look at her husband in the passenger seat beside her. He was barely conscious and the shattered windshield had made a mess of him—every piece hit him like mini-daggers. He was just a cut-up blob of blood wearing a once-fancy suit. But he too would live—too bad. These two crazy maniacs had unleashed days of mayhem the supercity hadn't seen in years. (Come to think of it, I was in the last big one. Actually, I was in the other big one before that one too.) Mr. and Mrs. Ferrari wouldn't be gracing the covers of The Rich and Beautiful ever again—the prison version, either.

I could feel her staring at me with her one good eye. I’d set the Pony down in front of their wreck at a diagonal and got out of the vehicle. Never once did I take my eyes off them. Her once-fancy dark-blonde hair looked unkempt, hanging in front of her face. She didn't know I was the King of Staring. Her body was shaking, but I didn't know if it was from fear or from all the blood she’d lost or was losing. The parts of their flesh not black and blue looked sickly pale. I strolled to the driver's side with my hand firmly on my omega-gun. Wounded animals could still bite you—and kill you.

She closed her eyes when I reached her windowless driver's side window. I couldn't believe it. She was praying. The murderess with her murdering blood-bag-looking husband next to her was praying. I wanted to slap her.

"Open your eyes and stop that!" I yelled at her. "You don't deserve to pray to anyone. When the police throw you in prison far away from me, you can start it again."

She stopped and slowly opened her eye to look up at me. A smirk grew on my face. It was all an act. I could see that killer instinct in her eyes. 

"Why did you put out the contract to kill me, Mrs. Ferrari?" I asked, resting my gun hand on the edge of her driver side window. I wanted her to see my weapon, and I wanted my answer immediately.

She held her stare for a while and when she thought her growing contempt might get her shot, she glanced at my gun. "What does it matter?" she said. "It's over. We're over." The shaking of her body was getting worse.

"Yes, you are."

"I want to get out," she said. 

I'd seen it before, too. She was there and mentally not there, signs of a likely serious concussion. She might even have had internal bleeding. "I want to get out and go home. We can wait for the police there." She was serious. 

I stepped back as she tried to open the door, but the car was now half its length from the crash. I would not do one thing to help her.

She opened it. I'd forgotten. A high-end hovercar. Tap a button and the vehicle opens itself for you. The door sprung open for her and then it promptly fell to the ground. When she stepped out of the vehicle, she lost her balance and dropped to the ground on all fours. I turned my head in disgust as she spat out blood—twice. She managed to rise to her feet and somehow pulled her blood-bag husband out of the vehicle. The man was barely conscious. He probably didn't know his name or where he was.

The two of them were standing there, leaning against the wreck of their car. She hadn't forgotten I was there. He was conscious, but his eyes had a vacant stare. She was back right in the moment with me, staring into my eyes with her one good eye. Her other eye was now covered in blood from the gash in her forehead. She glanced to my side. I looked too.

Run-Time had his laser machine-gun pointed right at them. He looked mad. He wanted any excuse to shoot them both.

A smirk was now on her face. She probably said to herself, "These are the good guys. Good guys can't do anything bad. They must be good to the very end and let the bad guys be."

I blasted a hole in her hand before she could finish the thought. 

She was back on the ground on all fours crying. Bloody hand to match the bloody eye. I had no concept of time anymore. She bawled for a long time. Or was it? Then she stopped crying and stood again. Her blood-bag husband had been leaning against their wrecked vehicle, truly oblivious to everything around him. His eyes were just fluttering around, never focusing or stopping.

She cradled her wounded right hand under her left arm. The contempt in her eyes was gone. All I saw was fear and pleading. She didn't have to say the words. She wanted to go home—one last time.

I stepped up to her, so close I could smell the blood on her face. 

“People love their gangster movies. Know the names...have their little kiddies watch them too, sitting on their laps. Sometimes a few of those people think they can be gangsters themselves, not full-blown ones, but just enough to make some big cash and have a little fun. Why not? They’re tough enough. Smart enough. But you see, the thing they don’t tell you is there’s no such thing as a little gangster. There’s nothing fun about it. Oh, they pretend to have fun. They may get some cash. But they never get to spend. The morgues and jails are filled with these smart, fun-loving gangsters. Then there are the wannabe gangsters like you who think because they live in the upper side of town, went to fancy schools, wear fancy clothes, have fancy accountants to hide the money, have fancy lawyers on speed-dial, that you’re better than the regular riff-raff mean street gangsters. But there’s no way ’round getting your hands dirty. There’s no way ‘round having the bad stuff coming and knockin’ at your door. I got two things to tell you...”

“You’ll never see us again,” she blurted out. “Take everything. We’ll get up from here and you’ll never see us again.”

“Many people died today,” I said. “A lot of gangsters and their associates. A lot of their friends are going to want to know why you brought this all down on them.”

“You’ll never see us again,” she repeated.

There was such a long pause as I stared at her. Her eyes darted around, her head and hands trembling.

"I'm going to let you go," I said. "But not because I'm doing the right thing, or feeling compassionate, or care about you in any way. You killed my car, not that giant genetic freak you sent after us—you! No one could believe I built that vehicle. I was offered big money to sell it, but I never did. That vehicle was my pride and joy. It made me something important when I was only a laborer living in some legacy rock of a residence. I built it. My parents were so proud of me. Genuinely proud. Amazed. I smiled for ten days straight. Once, I got to stand in a room of the greatest hovervehicle designers, engineers, and builders on the planet. Me. A high school kid. I knew everything they did. They tried to overwhelm me and trick me with stats and figures, but I knew it better than they did. Most of them were dummies, anyway. Computers and assistants did the real work for them. I did all my work myself. 

“I'm not angry yet, but one day I will be. When that day comes, you and your murder-hubbie better make sure you are so deep in the dungeon of the darkest, dankest corner of your new forever-home in prison that I can never get to you, because I’m going to try real hard. Yes, get used to praying—and hiding.”

We had an understanding on a cosmic level. She grabbed her half-unconscious zombie-vegetable husband and walked away. 

"Why did you try to kill me, Mrs. Ferrari? You never answered my question!” I yelled out.

She looked back at me. “I don’t know. Don’t you know?" she replied. She turned around and both of them continued away.

Run-Time and I watched them disappear down the street in the drizzle of rain. Somehow they got back home, where several platoons of heavily armed ground police and sky cruisers were waiting.

Weeks later, we’d learn that he had permanent brain damage from the crash requiring constant care—much of it to be provided by his cellmate spouse. He was left mute, so their remaining years of marriage would be quiet ones.

I’d realized something when she answered my question the way she did. They had put out the contract on me, yes, but didn’t know why? How was that possible? My only question—“Why?”—would remain unanswered.
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Chapter Three

The Ferraris: Ferrari's Can't Fly
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If the Ferraris wanted to make a clean getaway out of Metropolis, they might have bothered to understand the meaning of “inconspicuous.” Mrs. Ferrari was the opposite of that, though I was one to talk driving a bright red Pony in a sea of black and dark gray hovercar traffic. But then I wasn’t a crazy maniac trying to make my getaway. For some strange reason, she had her long dark-blonde hair whipping around on one side of her head out the window that was half-way down. She ascended into the hovertraffic like a bat-out-of-hell, making other drivers thinking she was going to sideswipe them. She was driving fast in the slow lane and then erratically got into the fast lane and slowed down. Speeding traffic around her had to either go into the sky-lane above or below to avoid hitting her.

“Do you call this driving?” Mr. Ferrari yelled at his wife.

“Shut up! Why didn’t you drive if you were going to scream at me?”

“Because only one of us here can shoot a gun! You can’t drive either!”

“I want a divorce! I can’t take it anymore!”

“And who will marry you? You’re useless!”

“Good! Give me a divorce and you can take care of yourself!”

“You take care of me? That’s a joke. You couldn’t take care of a dog or cat, or a fish. I don’t need anything from the likes of you! Ferrari men are like the Pantheon gods.”

“Shut up! I’m tired of your Greek god stories. You’re nothing! You’re a punk wannabe gangster!”

“What does that make you? Don’t think I’m such a punk when you take my money to buy your clothes and vacations. Do you remember what actual work is like? No! You insult me, but take my money!”

“My money. It’s my money too! Who is your accountant? For your great criminal empire. Me! Because you can’t trust anyone else!”

“I should fire you because you steal as much as they would anyway, but I wouldn’t have to listen to the abuse. You won’t shut up!”

“Divorce me then!”

“Why? So you could try to blackmail me with what you know?”

“You know it!”

“Next contract I broadcast will be on you!”

“No, I will take one out on you! And I’ll use your money to do it!”

Crash!

I hit their vehicle in the rear so hard that she almost lost control, which would have saved us all a lot of time.

“No!” she yelled.

Mr. Ferrari had grabbed the wheel to steady it before his wife could gain control again.

“Go! Go!” he yelled at her.

“How did he find us?”

“Go!” he yelled again.

Some people seem naturally disposed to be deceptive. Mrs. Ferrari pretended to be a bubbling amateur driver, but she was anything but. 

She shifted gears and dove through three sky-lanes down like a pro. She avoided every hovercar and hoverbiker around her, doing so in a way that I couldn’t immediately follow. But I could—just not directly.

I went up.

By now, Run-Time was used to my no-warning, lightning-fast, street-racer maneuvers. I rose fast, only stopping to allow another hovercar to speed past, then continued my ascent. When I pulled into the topmost lane of sky-traffic, I pulled away from all the lanes and dove like a rocket. When the Ferraris came out of the traffic, I was right back on their tail as they exited the sky-freeway.

She must have been a professional driver. Her skills were expert and near the top in the field. My extreme tailgating didn’t phase her in the least. She kept her foot on the accelerator as she tried every maneuver to shake me. She zigzagged, dove, shot up, whipped around corners at speeds most drivers would have lost control.

“She’s playing with me,” I said to Run-Time.

“What are they going to do?” he asked.

“She’s trying to distract me. What is he going to do?”

Run-Time didn’t need me to spell it out for him. He lowered the passenger window and lifted his laser rifle in readiness.

In Metropolis, even the most hardened criminals stopped in their tracks when they saw the police. They were the people’s army on the street for justice. If not for their utter ruthlessness against the criminals, the gangs would rule the world. Gangsters saw the police, and they went the other way.

What Run-Time and I saw was just how ruthless or insane the Ferraris were. A lone police cruiser was coasting along in the crosswise street traffic and, rather than slow down or stop, Mrs. Ferrari sped up.

The crash made both of us wince. The police in their cruiser didn’t know what had hit them. Ferrari hit them broadside and kept going. The police cruiser crashed into another vehicle, then dropped from the air. Fortunately, their airbrakes slowed their hard crash to the ground below, but their cruiser wasn’t going anywhere.

I kept my eye focused on the Ferrari vehicle the whole time, knowing they’d make their move.

“Run-Time,” I yelled.

She slammed her brakes to do a “donut.” She’d do that for only one reason. To spin her vehicle around to the passenger side with its open window and husband pointing some kind of evil, illegal weapon at us.

Run-Time was ready first and fired before Mr. Ferrari realized we were smarter than him. Run-Time’s aim was perfect. Whatever heavy rifle Mr. Ferrari was going to fire was blasted apart in his face. He screamed in shock and pain. Mrs. Ferrari stopped her spin and shot off in the wrong way of hovertraffic. But I was right on her tail.

However fast she was driving before, her speed exploded. They were toying with us before, but now they didn’t have the firepower left to stop us. It was now a hard chase, which could go on for hours unless one or both of us made a mistake. But she had already made hers by crashing into the police cruiser. Every cop in the area would be on their way with a full description of their vehicle.

Suddenly, I pulled away and shot down an alleyway.

I could guess what they were saying when I made that move. “Where did he go?” “Why did he do that?” “Where is he?” They probably were wondering how we could find them on the crowded sky-freeway with all its hovercars, hovervans, hoverttrucks, hoverbuses, and hoverbikes. They’d eventually figure out that they were bugged, just like Mr. Big had done to us. But I would make my move long before they could figure it out, or what to do about it. I had no intention of playing cat-and-mouse for an extended period of time. I was tired, hungry, and wanted a nap.

My speed down the alleyway was so fast now that I’d soon be able to create my own sonic boom when I exited between the two megatowers. I had one eye locked on the space ahead of me and watched two blinking red blips on my dashboard screen from the corners of my eyes. The blips were converging.

The Pony shot out of the alleyway. I was moving so fast that no one in the hovertraffic had any time to react. I passed between hoverlanes, saw them, dove, and hit their vehicle exactly where I aimed.

The Ferrari vehicle was in an uncontrollable spin out of the hovertraffic. She maintained some control, another thing that even most professional drivers couldn’t do. I rammed the rear of her vehicle to “help” her, then sped up as I pushed them toward another megatower. Even if she tried to engage her air-brakes, it wouldn’t have mattered. We were moving too fast. I was driving at full-speed toward the side of the building, pushing their vehicle helplessly along for the ride and locked on my front. 

Run-Time dropped his rifle into his lap as he grabbed the passenger-side hand-hold above his head with one hand and reached out with the other to brace himself. I pulled away at the last second.

The crash was at tremendous force. Their vehicle fatally plowed into the wall of the megatower. I knew that Run-Time expected it to blow up on impact. The crumpled metal that was the Ferraris’ hovercar plunged twenty feet to “return to surface.”
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Chapter Four

Mr. Ferrari: Run, Baby, Run
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"He's dead!" 

The yell echoed through the apartment mansion.

Mr. Ferrari rolled his eyes at the sound of his female assistant. “When am I going to fire you?” he asked himself.

He sat in his favorite chair—hand-crafted, genuine old saddle cocoa dark brown leather with gold trim. He spent most of his daylight hours on his throne and in this room. His art deco private office and study had lots of gold trim throughout the velvet brown walls and ceilings, with light globes spaced every three feet at standing eye-level. He’d sit in the room for hours on end staring at the many display screens on the wall, each one with the minute-by-minute stock market indexes from around the world, the Space Station Colonies, Luna Colony, and Mars. He made his fortune in the stock market, but he had “diversified” into the crime world.

People who wore high-priced, handmade (no robots, please) attire fell into three categories: those who were truly important, those who wanted be, and those who thought they were. But he was a fourth. He knew he wasn’t important, but he was going to be. Investor-by-day, gangster fixer-by-night. He’d soon be a Very Important Person in the criminal world.

He glanced at his finely manicured fingernails, a golden watch on each wrist—one for the Eastern markets and the other for the West. He knew all he needed to know from that scream before he even had to rise from his chair.

“Where are you?” another female voice yelled.

Mr. Ferrari had a smooth, dark tan, flawless complexion, and perfectly groomed black hair, graying at the temples. Today, a dark blue three-piece, pin-striped suit and spotless white shoes. He’d come a long way from a fledging wealth manager to the uber-elite. 

Mrs. Ferrari had the same quality of tan and her dark blonde hair hung to her knees on one side. A silky, upper-collared blue dress and white shoes. Her lipstick and fingernails were the same shade of pink.

“What is wrong with you? Didn’t you hear her?” she asked.

“Yes, the One Who Gives Me Endless Joy,” he replied with a sneer.

“What do we do?”

“We? I don’t need to do anything. Seems he wasn’t as big as everyone thought, after all.” He stepped out of his office into the hall and walked into the extremely open main living room, which served as their main office during business hours. “He’s dead. The optimum word here is ‘he’ and not us.”

Besides Mr. and Mrs. Ferrari, there were five others—all younger employees standing at their individual work pods with multi-display screens all tuned to different broadcasts. Every announcer or report talking about the hyper-drive mayhem that started on the streets of Metropolis and ended in space. The high body count and the names of dead street gangsters were the headline news.

“Why are you all so worried? No one knows about his connection to us, and no one will ever know,” he said to them. “Not the cops, the Feds, or this Cruz person. Who put him on the List?” 

The employees all looked at each other. Ferrari looked at his wife.

“Don’t look at me,” she said.

“Wait. I asked a question. Who put him on the List?”

Each of the five employees took turns directly answering, “Not me, Mr. Ferrari.”

Mr. Ferrari glanced at his wife. “Can someone tell me how someone got on the List if I didn’t put him there and none of you did?”

Even with his tan, they all saw him turning red with anger. Each of them shrunk back, visibly afraid. “Listen carefully,” he said. “No one leaves this room until I get an answer to the question I asked.”

“I’ll go run some errands,” Mrs. Ferrari said.

“Shut up!” he snapped. “No one leaves this room. Not them, not you. I want my question answered.”

“Who’s going to pick up the kids?” she yelled.

“With all the money we pay that damn school in tuition, they’ll deliver them here for us. Get to work now.” 

A phone rang.

Everyone stopped. Everyone nervously looked at each other.

“Answer it!” Mr. Ferrari yelled.

His most senior assistant picked up the audio-only handset from her desk. “Name the target,” she answered in an emotionless tone.

When Tiki gave Run-Time and me the names of the orchestrators of these days of metal and mayhem, I thought it was a joke. Ferrari was one of those ancient Italian names, like Smith in English. But it was also a legendary name of ancient classic high-performance vehicle manufacturers in the era before hovercars. Most of the top car makers weren’t able to transition from cars that sped around on the ground on rubber tires to flying through the air. I was sure it was the same thing when the world went from horse and buggy carriages to automobiles, as cars were called then. Today, Ferrari was the name of the contractors who set the ultimate crazy maniac after me, along with his entire organized crime syndicate masquerading as hovercar street-racing gangster kids. Well, we sorted them out. It was the Ferraris’ turn. 

“No more targets,” the voice said.

“Who is this?” she asked. 

“Cruz. My name is Cruz.”

The Ferraris could see the shock on her face.

“Hand the phone to your boss,” I directed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about and I’m going to hang up.”

“Tell Mr. and Mrs. Ferrari I’ve taken care of Mr. Big and I’m coming for them, too. I’ll see you too, miss, shortly.”

Her hands were shaking so much after I disconnected, she nearly dropped the phone on the desk. “It was him. The target. He knows your names. He knows my name.”

Mr.Ferrari lowered his head and gritted his teeth in rage. “How? We’re blown! Someone snitched on us within the organization! We’re blown. Leave everything behind and go! Assume they have your addresses too. Get to your safe boxes and grab your alternate IDs. Get out of Metropolis anyway you can. Your employment is officially terminated.”

“Mr. Ferrari,” one of the panicking employees stuttered out.

“Or you can stay here and wait for the target or the cops. Do whatever you want.” He reached around his neck and pulled out a gold chain. At the end of it was a voice disk. “Enable. Voice recognize. Self-destruct in nine hundred seconds.”

“No!” Mrs. Ferrari yelled. “I want to grab some clothes.”

“Then go grab them!”

“How long is nine hundred seconds?” another assistant asked. They were all becoming hysterical.

“Stay and find out!”

Ferrari marched into the kitchen and disappeared.

“Food?” Mrs. Ferrari yelled. “If you can grab some food, I can get some clothes. I can do it. And my jewels. And my shoes. They’re priceless.”

Mr. Ferrari appeared with a type of black metal rifle none of them had ever seen before.

“What is that?” Mrs. Ferrari asked.

“Something I picked up from Mars. Off-worlders know how to construct guns that can blow an entire police heavy-cruiser from the sky if need be.” He looked directly at his employees. “We had a good number of years working together. Killed a lot of people and made a lot of money. I’m sure all of you will land on your feet somewhere. Crime is always looking for good help.

“All of you, get out of here! I told you. You're fired! Everyone's fired! Get out of Metropolis any way you can. If either the cops or Big's rivals find out who we are, they'll be after us.”

“But we didn't do anything,” one assistant said.

“Grow up! This is the business.”

“Aren't you afraid we'll talk?” one employee asked.

Mr. Ferrari stared with his gun pointed at them. Everyone held their breath.

"No,” he finally said and marched away, toward the back entrance.

“You’re just going to leave everything behind?” his wife yelled at him.

He stopped and turned. “Not everything. I’m taking my gun and my life with me. That’s all I need—all the important stuff.” He marched off.

“That’s all you need, huh? What about me? What about your wife? You bastard.”

Past the living room and kitchen, a secret door slid open in the hallway to reveal a private elevator, already opening.

“What about us?” the employees asked as the Ferraris stepped in.

“What about you?” Mr. Ferrari asked as the door closed.

The elevator capsule shot down at high velocity from the penthouse level to the basement levels. Mrs. Ferrari held in her tears but was stifling.

“I drive, you do the shooting,” he commanded as he hurried to an awaiting supercharged shiny blue Hermes-model hovercar. It was in the middle of a sea of high-end hovercars, each a different color. All of them were his.

“No!” she yelled. “I can’t fire your gun contraption. I’ve never shot a gun before.”

He stopped and glared at her. “You’re useless.”

She pointed her finger inches from his eye. “You know that’s not true. I drive, you shoot! Maybe you won’t be shooting blanks like you’ve always done in the bedroom.”

He yelled out in exasperation and moved to the passenger side instead of the driver’s seat. “Get in the damn driver's seat then and drive! Maybe this does require woman-driving—fast and erratic.”

“You wait until later,” she threatened. She got into the hovercar.

“Later, you won't do a damn thing,” he said as he got into the passenger seat and closed the door.

“When you get out of the parking lot, pull to the side and wait.”

“Why?

“You know why.”

"I loved that house."

“We have five houses. You can’t tell one from the other.”

“Yes, I can, and this one is my favorite.”

“We get out of this and I'll buy you three more.”

Their car phone rang. They looked at each other.

"It's him," she said.

The husband gave her a confused look. "How? No one has this hovercar’s phone.”

"It's him. I know it.” 

“It's not.”

“Answer it then.”

“No! We wait. You’ll know when to go.” 

The explosion blew out the entire penthouse floor. Fire crews would be cleaning up the damages for days and weeks, but like most residential mega towers in Metropolis, explosions were no threat to the colossal structure.

Mr. Ferrari should have read one of PJ’s business books: Always treat your employees right. They didn’t know I called their office back and spoke with his ditched employees before the explosion. Hell hath no fury like fired criminal employees.

“All I want is your bosses, not any of you,” I told them. “Look at the security cameras and tell me which hovercar they’re driving. That’s all I want.”

The employees escaped. The explosion happened. 

“Let’s go!” Mr. Ferrari yelled at his wife. “It’s time to run, baby, run!”

He turned to her and grinned.

“What are you smiling for?” she asked as her foot hit the accelerator and they blasted out of the parking structure.

“We’re making a clean getaway! Then we’ll set up shop again, new identities, new houses, new money, on top of the world, forever, baby! Soon, we’ll run the crime world in this city!”
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Chapter Five

Tiki: The Cold Finger
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Once you’ve been in space looking at stars and dead bodies in the void, there’s something comforting about being back under the control of Mother Gravity. That weightlessness nonsense gets old fast. I wanted an ordered world of clear bearings—up, down, left, and right. 

We made sure we arrived an hour early because we didn’t want any more surprises for the day. The part of the city was called Silver Soho Adjacent, not as trendy or commercial as Silver Soho, but it got an “A” for effort. Like much of Metropolis, the buildings and streets were far older than they looked. Despite the neon signage, the neighborhood was a mix of Malaysian, Singaporean, and a touch of South African. People partied in Silver Soho. They lived in Silver Soho Adjacent. I knew the part of town well from my cases and growing up.

But the concern at the moment was the rain. A supercity like Metropolis may not have been in the tropical zones of the planet, but when it wanted to rain hard, it could match the rainy season of any place on Earth. Run-Time and I were meeting Tiki in a dark alley where the rain was coming down so hard my wiper-blades were useless, and so were the little neon lights covering the street. 

The interior of the Pony was a lap of luxury—heated seats that your body sunk into, a low blow of warm air where our feet were, and the same coming from the dashboard vents. But none of that mattered. We felt cold watching the bombardment of rain all around us and pounding my vehicle. 

We couldn’t help exchanging quick looks at each other because we were thinking the same thing. This was bad. Under normal circumstances, I would have listened to my instincts and forgotten the whole thing. Even a gambler with the best winning streak in the universe will eventually fall out of favor with Lady Luck. Run-Time and I had beaten all the odds. Why push our own luck?

The answer was simple. My quasi-psychotic need to wrap up all the loose ends of a case. We couldn’t deal with the hit men without bringing street justice to the person or persons that hired them. Tiki said he found out the “Who”—who put the contract out on me. That’s all he had to say. I’d wait in any dark alley under rain, snow, lightning, firestorms to get that intel.

The power of the downpour was quite something. I started getting antsy, which was unusual for me, King of the Stakeout. I felt my new Pony could actually get washed away. All around us, the few pedestrians about were running fast to get to shelter. They looked like wavy apparitions jetting past us. We couldn’t even see people’s glowing shades—the ubiquitous fashion accessory of the common Metropolis pedestrian no matter where you went. Visibility was near zero.

Then, with the snap of a finger, it turned to a drizzle. Nature was such an amazing and unpredictable thing. I was relieved. 

“No carwash needed for the Pony,” Run-Time joked.

“Let’s hope that devil rain didn’t strip my new paint right off and into the gutter,” I said.

“Not a chance with the number of coats you put on its frame.”

“Use the right paint and you’ll have a finish equivalent to solid, smooth steel. Where is Tiki?”

“He’ll be here.”

“I want to be done and gone with all this.”

“Almost over.”

“Almost over for a person or persons unknown who will become known if the fat ninja Tiki gets here this century, before the next downpour.”

We didn’t have to wait that long. A hoverlimo slowly descended about four car-lengths away, facing us. The vehicle was nothing fancy, which made me believe it was a loaner. Tiki liked fancy with all the amenities. This limo was an old workhorse of a vehicle. It would last, but no bells and whistles.

I’d know Tiki’s figure anywhere, even if covered up like he was as he stepped out of the back of the hoverlimo. He scampered to my driver's side wearing a dark, fitted hooded coat, as if he too was afraid of another downpour and possible flash flood. From the splashes that accompanied his feet hitting the ground, the man was walking in a virtual lake. 

I rolled down my window with the touch of a button. “Tiki, why are you wading through all that water? You could have parked closer.”

“Why? And have you shoot me with that gun of yours because you didn’t recognize me?” he said as he leaned down.

“Tiki, I’d know you from a mile away.”

“I take no chances. Do you want what I got?”

“You know I do. Who is the culprit behind all this mayhem directed at everyone’s favorite detective?”

Tiki chuckled. “At least you’ve kept your sense of humor through all this. Plural, not singular. Two culprits.”

“Who, Tiki?”

“Ever heard of the Ferraris?”

I glanced at Run-Time in the passenger seat. Neither of us had ever heard the name.

“Who are they?”

“I figured you didn’t know them either.”

“You don’t know them?”

Tiki shook his head. “Never met them.”

“Who are they then? How could they...”

Tiki held up a hand. “Hold on, Detective. I know how to do my work too. I did a full all-around check on them. Power business couple by day with a string of legit businesses on Earth, Luna, and Mars; by night, up-and-coming players in the criminal world. They ‘fix’ problems for interested parties.”

“How did I get on their radar?”

“You’re the detective, so you’ll have to find that part out. You hired me to find out the ‘who’, not the ‘why.’ I found out the ‘who’ with details.” He held out a waterproof data disk between his index and middle finger.

I grabbed it. “Thanks, Tiki. What about your men?”

“Two made it, two didn’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

“That’s the life. We’re all adults about it. If it was anyone else, they’d be mine. But the right to deal with them is yours.”

“Thanks, Tiki.”

“Besides. I know you don’t play games when it comes to evening scores. You got a body count larger than most thugs on these mean streets, Cruz.”

“That’s what they tell me.”

“Go and add to it.”

“What were their names, your men?”

“Kuko and Punyal, but everyone called him Puny.”

“We made, so this is for Kuko and Puny.”

“Thanks, Cruz. I appreciate it.”

“See you when I see you.”

Tiki grinned. “Whatever you say, C-Man.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about having a bona fide criminal type in my trusted circle of acquaintances, but he was the G-Man’s stepson and longtime street informant. Wilford G. listed it in his book, How to be a Great Detective with 100 Rules. Want a life of clear morality? Don’t live in Metropolis.

“Tiki, get back in your limo and out the rain before you get pneumonia, washed away, or both.”

As if on cue, the downpour came again—hard!​
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PART EIGHT


The Big R.I.P.
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Chapter Six

The Big (Cold) Sleep!
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My vehicle's warning lights blinked red in rapid succession. With a finger, I switched off the annoying accompanying audio. Neither Run-Time nor I needed to be warned about what was happening. A giant arm reached from under the vehicle and slammed onto the red hood. The genetically engineered man-monster rose from below in a silverish space suit. The very sight of him unnerved us to the core. He’d abandoned his hover-hearse without us seeing him, and traded in his expensive suit for a space suit, complete with a clear helmet over his ginormous head. Stamped on his face was an evil grin with large, oversized clenched teeth. He scanned the both of us in my vehicle-now-spaceship with black eyes that reminded us of a great white shark. Then his gaze locked on me. 

Mr. Big crawled up more so that his upper torso was firmly resting on the hood. That meant his face was literally an inch from the windshield. He could see neither of us were in any kind of spacesuit, so he had nothing to fear from us trying to laser-shoot him through the glass. The next action was completely in his hands. We were the mice in a glass box floating in space. He was the hungry, feral evil cat scheming on how to get us.

Again, I had the feeling that he could read minds, which didn't bother me. There was nothing to read in my mind, but endless nothingness. The benefit of being a recovered OCD-baby was that you could focus on absolutely nothing forever, unlike the common Average Joe or Jane. For now, it was a staring contest between us. He was trying to figure out what our game plan was. What did we plan to do? Attack? Try to escape? What was he going to do?

His concentration broke as I raised my right index finger in the air to mock him. I said out loud because I knew he could hear the audio, “What is my little finger going to do?”

He was amused only slightly. He'd ripped apart one of my vehicles before and I knew he could do so again, even in space. 

But then I hesitated. Mr. Seraph’s words rang in my head: Do not shoot him with any kind of laser. What the hell did that mean? What had the genetic scientists come up with this time? Could Big really be some kind of comic book supervillain, but in real life? My imagination could come up with endless possibilities, but all that would have to wait for some other time. 

What I knew was that Mr. Big was the craftiest criminal I’d ever met. He was the master of misdirection. Pretend to be slovenly and slow moving when he could run faster than anyone else around. Pretend to never leave his headquarters when actually he’s the one out on all the jobs to do the killing. Pretend to be helpless, sitting on top of my vehicle in front of the hidden laser turrets.

I jammed my finger on a dashboard button to fire. 

After centuries in existence, people still thought laser beams were visible to the naked eye. They weren't unless someone shot the laser into your eyes. Laser weapons manufacturers had been engaging in a bit of trickery for ages. Laser guns were constructed with laser light “assist.” Your eyes saw the laser light, not the laser. A laser could only be seen if passed through particles in the air or space. Since I was no laser gun manufacturer, and neither was the back-alley illegal weapons dealer who fitted my new Pony with them, I was perfectly content with the invisible. I wanted damage, not a colored light show. 

Mr. Big snapped his head around. No laser beam show. No sound of explosion. What we saw were the pieces of some spacecraft in the distance. I knew Big had a means of travel, whether it was back to Earth or one of the Up-Top colonies. He may have been a genetically engineered superman, but he wasn't Superman. Just to be sure, I blew his floating hover-hearse ship to bits, too. 

I didn't need to read his mind to know what he'd do next after realizing his only escape craft had been blown to pieces by me. With both his spacecraft gone, he’d hijack the next best thing. The force with which he hit the front barrier made the two-way virtual window blink out for a second. He was going to rip apart another one of my vehicles, pull us out, probably crushing us to death too, and take control of my vehicle for his big escape. 

He didn’t have to do any of that. He could have it. I built it to kill him. This was a different method than I’d planned, but I’d be happy just the same. 

I said one word to Run-Time before I hit the button: “Ejecting.”

The driving section was detachable from the rest of the vehicle, and it shot from the vehicle before Mr. Big could grab us. He stood there watching us drift away, holding on to the Pony-D, floating in space. The hover-engines and rocket engines detached from the vehicle too. The vehicle was now just a red metal box in space. I should have told him that the D in Pony-D was for “death”—his. 

He’d float there for a time. But eventually Mother Earth would grab him toward her. He'd burn up with not even dust left behind the second his body descended into the planet's upper atmosphere. Even a genetically engineered superhuman crime boss could not escape that fate. 

“So long Mr. Big,” I said.

“So long Mr. Cruz,” he replied.

He screamed out in rage. We had defeated him completely. Something he thought was impossible. With that, he positioned himself on the Pony-D and launched his body off of it. He wanted the end to come quick—and it would. He was on a steady trajectory back into the Earth’s atmosphere, and we were going to watch every second of his end. Good riddance, car killer! Good riddance, destroyer of so many kids who could have been more than they were. The dark side was called that for a reason. Because there were no sunny sunsets. 

We could see the tiny form of Mr. Big already reaching the upper atmosphere. There was no way that anything on Earth or off-Earth was going to move us away from watching his ultimate demise, not even an armada of Martian flying saucers. 

I’d been in this position before. An entire criminal organization wiped out (The Animal Farm Crime Syndicate), but the big boss (Monkey Baker) got away only to try to kill me later on. No way would I make that mistake again. I wanted to see Big’s body burn to ashes with my own two eyes. A fitting end to someone who thought burning live humans with a flamethrower was an amusing sport. So much for the genetic super human. Hopefully, they’d stop making any more. But I wouldn’t be holding my breath in space, or anywhere else.

Run-Time and I had our fire show, and then a Lunar spaceship—courtesy of Mr. Seraph—pulled alongside us for pickup. We’d already gotten our stories straight for when we’d inevitably be before the authorities of Earth and Up-Top. We’d never reveal our conversation with Mr. Big, ever—his confessions or my deductive musings. Neither of us were idiots. Both of us knew there were super- secret criminal cartels and cells that operated so far into the darkness that their existence was the stuff of whispers or more often, would never see the light of day. Why wouldn’t the same thing exist in the law enforcement and intel communities? Mr. Big gave us a taste and neither of us wanted to continue any further. No doubt the classifications of even the things he hinted at were beyond ultra-top secret. The irony was that the first time I met Mr. Big, I was pretending to be some kind of secret agent. The crazy truth was, he probably started out as one before it all went horribly wrong. In this case, being smart and clever was absolutely not the path to go down. We didn’t need the headache. He was a crazy maniac, bigger than most, apparently grown in a lab unlike most, and ended up dead like the rest, as he deserved. That part of the case was closed.

But my mystery wasn’t solved. Law enforcement didn’t put my name on any organized crime Hit List despite Big’s paranoid delusions. Who the hell did? My case was still not solved. I was very unhappy even though our rescuing Lunar spaceship had great accommodations, good food, and some damn good, smooth silk coffee.
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Chapter Seven

Then There Was One—A Big One!
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“Here’s my theory,” I said. “You’re an undercover cop.”

Mr. Big could clearly see our faces, even with our helmets on. Metro’s biggest crime boss stared at us from the dashboard phone screen with his one gigantic eye. We heard him chuckling under his breath.

“You should write screenplays with such a comical imagination.” His voice boomed in our ears.

“You slipped up,” I said. “You were too good. We were trying to figure out how you were tracking us. There are only two ways: tracking devices or eyes on the street. But we have the best tracking device detector on Earth and Up-Top. He can detect the latest tracker before the tech is invented. If not trackers, that leaves eyes on the street. But street intel that good? This is Metropolis. Over fifty million people. No one is that good. Not even the police are that good. But that got me thinking. The police are that good. You can’t keep the modern supercity safe from people like you by only responding to 9-11 calls. You have to go out and find the bad guys, too. Organized crime has infiltrated law enforcement many times before in the past, but the reverse has also been true. 

“That’s how you could track us wherever we went. You’re an undercover cop or agent or whatever. You used their secret surveillance system that I know must exist to stay on top of us. That’s how you did. Probably a network of satellites, residential security cameras, commercial security cameras, people’s own mobile phones. The government said they’d never reconstruct the digital surveillance network before the Crash, but we know that’s a lie. Any that’s okay because the people wanted them to. To keep us safe from people like you.

“My theory is they sent you in. Take over a rising criminal organization and, over time, help them take down others from within. That’s what they grew you in a lab to do. Who’d expect that the ultimate crime boss was actually a law enforcement asset? But you were too good, too vicious. They didn’t know what to do when you decided to go rogue. If it got out who you really were, the scandal could bring down higher-ups and politicians in Metropolis, the Feds, other countries, Up-Top. They were stuck, and you took advantage of it. How am I doing?”

“You’ll never get anyone to confirm,” he said.

“You already did.”

“Mr. Cruz, you’re pretending to randomly guess at things. I know you’re an agency asset.”

“Me?” I was genuinely caught off-guard by his response. 

“Blame me for what was an agency operation from the start. Bring my organization out into the open. Destroy it. Expose me. Every step of the way, I was following agency directives.”

“You got greedy.” I said the statement as a shot in the dark. Was the man really about to confess all to us? I had to play along and keep him talking as long as we could.

“Greedy!” he yelled. “Is that what you said to the others? Is this how you killed them, too? You planted this contract-to-kill on one of your agents! Had me hunt him down as you killed everyone in my crew, identified all my contacts to kill them too, identified all my bases of operations to destroy. All a ruse from the beginning. How long have you been an agency asset?” Mr. Big yelled so loud that he almost deafened us. If we didn’t have our helmets on, we would have grabbed our ears.

“What makes you think I’m any kind of asset?”

“Because you’re still alive!”

“I’m flattered but...”

“Anyone else would have died the first day or the next!”

“You tried to kill me, didn’t you? Burn me like a marshmallow in the campfire. Why did you fail? Are you part of the conspiracy, too?”

“I did fail. But what other human being on the planet could escape from a flamethrower? No one uses that as a weapon. But you expected it and escaped. You knew how to use it as a weapon against me. How would some low-rent private detective know how to do that?”

“Video games,” I replied.

We could hear him chuckle. “An answer for anything.”

“We low-rent private detectives always do.”

“Not you. You rebuilt your vehicle. How did you know to make it space-worthy? Who does that? What hovercar restorer, current or former, would rebuild the vehicle I ripped apart with one that could fly into space? Do you fly your hovercar into space often?”

Mr. Big had a valid point there. But I didn’t make it space-worthy; I made it ocean-worthy. If my water-world gambit at the River, racing through the Valves, failed, my plan was to have them chase me into the ocean itself. I was going to drown them all one way or another. Fly to the bottom of the ocean or fly into space, same difference. 

Paranoid people can create their own logic out of the untrue and imaginary.

“I wanted to be prepared for every contingency,” I replied.

“You created me to be the ultimate villain, then are shocked when that’s exactly what I am.”

“We all must follow our orders,” I said.

“Why? Why should I follow directives from inferiors? Why shouldn’t I run all organized crime on Earth?”

“Your plans were too big. You know that.”

“I know you’ve been working with them all from the beginning. How could you kill all my crew like that? You’re nothing! You were nothing but an unremarkable, below-average racer when you did race. You never won a prize! How could you beat my racers?”

“They’re dead because of you, Mr. Big. When you sent after me, they weren’t prize-winning, top-ranked racers anymore. They were killers. That’s why they failed.”

“Yes. You were the real killer. They didn’t know that.”

“No, they didn’t.”

“A simple little street detective.”

“Turn yourself in.”

Big laughed. “Why? For me to be found in my jail cell dead. After conveniently suiciding myself. I’m bigger than you’ll ever be. You think you’ve won.”

“I have won, Mr. Big. All your people are dead. You’re the only one left. Whatever you say doesn’t change any of that. Was it worth it, Mr. Big? All of this? I told you to leave me alone.”

“How did they do it? Plant your name on the Hit List? How did they make it so my organization would get the contract?”

What followed was an enraged rant of extreme paranoia. In his feverish, genetically engineered brain I was the center of an elaborate conspiracy against him that involved all the police of Earth, the Space Colonies, Luna colonies, and the Martians. All the criminal gangs were in on the conspiracy, and so was some poor server who accidentally spilled his espresso on the table. He told us he beat the man to death right there in the restaurant. Big was a monster and Metropolis had to be rid of him—permanently. 

Run-Time and I looked at each other. Something was amiss. His paranoia delusions weren’t building over an extended period. He’d never heard of me before. Something set him off, probably the same day he received the contract. Someone had sent him down this psychotic path. If not the Ferraris, who? Why? I still didn’t know the why. It made no sense.

I had to end his rambling.

“We’re the Agency,” I said, playing my role perfectly. “We can do anything and will always be bigger than anything, or anyone.”

“Even Mr. Big.”

“Even you,” I said.

“We’ll soon reach the Space Station colonies. Better kill you and your friend now so I can make my Big escape and plan my revenge. Last question. How do you know that I’m actually in the hover-hearse you’ve been following with such determination?”

I said to myself: Thank you for confirming that we’ve been following the real you in the hover-hearse ahead with such determination.
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Chapter Eight

Last Driver Flying
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I stopped the vehicle. Not coasting, but a dead stop. In a world of hover-tech, bridges were, of course, obsolete. However, there was a time when heavy vehicles—too massive to be fitted with hover-engines—still rolled around the ground on rubber tires more than twice the size of my hovervehicle. We hung thirty feet up underneath one of these ancient bridges.

“I need to think,” I said to Run-Time, keeping my eyes on the view ahead.

“Is this where you solve the case?” Run-Time asked me. 

“We both know that something’s not right about this whole thing.”

“You believe the police and Feds are using us to flush out Mr. Big and his gang, to take them all down? But to believe that, we’d have to believe they’re the ones who put the contract out on you. Neither of us believes they would ever do that, no matter the covert op. They’re good people. Including the ones known to bend the rules from time to time. But they wouldn’t authorize any operation to have one gang put out a contract on another gang. The Feds? Not so sure there. Interpol? We know they would. But against us? Any civilian? Never.”

“I don’t believe they would either. But take advantage of the situation?”

“That they would do. Use us as bait? That they would do, too. But they’re taking a big gamble. If this doesn’t go right, people will lose their jobs.”

“Do you get the feeling that they’re scared of this, Mr. Big?”

“He’s clearly not scared of them. Yes, I sense it too. Normally, with half a million officers on payroll, Metro PD fears nothing. Add the Feds and the off-world police and there isn’t a crime syndicate in the solar system that would dare take that on. Secrecy. That’s how crime stays alive. Confrontation leads to prison or the morgue. What are you thinking?”

“We’ve been driving so fast for so long on this. I’m going to sit here quietly and have a think. Don’t talk or disturb me until I say I’m ready. I may know how he’s tracking us.”

“Yes, I noticed that too at the Valves. They were waiting for us. You also said he slipped up when you were talking to him on the vid-phone. Okay, you have your think. Before you check out of reality doing your thinking, am I going to get to do any real shooting today?”

“You will.”

“Then I’m going to get my full arsenal ready instead of my one rifle.”

“That’s a death weapon, not a rifle.”

“But unless it’s plugged in, that’s all it is.”

“You figure out. I got thinking to do.”

“Do your thinking. I’ll do my thing.”

I reclined my seat back but kept alert and my eyes focused ahead. Run-Time took stock of all the weapons he had stored and secured in the back seats, but he was quiet about it. 

My mind went back to the day this all started when we were back at the steps in front of Equinox Palace, led by Officers Break and Caps. “Knowing you, Cruz, Metro PD is going to be keeping a close eye on you,” Officer Break had said to me. 

Keeping a close eye on us. A close eye.

#
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MAD HEIGHTS. THAT WAS its proper name, but no one called it that. The district was called Mad City. 

Like in hell, the criminal world had levels of bad, then you got to the really bad, then to the truly evil; beyond that, you didn’t even want to know. Mad Heights wasn’t the hangout for the truly evil, but it was for the truly bad and the truly violent. 

When we were kids growing up, I first heard about Mad City. Then when I was on the race circuit, albeit brief, one part of our illegal hovercar race passed through the area. It was an enormous scandal. The guy who organized the race was killed. The rumor was Mad City gangs did it because he didn’t pay for passage through their turf. That talk made adults run away chicken. Imagine what we did as kids. You even mentioned Mad City, and we’d want to run away and leave town.

I’d been there twice on my first major case and swore I’d never go there again. All the rumors you heard about the district were justified, and I could have been killed both times I visited. Since I was certain that Mr. Big was operating under some profile he had done or acquired on me, I was going to run my own confusion campaign on him. Mad City was the last place we’d ever go. So that’s where we went.

The Pony-D flew into Mad City. 

There was a legitimate reason it was called Mad City, besides it being a madhouse of crime. The district was old and existed before building codes were formalized in the city. It looked like a mad group of builders had put the town together. There were skinny towers next to monolith towers, twenty-foot towers next to two-hundred-foot ones. It all looked...mad. If a construction crew was high on drugs and could do whatever popped into their minds, Mad Heights was what they would have come up with. Adding to the madness were the neon signs of all sizes and shapes—no standard like other towns. Mad City was visually outrageous. It was as if this was what crime felt it had to do to stand out in a noisy supercity of fifty million like Metropolis.

The Pony-D coasted into one of the dank, poorly lit parking structures. The building was only twenty stories high and quite tiny compared to what we were accustomed to in Metro Proper.

“Cruz, I meant to ask you. Were you really this good when you were on the amateur race circuit?”

“Good?” I laughed. “I was low average at best.”

“Cruz, I’ve been sitting right next to you in the vehicle. Nothing about your driving is average. Look at the body count. Saitima Seven and your words, the best hovercar racers on the planet Earth, are dead and gone. But we’re here.”

“That’s why I beat them. If I was a professional driver, we’d be dead too.”

“You lost me, Cruz. You beat the best drivers on Earth because you were an average driver?”

“Pick any of the major marathons.” 

“Okay.”

“What’s the fastest time? Under two hours. A human being running twenty-six miles in under two hours. To you and me, that’s doing a sprint at top speed for two hours. We couldn’t even do that for ten minutes, but they can for two hours. For most of those top performers, it’s a casual jog,” I said.

From our secluded vantage point, Run-Time and I saw the first one to arrive. His name was Shredder. Even people who knew nothing about the hovercar racing world had heard of this psycho. He drove a very unusual hovercar and competed in the super illegal foreign wrecking race tournaments. If he’d been in the River, he could’ve destroyed every Feral Marauder there with his specialized death machine. Its razor-sharp spoiler and fins could move around the vehicle and literally slice apart another vehicle. He’d sliced apart quite a few drivers and passengers, too. Shredder coasted into the parking structure.

“What’s the slowest qualifying time? Five hours, but it’s really four hours. They say five hours so they can get more average people to compete. Now five hours is more like it for you and me. That’s a body-killing race, but it’s at least in our realm of possibility,” I continued. 

Dive dropped from the sky from nowhere. He was another legend of the professional racing circuit but from Up-Top. His signature move was diving from high altitudes and smashing opponents apart.  His vehicle was nothing more than a black rocket pretending to be a racing hovercar. He slid into the very top floor of the parking structure, illegally squeezing through an open bay. 

“Average time is what? Three hours, thirty. That’s three different bands of people. Those in the bottom tier are quite content where they are. All they care about is finishing and probably will never run the race again.”

Stereo Lil Whiskey Fembot and Free Style arrived next. She was one of the few women on the professional racing circuit in her pink hovercar splashed with blue, yellow, red, and orange flames covering the rear panels. Freestyle had a neon white hovercar and was known for his reckless flashiness on the racecourse.

“Those at the top tier are in their own universe. It’s a very small club. They are living examples of abnormal, superhuman perfection. Their daily routine of eating, sleep, exercise, and practice is so strict and structured, most of us wouldn’t call it living. But they are the ones who strive to be the best, and that could come down to mere seconds. In this club, they all know each other. They religiously study each other’s performance, watching vid-recordings of their competition’s moves over and over. Plotting their own moves against each other to win. And studying every millimeter of every race course they compete in,” I said to a nodding Run-Time. 

Neon Nightrider descended from the sky next in his wide black hovercar with its undercarriage bathed in red light. He had been Saitima Seven’s chief rival for the last five years. His vehicle waited above the main entrance to the parking structure.

“Then there are the average runners. They have some skill. Have somewhat of a competitive nature. Care about their finishing times. But it’s not their life. It’s about the fun of competing. Some are doing it for a short time. Some compete all their life. But fully content with that middle tier,” I said.

Neon Nightrider hadn’t gone in yet. But a new vehicle arrived—a black hoverhearse. There was nothing special about it other than it was long and tall.

“If anyone from that middle tier had the stamina, training, discipline, and sheer luck to get into that top tier, those top performers would be in complete panic. They all know each other’s capabilities. They’ve studied them for hours. But to achieve the status they’ve reached, they’ve sacrificed something else.”

The last two vehicles coasted into the main entrance of the parking structure.

“Adaptability,” Run-Time said.

“Exactly. They know how to react to adversaries they’ve studied for endless hours before. They don’t know how to react to an anomaly out of the blue. Who the hell is this Cruz guy? What’s he going to do? I’ve never seen any recordings of his previous driving. He’s driving a professional racing hovercar, but he’s not a professional racer. Is he good, or is he faking it? How do we react to this guy? How do we kill him?”

We turned our attention to the external camera feed on the dashboard screen. 

“The amateur can beat the professional,” Run-Time said.

The external cameras of the Pony-D showed that Shredder was slowly moving to it.

“David can beat Goliath,” I said, adjusting my driving gloves.

“He was a giant, too.” Run-Time strapped on his second seat belt. 

“Just not a genetically engineered one,” I said as I gripped the steering wheel.

“Understood. But I still say you’re a top tier driver who didn’t pursue it because he wanted to be a top tier Metropolis private detective,” Run-Time said as he readied his weapons.

“I can agree with that.” My right hand dropped from the steering wheel to grab the augmented gear-shift handle against my thigh.

This was going to be very, very bad—for them.

#
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HIS STREET NAME WAS Atom. A clever little pickpocket and high-end cat burglar—all three feet of him. Was he a midget or dwarf? I couldn’t never remember the difference, but he was a dangerous piece of work because he also carried a laser switchblade and had crippled lots of people, making mincemeat of their thighs, calves and feet. This was the crazy maniac who I hired to drive the Pony-D, something else that was counter to any profile Mr. Big would have on me.

Atom drove the Pony-D into the parking lot and waited. A straight cash-in-hand job. We’d never met before and Atom wasn’t scared of anybody. I thought it was cosmically clever on my part to use a midget to help take down a giant.

The black wrecker that we’d switched into didn’t have the full-power of the Pony-D, but it had enough. I shot out of our hiding place from a carport parking place across the street. We illegally arced over the hovertraffic and down into the target. Shredder never knew what hit him.

The scene was a complete bloody disaster with vehicle and body parts splattered against parked hovercars, walls, and ceiling for at least a dozen-foot radius. Shredder obviously had others in his vehicle.

My black wrecker loaner stopped, dropped, and both Run-Time and I hopped out. The door of the Pony-D opened and there he was, laughing.

“That was cool!” the heavily tattooed, bald midget Atom yelled. 

I put the digital wallet in his hand, and he jumped out.

“Nice doing business with you, Mr. Cruz,” Atom said as I hopped into my driver's seat.

“If you do business with a criminal, make sure it’s a good criminal,” I said.

Atom laughed, still verifying that the entire amount was in the wallet. He was satisfied. “You didn’t tell me you were taking on Mr. Big’s men.”

“It was need to know. And you didn’t need to know.”

“True, and you paid my fee. But...”

I blasted him once in the center of his chest with my omega-gun. The formerly alive Atom was blown back into the blood and wreckage-splattered wall behind him. His little laser switchblade also fell to the ground.

“Everyone’s a double-crosser,” I said as I closed my door.

Atom didn’t know that we’d been watching him from secret cameras in the Pony-D. We saw and heard him talking on his mobile phone. 

Run-Time already had his pulse rifle plugged in and began firing before Stereo Fembot and Free Style whipped around a corner. They were waiting for Atom to finish me off, and that was their fatal mistake. 

Big’s two drivers literally flew right into the full blast of Run-Time’s pulsar beam. The entire parking structure was drowning in excruciatingly loud metal music. Her street hoverracer was cut to pieces. The music stopped, and then the vehicle exploded as the beam hit her high-rev hoverengine. The parking structure was too small for any maneuvering. All Free Style could do was gun it to crash into us head-on. 

My omega-gun was the perfect weapon when you needed the one good, devastating shot. We needed all the power we could to stop Free Style’s vehicle before he jammed his accelerator for his suicide run. After all, his girlfriend, Fembot was dead. He knew he wasn’t getting out alive. The only question was whether he’d be able to take us with him in a fiery crash of glory.

I strafed Free Style’s neon white hovercar with an explosion of laser gunfire from my omega-gun with its attached enhancements. 

Free Style never gunned his engine. He was shot to pieces through his windshield even before the smoke had blown away from the explosion of Stereo Lil Whiskey Fembot’s pink hovercar with its multi-colored flames on the rear panels. His hovercar simply stopped and dropped to the ground.

Run-Time had to stay tethered to the Pony-D with his weapon plugged in. Not me. I swung around. 

Where were they?

If Neon Nightrider knew I was standing there already waiting to ambush him with omega-gun in hand, he never would have done what he did. He thought he’d zip around from the upper level, doing his version of a Super Sonic hypersonic, hyper-drive, spiral and run me down, crash the Pony-D, and run Run-Time too all in one motion. What a hero he’d have been to Mr. Big? He’d become Big’s right-hand man.

The good news was that I shot Neon Nightrider point blank in the head the second he came around the corner. The bad news was that he’d already launched into his zero-to-two-hundred-mph-run-in-five-seconds run.

All I could do was stand my ground, hold my breath, and pray that he wouldn’t fulfill the contract hit on me, even though he was dead as the dinosaurs.

#
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NEON NIGHTRIDER'S BLACK hovercar blasted out of the concrete wall of the parking structure, breaking apart with its neon red lit undercarriage. It collided with the back of one hovercar that had been descending for the parking structure. Then dropped and hit another hovercar, illegally speeding at full-speed. Then it exploded. The hovercar that hit it avoided the blast but lost control and crashed into the side of a building. Both wrecks “returned to surface.” 

Run-Time and I were already back in the Pony-D and strapped in. I saw it—the black hoverhearse. Dive descended to take a position to protect it. I didn’t care.

We came out of the parking structure so fast that I almost successfully hit the hoverhearse on the first pass. But he blasted away just in time and immediately went upward. Now the prey was the hunter, and the hunter was running for his life. 

The black hoverhearse shot up to the sky like a launching rocket. I was close on his tail and Dive was close on mine. We had no confirmation at all, but I locked on the belief that Mr. Big was the one driving that vehicle and I was going to get him, no matter what.

Big was flying straight up. Not heading to any sky freeway but to the clouds, through the clouds, and beyond. He was flying into space!

My finger hit one button on the center console after another. Metal barriers rose to protect all our windows. Complete darkness for a second, then the holographic display flicked on. Our view was restored virtually and we could see more and more hovercars closing in for the kill. 

Tiny jet-engine wings popped out of front of my vehicle. An aerodynamic dorsal engine rose from the center of the hood. Run-Time turned to see more jet-engine equipped wings rising from the rear of the car. A bright blue glow shone through the floor of the vehicle as the rocket engines came on line. Metal robot arms (robots were allowable in this instance) arched over our chairs to place helmets over our heads. Within each helmet were independent oxygen masks.

Hovercars were not meant to go as high as we had already reached. They were terrestrial transport vehicles. Not made for high altitudes or space, or diving into an ocean. Dive was known for his death-defying drops from high altitudes, but he’d never flown this high. Not only were normal hovercars not made for such heights, but neither were their hoverengines. Both needed air.

We watched Dive’s vehicle in the rearview display. He’d already been slowing down, but now we saw his hover-engine was cutting out, starving for proper oxygen. It went dead. Dive was a dead man. His vehicle not only wasn’t made for these heights, but it wasn’t made for the re-entry back into atmosphere. For all we knew, he was already dead from suffocation. His black rocket of a vehicle stopped rising, then started falling. It wouldn’t be long before it would become a streak of fire returning to the Earth. Both man and vehicle would be dust before there would be anything left to crash into the ground.

I was filled with anger. Yes, these kids had chosen their path. But would any of them had done so if they hadn’t met Mr. Big? The professional hovercar racing circuit would be in disarray for years to come. What a waste of life and talent. The best, the top racers on the planet, were dead. Yes, they became criminals for a crime boss. Yes, they tried to kill me. Yes, they got what they deserved. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that every one of them would have been alive and on the righteous path if they had never met Mr. Big. Some of them probably would have died on the racing scene or training for the next one. But that was different. This genetic-engineered giant crazy maniac had cut a massive path of destruction and death through my supercity and many lives. 

I warned him, though. He should have left me alone when he had the chance. The second he’d uttered the words, “Cruz is a dead man,” was the moment he was the dead man. ​
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PART SEVEN


Hyper-Drive!
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Chapter Nine

Red and Blue Siren Death Show
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The ringing stopped. My Pony-D didn’t have the same number as the old one, but we enabled call-forward. Run-Time and I both knew who had called. Mr. Big was telling us he was still alive.

The outside daylight was visible as we raced through the tunnel. The moment we emerged, we were no longer in Metropolis. Next stop was the Hinterlands. I became very suspicious of what lay ahead. 

Tapping my air-brakes slowed us down so that the rushing waters not that far behind us could overtake us. It had to be done perfectly to avoid any water damage. The power of the water could pick you up, crash you into the wall, drown your hover-engine dead, and drown you too. I let the flooding waters reach us, then hit the accelerator. Vehicle and fast-moving train of water would emerge at the same time. 

We both shot out of the Valve and downward. 

There they all were.

How many street hoverracers did Big have? Another wall of vehicles hung in the air around the Valve, waiting. Big was tracking us somehow again. He knew we were in the water spilling down to the bottom of the River a hundred feet below. The punks began shooting their weapons. 

“How is he tracking us?” Run-Time said aloud.

As long as we remained in the pocket near the tip of the falling water, we were fine, otherwise if the water flooded into our hoverengine, we’d stall out and crash. I made my move.

I dove through the water and arced back around and upside down. The falling water was our liquid shield to block us from view as I flipped us from upside-down to right-side up and charged. I blasted through the water and sliced through the middle of several of Big’s hovercars again at hypersonic speed. Vehicles spun out of control, crashed into each other, others took laser-fire from their own guys. 

In any other game, I would have won. But each time I wiped out what I thought were all his men, he came back with another army. The race had begun again. We were at least half a mile ahead, flying through the River. All of them were chasing us, with a few breaking ahead of the pack and gaining on us.

I hit a button and robot arms lifted our helmets off and back behind our chairs. The holo-screens flicked off, the metal barriers lowered as dark became light streaming through our natural windows. My left hand raised with my omega-gun.

“This isn’t the race, is it?” Run-Time asked.

“Everything is reverse on this case. Here, the obstacle comes last. The racing is over. This is the shootout portion and the end.”

Run-Time lifted his pulsar rifle. 

“Ready?” I asked.

“Born ready.”

I stopped, spun the entire vehicle around in a one-eighty and we were traveling back to the pack.

#

[image: ]


THE FIRST HOVERCAR disintegrated on impact as I crashed dead-center through it. I think he really thought I was going to pull away at the last minute. He was dead wrong. The Pony-D was the ultimate wrecker. His vehicle wasn’t.

Run-Time plugged his pulsar rifle into the Pony-D. Another nice “modification” we had added to the weapon and vehicle. Both our windows were down and my speed had slowed considerably, but we were still doing over one hundred miles an hour.

We fired at the same time. 

My omega-gun had blown hovercars out of the air before, but Run-Time’s pulsar rifle was no joke either, and he wasn’t new to gunplay. He ran a major megacorp in Metropolis. Weapons training for all C-suite execs was mandatory these days.

His two sustained blasts sent three hovercars to their doom. Two fell from the sky and took another with them. My pulse blast ripped through a street hoverracer that stopped alongside of me. The round exploded. The inside was on flames. Doors thrown open. People were on fire and jumping to their deaths. The vehicle dropped from the sky.

An explosive blast stunned both of us for a second and I almost lost control because my eyes reflexively closed. One vehicle hanging in the air had a type of cannon on the roof. I was not about to let him shoot at us again.

The second before I was going to crash into him, the entire vehicle imploded. I’d seen that frightening, fiery effect before.

“The police are here,” I announced.

We could see the police combat cruiser gliding high above us. Then from all sides, standard five-seater police cruisers closed in. 

Run-Time quickly unplugged his weapon. We didn’t want to use that again with the police right here, even if they were on our side. Police could use their death rays from their combat cruisers, but if we mere civilians did so, it was a fifteen-year felony for each shot. Technically, my omega-gun wasn’t legal either, even though they all knew I carried it.

Now it was our turn to hang in the sky. Big’s men scattered every which way. Police with red and blue sirens flashing and blaring chased them all down. More crashes. An absolute full-blown gun and laser fire shootout. Big’s hovercars shot out of the sky. A few police cruisers got taken down too, but the combat cruiser vaporized one hoverracer punk after another. Police did nothing small. If Big had one hundred vehicles, the police came with a thousand.

Run-Time and I stayed quiet as we watched.

“He’s not here,” Run-Time told me.

“Yeah, I know. If the Big bastard calls again, I’m going to pick up.”

Metro PD wiped out all that remained of Big’s gang. The whole thing was very anti-climactic and unsatisfying.

Finally, an officer in a single police cruiser directed us to land with very clear hand gestures. More police cruisers showed along with ambulances and the Feds. The media also showed up. 

My carphone rang.

I touched a button on my steering wheel to answer.

“Hello, you Big Bastard. Where are you?”

On the dashboard screen was his big eye staring back. “This is far from over.”

“Is that so? Your gang is gone.”

“My gang is here with me. I have lost nothing. You thought you were leading me by the nose when, in fact, you were doing everything I wanted you to do according to plan.”

“According to profile,” I said.

“What?”

“According to profile. Your plan is based on a profile of me, isn’t it? You went through all my past cases, did a full background on me, gathered all the intel on me from the street, and all your corporate and law enforcement sources. You’re confident that you’ll be the giant standing at the end.”

“Your cop friends...”

“The Feds.”

“Them too.”

“The Martians.”

“Them too. I’m smarter than all of you combined. Mr. Big is the crime boss of Metropolis. But you all are all the way out there. I’m all the way back here.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “What’s driving you to destroy your entire organization to get me? A person you’ve never met. A person who never did anything to you. A person who has friends who will hunt you down to the ends of the galaxy.”

“Because I can.”

“No. Because you’re insane.”

Big laughed. “All my enemies said the same thing, the ones who had a few seconds to live before their end. I see you have a new vehicle. Looks nice. I plan to rip that one apart too, but this time you won’t get away.”

“That sounds like a pretty ambitious plan. I can’t tell you how much I look forward to our reunion.”

“All the men you’ve killed, and the police. Those aren’t my men. I sent them for the grunt work and the distraction work. My real men are right here with me. I send my real men to do the necessary work. And I always do the enjoyable work personally.”

“You might want to rethink that because you’ve already failed once to get me.”

“You have failed so many times to get me, though.”

“I haven’t been failing, Mr. Big. I’ve been killing your crew. Bye bye, Big. Our reunion will come sooner than you think.”

I disconnected the line.

“Why did you do that?” Run-Time asked. “He’s so full of his own fat bravado. You had him talking. Maybe he would have slipped up.”

“He already did.”

#
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THANKFULLY, THE POLICE didn’t insist we go to Police One to speak to the brass in-person. Run-Time and I greeted the Chief with smiling faces as he watched us on my vehicle’s dashboard vid-phone screen.

“Chief, you should be happy that another major street gang has been taken down,” I said to him.

“I am happy,” he replied. But he had the same joyless, gruff expression he always had when talking to me. 

“You'll get all the credit. Metro PD, that is.”

“Yes, I know. How magnanimous of you.”

“We lined them up for you and you ended them. Teamwork. I'd say the mayor should be worried that one day you’ll take his seat from him.”

“Hardly. Leave the politics to Run-Time. You're clueless about it.”

“Yeah, but I was trying to sound sophisticated, like you guys.”

“Cruz, what do you know?” he asked me directly.

“Nothing.”

“Cruz, you and I have actually been here before. A major gang taken down, but the big boss gets away. You remember what happened?”

“Chief, the big boss will not get away this time and try to blow me up in my building or anywhere else.”

“Where is he then?”

“Chief, you're forgetting something. We don't need to find him. He's going to find me. Just stick close.”

“You know you're just a detective.”

“That’s what I keep telling everyone, Chief.”

“Here you are in another cosmic mess.”

“It's not my fault.”

“So you keep saying.”

“You know that most of a detective's case load is just peeping-tom cases, skip-tracing, civil court muni work. Boring and routine. That's ninety percent—no—ninety-five percent of my cases too.”

“Cruz, it's that five percent that we all worry about. You do a lot of damage with that five percent.”

“Do me a favor, Chief. Find out who created this giant freak and arrest them all. How is this even legal?”

“No need.”

“Why?”

“They've already been in prison or dead.”

“Earth or Up-Top?”

“Up-Top.” 

“Those Spacemen don’t play games.”

“Neither do we.”

“As long as they make no more.” I looked at Run-Time. “Up for more cat and mouse?”

“You mean wolf and chickadee. Wish Metro PD had taken him down here.”

“Chief, do you know that crazy maniac ripped apart my vehicle with his bare hands?” I asked.

“What? Chief Hub asked. “This isn't your vehicle.”

A grinning Run-Time said to Hub, “He built a new one.”

“Built a new one? How do you know how to build a hovercar just like that? Didn't it take you years to build the first one?”

“Yes, don't remind me.”

“Built a new one,” the Chief repeated.

“Chief, I had help, though.”

“But he did most of the work and told everyone what to do,” Run-Time added.

“Cruz, you're some kind of latent genius yourself. Better never cross over to the crime side.”

“Not a chance. Cruz, Junior and Kat wouldn't have any of it. Not to mention what the wife would do. Did I tell you the story where my parents-in-law tried to murder me?”

“No, but I can’t say that I’m surprised.”

“Are we free to go, Chief?”

“Yes, get away from my crime scene.”

I turned to Run-Time. “Let's go so Big Maniac can find us and chase us for the grand finale.”

“Cruz, if he finds you...,” the Chief said.

“Chief, we have 911 already programmed into my vehicle's phone.”

“I expect to be kept informed.”

“Yes, sir,” we said to him.

“Bye.”

We disconnected. In moments, we were cleared to leave the scene by officers. The Pony-D rose back into the sky. Authorities had cordoned off the entire area for miles and onlookers, media, police, medical officers in their white uniforms, and Feds filled the normally empty area of the district. It was a circus.

The Chief of the Metro PD let us walk away from an active crime scene with multiple fatalities without being taken down to Police Central. Police could ignore some policies, but not this one. Any scene where even one person died, your presence for questioning at the police station was mandatory. No matter how rich you were, how big of a celebrity you were, if you were direct family or related to the president, your butt was going down to the station. But we were let go to fly away.

“Why do you think they’re letting us go on our way rather than being taken back to Police One?” Run-Time asked.

There had been something off about this whole contract hit and the behavior of the authorities from the beginning. We still didn’t know who ordered the hit on me or why.

“Honorary deputies without pay is what we are. We still have work to do for them. We’re their bait.”

We blasted off for the express skyway back to Metropolis.
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Chapter Ten

Water World
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“What did he throw at us?” Run-Time asked me.

“A bowling ball.”

“That was a bowling ball? He could have killed us with that.”

“He could have knocked us out of the sky and we would’ve ‘returned to surface.’”

“He knew we were coming.”

“Not necessarily. His vehicle probably has more cameras than ours. He could have seen us coming.”
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