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Needs Must (Tales of Andrew Patel, #2)

Thank you for reading “Needs Must.” I hope you enjoyed it. | *Would you like to keep abreast of my writing career? If so, please join my mailing list or follow me on Twitter. You’ll get all the latest news about my projects, an abundance of interesting reading material, and even exclusive original fiction! | *Reviews help other readers find books. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative.


Clad in a dark suit well-tailored to his slender frame, Andrew Patel stepped out of the yellow and white Atlanta Checker Cab in front of a well-appointed house. The worst of the day’s heat was over and it was fairly cool in the wealthy Stone Mountain neighborhood.

He extended his arm. His date Caitlin James emerged from the cab and slid her slender arm through his. Her strawberry-blond hair was bright against her teal dress. Although it had taken her some time to get ready after her shift at Jane’s Gentleman’s Club, Patel couldn’t argue with the results. 

“Wow,” Caitlin said, checking out the gray stone of the house’s façade Patel guessed had come from the mountain itself. It reminded him of the houses in the Johns Creek country clubs his mother worked in after the police rescued them from the traffickers. The old resentment came, but he forced it back down. Patel knew if those who hated people more successful than they put the effort spent complaining into useful activity, they would be much better off.

A string of the well-dressed and well-off stretched up the path through the manicured lawn to the arched doorway. There two large men in suits checked guests’ tickets.  

Patel nearly frowned. Telecommunications magnate Taylor Copsey should have put the effort spent organizing the party into expanding his businesses. 

Great indebtedness does not make men grateful, but vengeful; and if a little charity is not forgotten, it turns into a gnawing worm. That was Nietszche’s wisdom on the issue.

However, Caitlin volunteered at the Atlanta Community Food Bank every Saturday morning without fail. However much his creed emphasized following one’s code and sticking to it no matter what, attending the fundraiser would make Caitlin happy. He could always recoup the entry fee fixing some gangbanger’s robotic arm or robbing some drug dealer.

The two joined the line and made their way inside, passing through a foyer into a huge, ornate room. Patel admired the black-and-white tiled floor beneath an ornate stair. Copsey clearly had good taste.

Caitlin pointed. “Snacks!” She took his hand and pulled him toward a table brimming with fruits, vegetables, and small sandwiches.

The next twenty minutes passed quickly. Caitlin chattered with people she knew from the food bank. Patel quietly ate some carrots and let her have her fun. This really was not his crowd. Although he made conversation with an eager young man who had the look of a cub reporter about him, he hoped dinner would come soon.

Then the partygoers fell silent.

“Good evening,” an all-too-familiar voice said.  Patel’s gaze snapped upward. His muscles tensed, the servomotors bolstering them whirring entirely too loudly. A tall man in a tuxedo, fair-haired and well-built, descended the stairway toward the crowd. 

Patel barely kept his jaw from dropping. He had seen the host’s face, on a bridge over the Chattahoochee River two months before. Copsey had the rather interesting habit of dressing up in a costume and waging his own private war against Atlanta’s gangs under the name Silverbolt. 

That night, Silverbolt had defeated the Cazadores gang that had hired Patel to upgrade their cybernetics. Patel beat him in a long fight afterward, but spared his life in honor of a man who transcended his limitations and followed his creed no matter the price, a fellow übermensch.

He figured he would face the man again. He did not expect it to happen while he was on a date, in front of so many witnesses. And in Silverbolt’s house no less. This put Patel at a disadvantage. And when they had fought, Patel was not wearing a mask. Silverbolt would recognize him immediately.

Patel closed his eyes and breathed in and out. Fear must be mastered, lest it master him. He doubted Silverbolt would challenge him openly. Even if he did, Patel could beat him. He had done it before.

Caitlin looked over at him, green eyes wide. “You all right?” 

Patel forced himself to smile. “Nothing important.”

*** 
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COPSEY STEPPED AWAY from the lanky president of the food bank and returned to the crowd of guests. The carving station had run into a bit of trouble, which meant Copsey had to keep the guests in the foyer and entertained longer than he’d planned. This meant a lot more pressing flesh.

He spotted a tall, attractive redhead sipping wine. His eyes widened incrementally. There were plenty of beautiful women at the party tonight, but most wore rings. This one didn’t. He’d have to sound her out to make sure she wasn’t some gold-digger, of course, and there was the issue about what he did off-hours. But nothing ventured, nothing gained.

Then a dark-skinned blue-eyed man appeared beside her.

Copsey froze. He’d seen the man before. It was the man who was helping the gang he’d fought near Collier Park. The one man who’d defeated him since he became Silverbolt.

The two talked briefly — based on what he could see of their lips, the man was making sure she was enjoying herself and she was saying she was, although she’d like it if he made more of an effort to socialize. The way their bodies oriented on each other made it clear they were an item.

What the hell was he doing here? Someone like him wouldn’t have a charitable bone in their body.

He looked at his watch. The party would last until midnight. He could try to avoid the man the entire time. He shook his head. The man had already made him run away once. He sure as hell wasn’t going to flee his own house. 

He waited until the redhead went to refill her drink and made straight for the darker man. “Good evening,” he said. “It’s been a long time, Mr...?”

His enemy smiled. “I would rather not say, given what happened. You can call me...” A pause. “Andrew.”

Copsey’s heartbeat accelerated. Although it had taken the injection to fully wake him up, he vaguely remembered being unmasked and the flash of a camera. This was proof it wasn’t just a hallucination. 

Despite this, he grit his teeth and smiled. “Why are you here?”

Patel shrugged. “My girl volunteers with the food bank and she wanted to come. She said you have always been a great supporter and —”

Shouting erupted from the foyer. Copsey’s attention jumped to the noise. However much he needed to figure just what his enemy was doing in his house, it sounded like things were about to go very wrong. “Excuse me.”

Copsey had barely gotten halfway to the doors when they burst open. Four armed, masked men surged through, dragging the men he’d hired to watch the door behind them.

***
[image: image]


PATEL WATCHED A CRIMINAL wearing a werewolf mask — the only one who wasn’t disguised as a former president — frog-march the kitchen staff out of the adjoining room. One disguised as Gerald Ford dragged a man from a nearby bathroom. George W. Bush held the remaining partygoers at gunpoint while Bill Clinton collected the guests’ cellular phones.

They were quick. High-risk operation, to invade a house in this part of town, but they seem to have collared everybody. No chance to call for help.

The robbers cut Copsey from the captive crowd like wolves separating a sickly deer from the herd. 

“All right, motherfucker,” Bush said. “I bet you’ve got a safe. Get me what’s in it and nobody down here’ll get hurt.”

He marched Copsey into the hallway and out of sight. Patel allowed himself to smile. The robber clearly had no idea what he was in for. Copsey is an übermensch, and his creed is not pacifistic.

He expected Silverbolt to make an appearance within the next few minutes. The costumed hero would dispose of the criminals if Patel had not figured out how to do so by then. Regardless of how much he was not enjoying the party, he was not going to have his — and Caitlin’s — night out disrupted by a bunch of lowlifes. He would show these hooligans the price of challenging him.

***
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“THE SAFE IS THIS WAY,” Copsey told the masked man. He tried to sound as fearful as possible, to lull the robber into a false sense of security. He led Bush up the stairs into the hallway leading to his bedroom. Though the safe was there, he was also leading the robber farther from the others. When he struck, even if the man got a shot off, the other criminals downstairs might not hear and punish his guests. He’d also deduced this one was in charge — without him, the others might run at the first appearance of Silverbolt.

“Hurry up!” the robber demanded. “We don’t fucking have all night!”

Copsey checked the urge to raise an eyebrow. If the criminals just wanted money, they could have taken all the guests’ jewelry and been gone before the police were any wiser. He wasn’t sure what exactly the robbers were after, considering he kept his personal documents in a safe deposit box. If they were intent on stealing his identity, they’d be very disappointed.

Copsey frowned. When they found that out, they’d be violently upset. Best pre-empt that before his guests or he suffered.

The robber followed him around the banister. For a moment, his gun pointed at the wall rather than Copsey.

Now!

Copsey stepped back and seized the man’s right arm, forcing the gun upward. Before the robber could react, he flipped the man over his shoulder onto the floor. The gun tumbled from the intruder’s hand. The man tried to shout, but Copsey sealed his mouth with his left hand. He kneed him in the crotch for good measure. The robber screamed into Copsey’s palm and struck the side of Copsey’s head with pain-driven strength. The blow briefly doubled his vision. With the heel of his free hand, he struck the robber in the temple. The robber went limp. Copsey had to move quickly before the man developed brain swelling. That could kill, and he didn’t want to impose a death sentence for attempted robbery. He quickly hogtied the man with his own gaudy belt, then added his more tasteful one for good measure. Best be on the safe side.

He picked up the robber’s gun, stepped over to what looked like a linen closet, and opened up the doorknob. A quick touch to the thumbprint-reader inside unlocked the door. Inside, between the emergency phone and monitors showing every room in the house, hung Silverbolt’s white uniform and blue-goggled mask.

Copsey picked up the phone. There wasn’t a dial tone. He frowned. The criminals had been smart enough to cut the phone line before they attacked and they’d taken everyone’s cellular phones to boot. There went bringing the cops in.

That had its benefits — the police would be up against armed, dangerous men. His father had funded the education of the children of fallen officers. Copsey had continued that and didn’t want to see any more kids lose their parents. He’d have the robbers bundled up nicely for the police to detain later.

He put on the uniform. Once pulled the mask over his face, he wasn’t Taylor Copsey anymore. He was Silverbolt.

And Silverbolt had to fight crime in his own lair this time.

***
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THE THREE REMAINING robbers formed a triangle around the subdued partygoers. The crowd remained silent, fearful.

The thugs also seemed anxious. The man in the werewolf mask looked at his watch. “Where the hell is he?” he asked. “You think Copsey jacked his ass?”

Gerald Ford snorted. “Yeah right. You really think that rich pussy’s going to try to fight?”

Patel watched the criminals banter, plotting how he would deal with them. He was no slave to tolerate abuse from anyone, let alone lesser men. Nor was he a pacifist, willing to derive all the benefits from someone else shedding blood and then hypocritically claiming clean hands.

But there were three, and any sudden move would draw gunfire. Not only that, but they were in a room full of witnesses. The police would know he had used his blades and his plasmacaster. They would ask hard questions, despite Georgia having thankfully abolished the idiotic “duty to retreat” years ago. His will, not his anger, would guide his actions.

“I’m bored,” the werewolf complained. “What’s so goddamn important about the man’s safe? Most stuff’s in banks these days. We’ve got their phones. Let’s take their jewelry and shit get out of here.” He looked at the other two. “I’m going to see if I can find the silverware. When I get back, let’s take their jewelry and bug out.” He set off toward another door.

“Goddamn it!” Ford shouted after him. “Get your ass back here!” The werewolf didn’t listen. He disappeared through an open door. “Dumbass!” the thug called after him. He then turned to the prisoners. “Nobody get any ideas!”

Silence fell. Patel’s gaze crept over to Caitlin. She looked afraid, but not like she would break down anytime soon. Unlike, he noted contemptuously, some of the guests whose faces now bore tears.

Be strong. You will
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