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CUPID STILL REIGNED as one of capitalism’s leading rainmakers. 

In my household, Valentine’s Day was every bit as much of a major holiday as all the Puerto Rican, American, and Chinese ones we observed and celebrated. Who knew love could be so profitable? For the megacorp retail and restaurant industries, it was a huge deal ranking second behind the Christmas super-holiday. For me, it was my favorite—no parents, no parents-in-law, no kids, just the wife and me. The season was also my time to remember how I met Dot to begin with.

Also, I was enjoying being back on my own patch of the ultimate supercity on the planet—Metropolis. No more out-of-country or off-world excursions for me after my recent UFO Case or my Jules Verne’s Island or Luna Colony cases. I was staying put in my domain where my street team was on hand. Being without my team was like being naked in the middle of a freeway with no arms or legs, with a pack of hungry dinosaurs stampeding through a time portal from a parallel universe looking for some sweet meat. (Don’t laugh. It was the plot of Cruz Jr.’s cartoon show we watched the other day.)

However, this Valentine season would have more planned for me than fine romantic dining. I’d even changed my look, which I felt was long overdue. I didn’t want to be known as The Man in the Tan Fedora forever. 

Then along came another big case.

As the cases pile up in a street detective’s career, they, or their clients or criminals, bleed into one another. That’s why I didn’t like loose ends when it came to cases. Though my posthumous mentor, Wilford G., who worked the streets of Metropolis as a private detective for seventy-plus years, said simply: “Don’t expect closure in every case. It doesn’t always happen in life, so why should it be any different in a detective’s life?”

I remembered a favorite saying of mine: “Men are canine and women are feline. But so are cases.” Canine cases required so much vigilance, because they were so damn dangerous. The danger was physical, extreme, right in front of you, in your face—but you didn’t only see it. You heard it and felt it—hopefully, not in the form of a laser blast between the eyes. 

Feline cases were just as dangerous—but deceptively so, even at their most calm and cerebral. Quiet one moment, and then the violence came at you in a flash. Then all was quiet again, like a wily cat sitting on a ledge, always watching you with one eye. Cuddly and soft, but razor-sharp claws right beneath that fluffy fur.

This case had a lot of “cats and dogs.” And I’m not a pet person at all. 

I could have easily called it the Crazy Pre-Valentine’s Day Caper. The cases that took me out of my role as street detective and turned me into some kind of assassin or urban commando had highly annoyed me. In this case, I was more like a secret agent. 

The case could have also been called NeuroDancer 2.0. I knew the dead villainess had groupies and followers. I knew they’d come looking for me one day. 

But I was a Metropolis detective in my Metropolis. I was not armless, legless, team-less, gun-less or naked. Far from it. 

Officially, the case was called Starlight. ​
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PROLOGUE



When Cruz Met China Doll
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It was like I was a kid and being sent to the principal’s office. I didn’t like the feeling when I was a kid and I liked it even less as an adult. I didn’t even do anything. My taxpayer dollars hard at work. Yes, my OCD “issues” were getting out of control, but that didn’t give the Metropolis Court System the right to mandate that I attend group therapy sessions for six months. 

I arrived in the district of Neon Blues—overcast, gloomy, and rainy. As I descended out of the sky traffic, the tower's silhouette gave the impression it used to be a church. Church and government? There’s a combination in hell for ya. Well, at least there was decent parking across the street, so I set my Pony away from all the other hovercars in the lot and hopped out. Living in Metropolis with a classic red hovervehicle meant I was more than used to walking to keep my prized possession away from any potential riff-raff. As I wrapped myself snuggly in my tan slicker and pulled my tan fedora down a bit, I glanced around. I saw the security guard station in the corner at the other end. I saw a couple of human guards watching me and cameras on the street lights above, following my path out the lot. Good. Actual security.

I had enrolled myself in the Phobias Anonymous Support Group. The Metro Court said I had to enroll in a group but not which one. There was no way I was sitting in a support group twice a month for six months with real OCD people. One person turning off a light six times before he could enter a room. Another person walking around a chair four times before she could sit. My OCD issues stemmed from legitimate germophobia, which I had mitigated. I don’t know what caused my recent relapse, but I didn’t need the courts sticking their noses in my business. But when do governments stay out of your business? 

When I came up the stairs, I was glad to be out of the rain, but as soon as I entered the well-lit interior I said, “This was a church.” It definitely had that look and feel. More like the community room of a church, library, or the like. Nearest the entrance were chairs arranged theater-style facing away toward the front of the room. At the other end, a group of chairs was arranged in a circle. Good grief, I thought. Already there were several people quietly seated and watching me like robot hawks. I smirked and approached. From the number of chairs, there would be thirty-five of us plus the facilitator in tonight’s group session.

Which one was the facilitator?

I’d reached the group. They were still watching me. I stood there and gave them a quick once-over. A couple smiled—it was a man and woman, both looked in their forties. There was a heavyset guy, probably around my age. There was a guy who looked like a kid, though he probably was older than both the heavyset man or me from his wrinkled hands and neck. Then there was another guy. Clear glasses, his hair tied up in a bun right at the top of his head—a style for men I loathed. I looked at him and he looked at me. We smiled at the same time.

“Yes, it’s me,” he said.

“Are you testing us, Facilitator?” I asked. “Sitting amongst us crazies to glean some secret insight?”

“Actually, it’s part of the ritual. Anyone new arrives, we say nothing and see what they do. Everyone acts differently. Most people ignore everyone else and sit down. Once in a while, a visitor gets so unnerved they walk back out until I intervene. You’re a high-functioning introvert, so you don’t greet everyone, but you’re not shy about speaking up. You’re anti-authoritarian, so you need to seek out the person in charge, size them up, see if they’re worthy or not. How am I doing?”

“Facilitator, I don’t care what you say, how you say it, when you say it. Just record my attendance at each session so I can ditch this group therapy session at the earliest possible opportunity. Good behavior means I get out of the sessions three months early. Mr. Facilitator, I will be your best student. What are you drinking? What can I get you?”

I got smiles from him and some others; the couple laughed.

“Now, for the rest of you, I’m not getting you anything. You get your own coffee or beverage or snack. The facilitator is special, so he gets special treatment,” I said.

The class was for thirty-five, but there were only six of us, including the Facilitator, and we were twenty minutes into our ninety-minute session. But it didn’t matter. Our facilitator, Mr. Oken, already had us make our introductions and asked if anyone was willing to share why they were in the session. Under no circumstances would I ever “share” anything, but there was always one rat in the group gullible enough to run into the mental mouse trap. The heavyset man had to raise his hand. He didn’t want to get something off his chest. He wanted to get it out of his chest, his back, and backside. I thought I had problems being scared of germs and isopods. This man had a phobia of mirrors and anything with a reflective surface. I didn’t need any degree from Freud College USA to know the man’s problem was he didn’t want to see his “big-boned” self in the mirror. The man just needed a good shake and to be told to go about his life. Maybe force him to hang out with some Mexican Sumo wrestlers. One week with them and they’d rename him Slim. 

Then she walked in.

Metropolis may have been the largest supercity on Earth, but it did not differ from any other big city. It had its share of beautiful women. The woman who quickly strolled in was one of those women. She never needed to wear a lick of makeup to be mistaken for a movie star. She was Asian; I guessed probably Chinese ancestry, dark hair, perfect skin, lean and toned build. She was also one of the best dressers I’d ever seen. Fashionable electric blue slicker, sheer scarf around her neck, a heavy scarf over her head for the rain, tight leather jeans, trendy black-heeled boots. Her eyes looked out from behind a pair of expensive dark shades with a tinge of blue.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m late. The sky traffic was dreadful.”

She literally came around to each of us and shook our hands. She was a high-functioning extrovert, but not the annoying type. When she got to me, I could smell a hint of perfume as we shook hands. I also notified the exquisite finger nail paint she had. Yep, we were among “royalty” here.

“Here,” I said. “You can sit next to me. What are you drinking? What can I get you? We have some decent beverages, even the coffee.”

“Oh, thank you. I’d like some tea, but that would be too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all,” I said as I stood from my chair. 

“What about me?” the facilitator asked me as I made my way to the food table.

“Silence!” I scolded. “Don’t mess with my world. She’s special, so she gets the special treatment. You can get your own beverage.”

He chuckled.

I made her the best cup of tea I could manage at the food table with the tabletop beverage machines at hand. All the while, she was the center of the group conversation. No, she was leading the conversation.

That’s how I met China Doll—real name Dot. And the future, Mrs. Cruz.

As the months went on, our Phobias Anonymous Support Group class would finally get up to its thirty-five court-appointed attendees, but we’d learn none of us had anywhere near the phobia of China Doll. We were a group of people afraid of water bugs, mirrors, and silly things. We should have been ashamed of ourselves. Dot, however, had been a professional, amateur hover-go-cart racer as a little girl with a competitive streak to match any seasoned race driver three times her age. One fateful day of racing, she pulled ahead of her two rivals before going under a bridge, but she was going too fast. She didn’t react as she should have; she didn’t dive. Her vehicle and body went under the bridge... but her head didn’t. A taut illegal neon wire that shouldn’t have been there saved her head from smashing against the bridge. The stars were aligned in her favor, too, because medics were standing right there. Dot became a cyborg that day—neck, top of shoulders, and spinal column all bionic. However, the nightmares of such a horrific freak accident haunted her into adulthood. She had been conscious during the entire incident. Wouldn’t you fear bridges, too, if that happened to you? 

After meeting China Doll, I decided to put an end to my phobia demons. The entire class did. Our phobias could never compete with hers—not even close. ​
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PART ONE


Nothing Like a New Black Suit and Hat
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Chapter One

Harry the Hatter
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How magnificent is the man in a brand new suit! 

That’s what I said to myself when first I admired my new look in the full-length mirror at home. I’d had my old look for so long, the new one was a pleasant change. Too bad the family didn’t get to see it yet, so the surprise for them was still to come.

There were a million fine men’s attire shops in Metropolis to find a good suit in, but I chose a store recommended to me by, of all people, Phishy, my slider-associate friend. If I picked a store recommended by my best friend, Run-Time, then I wouldn’t be able to afford it, or at least it would cost more money than I wanted to pay. A Phishy recommendation meant if he could afford it, then I could too. Even a high-end suit, which was what I bought, in a Phishy-recommended suit shop, wouldn’t do too much damage to my wallet. Of course, one might say I was on the road to madness if I was taking dress suit tips from the likes of crazy Phishy.

I was very picky with my clothes and it took me well over two hours to find the suit I wanted. Stylish. Well-fitted, but not too much so, since I carried concealed weapons. Nice fabric, but strong enough to withstand running, jumping, and diving for cover from a shootout. Finally, I wanted black. I’d worn everything but black my whole life, including at my wedding. But it was time to put my contrarian streak to the side and wear basic black to blend in with the masses of the well-dressed persuasion.

To fit my style, there was one more piece to add to the “uniform.”

No matter how many centuries we homo sapiens advanced in time—hovercraft and spaceship transportation, bionic and biotic tech, laser and gun-tech weaponry, orbiting space station and off-world colonies—the suit remained the standard formal attire for the professional and corporate world. Matching coat and trousers, some traditionalists added a vest, others the pocket hankie. Purists wore the clip-on ties. I added a fedora. “Out” with the sandy color tan and “in” with sophisticated basic black. 

I stared at myself in the wall mirror, touching the tip of my newly purchased black fedora. I had completed my new look. New black suit, new black aqua-shoes, and now a new black hat.

“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication,” I said.

“Leonardo da Vinci,” Harry responded.

I glanced at him. “I’m impressed, Mr. Harry.”

“No need to be. People in my business make it our business to know every famous quote throughout time about the science and art of dress.”

“A science and an art?”

“Always both.”

I was in Harry’s Haberdashery in Woodstock Falls. I bought my own fedoras at the place, mostly to give as gifts. However, my new black one was custom made with the precise craftsmanship his establishment was known for. Woodstock Falls was a working-class, multi-ethnic neighborhood like my own Rabbit City. But its clientele came from all the upper-class, booshy districts too and I knew he even had Up-Top customers from as far as Mars.

When I stepped into the store, Harry was making his rounds, brushing each hat on display by hand. Yes, he could have employed high-end hover-robots to do the work for him, but this was Metropolis and this was Harry’s Haberdashery. People in Metropolis didn’t like robots, and people like Harry achieved their reputation by an unwavering mark of quality, distinction, and refinement through the human hand, not by any robotic contraption.

His store was more a museum than a retail store. Harry was a dark suit purist, and he always wore a lighter-colored vest under his jacket, complete with a sharp tie and nice pocket handkerchief. Hats galore adorned the wall in every shape, style, and color imaginable, for men and women. To spend any length of time in Harry’s place was to get a visual history lesson of humanity through the perspective of hats. Modern times never really bothered to create its own styles. How could any compete with the classics? With classic hats, older would always be better.

“We often use the phrase, but he was one of the original Renaissance men—painter, sculptor, architect, thinker, theorist, scientist, and inventor. Interesting that you’d quote him for, of all things, a new hat,” Harry said to me. 

“Mr. Harry, I like my new hat. Great work as always.”

“Thank you, Mr. Cruz. A happy client is a lifelong client.”

“I like my new look.” I tugged the tip of my hat again as I admired myself in the large full-length wall mirror in the middle of the store.

“You do, however, look more like a government worker than a private detective.”

“Government worker? Not in Metropolis.”

“I was thinking more along the lines of a secret agent.”

I grinned. “A secret agent is a government worker to you.”

“You work for who pays your salary and expenses.”

“That’s true.”

“May I ask what made you change from your standard attire?”

My work “uniform” had been my trademark tan fedora and tan slicker. My clothes underneath changed, often a vest over a dress shirt; casual, fitted, stretch pants; and non-slip gripping shoes. However, people only remembered my tan fedora and slicker. In Metropolis, most people didn’t wear hats—hoodies were the preferred choice, and people stuck with dark-colored slickers. The masses never wanted to stand out in the crowd, but I was a contrarian, despite never wanting to stand out. 

“Time for change,” I said.

“If you say so, sir.”

I finally pried myself from the mirror. “I’ll wear it.”

Harry nodded. He took the hat for me. I stepped over to the main counter as he grabbed a hat box and wrapping from one of the wall cabinets. At the counter, he stacked them nicely in a big shopping bag and handed it to me. 

“Mr. Harry, I have a feeling you don’t agree with my change.”

“The customer is always right, Mr. Cruz, but you’re known as the Metropolis street detective in the smart tan fedora and slicker. When the masses get accustomed to seeing you a certain way, they don’t take to change too kindly. That has been my experience, at least.”

“I think they’ll like the change. Besides, I’ll be able to blend in better with the masses. They wear dark clothing. Now, I do too.”

“Is there a reason you want to ‘blend’ in, sir?”

“I just want to stay out of trouble.”

Harry laughed a bit. “Sorry, Mr. Cruz. Too late.”

“That’s my mission at least. Stay low-key in this high-tech, low-life world.”

“If I could give you some advice, sir.”

“Please do.”

“Never run from who you are, especially when it’s exactly what makes you so good at what you do. If I ever need a detective, I’ll be calling you and not any of the more famous, high-end detective firms that even frequent this shop.”

“Thanks for that, Mr. Harry. I really appreciate it. But I’ve been wearing my trademark attire since I was a kid in high school. Just trying something new for a bit. See where it goes.”

“Then change it, sir. I’ll walk you out. And don’t forget to say ‘hi’ to your family for me.”
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AS I STEPPED INTO THE rain outside the store with my big shopping bag, I buttoned up my new black slicker. I definitely had a new look for what I mentally was calling the “new me.” I was so glad to be back on my home turf of Metropolis. My last major case (The UFO Case) was still making news around the world. I was learning the hard way that fame was a double-edged, laser-tipped samurai sword. More clients seeking your services, but also more crazies.

But I wasn’t trapped on a luxury hoverjet 40,000 feet up in the sky flying 700 miles per hour above other countries. I was in my supercity—the largest in the world. The rain, flashy neon signs, crowds of people in their dark slickers and glowing-colored glasses, the chatter of a million conversations on the street, in many languages I didn’t speak, and the noise of busy hovercar traffic above us, and the megaskyscrapers towered above even that. I loved it all. This was my domain. The streets of Metropolis were where I could control my own destiny. 

I stepped out into the street for the parking structures with my aqua-shoe covered feet and yelled out. A nasty garbage hovertruck illegally flew above and dumped buckets of muddy water on top of me. 

“Damn!” I yelled. 

My new look was drenched. I looked around and just my luck, I was the only one who seemed have gotten the wrath of the supercity’s Trash Services.

There was no way I was going home to change back into my old trademark clothes. Wait. The garbage hovertruck did only dump muddy water on me, right?
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Chapter Two

Good Kosher Man
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I didn’t need to go back home to change. All I had to do was step back into Harry’s and he squared me away. He had a simple hand gadget that steam-cleaned my suit to its pristine former self, then he did the same for my new hat. I even got a full shoe-shine service. Classic establishments like Harry’s had their loyal clientele for a reason—always the best service for the customer, no matter what. 

When I walked back out of the store, I had a clear plastic slicker over me to protect my new look from the elements or any wayward hovergarbage trucks. But I wasn’t taking any chances as I double-timed through the crowds toward the parking structures.

My next stop was Woodstock Falls. Back in the day, before I was born, it was one of the elite Metropolis bohemian districts filled with hipsters. Nowadays, Woodstock Falls was a safe, working-class, multi-ethnic, mostly Jewish, neighborhood. Like similar working-class neighborhoods, residents and business owners fiercely kept the trash—human and otherwise—away. Residents didn’t just work here; they lived here. The bottom half of the monolith skyscrapers were the businesses and all above to the top was residential. 

I coasted down Graffiti Alley, where despite its name, there wasn’t, and never was, a speck of graffiti anywhere, ever. The street may have had no graffiti, but it should have. Secluded and dark, though it was a major street, it had the feel of an out-of-the-way back alley where bad things were supposed to happen. There was never a lot of traffic—that you could see. Actually, there was plenty of traffic, and all to one place: The Good Kosher Market. 

After all these years, I couldn’t tell you the name of any other business in the district. Good Kosher took up the entire length of the street, and that’s saying a lot, since streets were ginormous in Metropolis. Food came in three categories—processed (practically everything sold on the market), organic (supposedly the “healthier” alternative), and natural—or, as I would say, “straight from the dirt.” I never shopped anywhere else. I didn’t eat processed and felt the whole “organic” thing was nothing but a scam by the unholy coupling of government and megacorps to overcharge people for basic food. Only natural foods for me, and Mr. Watts and his five sons had been serving nothing else, continuing the tradition for more than a century. Good Kosher was not into anything gimmicky or faddish. Mr. Watts would say, “Nothing gets on my shelves that hasn’t been in the general market and people have been eating for at least a thousand years.” Funny, but true. I’d been a devoted customer since I was a teenager.

When you were a fixture of a neighborhood for so long, owned such a popular business for so long, employed the same workers and catered to the same clientele, it didn’t take long for everyone to feel you truly were family. Every family had a sage—the wise, ol’ uncle or wise, ol’ grandmother. Mr. Watts was our sage. You did your shopping first, one of his five sons rung up the order at the cash register, and then you spent however long chatting it up with the Good Kosher Man himself. 

In direct contrast to the streets outside, inside Good Kosher was always packed. I always felt people teleported into the store from space because my words when entering were always, “Where did all these people come from?” Customers came from all across Metropolis to shop—every age, ethnicity, nationality, class you could think of was here.

The interior looked like an underground football stadium with neon rows of product. People zipped around on hovercarts of all sizes. In traditional markets, the products came to you. Here, you got your own stuff. Other than the hovercarts, there really wasn’t any machination of any kind, which was rare for any modern store. But it was a “natural” market, so robots wouldn’t work with the store’s image. The sons, however, wore mech-gloves with store inventory displays on the wrist area, and the hand section was telescopic to pull down things from the top shelves without ever having to get a ladder. The gloves probably had a million other uses, like a Swiss-army knife.

But this time, I wouldn’t be grabbing a small hovercart near the entrance for grocery shopping. I was there for only one thing. Straight down one of the main aisles I went as soon as I saw him.

I didn’t know how old Mr. Watts was. He had to be in his late fifties at least, but there was nothing old about him. He had a full beard and mustache with the hair graying at the temple and the edges of his beard. Like his sons, the uniform was a khaki jumpsuit with a fully equipped utility belt, beaded strings around the neck, and a pointed Chinese bamboo hat to protect from the constant exposure of the artificial daylight ceiling lamps, on which all its indoor natural plant life depended. The skin techs at Eye Candy, where my wife worked, would be proud of his discipline. He probably had the rare hats shipped directly from the Southeast Asia territories, back when they were affordable. 

When he saw me, he did a double-take, then stared at me. As I approached him, his squinting eyes studying me, his blank expression changed to a smirk.

“Mr. Cruz, I almost didn’t recognize you,” he said.

“Mr. Watts, how do you like my new suit?”

“I don’t.”

“You don’t?” I asked, surprised. “Why?”

“For the same reason you’ll never walk into Good Kosher Market and ever see me or my sons wearing pink top hats. It would confuse the customer. Customers don’t want confusion. They want consistency.”

“Change is good, though, isn’t?”

“Change is good when your status quo isn’t working. When it is, change is stupid. Cruz, please don’t follow the advice of people quick with quotes but have never run a business.”

“I’m just trying it out. I think a nice new black suit looks good on me.”

“You look like an undertaker.”

“What? No, I don’t.”

“What did Mrs. Cruz say?”

“I’m surprising her.”

The Good Kosher Man made some kind of disapproving grunt. “What I thought.”

“Actually, I came here for her. I need some nice roses.”

“Okay, you haven’t lost all your senses yet.”

“What do you have for me?”

Good Kosher had its own interior gardens in the back and off-limits to customers, growing a wide variety of roses, tulips, and other flowers. Watts led me back into the massive room, which had its own climate-control system with a steady rain mist falling. Good Kosher was a secret flower shop too, and no one had better—if you wanted real ones and not the synthetic “garbage” everyone else sold that could survive a nuclear blast.

He didn’t ask me. He walked to the roses section and handpicked a bouquet of large crimson red roses for me. They looked so perfect that I could barely believe they were natural.

“How do you grow such perfect roses?”

“A Good Kosher secret,” Watts said to me. 

Suddenly, he was in front of me and pinning a single rose to my suit lapel. “Better,” he said. “At least, you don’t look like an undertaker anymore.”

“I do not look like an undertaker. I look cool.”

“You looked cool before. Now you look like everyone else in a suit. Not cool.”

“What’s that saying that the customers are always right?”

“Are these roses for V-Day?” he asked.

“Yes,” I replied.

“Why are you getting them today then? You said it was a surprise for your wife.”

“I can keep them hidden until then.”

“Mr. Cruz, take your lapel rose and go. Come back on the appropriate day and not before. Go to work.”

“But I don’t want to go.”
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Chapter Three

Dog Man
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My third stop, since I hadn’t eaten yet, would have to be Dog Man. I was already on the Circuit and wasn’t in the mood to drive anywhere else before my client calls in the office.

I found myself, once again, on the bustling streets. Unlike Woodstock Falls, which hardly had any pedestrians, I was in my business district of Buzz Town—another embodiment of the city’s neon urban jungle. Looking up from the ground, when visibility was clear, the buildings seemed to have their own halos, courtesy of the rooftop lights. On rainy days, that same illumination gave the sky a faint glow. Either way, the city’s lighted buildings pulsated with flashing neon signs of commercial ads and government PSAs (public service announcements). Both always trying to be as outrageous and provocative as they could get away with, but people ignored the visual “noise.” 

I moved through the crowds in their gray-toned or black slickers, some with umbrellas with glowing-colored handles, others wearing hoods, most with headphones, everyone wearing colored glowing glasses. Fifty million-plus living in the supercity of Metropolis, and the many, many other metropolises exactly like it, though smaller, on Earth. But Buzz Town was my business corner of the universe.

Only hover-garbage trucks were more ubiquitous than hover-food trucks in this city. In Metropolis, you never had to venture into the rain on a food run if you didn’t want to; the food would come to you. But most hover-food trucks staked out their turf either in the air or on the ground.

Dog Man had the perfect corner, with six lanes of pedestrian traffic on the ground, and the same above him in the air. His hovertruck never flew anywhere anymore; it was a permanent fixture on the corner, open twenty-fours a day. His food truck “owned” this street, which meant he paid a wad of cash to City Hall for exclusivity for his main truck here and, these days, ten more at the other end of six other streets. I bet he easily made more money than I did as a street detective. But not because he had so many food trucks. He made damn good hot dogs. Already as I approached his truck, I saw the line of customers. But you never had to wait long.

He saw me from inside the truck, then did a double-take and stared.

“Cruz, is that you?” he yelled.

“Dog, who else would it be?”

He laughed. “Didn’t recognize you at all. The usual?”

“Yeah.”

Most of the customers in line didn’t know who I was. Though a few did—one of them was wearing a tan fedora and smiling. I paid no attention as I walked to the counter to pay the man.

Dog Man was big time now. He collected the money as his crack team of culinary artists—all three of them in the truck—created his hot dog masterpieces. The aroma was narcotic. He got you your beverages to wash it all down.

“What’s the deal?”

“What deal?”

“The new clothes. What happened to the real ones?”

“A slight change in wardrobe,” I said.

“Personally, I like the old clothes better.”

“I gathered that.”

“No one will know who you are.”

“No one knows who I am, regardless.”

“Come on, Cruz. That’s not true. You’re famous.”

“You’re famous. My wife is famous...”

“And you, too. I heard about your airplane case. Scary stuff.”

“That’s an understatement.”

“A shootout thousands of feet in the sky on a hoverjet. You sure know how to pick ‘em, Cruz.”

“I was on vacation.”

“Weren’t you on vacation on that Jules Verne’s Island murder case too?”

“Following my cases, Dog Man?”

“Of course, Cruz.” He set my beverage on the counter. “Your dogs will be up in a minute,” he said. 

“Thanks,” I said as I picked up my cup from the counter.

“Might want to ease up on those vacations of yours.”

“My wife already beat you to the advice.”

“Oh I get it,” Dog Man said. “These black clothes are for a special occasion.”

“No. This is going to be my new look.”

“Temporary though.”

“No. My new look. To replace the old look.”

“But temporary.”

I had been trying to drink my drink, but was getting flustered. My new suit and hat looked damn good on me, but all I was getting was negativity. 

“Dogs up! Let me get you your sauces. Can’t have dogs without the sauces.”

Finally, I was going to eat something. Someone was tapping my shoulder, and I turned around.

It was the customer wearing the tan fedora. “Hey, Mr. Cruz. I agree with Dog Man. We like the old look better.”

“Do you now.”

“Yeah. It’s the Liquid Cool look that you made famous. I have my hat like yours.”

I did the whole fake smile thing, grabbed my dogs and beverage, and strolled away from all the uncalled for, vicious, negativity toward my cool new suit and hat.

“Come again soon, Cruz!” Dog Man yelled at me from the truck. “But make sure you’re dressed properly next time.”

He laughed.

“No more tips for you!” I yelled back.

“I always add it into the price!”
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A LIGHT DRIZZLE CAME down as I sat in my vehicle eating my late lunch. The alleyway where I parked wasn’t far from the office, and I’d used it often. It was a real alleyway, meaning it was barely wide enough for two hovercars to pass each other, driving in opposite directions, and right off the pedestrian street. I was in the exact center in a neon blind-spot, so my red Pony was in the dark.

A woman stepped into the alleyway at the other end in front of me, about ten feet away. I could she was female by her build and walk. Dressed in neon everything—hair and clothes, then it was as she turned off a switch as she changed into an average gray person—gray slicker with hood. Neat trick, couldn't have done better myself. I was known by my trademark fedora and slicker but was good at disappearing too when the situation called for it. 

She waited and another taller and larger female joined her. I watched them talk as I continued to eat my food; that larger female was one of those people who talked with a lot of hand movements. Suddenly they were looking in my direction. I couldn’t tell if they were staring at me in my vehicle, or just in my direction down the alley. We had a staring contest, only I didn’t know if I was playing by myself. The larger female extended a middle finger in the air, and both of them disappeared out of the alley.

Interesting, I thought. My cue to get lost. I didn’t want anyone sneaking up on me and damaging my classic Ford Pony.
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Chapter Four

Punch Judy
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Buzz Town was a busy business district. Not a wealthy one like Paisley Parish or Peacock Hills, but it was a solid working-class district. My opinion of the area had risen over the years since becoming a fellow business owner. My Liquid Cool office was in one of the many mega-towers along Circuit Circle—called the Circuit by some; the Circle by others. I’d gotten offers to move to a more upscale district, but I wasn’t moving, and it wasn’t just because it was a legacy—owned outright for life. Buzz Town was Liquid Cool’s permanent home.

I came out of the elevator on the 100th floor. Always quiet, or most of the time. As I approached, I stopped in front of the door of the empty adjacent office. It had belonged to the tenant I called Mr. Grumpy, who had led the “pitch-fork brigade” to get my office legacy taken away because of all the “violence and mayhem”—his words—I attracted to the floor. Nonsense. Well, one day, he just up and sold it to me. Now, I had more office space than I knew what to do with. I had only one employee, and that was plenty.

From outside the door, I admired the name placard with flashing neon letters: LIQUID COOL DETECTIVE AGENCY. Already, I could hear PJ’s French music from inside the office. Today it was jazz, other days it was ska, electro, or dance.

But that wasn’t the reason I stopped outside my office. I was getting far more sophisticated in my tradecraft. In my right ear was a mini-rear-viewing camera. The feed went to my mobile in my hand.

I saw the gray-slickered figure peek out from the end of the hallway and disappear. It had to have been the neon lady in the alleyway who met the larger female. So I was being followed, and they knew which floor I was on. But it didn’t necessarily mean anything nefarious. Unfortunately, the price for being famous, or least known by a lot of people, was that sometimes the odd fan thought it amusing to “play detective” and follow you. However, I always assumed the worse. A trait my posthumous mentor, Wilford G, said made for a long life in the detective business.

Inside my office I went, passing under our hidden scanning arch over the main door for detecting weapons (my omega gun excluded) and cyborgs (PJ and my wife excluded). At her desk, staring at me, was my one ex-felon cyborg employee PJ, with her short crimson hair. No one called her by her street name Punch Judy anymore. Her gang days were long gone, like my own hovercar restoration and illegal amateur racing days. I was a street detective, and she was my right hand.

“Who are you?” she said with her French accent.

“What do you mean, who am I?”

“Do you have an appointment, sir?”

“Stop that. You know who I am.”

“No, I don’t.”

I started walking to my private office, and she immediately stood from her chair. “Sir, you’re not allowed to go into my boss’s office.”

Her face had a simulated dot of a mole, and she’d given up the pinkish lipsticks for more conservative darker reds. She wore sleeve-less women’s business suits these days, but she’d never give up her heeled boots. 

“PJ, what is wrong with you? I’m your boss.”

“My boss wears a tan fedora and slicker. My boss doesn’t wear a black fedora and a cheap black suit with some flower on the lapel.”

“This isn’t a flower. It’s a rose.”

“Are you a highwayman?”

“What?”

“In Neo-Paris, we call them highway men. They wear cheap suits with flowers on them and they rob people.”

“PJ, I have no idea what you’re rambling about.”

“Where’s your clothes? Did a highway man rob you of your clothes?”

“PJ, I’m going to my office.”

I marched past her and opened the door to my private office. 

PJ ruled the main reception and waiting area. It would be like an ex-posh gang member to have an haute couture interior design decorating sense. With her punk rock playing in the background on an infinite loop, she had turned the space into some hipster, scenester receptionist-waiting room of the stars. Psychedelic posters on the wall, her fancy “modern” glass desk with see-through glass drawers, and a boombox on top along with her own mobile computer. All of her workstation was behind a metal barrier, but it didn’t look like a barrier with the decorations. 

The waiting area had these geometric, purple couches around a glass table on a shimmering, neon powder blue rug. The reception table had French fashion magazines, which I thought was stupid because how could people read them, but then I realized—fashion magazines—so that meant lots and lots of pictures with few words, so it didn’t matter, and numerical prices were universal. I added the sports and hovercar racing magazines.

PJ had turned the reception-waiting area into a shrine... to me. Framed pictures hung on the wall of me with clients, celebrities, CEOs, and other VIPs. There was even one of me shaking hands with the mayor of the damn city, no less. Potential clients would see them and decide I had to be a legit detective. But getting new clients ceased to be a problem years ago.

Outside on the wall to my inner office was a LIQUID COOL DETECTIVE AGENCY sign in neon letters. It was the first thing people usually noticed when they entered. I, as boss, at least got to rule my private office which had been redecorated by my wife. I had my main desk with my droplet-covered bay windows behind me. In the corner, I had my own arrangement of plush chairs around a glass table, the whole setup on another neon dark blue rug. My wife had added the snazzy, eight-foot-tall, four-panel Chinese screen with midnight black faux-wood borders to the side of my sitting area. 

“Where’s your normal clothes?” PJ said with her hands on her hips at the entrance to my inner office.

“I’m changing my look.”

“Non, you can’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“What is wrong with you? You’re a businessman now. Successful businesses understand branding. Your tan fedora and slicker are not a tan fedora and slicker. They are your brand. You cannot change them.”

“What are you talking about, PJ? I’m not wearing a tan hat and slicker forever.”

“That is your brand, so yes you are. People identify with your brand. No brand, no brand loyalty, no successful business.”

“Solving cases is what makes Liquid Cool successful, not my clothes.”

“The clothes make the brand.”

“I thought the clothes make the man.”

She disappeared from my door and I heard her bionic fingers typing on her desk keyboard.

“What are you doing, PJ?” I hated to even ask.

“We need to send you to business school.”

I popped out of my office to look at her at her desk. “Business school? Why would I need to go to business school when I have a business and staff?”

“You’re starting to go business-senile. Forgetting the basics, so we need to send you to school.”

“Changing the style of my clothes doesn’t necessitate having me go back to school.”

“Why black? You hate black. You’ve said a million times you don’t want to look like everyone else. Now you look like everyone else. You’re ruining the Liquid Cool brand.”

“I never said I hated black.”

“Yes, you did. Many times.”

“That’s not true. I never said that.” I went back into my office and sat at my desk. 

The call came in when I at my desk re-prioritizing my messages. I had the "hot" pile, the "hold" pile, the "hell no" pile, and a few other miscellaneous ones.

My eye noticed that one of the outside lines was lit on my main phone. I could faintly hear PJ whispering from outside. I knew she was up to something.

“PJ, who are you talking to?”

“I’m calling Run-Time!”

“Don’t do that. He doesn’t need to be bothered with your nonsense.”

“He said you always said you hated black, even as far back as middle school!”

“That’s different. Leave him alone, PJ!”

“Tan fedora, tan slicker, red Pony. No black.”

The light went out, but then immediately lit up again. Who was she calling now?

The light went off and PJ appeared at the entrance to my office. “Your wife asked what’s the special occasion.”

“PJ! Why did you call my wife?”

“You’re wearing strange clothes. You’re forgetting things you’ve always said. Are you suffering from PTSD?”

“Why would I be suffering from PTSD?”

“Your last case, the UFO one.”

“Why would a bunch of crazy maniacs aboard a hoverjet cause me to have PTSD?”

“You were up in the sky in a plane with shooting and explosions. You could have been blown up. The plane and all the passengers could have been blown up. Flying men, giant mantises. That would give me PTSD.”

“No, it wouldn’t. You’d just punch the flying men to pieces and punch the giant mantis off the plane.”

“True, I’d punch them all.”

“Is there any point to this conversation at all, PJ?”

“No. So when are going to talk about our new office space next door and being my own boss too?”

“I’m not talking about Mr. Grumpy’s office.”

“Our office!”

“TBD.”

“What’s that?”

“To be determined.”

“Well, hurry up and determine it. I want two, maybe three assistants to boss around. This is why I’m upset with you potentially damaging the Liquid Cool brand. We can’t expand and hire my staff if you damage the brand. Brand awareness, integrity, and nurturing is key.”

“Whatever you say, PJ. Who needs business school when all I have to do is listen to you?”

“Exactly, Professor PJ it is. When do I get a raise?”
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FROM MY POP-OPEN MINI-kitchen, I made myself a cup of silk coffee. 

“Do you know the difference between B2B, B2C, B2D, and B2A?”

“PJ, I’m not playing your games. B2D and B2A? You’re making stuff up.”

“Business to Business! Business to Client! Business to Data! Business to Algorithms, or AI! You must know your basic business vocabulary if you ever want to make Liquid Cool into a private investigation empire.”

“Empire? Heaven help us.”

With my cup of coffee, I sat back down at my desk and stared at my messages. I had thirty minutes to my first walk-in client. I got up again and walked to the section of the wall in my private lounge area. 

From a corner, I pulled out my hidden wall mirror. I stared at myself in my new black suit and fedora. I liked my new look but so far I’d been called an undertaker, a Neo-French highwayman, and more than one person had to do a double-take to recognize me. 

“Are you supposed to be a secret agent?” PJ said, now standing in my office.

“I’m supposed to be a street detective with a new look.”

“Well, you can’t be a secret agent. They don’t wear black suits.”

“Yes, they do. What do they wear then?”

“They wear all kinds of clothes to blend in, so the enemy doesn’t know they’re a secret agent.”

“The enemy, huh?”

“What really happened up there in the Falcon Express?” PJ asked.

“More than enough for me to know that Mrs. Cruz and I will take our vacations right here in Metropolis from now on.”
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I WAS SITTING AT MY desk, planning out my week, with the intercom on and PJ was at her desk, typing. What she was typing, I had no idea. 

“You remember that ancient show about early space travel? You know, the warp drive nonsense. When sci-fi thought such nonsense was plausible even in sci-fi,” PJ said.

“Oh yeah,” I said.

“Well, one of the main stars—the pointed ears one.”

“Oh yeah, the elf.”

“He wasn't an elf.”

“Yeah, an elf.”

“The show was not mythical fantasy. He was an alien from another planet and their race all had pointed ears.”

“Yeah, the elf.”

“Okay, ignoring you now. He grew to resent all the fame he got as an actor from his character and wrote a book that wasn’t that character name.”

“Elf.”

“Ignoring and continuing my story. Well, he got older and wiser and said wait: why would I resent the very character that brought me all this fame and changed people’s lives? I created the character. The character is me. So he wrote a new book. I am the character. Cruz, you are the tan fedora and slicker. Why would you want to change it? It's your calling card. People expect it because you made them want to expect it. Then you're upset because they expect it. Make up your mind. It's branding. Megacorps pay billions for that kind of branding. Embrace your branding, man.”

“Wow, PJ. That was actually very profound persuasion on your part.”

“And?”

“I am considering the return to my tan fedora and slicker.”

“That's more like it. Sounds like a raise is in my future.”

“Distant future.”

“Near future.”

“Ancient future.”

“Tomorrow future.”
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Chapter Five

Spiders
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Detective firms in Metropolis fell into two main categories: the high-end, one-hundred-man firms that looked and smelled like high-end legal practices, and the bottom-end, small firms that always seemed to share space with some bail bonds outfit. What made my agency unique in its own small way was that I was carving out a middle lane. A sole practitioner firm that did the small Average Joe and Jane cases, the routine government cases, mostly for the municipal courts, like skip tracing and civil witness statements, and the high-end megacorporation cases, most often corporate espionage cases. I prided myself on being a generalist detective rather than the specialist. Variety is what I wanted, and fortunately for me, it paid the bills.

The afternoon, however, was filled with only the smaller cases. My first client was a domestic surveillance case, which likely would turn into an infidelity case. I hated them, but there were so many of them, so it was a choice between leaving lots of money on the table or holding your breath and doing them. He was a very shifty character, but nothing came up on his background check. As a matter of practice, I did background checks on all my clients without their knowledge. A practice that kept me out of far more trouble and danger than I could count. 

The second client was a property damage case. A pair of business owners wanted me to find out who was vandalizing their commercial retail property after hours. The Metro police had real violent crimes to contend with, so such matters were always at the bottom of their pile. That left plenty of work for the supercity’s private detectives. It took me no time at all to find the culprits. With the information, my clients could have the criminals arrested and be able to sue for damages. It thrilled the business owners as they left.

My next client case was interesting. A real estate firm had hired me as a security consultant to look over all their security proposals. I’d done the same for my own Liquid Cool offices, so I guess I was an expert of sorts. As PJ would say, quick case to resolve, quick case to get paid for. 

Another client was a no-show, but they left a message to reschedule. I had to give PJ her credit. Requiring clients to leave a deposit for appointments, only refundable upon showing up and me determining I couldn’t help them, cut out no-shows by ninety percent. Huge!

I had two clients in a row that I couldn’t help. One wanted me to do some traveling, which after my UFO Case was not going to happen, but I referred them to someone else. The other client wanted me to partner with a bigger firm for a corporate investigation case. I saved the silver-haired executive some money by telling him that the corporate competitor he was so concerned about would not be a competitor for too much longer. The man thanked me with a big smile, shook my hand, and left. I came across lots of information from my street, corporate, and police contacts. If I could save a client some money, why not? In the future, they’d return the favor.

#
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“THERE HE IS! THE MAN in the killer black suit!”

My next client strolled through the main door of my offices. He was a lanky guy in a dark hooded poncho draped over him down to the thighs of his jeans. Blue glasses covered his eyes, but their glow was mild compared to his beaming smile.

“Spiders!” I came out of my private office and we gave each other a bear hug.

Spiders was one of those friendly blasts from the past. I met him at the same Phobias Anonymous Support Group back in the day where I met my wife. Funny, he met his wife at the group too. We had lost touch with each other, but with friends like him, it doesn’t matter how much time passes, when you see each other again, you simply pick up from where you left off. 

“How have you been?” I asked.

“Couldn’t be better. So look at you. Looking good, Cruz. Looking good in basic black. Is this how detectives dress?”

“Thanks, Spiders.”

“Hello, excuse me, client,” PJ said from her desk, shooting a dirty look at my friend. 

“Well, hello,” Spiders said as he strolled to the desk. “Who are you?”

“I
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