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How do you tell a story with no beginning or end? A story echoing infinitely in two opposite directions.

“This could be the last thing people ever hear. So go, tell them what happened. Make it a good one, one worth hearing.” 

Those final words were all that remained. This would have been a good story if there had been anyone left to hear it.
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On the last week of her life, all the repressed personalities that had followed Theodora Connor back from the brink of madness resurfaced, and she recalled having seen the moon in this state before. A blood moon, much larger than usual, glaring like a judgmental eye. On the surface, it was beautiful. However, when it had appeared before, in a dream or past life, lynched over a burning city, it was a bad omen.

She ignored it, instead, looking over her dying yard through the thump, thump, thump of her swollen eye. The swing James had hung from a branch over the summer swayed as the wind pushed leaves onto the stone patio. Theo brought a glass to her lips. The whiskey sour stung just right, and the clinking ice cubes played like a symphony. She pressed the cool glass against her cheek, hoping James wouldn't come back this time. It was easier to tell him no one wanted him around when he wasn't around in the first place.

Bonnie was down the hall doing whatever five-year-olds do when left to their own devices, and Theodora was avoiding the inevitable question: where's Daddy? She set her glass down and twisted her bulbous diamond ring, slipping it over her knuckle, the lock holding her captive to this monotonous suburban life. 

This life doesn't belong to you, she thought, staring at her reflection in the window. All those accolades and not a shred of self-respect. What would Mother say? 

She scrunched her face and spoke in a high-pitched, nasally voice. "You never should have married that James Connor. You should have turned my vaudeville act into a motion picture career and run millions of miles away from this rotten Empire City! You sold your soul, kiddo, and for what? A punch in the face?" Mother was right, and even in death, Theo couldn't outrun her scrutiny.

Theo admired her freckled tan leftover from summer trips to Broadshall with Bonnie. I could still leave, she thought. She was only twenty-eight and still pretty enough to contend in Hollywood. 1953 was almost over, but '54 could be her year.

Theodora frowned. No, that's just Mother talking again. She saw the truth in her reflection, a broken woman masquerading as a clown, burying resentment under a grinning, comedic mask. She looked past herself to the Bunche Bridge, glinting in the moonlight and Empire City peering over the horizon. You're too famous to be an actor, kid. You're the Scarlet Sparrow, and that's all you'll ever—

A figure slunk along the fence, bleeding into the shadows of the tree branches. Theodora squinted. It was human-sized, too big not to have tripped the perimeter sensors and set off alarms.

"James?"

No, it was more elegant, like a deer, but most definitely a person. Maybe a woman. 

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Theodora yelped, her drink splashing against the rim of the glass. 

Bang! Bang! Bang! The knocking came again. She set her glass on the console table and shot herself a forced smile in the mirror, adjusting the bodice of her dress and fingering the charm on her necklace.

"Who is it?" Theodora abandoned her reflection and crept toward the door. Part of her hoped it would be James, but most of her didn't.

"It's Mrs. Braddock," a muffled voice answered.

"Shit," Theodora muttered. "Coming!" She peeled the drapes aside, glanced out the window at a short, frail woman staring angrily through outdated Oxford glasses, and pushed the door open. 

Mrs. Braddock's face transformed into something that could almost pass for pleasant as the overwhelming smell of mothballs introduced her. "Hello, dear. I hope I didn't wake you."

Theodora eyed the open iron gate on the edge of the property, a forced smile still in place. "Not at all, Mrs. Braddock. What can I do for you?" 

"I'm just checking in. I heard a commotion earlier." Mrs. Braddock's neck stretched and craned back and forth as she tried to peer into the house. "Is everything alright? Where's your daughter?"

Theodora shifted her body to cover the gap. "Everything is fine, thank you. Goodnight, Mrs. Braddock." She pushed the door closed, but the old woman wedged her foot inside.

"I've also been meaning to speak to you about the state of this... house." 

Theodora sighed and pulled the door back open. "What about it?"

"Well, the neighbors—not me, mind you, but other neighbors—have been complaining again." She scanned the horizon. "Fitzsimmons!" she whispered, pointing to the cookie-cutter, three-story mansion towering over the row of shrubs. "She says it's an eyesore. All these glass domes and metal walls look like a fortress from a science fiction serial, not a home for you to raise a young girl in, dear." She hid a smile. "I heard her call it something out of a Frank Lloyd Wright fever dream."

"Well, that's almost clever for someone as advanced in age as she is. Goodnight, Mrs. Braddock."

Mrs. Braddock shouldered the door. "Hold on, dear. Is your husband home? Perhaps he can—"

"That's none of your concern, Mrs. Braddock."

"Well, as your neighbor, I believe—"

"It's a little late for a social call, don't you agree? Goodnight!" She shut the door forcefully enough to put her neighbor in her place. No amount of phony pleasantries seemed to matter since Theo and James revealed their secret identities after T-Day. Everyone in Empire had an opinion, and not many were positive.

Theodora lifted her glass and pressed it to her lips. She slid the drapes aside, watching Mrs. Braddock scoff at the unraked leaves, and grinned at the idea of turning on the house defenses to scare the old bat. Maybe a couple of warning shots from the automated M18s would teach her a lesson.

Her smile faded when the open gate caught her eye again. She turned, glancing across the foyer, through the rear window, to the now still backyard. Her eyes studied the lattice-like shadows from the swaying branches cast against the fence. When all was deemed quiet, she finished her drink, inhaled what courage she could, and went to find her daughter.
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Bonnie peeked into her parents' bedroom and scanned for movement amongst the shadows, remembering what her daddy had told her. There's no such thing as monsters anymore. He'd made sure of it.

"This is typical," her father yelled from the foyer, "starting a fight because you're bored again, Theo."

"Bored? Every time our neighbors forget the Enforcers exist, you decide to suit up with that hussy Lily Larkin and do something boneheaded, James! Maybe a little boredom is what this family needs," her mother shouted. "Can't you spend one night away from her?"

"Should we talk about Jerry Smith?" her father responded.

"Fuck you!"

"Theo, I'm not going to rot in Brookfield for the rest of my life. I'm Captain Wonderful, goddamn it!"

Bonnie skipped across the bedroom, humming a song from The Wizard of Oz as motion sensors illuminated the recessed lighting.

"That part of our life is over. When will you get that through your thick skull?" her mother yelled.

Bonnie ran her finger across the inlay of the antique vanity. When I was a little girl, this vanity belonged to Grandma, she remembered her mother saying. 

The funeral was still vivid—an old woman with a face painted like a china doll lying in a casket amongst a bed of flowers. The image stuck when she closed her eyes, but Bonnie didn't recall much else about her. Vague memories of crying, hospital rooms, and shouting, but nothing substantial. She pulled herself onto the stool and scanned the vanity, locating the golden cylinder of lipstick tucked in the back. Sensors illuminated the mirror in a soft glow and a soothing hum, inviting her to try it on. 

“You're the one who quit the Enforcers," her father yelled, "not me." 

"I quit because I almost lost—I just don't trust Lily, James," her mother said.

"Fine, I'll sell our apartment in the city, close the Hall of Enforcers, and tell the people in Empire: sorry folks, my wife doesn't trust Lily Larkin."

Bonnie squealed with excitement and uncapped the lipstick. "A stiff drink is all that will fix this face!" She echoed something she had heard her mother say once, followed by an imitative giggle.

"We did our part for Empire. Bonnie needs her father!"

Twisted branches on the far end of the dome scraped against the glass, like Bonnie's grandmother's gnarled fingers, echoing an eerie sound and throwing unfamiliar shadows across the floor.

Bonnie shuddered and closed her eyes. "The monsters are gone." She inhaled and gobbed lipstick across her lips, looping it onto her cheeks and circling it around her mouth until it was a thick, waxy red. In the mirror, Bonnie watched shadows race across the lawn. She dropped the lipstick onto the vanity and slapped her hands over her eyes.

She parted her fingers and scanned the backyard in the mirror. When all was still, she lifted a compact from the vanity and rubbed the sunken gold horseshoes on the lid. 

"I'm running late. Let's talk about this tomorrow," her father said.

Bonnie popped open the compact and mashed the applicator into it, discharging white powder. She slammed the applicator into her face and laughed as clouds of sweet-smelling dust floated about.

"No, we're talking about this now. You were a goddamn war hero, James. Now all you do is drink and fuck Lily."

Bonnie froze as a slap rang through the halls, followed by a deep, panting cry. 

"Jesus... I'm sorry, Theo, I just—"

"Don't touch me. Leave. Go see your whore."

"Theo, please..."

"Go!"

The front door slammed, and Bonnie flinched. Her mother wailed alone. Bonnie saw her powder-caked face in the mirror and dropped the compact. Down the hall, the cocktail shaker rattled and sloshed. 

Bonnie frantically smeared powder across the floor, but the mess grew just as it had on the vanity. She glanced between red, waxy lipstick clumps and the filthy bedroom floor. Footsteps grew louder.

"Bonnie? Where are you, Munchkin?" 

The sweet powder smell hung in a thick cloud as a reminder of what she'd done. A door clicked shut down the hall. Footsteps echoed on the hardwood floor again. 

"Bonnie?" The door creaked open, and something jumped in Bonnie's stomach.

The light from the hallway backlit her mom. "Bonnie, are you"—she froze—"oh my... Bonnie, how could you? I just"—she sighed and closed her eyes.

"Is Daddy gone again?" Bonnie asked.

Her mother wrestled her face into a smile. "How would you like some ice cream?"

Bonnie dropped her eyes to the floor and twisted her foot. "With a cookie?"

"Sure. You drive a hard bargain, kiddo. You're lucky you're so cute"—she crept toward Bonnie—"but first, the bath police are here to get you!"

Bonnie yelped as her mother scooped her up, and the scent of Moon Mist perfume lifted the rotten feeling from her stomach. Thoughts of monsters, darkness, and strange shapes in the backyard vanished, and the big, dark building was home again.

Her mother laughed and opened the door. "You're a mess. You need to ask me if you want to use my make-up, okay?"

Bonnie's head dropped. Her mother lifted her chin with a finger, met her gaze, and smiled. "Weeeee're off to see the wizard!"

"The Wonderful Wizard of Oz!" Bonnie joined in.
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The water rushed up the side of the bathtub until Bonnie's mom turned off the faucet and kicked her shoes into the corner. "I'll be right back, Munchkin."

The faucet dripped methodically into the still water. Bonnie hummed another song from The Wizard of Oz to kill the silence and eyed the frosted glass window warily. A blurry shape danced across the moonlit backdrop and vanished. Bonnie jumped back, splashing water over the bathtub's edge. The water in the tub sloshed back and forth as she covered her eyes with her hands. The surface stilled, and the faucet dripped slowly again.

"No more monsters." She opened two fingers and peeked out. She swallowed hard and glanced down the hallway. "Mommy?"

Theodora released the weight of the day in a sigh as she walked past framed newspaper clippings plastered to the hallway wall, articles celebrating the League of Enforcers' murders. She remembered how each kill felt and loathed herself for it.

The story featuring The Ivory Icicle caught her eye. When the Enforcers invaded Japan in '45, demanding their surrender, it spawned the Japanese sniper, who somehow made his way to Empire City a few years later, out for revenge.

Pull the trigger! 

She remembered sitting for hours on that rooftop in Lincoln on that frigid December day with the wind and snow whipping around her, fastened to the railing by fear. The weight of the rifle was unbearable. 

Theo could still feel the bone-chilling cold as she trembled against the icy concrete. The snowflakes seemed infinite as they melted on her exposed flesh. James liked her various Scarlet Sparrow uniforms to show a lot of skin, even in the dead of winter. 

She stared down the barrel through the telescopic sight of her modified Springfield '03, her heartbeat and the frozen tremble shaking the barrel ever so slightly, but not enough to lose her target.

Pull the fucking trigger before he does! 

The Scarlet Sparrow was too good at killing to be affected by things as benign as fear or cold. 

Squeeze. Don't pull. 

She remembered the kick of the stock against her shoulder. The sound of the rifle screaming through Sainte Marie Square, and Oroku Kawamata or, as the Bulletin called him, The Ivory Icicle slumping forward with a hole the size of a melon in his head. 

Hit.

Taking lives was taxing, but the moment before the bullet left the gun, pulling the trigger came all too easily.

Theodora shrugged out of her dress and scanned the constellations through the dome over her bedroom. They were prominent, even with the bright city lights on the horizon. She couldn't shake the unease of exposure and familiarity. More déjà vu from a past life, perhaps. The woman with the deer antlers wasn't far.

——
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Tap, tap, tap. Something rapped faintly on the bathroom window. Lights flickered, and the drip of the faucet sounded like a hammer. Or had any of that happened? Bonnie's father had warned her about letting her imagination run wild. Besides, even if there were monsters, the house armor would protect them. Her mom told her it was like a giant turtle, and they could disappear inside the steel shell if needed. But what if the monsters were magical or got into the house before the armor was on? She couldn't bring herself to look out the window.

"There, much better." Her mother shuffled into the bathroom in her pretty blue nightgown. She ran her hand through her auburn hair and eyed the vent above the tub.

Bonnie followed her gaze. "What's up there?"

"Nothing, Munchkin. I just can't imagine why the air conditioner isn't working." She smiled and fanned herself with a large book.

Bonnie looked at the window again. "Mommy, are all the monsters still gone?" 

Her mom perched on the edge of the tub, clutching the book to her chest. "Yes, baby doll, Daddy and I sent them all away."

"Is Daddy a monster?"

Her mother chuckled. "No, Munchkin, Daddy's just confused by this new world. He misses the old days." She turned her attention to the book.

"What do you mean?"

Her mom shook the curls from her face. "Well, remember I told you Daddy and I were in the war? After we won in Japan, we fought monsters across the bridge in Empire City until one day, a bad man—a monster—destroyed part of the city. We call that day T-Day. And after Daddy banished the monster, you came into our lives, and I rebuilt Empire City.

"Now, your daddy doesn't know what to do with himself. With the monsters dea—gone." She smiled, tucking a rogue wisp of hair behind her ear, and opened the old book. "I found this in my room. It was your grandmother’s. Shall we read it together?"

"Yes, please, Mommy!"

She shuffled the pages. "Ah. This is a poem she read to me when I was a little girl, just like you. I thought tonight would be a perfect night to share it." 

Just a little white cottage over the hill

All shining and fresh and new

With a gray stone chimney and gray-green roof,

Shimmering glistening wet with dew:

And the chimney seems as a knight of old.

Guarding his lady fair.

So that worry and doubt and bitter words.

May find no refuge there.

What a blessed haven for weary hearts.

Searching in vain for peace:

Leave worry and doubt at the top of the hill.

Let all your troubles cease.

Bonnie smiled. "Can we go to that place, Mommy?"

Her mother stroked her cheek. "It's only in our imaginations. It's a beautiful notion, though, don't you agree?"

"Mmmmhmmm!"

Bonnie eyed the window. "Mommy, can I sleep with you tonight?"

"Of course, Munchkin." She, too, looked out the window. "Maybe that's enough monster talk for tonight." Her mother smiled and sang: "If I only had a brain."

"A-a heart!" Bonnie stammered.

"A home." Her mom tickled her.

"Da noive!" Bonnie squealed.
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Theo woke to a chill, grateful the heat had subsided. Her eyes fluttered, and the blood moon gawked down through the glass dome. 

Where is Bonnie? 

She sprung into a sitting position and gasped, groping the charm of her necklace. She slid out of bed and padded to the door, but the recessed lighting remained off. She waved at the sensor to no avail and scoffed.

"Bonnie?" Theodora sprinted past the blur of gray newspaper articles and gripped the cold, brass doorknob to her daughter's room. She thought of The Ivory Icicle, Doctor Torment, The Dark Plunderer, and The Anti-Angel. All souls the Enforcers had snuffed out. 

Theodora ripped open the door and flipped the lights. Tears welled in her eyes. She stumbled forward toward the perfectly flat comforter on Bonnie's bed. 

"Bonnie?" Her voice trembled. The room spun. 

Bonnie's china doll collection stared down in judgment from their shelves. The empty, soulless eyes brought more memories of a past life.

Crash! 

Something fell in the kitchen.

"Bonnie?"

Thunk! 

It came from the study at the opposite end of the house.

"Who's there?" Theo walked back through the darkness to her bedroom, where she kept her hardware. She had pulled out all the stops when designing this fortress. If it had been hard for the intruder to get in, it would be impossible to get out.

She pushed through the bedroom door. A soft clatter sounded behind her, and Theodora spun, staring into the dark abyss. She didn't want this, but it wanted her. The thing from all those years ago was back, pulling her toward her guns like a marionette. She could feel the woman with the deer antlers watching as she slid her hand into the censor slot next to the vanity.

A turtle, she remembered she had told Bonnie. It's like we're inside a giant turtle. The house shook on its foundation, and the center of the bedroom floor slid apart. Scalloped metal surrounded the glass domes on the outside as other sections folded in.

Clang! Clang! Clang! 

Metal shutters dropped to the ground with a satisfying thud. It sounded like doom, like death. Theodora smiled as her mind surrendered to the thing she'd been outrunning for too long—the numb, warm feeling like she'd had just the right amount to drink.

She leaped into the chasm on the floor, and her bare feet thudded on the cold metal. She was a panther, silent and hyperaware. It was part of the gift she despised, but it was hers. 

Theodora bit her lip to quell the bliss as she scanned the wall of guns. She pulled down a modified M50 Reising submachine gun and clenched the taped stock.

She remembered the rush when blood exploded from the back of those chicken-shit creeps' skulls and painted the wall. A soft giggle escaped her as she slammed a custom four-hundred-round plasma magazine in place. A red light flashed and slowly built into a glowing green bar along its length.

Her thoughts drifted to the intruder, desperately pounding on the six-inch bulletproof glass and pulling on locked door handles. Bloodlust took her. She was a lioness defending her cub. Bonnie needed her now, and she needed her like this, violent and unforgiving.

Theodora pulled herself out of the chasm and bound silently down the hall, stopping at door frames and tables to take cover and aim. Even in her silk pajamas, she felt like she was back in Honshu, gunning down the Imperial Japanese Army. She rounded the corner and scanned the kitchen. Bonnie's glass ice cream dish lay in pieces on the floor. She stepped around the glass shards, steadied the heavy Reising on the counter, and ran her arm over her brow.

Silence. Theo's eyes shot open. The grandfather clock had stopped. She exploded off the counter and doubled back toward the foyer, slamming into the wall beside the study entrance. 

She took a few more heavy breaths and spun into the doorway, expecting to draw fire from the intruder.

No. Someone had pulled the grandfather clock away from the wall on its hinge. The hands were frozen.

Theodora stared vacantly into the darkness of the secret tunnel not even James knew existed. A tear ran down her face, then another. She dropped the Reising idly to her side and stared into the passage.

After all her preparation, all her fretting, and building fortress walls to keep the world out, Bonnie was gone, and Theodora Connor, the most powerful woman in Empire City, was powerless.
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Bonnie Connor, the 5-year-old daughter of retired heroes Captain James Connor and Mrs. Theodora Connor, Captain Wonderful and the Scarlet Sparrow, respectively, was reported missing from the family's Brookfield estate last night.

Mrs. Connor claims she put Bonnie to bed around 8:30 PM. When she returned to her daughter's room at 11:00, she found the bed empty and immediately phoned the police.

Authorities searched the neighborhood before pushing a widespread hunt through Brookfield's surrounding woods and coastal areas using bloodhounds. The Connor's neighbors reported hearing the couple bickering hours before.

Authorities are working on two theories:

Captain Connor took the child without informing her mother, Mrs. Connor.

An enemy of the League of Enforcers took the child; however, there is no ransom note or signs of forced entry.

Mrs. Connor has offered a $2000 reward to anyone with information as to the whereabouts of the missing Bonnie Connor.

From: Commanding Officer, Special Services Division.

To: Chief of Detectives

Subject: Vessel found on South Avenue

Date: 10-15-53

Location: Brookfield

1. Detective Joe Miller, shield #983, assigned to this matter under the supervision of the undersigned reports as follows.

2. On October 15th, 1953, at 11:04 PM, a vessel of unknown origin was discovered on South Street in Brookfield after a Morse code message from the Scarlet Sparrow alerted authorities to the location. The FBI and Allied Science were contacted after an initial search of the surrounding area revealed no suspicious behavior.

3. The FBI searched the immediate premises and surrendered custody of the vessel to Allied Science. Please see the accompanying paperwork signed by Frank Rivoli on behalf of Allied Science.

4. The vessel will remain under the care of Allied Science unless the FBI or ECPD finds cause to remove it.

5. There were 0 incidents in connection with this discovery.

6. This matter will receive continued attention only if and when new developments should occur.

Thomas Edden

Captain
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A neat little blonde crossed Firestone Avenue at the light, and Skip Gibson followed her with his eyes, ashing his cigarette out the window of his 51' Plymouth Concord.

She looks like Ann. 

The name swam through his mind, twisting his stomach in a knot until a honk from a passing car drew his attention, and she vanished into her routine. He knew he'd see her again in the face of the next beautiful stranger. It was his penance.

"Lucky Tiger Hair Tonic gets the gals!" the radio said. Gibson killed the engine and leaned back. The taste of booze clung to the back of his dry throat, and his head throbbed as the feelings he'd drowned last night resurfaced. He launched his cigarette stub into the empty parking lot and forced another aspirin down, watching Wilbur's Diner. 

It was apparent, even in the daylight, that most of the letters on the neon sign had burned out. "bur's Din," it said, and part of the underscore had fallen into the overgrown weeds masquerading as a garden. Gibson stared at the festive cardboard skeletons and pumpkins taped to the front window, caught halfway between a daydream and a thought.

At the ninety-third precinct, Chief Murphy had told him, an eccentric old detective named "Slim" had asked to partner with him specifically. Gibson wasn't one to question authority, but questions still lingered. Why me? And why insist on meeting at a colored diner in Lincoln?

Across the parking lot, the Mosley Drive bus bench teemed with folks impatiently checking their watches and fanning themselves with newspapers. Interchangeable crowds splintered off the bus while others boarded, but no one approached his car. Gibson peeled himself off the seat, stretching his cramped muscles, and checked his watch.

Quarter past nine. What time does this Slim character start work, anyhow?

He slouched on the hood of the two-door sedan, pulled out his mashed pack of Lucky Strikes, and tucked a cigarette between his lips. Another bus pulled through the blurry curtain of heat rising from the asphalt. Gibson scanned the crowd for a tall, thin man, but the people in the clumping mass were indistinguishable. The sun bore a hole through his throbbing head, and his gun holster felt like his old M1 Garand was tucked inside instead of a Colt snub nose. He pulled a flask out of his pocket and unscrewed the lid. The scent hit him like a gut punch. "Hair of the dog, I guess."

"Hair o' the dog, my ass!" A tall, obese man jerked the flask from Gibson's hand. "Yer on th' job, sunny boy." His mouth curled into a dumb, playful smile, pushing jowls aside like curtains. Burst blood vessels spiderwebbed over his bulbous nose, a roadmap of bad decisions. Suspenders clung to his pants for dear life, running over his half-tucked-in shirt. A gun holster and a tie partially covered a smattering of sweat stains, old and new. He emptied Gibson's flask into a paper coffee cup.

Gibson pushed himself off the hood of the Plymouth. "Who the hell—"

"Probably shit whiskey anyway." The stranger tossed the empty flask into the car through the open window and ran his hand over the black frame.

Gibson tried again. "Who—"

A sharp whistle from the fat man cut him off. "Sweet chariot." He pulled the door open. "Maybe a little too much car for you from the look of things, but a cherry ride nonetheless." He lowered himself into the Concord with a grunt, and the passenger side dipped.

Gibson ducked his head into the driver's side window. "Now, wait a minute; who the hell do you think you are?"

"Well, I think I'm Slim Shanahan, Len t' my friends, but you can call me Slim." The man lifted the coffee cup to his lips, paused, and lowered it. "And I think that would make you Skipper—you don't mind if I call you Skipper? ‘Course ya don't—and that would mean I'm your partner. If I'm wrong about any o' that, I apologize for getting in your car, friend." Slim slurped at the cup like a mongoloid who had just discovered his lips. "Yep, shit whiskey, just like I thought. What is this, Corby's?"

Gibson flicked his cigarette stub to the ground and yanked the door open, perching on the bench seat. "Now, wait just—"

"Whatever the occasion," Slim said, "it's better with Corby's." He guffawed and slapped his shaking belly. "Whaddaya think, Skipper? Is this occasion better now, with Corby's?" 

Gibson jabbed a finger in Slim's direction. "Let's get something straight. My name is Gibson. Detective Gibson, not Skipper."

Slim studied him through beady eyes while silence ate away at Gibson's confidence until the fat man slurped the paper cup again.

"Suppose I tell Murphy you're drinking on the job—"

"Skipper, stop wasting my time. We been put on a high-profile case. I'm talkin' hero-making stuff. You wanna get to it, or don'tcha?"

Gibson cocked an eyebrow. "Case? I thought you were just showing me the ropes today." 

"What better training could you ask for? C'mon, get this jalopy in gear an' stop gettin' so hysterical over names. Jesus, you sound like a broad."

Gibson acquiesced and turned over the engine. "Fine. Let me just check in with HQ." He reached for the radio. 

Slim slapped a chubby paw over the handpiece. "What are you, a little girl? Ya need t' ask yer daddy if it's okay to come out with the big boys? I'll call it in, t' th' local cops if it makes you feel better. Murphy already knows about this." Slim clenched the paper cup between his teeth and flipped on the radio.

EeeeEEEEEEeeee! the speaker whined. Slim twisted the knob off and reeled back.

"What the hell?"

Gibson frowned. "It was working this morning."

Slim took a sip from his cup and grimaced. "Figures, ever since they cut our budget after the big rebuild of Empire, nothing seems t' work right. Even though those crooks in the mayor's office had nothin' t' do with it. Well, that's politics for ya. You see that story th' Bulletin put out on Mayor Hall when he retired? You'd think he rebuilt the goddamned city himself. Makes me sick. Stanz is no better neither."

Gibson had no stomach for political talk. "I think there's a callbox on Hunter Avenue, but if Murphy's okay with it, I can handle myself."

Slim grinned, forcing his eyes to squint shut. "Can ya now? Good to know th' rookie's on th' job."

The sun fried the black car on the pavement, and Gibson was sweating gasoline. "Where to?" he grumbled.

Slim took a swallow from the paper cup and broke into a coughing fit, drooling down his shirt. His face turned three shades of red. "Jesus! Shit!" The wet hack turned into a dry wheeze he caught in a trembling fist. "S'cuse me, must be comin' down with somethin'—take th' Coastal Highway north, jus' over the Bunche Bridge." Slim looked to the horizon, blinked his watery eyes, and fell silent.

Gibson pulled the gearshift down and inched onto Ames Avenue. "Is that even our jurisdiction?"

"What, are you writin' a book? Don't worry about it, Skipper." The old man finished a few stray coughs and glanced out the passenger window.
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The Plymouth rolled through Droghead, another colored section of the city where folks seemed determined not to let their hard lives show on their hard faces. When Gibson was a boy, it felt like enemy territory. Still, he'd always find himself sneaking across Miller's Run Park from his home in Eastwood for penny candy and a Coke at Harvey's, where he'd shared his first kiss with a sweet girl named Claudette. 

Next, the Concord dipped into South Valley, aptly nicknamed "Hell's Gate." Blackened remains of old structures creaked and whined, rickety survivors of fires set and extinguished long ago. Buildings that remained livable had busted windows and doors, barely clinging to their hinges, but it didn't stop the dopers, hipsters, and beatniks from squatting. 

A naked, dirty toddler followed Gibson's car with runny eyes from a building's stoop. He sat next to a dope peddler with a shifty gaze and a malicious smile, holding court amongst the reanimated dead skulking through the neighborhood around him. The Concord must have stunk like a police cruiser, but the addicts didn't care. Most of them weren't even on this planet anymore, and the ones who saw Gibson offered only matching vacant looks.

"This used to be my beat when I was a uniformed cop, still looks the same," Slim said, yawning. "There was a great coffee shop just down that block."

Gibson eyed him suspiciously.

Slim studied the scenery and chuckled. "I had this partner, McIntire, Stan McIntire. He'd always be scared stupid when we'd have t' be out here past dark.

"One night, we heard strange noises comin' from one o' these buildings just before our shift ended. That one there." He pointed at a nearly collapsed structure and stopped to think. "Musta been back in... thirty er thirty-one, way before th' League of Enforcers.

"At any rate, McIntire an' I hear a noise comin' from that building. He won't go in, too busy pissin' his pants, so I go alone. It's pitch-black, no electricity, but someone's moanin'. Sounds like a girl, ya know? So, I grab my flashlight an' snoop around a bit. I even call out. No response, but the moanin's gettin' louder." 

Slim cleared his throat. "Then I see a pregnant lady sprawled out on the floor, all gowed-up on somethin'. So, I yell out to McIntire t' call an ambulance. But what's he do? He comes in t' check it out. McIntire wasn't the brightest, ya see.

"Long story short, this pregnant lady's fakin' th' whole thing, and her boyfriend is waitin' in the shadows t' rob us. Didn't count on us bein' cops didn't matter to him one way or th' other, just wanted money for th' next score. 

"So, the boyfriend jumps on McIntire an' somehow gets ahold of his gun. He shoots me right in the arm and then tells me to empty my wallet. Luckily, he was about as smart as McIntire. The shot was a through-and-through, didn't hit anything important, so I beat the ever-livin' piss outta that skinny little addict. Left him on the floor t' think about what he'd done while I called an ambulance fer th' girl.

"An' McIntire"—Slim wheezed out a laugh—"McIntire quit then and there. He became a priest! A man o' God still t' this day!" He slapped his shaking belly. "Last I heard, he was over at Saint Paul's in Terrytown."

Gibson weaved around the remains of a scorched black car in the middle of Twin Elms Lane. "Why didn't you take the doper in? Hell, that's attempted murder."

"Nah, can't put a guy like that in jail, not here. He'd just learn how t' get better at robbin' people. Maybe he'd kill the next poor sap he caught in the dark. 

"My point is, ya can't trust an addict, an' ya can't trust a McIntire. You don't look like an addict; you ain't a McIntire, are ya?"

"I don't think so." Gibson made a hard left on Lock Alley and headed east.

"Yeah, we'll see," Slim muttered.

They hit two green lights in a row, and decrepit brick buildings transformed into the brownstones of Sedgewick. The Plymouth stopped at a red light, and Gibson scanned the tranquil streets for his old partner, Creed, milling around Temple's Coffee Shop. He made a right onto Loma Avenue. Huller's Restaurant blew by, but still no Creed.

A few more blocks and the city streets gave way to the Coastal Highway's northbound onramp. A flock of angry motorists remained at a standstill, blaring their horns at the gridlock on the southbound side. Gibson hit the gas, and the Concord growled in appreciation as it raced up the open road.

The revitalizing smell of salt air drifted off the ocean, and a gull's scream carried memories of better times. Gibson sighed as the cool breeze kissed his skin and glanced past Slim to Broadshall Island. 

Can we go to Schooners? Ann would ask with a beaming smile as they window-shopped on Belden Street. If Gibson had an extra dime, he'd oblige, and she'd get a chocolate malt with whipped cream and two cherries. Her skin smelled like the ocean, and her long blonde curls were always pulled back with a blue ribbon, matching her sparkling eyes. They were two city kids forced to grow up when the Korean War brought their three-year romance to an agonizing halt. We'll always have Broadshall, she'd told him in her final letter.

"So, what's your tale, nightingale?" Slim boomed.

Gibson felt the vice tighten around his skull again and sighed. "Don't worry about me. How'd we end up paired together? Didn't an old timer like you already have a partner?"

"I don't much care to talk about it." Slim stared wistfully out the window.

A passing commuter train thundered by, killing the silence. Gibson pressed the issue. "Chief Murphy said you requested me specifically. Why? You don't know me from Adam."

"That's exactly why. I know the other boys all too well, and I know what they do in their leisure time. I guess you could say I want t' see what you're made of, Skipper." 

Gibson shook his head. "Slim, that Skipper business again. I told you—"

"Skipper, let me tell you somethin' my old partner used t' tell me. Not McIntire, mind you, a wiser fella. He'd always say: ‘live each day as if it was your last...’ I can't remember the rest o' the saying 'cause you made me drink this shit whiskey, but at any rate, th' message is the same."

"Which is?"

Slim watched him with a creeping sadness in his features. "Take it one day at a time and keep your nose clean. The rest'll work itself out." His eyes danced between Gibson's. "You seem like a bright guy. You'll figure it out one day, Skipper."

Figure what out? He wanted to ask the question but resolved to let the words hang in the air as the Bunche Bridge's arches and trusses rose.

Slim chuckled, scanning the glinting iron. "It always amazes me how the Scarlet Sparrow built this whole bridge an' half the city in only five years. Downright inspiring."

Across the bridge, towering mansions littered the shoreline. Gibson had only ventured to Brookfield and Northwell a handful of times, but there was no getting used to the extravagance. To the right, the old Fayette Bridge stood in shambles as a testament to those lost on T-Day. Part of the road still teetered on the abutments and ramped down into the water. Unnatural striations left behind by Torment's hordes covered the rest of the cement and metal.

Gibson imagined what it must have been like to be on that bridge five years ago. Screaming, terrified people abandoning their cars just as they'd abandoned their lives in the city, destined to become collateral damage in a war they were not part of, with only a broken bridge marking their final resting place.

"You got a wife? Kids?" Slim grumbled.

Gibson drummed his fingers on the wheel. "I was going with a girl, Ann." He paused. Her name still tasted sweet on his tongue. "Uncle Sam had me over in Korea and—"

"Lady troubles, huh?" A smile crossed Slim's lips. "I know all about that. You're young yet, Skipper. There's plenty o' time to be doll dizzy."

With a soft thunk, the bridge ended. The car slowed as it ran into the greenery of suburbia. Large mansions loomed like sentries, and the smell of fall shouldered away the salty air.

Slim pointed casually toward the front windshield. "House is up here on your right, 7674 North Avenue."

Gibson squinted. "That's a house? It looks like something out of a Flash Gordon strip."

Massive glass domes arched into the sky, reflecting a radiant glow through rows of leafless trees. The only thing that insisted it was a house was the little wrap-around porch. Gibson wheeled the Plymouth through the iron gate, around the horseshoe driveway, and killed the engine. His hangover bit at the base of his skull as he scanned the orange and brown leaves peppering the unkempt property. Two jack-o-lanterns gawked from the porch. 

Slim wadded his paper cup and threw it on the car's floor. "Alright, Skipper, showtime. This is Mister and Missus James Connor's house. Gen-u-ine heroes. Retired now, well, publicly anyhow. The retired life never seems to stick for their kind."

Gibson's jaw went slack. "You mean—"

"They have a daughter, Bonnie, who's missin'. ECPD already searched the property, took statements, and found nothin'. Not even a ransom note, or so the story goes.

"We're here to check in, see that everyone's feelin' ducky about the process we use to find missing people. Alls you gotta do is shut yer yap an' try not to wear your heart on your sleeve." He popped open the door and heaved himself out of the car.

Gibson ejected, raced around the hood, and pressed his hand on Slim's chest. "Wait a minute!" He scanned the towering glass domes. "Captain Wonderful a-and the Scarlet Sparrow?" 

Slim brushed past, trailing a sour, boozy odor. "That's right."

Gibson followed Slim onto the porch, and his stomach lurched. He exhaled and straightened his tie, feeling the weight of the Colt snub nose in the holster and the badge clipped to his belt. Slim pounded on the door.

Gibson tightened his lips and dabbed his sweaty brow with a handkerchief. "I heard most of their enemies are dead, so at least the suspect list will be short."

Slim cleared his throat and furrowed his brow at Gibson.

The door creaked open, and Theodora Connor, The Theodora Connor, poked her heart-shaped face out. "Yes, can I help you?" She studied the detectives from under a straw bucket hat, and Gibson tried to place her eye color somewhere between red and brown with flecks of gold. They almost matched the abundance of freckles on her face, chest, and exposed shoulders and arms. Dirt smeared her shirt, and her dainty hand, gripping the doorframe, was missing a wedding ring.

Slim removed his hat, choking it nervously. "Mornin', Missus Connor, I presume? I'm Detective Shanahan, and this is Detective Gibson from the ECPD. I understand our colleagues already searched the premises, but may we have a moment of your time, my dear?" Slim smiled wide, creating large creases under his cheeks and forcing his eyes to squint.

Mrs. Connor ran an open palm over her clavicle. "Of course, detectives." She pulled the door open and presented the house. "Come in, won't you?"
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Lucky Tiger Hair Tonic gets the gals. Gibson recited the ad to keep his mind from slipping into madness as he traversed the Connor estate.

"This way, detectives, we can chat in the parlor." Mrs. Connor's eyes seemed fixated on Gibson as she led the way down a tall, narrow hallway. "Please forgive my hat. You caught me in the middle of gardening, and I'm afraid my hair is a fright."

Slim paused, examining one of the few family photos posted amongst the framed newspaper clippings documenting the Enforcers' accolades. "Beautiful family, Missus Connor."

She feigned a smile and guided the detectives through an ornate door into a large parlor. A rainbow of books covered the walls, contrasting the rich mahogany shelves and a matching desk. The decadent, old-fashioned room didn't look at all like it belonged to the spaceship-looking house.

The tick of a grandfather clock kept Gibson grounded. He eyed his watch. "Your clock is off by ten minutes. It's three after."

Mrs. Connor nodded. "So, it is." She motioned to a red velvet sofa with the same brown frame as the rest of the furniture. "Please, have a seat."

Slim plopped deep into the couch. "Real nice place you got here, Missus Connor, real nice! Ain't it, Skipper?" 

Gibson perched on the edge. "Sure is."

Mrs. Connor smiled, sauntering to the matching wooden chair opposite an oak coffee table, and the earthy scent of summer jumped from her skin. Salt and flowers, just how Ann used to smell.

An old tobacco pipe on the desk behind her caught Gibson's eye. "Is the man of the house around?" 

Mrs. Connor's lips tightened. "I'm afraid James stepped out."

Gibson furrowed his brow. "Stepped out? Wh—"

"Lovely weather we're having, Missus Connor. I must say it's peculiar for mid-October, but you can't beat these Indian summers," Slim bellowed.

"Yes, it is." She smiled and sucked air between her teeth. "Where are my manners? Can I offer you gentlemen something to drink? Coffee, perhaps, or iced tea?"

"I'm fine, Missus Connor, but I know Skipper here is partial to whiskey. Got any Corby's?" Slim nudged Gibson, wheezing out a laugh. "Just givin' the rookie a hard time. Inside joke, I suppose."

"I'm not thirsty, thanks." Gibson shot daggers at Slim, then regarded Mrs. Connor.

She forced a weak, tired smile. "If you change your mind, you'll let me know." 

"Sure." Gibson patted his breast pocket, removing a pad and pencil. He slid forward on the couch and cleared his throat. "Mrs. Connor, I know this may be difficult, but we have a few questions we'd like to ask you."

Her funny-colored eyes found his again, flecks of gold floating amongst the irises that now reflected the brown room. "No need for formalities. Please, call me Theodora." 

"Fine," Gibson replied. "Theodora. After Bonnie—"

Slim's hand dropped onto Gibson's shoulder like a vice. "Skipper, this poor woman has been through enough. It would be immoral to hound the poor dear with questions right now. We're strictly checking in on her today." 

Gibson eyed the fat man and tightened his lips. Slim draped a cheesy smile across his face. "On second thought," he said, "I'd love a cup of coffee if you don't mind, Theodora." He looked like a teacher's pet who had just asked for extra homework.

Theodora nodded and stood. "Of course. How do you take it?" She glided gracefully across the room, stopping halfway between the couch and the door.

Slim folded his hands neatly in his lap and strained his smile even tighter. "Just black is fine."

With all my whiskey in it! Gibson thought. Slim looked like he was waiting for a pat on the head and affirmation that he was a good boy.

"Detective Gibson?"

"No, thank you."

Theodora turned when she reached the door frame, flashing an impish smile. "I'll see if I can rustle up some Corby's." She winked and vanished through the doorway.

"Good one, Theodora!" Slim wheezed. 

"What the hell are you doing?" Gibson whispered.

Slim's face grew solemn. "Detective work. She's too busy bein' cute t' act out the role o' the suffering mother. It'll be easier to get some answers with her out of the room. From here on out, shut yer yap and let me do the talkin', Skipper." Slim shot across the parlor, pouring over photos and rummaging through drawers in the mahogany desk. "Why don'tcha put yer pad t' use an' take notes on how I handle the task at hand?"

Gibson tucked his pad away and eyed the door. Slim was right. Theodora was much too calm, given the situation. "Maybe we can interview some of the help. A house this big must have a staff, right?"

Slim hustled across the room, pulling drawers from a chest next to the large bay window. "Someone who loves their privacy this much doesn't have any use for house boys and the like. Besides, I'm sure she has gizmos that do things you couldn't imagine. She's the Scarlet Sparrow, remember?"

"I prefer to think of myself as multiple people." Theodora's voice carried from the doorway. "Sure, the Scarlet Sparrow has machines that do her bidding, but Theodora Connor—well, she's not afraid to get her hands dirty. And my other personality thinks they're both crazy." She mimicked Groucho Marx, ashing his cigar and laughed. Slim took the hint and smirked. Gibson didn't.

Theodora slid daintily across the floor with the cup and saucer, eyeing Slim. "Is anything the matter, detective?" 

"Just admiring the view," Slim responded seamlessly. "Don't get much of this in th' city, 'specially in Calway."

"Do you hail from Empire originally, Detective Shanahan?" Theodora handed him the coffee with a casual smile.

Slim took the cup and saucer delicately in two hands. "Thank you. No, ma'am, farm boy born and raised. More at home in a place like this than Empire City proper. Coffee smells great, by the way, really top-notch!"

Theodora smiled and clasped her hands. Gibson watched her breasts press between her arms and glanced up to find her gaze squarely on him. "Well, you're both welcome to stop by anytime," she said. Gibson cleared his throat, scanning the oriental rug on the floor.

Slim wore his overabundant, cheesy smile again. "Mighty sweet of you, Theodora. I might take you up on that one of these days. I hear Brookfield's lovely in the summertime."

Theodora sunk back into her chair and eyed Gibson. "And you, Detective Gibson, where are you from?" 

The lump in his throat made it hard to breathe. "Ahem, excuse me. I am from Empire. Eastwood—"

Slim hacked into a red handkerchief as he dropped slowly onto the sofa. "Excuse me"—he managed between coughs—"funny time of year to come down with something, don't you agree?" He exhaled the red from his cheeks. "Anyway, I'm sorry to have bothered you today, Theodora. Just routine, you understand? An old man like me, well, the ECPD's gotta keep me busy somehow. Plus, I'm showin' the rookie Skipper here the ropes today. First day on the job, sort of a changing of the guard, I guess."

Theodora nodded politely and shot Gibson a smile. "Congratulations."

Slim slapped his belly. "Well, we'll get out of your hair. Might I use your men's room before I leave? I'm an old man, after all." He stared at her through squinted, smiling eyes.

"Of course," Theodora said, "it's the second door on your left. Shall I show you?"

"I can manage," Slim replied curtly. He eyed Gibson, and his smile dissolved. "No more questions, Skipper."

Gibson grumbled as he watched the old man waddle out. He turned to find Theodora's eyes locked on him. The ticking grandfather clock was deafening. He removed the slightly crushed pack of Lucky Strikes from his pocket and extended one to Theodora. "Cigarette?"

She regarded the pack hesitantly and took one. "Sure, why not? I don't usually smoke, but given the circumstances—" 

Gibson placed one in his mouth and flipped his lighter open, offering the flame to her.

"Thank you." She puffed until the cherry grew, and Gibson lit his own. Theodora shot a dart of smoke into the air. "I really do appreciate you driving all the way out here from Calway, Detective Gibson."

Her gaze lingered. Gibson glanced out the window uncomfortably. "It's my pleasure." He took a drag. "How are you holding up?"

Theodora's lips curled almost mockingly. "I suppose I'm as okay as one can be." She glanced past him to the door and spoke just above a whisper. "I try to come across as strong, but believe me, underneath this facade, I'm a ball of nerves. Lucky for me, my mother was an actress. She taught me all the tricks."

Gibson nodded. "We're going to find your daughter, Mrs. Conn—Theodora. But I must know"—he took a drag and eyed her sedately—"where is your husband?"

She ashed her cigarette onto the floor and took a long, comprehensive draw. Her gaze locked on Gibson across the table as smoke slowly poured from her mouth. "Can I ask you a question, detective?"

"Sure," he replied.

"What if the laws of man don't apply anymore? What if there's so much more of the universe you don't understand? I mean, it's not your fault; you couldn't possibly understand, not yet anyway. You see, I've seen things, detective." She glanced away and looked to be fighting something deep within herself. 

"How do you, as a man of the law, a man who I can only assume has a moral compass, behave when the world you know and love crashes down around you, and there is no right or wrong anymore, just survival? Just preservation of life?" 

Her gaze held him in stasis. "I have faith in you, detective, but I'm afraid you don't quite understand what faith is. Not yet, anyhow." Her tone was earnest and foreboding. The ramblings of a lunatic if she wasn't so deliberately sincere and stone sober. It shook Gibson to his marrow.

The silence drove them each into their thoughts. The ticking of the grandfather clock was now soothing, lulling Gibson into a sense of security and order. Theodora was no longer a drop-dead gorgeous bombshell. There was a distinct kind of beauty about her, though, a vulnerability. Her eyes met his, but he didn't look away this time, and Gibson felt, for a moment, that Bonnie wasn't the reason he was here.

Then, the analytical detective took over, and everything fell by the wayside. "I'm afraid I don't follow." It was a half-truth. Some of the things Theodora had said hit him hard in all the right places.

Sadness crept across her face. "And I'm afraid, detective, you'll find out what I mean before you're ready. It scares me." 

"Well, Theodora, we'll let you get back to gardening," Slim interrupted. "Thanks again for your time and hospitality." 

A forced smile crossed Theodora's lips as she pushed herself to her feet. No tears spilled, but her eyes seemed troubled for the first time. "It's my pleasure. If there's anything else you need, detectives, please feel free to telephone me, or better yet, stop by. I'll be here." Her eyes lingered on Gibson until he turned toward the door.

8

They said their goodbyes in the foyer, and Gibson and Slim ambled down the porch steps. Gibson glanced over his shoulder at a somber Theodora standing alone in the doorway. Her words drifted in his head. How do you behave when the world you know and love crashes down around you, and there is no right and wrong anymore, just survival? Just preservation of life? Theodora clutched the frame, offered a final, weak smile, and shut the door.

Slim marched toward the car. "You were supposed to keep yer yap shut."

Gibson matched his pace. "How can you say that when a little girl is missing? Boy, you sure are a—"

"She's a hero with a reputation whose daughter went missing under her watch. You think she wants us to find her, Skipper? It would be a media frenzy. Afraid we're on our own here, an' as far as I'm concerned, she's the enemy." He tipped his hat back to gaze at the sun like it annoyed him.

Gibson raised an eyebrow. "You think she's involved in this?"

"I don't know, but she ain't playin' ball, neither. As I said, we're on our own."

"What about her husband?" 

Slim sighed. "James Connor was never reported missing. Maybe he skipped town. Maybe he's dead. That ain't our problem right now."

"Slim, she said—" 

"I heard." Slim flashed Gibson a smile over the Concord's roof. "But I bet I learned more snoopin' around her house than you did from her bullshit tirade. Trust me, Skipper. She ain't your friend."

Gibson regarded the towering domed house and eased into the car. "So, what'd you find, Slim?"

"Ain't you an eager beaver?" Slim's nervous, accommodating facade had ended at the threshold of the Connor estate. He was a raucous old man again.

Gibson sighed. "Playing it awfully close to the chest, aren't you?"

"Always," Slim said.

"Aren't we supposed to be partners?"

Slim looked him over. "I don't know yet."

Gibson turned the key, and the engine roared. "I don't need this. I'm going back to the station. You want me to drop you at Wilbur's?"

Slim pulled a surprisingly pristine pack of Pall Mall cigarettes from his pocket. "Now hold on, Skipper. I said I don't know yet. Give it time. One more stop while we're in Brookfield." He lit a cigarette with an old silver Ronson lighter.

"Fine." Gibson shifted the Plymouth into drive and pulled slowly around the driveway, watching the house through troubled eyes.

"110 Pleasant Street." Slim looked Gibson up and down. "You okay, Skipper? You look like you’ve seen the holy ghost." Smoke floated from Slim's mouth and out the cracked window.

"Not sure what I saw, Slim." The car jostled as they dropped off the driveway onto North Avenue, and Gibson could still feel Theodora's eyes watching him from the window.

"Probably first-case jitters," Slim said. "I still get 'em to this day, you know? The problem is when they stop comin', that means ya stopped carin', and ain't nothin' more dangerous than a cop who don't give a shit." 
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Grease spat, eggs convulsed, and bacon crackled. Cal pushed his stupid paper hat back and wiped his brow, trying to make sense of the final slips of paper scribbled over illegibly with food orders.

It was another hot day on the grill. Another day above ground, but that was the extent of Cal's optimism. He stretched his achy back and bit into an Archway Oatmeal cookie to stave off the gnawing call of the bottle. "Order up."

Ding! He tapped the little bronze bell and arranged the plate on the counter in the window. 

"I'm comin', I'm comin' keep your shirt on, Cal." Wilbur shuffled across the diner, looking older than his sixty-plus years. Short gray hair faded to patchy stubble on his wrinkled face, which tightened as he shot Cal a smile. The eyes of a young man shone through, eager and passionate. Cal always envied that.

"Hurry up, old-timer, or it'll be cold by the time they dig in," Cal said with a wink.

Wilbur snatched the plate and smirked. "Maybe they'll get tired of waiting and leave. I'd be doing them a favor. Can't imagine this slop is any better than usual, Calvin."

"Better n' you could make, old man." Cal chuckled and watched him hobble across the linoleum. 

The already confining kitchen walls closed in as the final minutes of the day drained. Cal leaned into the prep station and thumbed through the box of cookies, longing for his soft, velvet recliner.

Wilbur pushed the kitchen door open and looked Cal over with a bothered smile. "Calvin, you have a visitor," he said in an uncharacteristically somber tone.

"A visitor?" Cal furrowed his brow.

"That's what I said, Calvin. I'll take care of these last orders, but make it quick; with Darlene off today, we're short-handed." Wilbur donned an apron. 

Cal sighed and pushed through the swinging door, eyeing the men slouched along the red laminate countertop, each scanning the Bulletin.

"In the corner," Wilbur said through the service window.

A white woman in the far booth gazed out the window, clad in a baby blue dress with a white silk scarf tied under her chin. Cal moved around the counter toward the table and regarded Wilbur, who only shrugged. 

The woman watched him approach through ivory cat-eye sunglasses. "Heya Cal, whatta ya say? It's been too long." She smiled.

"Theo," Cal snarled. He slunk into the booth and glared across the table at his reflection in her dark lenses. Theo offered a lady-like grin, but he knew better.

"What are you doing here? It's not like the Scarlet Sparrow to patrol this far downtown. Isn't Wilbur's Diner a little beneath you?" Cal wanted to scream at her. If it had been five years ago, he would have, but time had exhausted his emotions.

Theo removed her sunglasses, and sadness welled in her eyes. One was smaller, maybe swollen, and slathered over with makeup. "It's a little beneath you, Cal. You and Jerry were the best cooks I ever hired. How long are you going to stay in this dump? You should at least go back to catering, if not for your own sake, then for the good of Empire! Everyone in the city needs to taste your food, Bucko. I could help you get back on your feet." She smiled and reached across the table to touch his hand. 

Cal reeled away. "Don't say my brother's name. Last time we catered a Connor affair, it didn't turn out too good for either of us."

"Aw. It wasn't all bad, Cal." Theodora flashed a deplorable smile that bound him to the slick vinyl seat and simultaneously shot him into the past. "After what happened—well, at least we got to see the world."

Cal pounded a clenched fist on the table. "The world?" he yelled. "We saw Japan. I saw my brother die!"

Theo looked away. Cal relented with a sharp exhale and scanned the diner over his shoulder. The men at the counter returned to their papers. Wilbur shook his head slowly through the kitchen window, and Cal adjusted the salt shaker flush with the pepper.

He met Theodora's gaze and spoke in a quieter tone. "Uncle Sam didn't even know me an' Jerry were there. We didn't get no golden statue in Armory Square. No fanfare for the colored folks." The heat rose on the back of his neck again. 

Theodora scanned the table like a scolded child. "I'm sorry that's how you remember it, Cal, and I'm sorry about Jerry. Not a day goes by that I don't think about him." She sighed, and a slow smile built across her lips. "Why, I remember a time—"

"Why are you here, and what's with the Audrey Hepburn look?" Cal leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest.

"I'm trying it out. Does it suit me, or should I have gone with the Peter Lorre ensemble?" She twisted her face and spoke in an odd voice. "You know Rick, I have many a friend in Casablanca, but somehow, just because you despise me, you're the only one I trust."

Cal sighed, removed his paper hat, and ran a hand through his short, thinning hair.

Theodora smiled weakly. "Not a fan of Peter Lorre? My mother used to take me to see 'Casablanca' every time it pl—"

"Why are you here, Theo? I know it's not to discuss old films."

Theo shuddered. "Calvin, I have no one else to turn to." A well-timed tear rolled down her freckled cheek.

Cal sighed. "The last time I heard that, we ended up in Japan, so Truman wouldn't have to unleash his superweapon—or whatever lie you told us to get us there."

"This is different." Theodora spun the charm of her necklace between her fingers. "I'm sure you've seen the papers—Bonnie's missing. Oh, you mustn't think of me as a bad mother! James is gone too. He—"

"Save it, Theo. I'm not like you, or James, or Lily. I'm sorry, I can't help you." Cal dragged himself out of the booth.

Theo touched his arm. "Cal, this isn't Doctor Torment or The Ivory Icicle. It's Bonnie; it's my little baby. I have no one else to turn to." She buried her face in her hands, sobbing quietly.

"Seems I'm only your friend when you need something. Go talk to the police, Theo. That's their job, and right now, I've got to get back to mine."

Theo leaned out of the booth and grasped his hand. "Please, Cal," she said, "I feel like I'm going crazy. I can't tell if I'm awake or dreaming anymore. Nothing seems real. I know it sounds nuts, but—I keep having visions. I don't know if it's a side effect of what we are or something else. Please, I'm begging you. Help me. The woman with the deer antlers—"

"I'm sorry, Theo." Cal slid his hand from her grip. He'd never seen her so shaken. Even in Kyushu, under a hail of gunfire. He paused and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came—just a slight noise in the back of his throat, then silence. 

Theo wiped running mascara from her cheeks, stood slowly, and slipped a white lace glove over her ridiculous wedding ring. "In any case, Calvin, it's always a pleasure to see you." She replaced her sunglasses. "It warms my heart to know you're cooking again. Catering or not, the chef's life always suited you. I'm staying at our penthouse in the Ironleaf building if you change your mind." The click of her heels echoed through the diner. "I hope you do,” she whispered as she passed. “I'll leave your name at the front desk, just in case." The bell rang softly, and the door swung closed.

The mention of the Ironleaf building forced patchy memories to resurface. C'mon Cal, Jerry's voice echoed. One payday from these rich folks, and we can open the restaurant—just one more catering job, and we're on Easy Street. 

He remembered that biting December wind as he and Jerry waited outside for the service elevator. The way Theodora looked poured into that black, off-the-shoulder ball gown. Ron Baxter's malicious glare. The food Cal had prepared: deviled eggs made with his secret ingredients, butter and pickle juice, Belgian endive spears with curried crab salad, Wilbur's special crab Rangoon recipe, complete with the hot mustard dipping sauce and the main event, beef Wellington seasoned with allspice and ginger. 

He remembered the smell of rotten meat as he carved into the beef Wellington. The putrid stench as pus ran onto the serving platter, and maggots covered in a thick mucus poured from the food, spilling onto the floor.

Cal gripped the vinyl seat to resist the tainted memories, but still, he recalled splotchy events pieced together with booze-soaked half-visions bordering on insanity. A little girl, a Mexican woman, Ron Baxter's eyes rolled deep into his head, leading a chant in another language. The smell of blood, a rancid iron stench staining the air, and masks. People clad in black robes, peering out of the dark soulless eyes, chanting: God is dead!
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Cal locked the diner's front door and watched Theodora through the glass, sitting alone on the Ames Avenue bus stop bench. She was wounded and vulnerable, almost human but an actress, he reminded himself, above all else. 

I wouldn't be much help anyway, Cal thought. White folks don't look too kindly on a guy like me asking questions about a young, missing white girl, especially on the Northside. 

Still, there was something Cal couldn't shake. I can't tell if I'm awake or dreaming anymore. The woman with the deer antlers—

Theo's eyes met his. She looked like a raw, open wound, festering in the blood-red light of sunset. The bus pulled between them, stopped, and vanished in a puff of black exhaust, and with it, Theodora.

Good riddance.

Jerry's reflection watched him from the glass door. Cal closed his eyes. I'm sorry, Jerry, I'm not like you. I can't forget that easy. Old ghosts haunted him more often these days. The guilt of his wasted life manifested in the sorrowful eyes of those he’d lost. 

Where is James Connor? Cal thought. It was well known he stepped out often, but his daughter was missing. Maybe he took her and ran off with some floozy. If she crossed him, maybe she's already dead. 

Maybe Ron Baxter took her. Who knows what sick, depraved things he gets into with that cult of his? Cal thought of the other little girl from the Connors' party, the one who watched him with wide, dark eyes from behind her mother on that cold December night. Rosalita.

She knows things. 

She talks to it. 

The masked people muttered as malodorous corruption poured from the girl's dead eyes and gaping mouth.

God is dead! The phrase shivered down his spine. Cal winced at what must have been a fabricated memory and turned back to the diner. The comfortable, dutiful course he'd tethered himself to since he'd quit drinking. He approached Wilbur, who stood behind the counter, futzing with the old radio by the cash register.

Wilbur twisted a screwdriver and stuck his tongue out as if it would help move the screw. He spoke without looking up, and a scowl replaced his typical smile. "This damn thing is still busted. How am I going to keep my customers happy if we can't even play music, Calvin?"

Cal smirked. "I could sing."

Wilbur chuckled. "I'd like to keep my customers, not send 'em runnin'."

"You could sing, Wilbur."

"I don't get paid enough for that, young man." 

Cal laughed. "Hell, I don't get paid enough to listen to it. When are you going to get rid of this radio and buy one of those fancy jukeboxes? You'd do well to make this place a little more modern." Cal scanned the rusted metal and shoddy vinyl upholstery.

"Right after I make enough cabbage to buy a place on Broadshall Island and right before I marry Miss Marilyn Monroe. Then I'll put in for a nice new Seeburg. Until that happens, this hunk o' junk will have to do." Wilbur pushed back his little paper hat. "I don't understand. This thing was workin' this morning." He glanced up at Cal as if he'd just remembered he was there and clapped him on the back. "You go on home, Cal. This might take a while."

"You sure, Wilbur?"

"Actually." Wilbur cleared his throat. "Can I speak with you a minute?"

Cal slumped onto one of the vinyl stools. "Wilbur, I know what you're going to say, and I—"

Wilbur placed a hand on Cal's shoulder. He motioned to a photo amongst the old menus and ads smattered across the wall behind the counter. "When you look at that photo, what do you see?"

Jerry, Cal, and their mother, Rose, sat on Wilbur's Diner's front steps some thirty years ago. Rose held Jerry close as young Cal, preoccupied with a toy soldier, stood alone to her left.

Cal eyed Wilbur. "Wilbur, is this one of your riddles? Jerry always loved those, not me."

"Just answer the question, young man. Where do your eyes go?"

Cal shook his head. "Well, I guess I see my mother. She looked happy. Those were easier times for us all, I guess, better times."

Wilbur sighed. "Those days did seem easier, didn't they? That's a nice photo. I
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