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  Chapter 1

  
  




Aston is thirty-two years old and lives in M-City. For ten years he was in the Navy, working his way up to be one of the most trusted submarine navigators in the whole country. When he retired three years ago, all of his loans were paid off, he was blinded in one eye, and had no idea what to do with himself.

His good buddy and fellow veteran, Ridley, recommended that Aston use his good looks and knack for bodybuilding and make a career out of it. Aston gave it a try, and while he fizzled out miserably as a model, he made quite the splash as a competitive weightlifter, garnering a number of victories and making a name for himself. 

But all of his victories only earned him a few thousand bucks, and while he was wise with his investments and had a military pension coming in, this career just wasn’t enough to pay for a life in the largest, and most expensive city, in the world. The money was too inconsistent and he had to work too hard to get it. 

He then tried to pursue a fitness coaching career, but Aston learned quickly that he hated teaching people—and really working with them in general.

What he did like to do was read mysteries and watch all about true crime, so he decided to try his hand at the police force. There, he soon discovered how truly shitty a place it was, with the only interest being to keep the graft coming in.

Aston was truly interested in the crime solving aspect, and his friend Ridley, again, gave him a good suggestion—become a private investigator.

The money was just above a joke, but at least it was consistent. Aston sets his own hours and chooses who he works with—though he wasn’t always able to take advantage of that right. But the work was always interesting, even if it quickly became routine. Background checks, following cheating spouses and almost-spouses, and finding stolen items from his friend Ridley’s pawn shop were his bread and butter. It paid the rent and gave him food, a generous gym membership, and kept him supplied in booze and cigars.

Life was good!

Well, it wasn’t bad, and what made it tolerable was that he was single and could make his own decisions, and didn’t have anyone to bitch about, or hear bitching about him.

Right now, he was heading to his next job, and growing irritated by the mile. He borrowed Ridley’s car, a 1973 Grand Marquis, which was older than he was and operated like it was even older. It smoked and smelled, and even in the dead of winter was completely sweltering inside.

“Fuck, even smoking doesn’t get me this warm!” He pulled off his hat and unbuttoned his trench coat. Sweat pooled on his brow and he lowered the window as much as he could tolerate. It was freezing outside, and the coldest night of the week.

His irritation only grew when he faced the rush-hour traffic. His potential client asked to meet at six p.m., and the drive from Aston’s apartment was already long, even without the traffic. Aston chewed on his cigar in anger as he inched his way slowly along the highway, splitting off a large piece in his mouth.

“I can walk there faster than this,” he mumbled. He clenched the wheel, but that didn’t make all of the cars move any faster.

Aston sipped his flask, and felt a warm, yet brief, surge of heat in his chest. He pulled down his tie and released the button on his shirt. He usually loved the hint of fire with alcohol, but not in here.

“Whatever this job is, it better be fucking worth it. Five hundred min—no! Seven-fifty to a thousand, minimum. I never drive out to the suburbs.” And this was fucking why, he thought, because that’s what everyone else was doing.

Mockingbird Heights is a quiet suburb west of the City, just far enough to not hear the hustle and bustle, with trees just tall enough to block out the view of the skyscrapers. The area where Aston was headed was full of large old houses that were built almost a century ago, and the vines and shrubbery surrounding it died fifty years ago. Once upon a time, this was the most popular place to live, and only the wealthiest and most exclusive families called this area home. But times and tastes change, and brutally so.

Aston eventually found the house and was shocked. The place looked like a haunted mansion in an amusement park, and made his old beater car look fancy and inviting. If it weren’t for the flickering lights in the window, he wouldn’t think that anyone lived here. Slowly he crept along the drive, hearing the dead tree limbs scrape against the door panels. The place hadn’t been gardened in years. Even the animals avoided this place, for there was complete stillness, save for the car. 

He stopped in front of a once grand staircase, that now was black and cracked with disrepair. Aston took a step onto the staircase, and heard a loud and dangerous crack of wood. He jumped off immediately. 

Aston took another swig of his flask. He shivered with cold and fear, and when he looked up at the house, he only got more scared. “Nope. Two thousand. No less. I’ll get injured before I get into the damn place.”

He rang the doorbell, which was an old-fashioned buzzer and sounded like it hadn’t been used in years. He was startled by another crack of wood beneath his feet, but recovered quickly, for the door was opening and he didn’t want to embarrass himself. Aston spat out the remnant of the cigar and tried to smile professionally.

“Good evening. My name is Aston Chase. I’m a private investigator and have an appointment with—”

The face before him looked tremendously bored, disinterested, and terrifying. “Yes. Mrs. Gotham is expecting you. Please, this way.”

Now, Aston knew he was no small person. At six foot three and three hundred pounds of muscle—he was even heavier when he was competing—Aston was one of the larger persons in the entire Navy, and hardly did he ever see anyone near his size. But this butler was huge. He was easily closer to seven feet than away from it, and had to shimmy sideways through the doorways. The man’s bald head was shiny and reflected Aston’s face as he looked into it.

Aston was intimidated, and showed it in the typical male fashion by standing up straight and puffing out his mountainous chest. He still felt small.

Somehow the inside of the house was colder than the outside, and Aston couldn’t stop shivering. Old antique furniture and paintings were covered with a thick layer of dust, with a few dead leaves from the outside scattered about the floor. Aston spied a vase of flowers that had been dead so long that the petals turned to powder, leaving only bare sticks.  

The butler led him to a sitting room with a large fire, though it was not emanating any warmth at all.

“Come in, please. Sit. Make yourself comfortable.” A silky yet old and husky voice greeted him. The only light came from the fire, and she was just far enough to be obscured from view.

Aston obliged, choosing to leave his hat and coat on as he rested on a dusty ottoman. “Thank you. My name is—”

“I know who you are. I’ve followed you ever since you were competing as an athlete. I am an avid fan of the sport of bodybuilding, Mr. Ashton.” The obscured face smiled, showing white teeth that sparkled in the firelight.

“Thank you, ma’am, but it’s Aston. No ‘H.’” He had been saying this exact same sentence since he could talk.

“And you can call me Lilia,” the face smiled wider, making the teeth sparkle. “Please come closer into the firelight. Let us get a good look at each other.”

Aston obliged, standing and stepping closer into the cold. The women lying on the chaise lounge was younger than she sounded, with a very slender and alluring hourglass figure, ravishing eyes, and sparkling black hair. She wore a revealing night gown that wasn’t tied, showing off pale skin. 

Any straight man would have been head over heels for her, but all Aston saw was a dollar sign in a fancy nightgown. Still, the sight was pretty.

“Nice to meet you, Mrs. Gotham.” He nodded his head and tipped his hat. He didn’t want to shake her hand, in fear she might pull him in for a kiss, or worse. 

“I said to call me Lilia, Aston. Come, come now. You’re a P.I. Surely that means you know how to listen.” She smiled, playfully teasing him. Her drink twirled and the ice clinked against the glass. 

“My apologies ma’am. Uh, Mrs. Lilia. Just a force of habit. I grew up being formal and polite. My granny didn’t raise no fool.” He chuckled to ease the tension, but was still very uncomfortable. 

“Nor did the Navy.’ She swirled her drink, the ice clinked louder. Aston could tell she was sizing him up—for what, though, was anyone’s guess.

“Speaking of being an investigator…” Aston prompted. He was used to being polite, but was always able to get his point across.

“Would you like a drink? I never talk business dry.” She finished hers in a final gulp, and chewed the ice.

Aston shrugged his shoulders. Finally, something he could agree with. “Frankly, neither do I.’’

He sat in the farthest seat from her that he could while Mrs. Gotham ordered the massive butler to make a pair of drinks. In seconds he was handed a glass, the contents of which tasted quite delightful.

“This is good. What is this?”

She smiled, it was grotesque in the full light. “A sazerac. It’s an old-fashioned drink from America.”

Aston ran out of questions, and the two sat in silence, drinking. She was staring intently at him, and Aston was trying hard to not stare back.

When he finished half his drink, he politely swirled the ice. “So…”

“Yes. Well,” she sat her glass down
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