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The Chromed Man
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I’d just come home and settled down to a rare moment of peace and quiet when Sherlock suddenly rushed through the door, slamming it closed in his haste and closing the window’s curtains. He parted them again, just enough to see the street.

“Looking for something?” I asked.

“Air guns.”

“What?”

“Sorry, a Holmesian reference.” He turned away from the window. “There were two people following me. So far, I can determine nothing about them other than that they are of average height, one lean the other muscular, and they wear just enough clothing to make determining any cybernetic enhancements at a distance impossible. They also wear hats tilted low to hide their faces.”

Since revealing the illegal, and scandalously immoral, activities of the R.X. Corporation, this would not be the first time Sherlock had been followed by figures with questionable intentions. However, this time I thought he might be getting a little paranoid. “Sherlock, the whole City’s wearing heavy clothes and hats. That’s generally the norm for winter.”

His mouth twitched into a grin as he briefly rolled his eyes. “And were it not for the fact that I have been followed in the exact same fashion by the exact same figures for the past three days, I would not be suspicious.”

Ok, so maybe not paranoid yet. “Ah. And they’re probably not friendly.”

“Not likely.” He removed his overcoat and hat, “I seem to have made myself a popular target after the trial’s success.”

“You sure did.” It was almost funny. If he’d been less impressive in the courtroom, he probably wouldn’t have this problem, but I’ll be damned if it hadn’t been fun to watch a man dressed like a Victorian English gentleman plus a brass right arm verbally eviscerate R.X’s lawyers. “I don’t think these would be from a Corporation, though.”

“Oh?”

I handed him the latest news print-out from my seat on the sofa, “Dynamo Corporation has publicly supported your actions, saying you are a ‘pillar of society’ or some such. They think you did good, and have also called out the last two attempts on your life as the ‘shameful tactics of cowards.’”

“Mr. Kazo’s work?”

He was referring to the former client of his who worked for Dynamo. I shrugged, “Maybe, but it’s also good business. Makes them look like they have morals.”

“Why do you think this eliminates a Corporation from sending the people following me?”

“It doesn’t, but it does make it less likely that they would have the intention of harming you, right? Why risk pissing off the Corporation that controls most of the City’s electricity?”

“Hm. You may have a point, but there are unfortunately a multitude of people who would risk it, either because they believe they can get away with it, or they believe the risk is worth it.”

“Maybe so,” I conceded and changed the subject. “How’d the case go?”

“Simplicity itself.”

“I would have gone with you, but—”

His raised hand forestalled further comment, “Your practice must come first, I would not willingly deprive the sector of its best doctor. Besides, you’d have been terribly bored had you accompanied me. The matter was a simple one, though Ms. Forthe was immensely grateful to have her property returned. Perhaps she will, in the future, be wary of maids who are all too eager to work for half the usual wage.”

I laughed, “I’m glad I didn’t miss anything.”

With a slight shrug, he removed his jacket and tossed it over the back of the sofa, “I’d hoped the case would provide a touch more intrigue, and I admit there was an element I had not expected, but all in all a rather unsatisfying way to spend a cold morning.” He went to his desk, rolling up his shirtsleeves.

“Your arm needs polishing,” I joked as he started setting up an array of chemistry equipment.

“Ha! No, thank you. The more antique the brass looks, the better,” he sat down and began whatever latest chemical problem he had come up with. “If I may ask, Watts, why did you choose synthetic skin for your leg?”

“I didn’t. It was the only option insurance was going to cover.”

Sherlock raised a single eyebrow. “Synthetic skin, as opposed to the remarkably common chromes or plastics?” Seeing my hesitation, he smiled a little, “I withdraw the question.”

“No, it’s fine,” I sighed, feeling a little ridiculous, “it shouldn’t be a big deal, I just haven’t talked about it before. I went with the synthskin because it didn’t remind me of my sister.”

“It didn’t remind you?”

“She was a cyber-addict.”

Sherlock was puzzled. “She was addicted to cybernetics?”

I nodded, “I think that’s one of the reasons she stayed in the Army. They patch you up and send you back out, but at least the new gear’s free. She was up to both legs, an arm, and an eye when I saw her last, with tons of chipware to help her in the field. I never asked what she did for the Army, and she never told me. Whatever it was, she was either risking her life regularly or she was volunteering for cybernetic enhancements, which only leads to risking your life on more dangerous assignments.”

“I see.” He continued his experiment, “So you suspect she was addicted, and that her addiction got her killed. Indirectly, at least.”

“Yeah. Seeing metal on me every day would have just reminded me of her. We were never very close, and I obviously don’t have any problem with cybernetics in anyone else, but for some reason I couldn’t see myself with anything chromed or colored.”

“You once told me she died when you were twenty-one?”

I nodded again, “Got a letter from the Army saying she was MIA.”

“Missing?”

“Dad always held out hope that she was alive, but after the second year of waiting, I stopped wondering what happened to her.”

He nodded once, “I apologize for asking.”

I smiled a little, “You don’t have to apologize.”

He quickly grinned, then turned his full attention back to chemistry. I returned to my reading. Perhaps an hour later, there was a knock at the door. I checked the security cam.

“It’s for you.” Sherlock was so deep in his work, I had to say it twice before getting an answer.

“Let him or her in,” he muttered, eyes fixed on a test tube he was pipetting something into.

Amused by my friend, I showed a plainclothes detective inside. He was in a leather jacket that hung loose over his thin frame, black slacks and white shirt finishing off the look, holding a winter hat in his gloved hands. He had dark eyes, dark skin, and a cute face. He was also young, and for a moment looked like he thought visiting us might have been a bad idea.

He got over it.

“I’m Detective Carson,” he said, his attention turning to Sherlock. Everyone always knows which of us to talk to; the one with the odd clothes, and brass arm. He hesitated a moment when his introduction failed to draw Sherlock’s attention, but persevered. “There’s been a death in the Corporate Sector, and I was wondering if you could come take a look.”

At the word ‘death,’ Sherlock stopped what he was doing, gently placed the test tubes back in their rack, and was all business. “Describe it, please.”

“Ground floor apartment in a complex a few blocks from the border. Owned by a Major Seth Tova, retired from the Army. No family except his wife, Mrs. Jillian Tova. They have one maid, part time, who was there late last night. According to her, Mrs. Tova came home from a night out and went into a small sitting room with a large window that looks out onto the street. Major Tova joined her shortly after. As the maid was leaving for the night, she heard raised voices. Curious, she listened at the door and heard a cry from the Major and a scream from Mrs. Tova. Everything went quiet. She tried to get into the room, worried something terrible had happened, but the door was locked. She ran outside to see if she could tell what happened through the window. The window was open. She saw Mrs. Tova on the floor in a dead faint, and Major Tova lying dead nearby. She climbed into the room through the window to unlock the door, saw the key was missing. So, she went back through the window, around back into the apartment, and called the police.”

Sherlock was looking at Detective Carson as if he’d grown an extra limb. “You can’t be serious.”

Carson was confused, and slightly offended. “Look, if you don’t want to—”

“No, no,” Sherlock waved his hand, “that’s not what I meant. For a moment I was convinced this was an elaborate joke. The circumstances are remarkably similar to another case... though I doubt there will be a mongoose at the end of this one.”

“A whatnow?”

“Never mind. Do you suspect murder?”

Carson sighed. “Well, that’s the thing. It looks like the former Major died of a cardiac arrest. Still have to hear back from the coroner on the full report, but that’s the preliminary cause of death.”

Sherlock cocked his head, puzzled. “And?”

“And Detective Jackson thinks that’s all there is to it,” Carson grumbled.

“Ah,” Sherlock grinned knowingly, “Detective Jackson being your senior in the situation?”

“Thinks that the couple had an argument, and the stress triggered a heart attack. Wife faints when she sees her husband fall down in front of her.”

“How melodramatic,” I muttered.

“Exactly! I told him it sounded like something out of an old movie, but he said it fit the facts.”

“What about the key?” Sherlock asked, rolling his shirtsleeves back down and donning his jacket.

“Said that too. He said that was strange, but didn’t change how the Major died.”

“Ha, yes, I can believe that. My experience with Detective Jackson has not been... well, no matter. What state is Mrs. Tova in now?”

“She’s been in and out of consciousness all night. Whatever happened really pushed her over the edge.”

“If this ends up being anything like the story, I won’t need to talk to her,” Sherlock said, more to himself than us, as he put on his coat and hat. “Coming, Watts?”

I was already headed to my room, “Just give me a moment to stock up.”

***
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EVERYTHING HAD ALREADY been cleared away when we arrived at the scene. The apartment was large and ornately decorated. The small sitting room had gold-bordered windows, bright furniture that looked like it was designed to be stared at rather than sat in, a small bookshelf, and a small false fireplace. I didn’t see anything that even suggested a crime had happened. It wasn’t surprising that the body had been moved at least, but Carson was still annoyed, marching straight to a platinum-haired man, built like a professional fighter, who stood in the sitting room doorway.

“Jackson, I thought you said you’d wait.”

“I didn’t see any point in delaying. We’ve got everything we need, what are you upset about? Where’d you take off to anyway, kid?”

“Wanted a second opinion.”

“What?” he glanced at me, eyes narrowing a little as he tried to remember where he’d seen me before.

I turned to introduce Sherlock, but he was gone.

A small sound drew our attention to the window. Sherlock was outside, bent over as he slowly climbed through. The window was large enough that he didn’t have to try very hard. One long leg came over the sill, then the other, in an awkward looking movement as if he were trying not to step on something.

Jackson’s eyes widened, sheer shock and outrage on his face. “You?!”

“Good day, Detective Jackson,” Sherlock half grinned.

Jackson spun back to face Carson, “No,” he reprimanded the young detective, “absolutely not.”

“I didn’t take you to be the jealous type, Detective,” I muttered, earning a glare from him.

“The man’s crazy,” Jackson said to Carson, ignoring the chuckle coming from my friend. Jackson turned back to face Sherlock, “There’s nothing for you to see.”

“That is not entirely accurate. The room itself is entirely useless to me thanks to police coming in and out, but there is a distinct print near the window that is very interesting.”

“One print? I know the one you’re talking about, it’s nondescript, could have come from anyone at any time. Could even have come from Tova himself, it’s his size.”

Sherlock managed to hold back his sigh, “Well, that would leave the testimony of the maid, and the missing key, as the only real points of evidence thus far.”

“Again with the missing key,” Jackson rolled his eyes. “So it’s missing. That does not mean someone killed Seth Tova.”

“True,” Sherlock was glancing around the edges of the room, though clearly not finding anything or expecting to, “but it is very suggestive of a third person being present. Which, of course, begs the question, what were they doing here?”

“Could be any reason.”

“They were here without the maid’s knowledge and, from her description of events, he or she would have arrived through the open window, during the argument. It seems an odd method of paying a visit.”

Jackson crossed his arms defiantly, but didn’t seem to have much heart in it. “Even if there was a third person, which I still think is a very big ‘if,’ that doesn’t mean Tova was murdered, and unless the coroner tells me he found something suspicious in the autopsy, no crime has been committed.”

“I disagree. I am not exactly sure what the crime is, or even who the real victim here was, but I intend to find out. A person does not climb through a window during a man’s heart attack and take the key to the door by accident. There is more to this than it appears.”

Throwing up his hands, Jackson turned to Carson, “Ok. You and me, we got paperwork no matter what happened. I’m headed back, see you there.”

Carson watched the other detective leave the building before turning to Sherlock, “You’ll let me know what you come up with?”

“Of course. A few questions, did the maid know where Mrs. Tova spent her night?”

“She mentioned something about a club called The Den.”

“Could you give me a brief description of Mrs. Tova?”

“Dr. Watts’s height, dark curly hair, dusky complexion, high cheekbones. Looks like she’s in her late twenties, though I think she’s closer to middle aged. She’s got sunburst eyes.”

Sherlock blinked. “She has what?”

“Her eyes have a pattern around the pupil that looks like the rays of a sun, probably sunset coloration.” I explained.

“Ah. Thank you. Where does the maid live, and what is her name?”

Detective Carson gave us the name and address, adding, “I can get you a copy of her testimony if you—”

“No, that’s quite alright. Watts, let’s be off,” he said and was out the door.

I shrugged to Detective Carson, “Guess we’ll let you know when he figures it out.”

He grinned back. “Tell him I said thanks if you get the chance.”

“Will do,” I rushed to catch up to Sherlock, “Am I right in thinking that footprint Jackson dismissed is actually important?”

“Despite Detective Jackson’s assertion, people do not tend to stand outside other people’s windows without intent. The print and the missing key lend credence to the idea of a third person.”

“Not to change the subject, but do you know where this club is?”

“Yes.”

“Of course you do. Were you planning on walking there?”

“No. Most the clubs in this sector will not open until late. We will see it tonight. For now, I would like to interview the maid myself.”

***
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WE COULD HEAR A CHILD playing inside when a plain woman in her early thirties answered the door to her small apartment. “Yes?”

“Ms. Elsabet Waring?” Sherlock asked.

“Elsy, please. Can I help you?”

“You work as the maid for Major Seth Tova and his wife?”

“Yes,” she nodded, guardedly.

“I would like to speak with you about the events of last night, if I may?”

“I’ve already talked to the police.”

“I understand, but I am lending a hand, and prefer to hear all the details fresh from you,” Sherlock smiled reassuringly.

Elsy looked him up and down, curious. “You don’t look like a cop.”

“I said I was lending a hand, I did not say I worked for the police. I am an independent consulting detective.”

“Like Sherlock?”

He blinked, then grinned a little, “I see my fame precedes me.”

Surprised, she glanced down at his hand and stick. “Oh! You must be him! I followed the R.X trial, all the blogs and podcasts talked about you— I’m sorry, would you like to come in?”

“Thank you,” we stepped inside, but didn’t sit. “I’m afraid we must keep this brief. If you could simply relate the events of last night?”

She went through the same story we’d heard from Detective Carson. When she was done, Sherlock asked, “Is that everything you can remember? No other indication of what was going on inside the room?”

Elsy started to shake her head, then stopped. “Wait, there was one thing. I did hear Major Tova say something, what was it...” her brow furrowed as she concentrated, absently biting her fingernails. “I don’t know everything he said, exactly, but I do know I heard the phrase ‘metallic freak’ and then the word ‘crazy.’”

She shrank back a little under Sherlock’s suddenly intense focus. “Are you certain?”

“I think so.”

“And you recall nothing else, no clue to the context?”

“After the word ‘freak’ there was a dull thud, like something thrown against the wall, before the word ‘crazy.’”

“It was definitely the Major speaking?”

“I believe so.”

“Ms. Waring, to the best of your knowledge, were the Tovas at any time acquainted with a cyborg?”

The question surprised her. “Not that I know of.”

“Were they friends with any of their neighbors?”

“No, the Major kept to himself for the most part, while Mrs. Tova has only a few friends, none of which live close by.”

“I see. Thank you very much for your time, Ms. Waring.”

His face darkened as we walked out of the building and back down the street to the nearest city car. “Why’d you ask about a cyborg?”

“The Major referred to a ‘metallic freak’ shortly before something, or someone, was thrown against the wall. I feel it safe to assume that Tova was referring to whomever did the throwing when he said ‘crazy.’”

“But why a cyborg?”

“‘Metallic freak’ would not be used to describe someone who simply had a cyberlimb, or even someone who had multiple limbs done up in chrome.”

“Makes sense. So now we just have to figure out why a cyborg came through the window and started causing trouble.”

“Yes.” I started to drive us home as Sherlock talked, “Given the preliminary cause of death, murder was likely unintentional, but it would not surprise me if some other violent crime had been the goal.” His right hand clenched quickly, a nervous reflex I hadn’t seen in a while.

“What sort of crime?”

Sherlock sighed, frustrated, “I don’t know. It might even be random.”

I frowned, glancing at him. Something wasn’t right. “I gotta say,” I tried to tread carefully, “the idea that someone would randomly be walking by and decide to come through the window is far-fetched.”

“I do not presume to know the workings of a cyborg’s mind, but I agree. It is significantly more likely that whoever came through the window knew the Major, or conceivably his wife.”

“So if we find any cyborgs they knew, that would narrow down suspects.”

He nodded, “Unfortunately, according to the maid, they knew no cyborgs, and the neighbors will likely be of little to no help. Corporate Sector residents possess an uncanny ability to completely ignore everyone else around them.” After a moment of silence, his brass hand twitched as he muttered, “Of course, it could have been hired by someone else.”

“Who would want Tova dead?”

“Knowing nothing about the man, I haven’t the slightest idea. Still, if the Tovas don’t know any cyborgs, then whoever this was had to either be hired by someone, or it was a random attack by a cyberpsychotic.”

I didn’t like the way his thoughts were headed. “You know not all cyborgs are insane, right?” All I got in response were rolled eyes. His hand clenched again. After a moment of silence, I put on my best ‘talking to a patient’ voice, “Cyborgs are interesting, from a medical perspective. There’s something about the process of implanting cybernetics that can cause a person’s self-image to change to such an extent that they view themselves as superior in every way to those around them.” I glanced at him to see if he was listening. I couldn’t tell, so I kept talking, “This feeling of superiority causes them to completely disregard any sort of social ethics or morality, and eventually devolves to a point of actual psychosis. Of course, while most commonly found in cyborgs for obvious reasons, cyberpsychosis can occur in anyone with cybernetic replacements, be it simply a leg, or an arm, or—”

“You’ve made your point.” Sherlock took a breath, “You are right, of course. I am letting my single, rather unpleasant, experience with a cyborg taint my objectivity.”

I pursed my lips, thinking of our conversation earlier. “The Army uses cyborgs. Maybe that’s how it knew Tova.”

Sherlock sighed, looking at his brass hand. “That had occurred to me. I believe it would be best if I refrain from making any sort of theories until we see what information we can gain tonight.”

***
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THAT NIGHT, LIKE EVERY night, the street was a deluge of sound pouring from the bars, a cacophony of musical styles to accompany the boisterous club patrons of every type. I thought I saw a few of my former coworkers enjoying the pleasures of the Corporate Sector’s nightlife just as they had been before I lost my job, back when I would have been with them.

It made me realize how dramatically a person’s life can change. I hadn’t been out like that in a year, not out of any sort of conscious decision, but simply because living with Sherlock had been something of a whirlwind on its own. I suddenly found myself missing the simple fun I’d had before losing my leg, and being thrust into a world I’d seen so often from the relative safety of an ambulance, but never known.

I glanced at my unlikely friend, walking beside me with amused detachment. How on earth had he managed to survive his first years in the City? That he had been living in the City for a while before we met was obvious from how well he knew it, but there were still many aspects of the City’s residents that surprised him. Not that he’d ever let them know it.

At least he didn’t stand out much in the crowd tonight, black Victorian suit under his overcoat and fedora easily acceptable, if a little steampunk. He wore it well, but his hand gave him away. Everyone who saw that flash of brass did a double take and stared for a moment. There was less of a crowd than there would have been in any other season, but still. We hadn’t been this publicly seen in the Corporate Sector before. Though we’d managed to keep our faces off the news, descriptions of the detective who exposed the R.X. Corporation had been plentiful and detailed. The attention didn’t seem to bother him. Of course, if he’d wanted to avoid attention, he would have worn gloves.

He’s certainly strange, but I’m very glad I met him.

The Den was a club on the main strip, almost hidden among all the other clubs, specialty shops, and restaurants. Where all the other nightclubs displayed their names in a variety of eye-catching neon and strange designs, The Den was straightforward and unassuming, stark in its harsh industrial plainness. The inside wasn’t much different, painted in black and dark reds, the furniture and bar providing accents of steel. The Den was known for having live music regularly, typically with a heavy metal sound. The stage in the corner was being set up for the band scheduled to play later that night. A poster behind the bar advertised the name and time; “Demons of Metal, At 11.”

“A decent attempt at a clever double-entendre,” Sherlock muttered.

I grinned. “You’re so odd.”

He cocked an eyebrow at me, amused, and chose a table in a corner. It gave a pretty clear view of the whole room, while keeping us discreetly out of the way. The place wasn’t very crowded, yet, but the one thing all the people there had in common was a love of dark colors. I was glad I’d gone with a black leather coat. 

I wasn’t sure what Sherlock’s plan was. So far, he was simply observing the space and the people in it, the servers and bartender particularly.

“I’ll ask the bartender if he remembers Mrs. Tova.”

Sherlock feigned surprise. “Offering to do my job for me?”

“What? I just want to help.”

“And you might as well have a drink as we wait,” he knowingly half-smiled.

I shrugged. “Well, yeah,” I started, then grinned wickedly. “That, and the bartender’s cute.”

He rolled his eyes and gestured I go ahead. Fortunately, the bar wasn’t busy. I ordered a drink and asked, “Do you work every night?”

The bartender nodded, “Every night we’re open.”

“I’m looking for someone, maybe you saw her here last night. My height, dark curly hair, dusky complexion, high cheekbones. Sunburst eyes.”

“Yeah, she was here. Why?”

“A friend of mine is trying to find her.”

He shrugged, “Left with Luna, one of the servers. That’s her over at that table, the brunette with purple highlights. She’s on her break now if you want to catch her.”

I returned to Sherlock, smiling to myself as I went.

“Having fun?” he asked with a slight grin.

“Yes. Also, Mrs. Tova was here last night, left with the brunette with purple highlights sitting at the table two over from us. She’s on break if you want to catch her now. Her name’s Luna.”

He studied her for a moment. “Thank you. This shouldn’t take long.”

He smoothly moved to her table, politely joining her with a surprisingly charming smile. I watched in amazement as he reclined in the chair, totally at ease yet keeping the air of the perfect gentleman around him.

Whatever he was saying, it was working. She’d let him sit, but she’d been on guard. Now she was at ease, talking to him with some energy. After a short while, she stopped and he said something that made her nod and smile a little. Then he gracefully rose and came back to our table.

I shook my head, mildly surprised, “For someone so reclusive, you sure do have a hell of a lot of charm.”

“What I have are manners,” he smiled as he sat down, and brought my mind firmly back to the matter at hand. “Miss Luna is apparently a good friend of Mrs. Tova. They planned to go out last night when she got off work, so Mrs. Tova came to pick her up. There was a new band playing, and one of the members talked to Mrs. Tova as the two ladies were leaving. Mrs. Tova seemed scared for a moment, then told her friend to wait outside. When she came out, she said he was an old acquaintance of hers that she hadn’t seen in years. Luna didn’t ask any more questions, but she noticed that her friend was distracted that night, bothered by something. Mrs. Tova decided to go home earlier than usual, saying she wasn’t feeling well.”

“So, whoever this guy was, he said something to upset her.”

“Most likely. The band is scheduled to play later this evening.”

“The Demons of Metal?”

“Yes.”

“You realize that this means you’ll have to sit through a lot of heavy metal music?”

He winced. “It can’t be helped. I intend to ask him what he said,” he half-grinned as I tossed back the rest of my drink, “which gives you more time to enjoy yourself.”

“Shiny,” was all I said as I made my way back to the bar.

***
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I DID ENJOY MYSELF, immensely. It felt like ages since I’d been to a bar and had a chance to flirt and chat. In fact, when the band came on, I didn’t pay nearly as much attention as I should have. After they finished, I had to do a double take when I saw Luna leading the band’s bassist over to Sherlock’s table in the corner.

Since the band’s name was ‘Demons of Metal’ I wasn’t surprised that the members had some extensive cybernetics. The bassist however, deserved a second look. The entire right half of the man’s face was chrome, as were his arms and what was visible of his chest under his ripped leather jacket. He wore a combat boot on one foot and the other was steel. We’d found our cyborg.

At some point, Sherlock had ordered a glass of whiskey, now half finished. As the cyborg bassist approached, he downed the last half. When the cyborg sat down, I pushed through the crowd to sit next to Sherlock.

“Yeah, I know Tova,” the bassist was saying, “he was my commanding officer in the Army.”

“Are you familiar with his wife?” Sherlock’s voice was flat and emotionless, more so than usual.

“What about her?”

“Major Tova died last night, and she might be suspected of the crime.”

“What!” the cyborg slammed his hand on the table, making me jump a little, “That’s ridiculous.”

“She was the only one in the room when it happened.”

“The man died of a heart attack, she can’t be blamed.”

Sherlock’s brass hand was clenched tight in his lap, the slightest bit of perspiration on his face. I felt like an idiot, and an absolute ass. He was fighting every impulse to either run or fight, and I’d left him alone to deal with it all night.

I discreetly put my hand on his under the table, out of sight. He gripped it tightly, some small tension in his jaw loosening, shoulders relaxing just a touch.

His voice was steady, and slightly accusing, “Mr. Lee, I don’t recall saying what he died of, and the police have done an admirable job of keeping it from the public.”

Lee glared at him. “Who are you?”

“I am a detective, but I am not the police. I’m looking into this as a favor to them, but I’m not obligated to tell them anything... so long as justice is done.”

“Ha. If you really think there’s such a thing as justice, you’ll leave this alone. Tova got what was coming to him.”

“Explain it to me.” He hesitated a moment before adding a sincere, “Please.”

Lee frowned, but started talking. “Like I said, I knew Tova in the Army. Jillian was a medic in my division. Tova wanted her, but she chose me and we planned on getting married. So, one day I got picked for a reconnaissance mission. I was set up. The place was a minefield, a fact the Major conveniently neglected to mention. Ironically, the enemy saved my life, patched me up... sort of. Enough for me to be put into a work camp. I spent four years there, knowing it was Tova’s fault, fuming inside. The hate probably kept me alive.

“Four years go by, and our army invades. They fixed me up with better technology,” he gestured to his face, “but the damage couldn’t be fixed all the way. I found out Tova had retired. I tried to write to Jillian, but I never heard from her, never found out where she was living now. I got out of the Army, but didn’t have much else to do in life. Did a little playing in bars, backing up other people, which kept me fed. Eventually the band found me, liked my look. Had pretty steady gigs since, enough to live on.”

He paused a moment, collecting his thoughts. “I never knew what happened to Jillian. Last night, I saw her here and just had to talk to her. Wanted to know what happened to her, tell her why she never heard from me. She was scared, no wonder. Hardly recognized me. She’d been told I’d been killed. Tova kept in touch with her through the years, just being friendly. She had a real hard time adjusting to life back in the City, and so when he proposed she said yes, if anything because he gave her some stability. He was nice to her and saw she had everything she ever asked for, they got along ok, so why not? Especially since I was supposed to be dead.”

He sighed. “I told her what really happened. Where I’d been. She was shocked, said she had to figure things out on her own. Left. I stayed and finished the gig, but went out as soon as we were done and looked up her address. I shouldn’t have, but I wanted to know where she was, see the place she was staying. I don’t know, maybe I thought I could get her back by charging through the door... ah, hell. Doesn’t matter why I went there. I went, heard raised voices, saw them arguing.

“Seeing Tova... all those years of hate welled up, and I was through the window before I realized it. He called me a freak, which just pissed me off more. I grabbed Tova by his shirt, held him up against the wall, probably would have killed him, but fate beat me to it. He screamed that I was crazy and died. Jillian screamed and fainted to see him dead in my grip. I grabbed the key to unlock the door and get help, but then I realized what it would look like. I tend to get blamed for things that aren’t my fault. Comes with having half a face, I guess.”

Sherlock flinched, squeezing my hand in thanks before letting go. “The coroner reported it as—”

“And I still would have wound up in jail if I’d been there when the police showed up. Well, depending on how things played out, if Jillian was ok and vouched for me, I might have gotten out of it alright. But I wasn’t thinking about that, I was more worried about the fact that I was in the same room as a dead man and a passed out woman. I ran.”

“Taking the key to the door with you.”

“Yeah, found it in my pocket this afternoon. Didn’t even think about putting it there. So, now you know. What are you going to do about it?”

Sherlock didn’t even blink at the cynicism Lee threw at him. “Mrs. Tova is going to need some comfort, having lost a husband. I would suggest you offer her some.”

Lee blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“Not at all. You know where she lives, she’s in a terrible state, and could use a friend.”

“I figured you were lying about her being charged, but—”

“I did not. I said that she might be a suspect, which is entirely true. She could be, but she isn’t.”

For a moment, it looked like Lee was trying to decide whether he wanted to laugh or punch my friend. It averaged out into a small smile. “Is she ok?”

“She was in and out of consciousness all of last night. She has since recovered.”

“Will she see me?”

“I’m a detective, not a psychic,” Sherlock half-grinned, “you’ll have to find out for yourself.”

Lee grinned briefly before being puzzled. “So if there wasn’t any danger of her getting arrested, and you aren’t going to turn me in for anything, what do you get out of all this?”

“Nothing, except the satisfaction of my own curiosity... and a small lesson learned. Now, if you’ll excuse me, your band is taking the stage without you, and I have business of my own to attend to. Come on, Watts, let’s find Carson.”

As we stepped out, I asked, “How bad was it?”

“I won’t be attending another heavy metal concert ever by choice, that’s for certain.”

“Sherlock,” I sighed, but he shook his head with a small smile.

“Don’t worry about me, Watts. Some initial shock, to be sure, but I’m fine.”

I nodded, relieved, and let the matter drop. We went to the police station and told Detective Carson the whole story. Carson might have been disappointed that the only real crime committed was breaking and entering, but he wasn’t inclined to charge Mr. Lee.

“I’m glad things worked out in their way, but it would have been nice to have something more solid to shove Jackson’s face in,” he got a little embarrassed, “but you didn’t hear me say that.”

Sherlock smiled, “Detective Carson, you show promise. Keep up the work and you will certainly accomplish great things.”

“Sorry I wasted your time,” Carson shrugged with a grin, “I know you’ve probably got more complicated things to be looking into.”

“On the contrary, it was immensely simple, but satisfying in its own way. Goodnight.”

“So, Jackson was right after all,” I said as we left.

“It’s bound to happen occasionally,” Sherlock sighed dramatically.

I laughed, “I guess. Can I drop you off at home?”

“Staying out?”

I shrugged, feeling oddly guilty about leaving him again, but anxious to get back to the bars, too. “This was the first time I’ve been to a club in a while. It was fun.”

He nodded. “You go on ahead then. I don’t mind the walk.”

“Sherlock, I don’t care how skilled you are with that sword, if you run into trouble this time of night—”

“I’ve made the walk before, many times.”

I sighed, but started towards a car, “I may not be back until morning. Or later.”

“I’ll see you whenever you return.” He turned and strode down the street, slowly vanishing into the City’s shadows.

I ignored the strange feeling in my gut and made my way back into the neon light of the Corporate Sector’s club district. I instinctively headed for Eden, the bar I usually started off my nights at, back on the med-team. Feeling a little lightheaded, I went in. It was as if the past year hadn’t happened; nothing had changed. The decor was the same, its lavish and ornate interior looked like it had been designed by someone who saw a few pictures of Renaissance art once. And there, standing by the bar, were three very familiar faces. Keira was as lovely as ever in blue, her strawberry hair in its perpetual twisted braids. Armand wore gold, his bronzed hair spiked, and Wes was simply striking in all
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