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Chapter One 
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I was sitting in a bar, brooding and thinking about superheroes.

There was a special on the news all about them. The large flat-screen televisions mounted on the wall should have been showing the Mets game. Instead we got a fawning comedian whose film career had tanked years ago talking across a desk with a Chicago-based vigilante named the Fireball Kid. The show’s guest must have been at least forty, long of tooth for anyone called “Kid.” He was wearing white spandex with an orange flame pattern running down the center, which only accentuated his slight gut. The ridiculous costume wasn’t visible when he ignited, the spandex replaced with a sheath of fire. At least the “Kid” had the courtesy to step away from the host’s desk and activate his powers in the middle of the performance stage. Flame licked off his body, obscuring all his features. The band director sloshed him with a bucket of water, which erupted into steam. Fireball Kid turned as if angered, and then everyone shared a good-natured laugh.

All of this was transmitted via the closed-captioning, as the volume was mercifully turned down to almost nothing. The bar was well over half-full, what I guessed was a standard crowd for a Wednesday night when the Yankees weren’t playing.

“Carolyn?” a man asked.

I perked up. Date was here. I offered my hand across the small table. “That’s me,” I said. “You must be Jimmy.” 

Jimmy had dimples and they curled as he smiled. Mid-thirties, curly dark hair a little too long, pasty complexion in need of sunlight. As I looked him over I saw he was doing the same. It was the unspoken game of who lied more in their dating profile. But he didn’t look disappointed.

I was in good shape, better than most. The only thing I worried about was my hard arm muscles, visible because of my sleeveless blouse. Some might find it a turnoff. But he slid in the booth across from me, obviously not deterred.

“You have something already,” he said, nodding towards my club soda and lime.

“Yeah. Gin and tonic.”

“Let me grab a beer.” He got up and went to the bar, checking his phone as he waited. Nice device. Apple, their latest. His jeans and cargo shirt weren’t anything special, but he wore expensive shoes and a wristwatch that looked nice. Probably employed. He also wasn’t a big guy, which worked for what I had in mind.

A perfect target.

When he returned I drank up the last of my club soda. “The beer looks good.”

His face brightened. “Let me get you one.”

“How about one of their margarita pitchers?”

As he turned to go back to the bar I poured three ounces of vodka from a flask into his glass of lager. It killed the head on the beer and almost overfilled the glass. He returned with a pitcher and poured us two margaritas. 

I pretended to drink while he had two beverages to choose from. 

“It’s a party now,” I said with a wink.

He sipped his beer. He made a face but it didn’t stop him from finishing it and moving on to the margarita. We talked. By talk, I mean he went on about the software company he worked for. I made enough noise that he believed I was listening and interested. Meanwhile on TV, Fireball Kid was gone and a musical guest was bouncing up and down with a microphone in her hand. A commercial for the evening news showed the latest Chronos activity. I had to force myself to return my attention to Jimmy.

Thirty minutes later, my date was talking too loud and laughing at his own jokes. I refilled his margarita glass.

“Do you not like it?” he asked, nodding at my mostly-full glass. His pale cheeks had turned rosy. “I can get you something else.”

“I hate to waste what’s here, but it’s a bit watered down. I hear their Triple IPA is really good. I’ll have one if you will.” The beer was the highest alcohol by volume on their menu.

“I should probably slow down or at least get some food in me.”

“Let’s get the beer and then we can order an appetizer.”

He went and got two beers. While he was up, I spiked my margarita with more vodka and traded glasses. Once he got back, he sampled his beer and nodded approvingly. He waited for me to try mine. 

I took a taste and made a face. “A little bitter. Tell me what you think?”

“Better than the lager.”

The flush to his face only darkened as I took conservative sips and he finished both his margarita and second beer. On a second TV, Maid of Honor was helping first responders on the scene of a massive pileup on the Jersey side of the Holland Tunnel. She pushed a flipped Cadillac SUV back onto its tires with ease. Her costume was a flowing white robe that looked like a toga. Several motorists were out of their cars and recording the action with their phones. 

When I saw Jimmy was also watching TV, I nudged him with my foot.

“Sorry,” he said. “Always exciting stuff whenever they show up, right?”

“I never miss my supers news.”

Jimmy ordered food from a server but before our calamari plate arrived, I put my hand on his. It startled him. At least he didn’t jerk away.

“Did you drive here?” I asked.

“Uber.”

“How far’s your place?” I knew how to smile with my eyes.

We were out of the bar in minutes, him opening the door for me while trying to call up the closest ride on one of his apps. I didn’t let it show I was wishing he had a car. Too many things could go wrong going back to his place, and any more witnesses besides the bar patrons were possible complications.

He was leaning on me by the time the ride showed up. The woman driving the small Hyundai SUV didn’t notice, just told us to buckle up as she drove to his requested destination.

“Man, I’m loopy,” he mumbled. “I guess it’s been a long day.” He was swooning.

“Just hang in there,” I said softly. Then I whispered some things in his ear to give him motivation.

The Hyundai dropped us off in front of an apartment building. He swiped a key card to get into the lobby and I had to help him make it to the elevator. He was leaning in the corner as we went up to the third floor. He didn’t exit when the doors opened.

“Come on, Jimmy. Almost there.”

I had to get under an arm as we stumbled to his door.

“Don’t feel so good,” he said. “I really should have eaten something.”

“You’re fine. Give me your keys.”

He reached into his pocket but came out with his phone. “This is hitting me stronger than I expected. We better call it a night. I don’t feel so good. I need to call my—”

“I’ll take care of you, Jimmy. No need to call anyone.”

I snatched the phone away. With my other hand I pulled on his belt and leaned in close. Yanked his keys from his pocket. There were a lot of them and I couldn’t figure out which fit the bottom lock. Jimmy’s legs were spaghetti. I took most of his weight as I fumbled for the right key. A door down the hall creaked. An older man and woman emerged and walked past us. One of them greeted Jimmy and stared.

“Hi, neighbors!” I said brightly, keeping Jimmy between me and them so they couldn’t see my face.

“Everything okay?” the old man asked.

“Just a little too much celebrating at the company party. We launched today.”

“Congratulations. Have a good night.”

I watched them leave before trying again with the keys.

––––––––
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HE HAD A NICE PLACE, clutter free, with lots of tech toys and a TV bigger than most cars. I flopped him into his couch. His eyes were closed and his jaw was moving, but no words were coming out. 

“Go to sleep, why don’t you?” I said as I plucked his credit cards out of his wallet.

I scanned them with my phone. Using a dark web app, I sent the numbers along to a service that would ding each card for a couple grand, splitting it fifty-fifty with me. I’d get a Visa gift card in my P.O. box. The amount of cash he had was barely lunch money, but the score would pay the bills for another couple of weeks. Once the gift cards arrived, I would have rent covered.

His phone was chiming. I couldn’t help but look when a variety of text messages came in, displaying on the lock screen. All the messages appeared work related. Still, it was time for me to go.

I made sure he was sitting upright and breathing normal before I left.

––––––––
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IT WAS ABOUT A THIRTY-minute walk back to the bar where I had parked my scooter. I used the time to clear my head and let the nerves unwind. Once the money came I could pay bills. I also had my sights set on a new reloading bench, if I could make room for it in my studio apartment. But there were a lot of other toys on my wish list: a new scope, a rangefinder, a motorcycle, and a dozen other gadgets. I also wanted more training and range time with my new rifle.

But if I didn’t want to lose my apartment, I had to go to work.

Besides robbing the occasional date, I made money working as a personal trainer and yoga instructor, running a spinning class, and teaching a self-defense workshop for women, where I threw in some Muay Thai moves that my students ate up. A full workload. I got my workouts for free at the gym chain where I taught and saw clients, and I had places I could change and shower while out hunting Chronos. But my secret lair was a studio apartment over in Brooklyn with no room for a weight bench.

By the time I made it back to the bar, it was past midnight. I had a client at eight. Time to get home and sleep. Revenge didn’t put food on the table or a roof over my head.
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Chapter Two
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Lunchtime the next day. I was under the overhang on the top floor of a parking garage near the East River listening to a police scanner app while browsing forum posts on handloading and bullet casting. Apparently you could buy a dehumidifier for your gun safe. Something else to put on the shopping list. I still needed to buy the full-size gun safe so I could put my rifle away securely.

Reports of a ten-fifty and a ten-eleven didn’t catch my interest. Minor noise disturbance and a car alarm, according to the app. Nothing to attract his attention, or any other superhero listening. But then there came a report of a ten-thirty in progress and it was in the financial district.

I put the phone away.

My red scooter was parked next to an old brown Camry. The Toyota was a loaner car, basically given to me by someone I’d helped with physical therapy after her shoulder surgery. The wealthy woman had heard me when I’d told her I was looking for a car to give some of my clients a ride. Just the parking spot in the downtown neighborhood would have cost me half my rent. But it made for a good base of operations when I wasn’t at home.

The car was musty inside. No, there were no bodies. I had checked when I got it and I hadn’t added any. But no amount of Febreze had helped. I rolled down the back windows since the front ones wouldn’t budge and pulled out of the spot. The car had an automatic garage door clicker that let me out onto the street. The radio was tuned to news but I wasn’t hearing anything pertaining to superpowered villains doing their thing.

But if it happened, the news would report it. It was what people liked to hear.

I was heavy on the gas pedal and the horn, but it still took twenty minutes. Once near the address of the robbery, I made a U-turn and butted into a spot more red than anything else, partially blocking a delivery alley. My police scanner app kept chattering with cop talk. I missed a lot of what was going on, but the crime scene was the center of attention. The cool voice of the dispatcher said there were two officers on scene, but they were no longer responding on their radios.

The address was at the diamond exchange a half block up. I got out of the car and watched the sky and the street with a small pair of binoculars.

Down the street, I saw strange flashes of blue light. A few people were running my direction. Beyond them I spied a group of men come into view wearing fur coats and fedoras and carrying strange-looking rifles, large ones. The gang was moving through the street between stopped traffic and firing bright blue rays at everything. Smears of frost shone from each point of impact and tiny icicles hung on the vehicles and traffic lights. In the middle of the gang was a woman in a powder-blue outfit with matching goggles and gloves. She looked like a snow bunny snatched from the slopes of an alpine ski resort. But she was holding a pair of long-barreled silver pistols.

Jill Frost.

She had been arrested a couple of years back for executing a luxury boat smash-and-grab, but she must have gotten out early.

The gang made their way across the street to a brown delivery truck with its hazard lights flashing. Even as they piled into the waiting truck, I got into the Camry, ready to start driving after them. Then I saw their truck wasn’t moving. Someone was standing on the street in front of them.

I dropped the keys in the cupholder and climbed into the back seat of the car. With the extra-dark tinting, no one could see what I was up to. My heart hammered. I was all thumbs as I pulled the mostly assembled rifle free from the blanket that concealed it. Screwing on the scope took ten seconds. Next came the bolt, which slid into place after a few attempts. Adrenaline was making even these well-practiced moves clumsy.

There wasn’t much room in the back seat, and the firing position was less than ideal. I grabbed a bullet from a pocket and slipped it into the breach before closing the bolt. My weapon only took one round at a time, but it was a big one. 50-caliber, big enough to stop most civilian vehicles if put in the right place. But I wasn’t hunting cars.

I folded down the back seat and slid the barrel into the trunk and wriggled after it. The first thing I had done with the Camry after getting its oil changed was to rig the back so the trunk could be opened from the inside, just a few inches. Nothing else was back here. The space was clean. I had made sure I would have as much room as possible to adjust my aim and provide the widest field of view between the taillights. Less than ideal. But toting my weapon openly out on the street would get me spotted. Probably shot by the police.

I tried to look through the scope. Saw nothing. The plastic covers were still on both ends. I took them off and tried again. My hands were shaking.

A couple of the gang members were now sprawled on the pavement. Jill Frost was firing wildly, spraying ice from her two chrome guns as fast as she could pull the trigger. It took me a moment to spot her target. It wasn’t him. He wasn’t even here.

She was popping off at another regular on the New York scene, a bouncy little hero named Slingshot who moved fast enough that Jill Frost couldn’t do much more than spend her ammo. Either her freeze guns were inaccurate or she was suffering from overexcitement like I was.

Slingshot flipped, flopped, and cartwheeled between cars and sidewalk obstacles, obviously showboating. His muscular bare arms and massive hands propelled him along, turning the city into one giant jungle gym. He wore a purple vest and big purple goggles and always had a big grin plastered to his face.

Eventually Jill Frost’s weapons ran dry and she had to reload. Slingshot bounded forward, but Jill was ready. She backhanded him with one of her guns.

Slingshot fell.

I could see Jill Frost talking as she pushed a power cartridge into one of the silver blasters. Slingshot was recovering rather slowly. She had him if he didn’t move.

My angle was good. I could have taken her out, or Slingshot. But I had no beef with either of them. Still, two fewer superpowered people in the world would be an improvement. My finger stayed on the trigger guard. I had to be patient.

A shadow crossed over Jill, making her look up. From my angle I couldn’t see much above her head. By unhooking a wire, I could have opened the trunk all the way, but that would leave me exposed. Jill slapped a cartridge into her second weapon. She dodged out of the way as someone dove down just past her and slammed into her delivery truck. It took me a moment to even see what was going on.

The truck had been turned onto its side. I scanned left to right with both eyes open. Jill was on the move. So was someone else. Black outfit, cape, tall with muscles. He was flying low to the street and chasing Jill.

My breath caught.

He moved before I could get a bead on him. Jill was no slouch in the dexterity department and she dodged while releasing a steady spray of frozen fire that went everywhere. Car glass shattered. At least one bystander got nailed by a blue bolt and went down to the ground, shivering and covered in a coating of ice.

But the hero in black didn’t pause to help. He pushed a white SUV aside, trying to catch Jill. Her pop guns froze just about anything but they weren’t lethal. Two tons of flying car, however, would crush anyone. Why the police weren’t trying to shoot him down was beyond me. But I still couldn’t get him in my sights, and now they were partially obscured by traffic as they moved further down the street. My angle was no good. This was all a waste of time if I just stayed in place.

Backing out of my firing position, I climbed over the center console and out the door. I pulled the rifle along with me.

The hero in black picked up a motor scooter. He paused, the vehicle held above his head. This would be a perfect shot. If I fired now, even if I got caught at least I would take him out. I would have killed Chronos the Star Son and rid the planet of the most dangerous man who ever lived.

The scope caught on the driver’s-side headrest. It took a second to get the rifle free and brace it on the top of the car door. In that moment, Chronos threw the scooter. I couldn’t see Jill Frost anymore. Was she down? The hero in black moved just out of sight. I craned my neck. It looked like he was kneeling.

Reporters and gawkers emerged from all around as if materializing from thin air. They crowded around him. He stood up, but even when I climbed on top of the car he wasn’t tall enough to see clearly. Too many people. I raised the rifle and looked through the scope. Even if I were a perfect shot, there was no possible way to hit him without nailing any one of a score of innocents.

My finger twitched but I didn’t touch the trigger.

There were innocents that didn’t deserve to be harmed—I’d decided that a long time ago. They were all as awed as I used to be, when I’d first learned there was a man who could fly and that he was defending the world against criminal scum like Jill Frost. But there was a trade-off for having a defender like Chronos living in the world, and the price was too great.

As Chronos soaked up the attention, I knew it was time to go. A woman in a charcoal business suit near the doorway to a Starbucks was staring at me and her eyes widened when we made eye contact. As calmly as possible, I dropped down off the car and put my rifle back inside.

“Maybe tomorrow,” I said out loud to myself as I drove away.
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Chapter Three
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I slammed the steering wheel a few times while driving. Screamed at the top of my lungs. It was anger at having failed again, sure, but it was also the dump truck of adrenaline finding its way out of my body, leaving me nauseous and irritable. I jerked on the steering wheel and willed the traffic in front of me out of the way. But the cars weren’t moving.

It only took me a minute to see I had a tail.

A plain white Ford van was doing its best to stick to my bumper. It was one of millions, but the guy behind the wheel was actually wearing an honest-to-god ski mask. As I impatiently changed lanes, he did too. Horns were blaring at both of us. I scooched in front of a bus. He made it over too, winding up a couple of cars behind the bus. Things were finally starting to unbind on the street ahead.

At an intersection where I was supposed to make a left, I went straight, cutting in front of a Tesla next to me. I felt the g’s of the Camry’s pitiful engine, but the Tesla didn’t want to get sideswiped by my hunk of junk so he let me move over.

It earned me the finger.

But the van changed lanes too and caught a break in the traffic. Soon he was almost behind me again.

It was either lose him or dump the car. With the traffic complicated by the police action a few blocks away, there was no way I could evade this guy.

At least the Camry and its registration weren’t in my name, but it wouldn’t take anyone long to find me if they connected the dots and did a little digging. That might mean trouble for my client.

I led the van down a side street and turned into the lot of an oil change franchise. Its layout was familiar. You could pull in one end of the lot and out the other side. All I had to do was find something to drop in the van’s path so he couldn’t follow.

I slammed on the brakes.

All three service bays had cars in them and a blue-and-yellow van was parked in the pull-through with its back doors open, blocking the way.

Trapped.

I laid on the horn. A parts delivery guy in a uniform showed up out of the office and waved at me. But there was no hurry to his movements.

Then the white van pulled in behind me. Its doors opened. Two guys got out, both wearing hoodies and masks, one holding a crowbar and the other clearly confident with his massive meaty hands. The delivery guy was taking his sweet time, punching something in on an electric device. I didn’t want to wait in the car for whatever was going to happen, so I got out.

A tall woman emerged from the back of the van. She was wearing an orange leather bodysuit with high-heeled boots and leather opera gloves that went to her elbows. Her matching mask covered her entire face and hid everything but her eyes. She sported a mane of reddish-blond hair. In one hand she held a spear with a shiny blue steel blade at the end.

Princess Pike.

“You’re quite the troublemaker,” she said. “But now I’m glad I was running late for my meet-up with Jill.”

“I didn’t know the two of you were working together,” I said. The guy with the crowbar was closing in. His yellowed teeth showed between sneering lips. This wasn’t a kidnapping. This was going to be a beatdown.

“Trial run,” Princess Pike said. “Playdate, really. I missed the show. Would have loved to tangle with Slingshot and to try my new weapon with Chronos. But I’ll settle for getting you off the scene for good.”

The guy with the crowbar tried to grab me. As if I’d wait for that to happen. I stepped inside his reach and drove the heel of my hand up into his jaw, then sent an elbow into the side of his head. Before he could fall away I followed it up with a quick knee to the midsection, and then another. He gasped and the crowbar fell to the ground with a clang.

The second guy came closer but he was wary. His hands were raised protectively and were already balled into fists. He’d fought before, or had at least watched enough MMA on TV to make a good show. Judging by his frame, he had seventy pounds on me, at least. One good hit and it would be over. But even if I somehow managed to beat him I’d still have to deal with Pike. Her weapon could cut through most things and also fired some sort of energy blast that could knock a person silly. And she’d mentioned an upgrade.

I got ready to use my own superpower. It was time to run.

But then I heard the whoop of a police siren. The man with the fists froze and did a shoulder check. With a wave, Princess Pike signaled him.

“Another time, sweetheart,” Princess Pike said.

She climbed back in the van and slammed the sliding door shut. Her goon got behind the steering wheel and backed quickly out of the driveway. They left Goon Number One lying where he fell.

The cop car pulled up on the opposite side of the service bays. Two officers got out and headed my way, parting a group of gawking employees. One of the cops was beefy, more muscle than fat, and could have been a powerlifter, while the second one was slim and had graying hair.

“Ma’am, you okay?” the beefy cop asked.

I turned on the waterworks. “I accidentally bumped their van. They chased me!”

The gray-haired cop sighed and moved past me to check the goon sprawled on the asphalt. While cuffing him and patting him down, he asked, “What happened to him?”

“I got lucky and kicked him in the groin like my self-defense instructor told me.”

“Stopping to fight was stupid,” the beefy cop said with a genuine note of concern. “You should have stayed in your vehicle.”

“My car stalled. I thought I was going to have to run.”

“Well, you’re safe now. We’ll get your information. Wait here.”

After putting the goon in the cruiser, they walked past my car. If one of them looked through the windows carefully he’d see the rifle. I hadn’t stowed it away properly, as I had been in a hurry. They headed down to the alley where the princess’s van had departed. As the gray-haired cop moved out of sight and the beefy cop spoke on his radio, I got into my car. Neither noticed when I started the engine. The exit was still blocked by the parts van, but one of the oil change bays had just been vacated. I drove slowly past the row of watching employees and winced when the driveway bell dinged. But no one did anything as I rolled over the hydraulic lift, through the station, and out the exit.

Cool as a cucumber and I could lie like a snake. Maybe that was my metahuman ability.

––––––––
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IT TOOK TWENTY-SIX minutes to get back to the garage. Traffic had gotten worse. I wiped down all the interior car surfaces for fingerprints and collected my things. It was too risky to leave the rifle, so I detached the barrel and put it away into its hardcase. This I tied to the back of my scooter with bungee cords. Big, bulky, but it could be anything and it didn’t scream high-powered rifle.

Before driving off I checked the app. The situation near the diamond exchange was over, and nothing else was brewing. And no one was looking for me or my car. Not yet, at least.

Then I saw I had a text message. Landlord. Rent was past due. Even as I was riding back home across the Brooklyn Bridge, I wondered if I’d be placing that rifle supply order after all. 
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Chapter Four
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NO MATTER HOW I RAN the numbers of my current checking account balance, rent wasn’t going to happen. I had missed too many client appointments. If I didn’t show, I didn’t get paid. It had been a busy month with Chronos and I had gotten so close so many times. But that meant handing off classes and clients to other trainers. The money from my previous night’s outing might take a week to show.

Even as I stared into the fridge and wondered what I could make with pickle brine, mustard, soy sauce, and freeze-dried parmesan, I knew I would have to go out.

It was time to find another date, one that might have cash or something nice I could fence.

I picked a dating app I hadn’t used in six months and set up a profile and picture under a new account. In minutes I was swiping though prospects. I sifted out the ones who were trying too hard to look good and zeroed in on the ones who might have money. It was all there, in their dress, their bio, their education, their age. I ignored the ones who looked forty but said they were thirty. If they’d lie about that, they’d lie about other things. Takes a cheat to know another. I also swiped away anyone who looked like they were in perfect shape. Gym rats might not drink. Besides, I wanted someone I could rob with as little fuss and fight as possible.

My tummy growled.

If I didn’t mention it before, I was ravenous, so I was also planning on getting a meal out of my date with extra in a doggy bag to go.

With visions of leftovers clear in my mind, I found my match.

Carter was his name. In his profile picture, he wore a tweed sports coat with a burgundy sweater vest, had his hair neatly combed to one side, and sported the awkward smile of someone who’s less than comfortable with online dating. A few pounds overweight. Kinda cute, not handsome.

Carter worked as an enrolled agent at an accounting firm. Liked movies and books. There was no filler on his bio or any bragging. He was perfect. Maybe too perfect. With his wouldn’t-hurt-a-fly face, he was probably a serial killer. 

His dislikes caught my eye. Cold weather, warm beer, and superheroes. I had never seen that last item listed before. Maybe he’s my soulmate, I thought sarcastically.

I tapped contact and sent him a message through the app to see if he was free for an early dinner. On his end, he’d see a picture of me with zinc oxide on my nose, a homey smile, and my hand holding a fishing hat on my head while standing somewhere sunny and breezy. I would be Jade tonight, the aspiring dancer who manages a coffeehouse. I really needed to make a spreadsheet with my pseudonyms. If I didn’t hear back in the next hour I’d pick someone else, but he was my best bet at making rent in the next forty-eight hours.

But I was no good at waiting.

I paced for a bit and second-guessed the day’s events. Maybe I’d actually had a shot but had gotten cold feet. A couple of ounces of pressure on the trigger and I would be free to get a life, to never miss on clients, to go out on a date and find a man and do whatever it is that people do on second and third dates. Go to the movies and plan their lives, I guessed.

I laid out a pair of my best jeans, a frilly top that showed a little but not too much, and an embroidered red jacket with enough pockets to hide a collapsible club and a flask. Clean, attractive clothes, but nothing too memorable if things went pear-shaped and cops got involved. I tied my red hair back into a short ponytail. It was probably time to change color, especially with someone like Princess Pike looking to settle some mystery score with me.

With my clothes for the evening squared away, I still had time, so I unpacked the rifle and checked over each component. They were clean.

I knew I needed more range time. That meant bullets and fees and time off the schedule. An updated model of my rifle that took a magazine rather than one bullet at a time would be ideal, but the rifle I had shot well enough. For now a replacement barrel was a priority. The fancy tungsten carbide rounds chewed my barrel up. Using cheaper bullets was tempting, but I wanted to make sure my fancy loads made with my target in mind were performing to spec. And although I didn’t dare hope, one shot might be all it would take. The right bullet delivered at the right time.

Perhaps if I had a camper or a high-top van, I could have nailed Chronos. The list of things to buy kept getting longer.

I went to the small gun safe mounted underneath my desk. The rifle, of course, didn’t fit, and it wasn’t much of a security measure, as a burglar delivering a solid kick would break the pressboard furniture to bits and steal the tiny safe. But at least it would keep my pistol out of anyone’s hands for a short amount of time.

The weapon was part of my plan, but I didn’t carry it around much. I removed and examined it. It had a four-inch barrel and a clean, dark, blued finish. It sat snug inside a black nylon holster.

The safe also held a box of .357 Teflon bullets. Those things could tear through most body armor but might do nothing to Chronos, at least according to the online forums that dissected his past encounters. Several gang members had said as much during interviews, having shot him with little effect. The difference was that my bullets were 158-grain magnum loads, a lot bigger than the 9mm rounds that had supposedly hit him. There were larger rounds than a .357, but more guns meant more money. I would have loved to take a .500 magnum out for a spin and see what Chronos thought about it. But big guns also meant less control, at least for a shooter with small hands like mine.

The last item in the safe was an old flip phone. The power was almost out. I opened it and stared for a moment at the wallpaper picture. It was a close-up of a middle-aged Asian man wearing a wool peacoat with his arms around a white woman of about the same age. She had a pixie cut and was caught mid-laugh, her white teeth contrasting with her pink lipstick. He looked at her with a dimpled grin and love in his eyes. I looked at the image for a minute before closing it and plugging it into its charger. 

My own phone pinged. It was the dating app. Carter had texted back.

Hi, Jade. This is Carter Cunningham. I am happy you responded. I liked your profile. I too enjoy movies. I am also free this evening. Would you like to meet for a drink?

His stilted response reminded me of me in the third grade writing a fan letter to whatever boy band I was following. What kind of tongue-tied guy was this?

Let’s do dinner, I texted back. Urban Spoon?

This was a newer Brooklyn restaurant. Not too expensive, busy enough, and far away from my place. Plus their Yelp page said they made great fish tacos. I could devour a dozen of them.

Okay, he replied. That sounds good. But only if you’re sure. Could just meet for coffee.

I didn’t feel like I was being too pushy, but sheesh, come on Carter.

Let’s meet at 6, I texted.

He acknowledged with a smiling emoticon and a thumbs-up and we agreed to meet at the front of the place so we wouldn’t have to go searching for each other. I gave my pits a sniff test. They failed. I went to throw on some deodorant. Always best not to smell like I had been in a fight.

––––––––
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HE WAS EVERYTHING I had hoped for in a mark and so much more. Could it all be an act, the self-conscious bumbling guy who struggled to finish a sentence without stammering, could only make sheepish eye contact, and kept pushing his sliding eyeglasses back up the bridge of his nose as we waited for a table?

Sure.

And it had the effect of putting me at ease, which of course made me especially worried I was being played. We ordered drinks. I got an ice tea and started dumping sugar in and stirring. He pored over the list of beers before settling on a limited-edition brown made at one of the local breweries. I noticed he handled the menus by the edges and squared them with the side of the table once he was finished.

“Been here before?” he asked.

“Some of my workmates suggested the place.”

“What’s good?”

I browsed the menu. Some usual pub grub: burgers, pulled pork sandwich, nachos. And some things off the beaten path, including a cold asparagus soup, duck confit, and pigeon with nuts.

“They have pigeon,” I said, making a face. “You should try it.”

“Is that a dare? Maybe I will.”

When the server came back, I ordered a double round of fish tacos for myself and he went for a grilled chicken sandwich.

“Chicken sandwich?” I asked after she left. “Are you always this exciting?”

He blushed and for a moment I felt bad teasing him. His brow had been damp with sweat since we’d sat down. This was a man out of his environment. He was jumpy and if I said “Boo,” he might faint.

“So you’re an accountant,” I said.

“Yeah. Not exciting. Steady work, but great schedule once tax time is over. And you run a coffee shop? Not a chain store?”

“Small franchise. We’re just moving into a new location which isn’t open yet, but it’s done well in three places so far, so fingers crossed.”

“Well, here’s to people owing the government money and to the caffeine that fuels our economy.”

We both sipped.

“I guess there was some excitement over in the city,” I said.

“I heard but didn’t read the news. It’s all too stressful these days.”

“So what do you read?”

“For fun? Movie forums, film blogs, reviews, that sort of thing. Although I don’t get out to see many, at least I keep up with what’s out. Besides, most of the good stuff streams online.”

“And by good stuff...”

“Oh, well, depends which genre. I watch Hong Kong kung fu, film noir, westerns, just about anything really. But usually when winding down I settle in with documentaries and such.”

“Exciting,” I said.

Again the blush. But he continued on, this time unintimidated. “It’s nice getting a slice of the world in long-form, not boiled down to a headline or sound bite or wisecracking analysis. It turns the volume down on a world obsessed with Chronos, Maid of Honor, Ensign Nutso, and every other costumed man and woman with a special ability. At least no one got killed today.”

“I thought you didn’t read about it.”

He turned the glass of beer on his coaster. “I guess I scanned the article.”

“It’s hard not to,” I said, letting him off the hook. “It’s like we’re all bystanders and helpless to do anything when one of these people decides to flex his muscles.”

Or burn a building down. Or drop a car on a crowd. Or...

“You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Just hungry.” I gulped some ice tea and hoped it would prompt him to finish his beer so he could order another. But he didn’t. Most of the beer was still in the glass. Spiking it was going to be tricky.

Our food arrived. Both of my taco plates were overflowing with lettuce, while the tacos themselves held only a few scraps of fried fish tucked into the tortilla along with a fancy glop of aioli. They tasted good, though. I ate two before coming up for air.

He only nibbled at his sandwich. “I’m sorry, I’m terrible at this.”

“You’re doing fine. How’s your beer? It looks like they’ve got a bunch of local styles on tap. I’ll get the server to get you another. Or we can order something a little stronger.”

“I shouldn’t. This is already making my head fuzzy.”

“Let’s both order one.”

When the server came by, I asked for two gin and tonics.

“You’re committed now,” I said. “Some sort of artisan gin from upstate. How can you say no?”

He nodded and tried unsuccessfully to manufacture a smile. But at least he was able to make eye contact. This was more exhausting than I had imagined.

––––––––
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WHILE EATING MY LAST taco, half the contents went down the front of my jacket. Clumsy me. I used up my napkin and his when he offered it.

“Can you go grab me another one?” I asked.

He got up and went to the wait station. A rush of guilt surprised me as I poured a couple of shots of vodka from my flask into his gin and tonic. A quick stir with a finger was all it needed. I had the flask away by the time he returned.

“I guess I need to update my profile,” I said. “Prolific slob.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Carter said. “I can always dribble ketchup down my shirt to even us out.”

I laughed. It was genuine. He finally got around to eating half his sandwich and drank most of his beer and gin and tonic when I told him how good mine tasted. Then he flagged down the server for the check. 

“The gin and tonic was excellent,” I said. “Let’s have another.”

He shook his head. More sweat beaded his face. “I really don’t drink that much. I think we’d better go.”

The bill arrived. He took a moment to pay using his phone and calculated a 20 percent tip, doing the math without moving his lips. Once the server took the check holder and returned with a receipt, we walked out of the restaurant.

We paused a little ways away from a loud group talking just outside the front doors.

“That was a really good chicken sandwich,” he said and offered me his hand.

“Wait, it’s only a couple minutes past seven.”

“Look, you’re a good sport and really friendly,” he said with a slight stammer, “but I don’t want to keep you longer than good manners dictate.”

“Good manners? You think I’ve been humoring you or asked you out just to get a free meal?”

His ungainly shrug told me enough. That was exactly what he was thinking and had no doubt experienced who knew how many times. 

“You’d see me again?” he asked.

“I’d ask you the same thing. I’m the one who dumped a taco all over myself. But you can’t be that tired. Is your place near here? Maybe you can show me one of those Hong Kong movies you mentioned. Unless it’s already past your bedtime.”

“No, I’m not...it’s uh. I’m a little woozy,” he said with a short laugh. “My place is a ten-minute walk from here.”

We walked. He giggled a little too loud at the slightest joke. At a curb, he almost stumbled but I caught him by the elbow.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. No. Maybe,” he slurred. “I usually don’t have more than one beer because of my medication. I’m feeling a little off. Maybe we should postpone...”

“Let me at least get you home.” I kept him walking until we arrived at an apartment with a metal security gate that needed a key. “Is this your place?”

He nodded. As he fumbled with his pocket, I helped him with his keys. The gate squeaked as it opened and we passed through to a glass door and an elevator lobby.

“What floor?” I asked.

“I’m sorry. I don’t normally...I haven’t had anyone up in a long time. Might be best for you to take a rain check.”

“You can barely stand. What floor are you?”

I hit the call button. The elevator whined as it descended. The whole time Carter stared at me as if trying to remember something. He giggled again. The elevator doors slid open.

“Floor?” I prompted.

“Two.”

We rode up a floor and he feebly pointed down the hall. The corner unit was his. This time he managed with his key and hesitated. I gave him a push and followed him in. He wasn’t particularly strong but he was large enough that he could have been trouble if he wasn’t about to keel over. I helped him to a reclining chair and he turned into a rag doll and collapsed. But his eyes were locked on me.

“You should go,” he said. “I’m not up for a movie.”

I checked the place. I saw no signs of a roommate, but then I saw a picture on his computer desk of him with a black woman on a beach someplace tropical. Then a second photo showed both of them standing in wedding attire.

“You’re married?”

“She died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Five years.” I thought he was going to say more, but he trailed off. Then he rose and scrambled to the bathroom. The
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