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Аннотация
Take a dystopian ride with Mick Trubble, private eye of the future in this prequel novella to New Haven Blues.

In a city where favors have more value than money, Mick Trubble may as well be a loan officer. One exchange leads to his free room and board at the Luzzatti, where he befriends the owner and looks out for the joint. In short order he’s able to establish his skills at solving problems that normal law enforcement ignores.
But Mick’s soft spot for a lovely young woman named Natasha pulls him into a whirlpool of double-dealing and a game of nerve and wits with vengeful shylocks, lethal gangsters, and ultimately face-to-face with New Haven's most notorious hitman: the Red-Eyed Killer.


Bard Constantine
Red-Eyed Killer
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DEDICATION

To the dieselpunks…

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Stefan Prohaczka and Mark Krajnak of Jersey Style Photography continually give of their time and talent to make sure that the visual aspects of The Troubleshooter are top rate and bring the world of Mick Trubble to life. Gentlemen, consider yourselves owed a favor…

After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of mankind survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.

However the new age was not the type that the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm had resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven’s founders.

This is the world of Mick Trubble, a man without a past. A man with nothing to lose. But when your luck is down and no one else can help you, he can. He takes the cases that no one else will touch. The type of trouble that no one else can handle.
Mick Trubble is
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The Troubleshooter

Chapter 1: Dinner at Luzzattis

In a town like New Haven, favors can be better than money in the long run. Sure, it’s great to have the berries, but when it all hits the fan sometimes all the cabbage in the world ain’t enough to keep a mug from biting the big one. I’ve seen it, so I know. A wise man once told me that if you wanna stay ahead of the game on the streets, you gotta know how to handle your favors. You gotta know when to deal ‘em and when to call ‘em in. Because everyone owes somebody something. And sooner or later you’re gonna have to pay your taxes.
Take me, for example. When I came to The Luzzatti, I had nothing. Just the rags on my back and the one thing that I had to barter with.
A favor.
Mr. Luzzatti gave me a keen once-over when I strode into the lobby of his apartment complex. Luzzatti wasn’t tall, wasn’t quite bald and had the girth of a mug who loved his chow. He didn’t look hard enough to run a housing unit in a neighborhood like the Flats, but appearances are never what they seem in New Haven. He was a pretty smart mug in some ways. Smart enough to let me state my case despite the fact that he knew that I was down on my uppers.
“You’re looking for a place to stay, Mr.…?”
“Trubble. The name’s Mick Trubble.”
“I require a month’s deposit for my rooms, Mr. Trubble. Pardon my saying so, but you don’t look as though you have it.”
“No offense, because I don’t. But I’ll be getting a gig real soon. My line of work is always in demand around here.”
He tapped his chin as he studied me. “And what is it that you do?”
“I’m a Troubleshooter. You might find it advantageous to have someone like me around. You look out for me, and I’ll be sure look out for you if you catch my drift.”
Without any hesitation he smoothly slid a keyless access chip across the counter for me to synch to the holoband around my wrist.
“You should feel right at home in room 2046, Mr. Trubble. Consider the first two months on the house. That should give you the time you need to establish yourself.”
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Turns out I was able to establish myself in no time at all. There’s a lot of situations that the brass won’t touch, and a lot of situations that folks don’t want the brass to touch. In either case, when people are in a jam of that sort they usually wind up giving someone like me a buzz.
Word got out, and my cabbage started to grow. I bought myself some new rags: a sturdy flogger and a real darb fedora, or a Bogart as they like to call it in New Haven. In a couple of months I had a cramped office of my own a few blocks away, and my pad at Luzzatti’s was still rent-free. When you ran a complex like his, there was always the unlucky sort that got well behind on his rent or tried to skip out without paying his tab at all. Well, Luzzatti wasn’t the type to get rough with folks, and he’d probably have gotten laughed outta town if he tried.
But getting rough was never a problem for me.
I handled the chasing and bruising while Luzzatti got to focus strictly on the business side of things. He was happy and so was I. Mugs like me are always better off keeping busy. When you’re working, you don’t have time to dwell on your problems. You know, those ghosts that haunt the inside of a bourbon glass late at night when sleep deserts you. I had a few every night. Bourbon shots, I mean. The ghosts came after.
So I stayed busy. I worked at putting aside enough crumbs to buy a wheeler: one of those retro, Tesla-powered roadsters. I hardly took the time to sleep as I took small time cases and worked for Mr. Luzzatti on my downtime. Ol’ Luzzatti took a shine to me after a few months and would even have me over for dinner with his family. His old lady was a stately, slender dame with worried eyes; though it was only later that I found out she had a valid reason for that. They had a daughter, Natasha.
Sweet Natasha.
Natasha was a rose that had only recently bloomed. By that I mean grown into her womanly body, swelled at those places that men pay close attention to. She was slender and raven-haired like her mother, but pleasantly curved and had a face that made you wanna make excuses for hanging around. Her eyes were the smoky gray color of rainy night fog, and just as mysterious. She was a dish, all right.
But in a locale like the Flats, that meant there were a lot of scumbags that wanted to dig into that dish and lick it clean afterwards. Luzzatti knew it, and tried to shelter her as much as possible. But you can’t stop the sun from shining, or put the jack back in the box once it pops out laughing at you.
So it was a major sign of trust that he’d invite me into his home now and again. Mrs. Luzzatti was one of those dames who could cook dishes that looked almost as good as they smelled and smelled almost as good as they tasted. We’d eat, sip wine and discuss whatever was on our minds.
“What do think started the Cataclysm?” Natasha asked one night.
Luzzatti and his wife looked at each other. “No one really knows,” he said.
Mrs. Luzzatti shook her head. “Do we really have to talk about this?”
Natasha rolled her eyes. “Why doesn’t anyone want to talk about it? It happened so long ago. Hundreds of years…”
“Because we’ve moved past all of that. It’s ancient history. Our life is in the Havens, and that’s that.” Mrs. Luzzatti was a sensible dame, like a lot of people. If you couldn’t do anything about the sky being overcast, you ignored it and went about your business.
“What do you think, Mick Trubble?” Natasha always called me by my full name. That tickled me for some reason.
I looked at the Luzzattis before answering. “I don’t tend to think much about old news. The Cataclysm happened, and we’re here because they built the Havens and survived. That’s about all that matters, anyhow. The reasons why won’t put food on your table or a roof over your head.”
Mrs. Luzzatti nodded. “Mr. Trubble is right, Natasha. No point in dwelling on things you can’t change.”
Natasha’s smirk let me know that she was on to my subtle grift. “Then there’s nothing wrong with talking about it.” Her eyes brightened as she leaned forward. “They say that the Havens were supposed to be like paradise. A place to start over and make things right. Where people worked together to create… a utopia. No crime, no hate…” her voice trailed off as she realized how naive those words sounded.
Her father sighed and touched her hand. “So long as humanity is driven by selfishness, no utopia can exist. It’s… not in our nature. Building something that idealistic is hard. Near impossible even with full cooperation. Tearing something apart is so much easier.”
I drained my glass. “So long as there’s power and profit to be had, men will claw and fight for it. Folks out there will cut the next man’s back out for a little of nothing, kid. That’s just the way it is. The Cataclysm didn’t change what makes us tick. Just slowed us down for a little while.”
Natasha looked at me with her smoky eyes. “What makes you different, Mick Trubble?”
I paused. “Whaddya mean, ‘different?’”
She smiled. “You’re the only man that Papa allows at the dinner table. You work for him but don’t try to cheat or double-cross him. He tells me all the time to see you instead of calling the cops if anything goes wrong. So if people are inherently bad, then what makes you so different?”
I hated being gut-punched by unexpected questions. The Luzzatti’s eyes fixed on me. They knew more about me than Natasha did. Knew enough to not ask questions about things that they’d rather not know. I was on the square with them, and that was good enough. Anything else they considered none of their business.
I gave Natasha my most charming grin. “I guess there’s an exception to every rule, darlin’. I live by a simple code: do right by the folks who do right by you. Besides, your Ma’s cooking is too good for me to cheat myself out of. Right, Mrs. L.?”
Everyone laughed. Conversation moved to other things.

Chapter 2: Sweet Natasha

A few days later I clapped eyes on Natasha down the hall as I came in from working a case. I caught the bad vibes right away. One of the locals was busy pushing up on her. You know — the up close and personal touch some mugs resort to in order to almost forcibly convince a dame that she should buy what they’re selling.
The kid’s name was Stix, one of those hardheads that bark like bad dogs, but tuck tail when they spot a wolf coming around the corner. Not hard to find a few on every block in the Flats. He had Natasha hemmed up in the corner, spitting some tired game with a casually placed arm to keep her from ducking out. I could tell from the slightly panicked look on her face that she’d have rather been anyplace else but there.
I decided to take the friendly approach. “Hey Stix, why don’t you let the lady go about her business? Luzzatti don’t take kindly to no one trying to make time with his daughter. House rules.”
Stix wasn’t smart enough to take the hint. He had one of those tough guy sneers on his ugly mug when he turned his head.
“Hey Mick, why don’t you mind your own business? Quit being Luzzatti’s bitch and maybe you’d be up on this too. I figure the girl’s been waiting for a real man to show her a good time. You don’t seem to be up to the job, so I guess I’ll take care of it myself.”
I didn’t say a word. I let my hands do the talking when they seized him by the scruff of his neck and introduced his face to the dimensional wallpaper. I heard the drywall crunch from the impact. Or maybe it was his nose. Didn’t matter much.
I leaned in close so that he could hear me clearly. “Maybe you’re not understanding me, Stix. So let me make this clear. You just crossed the line. So I’m crossing you out. You’re two months behind the bend right now. Consider this your eviction notice.”
He clutched his face and moaned like a baby with a soggy diaper when I allowed him to crumple to the carpet. I didn’t exactly feel sorry for him.
“Just so we understand each other, Stix: I see you again and I’m assuming that you want something. I won’t be so nice when I give it to you. Now scram before you get on my bad side.”
He scrammed.
I tipped my Bogart at Natasha. “You all right, kid?”
She smoothed out her blouse almost angrily. “I’m fine.”
I could tell that she was more upset at herself than at Stix. I understood. Nothing worse than feeling helpless. A dame wants to be able to handle herself, and it grated to have to be rescued, even if it was necessary.
Her discomfort quickly dissolved when she looked up at me with one of those shy expressions that no man has a defense for. “I want to show you something, Mick Trubble. Come on.”
I trailed her back to her folk’s apartment. It wasn’t until we were inside that I noticed that her folks weren’t at home. Alarm bells rang in my head.
“You know, I probably shouldn’t be here, Natasha. Violation of trust and all that.”
She looked over her shoulder. “What? Oh. Don’t worry, Mick Trubble. I just want you to see something, that’s all. It will only take a minute.”
She bent over to fiddle with something on the floor. She had on one of those cute stretch-knit pencil skirts that did a great job of showing off her shapely behind. I took in the view while she opened a panel in the floor that was so well hidden that I could barely see the seams. It was one of those concealed panic rooms, or a safe house of some kind. A narrow set of stairs descended into the darkness.
“Come on.”
Despite my better judgment, I followed her into the hidden basement. Our movement activated the lights.
She gestured around. “Well? What do you think?”
I took it all in and slowly nodded. “Wow.”
It was massive collection of junk. Everything was dated before the Cataclysm. Ancient electronics, collectibles, toys, clothes, pictures and more items were haphazardly scattered around. It was a lot to take in. I walked over and peered at what looked like a unfinished painting of Downtown.
“This doesn’t look vintage. Your work?”
She looked down and smiled. “I’ve been trying to pick up on painting. Not too many people do it by hand anymore.”
I nodded. “Looks good.” I turned and hefted a volume of bound pages stitched to a faded leather cover, with a faded, barely legible title: Immortal Musings. The author’s name was obscured. “This is a book, isn’t it?”
She nodded. “I have a few of those. Some of them I don’t touch much because the pages are so fragile. Can you believe that people used to have one of those for every story? I heard that there used to be huge buildings filled with hundreds of thousands of books. People would come from all around the area to borrow and read them.”
I set it down gently. “You know these are worth a fortune, don’t you? How did you get this stuff?”
“Folks give it Papa when they don’t have any money for rent. He holds it as collateral. Sometimes they don’t buy it back and we get to keep it. He gives those things to me.”
“What are you gonna do with it? A lot of high pillow types would love to get their mitts on loot like this for their collections. You can score a lotta cabbage for what you got here.”
“What do I need money for?” Natasha sighed and fiddled with one the smaller electronics on the table. “Papa takes care of things. He says one day I’ll be the one to run this complex. It’s like everything’s already laid out for me. I’ll be some old maid still in the same spot in the Flats.” She looked up at me. “Have you been Downtown, Mick Trubble?”
“I’ve been all over, sweetheart.”
“I’ve only been once. When Papa had to sign some papers for taxes. It’s so big, the buildings so bright and flashy with the airlanes with all the floaters and zeppelins flying around…” she sighed again. “If I go on the rooftop I can see it when it’s not raining. At night all the lights glitter like a handful of diamonds.”
I had to smile at her wistful naivety. “A lot of things look nice from far away, darlin’. Not so much when you get up close. You outta see the Uppers, though. A lot nicer up there. Safer, too.”
“A girl doesn’t always want to feel safe, Mick Trubble.” The thing she had been working with turned out to be a little digital music player. It was hooked up to some small speakers that probably weren’t at their best, quality wise. Still, some vintage mambo flowed out and swelled around us in the room. It was fitting in a way. Vintage music doesn’t sound the same coming from some sterile digital recording. The ancient speakers warbled the sound a bit, gave it that grit, that flavor that you find in live sessions and hazy clip joints.
Natasha stepped up and slipped her arms around my neck. “Dance with me.” Her eyes glowed like dark moons and her lips were parted in a way that almost begged for kissing. “Pa teaches me how sometimes, but I’ve never danced with anyone else before.”
I didn’t have the will to fight her. Natasha was a rose blooming in winter — something you don’t expect to see, and when you see it you wanna stay in the moment. The room was cramped with all the collectibles, but we made the most of what space we had. I’m pretty light on my feet and can step when I got a mind to. Natasha laughed as I guided her, and she was a fast learner. It wasn’t long until her body moved in time with mine. Her laughter faded and gathered in her eyes as she held my gaze with determined intensity. Our bodies pressed together; I could feel her rounded softness through the cheap fabric of her dress.
It was no surprise at all when we kissed.
Her lips met mine with the flighty rawness of an intimate amateur; quick pecks of butterfly softness across my face and mouth. I gently caught her by the chin and smiled.
“Not so fast, darling. Some things are better when you slow down. Let me show you.”
Once again, she learned fast. The taste of her was like the taste of summer. Heat rose in the room as my hands moved on their own accord to places that they knew would make her mine. She gasped and clutched tightly to me as tiny tremors rippled across her skin. Her blouse had somehow slipped off of one shoulder, exposing her sheer black brassiere and a pulse-pounding view of creamy cleavage…
Then something real strange happened. My brain broke in and reclaimed control, shattering the mood into tiny, delicate slivers of shivery regret.
I pulled back. “Natasha, I can’t…”
“It’s ok, Mick Trubble…” Her hands clutched my shirt, and the look on her face tested all of my manly resolve to not pick up where we left off.
“It’s all right. This is what I want…”
“It’s what you think you want.” I took another step back, surprised that I was trembling from the sudden halt of adrenaline-fueled lust. “But what you really want I can’t give you. And if I went ahead with this, I’d just be taking advantage of you. I’d be no better than Stix. Worse, in fact. Because you and your folks have been good to me.”
Natasha didn’t answer. Her eyes widened as she stared past me. From the guilty flush that heated her face, I already knew what I’d see when I turned around.
Mr. Luzzatti stood in the doorway, looking as stern as I’d ever seen him. His voice was strained when he spoke.
“A word with you if you please, Mr. Trubble.”

Chapter 3: Trubble With Luzzatti

“My daughter has grown into a woman. Her mother does not want to admit it. I pretend that I do not notice. But it is not a problem that will go away. She has questions. Curiosities. And… feelings. About love. About…” Luzzatti coughed into his hand. “Other things.”
We were on the balcony, where we often lounged after dinner or when he wanted to engage in a little man talk. Streams of water fell from the overhanging balcony, obscuring the view of the surrounding Flats and Downtown beyond. The floaters that whizzed by were just distorted flecks of light as they passed. It rained all the time in New Haven. It was like the mugs in Environmental knew that the place would ignite if it wasn’t constantly hosed down.
“Listen Mr. Luzzatti, I don’t know what you think you saw in there…”
He raised a hand. “I saw enough. Enough to know that my daughter has outgrown the nest that we have tried to keep her confined in. I heard what you said to Natasha, Mr. Trubble. Most men wouldn’t have bothered.”
I took a drag from my gasper. Luzzatti had those expensive smokes, the ones that pleasantly fog your mind with every inhalation. I exhaled wispy phantoms into the rain.
“Let’s not get me confused with a decent sort of mug, Luzzatti. I ain’t the type and you know it.”
Luzzatti’s eyes crinkled when he smiled. “You’ve always shot straight with me, Mr. Trubble. Despite your rather dismal view of your self-worth, you have a sense of honor about you that’s not found easily around here. You’ve earned the trust of my family, no small thing.”
“You don’t know about me. You don’t know the things I’ve done.”
Luzzatti sighed as he puffed on his cigar. “I can’t say that I don’t think you have a history, Mr. Trubble. All I have to do is look in your eyes and see dark places. But what you don’t seem to realize is that unlike many men, you appear to be able to control that darkness. Tell me, what is in your past that prevents you from settling into a normal life?”
“I wish I could tell you, Mr. Luzzatti. But I don’t even know what’s in my past.”
That gave him pause. “Excuse me?”
I didn’t talk about my personal life to anyone. But Luzzatti was different. He deserved to know the truth. I owed him that much.
“A few months back I washed up on the bank of the West River. There was an explosion, fire everywhere. I guess someone thought to make fish food outta me. I survived, but I can’t remember what happened, or much of anything besides my name and what it is that I do.”
“So when you showed up here, you had partial amnesia?”
“Yeah, and nothing much has changed. I’d like to have a normal life, sure. Maybe even settle down with someone special.” I didn’t say Natasha’s name, but it so obvious who I meant that she might as well have stepped outside with us.
I flicked my gasper stub into the rain. “But somebody out there went through a lot of trouble to fit me for a New Haven trench coat. And it’s only a matter of time before that someone recognizes me and tries to finish the job.”
“I see.”
We smoked in silence. The sound of the rain was background music, sad and yet soothing at the same time.
Luzzatti blew a casual smoke ring across the air. “There’s something you may not be taking into account, Mr. Trubble.”
“Yeah? What would that be?”
“There might not be anyone looking for you at all. Explosions do a lot of damage. Maybe the person who was trying to kill you is dead. Maybe you’re a free man.”
“I wouldn’t bet two dibs on that score, Luzzatti. Not in this town. The odds are stacked, in the casinos and on the streets. I gotta be ready at all times just in case some Nimrod wants to punch my number.”
Luzzatti poured some bourbon in a pair of glasses and handed one to me. “Hell of way to live, waiting for an axe to drop that might not ever fall. You’ve been here a while, Mr. Trubble. I’ve seen a lot of men like you. Drifters, looking for something they can’t find. They come and then they’re gone. But you… something seems to be holding you here.”
I sipped and enjoyed the smoky, potent flavor. “You want me to just come out and say it? Yeah, I like it here. I’m comfortable. And yeah, I’m… fond of Natasha. Sure. But I don’t want to be any cause for trouble. I’d hate to bring something into your lives that would cause any of you harm. Maybe it’s best that I pull stakes while things are still on the square.”
Luzzatti seemed to smile under his thick mustache. It’s hard to tell with mustaches, which is probably why a lot of mugs grow ‘em. “Is that what you think I want, Mr. Trubble? For you to dust out and leave my daughter alone?”
“I won’t blame you if you do. There’s nothing in my past but darkness and nothing ahead but storm clouds. Natasha is better off without a mug like me mucking up her life.”
“I can’t make the decision for you, Mick. But I won’t ask that you leave. You’re a good man to have around, and I feel pretty confident that you’d look after my family if something were to happen to me.”
I chuckled. “You planning on bugging out, Luzzatti? Hell, you got a good thing going with this joint. You’re holed up in here tighter than a rat in a cheese factory. Folks actually seem to like you, and you’ve got your family. Why the hell would something happen to you?”
Luzzatti stared at the contents of his glass before downing it in a swig. “It happens every day in this town, Mick. I just feel better with you around. We all need to have something in life worth living for. Maybe you’re meant to be here. Maybe that’s why you have a hard time leaving. Think it over.”
He patted me on the back, and we went back to silence again. There’s a lot of talking that men do when they’re not talking. We watched the rain and let the unspoken words sink in. It was then I realized that it was the first time that Luzzatti had called me by my first name.
After a while I went back to my room and reflected on what we’d gabbed about. Sleep was nowhere to be found as usual, so all I had were my thoughts and a few shots of Jack to keep me company. My mind kept drifting back to Natasha…
I could still smell the scent of her skin and hear her moan softly in my ear. I took another shot, but the booze couldn’t banish the memory of her softness under my hands. I watched the ceiling fan spin silently and listened to the rain outside, but couldn’t keep my mind from thinking of things that I had no right to think about.
I finally gave up and tapped the datacom in my ear. “Dial La Lupanar.”
The number went through and was immediately picked up. “Hello Mr. Trubble.” The voice at the other end was so sexy that there ought to be a law against it. “We haven’t seen you in a while. Thought maybe you’d settled down with some nice girl and forgotten all about us.”
“Just been busy, sweetheart. Thought I’d check in and see if Desiree was available.”
“Then it’s your lucky night, Mr. Trubble. She’ll be waiting for you.”
“Be right there.”
I had to get outta there. Had to find a distraction. Because Luzzatti was right. I had every reason to be long gone, but I still kept hanging around. It was like sitting at the park before a thunderstorm. Everything is calm, even peaceful and you wanna stay as long as you can before the storm breaks and the bottom falls out. I knew that I had to get away from Luzzatti’s. Away from Natasha.
Before I got used to having them around.
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Time passed. I got a few timely cases that kept me away from the building for a spell. I met a few skaters that took away the ache that had formed when Natasha and I danced that night. I made the proper excuses when I ran into Mr. Luzzatti. He seemed disappointed, but Mrs. Luzzatti’s relief was visible on her face. She was still determined to keep Natasha bottled up, and didn’t need a rogue like me ruining all her hard work. Suited me fine.
But our worlds collided despite my best efforts. I still hadn’t put away enough dough to buy a wheeler, so I usually used the airbus to get around. I walked in late from the zeppelin station one rainy night. It just so happened that I spotted a few bruisers pounding someone in the alley behind Luzzatti’s place. Seeing as how I still looked out for the joint, I decided to see if I could convince the lugs to take their party somewhere else.
I made sure that they saw me as I casually approached. “You boys seem to be working hard, but I’d appreciate it if you’d take your group therapy session down the street. Luzzatti don’t think much of stiffs behind his joint.”
The droppers turned with surprised stares. That’s when I got a good look at the bloody wad of meat that they’d been pounding.
It was Luzzatti.
I carried a mean piece of iron on me at all times. Seven shot mech-enhanced revolver that I affectionately called the Mean Ol’ Broad. I pulled her out and aimed faster than it takes to tell it. Faster than the droppers could even reach for their own heaters. I had them cold, and the only reason I didn’t mow them down was because killing them wouldn’t stop a thing. They were there for a reason, and it was better for me to get that info than to throw lead and get nothing. They were big lugs, and hired muscle usually ain’t too big on brains. So I broke it down for ‘em so that they could understand.
“I figure you mugs got ten seconds to squeal before I lose patience and fertilize this alley with your brains. Don’t think about being tough or being loyal. Think about being dead.”
“Ok.” One of the goons actually had enough sense to motion the other lugs back. “Don’t shoot. We’re just following orders.”
“Whose?”
“Big Louie. He sent us to just knock some sense in the old man. He owes big time and he has to pay up.”
Big Louie was one of the more notorious shylocks in New Haven and had a reputation for his murderous streak. Any mug who owed him paid up one way or the other. Why Luzzatti would be involved with someone as filthy as Big Louie was beyond me.
I gestured with the Mean Ol’ Broad. “All right, you made your case. So haul out before you get on my bad side. And remember that I had you dead to rights. I see you around here again and it’ll just be dead, catch my drift?”
They caught my drift. I made sure that they were gone before I came back for Luzzatti. He was in pretty bad shape, but I was able to get him to his feet. Blood gushed from his nose, and one of his arms was definitely broken. He moaned, but I could tell it wasn’t just the pain from the beating. His eyes were hollow; those of a broken man, someone who had seen the last bit of hope sail off a bridge and get swallowed by the river.
“What’s going on, Luzzatti? You could’ve been rubbed out by those clowns. If you were in that bad of a jam, I should’ve been the first person you called.”
He gritted his teeth against the pain. “Nothing… you can do, Mick. Got into this… before you got here. Just now… catching up to me, is all.”
I propped him up against the wall and let him rest. “You’d be surprised what I can do, Luzzatti. Now I know how these things work. They teach you a lesson the first time. The next… it’s someone you love.”
“They already… said the family is next. Have to… get them out of here…”
“You do that. In the meantime, we gotta work on getting your dues up to date. Tell me how much you owe, and I’ll work on something to get you squared up.”
“You don’t… understand. Too much…”
“You got a basement full of high cabbage collectibles just waiting to go to the highest bidder. I can get you buyers real quick.”
A little bit of spirit flared in his eyes. “No. That’s for… Natasha. So she can get… away from this place one day.”
“I’m pretty sure she’d rather have a live father than a ticket outta town from his corpse, Luzzatti. Square up and worry about the rest later.”
His heavy sigh seemed to deflate him like a leaky balloon. “No point. Even if I sold everything I owned… it would never be enough.”
“How much are we talking here? Tell me, Luzzatti.”
He told me. When he did, I knew right then that he was a dead man.

Chapter 4: The Big Fat Deal

The plate was heaped with so much spaghetti that I barely saw over the pile of meatballs and thick cheesy sauce. If Big Louie were a normal man, he’d have been lost behind that mountain of carbs and saturated fat.
But Big Louie was a lot larger than a normal man.
His massive girth strained against the constraints of his dress shirt at though it fought to cascade over the table in waves of sweaty fat. His pockmarked cheeks were so swollen that it looked like they held enough leftover grub to feed the homeless in New Haven for a week. Beady eyes were barely visible under the sweat-beaded brow and swells of his eyelids. His puckered lips smacked disgustingly as he talked.
“So you’re Mick Trubble. Heard about you. My boys said they had a little run in with you over the Luzzatti business. Not good, that bit. But you know how this town works. No breaks. You give one mug a break, you got the next fifteen thinking they’ll hold out on you too. Before you know it, you got a rep for being a pushover. The next mook makes a move in your territory and it’s war. And nobody wants a war, you know?” He shoved a wine glass in his face and downed it as though all the talk had worn him down.
I took a sip from my own glass. I don’t take much stock in the grape stuff, but booze is booze. Always tastes better when it’s not on your tab. Big Louie was somewhat of a connoisseur, though. Bottles were stockpiled in the bar area, along with barrels of what looked like homemade hooch. I made a mental note to avoid lighting up a gasper so that I wouldn’t blow us all to kingdom come.
I nodded. “I understand. And I’m not here to rock any boats. I’m here to make things right. You want what’s owed to you. I’m the man to get it for you. I got some berries stacked to the side, and I’m setting up buyers for some high profile commodities. That should be enough of a down to call of the dogs. After that I can offer you something that you might consider worth more than just the cabbage.”
Big Louie laughed. It was a sight to see. If you’re into multiple chins jiggling along with ripples of saggy flesh, that is. He wiped his swollen fingers on the tablecloth-sized hankie tucked around his neck.
“You got guts, I’ll give you that. Don’t he got guts, Joey?”
Joey was the shadow behind me. Behind and above me, I should say, since he topped me by about a good foot of bulk that was as muscular as Louie was fat.
“He got guts all right, boss.” By his tone, Joey seemed to want to see mine all over the floor. I hated him already.
Big Louie continued to chuckle. “‘Something worth more than the cabbage’. Money is all that matters, Mick. The line that separates who lives and who dies. What could be more valuable than that? Tell me, I’m dying to know.”
I looked him dead in the eyes. “My services. I work exclusively for you until Luzzatti’s debt is paid off. You know what I can do for an organization like yours, if you catch my drift.”
The last thing I wanted to do was work for a scumbag like Big Louie. But with Luzzatti and his family’s lives on the line, that was the only favor I had to barter with. Luzzatti may have made some stupid mistakes, but he didn’t deserve to end up feeding the fish in some dirty river for that. And his family had nothing to do with any of it. Me? I was a nobody going nowhere. I could pay the price that they couldn’t afford.
Big Louie knew it, too. I could tell by the way he gave me a look like someone appraising a vintage wheeler. Then he sighed. A sigh from a cheese hog like him could blow out all the candles out on an old codger’s birthday cake. And then knock over the cake too.
“You know, I’d actually consider that offer if this was an inside deal. But I’m just the handler in this contract. Luzzatti came to me for the dough. But it was for more than I felt comfortable dealing out. So I introduced him to a third party who had the berries to deal in. The agreement was for a casino off the Bay. Prime location, a sure fire bet. Everything was set to fall in place, and major dough was to made hand over foot.”
“So what happened?”
Big Louie shoveled a heavy load of spaghetti down his throat. “Seems the seller backed out on the deal at the last minute. When the broker settled all parties, something came up short. Namely the dough that Luzzatti put up for the deal. Well, the party that I represented wasn’t too happy about that. Looked like Luzzatti set the whole thing up to grift us over and make off with the cash.”
I frowned. “Doesn’t make sense. Even if Luzzatti was that type of slickster, he’d have gotten ghost as soon as the deal went through.”
Big Louie flicked sauce across the table as he gestured with his fork. “Leaving New Haven ain’t nothing easy. If you ever tried then you’d know that. Getting outta any of the Havens is a long process, and this one’s the worst. Luzzatti’s been trying, all right. But my third party nixed those plans with his connections inside of Transit.”
I shook my head. “I don’t buy it. Luzzatti ain’t the type to cross a mug over. There’s gotta be another explanation for all this.”
Big Louie chuckled around his glass of wine. “You seem like a loyal mug, Mick. That’s hard to come by in this town. But lemme give you a bit of advice free of charge. Your boy Luzzatti’s going down. It ain’t gonna be nothing pretty either. Best to cool your heels the next few days unless you like lead buttons in your overcoat. The only reason the old man is still living is because he’s related to Danny the Daisy.”
I blinked. “Danny the Daisy is related to Luzzatti?”
Danny was one of the more colorful Nimrods in New Haven. By colorful I mean that his wardrobe could blind you from the vibrant shades of pastels. His rags were so loud that they screamed. And let’s just say that he wasn’t exactly the most masculine of mugs. None of which changed the fact that he was one of the most deadly triggermen in the city.
Big Louie shrugged his massive doughboy shoulders. “In-law, actually. Danny the Daisy is Mrs. Luzzatti’s brother. She don’t exactly advertise that, you know? But he’s crazy about that girl they have. Anyhow, it’s already set up. Danny’s leaving town soon. He’s gonna get word of a tag too profitable to ignore. Something that’ll take him outta town to bag. That’s when my operator will go to work. It’s a done deal, Mick. After it’s over, you can work for me if you need a gig.”
“Call it off, Louie. Give me a little time to settle up.”
Big Louie paused and stabbed the air with his heavily loaded fork. “This is business, Mick. You know as well as I do that there ain’t no mercy in business. Now take a hike, and stay outta the way. You’ve been warned.” He went back to attacking his plate.
I stood up and placed my Bogart back on my head. “I’m sorry that we can’t get a deal done. But I’m telling you right now that the Luzzatti’s are off limits. Better call off the dogs or I’ll be forced to housebreak ‘em.”
Big Louie pointedly ignored my threat and stared past me. “Joey, our guest has overstayed his welcome. Why don’t you show Mr. Trubble the door?”
Joey cracked his knuckles. “Ok, boss.”
Joey showed me the door. By shoving my face through it. The rest of me followed soon after. By the time I picked myself off the pavement, Joey was just getting warmed up. He went to work like a boxer trying out for a shot at the title. The memory is a bit hazy.
Getting your ass kicked usually ain’t something you wanna remember anyhow.
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“Mick Trubble! What happened to your face?” As luck goes, it wasn’t very kind to have Natasha cross paths with me on my way back to the pad. She immediately zeroed in on my downtrodden condition, which was pretty hard to miss, actually. You know, given all the blood and bruises.
“Hey darlin’. Ain’t you a sight for sore eyes.” My eyes really were sore, too. Getting punched in the face will usually result in that. I continued to limp toward my apartment. “How’re your folks doing? Any unexpected visitors that I should know about?”
Natasha took my arm. “Look at you, you can barely walk.”
“I’ll get better.”
“Don’t be silly, Mick Trubble. Here, lean on me.”
That killed me, her thinking that her tiny frame could really support mine. I let her baby me anyway. Her gentle touch was way better than spending the last half hour being used as a substitute punching bag. Normally I’m not that bad when it comes to fisticuffs, but Joey had laughed off my best haymaker like it was nothing. I almost started to suspect that he was a synoid, but I figured he was just one of those freaks of nature who add to their freakishness by taking growth hormones and lifting buildings for fun.
My door opened from my holoband’s signal and Natasha led me inside. “We haven’t had any company, Mick Trubble. Papa is still recovering from the robbery, so we haven’t seen much of anyone lately.”
The robbery. So that was the excuse Luzzatti had given for looking like someone tossed him in a meat grinder. I knew that he didn’t want Natasha to know the real deal, so I kept mum and just nodded.
She sat me down and robbed my medicine kit of all the stuff that stings like hell. Then she attacked the cuts and bruises on my face. It was almost funny because she gasped and winced more than I did.
“I can get the medimech to tack care of all this, sweetheart.”
“I want to do it.” She had one of those stubborn looks on her face that dames get sometimes. I knew better than to argue.
She bandaged the bridge of my nose. “You’re lucky. I don’t think it’s broken. Who did this to you?”
“I gotta be more careful when I get off the station at night. You should see the other mug, though.”
“He’d have to be dead, Mick Trubble. Take your shirt off.”
I obeyed, stripping to the waist. Natasha gasped at the sight of my torso. I took a glance at the damage. It was pretty gruesome, I had to admit. My bruises were layered with more bruises. Only the fact that I still had a little hard muscle kept the ribs from being broken. Ol’ Joey was an expert in dealing out pain. Just enough to keep a mug outta the body shop. Not every bruno can toe the line like that. Most tend to go overboard, like the droppers who put the work to Luzzatti.
Natasha spread some nanocream over the bruises. The medicated salve was laced with microscopic, protein-based machines that absorbed into the underlying tissue and worked at repairing the damage. Expensive as hell, but if you’re in my line of work it’ll save a trip or two to the body shop. The sensation was like being roasted over hot coals and then dumped into a tub of ice. I’ve had better times, but the bruises quickly faded and almost vanished altogether.
Natasha ran her hands over the newly healed skin. “Wow. That was fast. Much faster than they should have healed even with the cream.”
“What can I say? I always heal pretty quickly.” I couldn’t exactly explain that oddity, but I never bothered to wonder about anything that actually worked to my advantage. I had enough things to worry about that didn’t.
We both became aware that I was shirtless and her hands were on my bare skin. She blushed real pretty-like and stepped back as I cleared my throat and reached for my undershirt.
“Much obliged for taking care of me, sweetheart.”
She busied herself by putting all the medication away. “I haven’t seen much of you since…”
I walked over to the wardrobe by the wall and snagged a new shirt, since the one I wore in looked like I’d been run over by a dump truck. “Been busy. Work and all.”
“Kinda feels like you’ve been avoiding me, Mick Trubble. I feel like… I did something to push you away.” She cut a quick glance at me, just fast enough for me to catch the hurt in her eyes.
I sighed as I buttoned up my shirt and knotted my tie. “Listen… there’s a lot about me that I gotta keep to myself. I promise we’ll sit down and talk about it soon. You deserve that. But right now I got a plate full of trouble that someone has to eat, and I’m trying to make sure that I’m not that someone, understand?”
“No.” She smiled. “But I can wait. I’m not going anywhere, you know.”
“I’m glad for that, Natasha. I really am. Now promise that you’ll do something for me, will you?”
“You know that I will.”
I took her by the wrist and touched her holoband to mine. “I’m synching us up. That way if you see anything strange, or if anything happens, you send me a priority call right away.”
She searched my face with a puzzled frown. “Is something going on, Mick Trubble? You can tell me. I’m not some little girl that can’t handle the truth.”
“I know.” I paused, then decided that she was right. “Look, it’s your Pa. He’s in a heap of trouble with some bad business. You can’t say nothing to him about it. I’m doing what I can to straighten things out, but time’s running out. You just alert me to anything that looks outta place, or anyone shows up that you feel is trouble. I’ll come running.”
To her credit she took it better than I thought she would. She swallowed her fear down and handed me my Bogart. “I guess I’d better let you do… whatever it is that you do.”
“I’ll tell you when it’s over.” I placed the Bogart on my head and tilted it just the way I liked it. “Thanks, doll.” I indicated my bandaged face. “It’s nice to have someone look out after me for a change.”
She smiled as she straightened out my collar. “You’d do the same for me, Mick Trubble.”
“I would, but I hope I never have to. Keep your chin up, kid. I’ll see you around.”

Chapter 5: The Low Down On the Down Low

To be honest I was the one that needed to keep a chin up, because I had a bad feeling that only grew worse when I stepped outside of the complex. I dipped into a cabbie that waited on the curb. The sensors picked up my holoband’s signal as the motor purred to life.
The vehicle’s synthetic voice fizzled on. “Where will I be taking you, Mr. Trubble?”
“Downtown. The Gaiden.”
“Right away, Mr. Trubble.”
I shifted around in the back seat and tried to ignore the soreness. Quick healing can hurt almost as bad as the original injury, and my head pounded against my skull like an angry drummer with only one note to play. I needed two things badly. Information, and a stiff drink.
Luckily I knew where to find both.
The Gaiden was one of those swanky Downtown clip joints that a mug like me normally doesn’t frequent too often. The booze was too high and the dames were too snobby. It was the hotspot for fat cats who liked the thrill of rubbing elbows with smooth criminals and gentlemen gangsters.
The joint was located a bit off to its own on the shady side of Downtown. Normally a reservation was needed, but I knew Suggs, the doorman. He didn’t even blink when I cut in front of the astonished patrons waiting to get inside. I ignored their protests and stepped through the doors.
The coat check was a synoid, which showed how much bread the joint made. Couldn’t make do with a standard android. The artificial dame was all smiles and dimples as she took my flogger and synched my holoband to the tag. “Thank you Mr. Trubble. Shall I take your Bogart as well?”
“Not on your life, kid.”
“Very well. Enjoy your time at the Gaiden!”
I paused at the cocktail lounge and tapped the counter. Vinny, the twitchy, narrow-faced barkeep stepped over for my order.
“Bulleit Neat.”
As he poured it up I took a glance around. Fats the Jazz Man played trumpet on a solo cut while the patrons looked on in appreciation. In a lot of joints the musician was just an accessory that faded in the background, but Fats was too good. He poured his soul into every note, and his soul was a wonder to hear. A few mugs cut glances at me through the haze of gasper smoke and slick laid conversations, trying to figure my game out. My rags were too shabby to mark me as a regular, but I definitely didn’t look like a tourist. I let them simmer in the mystery as I sipped the bourbon.
“Frankie here tonight, Vinny?”
Vinny didn’t say a word. He just glanced over to his right. I followed his gaze and caught sight of Frankie Newman standing over a table full of wise guys. He was slender and tall, with a smooth persona that made men comfortable and ladies swoon. The group was all drunken laughs and friendly backslaps. Frankie knew a lot of mobsters because he sang in their prestigious nightclubs. Far as they knew he was just a harmless crooner, so they tended to get loose lips around him. As a result he knew a lot more than he should have about sensitive info around New Haven.
He looked up and caught my eye. Without skipping a beat he nodded toward the dressing rooms. I finished my bourbon and headed that way.
His dressing room was the largest one. Lots of mirrors and lights for him to fall in love with himself. I was only in there a couple of minutes before he joined me. His face was completely different than out in the dining room. His expression was sharp as tacks, his eyes full of knowing.
I’m pretty sure Frankie knew more about why I ended up in the river than he let on. But he was the sort of mug who wouldn’t give up something for nothing. So far I hadn’t been able to find something that he needed badly enough to exchange the info. He was more than happy to sell anyone else’s dirty laundry for a nominal fee, however. Usually I hit him up for small fries. This time I needed the whole deluxe meal, with trimmings.
He casually lounged in the opposite seat. “I figured I’d see you days ago. What happened to your face?”
“Had a little run-in with a bruno named Joey.”
“I know. That was a rhetorical question. Now you’re coming to me for info on the third party involved in that bum casino deal.”
“Looks like you got all the answers, Ace.”
“I always do. But now I have a question.”
“Shoot. Just not literally.”
He smiled at my weak attempt at humor. “Why get involved, Mick? You don’t owe Mr. Luzzatti anything. So why the interest in his welfare? Let me guess. That raven-haired lovely girl of his, no doubt?”
“I’m not sweet on his daughter, Frankie. Luzzatti’s done right by me. I don’t wanna see him tossed to the dogs.”
Frankie pulled a gasper out of a silver trimmed case on the table and lit it. “I’m rather surprised. I didn’t take you as the type for such… sentimentality.”
I bummed one of his expensive smokes. “Yeah, I’m full of surprises. You gonna give me the wire or what?”
For a second I thought Frankie was about to refuse. He studied me as he exhaled a cloud of smoke. I didn’t like the calculating look in his eyes. The way that he weighed things out in his mind as though tabulating possible outcomes. The look quickly vanished, replaced by the guise of an easy grin.
“The man you’re looking for is Alonzo Pickens. You might know him by his more notorious moniker.”
“Pike.”
“Precisely. Which might tell you that you need to let this one pass, Mick. The Pike is a deadly creature. Especially when in his element. You’re just a small fish in a big pond. This… this is deep water that you’re swimming in.”
I shrugged. “Mug’s gotta graduate sometime, Newman. How much do I owe you?”
I couldn’t tell through the screen of gasper smoke, but he still seemed to have a knowing grin on his face. “Nothing. Consider this a favor. You’ve… intrigued me with this one, Mick. I’ll see how it plays out.”
I stood up and put my hand on the door handle.
“Mick.”
I turned. Frankie seemed almost bored as he dropped the news. “You should know that Pike and Big Louie conned your boy from the start.”
“Say what?”
“Big Louie runs scams like that from time to time. Sets up a fake deal to hook the mark and lets if fall through. Uses the fallout to put pressure on the mark to pay up on money that was never really loaned. Pike owns the casino through ghost accounts and never stood to lose a dime.”
“So why do it at all? I don’t see the point.”
“Because by blaming Luzzatti for a deal gone sour then they can squeeze him for what they want.”
“What do they want? Luzzatti ain’t exactly loaded. The only thing of value he has is…” I trailed off as it hit me.
Frankie smiled. “Yes. The Luzzatti. They want the real estate. It’s a prime location for Big Louie’s operation. He’s looking to expand beyond sharking loans and small time smuggling. Pike is bankrolling the move. Luzzatti didn’t grift anyone. He’s just in the way, and they’re taking him out of the picture.”
I crushed the gasper in the ashtray. “That’s not gonna happen.”
Newman raised an eyebrow. “You have an army hidden somewhere, Mick? Last time I checked, you weren’t exactly big enough to take on an operation like Pike’s.” He looked at my wrist. “You’re glowing.”
I felt the vibration at that exact moment, and looked at my holoband. My heart dropped as it showed exactly what I didn’t wanna see.
Natasha’s emergency signal flashed. The pulse seemed to vibrate through my body and explode in my skull like a silent scream for help.
The hit was going down. Right then, and I wasn’t anywhere close by to do a thing about it.

Chapter 6: Scene Of the Crime

It took me a minute to run out of The Gaiden. Twenty seconds to flag a cabbie. Fifteen long, agonizing minutes to get to The Luzzatti even at top speed.
I knew it was too late when I got there.
The avenue was filled with flashing lights. Button boys crawled around the joint like disturbed ants and newsbots hovered around, shutter bugging the scene. Tenants were questioned outside, some of them with tears streaming down their faces. I skipped the scene and went around the back. A copper that I knew allowed me to pass through the barricade. I caught the lift to the Luzzatti’s floor and dashed into the hall. It was filled with boys in black. Their faces were grim. One of them looked my way.
“Who let this clown in? Sir, this is a crime scene. Head back down immediately.”
I swallowed hard. It was hard to find my voice. “I’m… I was a friend. Of the family.”
A gravelly voice spoke from inside the room. “Let him in.”
They parted and I went inside. It took all of my resolve not to turn right back around.
Mrs. Luzzatti was pinned to the wall with stakes through both shoulders. Her eyes and mouth were still wide open in a dead scream and her throat had been slashed, staining her blouse with crimson streams. Some macabre bastard had twisted her head so that she stared directly at the bed.
Where Mr. Luzzatti was propped on the bedside. His hands rested under his severed head as though holding it for safekeeping.
The coppers muttered uneasily behind me. I knew how they felt. It took a special kind of psycho to do something that demented. My heart pounded as I frantically searched the room for Natasha.
She was nowhere in sight.
“You must be Mick Trubble.”
The speaker was a hard-looking mug in a police captain’s uniform. I hadn’t met Captain Graves before but I knew him by reputation. He kept the balances checked in New Haven. Corrupt as anyone else, but he could come down hard when circumstances called for it. I didn’t like the fact that he was there on the scene. It spoke volumes, enough for me to focus somewhat through my haze of revulsion and cold fury and concentrate on the game that played out in front of me.
Graves went on. “Heard a few things about you. You want to tell me where you were when this happened?”
“On my way here. I got an emergency call from Natasha.” I pulled up the record on the holographic display from my holoband. No point in being disagreeable. Graves would get that info from me one way or the other, and I didn’t have the time to cool my heels in a holding tank.
He synced up and copied the call record to the forensics tablet in his hand. “We can’t find the daughter. Any notion where she might have gone?”
“I came here as soon as I got the call. If she’s not here then I can’t tell you where she’d be.”
He grunted. “Well, she couldn’t have gotten far. We’re checking all transit points and security feeds. She’s bound to show up somewhere. I just hope it’s quickly. The Red-Eyed Killer doesn’t stop until the job’s finished.”
My heart pumped ice water. “Red-Eyed Killer?”
He nodded toward the corpses. “Didn’t you notice?”
I had tried not to look too hard, but I swallowed the bile in my throat and took another glance, trying to pretend that the bloody stiffs weren’t people that I knew and cared about. It was obvious then. Their eyes were completely red as if the pupils swelled with blood and boiled over. Crimson streaks ran down their cheeks in a mockery of tears.
“Special cocktail blended with hallucinogens that makes their worst nightmares come alive while their blood literally boils. Victims usually die from self-inflicted damage, but the Red-Eyed Killer also juices them with a tranquilizer so that they can simmer in agony while he goes to work with his… art.” He gestured to the macabre display.
I turned away. “I’ll let you know if the girl turns up.”
Graves grunted. “You’ll do better than that. I’m placing you under house arrest right now.”
My shoulders stiffened as if expecting a slug in the back. “What…? Under what charges?”
Graves waved a dismissive hand. “Who cares? You’re a problem, Mick. A man with your reputation will trample any investigation with your… methods. As a friend of the family, you’re the most likely suspect for the girl to turn to. We’ve already searched your apartment — she’s not there. But she might show up. I’m posting men at the doors and placing you in your room. If she pops up then we’ll nab her in protective custody.”
I trusted their protective custody about as much as I did fair play at an underground poker game. Everything about the scene stank of a cover-up. The brass wanted the case closed, and the air was practically perfumed with the stink of dirty money. I didn’t have much of a choice but to play along. Legal rights and procedure were for the high pillow types that had the cabbage to grease palms with.
I didn’t swim in those circles.
One of the button boys escorted me back to my apartment. A police drone floated in the hallway outside the door, along with an armed guard. I was stuck inside with a chest full of fire and a mind full of murderous thoughts. I couldn’t get the images outta my head. Luzzatti and his wife butchered like animals. The Red-Eyed Killer had enjoyed every scream, every second of the torture.
I paced the room, trying to ignore the feeling of being boxed in. I couldn’t focus, couldn’t figure out what I needed to do. I pounded the body bag until I was soaked through. Didn’t help. I downed a pint of Wild Turkey. Didn’t help. I dismantled the Mean Ol’ Broad, cleaned her up and put her back together.
That helped.
After that I showered. Carefully dressed in my best rags. By that I mean my clean ones. I shaved and removed the bandages from my face. Just as I figured, they were almost healed up. I holstered the Broad and tucked away a few surprises. Put the Bogart on my head and tilted it just right.
After that I stepped out the door and punched the guard right in the face.
As he tumbled, I whipped the Mean Ol’ Broad out and shot the drone down before it could fire a round. Didn’t matter. It had put the word out, and the button boys downstairs were no doubt on their way up. I kicked the guard in the temple to put him out for good. Then I ran to the Luzzatti’s apartment and slipped inside. The crime scene sensors blared, but I was way past the point of no return anyway.
The bodies had been removed, but the bloodstains were still there as grisly reminders. I paid no attention to that as I ran past and dropped down to where I’d seen Natasha open the hidden basement. I was pretty sure it was secured well enough to avoid detection by sensors like the brass used to sweep the place over. That was pretty much standard for anyone who stored their valuables. The button boys were handicapped by tech that fit in their budget, which wasn’t enough to afford the real darb detectors.
I pounded on the floor.
“Natasha! I know you’re down there. Open up. We gotta go!”
No answer. I heard commotion down the hallway.
“Dammit Natasha, the brass is on the way. I gotta get you outta here.”
Her quivery voice was barely audible. “Mick…?”
“Yeah, it’s me sweetheart. Open the door. Please.”
Someone grabbed the doorknob outside in the hallway. The shock ring I’d slipped around the inside knob activated, and I heard the scream as the copper got zinged by the sizzling arc. I knew it was only a matter of seconds before they blasted their way inside.
The basement door slip open, and Natasha leaped in my arms. She was a shivering, disheveled, tearstained mess.
“I heard them, Mick Trubble. I heard them… screaming. They… they wouldn’t stop. I didn’t even remember to hit your number until… until after…”
“Hey.” I placed my hand on her chin. “Don’t you dare think that this is your fault. You had nothing to do with this, understand?”
She dropped her eyes and nodded miserably. “Papa told me to lock myself in the basement as soon as he heard the knock. Mama… she was downstairs. She walked in… after…” Natasha’s eyes brimmed over. “I… I couldn’t do anything to help…”
I took her by the hand and went to the window. “I know. I know, sweetheart. Your Pa did the right thing by sending you down there. That’s all that matters. But it ain’t over. I gotta get you somewhere safe or you’ll be next.” I turned off the window’s laser bars and shot out the glass with the Mean Ol’ Broad. Then I turned to Natasha.
“I know you don’t think that you can do this, but you can. All you have to do is trust me. Do you trust me?”
She choked back a sob and nodded.
“All right. Let’s go.”
I helped her out to the fire escape and followed just when the gunfire erupted at the doorway. I heard the door fall inward from the barrage and the shouts of angry coppers. I took one last second to toss in the insurance to cover our escape. It was a flat, cylindered motion-activated explosive.
“Up you go, kid.”
We clambered up the escape as the explosive went off with a flash like daylight. I sure as hell didn’t wanna have dead coppers on my record, but I didn’t mind putting them on their backs for a minute. The explosive set off a stun charge while discharging a stinger cloud at the same time. The blast disoriented them, and a cloud of tiny machines discharged electronic chaff signals. They also attacked anything in the room with their metallic stingers. Any electronic surveillance in the area would have serious problems in a matter of seconds, and the button boys weren’t exactly comfortable either. Their frantic yells and shrieks followed us all the way to the rooftop.
That’s where I stashed my backup plan. I still didn’t own any wheels, but I did have a nice piece of contraband covered up on the roof. I yanked the canvas off of the hoversled. It was a bit beat up, but the Tesla fusion converters were in top shape. I’d got it as payment for a favor that I did in behalf of a mechanic friend with a list of bad clients. After I made my rounds, his clients were much better at paying their tabs. The bike was just an old model he tinkered on, but he got it juiced up well enough by the time he gave it to me.
The best part was that it wasn’t jacked into the transit network, so the brass couldn’t tag it and tow me in. Perfectly illegal, but that was pretty much the point.
I helped Natasha on the bike. She stared vacantly in space while her mind retreated from the horrors that she’d just endured. I couldn’t tell if she knew where she was or what was happening.
“Just hang on, Natasha. You hear me? Hang on tight, ‘cause we’re gonna to have to hightail it outta here.”
She wrapped her arms around my waist, so at least I knew that she still had some awareness left. I cranked the hoversled with my thumbprint and the fusion reactor rumbled to life. We shot forward off the rooftop when I squeezed on the accelerator handle.
There was a reason why I didn’t use the hoversled much. I hated floaters. There’s something about flying across empty space that just didn’t take with me. I’d much rather feel the grip of wheels on the streets where I felt I had at least some aspect of control. Up in the air there’s too many variables, too many things that can go wrong. Plus the thing was basically a flying motorcycle. Not exactly the most secure crate to soar around in.
None of that mattered as I dipped in between the towering complexes of the Flats. The decaying remnants of the former glory of New Haven were mute witnesses to our escape. The thrum of the motor filled the canyons, reverberating like shots to the chest. I stayed low on purpose. The lower sections of the Flats were much darker since the city didn’t waste much money on lighting up the poorer sections. Even less chance of evil eyes that actually worked. Folks in the Flats don’t much like surveillance. They do like to shoot down the orbital cameras on sight, though.
Plus if I joined the traffic above us then I’d stick out like a sore thumb in all of that transit-controlled airspace. Not too many folks operated floaters manually. So I zipped past the near-empty office spaces and tenement buildings, weaving back and forth to confuse anything that might try to tail me. Predictably it started to rain, soaking us immediately. I felt Natasha’s weight as she leaned against me. I imagined that I could see the rain that plastered her hair and streamed down her face, mingling with her tears.
I headed for the one place that they’d never look for Natasha. The red light district. Particularly La Lupanar, the cathouse that I frequented when I wanted a little feminine company without the headaches of strings and attachments. Which meant that I frequented there pretty often.
I called the joint as we got closer. “Yeah, this is Mick Trubble. Let Esmeralda know that I’m coming in hot. Tell her that I need a favor.”

Chapter 7: The Storm

Madam Esmeralda met me in the alley out back of the mansion-styled bordello. She was a creamy-skinned dish of a woman with an ageless face and regal mannerisms. Her hair was soft and black as raven feathers, elaborately styled in Victorian fashion. So was her dress, which included a rose-embroidered corset that emphasized her curvy waistline. Her low-cut lacey blouse did practically nothing to cover the milky breasts that appeared precariously close to spilling out. Normally I would’ve have been pleasantly distracted by all of that lustful eye candy, but right then I was in a completely different state of mind.
“This is a most unusual request, Mr. Trubble.” Esmeralda spoke with a French accent that was almost as alluring as her appearance. She stood under the awning of the doorway to avoid the rain that poured on me and Natasha. A uniformed woman stood beside her. From the stern face and stiff stance I knew the dame was one of Esmeralda’s security guards. The joint had a few of them scattered around to keep an eye on things, and any rube who thought they were easy to roll over soon learned otherwise. Esmeralda looked at Natasha, then back at me with a raised eyebrow.
“You think that I take in strays? I am not seeking any new girls right now.”
Natasha held on to my arm tightly, shivering from more than the downpour. I put an arm around her as I spoke to Esmeralda. “Not quite what I had in mind. Her folks were just killed by a shylock with a grudge. She’s all that’s left to finish the job. I need to stash her away so I can concentrate on the scumbags that are looking for her.”
The guard held an umbrella for Esmeralda as she stepped forward. She gently cupped Natasha’s chin in her hand and peered at her face. “The poor girl is in shock.”
Natasha shuddered and buried her face into my arm. I looked at Esmeralda. “Will you do it? I’ll owe you. Anything you might need in the future just let me know.”
Esmeralda’s eyes narrowed. “You have the look of a man about to do violence, Mr. Trubble. If you get yourself killed doing all of that male vengeance foolishness, how will you be able to fulfill your promise?”
“I don’t plan on buying the farm just yet. You’ll just have to take my word for it.”
Esmeralda studied my face as if weighing me for value. Finally she nodded.
“Very well. But I cannot force her to come with me. If you can convince her to trust me then I will take her in. Only for a while, however.”
I tipped my Bogart respectfully. “That’s all the time I need.”

I turned to Natasha. “Listen, sweetheart. I know you’re hurting. I know that you wanna go somewhere safe, somewhere that the pain you’re feeling doesn’t exist. But you gotta listen to me now. Are you listening?”
Rain slid down her face. Droplets hung from her eyelids as she stared at me vacantly. But something seemed to flicker from somewhere deep inside. Her lips trembled.
“I’m… I’m listening, Mick Trubble.”
“That’s it. Take a few deep breaths and stay with me. I gotta leave for a little bit. This won’t be over until I take care of the people who did this to your folks. I can’t watch you and handle that at the same time, you understand?”
Her grip tightened painfully on my arm for a second, but she nodded.
“You asked me what is that I do. I’m gonna tell you now. I take cases for people when they got no one else to turn to. When the law can’t or won’t help them, they give someone like me a call. I’m taking a case for you right now. I’m gonna make sure that no one will ever come for you again. But you have to stay here with Madam Esmeralda until I come back for you. You can trust her. Do you understand?”
She looked up at me. Lightning flashed in that instant, allowing me a good look at the rage and grief that swam in her gaze. She nodded.
“Then stay here. I’ll be back when it’s over. I promise.” I turned and got back on the hoversled as Esmeralda led Natasha to the doorway. The rumble of the motor was lost in the sound of the downpour as I soared off. The rain stung like pellets as it struck me, but I could barely feel it on account of the pain that I already felt inside. A storm was brewing, cold and terrible as it gathered.
I was the storm.
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“Hello Mick.”
Hunter Valentino’s place was about as pleasant as a haunted house. The roof sagged, the walls were busted, and the flooring was half rotted. A single light bulb served as the only source of illumination. And it flickered.
I didn’t like coming there, and it wasn’t just that Hunter stayed in the West Docks. And it wasn’t just because Hunter was an uncontrolled synoid with possible homicidal tendencies. It was because Hunter was the one who pulled me outta the water that night when I should have died. In return for pumping the river from my lungs, he made me promise not to tell anyone about him and his unrestricted status. I could understand that. Any synthetic humanoid that somehow became free of its directives was targeted to be scrapped immediately.
But what I didn’t understand was why he fished me out the river in the first place. He was a hunter model synoid, and they were built for one purpose: assassination. Saving a life went completely against their programming. Hunter had never offered a reason. What he did offer was his assistance if I ever needed his unique skills. Again I had no idea why, but until that moment I never thought that I’d take him up on that offer.
Times changed.
“You look like you can use a drink.” Hunter was just a silhouette with emerald eyes where he sat at the lopsided table. He poured greenish liquor into a couple of shot glasses.
Not wanting to be rude, I sat across from him and prayed that the rickety chair wouldn’t set me down on my ass. Luckily it stayed intact as I accepted the shot. I was pretty sure that he wasn’t the type to keep his glassware clean and all, but I really didn’t want to offend an artificial assassin whose programming was almost definitely unstable. I downed the shot and immediately gagged. I’m not very selective with free booze, but his preferred poison was pretty damned awful.
I coughed. “What the hell is this stuff?”
Hunter downed his shot and poured himself another. “Absinthe. It’s a developed taste.”
Like he knew. Synoids can turn alcohol into the fuel that keeps them running, which was the only reason why they drank at all. Same for the protein in food.
I shakily set the glass back on the table. “I’ll pass, thanks. Look, you probably know why I’m here.”
“Yes. You require my assistance in killing someone.”
“Might be more than just someone.”
He shrugged. “The quantity of targets is of no consequence. My purpose is to kill people and I have only rare occasions to do so. Your troubles are my opportunities to fulfill my prime directive, so to speak.”
“Glad to know that you’re up to the challenge, Hunter.”
“I doubt that what you request will provide any challenge. Nonetheless, present me with targets and I will present you with cadavers.”
I paused. I didn’t have to go through with the gonzo plan that I had in mind. The brass already wanted me for my earlier escapade, and I sure didn’t need any extra heat on my back. I could slink back into the shadows and try to lay dormy until things blew over.
But that wouldn’t do anything for Natasha. And I couldn’t rest until the Red-Eyed Killer and everyone involved paid up for what they did.
“All right, Hunter. This is what I need for you to do…”
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“Hey Joey. How’s it going?”
Joey’s eyebrows raised just a tad as he turned from the doorway of Big Louie’s flophouse. Then he saw that I wasn’t pointing heat at him. He straightened up and flexed, almost ripping his rags from the stress of holding in his muscles. His knuckles cracked as he grinned.
“You got a major set of stones coming back here, Mick. Seems like you’re looking for another shot at getting your face punched in. First time was a freebie. This time I gotta charge.”
“I figure you owe me a rematch, Joey. Last time you had me at a disadvantage.”
He smirked. “Yeah? You mean besides being bigger, faster and stronger than you?”
“Something like that.” I took off my flogger and set it on the terrace furniture. I carefully placed my Bogart on top of it. Then I rolled up my sleeves.
Joey stared. “You’re serious. You wanna do this for real? No weapons?”
“That’s right, Joey. I don’t take too kindly to getting manhandled. Damages the rep. So whaddya say we settle that score right now?”
Joey displayed his teeth in what I guess he thought was a smile. “Now you’re talking.” In overconfidently predictable fashion, he practically ran toward me.
That’s when I let him have it.
The weight of his bulk tore the door off the hinges when his body smashed against it. He and the door skidded inward a few good yards.
I gently shook my gloved fist. The knuckles were lined with metallic sensors and wired to discharge a heavy dose of electricity like a shotgun blast when they struck something. In that case it was Joey’s massive jaw.
I put my Bogart and flogger back on. Then I pulled out the Mean Ol’ Broad and stepped inside. I walked past Joey’s comatose form and quickly darted to the side as a barrage of gunfire hummed past and shredded the walls. When the shooting stopped, I heard Big Louie’s voice.
“I know that’s you, Mick. What the hell’s got into you? I told you it was business. You got one chance to breeze out before my boys fill you with daylight.”
I didn’t say a word. I let my hands do the talking when they rolled a couple of grenades in that general direction. I stayed put and lit a gasper as the fireworks went off. After the explosive roar died down, I strolled down the blackened hallway.
Turned out that Big Louie was in the dining room. I should have known. Fire flared along the walls and danced across the floor. A few droppers were strewn across the blackened furniture. The goons seemed to have had good enough sense to duck for cover, so they avoided some of the damage. They groaned and staggered to their feet. I spared them a glance.
“You boys dust out now and I’ll forget I ever saw you.”
They hobbled out the room as fast as their injured limbs could carry them. I took a drag of my gasper and listened to the angry crackle of the flames. The heat was pretty close to unbearable, and I’m pretty sure Big Louie felt it even more than I did. Since he was trapped under the massive dining room table and all.
He took the brunt of the blast, probably because he was too fat to get outta the way. His face sagged like an overheated candle as he struggled to move the heavy table that pinned his ruined legs to the floor. Smoke wafted from his scorched and torn rags. His beady eyes rolled fearfully.
“Mick. Give me a hand. I’ll… I’ll make it… worth your while.”
I shook my head. “All that alcohol you had stashed up sure turned out to be flammable. Like storing drums of gasoline. No extinguisher system, Louie? Lemme guess — didn’t pay the fire dues for the joint and they cut off the supply, right? Pretty bad move… in retrospect.”
“Mick… please. Help me…”
I exhaled gasper fumes. “I knew a man that needed help, Louie. You may have heard of him. His name was Luzzatti.”
“Just… business.” Big Louie’s breath rattled. “Nothing… personal…”
“Nothing personal? You chose the Red-Eyed Killer for a reason. Because you knew that he’d butcher the Luzzattis. You wanted to make a statement. Show the other lowlife thugs that you were serious. That you were ready for the big leagues. Congrats, champ. You made it.”
Big Louie wheezed as his hands frantically clawed at the scorched wood. “Not… me. Pike… his idea…”
“Don’t worry about Pike. He’ll get his desserts soon enough. But it’s getting hot and something smells like bacon fat in here. I think I’ll take a breath of fresh air. All this smoke is bad for the lungs.”
“Gotta be… something you… need.”
I paused. “You know, now that you mention it, there is something I need. The Red-Eyed Killer. He’s not the type of mug that’s easy to trace. So why don’t you tell me where to find him and I might consider pulling your fat from the fire in very literal fashion.”
His rubbery face sagged even further. “Don’t… know. Pike set up the… deal. I’m just… the handler.”
“Sucks to be you.” I turned to leave.
“Don’t leave me like this. Not like this.” Big Louie’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I’m begging you, Mick…”
I paused. The Mean Ol’ Broad was in my hand, and Big Louie was at my feet. A pull of trigger and he’d go from one hell to the next. But that was too clean. Too good for a dirty rotten skel like Big Louie.
I flicked the gasper stub into the nearby flames. “I bet Mrs. Luzzatti begged too, Louie. I bet she begged for her life. For Luzzatti’s life. They deserved better than that. You don’t. But I’ll do you one better. I understand that adrenaline can make a person stronger. You know, cause people to do things that seem impossible. Like move heavy objects for instance. So I’ll give you a chance. You get that table off of you and manage to get outta here before the place burns down and you get to live. If you don’t…”
I holstered the Mean Ol’ Broad and walked away. Big Louie’s voice followed me out into the hallway.
“Mick. You can’t… leave me here. Mick!”
Smoke billowed from the room and into the hallway. It was so thick that I nearly tripped on something on the way out. It was Joey; still laid out cold from the uppercut I’d served him.
I paused.

Chapter 8: Fishing for Pike

I set Joey down a few yards away from where Big Louie’s flophouse had gone up in flames. We both were half-choked on smoke, and I was worn out from carrying his heavy, half-conscious frame.
He looked at me through half-closed lids. “Why… why did you drag me out?”
“Got no beef with you, Joey. It was Big Louie I was after. That deal’s done. Why throw you in for a bonus when I didn’t need to? I’m not a mug who holds grudges. Unless you get on my bad side, that is.”
“I… owe you one, Mick.” He broke into a fit of coughing. I patted him on his shoulder as I stood up.
“Yeah, you do. You can start by telling the brass that you never saw me. Stay frosty, champ.” I left him where he sat winded and walked over to the hoversled. My datacom beeped in my ear. I glanced at my holoband and tapped the com.
“Tell me something.”
Hunter’s monotone voice fizzled in. “The contracts that you drew up have been liquidated. Is there any other business that requires my attention?”
“Not at the moment, Hunter. I’ll keep you on standby.”
“As you wish, Mick.”
“Oh, and Hunter? Thanks.”
“Not necessary. I am merely serving my purpose.” He clicked off.
I hopped on the hoversled and headed for my next stop. Everything had gone according to plan so far, but I didn’t like including Hunter. Deep inside, I knew he had a reason for volunteering his aid. I couldn’t figure out what it was.
But I knew that I wouldn’t like it when I did.
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The Uppers. One of the more plush, security-gated deluxe suite apartment buildings. Roving drone security. Mob-owned. Regular folk like me weren’t supposed to be on the premises.
Too bad.
“That’s a real smooth Deusy.” I nodded to the wheeler that was parked nearby. It was modeled after the Duesenberg Ghost, if memory served me correct. Which it always did. The beetle-black paint job gleamed like it was still wet. And the curves… enough to make a hot dame jealous. I’ve always had a thing for the vintage era before the Cataclysm. The eye for design was never better. Even with my mind on darker things, she was still a sight to take the breath away.
Scars gave me one those looks that summed up everything in a flash. He was a tall, angular mug in a bad suit with a face hard as a petrified skull and twice as ugly. He had a reputation around New Haven that earned him his nickname. It wasn’t because of any scars that he’d gotten.
It was because of the ones he left other mugs with.
“Mick Trubble.” He spoke casually, but his alert manner spoke otherwise.
At the mention of my name, the two other goons reached for the iron inside their jackets. Scars stopped them with an upraised finger and a look of searing scorn. He turned his attention back to me.
“What are you doing here, Mick? Word is that you fried Big Louie. Serves the pig boy right, but you’re out of your league now. If you’re looking to repeat that score then you outta know that you’re outgunned and outnumbered. I got four other droppers that you don’t see, and each of them has a direct shot at parts that you need. If you want to keep on living, that is.”
I had figured that out by then, mainly because of the laser sights that were decorating my flogger. Another seemed to be pointed directly at my eye, which was pretty damn irritating. I had to squint while I spoke around the unlit gasper hanging from my lip.
“You think I came all the way over here just to get smoked, Scars?”
“I don’t know any other reason why you’d show your mug, Mick. You know that I can’t let you get past me. And you know I can’t let you walk away, either.”
“You’re right, Scars. I do know. So this is the way that it’s gonna go down. I’m gonna go upstairs and take out your boss. He’s got it coming, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”
Scars’ laugh was like sandpaper rubbing together. “You’re a funny man, Mick. But I hope you got more to offer than just a comedian act.”
“I’m glad you mentioned that. Because I do have more. I got a proposition. A profitable one.”
I thought I saw a glimmer in Scars’ eye. “You got thirty seconds. This better be good.”
I gave him my most carefree grin. “Seems that Moe Flacco has a bad need for a tight squad. I happen to be on good terms with No-Nose Nate. You know, one of Moe’s top lieutenants. I put in a word for you, and you get to step up in the world. Get away from guarding a smooth set of wheels to guarding the meanest mug in the Mob.”
Scars lit a gasper and puffed. “Don’t grift a grifter, Mick. Moe already has a top squad. Those Blackguard animals. Dirtiest sons of bitches in New Haven. Those mugs are barely human.”
I nodded. “Well, Blackguard prides itself on hiring nothing but the most vicious murderers and sadists ever born. Thing is, they took a major hit tonight. Seems some malfunctioning synoid took most of their unit out. No one knows why. Maybe a new player moving in on Moe’s territory. All that’s known is that the synoid kept saying ‘Pike sends his regards’ every time he rubbed out a goon.”
I heard uneasy mutters from the chopper squad.
“He’s right, boss,” one of the trouble boys said. He scanned his holoband and checked out the latest news. “Blackguard mugs got hit bad. It’s all over the wire.”
Scars squinted as if seeing me for the first time. “You set this up, Mick? All of this… over one old codger and his frail?”
“I’m not claiming responsibility for nothing, Scars. Unless it’s for a fire at Big Louie’s pad. Or the mug currently here in the penthouse suite whose luck just hit the eight ball. Now the way I see it is that I can make a call and get you on a high paying gig, or you can go ahead and rub me out. Of course, then you’d have to take your chances that Moe Flacco will take it easy and not smoke everyone associated with Pike as a precaution.”
I knew I had him when he paused to scratch his stubbly chin. “So we just pull stakes and dump our employer? Not exactly good for a squad’s rep.”
“Even a rat knows to flee a sinking ship, Scars. I figure your intelligence level to be just a step above the average vermin. Besides, in the long run I’d think it might be better for you to be associated with Flacco now than Pike later. Who will wanna take on a squad that used to work for a skel that got on Flacco’s bad side?
Scars thought things over as he took a hard drag on his gasper. Finally he nodded. “All right, boys. Drop your iron. Mick, you make that call. And you better pray that your recruiting skills are as good as advertised or I’ll personally gut you like a freshwater fish.”
I grinned. “You mean like a Pike.”
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Pike shot first.
In my single-mindedness I’d forgotten about the cameras in the booster lift that took me to the top floor. Once I arrived at the penthouse, he was already locked and loaded. The only thing that kept my brains in my head was his bad aim. Being nervous has that effect on a body, and I was pretty sure he’d found out that Big Louie had recently been roasted. Put that on top of his security pulling an unexpected vanishing act, and he was bound to have a pretty bad case of the shakes.
It was still a close call, though. I ducked and rolled past his next few shots, which punched pretty big, sizzling holes in the hallway. Seemed that he preferred energy rounds — his second mistake. Accuracy is always so-so with high-mech weapons. My piece was retro enough to still use ordinary slugs, and fortunately I’m a pretty good shot even on a bad day. The Mean Ol’ Broad put Pike down with a single booming round. Pike scream in an entirely unmanly manner as he ate the carpeted floor.
I paused to light a gasper before I strolled over and kicked his heater out of his reach, in case he got a sudden case of desperate bravado. He still had a little fight in him, though. A little Derringer popped from his sleeve, but I was alert despite my nonchalant attitude. I gave him second thoughts on that score when the heel of my size elevens stomped down on his wrist. I ignored his yelp of pain.
“That’s awful discourteous of you, Pike. After I took the time to take you down with a non-lethal shot.” I stooped down to relieve him of the Derringer, and aimed the Mean Ol’ Broad right at his forehead.
Pike was a clean-cut, thin-mustached mug. The slick-haired, gentleman gangster type that dames flip their wigs over. He didn’t look so hot at that particular moment. Probably because of the blood staining his darb rags from the shoulder shot I nailed him with.
“You must be Mick Trubble.” He was still pretty cool, especially for a mug who must have known I wasn’t there for the stimulating conversation.
“That’s the rumor. I guess you must know that I got a score to settle with you. You murdered some friends of mine. That’s not something I can walk away from.”
“Do you know who you’re dealing with?” His eyes practically flickered with heated fury. “You won’t make it out of this building alive, Mick. I promise you that.”
“Is that so? Funny, I plan on walking out the same way I walked in. You’re a smart mug, Pike. Surely you must have noticed that your boys took a heel-toe outta here. You understand? There’s no one here, Pike. No one but you and me.”
He tensed as the realization dawned. His breathing steadied, and he studied me with the calm that comes to a lot of mugs when they know that death is breathing down their neck.
“What do you want, Mick? You had me dead to rights, but you didn’t take the kill shot. So there must be something that I can do for you. Something that might persuade you to allow us to part ways without any further… damage.”
I grinned. The mug was smooth, all right. “You see? I knew you were smart. So here’s what I want. The Red-Eyed Killer. You gotta know where I can find him. You give up the wire along with one more thing, and I let you live. My word on that.”
He licked his lips. “Can I take you at your word, Mick? Because you know that if I do as you ask then I’ll be marked for death all the same. The Red-Eyed Killer will know what I did.”
“A man’s only as good as his word, Pike. I figure if you take my deal then at least you get a head start. If you don’t…” I placed the Mean Ol’ Broad against his temple. “…then you won’t have a head at all, pipe that?”
He didn’t even blink. “The Black Dahlia.”
“What about it?”
“It’s a dining lounge in the Uppers above Downtown. You’ll find the Red-Eyed Killer there. We’re supposed to meet in an hour to discuss the last… piece of business in the Luzzatti case.”
It took a lot of self-restraint not to pull the trigger on the louse. “Her name is Natasha, Pike. You say her name, or I’ll forget my word and decorate the carpet with your brains right now.”
Pike swallowed. “Na… Natasha. You’re right, of course.” Sweat beaded on his forehead as his eyes slid over to where the Mean Ol’ Broad’s muzzle rested against the side of his head. “You said… there was something else you required?”
“That’s right. I figure since I’m letting you off easy and all, I outta benefit from my act of mercy. You got a mighty fine Duesy sitting down in the parking garage. Seeing as how I need a set of wheels to get over to the Black Dahlia, I’m pretty sure you’d agree that the Duesy will do just fine.”
“The Duesy…? Oh, you mean the Ghost.” Pike’s face was clearly relieved. “Absolutely. Just let me access the control key from my holoband…”
“Slowly, Pike. Nothing funny, because the Broad here ain’t in the mood.”
He nodded. I watched closely as he opened the holographic display on his holoband and slid over to his vehicle access screen. I could see why losing the Ghost didn’t exactly disturb him much. He owned around a dozen wheelers, not to mention a few skimmers and a couple of real sweet floaters. I synched my holoband to his screen, and he slid the controls to the Ghost from his band to mine.
“All right, shut it off.”
He eyed me warily as he shut his holoband down. “You will comply with the terms, won’t you? I did everything that you asked.”
I stood up. “Yeah, you’ve been a model citizen, Pike. So I’ll carry out my end of the bargain. I won’t kill you.” I holstered the Mean Ol’ Broad. Pike exhaled a sigh of relief. At least until he saw the second piece that I pulled out.
“Wait… I thought you said…”
“Relax, Pike. This is a stun gun.”
“Is that really necessary? I won’t…”
“Call the Red-Eyed Killer as soon as I walk out the door? No, you’re not that slippery a rat, are you Pike? I’m sure you’re as trustworthy as newly christened priest. But I’m not a man to take chances. Don’t worry, this won’t hurt you half as bad as Moe Flacco will when he catches up to you.”
His face was the picture of confusion. “Moe Flacco? What does he have to do with this?”
“You’ll find out when you wake up.” As he looked up with an open-mouthed stare, I hit him with the electric stun charge.
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A few minutes later I was back in the parking garage. I sent the hoversled packing with an automatic homing tag. The Duesy’s doors opened once my holoband got in range. I slid into the cushioned leather seats, which automatically adjusted for my size and weight.
“Good evening, Mr. Trubble. It is a pleasure to have you as my new owner.” The wheeler’s voice purred like a high-class dame with a kinky side. I couldn’t stop the smile that slid across my face.
“The pleasure’s all mine. So, what did Pike call you? You’re a tad too fine to not have a name.”
“Mr. Pickens never designated a name to me, Mr. Trubble, other than the Ghost.”
“Well that changes now. Maxine sounds about right for a sexy beast like yourself. Any objections?”
“None at all, Mr. Trubble.”
“I take it that Pike has your transit computers off the grid?”
“That is correct. Transit control is not able to commandeer my operations, and I do not show up on any of their scanners except visual.”
“Music to my ears, sweetheart. Well, I’d love to spend a bit more time getting to know you, but I have an appointment across town at a high pillow joint called the Black Dahlia. The quicker you can get me there, the better.”
“Not a problem, Mr. Trubble. Scanning for the fastest routes now.”
A few seconds later we were on the road. It felt a lot better than flying across the air. Normally I’d have been ecstatic with the good fortune of acquiring such a mean set of wheels. But I wasn’t jazzed at all. Every time my mind drifted, I saw the dead faces of the Luzzattis and Natasha’s liquid eyes. Every mile that Maxine devoured brought me closer to the last stage of my act of vengeance. If the Red-Eyed Killer’s rep was as advertised, I was about to face a killer about as deadly as Hunter Valentino was. The only thing I had going for me was the element of surprise.
That and a favor that I needed to cash in on.

Chapter 9: Red-Eyed Killer

The Black Dahlia was a womb of sound and liquid movement. The entire joint was draped in shades of red, and magma flowed along the walls in glass tubing that threaded the walls like veins. The featured band was a synoid group called Monae that favored a more electronic fusion sound that throbbed like a heartbeat. A chocolate-toned, tuxedo-clad dame with a pompadour hairdo jammed on stage, belting out songs with a voice that melted like butter into the microphone.
The crowd of regulars rocked a more ultramodern style that was supposedly popular at other Havens. There was no shortage of multi-hued hairstyles, metallic fabrics, and sleek, glittering accessories. In short, it was a fashion show where every flake tried their best to shine in a crowd full of glitter.
The Red-Eyed Killer gracefully sat across from me at the table. He wasn’t what I expected.
Because he wasn’t a he.
The dame could have fit in at any ritzy setting. Her slinky dress and fur stole was a bit conservative for the Black Dahlia, probably so that she could pass without notice. A large key-shaped medallion hung from her neck along with ropes of oyster fruit, and a velvet hat was elegantly perched atop her brunette bob. Her eyes were hazel, almost catlike as she regarded me with cold appraisal.
“Hands where I can see them, if you please.”
I placed both of my mitts on the table and gave her my most charming smile.
She wasn’t impressed. “You’re not Pike.”
I removed my Bogart and placed it on the table real casual-like before answering. “Pike got himself down on his uppers and couldn’t make it. He sends his apologies.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t do business with underlings. When you see Pike, let him know that I’m greatly displeased with his lack of professionalism. Now if you’ll excuse me…”
I crossed my fingers together under my chin. “How about doing business with the person who just fitted Pike and Big Louie for a pair of New Haven trench coats? You got time for that?”
She paused in the act of rising, then sat and gazed at me with regal haughtiness. “You must be Mick Trubble. The word on the wire is that you’re wanted for assaulting the brass and impeding an investigation. I take it that you’ve hidden the girl.”
“You figured right. Funny, I never thought the Red-Eyed Killer would be a dame.”
“That’s because you’re a man. Your limited imagination can’t conceive that the opposite gender is potentially as vicious as you are.” She pulled out a gasper case and opened it. “Smoke?”
I patted my breast pocket. “I’ve got my own. Plus I’m not too trusting with someone known to use paralyzing narcotics.”
She shrugged. “Suit yourself. A man should be entitled to his last smoke before dying.” She lit hers and puffed contentedly. “I’m going to give you a choice, Mr. Trubble. You give up the girl and I’ll kill you quickly. If you don’t then I suppose I’ll have to be as…imaginative as I was with the Luzzattis.”
I clenched my fists to keep my hands from doing something rash. “I’ll see your offer and raise. Here’s my deal: you drop the contract on Natasha and I let you walk outta here with your vital organs intact. Your employers are dead, so the contract can be nixed with no problem. There’s no reason to go after the girl.”
A slender, blonde waitress stopped by our table. “Can I get the couple anything to drink?”
I couldn’t help but to grin at the dame’s assumption. “I’ll have a Godfather. Top it off with a shot of absinthe, will you?”
“As you wish. And the lady…?”
The Red-Eyed Killer looked at me with a tiny smile. “Absinthe?”
“To honor a friend that gave me a hand tonight. I don’t blame you if you pass, sweetheart. It’s a man’s drink.”
She turned to the waitress and smiled. “I’ll have the same.”
The waitress left. The Red-Eyed Killer’s eyes went cold again.
“You may have hidden the girl, but she’s still going to die, Mr. Trubble. My contract is final, no matter the fate of my employer. Once I agree to a deal then the job isn’t finished… until it’s finished. It’s a matter of professionalism.”
“Professionalism, is it? Or just a sadistic delight in killing folks?”
She blew a stream of smoke my direction. “Does it matter?”
My fingers drummed to the beat of the synoid band playing in the background. “Maybe I wanna understand why a dame like you would make a living torturing innocent people to death.”
Her smile would have looked lovely if she didn’t have Death behind her eyes. “There are no innocent people, Mr. Trubble. Don’t patronize me by feigning ignorance. You’re killer. I can see it on your face. You’ve killed before and you’ll kill again. You’ll keep on killing until you finally meet someone who kills you first. The only difference between you and me is that I can sleep like a baby after I wash the blood from my hands.”
My throat felt constricted as though her fingers clutched it tightly and squeezed. “I’ve put a few bad dogs down, yeah. If a mug’s got a case coming then I won’t hesitate to give it to him. But I don’t enjoy it. I get no pleasure from killing folks.”
I fought the inclination to back away as she leaned toward me. “Then you have no idea what you’re missing. Killing without pleasure is like sex without pleasure. It’s worthless. If you’re talented at an art or skill then you should enjoy it, or find something else to do. Personally I don’t want to do anything else.”
Her tongue slid across her crimson lips. “I love what I do. Every moment that I’m not killing someone is just wasted time. I love the feel of a razor’s edge slicing open a throat. The life that pours across my fingers. It’s the most potent high imaginable. I live for it.”
The waitress returned with our drinks. I really needed one by then. The blend of scotch, amaretto and absinthe was just what the doctor ordered for my bad case of nerves. Normally it takes quite a bit to rattle me, but the way that the dame went on about killing was about the most ruthless admission that I’d ever come across. She was one of those rare, perfect killing machines. No qualms, no conscience.
No humanity.
She scanned her drink with her holoband before picking it up and sipping.
I tipped my glass. “Checking for toxins? A bit paranoid, are we?”
She smiled. “Poison is easy to slip in a drink, Mr. Trubble. You obviously came here for a reason. I wouldn’t take offense if you tried to take the easy way out.”
“Poison ain’t exactly my style, darlin’. No offense, but I find it a bit cowardly.”
She ignored my barb and sampled the booze. “Quite the drink, Mr. Trubble. A bit on the strong side. Typical of what a man would prefer. Your gender always tends to overcompensate.” She was as composed as if talking to an old friend. “What do you call it?”
I finished the drink and set the glass on the table. “I call it a Troubleshooter.”
Amusement flickered across her face. “I suppose you would. Speaking of shooting trouble, I suppose that we’ve arrived at the point where I have to do just that. Nothing personal, but you’ve seen my face. You understand that I can’t allow you to walk out of here with that knowledge.”
“You’re welcome to try. I wouldn’t recommend it, though.”
She raised an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t think that you would. But I know that you’re unarmed, Mr. Trubble. You had to pass through the scanners at the door before you entered. This nightclub has a very strict policy against firearms. That’s the only reason I agreed to meet Pike here. Now you, Mr. Trubble… I know your kind. You rely on your gun. It’s like your right hand. You probably have a name for your firearm, don’t you? It’s that special to you. But it’s your crutch as well. You really can’t function well without it.”
She smiled again. A cold smile that never touched her eyes. “I have a dozen ways that I can kill you right now, Mr. Trubble. What do you have?”
“A favor.”
Her brow creased. “A… favor?”
“That’s right. A wise man once told me that if you wanna stay ahead of the game on the streets, you gotta know how to handle your favors. You gotta know when to deal ‘em and when to call ‘em in. Case in point: Mr. Luzzatti. He was the type of man that got along well with a lot of people. You know, well-liked by folks all over New Haven. A modest but respected individual.”
“Your point, Mr. Trubble?”
“You might not know this, but when someone like Luzzatti is mowed down, it affects other folks in the community. Some of those people who thought well of him are pretty upset about how things went down. One of those persons would be Mr. Shapiro. You probably wouldn’t know him, but he’s the owner of several profitable nightclubs in the Uppers. Including this one.”
The Red-Eyed Killer blinked.
I smiled. “So when I called him ahead of arriving here and explained the situation, he jumped at the chance to grant me a favor and let me park the Mean Ol’ Broad under the table here. That would be what I call my iron, by the way. What can I say? You’re right about me giving her a name.”
She placed a fist under her chin. “Do you really think that you can reach your firearm before I can kill you? If so than you’re much more foolish than I took you for.”
“Oh, I believe that you got the skills. Take that necklace for instance. The key medallion really clashes with your set of pearls. Someone else might just chart that up as a style mishap, but I know a lot about weaponry. It’s a talent I have. I remember everything except my past. So what do I do in my spare time? Read encyclopedias. Including the ones on firearms.
“Like that key gun of yours. Before the Cataclysm they had a powder version that could be used to blast open locks in case the key failed. Your medallion seems to be an updated version, modified with mech parts. Easy to include with your jewelry at the door to bypass the scanners, but powerful enough to punch a hole through a body.”
She leaned back and stroked the key gun. “You’re a very astute man, Mr. Trubble. It’s almost a shame to have to kill you.”
“Yeah, it would be. So I have to repeat my warning. You make a move, and it’s gonna get pretty ugly for you. I got a soft spot for dames, but you’re a horse of a different color. I can’t say that I’d feel bad with you being rubbed out of the picture. So don’t push your luck, because the odds are stacked against you, especially tonight.”
The Red-Eyed Killer took a wary glance around the room. “You have a hidden triggerman that I don’t know about, Mr. Trubble? Some accomplice with a grudge?”
I followed her gaze. The crowds went about their business at their booths and on the floor as the synoids on stage played on, the synchronized music swelling the joint with a throbbing sound. The songbird sang and danced across the stage like it was her last night on earth.
I smiled at the Red-Eyed Killer. “Not my style, sweetheart. My business is with you.” My hands remained where they were on the table. “This is where it ends. Right here, right now. You can do the right thing and call it off. I’ll take you at your word. But if you wanna take this all the way, then make your move and pay the price.”
She stared at me as if trying to read the intent on my face. Tiny beads of perspiration glimmered on the bridge of her nose. “Did you come here to die, Mr. Trubble? Is this your way out of the mess that you got yourself into? Because you seem pretty confident for a person who has to reach under a table in less time than it takes for me to kill you.”
I stared into her catlike eyes. “I didn’t come here to die, sweetheart. I came here to rub out the Red-Eyed Killer. And that’s what will happen if you don’t wise up and quit while you’re ahead.”
Her fingers tapped the key gun around her neck as she studied me. I leaned back and smiled. The band played on, and the folks around us went about their business as though we were invisible. But we weren’t. In fact, we were the only two people who existed in that moment of time. Everything else was just insubstantial blurs of movement that whirled about as the Red-Eyed Killer and I locked gazes and played the ultimate game of truth or dare.
She made her move.
All I heard was thunder.

Chapter 10: Slick Talk

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t bury you deep in the coldest meat locker and throw away the key.”
Captain Grave’s mustache was even more bristly when he was angry. Right then he was furious. I sat in the lobby of the Black Dahlia with my wrists in electronic cuffs. Sure, I could have ran for it, but I was pretty worn out by that point. The job was finished and the last thing I felt like was ducking the law.
The boys in black packed in the nightclub, questioning witnesses and securing the scene. A lot of them shot dirty looks at me as they passed. I guess my little gambit at the Luzzattis didn’t sit too well with them. One thing you can say about the brass is that they’re loyal to the shield for the most part. You hurt one, you gotta face them all.
I gave Graves my most infuriating grin. “Don’t you have enough of a mess on your hands? With a gang war about to spill over on the streets, you’d think that an important man like you couldn’t spare the time for a little ol’ Troubleshooter like me.”
His eyes narrowed. “How did you…?” He took a deep breath. “If I find out that you had anything to do with what went down at Pike’s place tonight…”
“No need for threats, Captain. I’ve been too busy trying to protect an innocent girl from certain death to go around instigating gang wars. But every action has a reaction, right? It’s simple physics. Now I don’t have much of an egg for science, but I do know that when you’re in the game of double-crossing folks, then eventually you might get strung up by your own set of wires. Speaking of which, what happened to ol’ Pike anyhow?”
Graves took a long look at me before answering. “He got perforated at his pad by a chopper squad. From all reports it looked like Moe Flacco’s crew did the deed. Earlier this evening they took a major hit by an unidentified synoid killing machine. Word out is that Pike was responsible.”
“So what goes around comes around. What does that gotta do with me?”
Graves paced back and forth, frowning. “I know that Pike was the one who set up the hit on the Luzzattis. His unexpected death is mighty convenient… for you.”
I shrugged. “Someone just saved me the trouble, that’s all.”
Graves glared. “Then there’s the hit on Big Louie, who was the handler for the Luzzatti murder. Seems he was toasted at his pad earlier as well. You wanna tell me where you were around that time?”
“Not really. But I’m sure I was nowhere near Big Louie’s joint. I was in a bit of a bind with a young lady who needed protection, remember? Didn’t have time to knock off any marks. I’ve been tied up looking for the Red-Eyed Killer. Unless you got any surveillance or eyewitnesses…?”
Graves seemed ready to explode. “The only witness was a bruno named Joey. He barely made it out of the building alive. We asked if you were the one who did the hit.”
I raised an eyebrow. “And…?”
He exhaled heavily. “He said there was a gas leak. Swore it on his mother’s grave. As if a lowlife skel like him has a mother.”
“Well it sounds to me like it’s an open and shut case, Captain. So why am I in bracelets?” I held up my bound hands.
Graves jabbed a finger at me. “You just murdered a woman in cold blood. No way you’re beating that charge.”
“I defended myself against a cold-blooded assassin who was gunning for me. Surveillance will show that clearly, as I’m sure you’ve already seen.”
Graves finally lost it and let me have it with a right cross to the jaw. I wish I could say it was a love tap, but I’d be lying. The room flickered like someone messed with the lights. But it was just my consciousness trying to figure out if I was knocked out or not. Somehow I managed not to topple out of the chair.
Because that would have been embarrassing.
Graves leaned down, breathing coffee and tobacco in my face. “That feel familiar, Mick? Sort of like the shot you gave my man at your door, remember? You assaulted my men tonight. Made fools out of them to boot. You think you can get away with embarrassing the shield? Think again. I don’t care what other charges I have to bring against you. I’ll lock you up until I can create some. But you’re going down. Count on that.”
I shook my head to clear some of the fuzziness. “You really wanna go that route, Graves? The way I see it, the shield would be better off with letting me walk.”
“I’m really not concerned with the way that you see it, Mick. But say that I do. Why would I even consider handing you your walking papers?”
“Call it a favor. You let me walk and I tell all the newsies that are crowding around outside that I was working with you boys on the case. That with your help we were able to put down one of New Haven’s most notorious hitmen. You get to smile and get some positive public relations for a change. This town needs some good news right about now. With decent folks like the Luzzattis being slaughtered and the Mob at the boiling point, this might help cool things down a bit. Tip the scales in your favor, if you catch my drift.”
Graves rubbed his chin. “And I take it that if I stomp on your little con and lock you away that…”
“…I got a few friends around town. People who will make sure to leak the news to the press. Something about how you knew who was behind the Luzzatti’s murder and you did nothing but cool your heels. That might make a few folks scratch their heads a bit. Might be just the incentive for someone to do a little digging and find out why the Captain was personally involved in overseeing the scene. I’m not suggesting any shady business was going on, but you never know how the press might wanna flip a story.”
Graves’ expression was dark as thunderclouds, but the cold gleam in his eye told me all that I needed to know. He looked around. “All right boys, take a hike. Give me a little time alone with Mr. Trubble.”
After they cleared out, he tapped a sequence on his holoband. The cuffs unlocked and levitated back to his waiting hand. “You’re a lot smarter than I took you for, Mick. I don’t know how you pulled this off, but I’ll be watching you a lot closer from now on. You better get out of here before I lose my cool. If I ever clap eyes on you again, you’d best believe it’ll be because you’re behind bars.”
I placed my Bogart on my head and tilted it just the way I like it. “Understood, Captain. I’d say it’s been a pleasure… but it hasn’t.”
“Where’s the girl, Mick?”
“Safe. That’s all I can tell you.”
He nodded. “Good. You may not believe this Mick, but I didn’t have a part in any of what went down. I have a job to do, and that’s to control the damage when something like that happens. And that’s not easy when you have someone throwing a monkey wrench in your plans.”
“You’re right, Cap. I don’t believe it.” I gave him a final nod and turned to the door, where shouting voices and flashing cameras waited.
“Mick.”
I paused, hoping I hadn’t pressed my luck too far. But when I turned, Graves just looked at me somberly.
“How in the hell did you get over on the Red-Eyed Killer? Everyone who’s tried before has ended up catching a case of the New Haven Blues. How’d you get that shot off?”
“Luck of the draw, Captain. Just plain and simple luck of the draw.”

Chapter 11: Case Closed

Once I laid it on thick with the newsies, I finally made it back to my new best friend in the world. Maxine gleamed like polished onyx and opened her door to welcome me. I slid in and exhaled. I was wasted, barely able to lift my legs and pull them into the ride.
“Much obliged, Maxine. You’re a lifesaver, you know that?”
“Just performing my functions as programmed, Mr. Trubble. It is a pleasure.”
“All the same, I’m grateful. Now how’s about taking me over to La Lupanar. I got a very special lady friend that I need to meet up with.”
“As you wish, Mr. Trubble.”
We were only on the road for a few minutes before a call rang in.
“Go ahead, Hunter.”
His expressionless face appeared on the dash screen. “I take it that your mission was successful.”
“Thanks in large part to you. I owe you one for taking out Flacco’s crew. Normally I don’t put out hits like that, but the Black Company are the worst type of animals.” I thought about the Red-Eyed Killer. “Well, close to the worst, anyhow. Multiple rapists, murderers, and psychos. The world’s a better place without ‘em.”
“The justification for the targeting of marks is of no consequence to me. I do the job that I’m programmed for. For that, you owe me nothing.”
“Well, I guess I’ll see you around, Hunter.”
“Yes. You definitely will.” He flickered out.
I didn’t particularly like the ominous tone of his words, but I had to be grateful for him just the same. When it comes to unstable assassin synoids, it’s a lot better to have one on your side instead of the alternative.
It wasn’t more than a few minutes before another call patched through. Frankie Newman’s amused face flickered on the screen.
“Mick Trubble.” He said my name like it was a secret joke between us. “I must say that I underestimated you. You’re just as efficient as… as someone else that I knew once. Anyway, I’m just dying to know how you managed to put her down.”
“You knew the Red-Eyed Killer was a dame?”
“I know a lot of things, Mick. Except how you did it. You owe me that much, at least.”
Well, he was right about that. Without his info I might have still been running around New Haven with the brass on my tail.
“You’re familiar with the remote trigger?”
“Of course. Used by assassins and triggermen everywhere. But it requires that one actually be synched to the trigger in order to activate it. I hacked the Black Dahlia’s surveillance, but from what I saw you didn’t make a move when the Red-Eyed Killer went for her key gun. But your piece under the table fired a perfect shot, even compensating for having to penetrate the table’s surface. Hit her right between the eyes. So how’d you pull that one off?”
“I had the trigger synched to Maxine.”
“Maxine…?”
“My brand new set of wheels, courtesy of the late Mr. Pickens. Say hello to Frankie, Maxine.”
“Hello Mr. Newman.”
“Um… hello.” Frankie grinned as the understanding sank in. “Mick, you sly dog. Maxine is programmed with an auto defense system, isn’t she?”
“You called it right, Newman. With that system synched to the remote trigger, it was duck soup for Maxine to fire the shot when she sensed that I was in danger. I didn’t have to lift a finger. I warned the Red-Eyed Killer. Really didn’t wanna have to put her down, once I found out she was a dame.”
Frankie’s brow furrowed. “You have a problem with killing a woman that would have gladly torn your heart out and handed it to you? I don’t understand.”
“Soft spot. It’ll probably be the death of me one of these days.”
“Well luckily today wasn’t the day.” Frankie gave me one of those calculating looks of his. “So through all of this did you have any… breakthroughs with your memory? Anything come back to you about your missing past?”
“Nope. Why would it?”
“Just a theory, Mick. I figured that you lost your memory in an obvious moment of extreme trauma. So if you experienced another type of extreme trauma like say the murder of your only friends, then you might possibly get your memory back. Or at least parts of it.”
“What? How would you be able to prove something like that unless…?”
“Like I said, Mick. Just a theory. Obviously an incorrect one at that. I offer you my congratulations. Stop by the Gaiden sometime. Your drinks are on my tab.”
He winked and signed off, leaving me with a few alarming thoughts that I didn’t wanna give credit to. There was no way Frankie could have been involved. He was just a stoolie. Just a nightclub crooner with an ear to the wind. Manipulating an entire murderous scheme just to jolt my memory was way beyond his means. He didn’t have the means or motive to orchestrate a high stakes grift like that.
It just wasn’t possible.
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“Haven’t seen you in a while.”
Desiree was one of those dames that you see in advertisements or on the picture screen. She had one of those flawless faces that you never expect to see in real life, and a taut, curvy figure that turned heads from men and women alike. With looks like that I’d figure a dame could go anywhere she pleased with some rich chump bent over her wrist and worshipping the ground she walked on.
But Desiree was a working girl. Specifically at La Lupanar, where I’d gotten to know her quite well in the months after waking up on the riverbank. Something went wrong on her way to furs and feathers, something tragic that she hid behind her perfect features and night-colored eyes. Beauty can attract in various ways, and if a dame isn’t aware of that early on, a lot of men will take possession of all that beauty and grind out everything innocent and decent about a lady before dumping her in their past.
“I’ve been busy, sweetheart. I’m sure you barely noticed I was gone.”
“I noticed.” Her eyes glanced downward to hide her sudden vulnerability. “I… heard that you brought a girl here. You coming back for her?”
“Yeah.”
“Then I guess I won’t be seeing you anymore.” Her eyes met mine, searing with scorn and tiny slivers of regret. You’d thought I’d have learned by then, but somehow I always managed to hurt a moll even when I went out of my way to keep things as detached as possible.
But she was right. I’d changed somehow. Natasha had crept up on me and invaded the walls of my solitude. Even though I knew that I could never have her, she was still that jewel that shined in the darkness somewhere, safe so long as I never touched it.
“I guess so. I’m sorry, doll.”
Desiree tossed her head back. “For what? It was only business, right Mick? Just a transaction to you.”
“Desiree.” Madam Esmeralda’s face was stern as she looked from the doorway of the private quarters. Desiree’s face flushed, and she turned away without another word. I watched her go. It was like watching a dream fade away in the sunlight.
“You must excuse her.” Esmeralda gestured for me to follow her. “Being devoid of attached feelings is the hardest thing for women in this profession to master.”
“I don’t blame her. I understand how she must feel.”
“Do you? It appears to me that you do not understand, or you would never habit a place such as this. You think that you’re paying for the company of a lady. The reality is that you pay for the opportunity to leave. No fuss, no emotional mess to trouble your already calloused conscience.”
I winced. “You must think of men like me as the lowest of the low.”
Esmeralda’s eyebrows rose. “You nearly set this city on fire to avenge a friend and protect a woman that you care about, Mr. Trubble. So what does that say about you?”
“That it’s safer not to get on my bad side.”
“Or that there is more to you than you allow yourself to believe.” Esmeralda studied my face. “You are dangerous, Mr. Trubble. Dangerous and complicated. But at the same time you live by a personal code of honor. Your heart is not yet so cold that you do not care about others. That’s hard to find in a city like this, so far be it for me to judge you. We all have virtue and vice in our character. The degree to which we indulge either makes us who we are.”
We stopped at the end of the hallway. Esmeralda gestured at the door. “Your lady friend is inside. She hasn’t spoken about the incident since you left. I don’t know what she remembers about it. But I do know that it has damaged her deeply, and I am not sure if she will ever be as you knew her before.”
I nodded. “Takes time. Maybe she’ll come around.” I placed my hand on the doorknob.
Esmeralda stepped closer. “You know that you can never have her so long as your life remains as it is, Mr. Trubble. She doesn’t need to experience any more pain than she has already endured.”
“I know. She won’t get any grief from me, I promise.”
Esmeralda tilted her head and studied my face. “What will you do?”
“Whatever I can. Thanks for looking out for her. I owe you one.”
“See that she is cared for and you owe me nothing. Farewell, Mr. Trubble.” Her hair and the tiny fringes on her dress sashayed in time with her swaying strides as she sauntered back down the hallway.
I opened the door and stepped inside. Natasha had all the lights at their brightest. She sat in a chair in front of a painting canvas that someone had set up on a stand for her. She had changed into a dress obviously loaned to her from one of the working girls. Meant to be seductive and enticing, on Natasha it was almost innocent with the exposure of her pale legs and bare shoulders. Her eyes were lost, her fingers on their own as they applied broad strokes of paint to the abstract work of angry blacks and reds.
She spoke without looking up from her work. “Case closed, Mick Trubble?”
I exhaled a sigh as I sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her. It was a relief to hear her voice. To know that she wasn’t so far gone as I had feared.
“That’s right, sweetheart. Case closed.” I paused, because I didn’t know what to tell her. She was safe, and the people responsible were taken care of, but that couldn’t heal the scars that would be forever branded on her consciousness.
“I’m glad it’s over. It’s been awful lonely over here. Are you taking me back home soon?” Her voice was distracted as she determinably focused on the painting.
“I don’t know, Natasha. I’m not sure that home will be good for you right now.”
“I know I won’t be going back to the apartment. It’s… ruined.” Her paintbrush flicked red spatters across the darkened surface of the canvas. “But I can move into another apartment, Mick Trubble. The one across from yours is vacant.”
She never mentioned her parents. It was as though the Red-Eyed Killer had erased them from Natasha’s memory.
“Not fair.” I removed my Bogart and scrubbed my fingers through my hair. “It’s just not fair. I’m sorry, Natasha. I’m so sorry…”
I remembered the way Mrs. Luzzatti’s eyes would light up as she laughed at something that Luzzatti said. The quiet moments that Luzzatti and I spent on his terrace outside, drinking and watching the air traffic go by. The inquisitiveness of a young lady just blooming into the woman that she’d become. All of that taken away… by what? Greed and bad business.
I winced and massaged my temples with my hand.
Big Louie was toast. Pike got his. And the Red-Eyed Killer? I could still see the shocked expression on her face when she died. Everyone who’d been in on the Luzzatti hit was rubbed out. I should have felt some kind of satisfaction in that. It wasn’t fair that all I felt was emptiness.
That’s when it really hit me. In all that had happened, I had been so caught up in the fallout that I’d avoided the impact of the Luzzatti’s murder. My actions had changed nothing. Whether I went after the killers or left them alone — it didn’t matter. The Luzzattis were dead, and their daughter in a state of mental shock. Nothing that I could do would ever change that. Nothing I could do for Natasha would ever fill that emptiness that she’d experience for the rest of her life.
The whole thing was pointless. And there was nothing that I could do about it.
I didn’t know how out of sorts I was until Natasha threw her arms around me. I couldn’t believe it. There she was, in the middle of her own misery, trying to look after me.
Sweet Natasha.
She held me tightly, resting her cheek against my forehead. I could smell the rose-scented soap on her skin. It was a strange thing. In our shared grief it was like we were the only two people left alive in the world.
“It’s o.k., Mick Trubble. It’s going to be all right.” She smiled through the glisten of tears in her eyes.
“I’ll take care of you.”
End

Enjoy the Troubleshooter?

Thanks for checking out this installment of the Troubleshooter series. I truly hope you enjoyed your time in New Haven. I’d love to keep writing these novels, but I need just a little help from you. Reviews help a great deal in spreading the word, which in turn helps sell more books. Which in turn allows me to keep writing. It doesn’t have to a long process: a simple 3–4 sentence review works wonders. Thanks again for reading, hope you stick around for the next installment.

All the best,

— BC
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Bard Constantine firmly believes that he’s living in the wrong age, so he creates timelines that he feels more comfortable in. With this series he introduces Havenworld, a retro-futuristic dystopian age where humanity survived a terrifying Cataclysm by means of city-sized constructs called Havens. More info on this world and upcoming novels can be found on his website: bardconstantine.com as well as his Facebook page. You can also keep up with him on Twitter @BardConstntine.
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