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Аннотация
What’s more dangerous than gambling with dirty money? Mick Trubble is just the man to find out.

Dealing with a bout of post-case depression leads Mick to the casinos, where he quickly accumulates a pile of debt to dangerous people. It’s only when he meets a beautiful, mysterious woman named Faye that his luck begins to change.
Faye teaches him the skills of winning at the tables, and together they start a mutually beneficial partnership to con the dealers. But when Mick digs into Faye’s mysterious life, he discovers more than just a troubled past.
Beating the odds at the casinos might not be Mick’s biggest challenge. When you play the game of hearts, all bets are on the table, and the game becomes more dangerous than ever before.

Hard Luck Grift is a direct prequel to New Haven Blues, exploring events that directly tie into the debut novel of the Troubleshooter.
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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants 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 the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm 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 no one else will touch. The type of trouble no one else can handle.
Mick Trubble is…
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The Troubleshooter.

Part 1: Place Your Bets

If you wanna make it in a town like New Haven, you gotta have a little gambling spirit in you. 'Cause the odds are stacked from the start, the dealers are grifters, and the house rules are that anything goes. So you better know when to hold 'em and when to fold 'em, when to bet large and when to bluff. The same rules for playing in the casinos apply on the streets. Because in both settings, the chances of winning are slim. But should you hit large, it's better to crab before your luck runs out. Because in New Haven they like to give until it hurts.
Casinos attract certain types of folk, and the majority of them aren't professional gamblers. You got the butter and egg type that arrive in luxury and leave with light pockets. They don't care much about the berries 'cause they got enough to burn. So they get the special suites, catering, and major spoiling that normal Joes can't even catch a glimpse of. Fat cats and casinos are made for each other, 'cause high rollers gotta live lavish. And what's more lavish than dropping a few mil on a game of blackjack or poker while getting treated like royalty?
Then you got the tourists. They don't spend much; just spend time gawking at the wallpaper and playing the least expensive slot machines allowed by law. You'll find them wearing discount rags and nursing free buzz juice while snapping pics like they're at an amusement park or something. The casino tolerates them with the barest civility and usually stashes them in the cheap rooms with the hopes that they'll eventually go away.
Finally, you got the lost souls. Drifters, suckers, and depressed losers that got nothing better to do than stagger in and slowly bury themselves under a mountain of debt. They show up on a regular basis with borrowed funds and play with no regard for strategy, relying on the luck gods to grant them that pay dirt, the jackpot they've been waiting for that will solve all of their problems and take them far away to some imaginary land of milk and honey.
They're the sort that loses everything.
I know, because I've been there. I'd hit a major rut after losing the only real friends I had. The Luzzattis were dead, and their daughter Natasha was so emotionally damaged from her parents' gruesome murder that she'd disappeared into a mental safe house that rendered her unable to cope with the real world. To top it off like grenadine, I had woken up on the bank of the West River with most of my memory missing only a few months back. I had the perfect recipe for a severe bout of depression, and I wanted to whip those ingredients up just right.
Perfect time to try my luck.
Bayside was the designated area for legal gambling. It was a lovely strip of white sands, palm trees, and azure waters that were always the perfect temperature. Towering hotel casinos fenced in the locale, imprisoning anyone with thoughts of engaging in activities beyond losing their hard-earned dough. In addition to indoor gambling, Bayside also offered greyhound and horse racing for folks who wanted to think the animals were anything but synthetic, as well as arena matches where the fur and feather crowd could enjoy a luxurious setting while watching men and women pound each other to a pulp.
The casinos were wild. Colossal buildings that ranged from tacky to elegant, all glitter and gold, beckoning to the crowds with whispered promises of easy money. Holographic advertisements beckoned, displaying enticements in three-dimensional glory. Everything was for sale on the Bayside, from expensive floaters to sex with movie star-styled dames. The entire district was a money trap, and hapless marks leaped for the bait with reckless abandon.
I cooled my heels at a joint called the Pale Horse, which was appropriate because Death sure seemed to ride with me. In taking care of the Luzzatti's murders, I had to cross lines that normally didn't get crossed. I'd been the main reason that a gang war nearly blew up in the streets, as well as two mid-level players put on ice. Details were sketchy, but the word had spread that I was involved somehow. I now had a rep in New Haven as a man you didn't rub the wrong way. That worked out well in some ways, but in others not so much. The life of a bad man is a lonely one because decent folks tend to avoid you. That made the troubleshooting business slow down to a trickle, and one thing a man like me didn't need was idle time.
I downed a Bulleit Neat and pressed my luck. "I just need a few more yards, Drago. You know I'm good for it."
Drago gave me an exasperated glance. He was a giant of a man in a tight-fitting suit with a polka dot bow tie. Of all the resident bookies, he was the only one who would still deal with me. The rest turned their backs as soon as I approached. I'd done some work for Drago when a cross-dressing masseur blackmailed him, so he owed me.
He spoke with a strong Russian accent. "Mick, you are fair man, I know. But you are not good for it. If my numbers get checked, then both of us are screwed, right? These are not bank funds I loan to you, understand?"
I knew, of course. The Pale Horse was mob-owned, specifically by the Goryacheva family. They weren't exactly known for their loving patience in dealing with money matters.
"Look, I've just been under the bend the last few weeks. My trigger finger's been itching lately. A sure sign my luck's about to change."
Drago sighed. "I don't know why I do this every time. Your luck will never change, Mick. You bet against house, you lose. You are smart man. You should know this." But as I figured, he lifted his tablet and opened up a credit line for me to sync to the holoband around my wrist.
I slid the account from his screen to mine. "What I know is that Lady Luck is finally gonna have my back. Don't sweat it, Drago. I'll be back to settle in no time."
"Mick." Drago's eyes were deadly serious. "This is final time for me. If you don't square up, I will have no choice but to turn in your tab. I have people to think of. Wife, kids. I can't put them in danger, no matter what I owe to you."
I nodded. "You don't owe me anything else, champ. And don't worry so much. There's a change in the wind, I can smell it."
"That's just the bourbon you smell. Udatshi, Mick Trubble." He smiled, but his eyes looked worried as he tried to break all of my fingers with his farewell handshake.
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TIME DISAPPEARED IN a haze of gasper smoke and unremitting bourbon shots. I lost dibs at the roulette table. I lost dibs playing baccarat. I lost dibs at the poker table. I lost dibs on craps. I lost dibs on Big Six. It didn't matter because I was determined to hit, and hit big. I doubled my bets, then tripled them. I laughed like a madman. I drank some more. I lost some more.
At one point a slinky blonde was on my hip, whispering dirty nothings in my ear. Later on, a foxy brunette sidled over and pocketed a few of my chips when she thought I wasn't looking. I didn't mind. She smelled like evening primrose, and I thought she might send a little luck my way.
She didn't.
When the money dwindled, so did the dames. And the free booze. I sat at a lonely blackjack table with the last of my chips, locked in the final stage of Total Loser Syndrome: complete denial. I didn't think about the stacks I'd lost. I didn't think about the mountain of debt I'd racked up. And I sure didn't think about the bloodthirsty shylocks that would unleash their hounds to descend on my vicinity and present me with gifts of broken bones and cement shoes.
The flurry of casino activity reduced to streaks of blurred activity around me. I sat at the table with my shirt rumpled, tie askew, and my Bogart tilted so far over my brow I was practically blind. A gasper dangled between my teeth, trailing curls of smoke toward the ceiling. My eyes were bleary from sleep deprivation, my head held upright only by using my arm for a kickstand.
I had all the time in the world to lose everything I had left.
The dealer was a standard model android named Stella, capable of conversation and various expressions of humor and empathy, modeled in retro movie starlet fashion. From the waist up she was a decent facsimile but behind the counter nothing but cords and wires. Most people tended to prefer human dealers, suspicious of somehow being cheated if the dealer was synthetic. Those folks didn't understand how casinos worked. You're asking to be robbed the minute you walk through the doors. Me, I didn't care. At least I didn't have to look into another human being's eyes while they purposely diced me to financial pieces.
I squinted at the cards in front of me. Ace and a five. Stella stood behind a ten and a seven. I tapped the table for a hit. Card dealt was a Queen. I slid the rest of my black chips outside the betting box and pointed, indicating a double down. All I needed was a number lower than six and higher than one. I felt pretty good about my chances. The odds were finally in my favor. I felt it, a tingle in the air like an invisible electric current. I was going to turn things around and start my ascent into jackpot heaven.
Stella dealt me a nine.
"I'm so sorry." Her voice dripped with sympathy as she cleaned me out. "Perhaps your luck will change next time, Mr. Trubble."
"Yeah. I can feel it in the air."
I lifted the booze glass to my lips with a shuddering hand, tilting it back and tasting only diluted water. Even the bourbon was gone. The realization finally hit, as it always does when it's too late. Gambler's regret: the sudden rush of clarity that strikes like a midnight toll to Cinderella, alerting you to the fact that your glitz and glam are loaners and your pumpkin coach is about to be repossessed. I broke out in a cold sweat, shivering at the thought of how precarious my grip on mortality had become. I was literally living on borrowed time, with only hours before some dropper picked up a body shop card with my mug on it.
My last black chip flipped back and forth across my knuckles as I considered my next move. I still had the transit card Wiseman slipped me before he bought the farm. It was a golden ticket, good for a seat on the train departing from New Haven to the great unknown. I could take a chance on getting to the station without being spotted. I didn't know what kind of world waited outside. Some folks say New Haven is a dream, and you can only wake up if you leave. Others say there is no ticket out of New Haven, that Transit Express is an illusion to make unmanageable residents disappear. No one can really say, because no one has ever come back.
Didn't sound so bad. Better than waiting to catch a case of the New Haven Blues in some dark alley.
Then I thought about Natasha.
She was a mess. Still in shock over witnessing her parents' brutal murder, she disappeared into abstract art and her own little private world to cope. She needed time to recover, to deal with the pain. I was the only person close to her. The only person she trusted. If I just pulled a Casper and vanished, she'd be alone. Vulnerable. She needed me.
Probably should have thought of that before putting myself on a Mafia hit list.
The chip tumbled from my fingers, rolled across the table, and fell into a black-gloved hand.
I glanced up at the glove's owner. The Chinese dame was the kind of woman you only see in picture shows or on the airbrushed pages of some glamour mag. Porcelain skin, dark eyes, cherry lips. She tilted her head, studying me as if deciphering my secrets. I tried getting a read on her, but her poker face baffled my normally keen senses. I knew she was a professional. Just didn't know the occupation.
She spoke in a silky undertone, eyes locked on mine. "You are a very poor gambler, mister…?"
"Trubble. Mick Trubble."
"Well, Mr. Trubble, you've been giving away your money all night. Might want to consider another occupation."
"I have another occupation."
"Really? What do you do?"
"I'm a Troubleshooter."
"That's ironic."
"Yeah? How's that?"
"You keep on this downward slide, and it will be trouble shooting at you." She held up the chip, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.
"You don't know the half, sweetheart."
Her fingers folded over the chip. "I'm going to hold on to this. If you want it back, it will be paying for my drink at the bar."
A dry laugh rasped out of me. "I think that would be the only good use of my dibs this entire night."
She walked toward the bar with my chip still in hand. I watched her go, taking in the way she moved. It wasn't the seductive stride I expected. Her walk was entirely casual, without any attempt to impress. At the last second, she lifted her arm, waggling her fingers in a beckoning manner.
I stood, adjusted my tie, and tilted my Bogart just the way I liked it before following her to the bar.
The world became a stasis of whirring slots, shuffling cards, clattering dice. Time was nonexistent in the casino, like it is in any purgatory. Day, night — it didn't matter. A gambler lives in the moment, blinders firmly secured, eliminating notions of past and future. At that moment I was at the bar in the company of a beautiful woman. The only thing that mattered was the sound of her voice, the soft sheen of her skin, the shape of her slender frame against the silk of her black, lotus-embroidered dress. Her fragrance of cloves and rose petals managed to overpower the smoke that trailed from my gasper.
"I haven't been in New Haven long." Her eyes shimmered with a distant sadness. I thought it was for me at first, but I realized she carried sadness with her like the sequined clutch under her arm. Melancholy was an adornment, as much a part of her as the glove on her hand or the costume jewels glinting on her neck and wrists.
I downed a shot of bourbon. "Folks come to New Haven because they're either looking for something or running from something. Which are you?"
"I prefer not to talk about my past."
"Yeah, me too."
"Because of the pain?"
I grimaced at my warped reflection in the bottom of the glass. "Because I don't remember it."
"That must be a blessing."
I shrugged. "It has its perks, I guess. Just can't think of any right now."
Her laughter was an automatic response. "You're different from what I expected."
"How's that?"
"You seem to be a nice man."
"I'm only nice to folks who deserve it."
"You don't know if I deserve it or not."
"I got a soft spot for dames. You gotta prove me wrong if you wanna see my bad side. So you came here from the Outside. What's it like?"
"Same as anywhere, I guess." Her gaze grew remote. "Busy. Dangerous. I was in Singapore before I came here. I made my money gambling at casinos. Saved enough to make my way here."
"Singapore has a Haven?"
"No. But Outside isn't the post-apocalyptic wasteland you Haven residents believe it to be. There are pockets of civilization, entire cities functioning without Haven oversight."
I sat back, chewing on the revelation. "Ol' Wiseman used to talk about the Outside. Wanted to get out of New Haven something bad."
"Friend of yours?"
"Used to be, before the street sweepers decorated him and his moll with slugs. So…you're a gambler by trade?"
"It's something I'm good at." She toyed with the martini glass in her hand. "Might be the only thing I'm good at."
"I highly doubt that. Good to have a talent, though. Wish I had a little skill in that area."
"Instead of a death wish?"
I paused in the act of lifting a finger at the barkeep for a reload. "Excuse me?"
"You're gambling out of misery. As if you want to put an end to it."
"If I wanted to off myself, I'd dive off the balcony."
"Some men don't want a quick death. Some want to suffer first."
"And you think that's me?"
"Yes. You play with the disregard of someone suicidal spending borrowed funds. I doubt your loans are from a legal source, so there will be collectors. The violent kind."
I shrugged, uncomfortable with the echo of my fears. "I got a handle on it."
"Really? How? By borrowing some more? Gambling some more? How has that worked out so far?"
"Look, if you're offering suggestions or free dough, I'm all ears."
"Partner with me."
I grinned. "Don't usually partner on the first date."
Her lips verged on the possibility of a genuine smile. "Cute. I'm serious, though. You need someone with discipline to help you. And I need someone I can trust."
"What makes you think you can trust me?"
"I can read people. Part of what makes me good at gambling."
"If you're so good, what can a known loser like me do for you?"
"Being a known loser has some benefits. No one will suspect you, for one."
"I'm hearing alarm bells here, sweetheart. See, when you include words like suspect in your statement, I start hearing the word illegal. Which doesn't exactly strike fear in my ticker, but I don't need that kind of heat on my back. I'm not on real friendly terms with the brass right now. Last thing I need is getting clapped in bracelets and tossed in some meat locker."
"No need to worry, Mr. Trubble. My game might be frowned upon, but it's hardly illegal."
"Your game. You count cards, then. I take it without any bio or cyber enhancements, or you'd already have been detected by the scanners at the door."
"That's right. Just good old fashioned sharp eyes, mathematics, and a trusted system."
"Houses still jump on that quick. They got android dealers, facial recognition. Drones scanning every table, recording facial ticks, eye movement, body language…"
"And if we get caught, we get roughed up and banned from the premises. If we don't, we split our winnings. It's about discipline and patience. We don't win too much, and we don't attract unwanted attention. What do you have to lose?"
I barked a laugh. She was right. I'd already lost just about everything but my life. "Okay, you got a partner. But I'm going to need something first."
"What's that?"
"Your name."
"Faye."
"Just Faye?"
"Isn't Faye enough?"
I raised my glass. "I guess it is. To being partners then, Faye."
The smallest of smiles curved her lips. "To being partners."

Part 2: Double or Nothing

Faye ran a tight game. Illusion was the key, deceiving spying eyes into accepting that everything was normal. I continued my casino binging, playing the unlucky rube I already was. The difference was Faye. She was my good luck charm, working her magic to ensure that my winnings always topped what I lost by the time I crabbed out.
It turned out counting cards wasn't the memory gambit I'd always figured. Since I remember everything except my past, I had walked into the game thinking I had some kind of edge. Shows what kind of palooka I was. Faye corrected that oversight, showing me that it was a system of values assigned to the cards in hand, the dealer's hand, and what remained in the deck. Mathematics and quick thinking was the key, as well as learning when to bet large or bet small based on the percentage of busting out. It wasn't one-hundred percent foolproof, but someone with a head for numbers could definitely swing the odds in his favor.
Seemed I had a head for numbers. Who knew?
Faye created an endless number of ways to pass information. A series of tiny finger taps while pretending to stroke the back of my neck. A small, low-tech buzzer installed in the toe of our shoes that could pass the scanners undetected, but communicated through coded pulses. Practiced eye movements that fed me info on whether to bet or stay. She never kept to one system for long, but constantly switched up on irregular intervals. Always static, never routine. She said it was the best way to keep the drones from picking up on our grift. I didn't argue.
I trusted her.
She made the rules. I followed them. We couldn't hide being around one another, but she was an expert at blending in with the cloud of slinky dames that haunted the tables like restless spirits. Just one of many that hung on my arm, hoping to find a big winner to nab for a night or two. She played the part well, with the requisite giggles and inebriated innuendos of the average floozy. All the while keeping me informed with her quick eyes and coded signals. Afterward, we'd meet at some inconspicuous diner or bar to split our winnings before going our separate ways. I paid the bookies and got my name off the hit list, she disappeared until next time. It was a solid system. A great partnership. We did just well enough not to attract attention, while slowly stacking our chips.
The scam was good for me. Got my noodle back on track, gave me something to focus on. Something to look forward to. I enjoyed playing the game, the rush of outsmarting trained spotters of the digital and biological variety. And I enjoyed the fleeting moments of solitude with Faye when things wound down and we'd sit at some dive and have a quiet meal before departing. Peace wasn't something I was accustomed to, but I kinda dug it in a way. Reflective moments with the scent of green tea in the air and a beautiful dame draped in silence across from me. I was on my way up, back to the fresh air of anti-depression and debt-free accounts.
Then I had to go and muck everything up.
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"WHAT ARE YOU DOING this for?"
It was late, and we were done for the night. We ended things the way we usually did, at the Golden Heron. It was a small Chinese restaurant outside of Bayside, built in the husk of a decaying tenement that once housed the crème of New Haven before commerce took things skyward. It was a weathered but cozy dive, with dim lights, good chow, and polite hosts that respected the privacy of their clientele.
Faye glanced up at my question, a small smile on her rosebud lips. "Doing what?"
"This. The stakes. They're small potatoes. You're not racking in much after our split. Not chasing the big pots. I just don't see what you get out of it."
She paused, her expression guarded. She didn't talk about herself much. I had spent weeks in her company and knew nothing about her at all. She didn't run with any friends, had no family I knew of. Folks in the casinos were familiar with her as a player. They called her the Recluse, on account of her withdrawn personality. But no one could say they actually knew her. I might have been the closest thing she had to an actual friend.
She relaxed, raising her bowl of tea to her lips with both hands before answering. "Nothing wrong with being careful, Mick. Too many players have been detected not because of their lack of skill, but their lack of discipline. Impatient with the slow game. Too eager to win the big score. The result is making mistakes. Burning and crashing. I don't want to make that mistake."
I downed my shot of baiju. "That's a smart way to look at things. Guess what I'm getting at is: what will you do when it's over?"
"You mean when I…retire?" She looked amused at the thought.
"All good things come to an end sooner or later."
"I don't think about the end. There are no ends. And no beginnings. There is only the moment. Now is the only time I know. Now is all that matters."
I raised my glass in salute. "Amen to that, sweetheart."
"What about you, Mick? What will you do when your debts are paid?"
I glanced at the window, where the rain turned the outside world into glimmering jewels. "Guess I'll try picking up the pieces."
"Pieces?"
"My life. My business."
"Troubleshooting?"
"Yeah. Like you said the other night, it might be the only thing I'm good at."
She gave me one of her melancholy smiles. "I understand."
She pushed her bowl back and tapped on the bejeweled holoband on her wrist. The projected screen displayed her accounts, which she slid over until coming to our joint gambling line.
"I'm depositing your share of the winnings into your account. Have a good night, Mick."
"Sure you don't want to hang out for a bit? It's raining something fierce out there."
"It's always raining. I'll be fine."
I grinned and tipped my Bogart. "Till the next time, Faye."
I watched as she paid her tab and exited the building. She passed by the window, shaded by her neon-lit umbrella. The rain fell softly, sliding down the transparent shielding and carving shadowy tears across her face.
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THAT NIGHT, I FOLLOWED her.
Wasn't sure why. I understood the value she placed on her privacy and knew she'd view my actions as a violation of trust. If she spotted me, I'd never see her again. I was pretty sure of that.
But there was something in her eyes before she left. Fear, maybe. Almost as if she didn't want to go. I'd never seen that before. Not from her. I had to know what was behind her shroud of secrecy. What it was she kept hidden, so guarded that she practically didn't exist.
When she hailed a cabbie, I slid into the confines of Maxine, my Duesenberg-inspired wheeler. Her fusion engine purred, and the console lit up as I entered.
Maxine's sultry voice greeted me from the speakers. "Welcome back, Mr. Trubble."
"Thanks. Be a doll and follow that cab. Shadow mode."
"No problem. I will be sure to avoid detection."
Faye's skimcab hovered just above the street, for which I was grateful. I didn't care much for floaters or airbuses. I preferred to go all the way low-tech with a wheeler. Something about the way the wheels gripped the asphalt made me feel grounded. Besides, my first trip on a zeppelin didn't end very well.
The street traffic was thin as usual. If I wanted to know where everyone went, all I had to do was look up. Air traffic hummed in the Uppers, intersecting lanes of zipping lights and gleaming alloy. If I strained my eyes I might even spot the zeppelins that glided through the haze like metallic whales. Everything was dwarfed by towering buildings that hulked like steel and glass giants, lit up by interactive billboards that kept New Haven so bright there was practically no need for streetlights. It was only dark at the bottom of the city, where the shadows swallowed the rain-slicked streets and the disadvantaged folk who dwelt there.
Faye's cab glided into Chinatown. I followed at a safe distance. Didn't matter if I lost sight of her at that point. Maxine had already tagged the cab and could tail it even without line of sight. Water spilled from the tiles of pagoda rooftops constructed for the tourists to gawk at, creating glittering curtains that flashed in multicolored neon as residents strolled past under the cover of protective awnings. Steam billowed from the gutters, fluttering alongside Maxine like accompanying ghosts. Two blocks ahead, Faye's cab cruised to a stop. Maxine pulled behind a desolate food truck as Faye exited into the rain, umbrella held up.
I got out and followed.
Most of the gawkers and hawkers had gone in or back to their respective parts of town, leaving me a foreigner among the natives. Didn't warrant much attention, though. There was always the straggler looking for action that could only be found at night, and the folk in Chinatown were experts at minding their own business. I kept my head down and my Bogart tipped low over my eyes as I strode along, alert for cover to use in case Faye looked behind her. I shouldn't have bothered.
Turned out she had other things to worry about.
I saw the lug before she did — squat and hefty, with a face hard enough to bash down brick walls. He seized her by the arm with rough hands and hustled her around the corner.
I slid a hand in my jacket and pulled out the Mean Ol' Broad. The seven-shot, mech-enhanced revolver felt cold against the rising heat of my skin as I dashed to the end of the street. Something told me to stop and sneak a peek before turning the alleyway into a shooting gallery. That tiny intuitive voice was the only thing that saved the man's life.
He wasn't roughing her up like I first imagined. Not physically, anyhow. But verbally he was giving her the major third, barking at her in a low but heated tone and slashing the air with vicious gestures. I couldn't understand the lingo because he spoke Chinese, but I caught the drift anyhow. I didn't need a translator to understand a threat.
Faye took the bombardment with her head down, eyes downcast, wilting like a dying flower before my eyes. A single teardrop sparkled in the corner of her eye before sliding down her cheek.
I was moving before I knew it. Only a few quick strides got me into range. A quick blow from the butt of the Mean Ol' Broad to the back of the bully's head did the rest, instantly dropping him like a sack of busted-up potatoes. Faye gasped and recoiled, eyes widening when she recognized me.
"Mick?" She stared down at the lug, then back up at me with disbelieving eyes. But her initial shock faded quickly, replaced by calculated calm. "Take his holoband."
"What…?"
"Take his holoband. Make it look like a robbery."
"Isn't it biologically locked to his wrist?"
"He's Triad. They use illegal holobands to avoid detection."
I knelt and checked his wrist. Sure enough, his holoband was secured by a simple clasp instead of a near-impenetrable security lock like legal Haven residents. All of his info — identification, bank accounts, personal details — gone in a second. Once removed, he became a ghost in the system. The digital blip would alert nearby authorities, sending flying eyes and at least one patrol to the vicinity within minutes.
Faye took my hand. "Come, quickly."
She pulled me to the cover of the awning, where we quickly retreated as searchlights flashed down from the sky, turning the rain into glimmering streaks. The drone arrived sooner than I expected. Security in Chinatown didn't mess around.
Flashlight beams and urgent voices approached from the mouth of the alley. Faye yanked me into a brick-layered nook and kissed me for all she was worth. I didn't fight back. Despite the fact I was about to be arrested for aggravated assault and grand theft, the sheer passion was worth a bid in the slammer, even if it was just an act.
Bright lights intruded on our little moment. I shielded my eyes, stepping in front of Faye.
The copper was barely visible behind the glare. "The hell is going on?"
I tried my best to look like an inebriated tourist. "Sorry, officer. We took a wrong turn and—"
His face twisted with scorn. "Yeah, I bet you did, pal. Look, we got an alert for an unauthorized band removal. Show me your wrists."
We complied, swaying and giggling like little kids. The copper scanned our holobands with a disgusted look.
"You two see anyone else back here?"
"No, officer." I snickered behind my hand. "Been a little busy."
He snorted. "All right, you're clean. Now scram. Get a hotel or something."
Another officer called from the direction of the unconscious body. "Hey Wang. I got something over here."
Officer Wang gave us a last warning look. "I'm on my way." He trotted into the rain to join his partner.
Faye took my arm, leading me away from the scene. We barely rounded the corner before she pulled away, quickening her step.
"You should not have followed me, Mick. You don't know what you've gotten yourself into."
I caught up with her with a few swift strides. "I would if you told me."
"It's complicated."
"It's trouble. I may not be good at gambling or much else, but I can handle trouble."
She stopped and turned, looking up at me. Neon lights flickered across her face in exchanges of red and green. Stop, go; stop, go.
"Why do you care so much, Mick?"
"Whaddya mean, why?"
"I want to know."
I shrugged, suddenly uncomfortable. Dames always want to have things explained, when men prefer to speak with their actions. Putting it into words made it sound so damned sappy.
"Look, I care about you, okay? Is that so hard to understand?"
She lifted an eyebrow. "Care…?"
I sighed. "Yeah. When you left the restaurant, you looked uneasy. I thought you might be in a jam, so I followed to make sure you were safe. I was worried about you."
Her eyes dropped, but a small smile touched her lips. "I…appreciate it, but you needn't have bothered. I have everything under control."
"Didn't look that way to me. Who was that guy? How is it you're tied up in Triad business?"
"It's a long story."
"I like long stories."
The familiar melancholy hit her eyes right on schedule. "I told you. I don't talk about my past."
"Fair enough. But at least let me give you a hand with this Triad situation. Just give me a name, and I'll take care of the rest."
She reached up and patted my cheek. "You're a good man, Mick Trubble. But like I told you, I have it under control."
"You sure about that?"
"I'm sure."
From the look on her face, I knew there was nothing I could say to change her mind. "Okay."
She gestured to the dilapidated apartment building. "This is my place. Good night, Mick."
"Sure you don't want me to walk you up? Check the place over just in case?"
"No need. I'm not as helpless as you assume, and I'm sure no hired thug is waiting in the dark for me. I'll call you when another game comes up. In the meantime, do me a favor."
"Anything."
"Please don't follow me again."
I pretended not to be hurt. "At least turn the light on and let me know everything's okay. You'll do that for me, won't you?"
She folded her arms with an exasperated sigh. "I suppose. You'll go home afterward, right?"
"Right."
I strolled across the street and stood under the streetlight, lighting a gasper while I waited. Her building was a towering mass of haphazardly stacked tenements that looked to be violating at least a dozen city codes, but the fact that she stayed at a complete dump wasn't surprising at all. It was all part of her game of deception.
After a few minutes, a light bloomed on the fifth floor. The blinds lifted, revealing Faye's elegant features. She waggled her fingers, mouthing the words go home, Mick.
I gave her thumbs up, tilted my Bogart the way I liked it, and strolled off. It was drizzly and getting cold, but the ghost of her kiss kept my lips warm the whole way back to the car.
Once I made it back to Maxine, I made a call. Frankie Newman's face fizzled onto the dash monitor*. He looked completely different than the last time I'd seen him. Normally he was styled sharp enough to cut someone, but things had changed. Instead of clean-shaven and dressed to the nines, he stared from the screen with a face peppered with thick stubble and hair wildly askew. His rags didn't look anything to brag about either; moth-eaten and careworn. His eyes were the same, though — cold and calculating.
I gave him my best playful grin. "You look like your better days are behind you, Newman."
"Just trying to blend in with the locals, Mick. Can't do that in a champagne suit and wingtips."
"Well, hopefully this won't last long. Just until I can stash you somewhere safe."
He barked a wry laugh. "Forgive me if I doubt your ability to keep me safe. It's because of you I'm in this situation in the first place."
"I don't recall being on terms with the particular wise guys you were rubbing elbows with, Newman. If they turned on you, how's that my fault?"
"The Red-Eyed Killer deal. And the mess you caused because of it. People saw us together right before you got bent and whacked Big Louie and Pike. Wasn't hard for word to get out that I'd been involved somehow. People got nervous; I got put on a hit list. If I wasn't always two steps ahead, I'd have been smoked. So yeah, you had something to do with that."
"Knowing too much is a double-edged sword, Ace. But I pulled through and got you outta there, right?"
His expression turned incredulous. "Yeah, you did. Now I'm dormy at a homeless shelter in New Haven's worst locale. That wasn't what I had in mind when I came to you."
I tried to hide my snigger and almost succeeded. "Gotta admit, it's the last place anyone would look for you."
He glared. "Is there something you want?"
"Yeah. Got a pic I'm sending to you. Lady calls herself Faye. I need to know who she really is."
"This for a case?"
"Does it matter? I'm sending it now."
He paused, looking at something off camera. "Okay, I got it. I can see why you're so interested. She's a looker."
"Nothing to do with it."
"Sure it doesn't." He frowned. "Nothing comes up on the public databases. Your moll is a ghost."
"She's not my moll."
"Sure she's not. Look, this is going to take a while. I'll get back to you when I hit pay dirt."
"Fine. Just be sure to call me back."
"I can tell you one thing without having to dig for it."
"What's that?"
"Walk away, Mick. A girl like this is guaranteed to be trouble."
"Thanks for the unwarranted advice, Newman. Get back with me when you get something warranted." I clicked the End button, terminating the conversation.
Leaning back in the leather cushioned seat, my mind drifted back to the moment in the alley. Rain sparkling in the light, Faye's mouth on mine, the rawness of her kiss. For a single moment, I felt like she let me in. Let me see what lay behind her sad smiles and cool façade. For the first time since I met her, I finally saw her for what she really was.
She was fire.

Part 3: Deuces Wild

I don't usually sleep, but when I do, I sleep like the dead. So when the buzzer sounded, it took a full minute for me to rouse myself from dreams of dark, churning waters and searing fire. I sat up, rubbing the images from my eyes. The blackout tint on the windows brightened with my movements, blinding me with slivers of morning sun that flashed between tenement silhouettes and morning air traffic.
I groaned, shielding my face. The java machine in the corner nook automatically dispersed a steaming cup of Joe, which slid my direction into my outstretched hand. I sipped it black while trying to figure out what awakened me in the first place. The buzzer repeated its irritating ring as a reminder. I staggered to the wall console and clicked it on.
Faye's composed face greeted me from the monitor. She was flawless as ever, her raven hair perfectly coiffed, and her dress without a single wrinkle. One of her eyebrows lifted in wry amusement. I imagined it was because I looked just the opposite. Bleary-eyed with a crop of fresh stubble on my chin, and with my hair disheveled like a drunken seagull's nest I was pretty sure I wasn't doing much to impress.
"Well hello, Ms. Faye. To what do I owe the pleasure of a personal visit?"
"Hello, Mick. Are you feeling well? You look…"
"Like a cat dunked in a vat of ice water? Just not a morning person, is all. I clean up something fierce, though."
A smile toyed with the corner of her mouth. "Well, if it's not a bother, I'd like to have a word with you."
"Still swooning over that kiss? I have that effect sometimes. Don't worry, the euphoria will wear off after a while."
"Cute. Can I come up?"
I took a backward glance at my tiny apartment. It wasn't much to brag about. Aside from a minuscule kitchenette and a bathroom, there was a mattress on the floor, a battered sofa in front of the picjector, a small corner desk, and a punching bag in the corner. My clothes were scattered wherever they would find a place to rest. Pretty sure a deodorizer was probably in order, too.
I turned back to the monitor. "Tell you what. Give me a few shakes to throw some rags on, and I'll meet you across the street at Archie's. They serve up a frittata so good it'll make you bawl like a baby."
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ARCHIE'S WAS A DIVE fashioned after the pre-Cataclysm diners. It was a long, streamlined, freestanding building clad in stainless steel siding, adorned with neon lighting and art deco accents. Sure, the siding had lost some of its luster, and the parking lot was so busted up it looked like the remains of a military bombing strike, but they cooked up some of the best grub you can find in the Flats.
I dug into a sausage and potatoes frittata, while Faye went the healthy route with a spinach and feta. Her face brightened as she chewed.
"You're right, Mick. This really is something."
"Ain't it, though?" I sipped steaming java from an oversized mug. "Can't start my day without some chow from Archie's. Just wouldn't be right."
I figured she'd tell me what she wanted whenever she got ready. Wasn't in a rush. Something about Faye's company made the stretches of silence worth it. Every moment was like a coin dropped in a tin cup, slowing adding up over time.
I studied her over the rim of my mug, trying to figure out what it was about her that triggered my arousal without seemingly even trying. She sat there with an elegance that couldn't be faked; statuesque in a red rose-embroidered dress that stood out like a work of art against the rich green of the diner walls. I felt a jumble of conflicting emotions — lust, protectiveness, affection, but what topped it all was a comfort of presence, a calming effect I couldn't find with anyone else. I almost hated to consider what that actually meant.
Her dark eyes met mine. "Don't look at me like that."
"Like what?"
"Like you're considering romantic notions."
I smiled. "Am I that obvious?"
"Men always are. You are creatures of passion, enslaved to emotion because you don't understand what it truly is."
"And you're not?"
"No. I learned a long time ago never to let my emotions cloud my mind."
"So no attachments, then? No sentimentality?"
"No. Attachments are shackles. Light as a feather at first, but able to drag you down at the moment you least expect. If you want to make it as a gambler, you can have nothing you won't put on the table if the game calls for it."
"Sounds like a lonely way to live."
"Many people confuse being alone with being lonely. I am not lonely."
"I don't buy it. Everyone has someone they care about. You telling me you never caught the love bug? Never fell head over heels for that irresistible someone?"
Her eyes grew distant. "There was a man. In Singapore. He was…good to me."
I suppressed a stab of jealousy. "Did you love him?"
She remained silent for so long I thought she might have misheard my question. Her lips pursed together as if her words were too precious to release.
"I might have. Who knows such things? I thought he may have loved me. So I did the best thing for us both."
"Which was?"
"I let him go."
"Just like that?"
She took a sip of her chai tea. "A clean break heals the fastest."
A silence stretched between us, and we were content. Faye finished her meal, pausing to dab her cherry lips with a napkin before speaking again.
"About last night."
I nodded. "You need my help. Consider it yours."
"You didn't even hear my offer."
"Don't need to. You're obviously in a jam of some sort. Details don't matter. Helping people getting out of trouble is my specialty. For you, it's a pleasure."
A genuine smile brightened her face. "You're a good man, Mick."
"Don't hold it against me, darling."
Her eyes dropped downward for a second, uncomfortable for the first time since I'd known her. "My…trouble spans a long time. It has history. Follows me like some feral beast that never tires out, always trails after my scent. The man from last night is just a small part of that. He was a warning."
I heard a sound like walnuts cracking. It was my knuckles, straining against the skin in pale ridges from how tightly my fists clenched. "Yeah, I know all about warnings. What do I need to do?"
"Partner with me one last time."
"You going somewhere?"
"This will be a big score. Enough for me to disappear."
"No one disappears except the dead, Faye. And even then the bodies wash up eventually. Better to square things up once and for all."
She stared out the window, sunlight glimmering in her eyes. "What I owe can never be squared up. Will you help me?"
I leaned back in my seat and took another swig of java. "You need to ask? Count me in."
"The Pale Horse is hosting a high stakes poker tournament tonight. Buy in starts at five hundred large, with cash out possibilities as high as fifty mil. Maybe more. I have enough to buy in for myself. What about you?"
I didn't bat an eyelash. "Not even close. But no worries on that score, sweetheart. I know a guy."
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DRAGO'S INCREDULOUS stare would've been comical if I'd been in a humorous state of mind. I wasn't.
He shifted his rounded shoulders, tugging at the collar that looked to be strangling his massive neck. "Mick. You have been doing so well. Tab is almost paid in full. My boss has been pleased with how things are turning. Why would you want to ruin it all now?"
The casino traffic was light. Tourists and amateurs listlessly pulled slots here and there, but the action was on hold until the regulars and high rollers showed up. Nothing is more depressing than a near-empty casino. It was practically haunted by the ghosts of broken gamblers.
I shrugged and pulled a gasper from the deck, letting it dangle between my lips without lighting it. It bobbed up and down with my reply.
"Come on, Drago. You know I'm on the ups. It's a perfect time to buy into the big league. You know — let Lady Luck work her magic. I got this down pat, I'm telling you."
He shook his head with a heavy sigh. "What is use? I have seen this time and again, Mick. It never works out the way you think it does. But it is your funeral, I suppose."
"That's right, Drago. So remember to bring flowers. Or better yet, bring me that five large."
"I have to get my boss to sign off. You understand? She will have her eye on you now. No postponements like before."
I lit my gasper, inhaling the poison with a smirk. "I'm not going anywhere, Ace. Give Madam Goryacheva my regards."
He stared like I'd hurt his feelings before stomping over to a nearby desk, where he dialed upstairs. I strolled to the barkeep and ordered a whiskey sour. I'd just taken the first sip when Drago returned, handing me a microcard.
"Five hundred grand, like you asked." He had the sorrowful look of a man handing over a death warrant.
"Much obliged, Drago." I slide the card across the holoband on my wrist and watched the display light up like New Year's fireworks. "And don't get all teary-eyed on me, Mack. You're looking at a certified winner in the flesh."
"If you say so, Mick." His expression said he didn't believe a word of it, but that still didn't stop him from trying to break all of my fingers with his farewell handshake.
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THE GAME WAS IN THE Red Room, a VIP private player's lounge at the Pale Horse. Dim lights, soft carpeting, and a single table where the high rollers came to play. Tiny drones hummed silently overhead, recording every move, every facial tick, every card shuffle. The entranceway doubled as an x-ray scanner, preventing any cybernetic augmentations to enter the vicinity. As I walked in, security was dragging away some skel in a cheap suit that had just been nabbed trying to get into the game with enhanced pupils. His frightened gaze caught mine as we passed; two men going opposite directions in more ways than one. That's what life was like in Bayside. Divided unequally, but in only two camps: winners and losers.
Six other players waited with Faye at the table. They were a wildly diverse assortment of characters. I recognized No-Nose Nate, a flamboyant capo from the Flacco crime family. His tailored glad rags were on point, but he contrasted the dark threads with the loudest canary yellow — from his tie and hankie set to the hatband on his Trilby. His prosthetic nose was plated in the finest silver, which glinted as if newly polished, throwing flickers of light across the room.
There was Steve Cash, a corporate scumbag who made a fortune manipulating stocks and laundering dibs for unsavory customers. He wore casual rags and oversized shades to cover the fact he was in over his head among the current crop of players.
Dick Styles was an edgy fashion designer popular with the brat crowd, playing renegade with urban wear that got most of his clientele profiled by the cops. His personal style was the polar opposite — elegant in a velvet smoking jacket over his tweed vest and slacks. He chatted amicably with Dean Norton, a premier film actor with a penchant for daredevil behavior.
The group was rounded out by Harry Gutierrez, a tiny woman with a pixie cut and stylish tuxedo who happened to be the proprietor of the most popular underground gambling ring in New Haven. She was known to come up for air in a legal game on rare occasions, usually to clean her opponents out.
Faye was already there when I showed up. Her expression remained cool, fixed in flawless nonchalance, but I saw the flicker of relief in her eyes. She didn't know if I was going to make it or not. Felt good to surprise her.
The dealer was a synoid named Felix. Tall, slim, angular-faced, with a pencil mustache. He looked human the way all synthetic humanoids do, like an intricately detailed mannequin might look if you glanced at it. Too perfect to be human, which left him just a creepy facsimile of a real person. He gave me a polite nod as I took my seat.
"Mr. Trubble. Thank you for joining us."
"Wouldn't miss it for the world, Mack."
A discreet cocktail waitress silently floated by with drinks. She set a Bulleit Neat on a napkin beside me, a reminder of the surveillance that tracked not only your actions, but your habits as well.
I grinned and downed the bourbon in one swallow. "So. Who's ready to gamble?"
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IN POKER, IT'S JUST as important to know the players as it is to know what's in their hands. Players generally fall into certain categories of behavior. The play-it-safe types, the by-the-book types, the maniacs, the noobs, the sharks. No-Nose Nate was a maniac. A fiend for action, he liked to stir the pot with big bets for no logical reason, all the while shooting off with bad beat stories like we were all close friends. Just when it seemed a recipe for complete disaster, he'd hit big and make the rest of us look like amateurs. It was aggravating, but only a matter of time before his luck ran dry and he busted out.
I'd pegged Dean Norton for a noob, because he lost chips like a dispenser the first few rounds. But I quickly picked up that he only lost small hands, trickling dibs until he got everyone relaxed. Then the dagger struck, revealing him to be a shark in disguise. Pretty impressive. Turned out Dick Styles was the noob, busting out after betting the house on an obvious bluff. He laughed it off as he left the table. I figured it was just a regular night for a rube like him.
Steve Cash turned out to be pretty damn passive, despite his flashy last name and background. He folded early and often, and refused to take any betting risks. He'd just scowl at his cards like they were pictures of his ex-wives, betting in the most timid fashion I'd ever encountered. It was like he was scared of winning anything. Only a matter of time before the antes increased and his stash slowly burned out.
I didn't pay him much mind. Same for No-Nose Nate. I kept my focus on Harry and Dean. Faye was technically an opponent, but our agreement ahead of time made us allies with an even split no matter who won the final pot. There wasn't much wiggle room for any sort of codes or signals, but neither of us really needed them. We'd formed an instinctual sort of bond by that point, and knew each other's styles and habits on a near intimate level.
Besides, I was in a zone.
I like to think I hate mathematics and probability, but the time with Faye at the tables taught me I had a natural talent for it. Things just clicked, allowing me to predict values and odds, almost as if I could see what cards where in the other players hands. After a few rounds, I felt like a magician, making the cards dance to strings only I could see. After a while, even ol' Harry gave a disbelieving grunt when I topped her quads with a straight flush. The antes raised, the chips stacked higher, and the cards flew faster.
Steve Cash flew into a savage rage when he busted his bankroll, and had to be dragged out by security goons, all the while accusing us of being every sort of cheater. The play resumed in short order, after another round of drinks.
"Think I don't know what's going on?" No-Nose Nate leered behind a cloud of gasper smoke. "You and the china doll. Trying to be all cute and partner up, get an edge on the winnings. What did the broad tell you — that she'd split the pot?" He sniggered and pushed thirty grand in black chips forward, raising the bet. "Yeah, I bet she did. You might not know it since you're new to the high roller suite, but your moll's got a bit of a reputation."
"Is that so?" I gave him a tight grin as I matched the bet. I figured he was jawing off to distract me from focusing on his bluff. Faye and Dean folded, but Harry matched along with me.
"Yeah." No-Nose Nate barely glanced as Felix dealt an Ace to a board that had two Jacks, a nine and an eight. Nate smirked and shoved his entire bankroll forward. "Did she rope you in with her flawless looks? Her perfect blend of mysterious vulnerability? Pulls 'em every time. You think you got you a perfect dame, but all you got is a spider. She'll leave you dangling, mark my words."
Harry folded. No-Nose Nate stared at me, rubbery lips twisted in a mocking smile. He was daring me. Or so he wanted me to believe.
My eyes flicked over at Faye. She raised an eyebrow, her lips curved in an amused manner. Her eyes said it all. There was no way she'd cut me out. We had a bond of trust that folks like No-Nose Nate couldn't possibly understand.
"You know, you could be right, Nate. Then again, you could be just hiding behind a bluff." I matched the bet, which took nearly all I had. The quick flash of surprise that flickered across his face verified my assumption. Turned out all he was holding was a pair of nines. My three Jacks officially put him out of business.
He managed to lose with grace, downing a shot of whiskey with a rasping laugh. "Don't say I didn't warn you." He shook a lazy finger at me, lit a Cuban, and strutted away from the table puffing like a chimney.
That left me with Faye, Dean, and Harry. The playing field would've been pretty much even had everyone being playing fair. Which wasn’t the case because No-Nose Nate was right about one thing. Me and Faye were working the system. Collusion happens all the time in poker, no matter what rules are in place to stop it. Most players know this, but a combination of arrogance and confidence makes a top rate player believe they can beat even those odds. Dean and Harry apparently felt comfortable in their positions not to feel threatened by the idea of an alliance between Faye and me. Maybe they should have formed their own temporary alliance, because Dean busted out on a bad beat when Harry dropped a royal flush on top of his quads after he bet the house. He looked heartbroken as his chips shuttled over to the other side of the table.
That left me and Faye with Harry, which should have been overwhelming odds had Harry been anything less than a savant at the game. What was supposed to be a cakewalk turned into a tense, evenly matched battle of wits and cons. Time ticked by, but no one cared. It was like Faye said. The moment was the only thing that mattered.
I'd lost count of the rounds. The night had been swallowed by bourbon shots, gasper smoke, and the clack of shuffling cards. I had a pair of twos in the pocket, but the flop was a four, a Jack and a Queen. That odds of me winning that particular hand were pretty much zilch unless another two card showed up. But I'd won three straight hands on solid cards after drastically upping the bet in the final round. I figured I'd established a pattern of behavior that would fool Harry into buying my bluff.
Felix dealt a nine card. I upped the ante by a mere five large. Faye and Harry matched the bet. Felix dealt the river card: another Jack.
I pushed seventy large on the table, leaned back, and took a nonchalant swallow of bourbon. Just like I figured, Harry folded right on schedule.
Faye didn't.
I tried to contain my shock when she raised the bet with her entire bankroll. "All in." She looked at me with one her small, secretive smiles.
I couldn't figure out what she was trying to do. She had to know either I had a high hand or I was bluffing. With her betting the farm, I had to either fold or match. Either way I was screwed.
I shrugged it off and pushed the rest of my chips forward. Whatever it was, I had to trust her. At that point, I didn't have much of a choice anyhow.
Faye beat me with a lousy pair of fours to combine with the twin Jacks on the board. She didn't glance up when my large pile of chips were added to hers. I was dismissed from her mind, just a ghost in a game that continued while I slowly stood up and shakily made my way to the exit. The room blurred as though all the alcohol I'd ingested through the night hit me right between the eyes like a hollow-point slug. I caught the smug look on Harry's face as I passed her. Like she knew exactly how it would end. The realization dawned, too late as always. I'd been completely outwitted, gut-punched from the blind side. Faye had played me like Fats the Jazz Man on freestyle sax.
I was finished. Gambler's regret settled in, greeting me like an old friend. My entire body throbbed from whiplash cuts, phantom pain from the shame of walking away in defeat while the mocking ring of silent laughter rang in the air. I was left with nothing.
Nothing except the rage.

Part 4: Gone For Broke

I must have had a look of a man about to do murder, because four security bulls shadowed me all the way to the casino exit doors. I staggered out into the pouring rain, my mind still trying to piece together what happened. It's funny. I had no problem conning the system, no thought for tiptoeing around the questionable side of legality. Came with the game.
But being conned was another thing entirely. The feeling of sheer helplessness only fed the flames of rage that burned in my chest. I lifted a half-crushed gasper to my lips. The lighter quivered in my trembling fingers. I took a deep drag and let the poison seep into my lungs and calm the adrenaline that rushed through my veins.
I had to figure out my next move. Going back into the casino was a bunny act — I was a marked man now, and the bulls would be on my keister faster than you could say blackjack. Nix the parking garage for the same reason. Had go figure Faye had an out already planned to exit the building undetected. I would have to catch up to her on the street. Figured she was too smart to go back to her apartment. Which on second thought probably wasn't her apartment to begin with. There had to be something, though. Everyone slips up sooner or later, even a smooth operator like Faye.
My holoband beeped.
I lifted my wrist and took the call. Frankie Newman's profile flickered onto the holographic display. I glared at him. "Whatever you got, it's too late."
"Yeah, I bet it is. She took you for a ride, didn't she?" Newman's mug looked so self-satisfied that I wanted to punch him right through the holographic display. "I tried to warn you. It's always the beautiful ones that break you. Anyway, you want the wire or not?"
"May as well."
"Obviously Faye is an alias. Real name is Sue Li. Don't have much record of her being here long, but she still managed to run a small but profitable gambling ring, mostly in underground or extremely private locales. Known for her unpredictability, particularly with temporary alliances with unexpected partners."
"Yeah, no kidding. Like Harry Gutierrez, for one."
"So it seems. And you, of course." He followed the statement with a sardonic grin.
"I'm not her partner anymore."
"Like I said — temporary."
"Yeah, I get it. Bad thing is I'm in for fifty large with Goryachevas, and I just lost it in their casino."
"Not the best idea."
"Thanks. They have to know I blew their stacks with nothing to show. They're gonna be breathing down my neck to get those dibs back. Figure it can't be too long before they unleash the hounds to encourage me with a broken leg or two."
"So you want me to find Sue Li? I can try, but she's not a ghost for nothing."
"Don't bother. I need you to find her boss."
"Her boss?"
"Yeah. He caught her up last night, talked her down like she was nothing. That's gotta be the reason she double-crossed me like that. She's has to owe him something big, and this score was the only way to level up."
"Okay, so how do I find this boss of hers?"
"He was nabbed by the coppers in Chinatown last night after I introduced the back of his egg to the Mean Ol' Broad. He was sporting a black market holoband, which I kindly relieved him of. The brass had to take him in after that."
"Unauthorized holoband removal arrest in Chinatown." Frankie tapped a keyboard off-screen. "Yeah, I got the rap sheet. Errand boy for a small gang related to the Jade Dragon Triad organization. Name is Joe Smith."
"'Joe Smith?' C'mon, the guy is Chinese."
"Shame on you, Mick. Not every Chinese person has a distinctly ethnic name, you know."
"Yeah, but 'Joe Smith?'"
"Guy's a criminal. Goes to say he'd have an alias. Anyway, he posted bail this morning. Has to report to his probo, so he's been secured with a police monitored holoband. Duck soup to trace."
I exhaled a cloud of gasper smoke. "Finally. Figure if I put the squeeze on him, I can take care of whatever he's got over Faye. She shouldn't have a problem squaring up with me after that."
"I don't think that's gonna happen, Mick."
"Whaddya mean? I'm pretty sure I can handle this guy with no problem, even if he is Triad. Not like I got a choice, anyhow."
"No doubts on your hurt skills, brother. It's your guy. According to my data, he isn't Sue Li's boss."
"No? Who is, then?"
"That's the point. Sue Li runs the whole operation. Joey boy works for her."
My jaw clenched. "Where is he?"
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JOE HAD REPORTEDLY spent his newfound freedom getting plastered at a dive joint just outside of Chinatown. Afterward he staggered home and assumedly fell face-first on his ratty sofa in a drunken stupor just as the sun was rising.
At least that's what I figured when I kicked his door in off the hinges.
A cold, nickel-plated muzzle pressed against my temple when I stepped into the dark apartment. Naturally, I froze with my hands upraised in the most non-threatening manner I could assume.
"Must be at the wrong address. Thought this was my pad."
"Very funny, Mick Trubble. The famous Troubleshooter. Thought you'd catch me off guard? Joke's on you. I was expecting you to show up."
"So it seems." I remained still as he patted me down and relieved me of the Mean Ol' Broad. He slipped his snub-nose in his waistband and stepped back, pointing the Broad at me.
"This will be good. Down and out Troubleshooter loses big time at poker, and ends up committing suicide after being marked by the Russian Mob. No one will ask any questions. Just another loser taking the easy way out."
I gave him a wry glance. "This isn't Faye's idea, is it?"
He frowned. "Does it matter?"
I shrugged. "Figure Faye would be too smart for this kind of shoddy attempt. Seems to me your little plan doesn't have too much going for it."
"Yeah? Why is that?"
"You're gonna shoot me with my own gun. In your apartment?" I tsked and shook my head. "How do you explain that to the boys in blue?"
He considered for a minute. "Breaking and entering. I have a legal right to shoot you."
"I thought you said suicide. Make up your mind, Ace. If it's breaking and entering, you better shoot me with your pistol. Then place my revolver in my hand like I was trying to plug you. Makes it easier when the dicks ask questions."
His brow furrowed in confusion. "Why…why are you telling me this?"
"Hey, just trying to help you out, Ace. I get the feeling you're not very good at this sort of thing."
He pointed the Mean Ol' Broad in my face. "You think I won't plaster your brains against the wall right now? I'm with the Jade Dragon Triad, you son of a bitch. Killing you is nothing to me!"
I punched him in the face.
He yelped and staggered back, one hand flying to his broken nose. "You…bastard!" He pulled the trigger.
Nothing happened.
I made good use of his confusion to pick up a wooden stool from the bar and shatter it over his head. He crumpled to the floor in a shower of broken wooden splinters.
I knelt, snatched his snub-nose from his waistband, and flung it across the room.
"Guess you didn't notice the fingerprint sensor on the Mean Ol' Broad's trigger." I plucked her from his twitching fingers. "It's easy to miss, especially since it's mostly exclusive to mech weapons. The Broad is a special gal, though. Had that little upgrade installed, 'cause you never know when some dirty rotten skel is gonna try to blast you with your own bean shooter. Now, this is how it's gonna go, tomodachi. You're gonna tell me where to find Faye, or Sue Li, or whatever her name is. In return, I'll leave you in one piece when I walk outta her. Deal?"
He looked up with pure murder in his eyes. "Tomodachi? That's Japanese, you asshole. You think we all look alike or something? That's so typically racist!"
"Oh, I'm sorry. I only came here to beat you senseless until you gave up Sue Li's location. Didn't mean to be culturally insensitive. My apologies."
"Look, you can hurt me all you want." He winced, squeezing the bridge of his nose with blood-plastered fingers. "Pain is like a lover to me. Nothing you can do will make me betray Sue Li."
"Nice." I jabbed the Mean Ol' Broad against his temple in a non-too gentle manner. "Thing is, I'm not buying the whole loyal act. You're an errand boy, Joe. Small fries. You think Sue Li cares whether you make it out of this little situation alive? You're just a loose end to tie up. Personally, I don't care about you, either. Know who I really care about? Me. And right now, I got a price on my head. I'm a dead man walking if I can't get hold of Sue Li and get my dough back. So do yourself a favor, Joe. Look into my eyes and believe one thing: I'll kill you if you don't tell me where she is right now."
Joe looked into my eyes.
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"HELLO, SUE LI."
She didn't look surprised when she slowly emerged from the wheeler and shut the door. She had chosen to park her borrowed ride in an inconspicuous neighborhood that just so happened to be two blocks away from the Transit Express station, where for a steep price a body could purchase a one-way ticket out of town. Some folks say New Haven is a dream, and you can only wake up if you leave. Others say there is no ticket out of New Haven, that Transit Express is an illusion to make unmanageable residents disappear. No one can really say, because no one has ever come back.
Rain had just started to drizzle, sparkling in Sue Li's hair like liquid crystals. The streetlights painted the area in iridescent blues and yellows, fighting against the gloom from the trees and houses. It had taken me all day and nearly all night to track her. She was good, but I was desperate.
I stepped closer, holding the Mean Ol' Broad up so Sue Li could see the cold glint of gunmetal. She set her suitcase down, clutching a wide-brimmed hat to her chest as though it were a flak jacket. Her head tilted slightly to the side, eyes studying my every move.
"Joe gave me up, didn't he?"
"Can you blame him? You used him like you used me. That night I followed you. It was all a set-up, wasn't it?"
"When I saw you tailing me, I arranged for Joe to arrive on the scene. All a part of the act, Mick. To play on your emotions. Joe was useful in some small ways. But it was time to part ways with him."
"You knew I'd track him down."
"I expected you might."
"Yeah, or maybe you expected he might kill me."
She ignored the accusation, choosing to look me directly in the eyes. The rain became a steady shower that wet her fur stole and satin dress, plastering the fabric to her diminutive frame and framing her face with glossy ringlets of raven hair.
"Are you going to shoot me, Mick?"
"Depends on whether or not you cooperate, darling. Mighty rude of you to cut me out like that. I thought we had something."
"We had a game, Mick. We played it, and you were dealt a bad hand. That is the way of gambling. You knew this from the start."
"Bullshit." Vapor exploded from my mouth into the cold downpour. "I need that money, Sue Li. You had to know the kind of people I borrowed from. I can't go back empty-handed."
"You're good at taking care of yourself. People talk about you. They say you're not a man to cross. You should have no problem taking care of whoever comes for you."
"Well, there's a flip side to that. If I'm not a man to cross, you should consider yourself in a lot of danger right now."
Raindrops slid down her porcelain cheeks. "I don't think you have it in you to hurt me."
"Then don't give me a reason. I just want what's mine. I just want what's fair."
A smile touched her lips. "If you want what's fair, you should never gamble."
"I'm not playing, Sue Li. You deal with me, and I'll take on whatever it is you're mixed up in. You have my word on that."
She considered it for a single moment before dismissing it with a tiny shake of her head. "You can't help me, Mick. My troubles are beyond even you. You don't know about my past."
"I don't care about your past." The words ripped raw from my throat. "I'm willing to deal with it, whatever it is. You and me, Sue Li. It doesn't have to end this way."
The rain streamed down, cascading in sheets. Sue Li was reduced to a silhouette in the deluge. Her voice was barely audible. "You really would, wouldn't you? You really care that much."
"I do. Damn it, I really do."
The storm was the only sound for a long moment. We stared at each other through a curtain of glimmering rain.
She slowly bent to pick up her suitcase. "That's just another reason for me to leave. A clean break heals the fastest."
"Sue Li, don't do it. I'm warning you…"
She straightened up, case in hand. "You have all the cards, Mick. Complete control of the game. If you truly want to end this, you know what you need to do."
She turned and walked away, dwindling into the downpour. Her voice lingered in the air after she was lost to sight.
"All you have to do is pull the trigger."
I stood there, drenched to the bone. The gun in my hand may as well have been a handful of odd cards with an all-in bet on the table. There wasn't anything I could do other then watch her fade away.
Once again, she had called my bluff.
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LOSING IS A FUNNY THING sometimes. I sat at the bar in some dive joint where the drinks were cheap and the jazz band poured their souls into their sound. The melancholy melodies were the perfect soundtrack for my bittersweet reminiscences. I was surprised that despite everything that had happened, it wasn’t the loss of money that hurt the worst.
It was the loss of Faye. Sue Li. The quiet evenings when no words were spoken, listening to the sound of the rain outside. Nothing more was needed. Her company was enough.
I’d like to think she felt the same, but who knows? I knew enough to know I didn’t know Sue Li at all, didn’t understand how her mind worked or what ghosts haunted from her past. All I know is that she provided something I needed, something more potent than the rush of gambling, something more valuable than a stack of dough in my hand.
Peace. Just for a moment, she gave me peace. Enough to sort things out. Get my mind back on track. When I thought about it, I figured maybe it was me that owed her.
Or maybe it was just the drink and the jazz talking.
Didn’t matter. She had vanished from my life as quickly as she appeared, and for my trouble I had a price on my head for debts I had no way to settle. I figured I’d pay my tab, buy a bottle of Jack to go, and head over to my neglected office. Haven’t been there for a while, and by now it was common knowledge that I hated to work. Might buy some time to sit back, kick my heels on the desk, and reminisce on the poetry of winners, losers, and mystery dames that take it all in the end.
One last moment of peace before I caught a case of the New Haven Blues.
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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 he’s living in the wrong age, so he creates timelines he feels more comfortable in. With this novel he introduces Havenworld, a retro-futuristic dystopian age where humanity survived a terrifying Cataclysm using city-sized constructs called Havens. More info on this world and upcoming novels can are on on the official Troubleshooter website as well as his Facebook page. You can also follow him on Twitter.
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