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Аннотация
When you’re short on memory and cash, taking a questionable case is a no-brainer.
But when Mick uncovers a conspiracy that threatens the entire populace, he'll have to tackle the case with more than just his dry wit and seven-shot revolver. It will take unlikely allies and quick thinking to step one step ahead of catching a case of the New Haven Blues.
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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: A Dame With Trubble

Whoever said that misery loves company was right on the money — and probably the loneliest soul on the planet. Because the problem is that company doesn’t love you back. Being miserable is actually a rather dismal and insular experience, something I can relate to from prolonged exposure.
Naturally the depression was complimented by the sound of rain pounding the pavement outside my grime-streaked windows. I didn’t complain, though. Most folks hate the rain 'cause they're thinking about their hair or their darb rags that are about to get soaked. Then you got those daisies that get all depressed and sit around crying and writing poetry and all.
But me?
Suited my mood just fine. The office air conditioner blew its circuits a while back, so I kinda liked it when the rain cooled things down. You know; washed some of the grime off the streets and into the gutters where it belonged. It never lasted. The cleanness, I mean. That's about the only thing you could bank on in New Haven.
Nothing ever stayed clean.
The office air tasted like menthol. Wisps lazily drifted from the ashtray and were scattered like cowardly ghosts by the ceiling fan. I reclined with my heels on the desk, enjoying the moment with a couple of friends: The Mean Ol' Broad and Jack.
It was a celebration of sorts. My life of memory blackouts, hard drinking, and skirt chasing had finally come to its anti-climatic conclusion. I figured it was only a matter of hours before the Russians broke down the door in a hail of hot lead and bad breath. I'd run out of places to hide, and the only reason I was in my office was because it was common knowledge that I hated to work.
Figured it would be last place they checked.
I had just poured another shot when my secretary buzzed over the intercom. “You… have a… cclient… Mr. Trrrubble.”
Pris was an older model android, and like me she had seen better days. I got a great deal on her once most folks upgraded to synoids. Synoids imitate humans much better than androids, but that’s a bit creepy to me. I always get the feeling that one day they’ll try to replace us and the whole world will be full of walking mannequins.
Besides, I couldn’t afford one. Pris’ audio chip dragged a bit, but I didn’t mind so much. Wasn’t like I needed her to sing soprano for the opera.
I figured if my guests were Nimrods, they would’ve scattered her circuits and kept coming. Even so, I reached under the desk and positioned the scattergun I had in place. It pays to be paranoid when there’s a price on your head. I told Pris to admit them, and placed my finger on the trigger as the door opened.
It wasn’t the Russians. I should have been relieved. I wasn’t.
Because the doll that entered was even worse. I could tell from the staccato of her stilettos as they tortured my floor. The way she entered like a queen coming down to whip some peasants into shape.
The dame was from money. I could see that in the burgundy velvet of her skirt, which discreetly covered her gams but hugged the ample hips. The black lacey blouse was suggestive yet elegant, complimented by matching gloves. Looked like genuine oyster fruit around her neck, too. Her hair was expertly flipped under her black beret.
Brunette, too, which made me focus past the Jack and concentrate. A true brunette can get over a man real quick if he’s not thinking straight. Her eyes were either gray or blue depending on how the light caught them. In either case, they took in the shambles that passed for my office in a blink.
The lug that shadowed her didn't look local. Best guess, I'd say originally from India. ‘Course seeing as the world has been displaced for quite some time, nationality don’t mean much anymore.
His long black flogger concealed a lot, but if he wasn't packing heat then I'm the mayor of New Haven. The aggressive way he shook off the umbrella along with the warning look in his dark eyes confirmed him as her hired bruno.
I caught that in about two seconds.
I hadn't moved other than to take my finger off the trigger and my heels off the desk. A man has to have some formalities. I gestured to the battered seats in front of me.
"Please. Have a seat, Ms…?
"Kilby. The name is Kilby.” She sat with natural grace, crossing one black stocking-clad leg over the other.
I slid a spare glass her way. "Giggle juice?"
"Not when I'm on business, thank you."
She opened a silver case and selected a smoke. I fumbled for my lighter, but the bruno was quicker, lighting her gasper so smoothly it felt choreographed.
"Thank you, Poddar.” She blew a thin stream of poison so elegantly that it almost irritated me. I was suddenly aware of the water stains in the ceiling; the cigarette burns in the ratty carpet. With the drunken stacks of wires and busted consoles scattered about, my entire office looked one step short of a complete meltdown.
"So, Miss Kilby. What can I do you for?"
"I hear you're a Troubleshooter. A good one."
"Really? Who tipped you on that score?"
She smiled and ignored the question.
Smart lady.
"I have a proposition for you, Mr. Trubble. One that will be quite… profitable if you accept it."
I shrugged casually. "I've never had a problem with profit, Ms. Kilby. What's the proposition?"
That was all the cue she needed. Her pose was perfect; one hand on her crossed leg, the other holding the gasper with a delicately bent wrist.
"I represent an individual of no certain shortage of wealth and power. This individual has a problem with another individual who is responsible for the removal of an object of great value. The individual that I represent would like that object returned undamaged, and is willing to pay a substantial amount to the person responsible for the deed. Since the nature of both property and individuals involved are of a sensitive nature, the individual I represent feels it prudent to take care of said situation outside the boundaries of the law. This is where you come in, Mr. Trubble."
Boy, that dame could jaw. Most of my mind had drifted to old romantic interests over the time she dealt her spiel. The remainder still paid attention, though.
I nodded in a thoughtful manner. "So your boss wants me to get some stolen goods back. Ok, I get it. 'Substantial amount' is a kinda vague term, though. You're gonna have to do better than that if you wanna pique my interest, sweetheart."
Her distractingly seductive lips curved in a ‘gotcha’ kind of smile. "Very well, Mr. Trubble. For return of said property, the individual I represent is willing to pay the sum of one million dibs. The payment is custodian. In your account upon your agreement, and released when the job is finished."
If heaven had poured honey in my ears, the sound couldn't have been sweeter. Without a decent case in months, I’d been down on my uppers and owed a few pretty pennies to a few dirty chumps. I was so euphoric that I didn't even hear the alarms going off in my head.
I poured another shot of Jack in celebration.
"Well, I must say that sounds like a desperate individual you represent, Ms. Kilby. But I'm feeling pretty damn gracious today, so I'll take the gig. I think you'd do best to drop all this 'individual' talk and let me know who's got this property, and where exactly I can find him."
"Finding him won't be the problem, Mr. Trubble. I'm sure you've heard of him if you're as well informed as I believe you are. You may know him better by his street moniker. He's called Tommy. Tommy Tsunami."
The sharp crack was overly loud in the accompanying silence. I looked at the remnants of the shot glass that had shattered in my hand. The liquor and blood ran freely together, spattering on my desktop in a Rorschach pattern. Oddly detached, I thought I saw my future in those red-gold blots.
It didn't look pretty.

Chapter 2: When It Rains

“Why Mr. Trubble, are you all right?” Ms. Kilby raised an eyebrow as if I wasn’t dripping blood all over my desk. “Poddar, why don’t you see to the man?”
The bruno was just as concerned. “He’s fine.”
“Yeah, thanks.” I swiped papers out of the way awkwardly so I could press the First Aid button. A couple of mechanized arms emerged from the box and whirred over my injury. “‘Course this never would’ve happened if you’d have shot straight from the start, sister. You could’ve just said you were talking about Tommy ‘touch of death’ Tsunami!”
I felt pretty sorry for myself as the medimech cleaned and wrapped up my hand.
“You wanna know why he got the name Tsunami? Because of all the stiffs he leaves in the wake of being bent. Bullet-ridden buildings, cement shoes, scattered limbs and all.”
I fumbled for a smoke, which was hard to do with a bum hand. “Deal’s off, darling.” I took a hard drag on sweet nicotine. “Money ain’t worth getting smoked over. Find another patsy to do your dirty work.”
“You’re the only patsy I need, Mr. Trubble. Please don’t insult my intelligence by acting as though you have a choice in this.”
“Really?” I reclined and put my heels back on the desk where they belonged, ignoring Poddar’s warning frown. “You gonna tell me why I should stop the Mean Ol’ Broad from showing both of you the way out?”
Ms. Kilby’s eyes glimmered like newly polished bullets. She had one those mystery smiles that dames put away for special occasions. “You have two major problems, Mr. Trubble. You gamble, and you lose. Badly. You’re in for 500 large with the Russians. Not to mention quite a few yards scattered across town. These people are not known for their patience. I hear the Goryachevas have a mark out for your head.”
She had me and she knew it. Debt is like one of my ex-girlfriends.
Every time I think I’ve left it behind, it comes out of nowhere to kick me in the nuts.
Ms. Kilby leaned back. “So the offer still stands. The deal is: Poddar will accompany you. Just to insure you don’t take a sudden vacation and try to hack the dibcard. Not that I’d ever accuse you of being so cowardly.”
I mentally canceled my vacation plans. “Of course not.”
“He is your partner now. If you want your payment, all you have to do is keep him close at all times. You know, like a Siamese twin.”
Poddar tossed a dibcard on the desk. A custodian account like the dame said. Took two separate thumbprints and two ID codes to complete the transfer to my account. Mine, and unless my powers of perception went the way of the formerly united States, the other would be Kilby’s. The funds couldn’t be retracted from my account, but I couldn’t extract them either without the other thumbprint and code.
One million large. The glow of the digital numbers blushed soft red on the display. That much lettuce could take care of a lot of problems, mainly the ones with Russian names. I casually tucked it in my shirt pocket.
“Thing is, neither of us are Siamese. I’m more like the bad boy on the playground — I don’t share, I don’t play fair, and I don’t like the other kids. This ain’t gonna work, sweetheart. I’m a solo act. Besides, who’s gonna guard that pretty body of yours if your bruno is with me?”
She had already walked to the door. “That’s awful gallant of you to be concerned for me, Mr. Trubble. A blunt object like yourself may not have the imagination to conceive this, but a lady is not entirely helpless these days. While being without Poddar is inconvenient, I assure you that I can manage.”
She paused. “Before you get any bright notions about Poddar, realize that in his homeland they called him the Prince. Some foolish individuals thought they could get away with kidnapping children from his village for the slave trade. He was the only one sent after the assailants. He brought every child home safely. The kidnappers weren't so fortunate.”
She favored him with a genuine smile that vanished when she turned to me. “Have a care, Mr. Trubble. I’ll be in touch, unless you manage to get killed before that can occur.”
The door slid shut as she passed through the front office and exited into the rain. I was left with the Prince, who gazed at me somberly.
“How is that cut doing?” His tone had the perfect degree of unconcerned concern.
“Don’t worry, my trigger finger is just fine.”
I grabbed my flogger and hat from the rack beside the door. Can’t be a Troubleshooter without the proper uniform. The flogger concealed the heat, and the fedora is all about attitude. That’s why in New Haven it’s referred to as the Bogart. There’s a lot of ways to wear a Bogart, and each one gives a clear indicator of your state of mind. I tilted mine forward so that it shadowed my eyes. To anyone approaching, it was a clear sign that I was on official Troubleshooter business.
The last thing I picked up was my lucky card off the desk. The Joker. I never left home without him.
“Let’s go.”
“Have a ggggood dday, Mr. Trrrubble.” Pris twitched and shuddered at her desk.
Poddar paused. “Wow. That’s about the oldest model android I’ve ever seen in my life.”
“Yeah, I’m… restoring her. She’ll be worth a lot of berries one day.” I stepped toward the door to avoid further embarrassment.
Poddar looked at the faded letters on the glass. “So why are you called a Troubleshooter? Because of your name?”
“Just a coincidence, Ace. I guess when times were civilized I’d have been called a private investigator. Nowadays when people got nowhere else to turn, they give me a call.”
“And what exactly is it that you do?”
I grinned. “I do pretty much what the name implies. I shoot trouble.”
We stepped outside and eyeballed the downpour. Good thing my flogger was waterproof.
Poddar looked glum from under the doorway canopy. “It’s rained almost every day since I got here. Is it always like this?”
“Yeah, you’d think the labcoats at Environmental would be able to do something about it, but that would be too much to ask. They give you a lot of blab about recycling the outside climate, but I figure it’s just to keep the residents depressed and drinking booze.” I chuckled around my gasper. “That’s my excuse, anyway.”
We walked under the covered sidewalk to avoid being soaked. I looked at Poddar. “So you’re coming in from another Haven? We don’t get a lot of outsiders here. You didn’t have the same problem?”
Poddar frowned as if trying to remember. I figured it was more like trying to decide what to tell me.
“I was raised in India, in one of the sanctuary cities outside the main Haven. I was never fortunate enough to win the entrance lottery, so this is the first Haven that I’ve been inside. I hear that many other Havens have to ration their water supply, so I guess you should be grateful.”
I shrugged. “Yeah, with so much of the city’s energy diverted to the shield that separates us from the Outside, I guess it’s a wonder that anything works right.”
He frowned and looked around. “I didn’t expect it to be like — this.”
I grinned. “Welcome to New Haven, kid. Not exactly the utopia you imagined, right? Things tend to go to ground pretty quickly when you cram a bunch of humans in an artificial construct, even if it is to survive the Cataclysm.”
The disappointment was clear on Poddar’s face. “We were always told that the Havens were the model of citizenship. That they were conceived with idea of rising above the self-destructive mindset that nearly destroyed us in the first place.”
I blew a stream of gasper smoke into the rain. “Yeah. Go figure.”
My office was crammed alongside so many others on a narrow avenue in the Flats. The neighborhood was a mass of old and decrepit office buildings, crumbling hotels and tenements. Once it was the heart of the city before businesses moved Uptown. The buildings were abandoned or turned to public housing units, and you know the rest of the story.
Low income and a hike in questionable activity. Hop pushers, cell dealers, boozehounds, goons, and pro skirts.
Just the type of place for a loser like me.
The storm cleared away the regular crowd of goons, but there were always a few rubes around who didn't know to come in out of the rain. I was so jazzed on the new gig I didn’t eyeball the zones before making my exit. That mistake was made evident when a saccharine voice indicated that we had company.
“Going somewhere, Troubleshooter?”
The only reason I didn’t turn around throwing lead is because I knew he already had a bead on me. When you’re hunted by professional triggermen as much as I’d been lately, you realize there are two types: The ones who want to smoke you, and the ones who want to talk before they smoke you. When I casually turned around I instantly recognized this particular conversational triggerman. I should have known by the almost overbearing scent of flowers that saturated the air even in the rain.
It was Danny the Daisy.
An android chauffeur held an umbrella so that Danny’s glad rags didn’t get soiled. As always he was dressed to the nines, this time in a pink flogger over a bright yellow silk shirt and a red bowtie, topped off by a red bowler hat. One hand was lightly placed on his hip.
The other aimed a diamond-coated pistol. I wasn’t sure if he meant to kill me with the heater or his brutal color coordination. All in all, he looked about as threatening as cotton candy.
Of course I knew that the only rubes that thought to get over on Danny were pushing daisies themselves. Poddar’s hand strayed toward the inside of his flogger, but I shook my head. No point in getting both of us plugged. I didn’t like the idea of dying in the rain. It just seemed… uncomfortable.
“Smart move, Troubleshooter.” Danny licked his glitter-coated lips. “If I wanted to kill you then you wouldn’t have seen me until you were dead.”
The bad part about that statement was that he was right.
I pushed my Bogart back and spread out my arms. “So you’re not here to tag me then, Danny — that it? I don’t recollect anything about a reward for me being bagged. So what’s your grift?”
He adjusted the tilt of his daisy-embroidered bowler before answering. “Just a warning. You probably know that you have a substantial contract out on your head right now. Don’t kid yourself — I aim to collect.”
He pursed his lips. “But there is that work you did for my niece. The Red-Eyed Killer, remember? I owe you for that. So to even the score I won’t kill you — this time. Consider this a Get Out of Death Free card. You get a chance to breeze or get yourself clipped by another triggerman, whatever’s your pleasure.”
The pistol sparkled in the rain as it made appropriate whirly gestures. “But the next time I clap eyes on you… ” he smiled and batted his thick false eyelashes. “You’re mine like fine wine.” The pistol disappeared in his jacket as he blew a kiss our direction. “Come, Jeffery.”
Jeffery shadowed the Daisy with his protective umbrella. They sidled away with their noses high and slid into a bright red floater, one of the darb newer models that look like gleaming insects. I had just enough time enough to see the hot pink interior before the doors slid shut with a hiss and the floater immediately shot toward the skylights.
Poddar cut a sidelong glance my way. “What was that all about?”
“Poddar my boy, you just met Danny the Daisy. One of the deadliest Nimrods in New Haven.”
“A triggerman? Why do they call him the Daisy?”
“Because he clipped the lug who called him the Fairy.”
“You shouldn’t have stopped me. I wouldn’t have thought you’d be afraid of someone like that clown.”
“Wasn’t really him I was worried about.” I jerked my head toward the rooftops. A silhouetted figure lurked almost invisible in the shadows. At that range, the laser sight from the mech rifle was just visible. When he saw that we spotted him, he turned and vanished completely.
“Danny might be a nance, but he’s no square. Not by a long shot. That unseen triggerman would be Silent Ray. The Daisy’s partner, though not too many know it. If you had tried anything, he’d have filled you with more holes than a cheese grater. So do us a favor and follow my lead from now on, pipe that?”
I took another look around, but the only thing that wanted to hose me down was the weather. I tilted the Bogart back over my eyes. “Now that I got another lease on life, let’s scatter while we got the chance.” Poddar had no choice but to follow as I turned the corner to the garage. The holoband on my wrist activated the sensors, raising the rusted doors.
Maxine waited for me inside.
Like most wheelers, my beetle-black ride is cast after that bygone era of antique automobiles. The retro Duesenberg Ghost design calls to mind the sleek, sexy dreams of a bygone age. Designers in those days had a view of the future. They knew that style never goes out of style.
Of course under the classic shell is a Tesla-powered thrill machine with more bite than a shark attack. The high hats might go for skimmers or floaters, but with the hike in energy cells more folks than ever had to downgrade to wheelers. Me, I prefer the feel of the road. It’s hard to get out of a jam when you’re suspended in the air.
Maxine’s Tesla reactors hummed to life when I hit the thumbscanner. Poddar slid in the passenger seat.
“Where to, Mr. Trubble?” Maxine’s voice was as sexy as her design. Sexy enough to make me want to take her out to one of the ritzier joints and get cozy. If she wasn’t an automated response system, that is.
“Take the scenic route, sweetheart. I need to exercise the ol’ thought muscles.”
"As you wish.” We blasted out of the garage into sheets of rain.
A few skimmers hummed silently over the road, making the rain the only real noise besides Maxine’s smooth purring. Decent folks in the Flats take the Skytram, or hop on the massive air zeppelins. It’s safer. But there were a lot more evil eyes in the air. I try to avoid being shutterbugged as much as possible. The floating cameras don’t drift down to the surface too often. A lot of goons shoot them down at first sight. It’s just not worth the cost to catch a few scumbags sniping each other in the alleys.
The sky glowed like daylight from the skylights and overhead traffic. Airlanes crisscrossed one another as automated systems directed the floaters with digital precision, while even higher up the iron zeppelins eclipsed all of them. There wasn't much light on the road. Gloom surrounded us as we cut through the shadows of colossal buildings occupied mostly by squatters. Guess the suits in City Hall figured that there was no point in wasting energy on the disadvantaged.
As the tires gripped the wet asphalt, I wondered how I was gonna get through my current dilemma without getting clipped in the process. I tipped my flask back and let that Wild Turkey flutter. It was the hazy time of day right before evening when the sun paints the sky different shades of red. I didn’t like it. Reminded me too much of blood.
Poddar noticed my actions and frowned. “Isn’t this going to be hard enough without drinking? I know this heap is on autodrive, but eventually you’re going to have to get out. Being able to stand up straight would be helpful.”
“Listen Ace, if I wanted to be nagged to death I would’ve gotten married. Drinking is what real men do to get in the mood for action. I’m pretty sure you wouldn’t know a thing about that. So howzabout you close your head and keep your eyes peeled. I think we caught a tail. Maxine?”
Taking evasive action, Mr. Trubble.” She shifted and turned hard. We slid sideways and spun 180 degrees into a public parking lot.
“Engaging camouflage mode.”
Her exterior coat altered to a dull rusty color, blending in perfectly with the other derelict wheelers abandoned there. I killed her eyes.
A few moments later another wheeler cruised by, gleaming in its cherry red coat. It was antique styled as well — looked like a Series 70 shell. It was hard to see in the rain, but I could barely make out a blond dame in the passenger seat. I couldn’t see the driver.
“Friends of yours?” At least Poddar had enough sense to keep his voice low.
“Who can tell?”
“Exactly how many people are after you, anyway?”
“How much time ya got?”
Once the wheeler ghosted down the street, Maxine cranked back up. As soon as their taillights vanished, we peeled off the opposite direction.
“Let’s head Downtown, Maxine.”
The city’s glow had just started to replace the sun as we approached the Downtown section. Floaters zipped across the overhead lanes between buildings, guided by hovering skylights. Downtown grew brighter as we pulled away from the towering shadows.
Leaving the Flats is like turning the page on a book. Downtown buildings are all art deco; ritzy works of classic architecture that wash the moldy taste of the Flats right out of your mind. Bright lights glittered from the windows of joints that never closed.
The covered sidewalks were crammed with residents going about their business or pleasure. Slick dames in furs and feathers. Movers and shakers, hustlers and players. Besides the wallpaper, the only real difference from the Flats was the price of your rags.
I needed information. Tommy was a hard man to find, and rubes that went looking for him usually ended up feeding the fish in the West River. Still, I’ve made a lot of contacts in my time. In a place like New Haven, everyone owes someone a favor. And you’d better bet that one day you’re gonna have to pay up.
I figured it was time to cash in on Rat Face Ronny.
Ronny used to be an informant to the brass until they sold him out to the scum that he dropped dimes on. When he was at the end of his line, he called me. I was able to get him a new life; though not quite so lavish as the one he’d been used to. I knew that he had contacts deep inside. Figured he wouldn’t mind sharing a nugget or two.
Rat Face Ronny earned his bread as a barkeep at a dive called Night Life. Low lights, cheap booze. My kinda joint. After we pushed past a crowd of hustlers, boozehounds and half-drunk chippies, we had to wait on Ronny to show up for his shift. I passed the time by ordering a plate of steak and eggs while I watched the showgirls make a living. The steak was tough as an old boot and half as tasty, but the dames weren’t too hard on the eyes.
“So, Poddar. How’d you end up working for Kilby? That’s a long way from India, ain’t it?”
“I could not provide for my family where I was. The only profitable occupation was Nimrod work, so I took that up for a while.”
I laughed. “You? A Nimrod? Get outta town.”
Poddar worked on a spicy beef curry. “I know that it is not an honorable occupation, but the times were desperate. My work took me from place to place. I met Ms. Kilby on a job, and she recognized my skills. I have worked for her since then.”
“Yeah, I’d guess watching over a dish like her would be a big upgrade over bagging and tagging.”
Poddar’s face was sincere, which was a rare sight in New Haven. “Very much so. Hunting other human beings is a profession that harms the hunter in the long run. I could feel something in myself slipping away. I had to separate from it. There is a saying in my part of the world. ‘jaan hai to jahan jai.’ ‘If there's life, then there's the world.”
I shook my head. “I don’t have a clue what that means.”
A small smile touched Poddar’s face. “It is simple, really. Nothing matters if your life is not happy.”
A short while later Rat Face Ronny showed up at the bar. Poddar sat near the door while I slid over and tapped Ronny on the shoulder. He didn’t seem all that surprised when he turned around.
“Mick Trubble.” His words came out in a nasal whistle through his protruding choppers. “Can’t be seen with you. Word out is that you’re a dead man.” His beady eyes slid back and forth. “Being dead is contagious in this town.”
He was right on that count. Life is cheap in this city, especially when you’re down on your uppers. Happens so often that they have nicknames for dying, like getting fit for a New Haven trench coat. Or catching a case of the New Haven Blues.
I gave him my most easygoing grin. “That’s too bad, Ronny, because I got business with you. Might start by telling me about a cat known as Tommy Tsunami. His whereabouts right about now would be especially helpful.”
“Tommy Tsu—” his shoulders hunched painfully as he lowered his nasally voice. “With all the heat on you already, you’re looking to find Tommy Tsunami?” He shook his head. “If you wanna commit suicide, I got a bean shooter right here that’d do the trick.”
“No need to crack wise, Ronny. All you gotta do is think about where you’d be right now if it hadn’t been for my timely intervention. You were being fit for cement shoes when I hauled your sorry keister out of the fire. You owe me big time, don’t forget that.”
Even his sigh came out as a whistle. “Dammit Mick, I can get clipped for giving up the wire.”
“You can get clipped walking down the street chewing bubble gum.”
“Ok, ok. Fine.” He ran a finger along his elongated nose. “Listen, you didn’t hear this from me, right?”
“Already forgot it.”
“Uh… right.” He leaned in so close that the garlic on his breath made my eyes water. “You’ve heard of the Gaiden, right?”
I used my Bogart to fan away the gaseous vapors. “Been there a time or two, when someone else was picking up the tab. Ritzy joint. Lots of high hats.”
“Right. Thing is, a lotta business gets handled in private sections in the back. Seems a particular someone can be found there more nights than not. If I were you, I might start by looking there.”
“If you were me, you’d be a lot more handsome.” I punched a code into the holoband on my wrist. The holographic display sprang up, and I slid the screen over to my accounts. They looked pretty gruesome, but I was in a decent mood. “Free round for the lookers who’ve been eyeballing me from across the way.”
“They’re pro skirts, Mick. They got a certified motive for the attention.”
“All the more reason, Ronny. The Lord loves a working woman.”
He shrugged. “It’s your dime. Stay healthy if you can. If you can’t… I figure I’ll read about it in the obituary section.”
“And here I didn’t even know you could read.” I gave the skaters a wink and tipped my Bogart as I turned to leave.
“Alright, Poddar, let’s hit it.”
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I figured since I was probably gonna die and all, I might as well get it over with. I wheeled around until I found the clip joint called the Gaiden. The décor was Asian; not the cheap gaudy sort, but authentically detailed if you got the eye for that type of thing. I got two.
Surrounded by botanical gardens and fountains, you could tell it was the kind of joint you had to reserve a week in advance if you wanted a seat. Strictly for fat cats. Darkened lights, cozy booths. Jazz and scotch. Not exactly the kind of place you’d expect to find a cat like Tommy Tsunami.
Unless of course, you knew that he owned the joint.
Usually there would be a line of patrons that trailed around the place. But the storm was pretty rough, so we got in without waiting. We paused in the lobby and eyeballed the scene. The joint was pretty lonely. Only a few high pillow boozehounds were there, drinking their lives away and listening to Fats the Jazz Man play a tune on the grand piano. He wasn’t half bad, ol' Fats. He had a reputation for playing the best tunes and keeping his eyes shut to anything shady. Smart man. I tipped my Bogart as I passed by.
A twitchy, narrow-faced doorman greeted us. His hair was parted in the middle and was as slick as his thin mustache. “Gentlemen. Do you have a reservation?”
I gave the place the once over. “You must be new around here. I’m a regular. Plus the joint is empty as a tomb, Ace. ”
He frowned. “Appearances aside, no one can sit without a reservation. House rules.”
I pulled my flogger to the side so that he could clap eyes on the cold heat I was packing. “I got your reservation right here, Mack. Hate for things to get ugly, but I got some business to handle. A smart chum like yourself would probably wanna take a heel-toe right about now.”
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “I see.”
He dashed past us into the rain outside.
Poddar had already moved ahead. “Nice. Why don’t you just fire a shot in the air while you’re at it?”
“Cause I’m taking the subtle route, Prince. Let’s check out the bar scene.”
Vinny was the barkeep most nights. I was vaguely familiar with him. He had the expression of a startled ferret and a smart mouth to boot, but he knew a few things. I gave him the counter tap and he stepped over to take our orders.
“Bulleit Neat. Ace here will have a warm glass of milk, straight up.”
Poddar refused to get ruffled. “I’ll take a Buchanan's.”
As Vinny served our drinks, I leaned in close and adjusted my voice right to the point where anyone with half a drum could hear me. “I understand you got your ear to the wind these days, Vinny. Maybe you can slide me a mark. I’m looking for someone. You may have heard of him. His name’s Tommy. Tommy Tsunami.”
The piano stopped in mid-chord. Hurried footsteps shuffled away as people suddenly thought of other places to be. I swallowed my bourbon with a satisfied smile.
“Don’t know nobody by that name.” Vinny’s face had gone the complexion of curdled milk. “You’d best go on about your business. I don’t want no trouble!”
The reflection from my glass revealed several figures making their way across the floor. Either word got out quick, or the doorman had circled around to the back of the building. Didn’t matter much. At least Ronny’s info had been good.
Poddar slowly stood up and cracked his knuckles. I picked up the bottle and poured the last of it in my glass.
“Vinny my man, trouble is how I make a living.”
To prove my point, I turned and hurled the bottle. There was a satisfying whistling sound as it spun through the air before exploding across an astonished goon’s forehead. He crumpled like a rag doll.
His boys didn’t take it very well. Three of them rushed at us, and damned if Poddar didn’t step up and knock the first one out with some satisfying chin music. I sipped my bourbon as he made short work of the other two. But I paid attention to his fighting style, just in case I had to take him on later.
It was pretty impressive. Poddar moved lightning quick, and his martial art skills were second to none. I made a mental note to just shoot him if we ended up crossing wires.
Vinny shifted, forcing me to catch the muzzle of the scattergun he tried to point at my head.
“Now that was just stupid.” I shoved backwards and caught him square in the kisser with the rifle butt, doing all sorts of damage to his ugly choppers. Since I was feeling generous, I went ahead and dealt him a second blow across the temple to finish him off. I always try to dull the pain when I do dental work.
The side door burst open just when Poddar put down the last goon. About ten more droppers poured in, beefy lugs that looked like they spent all their waking hours at the gym. I eyeballed the door. I could’ve tried a quick dash and my luck in getting a hacker to break into the dibcard.
But instead I introduced the rubes to the Mean Ol’ Broad.
As far as looks went, she was nothing to brag about. Six-inch barrel, seven shot, mech-enhanced revolver. A bit chipped and maybe a rust fleck or two, but it was the power that made me hot for her. Sure she was an older girl, but I never cared much for the biological bean shooters. Why waste dibs on an energy round when bullets kill just as fast?
One shot to the ceiling was all it took. When the Broad spoke, people listened.
I tossed Vinny’s scattergun to Poddar as I addressed the crowd. “Look here, boys — I know you wanna show your loyalty to your boss and all, maybe get a raise or something. But you gotta ask yourselves: how fast are you? ‘Cause I’m betting these slugs are faster.”
A voice spoke from behind me. “Indeed, Mr. Trubble. A very shrewd observation. And one you may want to consider yourself, especially if you want to live past the next few seconds.”
Poddar and I turned. In the doorway of the kitchen were four trouble boys; all pointing heat our direction. In the middle was Tommy Tsunami himself, decked in funeral black from head to toe.
He smiled.

Chapter 3: Everything Burns

The match flared with a snakelike hiss off the palm of his hand. As he lit his gasper, the flare that reflected in his onyx eyes created the illusion of fiery tunnels. The smile was still on his face, the white of his teeth a striking contrast to the darkness of his presence.
Yeah, I tend to wax poetic when facing certain death.
“Do you believe in New Haven, Mick?” Smoke streamed dragon-like from his nostrils.
At that point I relaxed a bit. You gotta understand that when you get your life threatened as much as I do, you tend to read into the varying threat levels — kinda like the government did back when we still had one. Had he asked me if I believed in God, I would’ve had a much graver perspective.
“I’ve seen a few things about this town, good and bad. Why, you thinking about running for mayor or something?” I eyeballed his suit. “Nice rags. Who’s your tailor — Death?”
This is what I refer to as the Dance of Dangerous Men. Tommy and I had never actually met until then, but men of our sort have reputations that precede us. Some true, and a lot distorted. The exchanges of slick talk and wisecracks gave us a chance to chin each other out and see if the word on the streets was on point. You know, important bunk.
Tommy was whip slender with the complexion of aged mahogany. His eyes smoldered in a face made of sharp planes and angles. It was a face designed for glowers and intimidating scowls. Which made the smile on his lips an almost frightening mockery.
“Just wondering if you know exactly what you’re getting into. You may be able to scrape up a living in the Flats, but this is a high stakes caper. The kind of gamble where the player can get clipped before he can even crab, see? You’ve jumped in the middle of a chess game, Mick.” He took another drag and exhaled fumes. “And I don’t even think you’ve figured out checkers yet.”
Charming fellow, that Tommy.
I slid the Broad back into her holster and motioned for Poddar to lower the scattergun. Tommy jerked his thumb at the droppers, who scattered out the back. That just left Poddar and me with the chopper squad and Tommy. The tension seemed to ease a bit, which made me wonder what kind of gab the locals were spreading about me. I decided to run with it.
“I’ll tell you what, Tommy. Why don’t you tell me exactly what this con is about, and I might breeze without any more damage to your cozy little dive here.”
The scorn in his eyes showed that he knew exactly how impotent my threat was. “I hear you’re quite a gambler, Mick. An exceptionally poor one. So. Let’s play a quick game of high card. If you win then I’ll happily answer any questions you have to ask. If I win, you’ll drop whatever deal you’ve been ribbed up into and perform a task for me at the same rate. Agreed?”
I offered my most infuriating smile. “I'll see your bet and raise that you double my rate and toss in free drinks for life at this ritzy little joint ‘cause I like it here. That, and the Prince here shuffles the deck. Not that I don’t trust you or nothing.”
He chuckled then, or tried to. The result was a dry rasp without the slightest hint of humor. “You are a unique individual, I must admit. Very well. I accept your terms. Dick.”
I realized he didn’t just call me a dick, but spoke to one of the trouble boys still pointing heaters at us. Dick motioned, and the chopper squad finally lowered them. As Tommy and I took a seat at a nearby table, Dick pulled out a deck of cards from his coat pocket and tossed it to Poddar, who expertly shuffled the deck. As the cards flipped between his palms, Tommy and I engaged in a staring contest. His expression rippled behind the smokescreen from his overpriced gasper.
“Tell me something, Mick. What exactly were you trying to accomplish by barging into my joint making noise and waving that cannon of yours around? I had heard that you were suicidal, but I must say it’s impressive to actually witness someone with such an apathetic outlook of his own survival.”
I shrugged. “You think I could have flushed you out by asking nice? A wise man once told me that if you wanna wake the dead, you start by making a lot of noise.”
He smiled darkly as Poddar finished and held the deck out to me. Without looking, I pulled a card. Tommy did the same, never taking his eyes from mine.
I turned my card over. Queen of hearts.
Tommy didn’t even bother to look as he flipped over the king of hearts. How he rigged that up I couldn’t figure, but he had me from the start.
His face grew even harder, if that was possible. “Now that I have your attention, let me say this as clearly as possible. I’m a man with a certain reputation, as you may know. A rep that may be damaged by some desperate lunatic coming into my own joint and making fools out of my boys.”
He glared at the droppers still out cold on the floor. “Granted they are fools, but that’s beside the point. Etiquette demands that I make an example of you, most likely by devising the most tortuous death I can imagine and having your Indian friend take the pieces that’s left back to his precious Ms. Kilby to deliver to her sponsor.”
He leaned in closer so I could see the flecks of menace that danced in his eyes. “You obviously suffer from an exaggerated sense of self-importance, so listen carefully. The shit I flushed down the toilet this morning has more value to me than what passes for your existence. You’re going to do exactly what I tell you, because if you don’t, you’ll be decorated with more cavities than the moon. Catch my drift?”
I didn’t say anything. It was kind of hard with the clammy fingers of fear clamped around my throat.
Tommy’s face was lost in a cloud of smoke, but his voice burned right through. “So this is what you’re going to do for me, shamus. Don’t bother returning to Ms. Kilby empty-handed. She’s going to be… occupied for a while.”
I saw Poddar tense. The trouble boys saw it too and took a few steps forward. Tommy went on as if he didn’t notice.
“Your job now is to locate the individual holding her leash, and yours by connection. You will then use your limited skills to keep that individual occupied for the remainder of the night. That’s all it will take for me to do what I need to do, after which I will return the object in question. You get to claim responsibility and collect whatever payment is owed to you.”
A leather-gloved finger jabbed through the smoke. “But if you botch this up, I swear I will unleash the hounds. Nimrods who make the ones currently after you look like easy street. There will be no safe zone; nowhere you can go where I can’t reach and snatch the life out of you. Understand?”
I shrugged with a lot more nonchalance than I felt. “Yeah, sure. I got no kick with that. Thing is, the Prince here works for Ms. Kilby. Which may cause a conflict of interest in this particular gig, if you take my meaning.”
“I know all about Poddar’s relationship with Ms. Kilby. Which is why I’m taking him out of the picture right now. Dick.”
Dick and his boys raised their heaters again. Poddar went for his scattergun. He didn’t have a chance.
I did.
I have this particular talent. It’s saved my hide more times than I can remember. It’s a photographic memory. If I see something once then I can rewind to that point with perfect clarity. So I clearly recalled the scene from the open door of the kitchen when Tommy and his goons first walked in. Every detail stood out plainly — including the gas line that led to the main oven. Fortunately, the energy crisis that New Haven basically invented to jack prices also forced a lot of joints to install gas units. The Gaiden was one of those joints, if memory served me correct.
Which it always does.
Before the chopper squad could clap, I pulled the Mean Ol’ Broad out in one smooth motion and rolled to the side. I’m a pretty good shot even on a bad day, and it wasn’t a bad day.
Yet.
The Broad roared, but the answer from the explosion was louder. Heat and flame washed over us as the wall blew apart and lucky bastards ducked for cover. The unlucky ones were smoked like last night’s chicken dinner. While I slid backward, I caught a flash of movement and threw lead again. I scored a direct hit on Tommy’s burning flogger. The man had doffed it so quickly that it was still in the air when I plugged it.
Someone screamed. It was Dick, Tommy’s favorite triggerman. He looked pretty out of sorts as he ran around blazing like a human torch. I stepped to the side and let him dash out into the rain to cool off.
Tommy’s voice carried from somewhere in the roiling smoke. “Forget about them, get the leg to safety! That’s the only important thing!”
I stood up and almost got my head clipped by one of the goons. He screamed with that hysterical madman kind of laughter as he fogged the place with his Thompson. The lights on the cartridge flashed and slugs whined like mosquitoes, shattering glass and shredding the ritzy furniture.
If his aim had been even halfway decent, I would’ve bought the farm right there. Instead I caught some hot lead in the arm as I ducked behind the bar. It didn’t feel so good. Getting clipped never does.
His maniacal shooting continued, so I found a nice pint of apricot brandy and took a few swallows as glass rained on my head and shoulders. The booze was a lot better than the goon’s aim.
The instantly pleasurable sound of a scattergun blast echoed. I stood as the goon toppled with a chest full of lead. Poddar calmly stepped across the flames and picked up his flogger. Another wide-eyed goon jumped from behind a fallen table, his bean shooter forgotten in his hand. Poddar let him have it with another booming shot, knocking the rube off his feet and out the window.
The extinguisher system seemed to have been damaged by the initial explosion. Flames spread fast around us, roaring hungrily as they licked across the walls and ceiling.
There was no sign of Tommy Tsunami.
I tipped the bottle. “Glad you could make it, Prince. Maybe you’d like to speed up the country pace so we could do something like get the hell outta here, whaddya say?”
Poddar gave me an appraising look. “I can’t believe you didn’t get nailed. I didn’t think you had those kind of reflexes.”
“Yeah, well being shot at gives a man a boost.” I pointed to my bloody sleeve as I clumsily grabbed my flogger and adjusted the Bogart back on my head. The downfall of rain never felt better as we fled the furnace that used to be a nightclub.
As I thumb-scanned Maxine, I used the flogger to pad my arm. Didn’t want to bleed all over the seat. Getting those stains out is too much work.
“Get us outta here, Max.”
Maxine rumbled angrily. Her tires squealed as we shot from the burning building, bat outta hell style.
“He knew about Ms. Kilby.” Poddar’s voice was strained as his hands clenched tightly. I knew it wasn’t funny, but I was so bent that I laughed anyway.
“So there’s more to your job than just guarding her body, Killer?” I ignored his glare as I chortled painfully. “Yeah, he knew about her, and you. His occupation is information. If a mouse squeaks in New Haven, you’d better bet that Tommy’s got his hand on some cheese. Don’t worry though, ol’ sport. Lemme get this bum arm sewed up, and we’ll get to rescuing your dame like knights in shining armor.”
“Where are we going?”
“A little further Downtown. I got an Angel to see.”
Widow’s tears slid down the windshield as I took a look back. Behind us, the sky reddened from the Gaiden burning. I’d just made an enemy of one of the most notorious gangsters in New Haven, but right then I was too out of sorts to care. ‘The leg’, he’d said. What kind of leg was so important that he passed up on nailing me to secure it? I was putting a puzzle together with no lights on while not even sure if I had all the pieces.
And I hated puzzles.

Chapter 4: Touched By an Angel

The rain still hadn't slacked, but Maxine had seen worse. As the wheels gripped the wet pavement, I watched the cityscape blur by. Residents ran in and out the rain, on their way to ritzy nightclubs, local bars or other nocturnal rendezvous. Sirens flashed overhead as the hosers sailed in the direction of the Gaiden. At that moment Tommy Tsunami was probably sending droppers to stalk the streets like bloodhounds, looking to catch wind of my scent. Poddar glared like he was about to do something incredibly stupid.
I bled.
I'd been plugged before, but that never makes it any less painful the next time around. My arm throbbed, dulled only slightly by the Wild Turkey from my ever-handy flask. I poured a little on the wound, and whimpered like a baby from the resulting fire. The only silver lining was that it was the left arm. I'd already cut the hand, so it made sense to catch a slug too.
“Dispatching medical supplies.”
The compartment slid open and I accepted the offered compression wrap. With the constricted space I settled for replacing the flogger with the wrap to slow the bleeding. Getting the stains out of my flogger was gonna be a pain, I could tell. Good think the material was dark.
We had gotten away from the restaurants and clip joints. Gated apartments and houses with security fences surrounded us.
"Pull in right here, Maxine.” I indicated the parking deck of one of the nicer apartment buildings.
My Angel worked swing shifts at a hospital in the Flats when I met her. Since I have a real bad habit of getting lead poisoning, we got to know each other pretty well. I was able to get her a receptionist gig at the office of a high-pillow lawyer that I did some work for. Now she could make some real dough and get out of wheeling stiffs around. I've taken her out a few times, but she doesn't let me get too close on account of the kind of fellow I am.
You know, the kind that sets clubs on fire and catches a few slugs now and then.
I hoped to catch her at home, otherwise I was gonna have to doctor on myself, and I've never had too much luck with that.
After taking the elevator, I knocked on the door.
"Who is it?" The thick security door muffled her voice.
"It's me, Angel. Open up, will ya?"
"I don't know anyone named ‘me’. And if I did, I would think he'd remember promising to take me to the picture show on Friday."
Well, wasn’t that a kick in the head. I’d forgotten all about that little promise. Come to think of it, I didn't even know what day it was then.
"Aw, sweetheart, I'm sorry. I got a little caught up on some business, that's all. I promise I'll make it up to you."
"Mm hm. I bet this business just happened to have long blond hair and oversized boobs, didn't it? Sharon told me she saw you at the Flamingo with that floozy!"
Busted again by the female information superhighway. I think if the top brass made all their spies dames, their information gathering would triple.
"Look baby, that was just a gig. I have to take clients out sometimes; it's a part of the business. You know I wouldn't do that to you. Now could you please open the door? I'm bleeding out here, and I feel like I'm gonna pass out."
I knew the combination of charm and vulnerability worked when I heard the digital locks release. The door slid open, and my Angel peered out suspiciously.
She stood about as high as my shoulder, a sweet lil redhead wearing those darb glasses with the classy frames. The eyes behind them were even sweeter. They were violet-shaded; the kind of gems a man could drown in and count himself lucky.
“Who's this?”
I'd forgotten all about Poddar.
"I'm a friend, miss." He spoke in that quiet tone of voice that drives dames wild. "I just wanted to get Mr. Trubble somewhere safe.” He looked at me. “If you’re all right, I’ll rent a skimmer from the garage and check out Ms. Kilby’s apartment. I might find some clues.”
I held back from telling him than an amateur like him would more than likely bungle any clues he’d find. Still, I didn’t see any harm in it. At least he’d be out of my hair for a minute.
“Knock yourself out, Ace. Just don’t get lost. You wouldn’t want me to take a sudden vacation on you.”
“I trust you won’t back out of the deal, Troubleshooter. You need the money.” He gave a polite nod, almost a bow to Angel. “Miss.” Then he turned and strode down the hall.
She gave a delicate sniff when she turned back to me. "Well, I must say your company is much more a gentleman than you. You had better come in quickly. I don't want the neighbors thinking I'm the sort of lady that entertains men in my apartment."
I wondered what her neighbors thought about the last few times she had entertained me at her apartment. Still, a gentleman never argues with a lady, and neither do I.
It didn't take her long to get her kit together. A few minutes later I sat in her brightly lit bathroom while she tortured me nice and slow. Just when I thought she was getting some payback for standing her up, the slug dropped in the bowl beside her, staining the water crimson.
"It's ok, baby. You can stop crying now."
“C’mon, sweetheart, you know a man in my profession doesn’t cry.” I scrubbed my eyes. "I'm not sure what's worse — the slug going in, or you getting it out."
"Not too much tissue damage. Funny. It almost looks like it was pushing itself out. You're lucky it didn't hit the bone. Or that they weren't using bio rounds. If that carried a cyanide or nano cap, you wouldn’t have made it out the door.”
"Yeah, lucky most goons aren’t worth the cost of arming with bio rounds.” I shrugged, then immediately regretted it. My entire arm throbbed. “This is New Haven, after all. Slugs are more common than cockroaches. Every time you turn around you’re stepping on one.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Not around here you’re not.”
“Of course not, darlin’. I was referring to where I hang my hat in the Flats. You can get a box of slugs cheaper than a box of smokes.”
“All it takes is one to kill you, Mick.”
She tried to sound angry, but I knew she wasn't. She couldn't stand to see anyone hurt. It's what made her a great nurse and a bad one at the same time. You have to have a certain detachment from emotion if you deal with blood and wounds every day, and that just wasn't my Angel. As much as she loved the medical field, I knew she was glad when I got her the new gig.
Her face was so close that our lips almost touched. I wanted to kiss her, but I settled for studying her face instead. The mole on her cheek, the tired shadows under her eyes from a long day at the office.
She was a dish.
"Baby, I don't see how you get yourself in these jams.” She shook her head as she wrapped up the arm in a professional-looking sling. "Are you ok?"
"Lessee, so far I've been blackmailed, tailed, grilled, lead poisoned, and half-drunk to boot. All in all, it's been an average day.” I traced her jawbone with a finger. "Nothing a little tenderness can't take care of.”
Her violet-tinted eyes narrowed slightly, but a smile curved her lips. “You’re an injured man, Mick Trubble. I don’t think you can handle a little tenderness tonight.”
I wrapped my good arm around her slender waist. “Only if you promise to take it easy on me, sweetheart.”
She laughed as she traced a few of the scars I’d collected. For some reason, dames always seem to be impressed by the fact that you’ve been nearly killed a few times. “Guess I walked into that. You know better, though. Your friend will be back in a short while… ”
“I think what you’re saying is that time is short, and we gotta enjoy the moment.” I lifted her up as I stood. She weighed practically nothing, but all of that nothing felt extra soft and silky laid up against me. “Besides, you already worked me outta my shirt. Do you still have those satin sheets with the hummingbirds on them?”
“I do. Why?” She looked demurely from over her glasses.
“I kinda forgot what they look like. How’s about you show ‘em to me one more time?”
Her laugh was rich and husky in my ears.
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There’s times when the body just has to recuperate, no matter what you try to do otherwise. Going a few rounds with Angel in between those hummingbird sheets was almost as strenuous as catching that slug. The lovemaking was hazy; just her body glowing softly under dim lights, moving in unison with mine like a dream I didn’t want to wake up from.
And I didn’t, at least not for a while. I drifted straight into that deep sleep, laid out like a brand new drunkard until the sound of voices brought me halfway back. Sounded like Poddar arguing with Angel. I tried to wake up, but it was useless. Dreams found me, pulled me back into their clammy embrace…

Black choppy waters surrounded me, along with hysterical laughter. I sank quickly; limbs heavy as stones pulled me into gloomy depths. Bubbles fled for the surface as they escaped my screaming throat. Something like glowing eyes flashed in front of me, giving me a view of—

I’m not the kind of man that you want to wake up suddenly. The slightest touch and I had the Mean Ol’ Broad aimed right at Poddar’s eyeball, which widened slightly as his hand retreated from my shoulder. I gave him a cheerful grin.
“Gotta take a few loud footsteps, Poddar my man. The Broad here isn’t too familiar with you yet.” I put her away and sat up slowly as Poddar regained his composure. “How long have I been out?”
“It’s almost seven p.m. You’ve slept all day. Your lady friend would not let me wake you.”
“That’s because he needed his rest.” Angel walked in with a steaming mug in her hand. “Here, drink this.”
It smelled like goat urine and tasted twice as nasty. I gagged a bit, but managed to choke it down. “Trying to kill me, sweetheart?”
“It’ll clear your head and keep the pain away. Stop being such a baby.”
Her phone buzzed. When she left to answer it, I turned to Poddar. “Any luck in finding clues on Ms. Kilby?”
His face twisted in frustration. “I found nothing at her apartment. No signs of struggle. I spent all of last night asking questions. No one around had seen or heard anything.” His eyes were haggard as his fists clenched tightly. “It’s like she vanished into thin air.”
“Well, don’t get yourself too worked up, Ace. The ol’ Troubleshooter is practically good as new. Why don’t you scope out the garage for evil eyes while I say goodbye to my Angel.”
She waited in the hall with my flogger and Bogart. “I washed your clothes while you were knocked out, Mick. Don’t know why, since you seem to like accessorizing your outfits with bloodstains.”
“Thanks, doll.” I let her help me into the flogger. “You’re a peach, Angel. A real lifesaver.”
“You’d do the same for me, Mick.” Her face turned almost shy all of sudden, soft and vulnerable when she looked down. “I wish you’d get away from this lifestyle of yours. I hear there’s a price out on your head.” She looked up with earnest eyes. “Why don’t we get out of town, just you and me? I have a little bit put away. We could be gone before anyone knows what’s happened.”
I pushed a stray strand of hair from her face. “Look doll, I’d love to do that. I really would. But I got a lotta baggage right now. The type that would do you some serious damage if it fell on your pretty little head.”
“You don’t think I’m willing to take that risk?” Her eyes smoldered with lavender fires.
“I know you would. That’s why I gotta keep you out of it. But I’m trying, sweetheart. I just gotta take care of some debts; wrap up a few scores, that’s all. Can’t you give a man some credit for trying?”
Even her sigh was pretty. “I used to think you meant it when you said that. But you don’t believe in change, Mick. You’re a grifter. Here one minute, all smiles and charm. But when a girl turns around, you’re gone with the first strong wind.”
“Baby, listen—”
“You’re a good man, Mick. But I don’t know if I can keep doing this. A girl can’t wait forever, you know.”
If I had a chocolate chip for every time I heard that line, I’d be neck deep in cookies. I knew exactly where the conversation was headed. I put the Bogart on my head and tilted it the way I liked it.
“You’re right, Angel. I’m bad news. A dame like you deserves better.” She opened her mouth to protest, but I couldn’t let her add a spoonful of sugar to help the medicine go down.
I hate that Mary Poppins bunk.
“I’m gonna turn things around, Angel. Promise. Look, I gotta go. Thanks again. For everything.”
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I felt pretty depressed on my way back to the ride. Angel was one of the best dames I knew, but she did deserve better. There was nothing in my past except dark waters, and nothing ahead but storm clouds. She was better off without someone like me holding her back. I gently stroked the sling that she had carefully bundled my arm into.
Poddar’s voice interrupted my cloud of misery. "Ok. Now we look for Donna."
It took me a minute to realize I’d made it to the parking garage. I kinda zoned out in my cloud of self-derision.
“Who the hell is Donna?”
Poddar looked away, embarrassed. “Ms. Kilby. Donna is her first name.”
"Ohhhh, yeah. You're worried about Tommy giving her the third, right? Yeah, I would be too if I had a sweet dame just vanish like that. The thought her all tied up and helpless…"
I had to pause for a moment. Because of the blade pressed against my neck. I had barely seen him move, but the ol' Prince had pulled a twelve-inch kukri to my throat faster than I thought possible. And here I thought he was heeled with a heater the whole time.
"You will talk about Ms. Kilby with respect.” There was a threatening darkness behind his words. Some chumps have no sense of humor.
I tried hard not to swallow, since the edge of the blade was sharp enough to shave with. "Poddar. My man. Keep your train on the track, Ace. We’re on the same side, remember?"
He held the blade there for a second, searching my face. Satisfied, he returned the kukri into the folds of his flogger and tried to open the car door.
“In need of a thumb?” I scanned mine, unlocking Maxine.
He smiled a little in embarrassment, which I was glad to see. I hate lugs that hold grudges.
I had just put Maxine in reverse when another crate pulled up behind to block us. It was hard to tell with their brights on, but it looked suspiciously like the cherry-red wheeler I'd seen following us earlier. The doors opened and three figures stepped out. I could barely see them, but they looked like the curvy silhouettes of dames. I thought about Nimrods, but that wasn't Tommy's style. If he was responsible, Maxine would've mushroomed the moment I cranked her.
"Get out slowly.” I gave Poddar a confident look as I opened my door. My good hand was on the Mean Ol' Broad for reassurance. "Let me do the talking."
"This should be interesting.”
Ol' Poddar was getting quite sardonic lately.
They were dames, all right. Three of them: a blonde, a redhead, and a brunette. They were draped in enough black corsets, leather, and heels for a fetish convention. Armed to the teeth too, but not with heaters. They seemed to prefer blades, as they all had swords and daggers strapped to their sweet, curvaceous bodies. The brunette casually twirled a Bo staff.
I relaxed and hooked my thumbs in my belt as I gave them my most disarming smile. "Well, well. If it isn't Charlie's Angels. Listen sweethearts, if you're looking to audition for yet another bad remake, you might wanna take into account that you’re a ways off from Hollywood. Well, that and the fact that it don’t exist anymore."
The Bo staff blurred and cracked me right on the arm. The injured one. It hurt.
A lot.
The brunette’s smile was vicious. "Love that you can still tell jokes after all the trouble you've caused. You do a lot of damage for a two-bit shamus. We do more. Let me introduce us. I'm Christina. My sisters are Kelly and Jen. Our affiliation is the Gutter Girls. Which means you can be smart and do what we tell you, or you can be bunny and do it anyways after we scrub the pavement with your ugly mugs."
"You forgot about the third option.” I casually reached for the Mean Ol' Broad. As blades whistled through the air, I realized that might have been a mistake.

Chapter 5: Gutter Girls

The rule about gunplay is simple: Never pull if you're not gonna squeeze off. I knew that, but pulling out the Mean Ol' Broad is kinda second nature to me when I'm in a jam. I'm a pretty quick draw too; quick enough to pull the ol' Broad out of her slip and have her steel-plated muzzle pointed right between the eyes of Christina, the Gutter Girl with a penchant for rapping men in their bum limbs with her Bo staff.
That's when it all got screwed up.
I don't have a problem plugging a lug who's gunning for me. In fact I get a quiet kind of satisfaction from putting down any goon who's got it coming. But my problem?
I got a sweet spot for the dames. So even though I beat her to the punch, there was no way I was gonna pull that trigger.
And bless her sweet lil' ass, she knew it. I could tell from the way she smiled when she cracked me on the funny bone with that staff of hers, sending the Broad flying out of my deadened hand.
Which wasn't funny at all, actually.
After that it was a lot of ducking and dodging. That’s a bit harder than it sounds, especially when you got a bum arm wound in a sling. I stole a quick glance at Poddar. He had his kukri out and was engaged in a nice little throw with the other two Gutter Girls — Jen and Kelly, the blonde and redheaded dames. Their Bushido swords flickered like steel lightning, but Poddar was good. Unfortunately he was focused only on defense, which meant he suffered from the same handicap as me. He was too much of a Prince to try actually hurting those crazy dames.
My distraction cost me. The Bo staff whistled and cracked me a good one on the temple. While a marching band stomped around in my head, the pavement rushed toward me. Oddly enough, I didn’t really black out all the way. Instead my brain took a time out and switched channels on me…
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I have to kill someone. That was the first thought when I awakened. I opened my eyes. A labcoat had his back to me. He was fiddling with wires that extended to the back of a synoid’s head. I followed the long tangled line of crossed over cables.
They were hooked up to me. I slowly reached up. A helmet-shaped device was strapped to my head. All the wires were inserted into it.
My heart pounded. I couldn’t remember a thing. Only fuzzy, washed up images. The labcoat was someone important. He was called… something. Madman. Thief. Genius.
I have to kill him.
But not in my current state. I was weak, disoriented. In that condition he might have a chance of fighting me off. I slowly unstrapped the helmet device. I didn’t know what damage I would do by removing it, but I had to take the chance.
I took it off.
The monitors betrayed me by beeping furiously.
The labcoat turned. He was a white-haired codger with wise wrinkles. His eyes widened. “What — you should be unconscious! How—?”
I interrupted him by kicking the nearby table into his gut. As he staggered, I rolled off the operating table and staggered into a run. His shouts followed me, but I didn’t dare look back. I made my way to the nearest door. Just before I got there, it opened.
An armed guard entered. His hand was on his gun, but fear was in his eyes. He knew who I was.
I didn’t.
My hand shot forward, crushing his throat. While he gurgled, I followed with a vicious kick to the side of his kneecap that broke something with an audible snap. As he fell wordlessly, I snatched his mech pistol from the holster. Without hesitation, I turned and fired.
The shots scattered wildly. The mech gun was an older model. Massive firepower, horrible accuracy. Expensive-looking equipment caught most of the barrage.
“Wait!” The labcoat rushed forward, waving his arms wildly. “Wait! You don’t know what you’re doing! This place will blow sky high!”
I have to kill him.
The first shot practically spun him completely around. He looked astonished as he clutched his ruined shoulder. A large canister exploded nearby, searing my vision with flames. The rest of the lab quickly followed its example.
In the background, I saw the silhouette of the synoid the labcoat had been operating on. It staggered around, seeming as disoriented as I was.
I ignored it and concentrated on the labcoat. I fired as I ran; managing to drill a few more slugs before I collided into him. Seems as though he had armor on under his lab clothes, but at close range at least a couple of rounds had penetrated. He screamed curses as we tumbled, and his hand shot up to grasp my head. I barely had time to notice the rounded contraption strapped to his glove before it latched onto my temple.
Daggers of fire torched my brain. I screamed as a million flickering images seared across my consciousness. The labcoat stared at me with a mixture of fear and triumph.
“You brought this on yourself, assassin. You can’t report back to your masters because you’ll never remember what your mission was. You won’t remember anything! You—”
Another explosion interrupted his tirade. Fire separated us, along with a force like being run over by a dump truck. And then hit by a freight train.
When I regained half-consciousness I was in the West River. The lab still mushroomed in furious explosions. Dark choppy waves surrounded me, along with the labcoat’s hysterical laughter. He floundered in crimson waters, devoid of all his marbles. Flashing lights approached from the distance. It seemed New Haven’s finest were on the way.
Good for them. Not quite so good for me.
Whatever the labcoat had done left my brain flickering like a cheap picjector. My consciousness faded in and out before finally settling on somewhere in between. Black waters closed over my head, bubbles anxiously scattered toward the surface. I tasted the scum and filth of the river water as I tried to scream…
Something dove into the waters. A dark shape with glowing eyes filled my vision, and something seized me under my arms. As I experienced a sensation of rising, I blacked out.
When I came to, I was on the shoreline coughing up the river. A pale face glowed from the shadowy form of the synoid who pumped my chest.
“It’s ok,” he said. “You’re going to make it.”
“Who… who are you?”
The synoid hesitated. “Hunter.” He looked back, where a crowd of curious people gathered outside of a decrepit old nightclub. The Valentino.
“My name’s… Mick.” I winced, wondering why it was so hard to remember. I knew who I was, after all. “Mick Trubble.”
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I sat up with a gasp when my brain flickered back to normal. I couldn't have been out too long, 'cause when I came to we were still in the parking garage, which had pretty lousy security if you ask me. My back was firmly pressed against Maxine’s smooth alloyed frame.
My pants were missing.
I was stripped down to my boxers, the ones with the rocket ships on 'em. Poddar knelt just a few feet away, bleeding from a few shallow cuts. His mitts were tied. He looked at me and shrugged. I figured he must have surrendered like a gentleman.
The dames stood over me wearing the same stern expressions. There must be some school for dames where they train how to master that look.
Too bad for them, because I still had a trick up my sleeve. “Maxine?”
“I’m sorry Mr. Trubble. Something is jamming my defense system. I’m unable to help you.”
I had put some major berries into modifying Maxine’s voice activated defenses. If those dames were blocking it, they had to have their mitts on some righteous tech. Still, I'd been in tougher situations than that. And even if they were leather-clad dominatrixes with blades, they were still dames, after all. I put on my most seductive grin.
"Well ladies, it looks like I underestimated the lengths a gal will go to get a prime slab of pure manliness. Whaddya say we get out this dingy little garage and upgrade to a nice can-house. I know a truly wild joint Downtown that—"
My voice cut off with a girlish squeak, thanks to Christina and that damn staff of hers hitting me right in my boys. The experience was nothing to brag about.
Jen's long blond hair swung as she crouched down to my level. "You might want to save your voice. After all, you're going to need it to tell us everything we want to know."
"Well, of course I am, sweetheart. Who says I wasn't? You might wanna think of me as your complete source for news, weather, and—aagh!”
Another rap to the nether regions. Not gentle-like, either. I glared at Christina as threateningly as I could without a pair of pants. I really hated that staff.
Jen cupped my chin in her hand. She had a pretty strong grip for a dame. "What did you and Tommy Tsunami talk about?” Her voice practically dripped with sugar. Course it would've been sweeter if she hadn't emphasized the question by planting her razor-edged sword about a half-inch away from my goodies.
Ok, those gonzo dames meant business. Still, I had to stall while I tried to figure out what their angle in all this was.
"Tommy… Tsunami? You mean the gangster Tommy Tsunami? You think I — you think we gabbed with him?” I laughed hysterically. "Boy, do you dames have your lines crossed! I mean, me and the Prince did go the Gaiden to check out the scene and all, but then some crazy chumps busted in and started fogging the joint. Gunfire, explosions — you wouldn't believe it. It was like a scene from the picture show. We were lucky to get out in one piece."
I could tell my Pinocchio didn’t go all that well by the way the dames exchanged looks. Poddar looked downward as if embarrassed to be in my company.
Christina didn’t even blink her pretty gems. "Kelly? Looks like we got us a bad boy. Should we show him what bad boys get for lying?"
Kelly laughed.
I heard the click of her heels as she stalked back to the cherry red wheeler. The trunk opened and shut again. When she came back, I looked at the nefarious instrument of torture in her hands.
Poddar gasped.
It was a black box, hooked up with dials and levers. But what was worse were the twin metallic cords that gleamed dully in the flickering lights of the garage. They both ended in mean-looking pinchers, like the jumper cables used to kick-start vehicle batteries before the Cataclysm.
"What…" I swallowed hard. "Whaddya got there?"
"Oh, I think you know what this is." Kelly stroked the thing like a pet poodle. "But I like to call it… the Bitchmaker. So this is how it's going to be. We ask the questions. You give us answers. Otherwise we hook these up to your little boys. And then—” She set the box on the floor and hit a button.
The pinchers vibrated, shooting off sparks and thrashing around like eels on amphetamines.
“Roasted nuts.”
I'm ashamed to admit I almost fainted.
Still, I've never been in a fix I couldn't shoot my way out of. Since I was missing the heat, I had to settle for shooting off at the mouth.
"Listen, all I know about Tommy Tsunami is he's a lousy card player. The Prince and I went out for a chew. The chopper squad started spraying, and I caught a slug in the arm. We got the hell outta there, now you broads show up. Whaddya want from me?"
In retrospect, I probably could've skipped the word broads.
In less time than it takes to tell it, the dames pricked and prodded me until I couldn’t tell where the next love tap was coming from. Someone grabbed hold of the waistband of my boxers and started to pull. Normally I appreciate an aggressive woman, but this time I knew they weren’t exactly there for my legendary bed action.
"Wait — wait, damn it! What are you dames thinking? What the hell?"
I heard the macabre sound of the… thing vibrate again.
Poddar shut his eyes. "I–I can't watch."
I screamed and thrashed like a hophead in rehab. For two reasons. First, I was scared out of both halves of my mind.
Second, I'm the type of guy who likes to be prepared. For anything. So it’s only natural I’d have a backup plan. That came in the form of an emergency kit strapped to the chassis of my ride. Inside was a first aid kit, a few choice explosives, and what I like to call the Replacement Killer.
Modified gyroscopic handgun, which meant it had power and a bad attitude to boot. You would too if you shot miniature rockets instead of standard slugs. The customization was the addition of mech parts to increase its power and durability. There aren’t supposed to be any models that survived the Cataclysm, but I knew at least one existed because I owned it.
As I writhed like a madman, I opened the latch to the kit and spilled the contents on the ground. As soon as the Killer touched my fingers I twisted over and pointed it at whoever was closest. In that case, the muzzle rested against Christina's perfectly formed thigh.
"I may not have the heart to kill you, but I damn sure can make you limp." My free hand was gripped tightly on the waistband of my boxers. She didn't smile that time.
I guess because she recognized the type of heater the Killer was, and guessed what it would do to her lovely leg at close range. But dammit, I wasn't about to let those Gutter Girls roast my nuts.
I heard the growl right before a hairy blur struck me. Hard. The Replacement Killer clattered on the ground.
When I looked up, a large gray dog snarled in my face. As my vision cleared, I realized it actually wasn’t a dog. It was a wolf. And he looked a helluva lot bigger than those in the museum.
I slowly reached for the Killer. The wolf growled like a locomotive, causing me to think better of it.
"A wise decision, Troubleshooter."
A door opened on the wheeler. Stiletto heels clicked over to where I lay with a hoary paw on my chest. I looked up at the new dame.
She was a frosted blonde with skin the color of fresh cream, emerald eyes, and full rosebud lips. Her slender frame was draped with a red silk kimono ornamented with herons and lotus petals. She wasn’t Japanese, so I figured she was one of those types that enjoyed sampling cultures. Some folks get a kick outta that stuff.
But what flipped my lid was wondering how much room that wheeler had in it. And what kind of dame rode with leather-clad Gutter Girls and wolves. Had to be cloned, because no one could possibly own a real one. Far as I knew, they went extinct long before the entire world went down the drain.
"Enkidu is old but his teeth are still strong, and he is quite protective of me. And my girls. He absolutely hates guns. I'm sorry to have you treated like this, but you aren't a man that takes to being prodded gently, are you? You needn’t worry about your manliness. They were only softening you up for me."
"I'm sorry, but have we met?” I tried as hard as I could to be dignified while lying on cold concrete with a tight hold on my boxers.
Her cherry lips curved.
“Perhaps we have. Amilyen az adjonisten, olyan a fogadjisten, as they say in my homeland. ‘As one greets, so will one's greeting be returned’ is the literal translation, but it can be taken to mean ‘give as good as one gets.’
She raised an amused eyebrow. As you can see, my girls translate it in the latter sense. I am Selene. Do your self-esteem a favor and put your pants back on. You and I have much to discuss, and little time to do so.”

Chapter 6: Selene

I knew something was up when I stepped into the dame’s wheeler. The first thing that hit me was how big the interior was. I had thought somehow the wolf, three psychotic Gutter Girls and Selene had been crammed up inside. But when I got in, the interior was as spacious as an extra stretch limo. Which made me wanna get right back out, because that just didn't make sense. I mean, it would take some seriously expensive tech to create such a convincing outward illusion…
"Don't bother, Troubleshooter.” Selene's voice was coolly amused. Her wolf sat beside her and stared with reflective amber eyes. "Appearances are deceiving. You just have to accept some things are the way they are."
Kelly cranked the ride as Poddar and I sat on the cushioned leather. Jen rode shotgun while Christina lounged beside Selene and the wolf. She had an amused smile on her delicate face. Me, I didn’t really want to think about the Gutter Girls, or my close encounter experience with the nefarious Bitchmaker.
It was fully dark by then. Downtown was glimmering jewel of winking phosphorus. The ride floated over the road so smoothly it felt like a skimmer. Maybe it was. Like the dame said: appearances were deceiving.
I felt a little better when Christina poured some darb vodka into a couple of heavily ornamented glasses. You can always tell the grade of liquor by the glasses a body uses to pour into. Obviously Selene was used to the very best, and nothing salves damaged pride like a few shots of quality feel-good in a bottle. It would've been better if her wolf didn’t stare at me like his next meal, but you can’t have it all. As I slipped slowly, I thought about what I knew about this particular dame.
I'd heard stories, of course. Everyone with half an egg in New Haven knows about the Wolf Mistress. Like most of the more notorious residents, she was rumored to be on the downside of major pressure from the Secret Service. Tired of being hounded in every major Haven, she and a few others like her decided to lift stakes and take their business to a place where the brass couldn’t touch them. Like Vegas of old, New Haven was born of that alliance.
Sure, the bureaucrats and highbinders were in place to acquire the necessary funding and licenses, but anyone who’s been in New Haven long enough knows who really runs the show. An elite, highly secretive guild of former exiles and rogue agents known as the Gestalt. A few familiar names were rumored to be in that highly exclusive club. One of them was Selene.
Supposedly she ran an empire funded by black market energy vending, since the major problem in New Haven is not enough energy to go around. The Commerce Bureau is supposed to run things, but every sap knows they gotta fork over like everyone else.
Selene commanded an army of dangerous dames who infiltrated the entire framework of New Haven. Housewives, secretaries, nurses — any dame with a pulse could be secretly affiliated with the Gutter Girls. Not much happened that Selene didn’t have her fingers dipped in. She was kinda like Tommy Tsunami in a way. Made me wonder how the two of them were tied together.
As if reading my mind, she cast her jade irises over her glass. "Where is Tommy keeping the leg?” There was a glitter in her gaze and a sheathed dagger in her voice, waiting to bare its edge. Poddar cleared his throat and nudged me with a hard elbow.
Not that it was necessary. Without the Mean Ol' Broad or the Replacement Killer, I felt pretty naked and out of my element.
And there's only so far even I'm willing to push my luck.
"Look, things got outta hand before I could even clap eyes on this leg, whatever it is. Tommy was yelling for his goons to get it out safe while I was scrambling to get out of the burning building. Honestly, that's all I know. Maybe I could be more helpful to you if I knew more about what the hell I'm caught up in."
She studied me for a moment. "Do you remember anything beyond the last few years at all, Mick? When you look into the past, what do you see?"
Well that was about the last question I felt like answering.
"Water." I muttered the words as I stared out the window. The streams of rain across its dark surface didn’t improve my mood. "Black choppy waves. Voices calling out. You know, random bunk like that. I thought I'd get it back. The memory, I mean. But it doesn't come. Maybe it never will."
I remember everything. Everything except my past. Events beyond two years ago are just fog. There was a hole where something happened, but I had no luck in recollecting what it was. I figured it had to be either pretty important, or else something so grim I’d blocked it out to stay sane. I try not to think about it too much. Some folks would consider it a blessing to forget their past. Considering all the jams I can recall, I figure I haven’t really missed out on much except a lot of trouble.
Selene looked at me like a bottle of nail polish that may or may not match her outfit. "So you settle for being a drunken gambler who makes a living by getting in and out of trouble."
"I’m a Troubleshooter, sweetheart. It's an honest living.”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Okay, it's a living. But instead of gabbing above my head, why don't you tip your mitts on the grift I’ve been flimflammed into?”
"No one put a gun to your head, Mr. Trubble. Just the promise of profit. You’re the one who dove in headfirst without thinking about the consequences. So try to concentrate on what’s important. Like finding Ms. Kilby, and the leg."
I frowned. "Look, what's the deal with this leg? What the hell is it?"
Enkidu stiffened at my irritation. He growled a warning.
I adjusted the tone of my voice. Just to be safe. "I meant to say, would you mind telling me a little more about what this leg is?"
The old wolf seemed to be satisfied, and settled back. I breathed a sigh of relief.
“It will probably be easier if I show you.” She set her glass down, reached for the hem of her kimono and pulled it up, exposing a nice swath of pale and shapely leg. I’ve had worse times.
“Listen, I’m down to shoot the woo as much as the next man, but this is hardly the time for—”
“Maybe you should switch brains and look closer.”
I did. That’s when I noticed the prosthetic. Her entire right leg had been replaced. Flesh colored, state of the art tech, but it was still a bionic leg.
“You mean it’s an actual leg? What the hell?”
“Now your rather sluggish mind may actual comprehend the kind of people you’re dealing with. I was at home; the one place where I can take my ease. No one has ever breached my security. Ever.
“Next thing I knew I woke up in a tub of ice with my leg missing, and a note saying it would be returned as soon as possible. It took some time for my operatives to trace the ghost trails to Tommy Tsunami. Being a cautious man, he’d be on the lookout for my Gutter Girls. We needed an unpredictable element, an agent of chaos who could tip the scales in our favor. That’s when you were activated by my handler, Ms. Kilby.”
I took a slow sip as I thought things over. It really was some darb vodka. “Only your grand scheme blew up in your face. Now Ms. Kilby is missing, along with your shapely leg. Well that just breaks my ticker, but what does any of it have to do with me?”
She tilted her head. “You really have no idea what’s going on, do you? And here I thought you were just bluffing. While Tommy and I have always had a… wary relationship, he would never step over the line like this without powerful desperation to drive him. If he is responsible at all.”
“Whaddya mean, if? You think just because he’s a member of your little society, he won’t go rogue? I’m telling you, I heard him ordering his men to protect the leg.”
“Just because he was in possession of my leg doesn’t mean he was the one who nabbed it in the first place. Tommy is a man who takes advantage of any wild card thrown his way. But he’s affiliated with the same people I am. There are rules. He’s definitely a player, but I want to know who dealt the card.”
I finished my drink. “Ok, sister. This is a great story and all, but you got all you can get from me. I’ve sliced my fingers, caught some hot lead, and had my dignity severely damaged all in one night. So I’m nixed on any more time in your rather attractive company. I’m gonna find me a bottle of hard juice, a sweet chippy who likes to skate around, and call it a night. Thanks for nothing, have a nice day.”
I leaned back and nodded confidently to Poddar, who seemed to avoid my gaze for some reason. If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought he was embarrassed.
Selene’s eye’s glittered as she leaned forward. “You’re not through with this and you know it, Mick. In fact you’re so thick in it it’s a wonder you can breathe. You have contacts and you have knowledge, whether you can remember it or not. I want that. And you want to know why your memory is lost. I can help with that. Along with the payment that will keep the Goryachevas from fitting you for a nice New Haven trench coat. It’s my print and code that will authorize the payment, after all — not Kilby’s. Face it, with all your troubles and Tommy Tsunami to boot, this is your best option. You scratch my back, I scratch yours. Tit for tat."
I wisely kept my ‘tit’ wisecracks to myself as the ride pulled to a stop. I groaned as I recognized the locale. "Great. The West Docks. Just the place Tommy said for me to scope. Now what are the chances of that being a coincidence?"
Folks think the Flats are tough, but the only good thing about living there was it wasn't the West Docks. A lot of cases go unsolved when they end up in that part of town. The whole region is a large cut of fog, battered buildings, and human animals slinking in the shadows. The West River is the major dumping ground for a lot of bodies that go missing in New Haven, and had the stink to prove it.
We stepped out in the rain to take a look around. My hackles rose when Enkidu jumped out and howled to wake the dead. The remains of a tenement building burned right in front of us. The flames roared angrily in spite of the rain, giving the Docks the biggest lightshow they'd see in a month. Or until something else blew up, anyway. No sky hosers had arrived, which was the norm for the Docks. The entire lot looked like a shell had been dropped on it.
"What’s this?"
"This was an apartment building. Ms. Kilby was supposed to meet me here.” Selene's unflappable calm was definitely disturbed. Her honeyed locks were plastered as rain wept down her face. Her Gutter Girls circled protectively, searching for unseen threats. The wolf continued to howl in mourning.
"That ain’t gonna happen. Tommy got to her first. Gotta say, this is extreme even for him."
"No. It wasn’t him. But whoever it was is looking for the leg, and obviously thought they could find it here."
"Find it? The entire building is blown to hell. There’s gotta be hundreds of stiffs in there. Are you sure Kilby even showed up?"
Her eyes hardened into chips of jade. "Of course I am. I got word she received unexpected visitors and was seen leaving with them. Soon after that my contact reported someone else showed up. The only description of the individual was he was hard to describe. I didn’t get anything else because the call was interrupted. Now I know why."
The flames still flared in the building’s corpse as if defying the downpour. I imagined all the disadvantaged folks who were sleeping or minding their business when their lives were suddenly snuffed out.
“Lemme get this straight. Kilby was waiting to meet with you. But some trouble boys showed up and took off with her in their company. Then this new lug shows up, gets pissed that she’s gone and blows the whole building to hell?”
“Exactly. For no reason at all. Just because he could.”
I really started to regret not surrendering to the Russians. A slow tortuous death at their hands looked like easy street compared to the basket of adders I currently had both hands in.
"I’m trying to think of anyone with this kind of M.O. but I’m coming up blank. So that must mean there’s a new player in town — someone who’s playing for keeps. No more word games, Selene. It’s time you tell me what's so important about this leg of yours."
"My entire leg is tattooed. I had it done years ago. Apparently it’s believed there's a pattern to the tattoos. A guide to find something. What it is I don't know, but I do know this — I’m getting the leg back, with or without you. It’s your profit to lose. Are you in?"
She was lying. There was no way she couldn’t know what was tattooed on her own leg. But at the same time, she was afraid. It takes a lot to frighten a dame like her. Which meant I’d been dealt into a game playing for the ultimate stakes.
Human lives.
I took another look at the flames, but they provided no more answers than the black waters of my past. I paused to light a smoke.
"Yeah. Yeah, I'm in. But we're gonna need one helluva plan if we're gonna pull this off."
Poddar walked over with Jen. He tried to keep his face calm as he surveyed the destruction. He didn't succeed.
I gave him a nod. "Well, Poddar old buddy, it looks like we're gonna enjoy each other's company a bit longer. Time to call in the reinforcements. If you got an ace in your hand, now's the time to throw it."
Poddar nodded. "I know someone. He's like a brother to me. I will give the Cowboy a call.” He tapped a sequence on his holoband.
"Well yee-haw and scoot my boots, that sounds grand.” I turned to Selene, who looked at the burning building with pity gracing her face. Her wolf had never ceased howling, and his song began to chill my blood. “So, you gonna tell us exactly what we’re up against?”
"Do you believe in New Haven, Mick?" The soft echo of Tommy Tsunami's question startled me.
"I believe in fast women, fast wheels, and fast money. Whatever's left is none of my business."
She gazed at me without a hint of a smile. "It might be a good time to start."
"I'll keep that in mind. What do you got lined up for me?
"You're going to use your contacts to find out where Tommy Tsunami is on the lay. Then we're going to storm that location and get my leg back. Once we secure it, we’ll be on track to find Ms. Kilby and whoever is behind this."
I sighed. "Great. If I'd known I was committing suicide today, I would've worn better rags."
Poddar wrapped up his conversation. "Oh, and Rob…? You'd better bring Stinker. Yeah. See you soon.” He clicked off his datacom and looked at us. "Ok, we're good."
I groaned. Because the rain had soaked my last gasper. I paid good dough for those smokes. "Hell. Since we're bringing out the big guns, I may as well make a call of my own. I know just the cat. He’s a synoid. A real killer. His name is Hunter. Hunter Valentino."
Selene smiled then, the kind of smile which makes you wanna take back what you just said. And run like hell.
"An excellent suggestion, Mick. Perhaps the smartest thing you've said since we've met."
I hate it when dames get all mysterious on me. I had a funny feeling the real trouble had only just started.

Chapter 7: The Taste of Absinthe

It felt good to reunite with Maxine again. It would've felt better if I could actually handle her, but having a bum arm kinda handicaps a fella. A slug will do that to you, if you're moving slow enough to catch one. And lately I’d been moving awful slow.
But not slow enough to forget to have Maxine tail us. A simple tap on my holoband assured she followed Selene’s crate the entire time. Good thing too, because although I’m always up for a little feminine company, those Gutter Girls were a little too gonzo for my taste.
So I kept Max in control of the actual driving while I lounged in the seat. Poddar was back to riding shotgun. He looked a bit anxious, and I couldn't blame him. Dames specialize in making men sweat. That's why I have a strict play-but-don’t-stay policy. Booze makes me sweat enough as it is.
His friend was on the way to meet us. The Cowboy, he called him. I'd heard of the man before. A pretty famous Nimrod. Lots of bounty killers these days, but supposedly he was to handguns what Einstein was to nuclear theory. I hoped so, because I wasn't looking forward to storming Tommy Tsunami's newest flophouse, probably because of the aforementioned slug I took last time he and I came face to face. Some souvenirs you don't really want to collect again.
But I'd given my word. Damn that honest side of me.
We were still in the West Docks. Ramshackle buildings leaned drunkenly on blasted slopes and busted alleyways. On the other side the West River was a tar-colored snake which wallowed in its own stench.
The Docks are full of a lotta gonzo stories. The kind of bunk you'd scoff at if you hadn't seen it with your own eyes.
Which I had.
"Stop for a sec, Maxine." I had just recovered an old pack of smokes from under the seat when I eyeballed a familiar mug in a mob on the corner. Maxine squealed to a halt. I got out as the door opened.
"I thought we were meeting up with this friend of yours." Poddar was really starting to unnerve me with his whining. "We don't have time for random stops. Every second we waste, Ms. Kilby’s life is on the line."
I glared at him. "Listen, Ace. You probably wouldn't know this, but ninety percent of investigation is instinct. Which I got in spades. So follow my lead and watch my back. Bum arm, you know.”
The storm had faded to a light drizzle. Still, even with my flogger shielding me from most of the wetness I was starting to feel a bit damp from the constant in and out.
I placed my good hand on a familiar butt. The grip of the Mean Ol' Broad was almost as sweet as a little grab action with a pro skirt, and twice as safe. It was a gesture of trust on Selene's part to return the heaters the Gutter Girls had stripped me of when they had me in that rather… uncomfortable situation earlier. I pointed her skyward and pulled the trigger.
All I heard was thunder.
The mob on the corner scattered like hopheads that’d just seen a siren flash. All except my mark.
"Frankie!" I spread my arms wide. "Frankie Newman. It's been a dog's age, Ace."
Newman used to be a nightclub crooner, and a pretty good one at that. I’d seen him captivate live audiences like a puppet master. There was something about his voice. It was almost hypnotic. I’m not exactly the best judge on those type of things, but I’ve never heard better.
He used to perform at all sorts of ritzy joints in his heyday, enjoying the kind of celebrity status only a few are privileged to. But in this town that meant rubbing elbows with the kind of men who dipped their fingers in a lot of dirty places. He’d seen the wrong thing at the wrong time, resulting in a few unscrupulous lugs who wanted him rubbed out to prevent any eyewitness accounts.
I managed to save his bacon, but that meant tucking him far away from the folks who were looking for him. No one would think to scope for him in the Docks. He was forced to retire his singing career and took up social work for the listless zombies who wandered the boulevards of broken dreams. And gathered his information.
That was his other talent. He could comb through a river of slop and come up with diamonds every time. Tapping into that network of streaming data was my reward for saving his worthless hide, whether he liked it or not.
"Dammit, you just cost me big time." Frankie shot dirty looks I ignored as he folded his portable table into a briefcase. The terrace of the crumbling building shielded him from the rain; streams of it fell between us like prison bars. His hair floated around his head like he'd just stuck a wet finger in a live socket, and his coat had so many patches on it I couldn't tell where the original fabric started. Like everything else, his appearance was an illusion. He could blend in with any crowd, anywhere.
"No one cares about your work, anyway." I lit a smoke and puffed. "They had to be homeless, for crying out loud. How were they gonna pay you, in lice eggs?"
"It's not the berries. It's the information. These guys see and hear everything. So thanks for gumming that up for me. What do you want from me this time?"
I rubbed my hands together. "Pipe this: a few nights ago someone's leg got snatched, see? A high pillow kinda someone. Now, I know Tommy Tsunami has his mitts on it at present, but I wanna know who did the snatch in the first place. The way I see it, Selene's gotta be as tightly guarded as Tommy, maybe more. But someone got past her security, her Gutter Girls, even past her wolves. Then they sedated her and performed a perfect surgical amputation without killing her. Now who in the hell could pull a stunt like that?"
Frankie’s mouth twisted. "I heard about the leg, yeah. Old news. It was the work of a freelance thief, maybe the best in the business. Goes by the handle of La Fox. Besides being a master hacker, she can steal the nails off of your fingers with a handshake. A common leg would be duck soup for a pro like her. That's all I know."
I love it when a stoolie says 'that's all I know'. Which translates to: ‘Payment up front.’ I pulled out a loaded dibcard. "Ok, Frankie. I got a hunch that a yard can jog your memory."
He snatched the card and instantly downloaded the dibs with a swipe across his holoband. "Look, you had better know you're waist deep in gasoline here. You’re going to blow sky high if you keep shooting off sparks. It’d be better for you to walk away while you still have all your parts in working order.”
“Appreciate the concern, Ace. But I just paid for a song. So sing, little birdie.”
He glared. “La Fox was brought in from outside the network, since every freelancer in town already has ties to the Gestalt in one way or another. Takes a lot of work to get into New Haven unannounced. That alone should tell you this soup is too hot for you to swallow.”
“Good thing I’m cold as ice. Keep talking, Ace.”
“Fine. Don’t say you weren’t warned.” He took a wary glance around and hunched his shoulders. I had to strain to hear him when he spoke.
“Something big is going down. Even the hardheads here in the Docks are spooked. They talk about a man with silver eyes which can kill just by looking at you. That explosion a few blocks from here? Yeah, his work. No one knows his name or where he comes from. But I happen to know they call him the New Man. He's gathering soldiers. Hardheads, goons, bums — they get snatched up and next time you see them they're in black robes, on secret assignments and smoking anyone who gets in their way.
“They call themselves the Specters. Seems they're pitching fits because someone stole some precious cargo from them a few nights back. Has to be the leg. They've been tearing the city apart looking for it."
I exhaled a sigh of second-hand smoke. "Frankie, you're killing me. I ask for the wire and you give me bedtime stories. Don’t get me wrong, it was entertaining and all. So thanks for that. Now spill, only this time tell me the actual truth."
"Hey, you know how I deal. That’s the crop. If you don’t like it, you can climb your thumb, Mick. We'll see how well you can—"
Frankie couldn't finish his genius insult on account of being slammed against the wall. Poddar placed his handy kukri to Frankie’s throat. I took another drag and exhaled ghosts while Frankie gurgled in fear.
"You're going to tell us what we want to know right now." Poddar’s soft voice was laced with cold steel. "People’s lives hang in the balance, and you're wasting our time."
Frankie sneered. “I don’t think so. Your part in this game is over.” He looked Poddar directly in the eyes. “Why don’t you do yourself a favor and think about nothing for a minute?”
Poddar’s eyes went blank and his mouth dropped wide open. Frankie’s voice seemed to come from everywhere. It rang in my ears like gongs of pure crystal. There was something about it, something hypnotic…
“And why don’t you go jump in the lake, Mick Trubble?”
The insane part was I really did want to jump in the lake. It was only the fact that New Haven didn’t have one which saved me from a premature baptism. The confusion splintered the hypnosis, allowing rational thought to resurface. When it did, my first instinct was to go for the Mean Ol’ Broad.
But when I raised that lovely piece of steel-plated poetry, Poddar was looking at me open-mouthed.
Holding an empty jacket. Frankie Newman had pulled a Casper right in front of our eyes.
I shook my head. "Damn, he's good.”
[image: ]
We pulled up to a dilapidated house a few minutes later. Hunter Valentino actually lived in the West Docks, which right away should tell you a bit about his personality. I don't come calling except in the most extreme circumstances. He kinda gives me the creeps.
Maxine squealed off with Poddar to pick up the Cowboy, which left me at the ramshackle dive with no way to escape. The rain had temporarily stalled and the streets responded by letting off some steam, creating a haze which suited the place well. I walked up the broken steps and opened the door. It was never locked. Only a kamikaze nut job would walk in on Hunter looking for trouble.
"You look like you could use a drink.” Hunter didn’t bother to turn around. The eerie thing about him is he always knew when I was coming. I never figured that one out.
The place was almost as cheerful as a funeral parlor. A single flickering bulb illuminated what I guessed was the kitchen area. Hunter looked pale as a ghost, especially since he insisted on wearing black all the time. Only his tie had any color, a lime tongue that lolled down his chest. He gestured to the table.
"Absinthe.” The glasses glowed green with the stuff. A bowl of sugar cubes sat beside the glasses.
That was our tradition before talking. He drank nothing else, which was probably why he was so gonzo. Well, that and the fact he was a synoid. That was the real reason why he drank. If you can’t spot a synoid on sight, you can always figure it out by what’s on the menu.
Meat and pretty much nothing else besides stiff drinks. High volumes of alcohol and protein are converted into the fuel which keeps them running. I don’t trust synoids as a rule, but somehow I’d come to terms with this particular one. After all, he was the one who pulled me out of that black, filthy water the night I lost my memory. I never really bothered to question why.
Maybe because I was afraid of the answer.
The thing which made Hunter unique is he's independent. Every now and then a synoid will get its wires crossed, or its remote operation goes faulty, or a million other variations. In most cases it will shut down permanently, but every now and then one will continue developing, continue to improve its own programming. It will behave so human that eventually it comes to believe it is.
Of course synoids are easily detectable if you look closely. Their faces tend to be a bit too doll-like, but it’s the eyes that give them away. No engineering in the world can put a soul inside of those windows. With synoids there’s just nothing there. Not exactly the creepiest thing I've seen, but it comes close.
Hunter’s independence was illegal of course, and the standard procedure is to destroy any such synoid upon detection. In his case that was a task easier said than done because Hunter was more than his name; it’s his model description. Hunter model synoids are a step above street sweepers. They’re designed to infiltrate, search for a specific target, and destroy it. Which made a body wonder who his mark was before he became a free agent.
He took his absinthe straight, but the stuff is so bitter I had to add sugar. I took a cube from the vintage bowl, soaked it in absinthe, and lit it on fire. When I dropped it in my glass, the spirits blazed green. I doused the flame with a shot of water before it could eat up the alcohol.
We raised the glasses in salute. "To memory," Hunter said.
“Memory is something I’m in severe lack of.” I downed the shot. The flavor was like black licorice dipped in turpentine. I tried not to wince. “That’s why I came to chin it up with you, Hunter. You know things most people don’t.”
Hunter stared without blinking. “You couldn’t be more correct.”
“Then throw me a bone, Ace. You’re the only one who might have a clue why I was floating in the river with a bad case of amnesia. Now something big is going down, and somehow I’m caught in the middle of it. I’m mildly concerned it could be tied to my missing past.”
“As you should be.” His face had the expression of an empty box. “Tell me, what do you know about the citizenship of New Haven?”
“Citizenship? Whaddya mean? This place is made up from all the refuse from the other Havens — the more civilized ones. Most folks here are on the run from one thing or another, in most cases being the Secret Service. Seeing as we’re in the middle of the nastiest swamplands and the deadliest oceanside in the Territories, it makes a hard nut for the Service to crack.”
He downed another shot. “Have you ever seen the other Havens? In person, I mean.”
I shrugged. “Who can afford it? That’s how they grift you — by charging rates so high it’s guaranteed no one except the butter-and-egg sort can transit back and forth. Besides, being zipped through thousands of miles underground at supersonic speeds ain’t exactly my idea of a good time.”
I forgot about what was in the bottle before I poured another shot and downed it in a single swig. It was hard to suppress the gag reflex.
“Then how do you know they exist?” His face was ominously blank.
I opened my mouth, then paused. “You taking up philosophy now, Hunter? Whaddya mean how do I know?”
“It’s a common misconception to believe what’s presented to you is reality, when in fact it may be anything but. How can you know something is real unless the experience is stored somewhere in your memory?”
I felt the dizzy rush only an alcohol buzz can give. I shook my head to clear it. “Why the twenty questions, Hunter? I thought you were going to tip your mitts on what’s going on.”
He sighed patiently and downed his shot glass. “It’s all relative. You see, you were involved in a high stakes gig a while back. One that involved going up against the most brilliant mind in New Haven. You weren’t successful. In the ensuing gun battle you ended up in the waters of the West River.”
“Other than you fishing me out of there, I don’t recall anything of the sort, Hunter.”
Something like a smile flickered across his face. “Precisely.”
My head spun like a wobbly top. Absinthe is potent in the first place, but I couldn't even feel my feet on the shaggy carpet. "Man, what was in that bottle?” I crashed hard on the battered sofa, holding my head in both hands.
"The previous elixirs dissatisfied me. I had this specially imported. The recipe is very old, perhaps the original, and has the distinct ingredient that others are missing."
"Listen Hunter, I…" I blinked, having missed my train of thought by a mile. The room faded in and out in greenish shades. Hunter was an indistinct figure, peering at his glass thoughtfully. His voice droned on as though from a dead man’s throat.
"You know, for years absinthe was blamed for psychedelic affects. Wild behavior. Bad men drank it. Conservatives tried to ban it. Thujone was the reason. A chemical known to have interesting side effects. Found in wormwood. The thing is, most absinthes have only harmless qualities in it. Most."
I could barely hear him. I was back in the river. Black choppy waves crashed over me, pulling me to darkness. Green fairies circled, bubbling with laughter. Their hair rippled like sea moss as I drifted to the sea bottom, scattering silver-eyed fish. Hunter Valentino waited for me there, still studying the contents of his glass. I choked on black water while he calmly spoke.
"You came to me because you want me to help you, and I will. But I need targets, and you haven’t provided any. You should know that by now. Your problem is in your mind. Your memory, specifically. I cannot help you in that regard. But there is someone who can—"
He turned as though he heard something. Then he rose and walked away as if the sea bottom was flat ground. I flailed uselessly, unable to rise to the surface. My lungs were about to explode, black flecks danced across my vision…
The entire river crashed on my head.
I sat up sputtering and soaking wet. As I blinked the water from my eyes, two figures gradually took form. The first was Poddar. The second was a stranger. A mustached man wearing a brown Stetson and a long leather duster over his shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. With spurs.
Spurs.
He was the one holding the bucket. He tipped his Stetson apologetically. "Well, it looks like you were having one helluva drunken dream there, mister. I'm sorry to have to introduce myself by dumping a load of water on your head, but we were afraid you were gonna hurt yourself, flailing around on the floor like that."
"Where… where's Hunter?" I managed to gasp.
He and Poddar exchanged glances. "Ain't no Hunter here, partner. Just us. My name's Rob. You can call me the Cowboy if you like. I heard you could use a hand helping Poddar here out with rescuing his lady friend. Turns out that's just my specialty. Besides bagging and tagging, that is — an occupation that ain’t been too profitable of late. I’m hoping teaming up with a yahoo like yourself can help change that."
"Well yippee-ki-yay, melon farmer.” I staggered to my feet. The Cowboy didn't exactly look all that impressed, and I couldn’t have blamed him. I had some cross words to say to Hunter when I saw him next.
Politely cross words, anyway.
"What happened to you?” Poddar wasn’t exactly the picture of sympathy either.
"Nothing. Trip for biscuits. Listen — enough questions. We have to get on the ball. I have a few ideas…"
"Hate to ask this…" The Cowboy stared out the doorway. But are those clowns friends of yours?"
We turned around. A crowd of hardheads gathered outside the door, reeking of body odor and equally foul intentions. All of them wore black robes and bad haircuts. The lug in front pointed a bio-gun at us.
Big mistake.

Chapter 8: Man of Shadows

"What is it about this side of town?"
The bio-gun was interesting. Basically, it grafted itself to the arm and was powered by energy from the body’s cells. The newer models are built directly into your holoband, but he had one of the clunky older models with the wires that actually injected into the forearm.
Still, even those things were expensive; too much for a common goon to own. And getting assaulted by a mob of angry monks was pushing it, even in the West Docks. Lucky thing I had friends with me.
The goon gave us the customary warning. "All of you are coming with us. Either in one piece, or bleeding all the—"
His spiel was interrupted by his words flying out the back of his head. Not a pretty sight. I had heard The Cowboy was on the swift, but to see it in real life was pretty impressive. His weapons of choice were throwbacks: tech-modified Single Army Action pistols.
You'd think the rest of the mob would have wised up at their leader’s death, but the rubes only got bolder, rushing us like lemmings on their way to the sea.
Poddar was the first to meet them, and boy did I pity those goons who stood in the way of him rescuing his missing dame. The Prince had pulled a retractable rod from his flogger while the goon was talking, and attached it to his kukri. One of the goons went down howling and clutching a ruined hand. Poddar leaped into the mob with the bladed staff twirling.
Goons screamed.
Another rube shrieked as he went down. A German Shepard had joined the party, seizing the goon in a spot which looked mighty uncomfortable. It had been so bizarre a night I didn’t even give a second thought over a killer mutt on the loose. I turned away as the screams got higher, though. Some things are too awful to see, even when done to a goon.
"Thatta girl, Stinker!” Charged rounds exploded around where the Cowboy knelt at the rotting terrace, but he picked off goons with his bean shooters in an almost bored matter. "I swear, the way Poddar was talking I thought you were in some real trouble. If this is all we have to deal with, getting his darling gal back should be a piece o’ cake."
"Just make sure to keep at least one conscious," I called over my shoulder.
"Where are you going?"
"I got a synoid to catch.”
I was pretty upset at Hunter for taking off on me. After all, the whole point of coming that deep in the Docks was to collect him for a bit of gun support. I’d seen him walk toward the back of the house during that unfortunate hallucination sequence. I circled around and peered in the stretch of fog that masked his back yard.
“Hunter? You back here? We need to talk. I wasn’t finished with you yet… ”
You'd think a man could take a break, but one of the goons followed me around the corner. I didn't even see him until he tried to plug me. The bio-gun exploded in his hand instead.
That was the main reason why I stuck to old school handguns. Bio-guns were prone to overheat unexpectedly. Made sense. Equipment charged by the user’s living energy has to negotiate the fluctuating adrenaline levels. Which means unless you have nerves of steel, the weapon can become unbalanced pretty quickly. Supposedly the real darb models have stabilizers, but I don’t trust them either. Labcoats never get anything right.
He screamed and grabbed his ruined hand, but I wasn’t exactly in the mood for sympathy.
"Not exactly the gig you signed up for was it?” I put the Mean Ol’ Broad to his egg so he could feel how cold her kiss was. He clammed up instantly.
"That's better. Now maybe you'd better tell me what you poorly trained killer monks are doing in Hunter Valentino's yard. You're real lucky he stepped out, or the pain you're in now would be like sunshine on a leprechaun's ass compared to what he'd do. Now, spill."
"I am a loyal Specter and disciple of the New Man." Tears streaked his cheeks. "All enemies of the New Man will burn before the Next Day comes, it has been foretold!"
"Yeah, yeah.” It was pretty clear I wasn’t gonna learn anything from a delusional goon. "Save it for someone who cares.”
I clubbed him across the temple for general principle. The sounds of gunfire and screams had ended, so I figured my new friends were finished playing around. I rounded the corner.
And stopped cold.
The stiffs on Hunter's lawn were expected, but what I didn't expect was Rob and Poddar lying at the feet of a goon in a black flogger and hat. Stinker lay across Rob's chest as though she sought to shield him at the end. I couldn't tell if they were dead or unconscious, but at that point I was more concerned about my own welfare.
The man raised his head. "I know you."
Only I knew he wasn't really a man. He seemed more shadow than solid and his eyes shone like polished ball bearings. His voice was garbled; jawing as if chewing on a mouthful of marbles.
"Well, that makes one of us.” I appreciated the fact he had bothered to bump gums for a bit. That gave me the chance to pull the Mean Ol' Broad and fire all seven rounds.
Things got real screwy at that point. Either the air turned to jelly, or the slugs actually slowed down and froze in midair. Either way, they fell uselessly at his feet.
Then the electric hornets attacked my brain.
That’s how it felt, anyway. Only a hundred times worse. I dropped to my knees, and I gotta admit I probably screamed a little. There’s an excuse for unmanliness when you’re stabbed by a million jagged needles repeatedly right in the brain.
"Where is the leg?” The inhuman spoke casually, as if he weren't killing me without moving.
"I'm… not… telling you… jack!" I barely managed to gasp out the words. Which probably wasn't worth the effort, since the pain increased. Big time.
I thought about Angel and all the other dames I'd done wrong in my past. I felt bad because I was gonna die without ever getting the chance to tell them I loved 'em all.
The pain suddenly stopped just as I was eating the dirt. It didn't taste great, but it was a lot better than dying. I looked up and hazily saw the shadow man looking uncertainly my direction.
"What… what are you?"
"I was about to ask the same question." Hunter Valentino looked eerily similar to the shadow man as he stood calmly beside me. Only Hunter was, you know, more human.
Seems he was on familiar terms, too. "You were always good with deception, weren’t you? It won’t work on me."
The inhuman clutched his coat and stepped back warily. "This cannot be. Whatever you are, you are not enough to stop what has begun. You will see. You will see!"
His shriek startled roosted crows, which burst out of the surrounding trees. The transformer on the Tesla unit behind him exploded, shooting sparks across my vision. When I could finally see grainy blurs of reality, the shadow man was gone. The air was filled with rain and the harsh caws of crows.
"You made a mess of my yard.” Hunter looked around. "I was only gone a few minutes."
"Hey, you should be thanking me. Bury these goons, and you might have a lawn next year.” Hunter helped me rise groggily to my feet. My head felt like a piñata after being battered by a troupe of greedy rugrats. "About time you showed up.”
“My alarms detected intruders a few blocks away. By the time I arrived at the point of intrusion, they had already moved on. I had no idea they’d be foolish enough to attack my residence.”
“The two of you have a history I should know about? What was that thing, and how could he do that freaky mind trick?"
Hunter seemed uncharacteristically uncertain. "Something that should not exist. You must go to the Fortress. Ask to see the Savant. He is the one who holds the key."
"The Savant, eh? Just great, Hunter. Do you ever answer a straight question? And whaddya mean by the key, anyway?” I looked where the inhuman goon had disappeared. "And what in the actual hell was that thing?"
"Who’s the new guy?” Rob and Poddar had gotten to their feet, but they looked about as miserable as I felt. The Cowboy carried Stinker in his arms. She seemed a bit weak, but not much worse for the wear. Not that I cared. I hate mutts.
“Hunter Valentino. An old friend of mine.”
Hunter ignored them as he glanced around. I would have pegged him as uneasy, but that label can’t really be associated with synoids. “You’ll have to excuse my rudeness, but this encounter has raised questions even I don’t have answers to. I’ll have to do some investigating on my own. Remember — see the Savant at the Fortress. You’ll get at least some of the answers you’re looking for.”
He turned and strode away. I would have called him back, but I knew it was useless. When Hunter is set on something, nothing short of demolition could stop him. In no time he vanished in the billowing fog.
Rob gave me a questioning look. “That’s one damn strange synoid.” He frowned, tugging on his mustache. “And that was one damn strange goon we ran into. What the hell did he do to us?”
“He must have had some sort of device.” Poddar looked uneasy. “Some kind of synaptic scrambler or something he took us out with.”
Rob nodded, and I couldn’t blame him. It was a lot easier than admitting someone took you out with some sort of mental wasp attack. But then again, there had to be a rational explanation besides freakish super powers. There’s no telling what kind of weapons the labcoats stewed up these days. The thing had probably gotten his mitts on a new prototype or something.
“Well, whatever he was, he’s gone now. Looks like we’ve done enough damage here. We gotta head to the Fortress. There’s a guy in lockup I need to jaw with.”
“The Fortress?” Poddar stared. “The maximum security prison?”
“I hear only the top brass have access,” Rob said. How’re we supposed to just scoot on in?”
“Don’t rattle your eggs, boys. I can get us inside.” The confidence in my tone seemed to satisfy them for the moment.
Good thing they didn’t know I had no clue in hell how I was gonna pull that one off.

Chapter 9: Inside the Meat Locker

The Fortress wasn’t the most cheery of places. When you consider the majority of the populace of New Haven has criminal ties in one way or another, it takes a special type of rube to actually get buried there. No one has ever gotten out. Ever.
Which made it ironic certain chumps were trying to get in.
Those chumps, of course, were my conspicuous new associates and myself. Poddar the Prince fumed with impatience over wanting to look for his missing dame, while Rob the Cowboy tended to his mutt, Stinker. We had to take the skimmer barge since the slammer was located on its own island in the middle of the West Bay, lined with razor-edged rocks and treacherous tides. Air traffic was strictly forbidden, so the only way to access it was an automated trip across the dark, choppy waves. I tried not to look at the water. Reminded me too much of the holes in my memory.
Visitors sometimes went to the Fortress, brave souls who actually defied logic by wanting to see their gonzo relatives who enjoyed the deluxe suites there. There were only a few other passengers, but they eyeballed us warily when they thought we weren’t looking. Maybe it was Poddar’s murderous scowl. Or my bandaged hand in a tattered sling and the Wild Turkey spilling down my throat. But I think it was because Rob was actually dressed like a cowboy, from the Stetson to the boots with spurs.
I mean, who the hell does that?
Good thing they didn’t know we were all heeled and had just left a yard full of stiffs fertilizing the West Docks, or they probably would have decided to take their chances with a nighttime swim.
I figured a little conversation would brighten the mood.
“So. You two used to work together?”
The Cowboy nodded. “Yeah, me and ol’ Poddar go back a ways. Brought down quite a few tags together before he went soft on me.” He grinned at Poddar, who didn’t appear in the mood for levity.
“Now look at him. Fretting over a woman. I told him a pretty slip is a dime a dozen, but Mr. Romantic has to be a one horse rider, if you know what I mean.”
I offered him a gasper. “I do, but not from experience. I take it you don’t have that handicap either.”
He guffawed. “Me? Not in my line of work, pardner. I gotta move with the money. Been all around this wild country of ours. Man can’t wheel and deal while trying to keep one of those… whaddya call ‘em?”
“Relationships.”
“Yeah, those. It’d never work. ‘Sides, there’s only one thing I want from a woman, and it takes me about a minute and a half to get it. Then I’m on to the next thing.”
I blew a casual smoke ring over the waters. “What’s it like out there? You know… Outside.”
The Cowboy puffed on his gasper like it was his last before dying. “You mean beyond the Havens? Wild, brother. The arm of the law don’t go far beyond the Havens, so it’s every man for himself. Lots of roaming marauders, smugglers and scavengers. But there’s a few nice towns too. Even a few nice sized cities. Folks are spreading out in spite of the dangers, if only to get away from the Secret Service and the constant oppression of the United Havens.”
I contemplated that as I smoked. “People really feel the Havens are that bad?”
The Cowboy shrugged. “It’s pretty ugly out there. This place is pretty cut off, so you probably don’t know how bad it is. It took all kinds of tricks to get into this Haven. Even harder to get out. That’s why I’ve been in a rut, because I’m kinda stuck here. Getting the proper clearance to leave is a sonovabitch.”
I glanced at his wrist. “Is that why you don’t have a holoband?”
“That’s right. Haven residents only. Not that I mind. Those things are nothing but a way for the feds to keep tabs on you. I’ll keep my business portable, thank you.” He pulled a thin unit from his pocket. “Does the same job, except I can toss it if things get hot. The info backs up to a private mainframe.”
I tapped my holoband. “You can get a holoband fixed to keep from being tagged. Just costs a pretty penny is all. That’s the thing about tech. No matter what the feds do, there’s always a guy on the outside working to get around it. The smartest eggs are always on the other side of the law.”
“Amen to that, brother.” He scratched Stinker between her ears.
I glared at the dog. “Did you have to bring the mutt? I mean, this is gonna be hard enough to do without the canine companionship, unless you’re planning to attack the joint with fleas.”
The mutt came with the Cowboy in lieu of a horse, I guess. I knew that already, but I was in a foul mood from my recent few hours which had left me blackmailed, wounded, thoroughly humiliated, reeling from some pretty potent absinthe, and almost smoked by a shadowy inhuman who left a mob of gremlins doing demolition work in my head.
“Stinker don’t like your tone.” Rob’s voice was low and raspy. “And she don’t like the word mutt neither. She’d like an apology. Real quick-like, too, or she’ll get offended. You won’t like that.”
“She is a mutt, for crying out loud.”
Then I noticed his hand resting on the butt of his Colt pistol. Normally I’d put the Mean Ol’ Broad against another heater in a heartbeat, but the Cowboy actually was a pretty quick draw. I wasn’t exactly feeling a spring in my step right about then either.
“All right. I’m sorry, ok? We friends now?” I reached out to pet ol’ Stinker. I had to yank back real quick when she snarled and tried to take my hand off in a flash of blurred fangs. Rob brayed like a pregnant mule while the ungrateful mutt continued to snarl her hatred of me.
“Nice.” I hated dogs as a rule. You’d have thought they’d have gone extinct like most everything else, but for some reason people treated them better than their own kids even when the Cataclysm upended most of the world. I'd thought German Shepards were supposed to be a decent enough breed, but I'd already seen Stinker's murderous streak.
Fortunately the ferry had stopped, saving Stinker and the Cowboy from a nice swim to shore. We got off with the other passengers and walked toward the twenty-foot walls topped with laser wire. A massive door slid open, and three gorillas shuffled out.
Ok, they weren’t real gorillas. They were androids. Standard military sentinel versions, although I’d never seen larger models in my life. The shortest guard still topped me by head and shoulders. They were armored like walking tanks.
The lead lug nodded. “Good to have you back, sir.”
It took a moment to realize he addressed me as ‘sir’. Good thing I’d mastered the poker face. I straightened my shoulders and gave him my best stern look.
“Thank you. I’ll dispense with the pleasantries, because time isn’t on my side. I need to see the Savant.”
That sounded like a jingle-brained request if I ever heard one, but it was what Hunter had told me, and was my only clue to finding out where Selene's missing leg was. The burly guard didn’t even blink.
“I’m afraid I can’t do that, sir.”
My heart sank. If I couldn’t get in, I’d never find out the answers I didn’t really want to know. Which meant I’d have to return empty-handed, and somehow I didn’t think that would sit well with Selene, who wanted her leg back, or Poddar, who wanted his dame back. Or Rob, who wanted to shoot things, or Stinker, who wanted to bite me.
The guard continued. “I’ll do the next best thing. I’ll take you to see the Warden. Are these… individuals with you?”
“Indeed, my good man. Special agents assigned to the case. The dog, too. Shall we?”
The android paused as though to let me know my bullshit wasn’t beyond his programming, but turned and gestured to the other guards, who fell in behind us as we marched through the gatelodge. After surrendering our weapons, the door shut loudly, cutting us off from the outside world.
We were locked inside the Fortress.
I got claustrophobic the moment I entered. I think the place was built with towering concrete walls just to make the folks inside feel as insignificant as possible. After a creepy walk down dull, dimly lit hallways, we got to the Warden’s office. The lead gorilla opened the door. A sweet-looking brunette looked up from entering data on a tablet.
I cleared my throat and spoke in my most authoritative voice. “I’m here to see the Warden.”
“You’re seeing her right now.” She gave me the once over with a critical eye. At closer glance I saw she was a synoid. The face was too doll-like, the eyes just a tad on the glassy side. Made sense. Why put humans at risk at a meat locker like the Fortress?
She pursed her synthetic lips. “You look like a walking stiff, and that’s not gonna cut it. Not tonight. I heard you’re still dealing with memory loss, but you’d better get your act together. The Savant has this place more of a madhouse than normal, and my guards may not be enough if things get out of hand.”
I pretended to know what the hell she was gabbing about. “Ok, Warden. Why don’t you just tell me who this chump is, and why he should matter to me?”
She pulled on a protective vest and checked her mech-guns while she answered. The B52s, I noted. An improved version of the garbage the goons at the Docks sported, except modified for synoids, which made them far more accurate.
“Glenn Faraday is his real name. He masterminded a plot to destroy this Haven, and almost got away with it. A scientific and mathematical genius, he is rumored to possess paranormal powers as well. Though if that’s true they haven’t spirited him out the cell he’s been in since he got here. As to why he should matter to you… ” she looked at me almost in a pitying way. “You’re the one who took him down.”
Just when I thought things couldn’t get any more bizarre. Still, I supposed I shouldn’t have been shocked. I had figured by then my strings had been pulled from the moment Ms. Kilby stepped through my door. Just had to find out who was the puppeteer.
She gestured. “Come on.”
We walked out the office and joined a squad of guards who kept Poddar and Rob company. One of them handed me my heaters back. I suppose the surprise showed on my face as I strapped them back on.
“Special circumstances,” the Warden said. “And it’s not as if you can hurt any of us.”
How true.
They all fell in as we practically jogged down more dark hallways. A noise like thunder grew louder as we drew near. When the large steel doors at the end of the hall opened, I found out what it was.
We entered the main prisoner wing. Chaos washed over us in the form of wild screaming, chanting, and a downpour of confetti from torn papers. The prisoners shook the walls, roaring in a swell of pure hate while guards in riot gear lined up, preparing to join the concert with some head banging of their own.
“It’s been like this since the day started.” The Warden yelled over the noise, walking as if at a country picnic. “Nothing we do seems to have any effect.”
“What’s causing them to act like this?”
“The Savant.”
I should’ve known.
When we entered the segregation wing, the doors shut behind us and muted the noise somewhat.
“This is as far as we go. He refuses to talk to anyone except the person he wants to see.”
“And that would be…?”
“You really have to ask? Last cell down. Be careful. His most dangerous weapon has always been his mind.”
I turned the corner and took the long walk down to the bing ward. Prison cells always made me uneasy, but maybe that was because I’d seen the view from the inside out a couple of times. I tried to focus on the moment instead.
Dr. Faraday waited for me in the last cell. Only a few humming lasers separated me from the most dangerous man in the city. I figured I should have had a memory jolt or something when I clapped eyes on him.
I figured right. Because I’d just seen him before. In that crazy flashback I had when I got my egg cracked by the Bo staff. Dr. Faraday was the same labcoat who had me hooked up all that equipment. The same equipment which had exploded around us, throwing me into dark choppy waters…
I looked into his eyes. Deep intelligence and calculated cunning stared back at me.
He smiled. “At last. You look well, Mr. Trubble. A bit haggard, but well. Do you know who I am?”
“Not exactly. But I just recently had a gonzo hallucination from getting cracked over the head with a Bo staff. Long story, but the main thing is you were in it. Bad part is I have a few memory issues, so I can’t remember much about it. And now that I think about it, you’re probably the reason why.”
His smile only widened. “You don’t remember me, do you? Fascinating. I wasn’t sure if the process would hold up. Your unexpected acts of violence forced me to think on my feet, as it were. I see you survived the river. I wasn’t in the proper condition to see so at the time. You know, since you had just tried to murder me.”
That rattled me more than I could afford to show. I kept gabbing to keep him from noticing. “So you’re telling me you’re the one who messed up my memory? You figure on tipping your mitts on what that was all about? Lemme guess — something to do with this leg business and the shadowy goon with the mental powers.”
“It sounds like you’ve been watching too many science fiction movies, Mr. Trubble. Do you think this is the standard confrontation where the villain tells the hero his plans so they can be swiftly unraveled? If it were, then our positions would be reversed. Tell me — do you believe in New Haven?”
I was about sick of that question. “Should I?”
“Indeed you should. It is what has made you a new man. This city is your salvation.”
He gazed around as though he could see it beyond the walls. “It’s almost… magic. All of these people. Going about with no idea of how things work. What deeds they did to gain entry. Just like you, Mr. Trubble. What sort of demons visit you when it’s late at night and you can’t sleep?
“Can’t say I have that problem, Mack. Booze puts me to sleep just fine.”
“Always a glib response from you, isn’t it?” He had the nerve to actually look pityingly at me. “What a cloud of unanswered questions must hang over your head. What is it like to have your memories suddenly vanish? How do you go on when you don’t know where you’ve been?”
I stepped closer. “Look, I’ve had about enough of your endless jawing. Don’t spin word circles around my head and pretend the dizziness is a favor. You erased my memory? Fine. Either you’ll tell me why or you won’t. But you got about five seconds to tell me something worthwhile before I rotate my heels and breeze on outta here.”
He sat down on the stool in the cell. “You know, the thing about this city is it’s remarkably unique — the only Haven that was built after the Cataclysm. Designed to provide every comfort for its inhabitants, every necessity to sustain one’s existence. I know, because I was one of the designers.”
Now that was a kick in the head. “You?”
He chuckled lightly. “Yes, I helped bring this place to fruition. The chief architect, to be exact. It was to be the Haven to set the standard, to raise the bar of excellence for the others to imitate.”
He looked away as though mourning the loss of those lofty ambitions. “Now look at it. It’s a cesspool. A den of thieves and murderers, schemers and predators who launder memories like dirty money. The experiment has failed. I tried to warn them. I tried to show them the way. But those damned Gestalt thugs infiltrated every aspect of New Haven’s infrastructure. So the creator is imprisoned in his own creation. Now, less gentle measures are being taken.”
“Experiment? What are you talking about? Your goon with the mental powers? You’re using him as your patsy while you sit pretty in the cooler, is that it?”
“You’re talking about the prototype. The New Man, as he is called. He is a tool, correct. Just as you are. You simply cannot see the hand which guides you or him. If you only knew the truth, you’d be just as desperate as me to escape this place. Are there any thoughts in your mind I did not orchestrate? Who exactly do you think you are?”
“Last time I checked, I was Mick Trubble — gambler, skirt chaser, hard liquor drinker, and Troubleshooter from time to time. What I don’t happen to be is behind bars. That would be you, remember?”
He tapped his fingers together. “Oh, but you are imprisoned just the same as me. You don’t even realize the reason why you’re here, do you?”
“You mean in New Haven? Does it matter? Either you’re a Haven resident or you take your chances Outside fighting for survival. I’m here because I want to be.”
“Truly?” The Savant’s eyes crinkled with mirth. “I see my memory implants are still locked firmly in place. The world beyond the Havens isn’t quite as bad as advertised. But I was speaking more specifically of you. Why are you here, Mr. Trubble?”
A bead of sweat slowly slid down my temple. “You’re the one who has all of the answers, right? You’re the one who damaged my memory. So you tell me.”
His tone turned sympathetic. “You have to understand I had no choice. When one of the Secret Service’s top assassins is sent to kill you, drastic measures are demanded. Even if those measures require removing his memories and providing him with new ones.”

Chapter 10: Savant Says

My mind spun in loopy circles. I wish I could’ve claimed it was a hangover. “Wait. I know you’re not saying—”
“Your real name is not Mick Trubble. You are not a resident of this Haven. Those are implanted memories I am responsible for.” He looked closely at my face. “Now you know the truth. Don’t think this is a gift I give you. Knowledge might be power in other places, but here… ” his eyes flicked around his cell. “Here, knowledge is prison. Or worse.”
“It’s not possible.”
Dr. Faraday jabbed a finger at me. “You have no idea what’s possible. That’s the whole point of memory reprogramming. It’s how New Haven stays out of the reach of the Secret Service, and any other form of law and order. You have to understand the purpose of my memory experiments was to aid those crippled by trauma; to coax them back into society without the burdensome and crippling memories of war, rape, murder, and abuse.”
I crossed my arms. “Sorry to interrupt your monologue, but what does that have to do with me, Doc?”
“Everything. You have to understand the history before you see the full picture. You see, I was had an association with the same people as yourself for a time.”
“You were with the Service?”
“The Secret Service is the arm of the United Havens. I was a top-level official for the research and development department of the UH. I saw firsthand how corrupted and utterly useless their dominion had grown. So I defected. I diverted their attention long enough to gain access to the Tunnels so I could hack into the transit system. Once I was able to commandeer a shuttle, I recovered my work and crippled their system. By the time they undid the damage, I was long gone. Eventually I joined up with other refugees and exiles, a union which in time gave birth to this Haven.”
I shook my head. “I hear the UH doesn’t exactly take too kindly to their top heads calling it quits. Usually ends up in a dead body or two.”
He nodded bitterly. “You’ve heard correctly. In my arrogance I felt my newfound friends were both wealthy and powerful enough to protect me. I was right, but ignorant of the price involved. For I had foolishly allied myself with the organization known as the Gestalt, and they had plans for me.”
A frown furrowed his face. “They took full control of this Haven through cunning, threats, and sheer murder. They forced me to use my work on memory implantation to hold the residents under their control. They created a dictatorship where they have ultimate control over everything.”
I could only stare at Dr. Faraday in disbelief. “The type of control you’re talking about can’t be done. An entire Haven full of brainwashed residents? That’s impossible.”
His mouth twisted. “There you go with that word again. Science has made us gods, Mr. Trubble. Nothing is impossible anymore. But to your point, complete memory reprogramming would be far too unwieldy to manage. The Gestalt didn’t require mind control, just simple suggestive implants which keep the residents from asking the wrong questions, and more importantly from leaving the Haven. Other than that, their personalities remain intact.”
I massaged my temples. “And that’s what you’re claiming you did to me?”
“To you? Oh no — you were a more extreme case. Try to pay attention because we’ll get to that soon. About two years ago I initiated a plan to rid this Haven of the corruptive influence of the Gestalt. I had grown to regret my decision to leave the UH, and so I contacted them to make a deal for my return.”
I whistled softly. “I guess they were pretty jazzed about that.”
“Indeed. They had never stopped looking for me, as you can imagine. And they were chomping at the bit to get into this Haven. Their previous attempts to gain entry into had been without fruition, because the shield can only be dismantled from the inside. So I agreed to smuggle their operatives into the Haven in exchange for their aid in dismantling the Gestalt. Their other condition was I would allow them access to the tech and research I had recovered from them when I deported.”
“So what happened?”
“They were foolish to believe I would take them at their word, as I was foolish to contact them in the first place. When they sent their lead agent to set up the arrangements, I incapacitated him and scanned his mind.”
His eyes clouded as he recalled the memory. “That’s when I found his directives: to assassinate me, retrieve whatever data he could, and open the main Tunnel so the SS could enter the Haven and storm the city. Naturally I wiped his mind clean and implanted completely new memories, but by then the damage was done. The SS knew of my existence. It was only a matter of time before they found a way to get inside and come for me.”
Dr. Faraday paused to stare at me.
I shifted from side to side. “So that agent. The assassin. You’re saying he was…?”
I’m sorry for you to find out this way. But it’s true. You’re the one they sent.”
I shook my head. “I’m not buying that. Not for one hot second.”
He stared unblinkingly. “What other reason is there for your memory loss? You look back and all you see is darkness. The only memories you have are of the last couple of years in this Haven.”
My head throbbed. “There was… an accident. I think. I remember the water… almost drowning. If Hunter hadn’t saved me… ”
“Providential, wasn’t it? Have you ever asked what a Hunter model synoid was doing in the river that night?”
My head pounded like my brains were desperately seeking a way out. I placed a hand on my temple. “I… never asked.”
“It’s programmed to look after you. I downloaded your memories into its data banks, after all. That’s what I was doing the night when you tried to kill me.”
“I thought you’d erased my memory. Stick to one story, will you?”
“I never claimed to erase your memory. You knew the inner workings of the SS, after all. That kind of information is much too valuable to waste. So I downloaded them securely.”
“Into a synoid? Get real. Can’t be done.”
He smiled. “Admittedly, the project was not an easy one. Don’t think of it as a transfer of actual tactile memories the way we think of them. It was a data transfer, to keep it simple. The brain is the most highly advanced computer ever designed, but like all others it can be recoded once one understands how it processes information. Then I had to construct a drive capable of handling that amount of raw data, which I installed in a Hunter model synoid.”
I pulled out a gasper and let it sit in the corner of my mouth. “That’s what I don’t get, Doc. Why Hunter?”
Dr. Faraday sighed. “Ego and ambition, Mr. Trubble. The Achilles heel of most great minds. I wanted to show the Gestalt and the Secret Service I was not to be trifled with. I planned to use your knowledge and lethal skills at my disposal to break free of both factions. Of course all of that went out the window when you proved to be uncooperative at the most inopportune time. You managed to wake out of an induced coma, kill a guard barehanded, and then use his weapon to place those rather large bullets in me. A lot of highly explosive material didn’t take well to being shot either, and so we ended up in the river.”
I rubbed my temples again. “So that leaves me with a false identity and Hunter walking around unsupervised with a database holding my memories.”
He snapped his fingers. “This is where you need to pay attention, Troubleshooter. So pay attention! Your memory can’t truly be removed, you know. But they can be buried. People do it all the time when repressing traumatic experiences. My process was just a bit more professional.”
“So what are you saying, Doc? That I can somehow recover my memory?”
“Not without my help. If you wish to out who you really are, I can do that for you. But first you have to do something for me.”
“And that would be…?”
His eyes grew desperate. “Why do you think I’m here? The Gestalt locked me up because I’m too valuable to kill. But between them and the Secret Service, I won’t last long. You have to get me out of here. I can help you save this city.”
The gasper dropped from my lips. “You’re out of your overly intelligent mind.”
His voice dropped to an urgent whisper. “I can give it all to you, Mr. Trubble. All the answers to your questions. The missing leg, the New Man — all of it. Your memory — I can restore it. You’ll be able to know who you were before you came to New Haven. But you must get me out of here!”
I raised my hands. “Look, just calm down, Doc. I’m sure there’s another way to—”
My excuses were interrupted by a dismally familiar sound. Gunshots. A crescendo of gunfire erupted down the hall.
I looked back at Dr. Faraday. The smile on his face was resigned.
“You’re too late. The New Man is here.”
I pulled the Mean Ol’ Broad from her holster. “Come to spring you, is that it? We’ll see about that.”
He shook his head sadly. “You still understand nothing. He is the one who has the prisoners in an uproar. It’s part of his plan, you see. This is not a rescue attempt. He’s here to make sure I die.”

Chapter 11: The New Man

It’s never a good sign when unearthly howls, screams, and gunfire all unleash at the same time. I was torn between checking out the source of the racket, or sticking around for more of the gonzo gab the Savant had been spilling. When I came into the joint, I had believed he was the one pulling my strings. Things had changed.
Dr. Faraday looked ready to climb the walls. "You won’t be able to stop him. He’s the most complete combat synoid ever constructed. I know, because I designed him.”
I looked at him as I checked the ammo case on my belt. I had a feeling I was gonna need more than seven shots. “If that’s the case, then why is he trying to kill you?”
He looked pretty pitiful all of a sudden, sitting there waiting to die. "I did the design work before I deported from the UH. Someone must have picked up where I left off and did the construction. Which means there are moles in New Haven who work for the Secret Service. Don’t you see? The net is closing. The time is perfect for you to spring me while the guards are occupied. It has to be now!"
The shrieks and howls got louder. Just for safety’s sake I loaded the Replacement Killer too. No point in dying for a lack of lead. "Kinda hard to do without the codes to the cell doors. But I’ll see what I can do after I take care of this New Man Goon.”
“You don’t have a chance by yourself.”
“Don’t be too sure, Doc. I got by okay the first time.” I purposely omitted the part where I was screaming on the ground. “You still haven’t told me how he does that mind attack.”
“Mental projection of the sensation of pain. Anyone with memory implants is susceptible. If you survive, I’ll give you all the explanation you require. In the meantime, if you can’t free me then you should leave right now. You must find Hunter. He is the only one who has a chance of stopping the New Man.”
“Thanks for the tip.” I raised the Broad and cursed myself for a fool as I dashed down the hall. I didn't really want to see what was going on, but not having a choice had become my theme for the past couple of days. I rounded the corner into a world of insanity.
Every prison cell had been opened. The prisoners swarmed out like disturbed ants, screaming at the top of their lungs while leaping at their mechanical oppressors. Guards in riot gear were deep in the fray, besieged by years of pent up rage and frustration. Poddar, Rob, the Warden and her men were in a circle, battling the crazed psychos who leaped at them with zero sense of self-preservation. The androids used stun rounds and pulse-batons, but that didn’t mean they didn’t hurt like hell. I knew from experience.
I liked it better with Faraday, and had thought about going back until a few of the lunatics ran my way. Unlike the guards, I didn’t have the luxury of a stun setting. The Mean Ol’ Broad made that clear when I unloaded her. I stepped over the wounded, reloading on my way to join the others.
"You sure know how to throw a party, Warden."
She was pretty fearless as she unloaded her B52s. Then again, she could afford to be. "I don't know how it happened.” One of the guards stepped in her place as she fell back to reload. "All of a sudden, every cell just opened. There's too many of them, and not enough of us. But we have to round them all up without killing them. They’re all valuable prisoners."
One of the nutjobs leaped off a table toward Rob's back. Before I could yell a warning, Stinker was airborne. The rube screamed as she took him down by the throat. Rob put him out of his misery with a.45 slug.
I looked back at the Warden. “Good luck with that idea.”
Poddar struck a psycho with a hard shot to the chest and then kicked him back to his buddies. They decided to exercise the better part of valor and retreat, which suited me just fine.
Shooting bad guys is too much work.
"If all the cells opened, why didn't the Savant's?”
The Warden stood. "Ask him yourself. But if I were you, I'd find an exit while you can."
"Where are you going?"
"This is my compound. I’m putting all the animals back in their cages."
"Good luck.” I figured I'd probably trip over her spare parts on the way out.
"Let's move out!” She and her soldiers trotted in the direction of the fleeing psychos, creating skull music on any rube who had the misfortune of being in range.
Rob had the audacity to look regretful. "We're not gonna let the lady take on all these goons by herself, are we?"
"She’s not a lady, she’s a synoid, Cowboy. As in synthetic humanoid. They don’t feel pain, and they can’t really die. You got a death wish, by all means help yourself. It just so happens I can’t download my memory to a backup database.”
I fumbled to light a smoke. "Plus I got better things to do. Like tighten the screws on the Savant. He claimed this New Man character was coming to rub him out. Instead we get a recess for the goon squad. What’s that all about?"
Stinker’s hackles raised as she growled.
"I think your question has just been answered." Poddar picked up a pulse-baton from a fallen guard. It hummed from the electrical current with flick of the switch. He held his kukri in the other hand. I couldn't figure out if he had something against guns, or was just showing off.
Three figures glided our way down the opposite hall. The overhead lights fizzled out, keeping them cloaked in shadow as they approached. Pretty dramatic, but I pretended not to be impressed. Just from the silhouette I recognized the tallest one in the black hat and tattered flogger. Our friend from the West Docks.
The New Man.
The pair on either side of him were draped in cloaks darker then black. But unlike the rubes we fertilized the Docks with, these two wore gleaming silver masks. They weren't the average goons, either. Their movements were almost musical, like dancers with liquid bones. I did the only thing that felt natural.
I opened fire.
Rob joined the chorus with his twin Peacemakers. I kinda liked that. Him using single shot pistols, I mean. Most chumps nowadays go for automatics or bio-guns, but to me that’s just to compensate for cowardice and bad aim. I always said if I can’t get out of a jam in seven shots or less, I’m toast anyway.
Case in point.
Now I’ve seen bullet dodging at the picture show, but it’s another thing to see it in person. I didn’t even bother aiming at the New Man, since I’d seen him stop bullets in mid-air and all. But the slugs I fired at his two goons didn’t touch either one of them, either. They were fluid shadows, dark blurs that whirled like ballet dancers on boosters.
I wasn’t sure if they were fast enough to actually dodge the slugs, or if they dodged the anticipation of the shots. Either way, it was pretty damn annoying. The only bit of satisfaction was I wasn’t the only one with bad luck.
“Hey, what the holy hell?” Rob’s hammers clicked on empty after hitting nothing as well.
Then they were on us.
I was kicked in the chest so hard I must’ve slid about twenty feet until I hit the wall, which wasn’t good at all for my back. When I opened my eyes I saw the two ninja monks from hell fighting Poddar and Rob. The rubes had brought swords to a gunfight, but I guess their case was the exception. Bullet dodging does give you a certain advantage. Poddar was actually halfway decent with his kukri and baton, and Rob had Stinker to balance the odds out. I figured they might live for a few more minutes, so I looked around for the New Man.
I saw his shadow first, then realized he was his shadow. He drifted down the hall toward the bing ward. I got a clearer look then. Under his wide-brimmed hat he wore a pretty twisted kettle-black mask, shaped like a monstrous raven. I caught the glint of dark armor under his coat. Guess he had a few weaknesses after all.
He reached for something at his side as he turned my way. It was maybe the biggest pistol I’d seen. I was trying to figure out if it was bio or one of the new mech models when he interrupted my thoughts by firing it.
It was a mech model. I realized that as the wall behind me exploded. I was half buried by flaming pieces of rubble and pretty sure I was dead, besides. When I realized I wasn’t, I expected him to finish the job. I looked up.
He was gone.
I figured maybe he was just in a hurry to get to the Savant. In retrospect, I probably should have persuaded Hunter to come along, since he had made the New Man a little uneasy. Thing was, I didn’t exactly figure on running into escaped convicts, ninja assassins, or the New Man when I first came in.
I put the Mean Ol’ Broad away and pulled the Replacement Killer. I’d seen the guy dodge regular slugs. It was time to see if rockets would work better. I hoped so.
Because those rounds were expensive.
I heard the sounds of fighting still going on behind me, but I didn’t bother to look. I just picked myself up and ran after the New Man. I didn’t exactly have a plan or anything, but I'd been slapped around the entire night and had just reached my quota for getting beat down.
I’d just about rounded the corner when I heard the Savant scream.
“You must listen to me.” He didn’t sound near as resigned as he had earlier. In fact, he sounded downright panicky. "You don’t understand the magnitude of your actions. You are just an apprentice!”
“It is you who lacks understanding.” The New Man’s voice was sharp as razor blades. “You are not the only one with understanding of the mind. Your expertise is no longer required.”
I heard a sound like bacon frying, and stepped into a sight I’d see in my nightmares. The New Man was spattered in blood, the result of pulling the Savant physically through the bars. He held the Savant’s bug-eyed head in one hand. As I watched, it shriveled into a dry, blackened husk that crumpled to flickering ashes when it hit the floor.
“It is finished.” The New Man’s voice boomed. “All of your games have come to an end, and you are less than nothing.” Silver lightning flickered in his sockets behind the mask.
A gleaming wire retracted into his glove as he threw his arms skyward. It seemed he actually was using some sort of technology after all. Whatever it was, it flash fried Dr. Faraday’s head in a matter of seconds. The idea would’ve seemed more impressive if my life hadn’t been in immediate danger. If he could do that to the Savant, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t think twice on giving me the extra crispy treatment as well.
Good thing simmering in his own ebony pleasure seemed to distract him. I decided it was the perfect time to let the Replacement Killer give him a message from me in the form of a combustion-released, fuel-propelled mini-rocket. I aimed right for one of the eye sockets. I’m a good shot on a bad day, and it wasn’t a bad day.
Not yet.
Thunder clapped, and the New Man howled loud enough to rattle the concrete walls as the explosion snapped his head backward. The hornets attacked my brains again, and I fell back clutching my head.
Emerald light flashed from the gaping hole in his mask as he waved that massive pistol of his and fired. Heat and concrete washed over us. Before I could collect my thoughts from off the floor, he leaped out the ruined wall still howling like a werewolf in heat. The sound faded as he fell.
By the time I dragged myself over to look, there was nothing to see but black waves and mist swirling around the rocks. The New Man had vanished.
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I expected to find the sliced and diced pieces of my friends when I staggered back down the hall. Instead I found the two ninjas kneeling back to back with Rob's pistols pointed at them and Stinker growling in their faces. Poddar leaned against the wall, completely winded. He and Rob suffered a few cuts and bruises but didn't look too bad, all things considered. He looked up when I entered.
"What was that explosion? We thought you'd been rubbed out."
"Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”
Rob never took his eyes off the ninjas. “Learn anything from the Savant?”
I hesitated. Both Poddar and the Cowboy both were supposedly outsiders, but if what the late Dr. Faraday told me was on the square, then they might have been victims of the same con that trapped the rest of the population in a net of false memories. Without my cynical sense of emotional detachment as a buffer, the truth would probably blow their minds.
And if the good doctor had just spouted some mad bunk to chisel me, then no doubt they’d look at me as the biggest rube in the universe.
“Nothing worth mentioning. This turned out to be another trip for biscuits.” I nodded toward the prisoners. “Now what do we have here?”
The ninja goons didn’t look so threatening without their masks. They were women, for one thing. Both were Chinese and looked like sisters.
I had my ass handed to me by a dame. I guess I should've been embarrassed, but it wasn't the first time in the last few hours. Hell, maybe I was just getting used to it.
They looked absolutely furious when I stepped up. I tipped back the ol' flask, but the Turkey had flown the coop. I hated interrogating without a stiff drink, but I tried to make the best of it.
"Well, isn't this interesting. Are psycho ninja goons allowed to have names?"
The dame looked up without any fear at all. In fact she looked downright furious. "I am Yin. My sister is Yang. And you are a fool for interfering in the business of the New Man."
"Nice handles. You some more Gutter Girls, maybe? No? So — that leaves true believers or professionals. Which is it?"
"The New Man has shown us the way out of this façade through the Next Day. The old world will burn away, and the new order will be ushered in."
I grinned. “True believers, then. So, I guess it's too late to stop this New Goon, right?"
"The New Man cannot be stopped. Once the Grimoire is in his hands, he will extract the price and bring about the Next Day."
I kinda liked Yin. She wasn't afraid to sing. It’s hard to find a good squealer these days. They’re a dying breed.
"The Grim War, is it? Funny. I just had a gab with the Savant, and he never mentioned it. Course, he croaked before he could finish. So how does the leg fit into all of this?"
She looked at me pretty much the same way every dame does at one time or another. Like I’m the stupidest man alive. "The location of the Grimoire is hidden on the leg. He who possesses the leg controls the fate of the Next Day."
I started to get a little concerned. "So, what’s this price you’re talking about?"
Her eyes held a raven gleam. "The ultimate truth will be revealed to the residents of this city. Only the strongest will be able to deal with the blaze of enlightenment. The rest will suffer the fate of the weak."
Rob, Poddar, and I looked at each other. They had no idea what she was talking about, only how deranged it sounded. Unfortunately, I had a clearer notion of the New Man’s plans. If he somehow reversed the memory implants of the entire populace in one blow most of the residents would suffer devastating consequences from the mental backlash. The mind is a delicate thing. A lotta folks might not survive the trauma.
Rob tugged his mustache. "We need to get a hold of that leg.”
I nodded as I lit a smoke. "Yeah. And a lot more bullets."
Stinker barked her agreement.

Chapter 12: Gabbing with Graves

I really hated the slammer. It was always so much easier to get in than to get out.
Turned out the only way to get out was the way we came in, which was crammed with prisoners and guards going World War 4 on each other. As much as I hated it, we had no choice but to lend a hand tucking the kids back into their beds. It took a little convincing, but eventually they saw things our way. Especially since we were armed and not at all hesitant to be dangerous, while they were just dangerous.
And unarmed. Bullets win every time.
"You boys are pretty handy in a scrap." One of the Warden’s eyes flickered and she limped slightly, but she seemed pretty good otherwise. Synoid injuries are convincing in appearance, but it’s hard to feel sorry for something that feels no pain. I'd seen her bodyslam a lug twice her size and slap on cuffs while casually shooting his attacking buddy in the head.
Not quite human, better than human was the motto from Maximilian Industries, who manufactures them. Who am I to argue?
"We get by.” I jerked a thumb down the way. “We left a couple of fanatics cooling off in one of your holding tanks. Names are Yin and Yang. Just keep 'em locked up overnight. I have a feeling they were under a little hypnotic influence."
"And the Savant?"
"Fit whatever’s left of him for a New Haven trench coat.” I raised my hands to cut off her obvious question. “I had nothing to do with it. We had a run-in with a cat called the New Man. Consider him a close cousin of yours. Modified synoid or something. I don’t know what the hell he is, but he wasn’t here for a social call. He smoked the Savant, fried his egg to a blackened crisp, and took a dive out the side of the wall.”
Synoids don’t generally show emotion, but the Warden looked a bit shell-shocked. Her damaged eye sparked and fizzled out. I decided to be polite and went on like I didn’t notice.
“The point is, we're kinda in a hurry to get our hands on a severed leg and save a hundred thousand or so lives. So as much as I’d love to stick around in this wonderful resort of yours, I think we’d better dust out.”
She finally got a hold of herself. “Listen. I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, but since it’s you, I have to assume it’s critical. I owe you a favor, and I don’t like debt.” She opened her holoband and pulled up a location on the grid. “Synch up to this position — it will take you right to the Captain. I’ll send him a line and let him know you’re coming.”
“The Captain? You want me to hook up with the brass? What kind of a sap do you take me for? I’m not exactly on great terms with the button boys. With all the heat on my back, I’d probably get my elbows checked and end up right back here in one of your meat lockers.”
A tiny drill tool extended from her finger. She jabbed it into her eye as she spoke. “He’s on the square. And a hard man to reach, so you should be thanking me. I wouldn’t recommend him if I didn’t think it was worth your while. Try to keep an open mind, Troubleshooter.” Her eye flickered back on when she finished her optical surgery. I almost envy synoids.
“An open mind invites too many ideas, Warden. But what the hell — I’ll take a chance this time. Only ‘cause it’s you.”
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I was so jazzed to leave the Fortress and the West Docks behind that I ditched the sling and drove Maxine myself, bum arm be damned. Autodrive is fine, but sometimes a man wants to feel like he’s in control of something. Especially if your world was spinning out of control like mine was.
Poddar rode with Rob, who tailed me in a battered pickup shell which nicely disguised the Tesla fusion conversion and hid an engine almost as powerful as Maxine’s. I was slightly impressed.
Funny thing was I almost missed Poddar’s company. Too many thoughts swirled around in my head, and I didn’t like the picture that was forming. As a rule, I don’t do too much deep thinking. It’s against my principles.
We headed to the Uppers — the area of town suspended over the ground sections. I hated it up there. The sleek islands that interconnect to the massive Downtown buildings are where the butter and egg sort go to avoid regular folks like me. The best way to get there is by the Skytram, the zeppelins, or by floater if you own one. But for broke stiffs like me there’s the skyways: paved roads suspended in the air by anti-gravity pulse anchors. There are only a few skyways, but they’re massive enough so congestion isn’t a problem most of the time.
We cruised into Uptown, the largest section of the Uppers. Lots of shops and nightclubs that charged you three times the amount you’d pay Downtown. Manicured parks and pristine sidewalks. Gleaming floaters flitted back and forth, withdrawing and depositing the velvet and fur type to their overpriced destinations. Uptown is the kind of place where old frails can walk their little pooches at night without thoughts of getting their wigs split. Probably because the brass maintain a steady presence there.
The high hats were engaged in some sort of social gathering where they could tip back cocktails and sneer at each other, so we pulled up to a ritzy-looking banquet hall called The Moontide Cafe. I’m glad Jeanette said to keep an open mind or I probably would’ve just turned around and went the other direction. But then I’ve learned you can’t judge anything by its appearance. Especially not in New Haven.
I told Poddar and Rob I’d be right back. The two of them were social handicaps, since neither of them had my conversational style and smooth way with people.
The gilded front door led to a small waiting room. An oversized bruno stood by the door in a tuxedo. As soon as he clapped eyes on me his hand strayed toward his inner jacket. Guess I had a trespassing look on my mug. Or maybe the fact that my rumpled flogger and suit didn’t look like it cost a year’s wages. I held up my hands.
“Relax, Ace — I got an appointment. Let the Captain know that Mick Trubble is here to see him.”
Before he could speak, a voice cut in. “Right this way, Mr. Trubble.”
I hadn’t seen the dame open the door. She wasn’t exactly what I expected. Her personally tailored blouse and skirt hugged her curves, and she was dressed in all black from her heels to the wide-brimmed hat with a veil which hid her eyes.
She led me down a hall past a large dining room where a bunch of high pillow types sat, indulging in empty chatter and counterfeit smiles. Silk and sequins glittered, manicured fingers gestured elegantly. I recognized the Mayor as he rose from the table. Mr. Beck was an old coot who gave the appearance of being jolly and harmless. I already told you what I think about appearances.
I was grateful to miss that party. Being around counterfeits gives me heartburn.
The dame in black led me past the dining hall and down to the far end of the hallway where we stopped by a closed door. She placed a hand on her hip and elegantly gestured.
“The Captain is waiting inside.”
I was surprised when she followed me in. I figured she was either a close advisor or some dame he was really sweet on. Either way, it made her a lot more hazardous than I first took her for.
The office was lavish: polished oak desk, smooth hardwood flooring, gleaming trophies and medals on the walls. The man behind the desk looked right at home.
I’d already had a few run-ins with Captain Graves. He was one of those stiff ex-military types who aged like beef jerky: they just get tougher and meaner. His iron-colored hair was short and prickly, kinda like his attitude. His mustache bristled when he looked up.
“Mick Trubble.” He spat my name like a curse. “I thought I told you last time you saw me it was the last time you’d see me unless jail bars were between us.” The tuxedo was wasted on him. He wore it too much like a cop.
I took a casual look at anything but him. “Good to see you too, Captain.” We clashed a bit over the Red-Eyed Killer case. Haven’t been on good terms since. Come to think of it, I don’t think we’ve ever been on good terms. I gave him one of my most infuriating grins.
“I think you already know I paid a little visit to the Warden at the Fortress. She let you know I was coming, so let’s pretend we can act like big boys and get along in the sandbox.”
The dame had stepped to the side, content to watch us cross swords. I kept her in the corner of my eye while focusing the rest of my attention on Graves.
“All right, Mick.” He cracked his bullish neck and fiddled with his tie, which seemed to be strangling him. Good for it.
“I’m late for the banquet, so I’ll give it to you square. You’re waist deep in the middle of a high profile investigation. Maybe you should cool your heels and let the proper hands take over.”
I took an uninvited seat in front of the desk and helped myself to one of the darb cigars which sat so invitingly in their gold-trimmed mahogany case.
“You mean the fuzz?” I borrowed the accompanying lacquered lighter and lit it. “Far as I can tell, you boys don’t do nothing with your hands but sit on ‘em.”
He frowned, both at my tone of voice and my act of theft. “You have a wise mouth on you, Trubble. One of these days someone’s going to shut it hard for you.”
“With all due respect, Captain — one of these days ain’t today.”
He fumed for a moment. I blew a cloud of overpriced poison his direction.
The dame stepped in, cutting the tension with the soft edge of her voice. “I think what the Captain means to say is you might be an asset in our investigation.”
‘Our’ investigation. Which meant she had a special interest in the case. I figured she was either a high hand player, or…
“Detective Kennedy, Mr. Trubble. I should have introduced myself earlier. I’m assigned to the case the Captain spoke of.” She extended her hand. I took it with a smile.
She had a surprisingly firm handshake for a dame. I liked that. Soft hands can’t break any jaws but glass. “Pardon my saying so, Detective, but you don’t exactly fit the profile for any Dick I’ve seen.”
“If you’re referring to my state of dress, then my response would be it’s easier to operate covertly when you’re not what you appear to be, Mr. Trubble. Plus I’m also attending the banquet, so I had to dress up for once.”
I nodded. “Understood. Well, as much as I’d like to chew the fat with a fellow investigator, I’m in a bit of a hurry. So howzabout we cut to the chase and you tip your mitts on what I’m doing here.”
“It’s simple,” the Captain said. “We know you’ve been zipping back and forth across town since last night, Mick. And everywhere you go something seems to blow up, or we find stacks of stiffs.”
“Big Brother sees all, does it? Guess you do with your floating eyes all around. Funny thing is, I haven’t seen any brass around at any of those scenes. Seems to me like you’re holding back for some reason.”
“Unlike some people, we don’t do business by leaping headfirst into the fire and hoping we don’t get burned. There are a lot of players involved in this game; people who usually stay in the woodwork. I want them all. And you’re going to help me nail them.”
I blew a ring of smoke toward the ceiling. “You sound pretty sure of yourself there, Captain.”
Detective Kennedy touched me lightly on my arm. “Let’s not make this more difficult than it has to be, Mr. Trubble. I’m sure we can find ways to accommodate each other.”
At this point I was aware of three things. First, they were trying to rib me up with the whole good cop/bad cop routine. Second, I never should have come there in the first place. Captain Graves had both motive and means to lock me away and throw away the key. Justice doesn’t mean a thing in New Haven, power does. I wasn’t the one with the power, which meant I was the only one at the table without any black chips.
And they knew it.
Which led me to the third thing. There was something they wanted from me, or they would’ve just thrown the book at me in the first place. And that was the only thing that would allow me to walk out the door without bracelets on.
“Alright, maybe we can scratch each other’s backs a bit. I got a case full of holes; you got a case full of clues. I figure you loan me those clues, I plug the holes and get you whatever it is you’re looking for.”
They looked at each other over my head. I wasn’t supposed to see it, but the gloss on the desk was actually good for something besides sliding pens across.
“I have more than just clues, Mick,” the Captain said. “I have a location. The exact position where Tommy Tsunami is right now. My problem is it’s deep in his territory. My boys aren’t that good at blending in. His men would spot an officer from a mile off. That’s where you come in.”
Detective Kennedy handed me a bullet. It gleamed coldly in my hand. In the center of the rim a tiny red light winked like the evil eye it was.
“Thanks, but I got my own, sweetheart.”
“Lose the ‘sweetheart’. It’s Detective. What you’re holding is a homing device. You can activate it by clicking the button on the rim one time.”
“Now what makes you think I’m bunny enough to let anyone put a tab on me?”
“It’s dormant until you activate it,” the Captain said. “And don’t. Not unless all the players are together. I’m talking Tommy Tsunami, Selene the Wolf Lady, and anyone else who’s with them. They don’t know it, but their time is over in New Haven. I’m talking new management from top to bottom. The Secret Service has decided to dismantle their little society and actually bring a little law and order to this cesspool of a city.”
The Secret Service. The raw butt soup I’d been served all night just got a bit funkier. Especially since the Savant had already given me the heads up about their involvement. And if he was right about that, then…
I didn’t really want to think about that, so I thought about what I knew on the Secret Service. Military, law enforcement and dictatorship all rolled into one nice package. They had such a tight grip over the United Havens, a body couldn’t break wind without a written report explaining why it was necessary. Not exactly the type to voluntarily rub shoulders with. Or involuntarily.
The Captain, on the other hand, would probably get a hefty advancement in the new regime, which would be the only reason he’d turn on the Gestalt so quickly. They had to have been paying him big time to turn a blind eye to their activities. But he’d gotten a better deal from the Secret Service and was throwing the Gestalt under the train. That’s the problem with pigs. They only get fatter and greedier the more you feed them.
“Well, spare me the details, Cap. You want the Gestalt? Fine, you got ‘em. I’m just trying to get through the night without catching a case of the New Haven Blues. Here’s what I want in return: the Goryachevas. Since you’re in the mood for shutting down criminal organizations, make sure to include them in your cache. I don’t need the grief of a price on my head. Figure it would make us about even. See to that and I’ll bag your little secret society, and even gift wrap it for you.”
“Done.” Kennedy spoke before Graves could open his mouth. “Remember, this will only work if all the players we want come to the table. We’ll have teams just outside the area on standby. Signal only when you can get everyone in the same room, if possible.”
I noticed no one had made mention of how I was going to get out of that particular party. If I wasn’t a carefree type of guy, I might have been nervous.
She slid a positioning card across the desk. “The target is pinpointed. Synch it to your holoband.”
I smiled politely. “Guess we’re done here then. You get the Russians. I’ll get your roundup. Easy as duck soup.” I tucked away a few of the Captain’s cigars as I stood. “Give me an hour or two. You’ll get your signal.” I tipped my Bogart to Detective Kennedy on the way out.
“Mick.”
I paused with my hand on the doorknob. To my grand relief, no one was pointing a heater at me. But the Captain’s face was cold as winter and twice as ugly.
“You know if you try to wriggle out of this or try to rib us over, or even think about anything other than our agreement… ” he rubbed his calloused hand across his chin with a gravelly sound. “You won’t be able to worry about anything else. On account of being dead and all.”
I offered my best devil-may-care grin. “I’ll add that to my list of death threats for the week, Captain. See you soon.”
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Poddar and the Cowboy weren’t exactly the models of patience when I exited the premises. But I was so jazzed to escape intact, I didn’t really care. After the head games with the Savant, going a few rounds with Captain Graves was a lead pipe cinch.
"Let's kick the tires and light the fires, boys. I just got a bead on Tommy’s location. I’ll patch a message to Selene and have her meet us back Downtown. I think I’m gonna need some bigger wetware, though. Which means we gotta stop by a pretty gruesome locale."
Poddar frowned. “Back to the West Docks?”
“Worse. My apartment.”

Chapter 13: Welcome Home

Returning to the Flats was probably the worst idea I’d had in a while.
Ok, no it wasn’t. But it was a pretty bad idea. In all the hoopla over dames and missing legs, it was pretty easy to forget I had a price on my head. Like any other uncivilized locale, New Haven was full to bursting with Nimrods looking for their next payday. I was pretty sure the Russians didn’t want me bagged, either. Just tagged, as in the one they staple to the toe of your corpse.
The good thing was I had the Prince and the Cowboy with me. So far they had actually proved to be pretty good in getting out of jams. I figured they’d be able to catch a stray slug or two if things got really hairy. One of my best qualities is my willingness to share.
It was around midnight when I pulled in the alley behind the Luzzatti. Like the rest of the Flats, it was nothing to brag about. Battered bricks, colorfully decorated with the latest graffiti. Laser bars on the windows and doors, tattered plants on the terraces. A bit beat up, but loaded with character. Kinda like me.
The jump to catch the fire escape was a bit of a stretch, but luckily the booze had faded from my system. I only slipped a few times as I clambered up the rusty stairwell until I got to the window I wanted. I carefully reached past the lasers and tapped on the glass.
A light bloomed inside. The bars winked out, and the window slid open. Natasha Luzzatti laughed and threw her arms around my neck despite my wet rags.
“Mick Trubble! What are you doing outside my place this late? The moon might spot you and get jealous.”
Natasha is my neighbor across the hall, and maybe the only dame I’ve never tried to get sweet on. Not that she’s unattractive. In fact she’s a raven-haired dish with eyes that shine with dreamy stuff. But there’s something unspoken between us; one of those rare, precious bonds which can tear like rotted fabric if you don’t recognize its value.
Her father was the original owner of the complex. He was a man of vision. The particularly poor kind. His bad business deals had gotten him flimflammed on a bad loan situation with some pretty rough shylocks. The kind who didn’t hesitate to kill in order to prove a point.
They sent the Red-Eyed Killer to handle the situation. The result was something I didn’t like to think about. New Haven shylocks tend to be on the gory side when they make examples. Danny the Daisy was Natasha’s uncle, and normally would have handled the situation before it got out of hand. Unfortunately, he was out of New Haven chasing a tag at the time.
I happened to be on good terms with Natasha’s folks. They had went out of their way to look out for me in rough times, which was a rare kind of thing in this town. I took care of the Red-Eyed Killer myself. I was too late for Natasha’s folks, but at least she didn’t have to worry about any triggermen showing up at her door to finish the job. Because I made it my business to put the whole lot of them in New Haven trench coats.
Since then Natasha’s pretty much lived in her own world. The trauma of losing her parents was too much for a persona already on the sensitive side. I’m not sure if she remembers that day or not. Folks say she’s a few eggs shy from a full carton, but for some reason she makes perfect sense to me.
I let her pull me into her room. To say the place was cluttered is like saying it rains hard in a megastorm. She made a living selling uniquely designed arts and crafts. Heaps of her work was strewn across the place like an artistic tornado blew through. Whatever she had lost in mental equilibrium had opened a floodgate of unique creativity.
Half the high hats in New Haven have her signature work in their ritzy pads. I’m pretty sure they’d have pulled a number of fast ones on her as far as payment, but luckily for her the ol’ Troubleshooter hooked her up with a master accountant who handles the business end for her, including the income from the building she inherited. Seeing how her accountant is an android, Natasha doesn’t ever have to worry about being chiseled out of her profits.
I tipped my Bogart. “Hey, doll. Hate to creep in on you like this, but I got a feeling a few droppers might have a special surprise for me in my pad. Not that I don’t like a party. I just wanna be ready for the dance if you know what I mean.”
Her gray eyes narrowed. “I don’t like your new friends, Mick Trubble. All they do is curse and puff chimney smoke. It creeps through the walls like hazy dreams.”
“Well, a man has to have a vice or he’ll go gonzo, darlin’. I smoke a gasper now and then too, you know.”
“Yeah, but your smell is you.” She patted my chest. “I like your smell. They smell like bad ideas.”
“You know how many?”
She solemnly nodded. “Twenty, maybe. Or five. Or maybe ten.”
“Gotcha. Look, you may wanna turn your box up. I got a feeling the thunder is gonna get pretty loud in a minute.”
Her ebony tresses flailed around her face as she shook her head. “I don’t like the picjector. It statics my thoughts too much.”
“Ok, just stay put though. If you hear gunfire, hightail your getaway sticks outta here. Don’t want that pretty body getting in the way of a stray slug.”
She kissed my cheek and put a flower in the band of my Bogart. “Play nice, Mick Trubble.”
“I always do.”
As I crossed the hallway, I tried to think of a way to get inside without getting plugged as a result. I figured I’d exercise the better part of valor.
I knocked.
“Who is there?” Voice was muffled, but the accent sounded distinctly Russian. Figured.
“Pizza delivery.”
There was a long pause.
“I do not think you deliver pizza. No one here has ordered.”
I sighed. “Well, looks like you outsmarted me, boys. Mind if I step in my own pad?”
More silence. I imagined a frantic conference inside.
“If that is you, Mick Trubble… open door slow. We want to talk. No guns, or we shoot first.”
“Sounds good to me, boys.”
I opened the door to a view of a loaded scattergun. I figured since my brains were still in my skull, maybe they did want to talk. The hollow-eyed Ruskie peering down the sights was a gangly scarecrow in bad rags. His partner was almost as big as the gorillas at the Fortress. After roughly searching me for heat, he yanked me inside.
“We have message from the Goryachevas,” the scarecrow said. I figured his partner wasn’t getting paid for his linguistic skills. “No more time for you. You will make payment tonight, or you come with us for slow killing. Your choice.”
“You forgot about the third option.” I gave him a devilish grin.
Confusion flickered in his sleep-deprived eyes right before a perfectly aimed slug carved a peephole through his forehead. As his partner moved for his holster, I spun and took him out with a heavy chop to the throat.
At least that was the plan. Truth was, I missed and hit him on the clavicle instead, causing all kinds of pain to my hand. He snarled and wrapped his beefy mitts around my neck. We danced a clumsy tango around the room as I tried to unlock his vice grip. It didn’t go so well. I was seeing stars and planets by the time a second slug stopped him cold. He exhaled toxic fumes in my face as his grip finally loosened. I toppled to the floor, gasping for breath.
While the room span dizzily I placed a hand on the datacom in my ear. “Nice shooting,” I managed to croak. “Course it would’ve been even better if you’d done it before I got throttled.”
“Never satisfied.” Rob’s voice sounded amused even over the line. “Took a while for me to triangulate the X-Ray scope. I don’t use these mech rifles that often. It took even longer to knock over this triggerman I almost ran into. Figured you’d handle it until then.”
I had the Cowboy stationed on the roof of the adjacent building to even the odds. Good thing his reputation was as good as advertised. I snatched up my reserve smokes and extra flask before tossing back the mattress to access what I came for.
I don’t take much stock in heavy mech weapons, but in certain circumstances a regular slug just won’t do the trick. That’s when the Magic Dragon comes in handy. I’d won it in a hot hand of poker a while back. I could’ve sold it for a pretty sum, but against my massive debt it wouldn’t have mattered. Considering my circumstances, I figured it would be handier than the extra berries.
Specially modified mech-rifle with electromagnetic rounds which can take out a standard floater with a single shot. And just to piss people off, I had a nano-charge added. Usually only a synoid can handle that kind of firepower without dislocating a body part, but Hunter Valentino customized it to suit my physicality. Clumsy when compared to the precision of the Mean Ol’ Broad, but I figured storming Tommy’s hideout was gonna present a lot of bodies.
Precision wasn’t exactly necessary.
A stray thought hit me before I walked out the door. I checked the holoband on the scrawny goon’s arm. Fortunately he was still warm enough to keep it activated. And dumb enough not to require a pass code. I swiped through his list of contacts until I found the one I needed. Synching it to my own holoband, I made the call.
“Hello? This is Mick Trubble. Right, the same one you tried to rub out with an ambush at home. Listen, the point of this call is I need to gab with your boss. Madame Goryacheva. I got something to tell her she needs to hear.”

Chapter 14: The Hideout

I made sure Natasha was all right and called a cleanup crew before taking the skywalk over to where Rob and Poddar waited on the opposite building. The rain had faded to a light sprinkle, causing the rooftops to steam from the humidity. A stiff lay at their feet with a smoking cavity in his chest.
“Lookee here.” Rob grinned. “Mick Trubble, all in one piece. Nice flower. You trying to give the Daisy a run for his money?”
I’d forgotten about the little gift Natasha had given me. I pulled the flower from my Bogart and tucked it in my coat pocket. Didn’t want the boys to think I’d gone nance, but I didn’t feel like talking about Natasha to anyone. That was sacred territory.
“What do we got here, Cowboy?”
“Lucky Stinker spotted him. He’d chosen the same position I had picked out. Perfect for a shot through your window. Figure he was waiting for you to show.”
“You figured right.” I took a good look at the stiff. He looked like a pretty normal guy except for one little detail. His mouth was stitched with thick black wire that clamped his chops together. The surrounding skin was blotchy red and blistered. It looked downright uncomfortable.
Poddar looked a bit queasy. “Why is his mouth sewed up?”
I ran a hand across my chin. “Easy answer is because he didn’t know when to shut it. Story was he was a syndicate member who squealed when he got squeezed by the brass. Needless to say, the syndicate didn’t take too kindly to that. Looks like you took out Silent Ray, Cowboy. Aside from being an expert marksman, he was also Danny the Daisy’s longtime partner. Congrats.”
Most folks would have been at least a bit startled. The Cowboy grinned. “Another notch on the belt. This yahoo is wanted for a quarter million dibs.” He punched a few buttons on his holoband and used it to scan the body. It would have to be confirmed at the nearest roundup station before he got the payment. “After a while I’ll be the only decent Nimrod left if I keep up this rate. I should have hooked up with you a long time ago, Troubleshooter. You know how to put cabbage in a man’s account.”
“Well, don’t get too jazzed just yet. You just made a mortal enemy of Danny the Daisy, who’s twice as deadly as Silent Ray here.”
Rob looked around eagerly. “You reckon he’s nearby? Maybe we can get a two for one special.”
I took a glance around at the foggy rooftops. Good thing I was listening real hard, or I might have missed it.
“He’s here, all right.”
The floater gleamed like a crimson wasp as it swooped up from between the buildings. The movement-tracking mech rife on its chassis blazed, scorching the air with energy blasts and the smell of sizzling ozone. Rob and Poddar scattered, seeking cover. As expected, the gun followed their movements.
I stood still.
With the gun chasing down my frantic chums, I had all the time I needed to take careful aim right at the cockpit of the floater with the Replacement Killer. I knew Danny the Daisy was behind the mirrored surface, probably crying through his mascara.
I emptied a clip into the cockpit. Miniature rockets tend to compensate for armored glass.
The floater tilted and spun drunkenly with its gun still blazing. I hugged the blacktop while the shots did a lot of damage to the surrounding buildings. I hoped no one got plugged in the line of fire.
The floater tumbled into the fog. We felt the impact as it slammed into the street ten stories below.
I reloaded the Killer as I stood. “Everyone ok?”
“Never a dull moment.” Rob and Poddar stepped from behind the bullet-riddled stairwell house. Even Stinker looked a little spooked as she peeked around.
“Yeah, you should be around on one of my bad days. Come on, let’s see if the job is finished.”
It wasn’t.
By the time we made it down to the wreck, we found a busted up android roasting in the cockpit. It was Jeffery; Danny the Daisy’s faithful chauffeur.
I scratched my head. “Well, I can’t say that’s a big shock. Either the Daisy’s got nine lives or he was never in the heap. It’s like him to send an android to do a Nimrod’s job. This won’t be the last we see of him. Better expect him when you least expect him.”
“Well, if that’s the case then I’ll expect him all the time.” The Cowboy patted his pistols. “But if we’re not gonna do any more damage then I’d say it’s time to dust out.”
“Not a bad idea, Ace. I got what I came for. Let’s hook up with those crazy dames.”
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About an hour later we crouched on a rooftop on the outskirts of Downtown. Not a good place to be in the middle of the rain, which had returned with a vengeance. My datacom buzzed in my inner ear. I tapped it once to answer.
Captain Grave’s voice droned over the line. “I have a squad en route to the Goryachevas. Street sweepers will make mincemeat out the whole clan. They won’t know what hit them until it’s too late. Now what do you have for me?”
“Almost there, Captain. Don’t get your thong in a knot.” I clicked off.
Rob shared the same irritating impatient look with Poddar. "You gonna tell us what we're doing cooling our heels in the rain, or just keep us in suspense?"
"All in good time, kids. Gotta wait 'till the whole family gets together."
"Five to one says she doesn't even show."
Stinker barked.
Our weapons whipped out as we jumped to our feet. Selene and her Gutter Girl trio gazed at us curiously. I hadn't heard them approach.
Those dames were good.
"You boys have pretty big guns.” Jen’s smile was predictably mocking. “Compensating for something?” Christina and Kelly laughed.
Selene had exchanged her kimono for a more durable leather ensemble. She still looked regal under the umbrella Kelly held for her. I was glad to see she had left her wolf behind. Having a mutt around was bad enough, and those yellow eyes unnerved me more than I wanted to admit.
"You called this meeting, Troubleshooter. What do you have for me?"
I holstered the Broad and nodded across the way. "See the dive across the street? Check out the sign."
She squinted. "The Hideout. You're not saying—?"
"Exactly. Guess Tommy has a dramatic sense of irony. I looked it up on the way. Seems it’s an old theater that was bought out a few years back. You probably guessed who the buyer was. Who would ever think ol' Tommy would be lying dormy in a place called The Hideout? It's genius, really."
"I'm not going to even ask you how you came by this information. I hope you're right, Mick. Because my girls and I are going in force, and I'd hate to crash in on some old prudes playing rummy."
"Lady, when I'm right, I'm right. All we need to do now is figure out how we're gonna get in without raising the alarm. I spied only one goon at the door, but I'm guessing Tommy has got the place tricked out and swarming with chopper squads inside."
“Don’t worry about the alarm system.”
“Why not?”
She smiled. “Because I own the alarm company. As for how to get in… ” She gestured to Kelly, who produced a large grappling hook and compression gun. "Rooftop to rooftop. We’ll start from the top and work our way down. Hope you don't mind a little zip line action."
"In the rain across some fishing line. Lemme know how that goes.” I nodded to my crew. “Let's go, gents.”
"What are you going to do?" Selene asked.
"The sane thing. We're gonna go right through the front door. Start from the bottom and work our way up."
She pursed her rosebud lips. "Let me know how that goes. Then again, we can use the distraction of you getting killed to ease our way in."
"Just say you love me and get it over with.” I hesitated, then took hold of her arm before she turned.
“Listen, once we’re inside the brass is gonna be right on our heels. When they barge in making targets outta themselves, you should be able to nab the leg in the chaos.”
“Interesting.” Her jade peepers glimmered. “And you know this because…?”
“I know things, darling. Leave it at that. Just be ready when it all hits the fan.”
Graves might have warned me, but I’m not too good at listening. If he thought I’d jump through hoops for him and his dish of a detective, he’d think better of it soon.
Plain and simple: I happened to like Selene, psychotic Gutter Girls and all. I didn’t like Graves. At all.
He could go to hell. Next time I saw him, I’d probably send him there.
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A few minutes later I crossed the street with Poddar. The Cowboy was already in place, walking his doggy. I noticed sleek black floaters dropping down on the surrounding rooftops. Every one of them was loaded with badass dames with attitudes. Selene wasn't taking any chances.
The Gutter Girls had arrived in force.
There was a casually dressed chump at the front door of the Hideout, lounging like a bum with nothing to do. The alert way he looked at us and the way he slid his hand behind him said otherwise.
"Something I can help you mugs with?”
Poddar didn't even slow down. As the goon cursed and grabbed the scattergun behind him, Poddar leaped forward and struck him in the throat and stomach. As he continued to batter the poor rube senseless, I introduced the door to the heel of my size elevens.
The chopper squad inside looked up, eyes widening. Too bad for them. The Mean Ol' Broad was in the mood for violence, and I let her have her way. Her angry roar filled the hallway and decorated those cheap suits with lead buttons.
Rob and Stinker burst in as I dropped down to reload. The Cowboy’s.45s blazed the goons who ran down the stairs toting Thompsons. Those unlucky enough not to be dead were treated to Stinker’s bad side.
Poddar sprinted past, pausing only to pick up a Thompson from a dead suit before he raced upstairs.
"Dammit Poddar, wait for us."
"C'mon.” Rob grinned. "Can't let the Prince have all the fun."
We followed the sounds of Poddar’s yells and maniacal shooting. I almost tripped twice on the stiffs he left in his wake. Looked like he wasn't against using a heater after all.
I kinda liked that.
Upstairs opened up to a hallway which led to an old coffee house. I almost got my head plugged by the goons holed up there, making a desperate stand against Poddar the Insane Prince. Just when I thought of waking up the Magic Dragon, the windows crashed in behind the goons. As the gun-toting Gutter Girls hosed them down, I took time to get my bearings. I figured Tommy would be in the main auditorium if he were anywhere.
He always did like an audience.
I put the Broad back in her slip and gestured to Rob and Poddar "Put your iron away, boys."
They looked at me like I'd just farted a troll.
"Are you crazy?"
"Like a fox. You gotta learn to listen to the ol' Troubleshooter. 'Specially if you wanna keep on living. Now put 'em away."
They reluctantly obeyed while I slowly opened the theater doors and strode inside real casual-like. The place was almost pitch black, but I managed not to trip over my own flippers.
About halfway down, the lights snapped on.
The upper balcony was packed with chopper squads pointing heat at us. They stood still as statues, but the air hummed with their anticipation to fill us with daylight.
"I should have known.” A spotlight clicked on the stage where Tommy Tsunami stood with his hands clasped behind his back. Pretty dramatic, even for a gangster.
"Who else would pull off a stunt like this? You still owe me for the Gaiden, Mick. I loved that joint."
"Put it on my tab, Tommy. And the way I hear it, you're in much larger debt than I am."
"Really? To whom?"
I couldn't have planned it better if I tried. At that exact moment, Selene and her Gutter Girl trio slid down from the rafters. She was a leather-clad blur who had her Bushido sword at Tommy's throat almost as quickly as he aimed a gold-plated Beretta at her head.
"To me." Her eyes blazed.
The doors banged open. Gutter Girls of all sorts spread through the aisles, yelling at the top of their pretty lungs. The goons on the balcony had to split their attention between the ladies and us. The tension was so thick I could taste it.
It tasted like cotton candy.
I sat down in one of the cushy theater chairs and lit a gasper. “You know, I never cared much for the theater. But now I’m starting to like it a lot better.” I blew a trail of smoke toward the ceiling.
“Now I may be wrong here, but it seems like we can all go out with a bigger bang than the Cataclysm, or talk like the sensible adults we aren’t. Like maybe about a missing leg. And a missing dame who goes by the name of Kilby. Ball’s in your court, Tommy boy.”
His eyes slowly slid toward me, which wasn’t all that easy to do with a razor-edged blade at his throat that could core his Adam’s apple if he swallowed.
“I tried to keep you out of this. All of you. You have no idea what’s going on here. You were better off chasing ghosts in the West Docks.”
“What the hell does that have to do with my leg?” Selene’s pearly whites were clenched tightly. “You better pray it’s not damaged, or you’ll be missing a few members as well. Starting with the one you cherish the most.”
Tommy followed her downward glance and smiled. He had guts, I had to admit.
“The leg is undamaged. And I’m not the one who ordered the theft in the first place. I only intercepted it. It was my full intention to return it to you completely intact.”
“But only after you found out what the secret behind it was, right?” I nodded. “I get it. You’re both Gestalt, so there’s rules and codes of conduct and all. But what I can’t figure out what kidnapping Ms. Kilby had to do with this. What’s the angle in that?”
“Maybe you’d better ask her yourself. Since I never kidnapped her in the first place.”
The door by the stage opened. The gasper fell from my mouth.
Ms. Kilby walked in, safe and unharmed.
“Donna?” Poddar looked positively stunned. I would have found it hilarious were it not for the other dame who walked in with Ms. Kilby. One I instantly recognized.
“Angel?”
Unlike Poddar and me, Ms. Kilby was as unruffled as ever. “I can explain.”
I had to smile. “Maybe you should. Let’s call a truce for a minute, guys and gals. Something tells me we’re all after the same thing.”

Chapter 15: The Tattooed Leg

"For the first time I think the Troubleshooter actually has a decent idea.” Tommy Tsunami still aimed his solid gold Beretta right between Selene’s eyes while her Gutter Girls faced off against his goons. She still played barber with her blade against his throat. Poddar still stared in shock at Ms. Kilby, the dame he'd been fretting over for the last twenty-four hours.
Me? I couldn’t help laughing. Because it was all so damn hysterical.
"Take your time, ladies and gents. It's not like there's a rogue synoid with mental pain projection who’s running around trying to find a leg and kill say, about a few thousand people to get his hands on some Grim War. Whatever that means."
“It’s the Grimoire, you idiot.” Tommy looked pretty pissed. A gangster and a grammar Nazi. Who would have known?
Selene glowered, but slowly took the blade from Tommy's throat. He kept his smile as he lowered his heat. The tension faded just a notch from the rest of the family, which was good because it was hard to breathe with everyone locked in kill mode.
Tommy shrugged. "Very well. I won't even hold it against you that you broke in and killed a few of my boys. I understand the viewpoint you had of me was somewhat slanted."
"Would that be the theft of a particular leg viewpoint, or the kidnapping of a particular dame viewpoint, Tommy? I get a little confused sometimes."
He looked at Ms. Kilby. She cleared her throat.
“Mr. Tsunami and I have come to an arrangement.”
"What?"
She remained unruffled. "I was waiting for Selene at one of our meeting places — a housing complex in the West Docks. Tommy showed up before Selene did. He warned me the New Man was on my trail. We left just before the synoid showed up. I saw the place explode behind us. It was… terrible.”
Her voice choked a bit at the end, but I wasn’t fooled. We were in a theater, after all. Everyone had a part to play. I knew Kilby was about as cold as Selene was.
She continued. “I’m only alive because of Mr. Tsunami’s intervention. Seeing as how we had a common enemy, we decided to put aside our differences and combine our individual talents. We’ve been here trying to put the pieces together."
I tapped my fingers together. "Really? How convenient. How do we know ol' Tommy didn't send the New Man after you in the first place?"
Tommy’s expression darkened. "Because if you took the time to actually think instead of talk, you'd figure out if I had access to the New Man then I would have had him rub you out at the Gaiden. Or simply wait for him to deliver the Grimoire himself. Believe me, the New Man is no friend of mine. He's a loose cannon. He controls an army of brainwashed idiots who he’s convinced are all trapped in this world. The only way to escape it lies in the pages of the Grimoire, an ancient book of supposed sorcery which will free the minds of the populace. By killing them, of course. A load of nonsense."
Actually, it was a lot closer to the truth than it sounded. But I wasn’t about to spill my guts, especially since I still had no idea who was behind the whole operation. "And the location is on the leg?"
He looked at Selene, whose intense glare would be frightening if it were directed at me. Tommy almost kept his face calm.
"Yes. I knew exactly when La Fox arrived in New Haven, and soon found out what she was after. After that it was only a matter of taking time to convince her that her best bet was to deal with me instead of the New Man.” His teeth flashed.
Oh, yeah. Having been on the receiving end of Tommy’s convincing, I almost felt sorry for that Fox dame.
“Where is she now?” Selene’s glower was so intense I almost felt sorry for La Fox again. If Selene got her hands on her, she’d probably be a dead fox real soon.
Tommy didn’t seem to notice. “Oh, I don’t think you can find her. Especially after how well I paid her to disappear. Her part in this is finished. She did her job, and quite well I must say.”
He smiled in a rather coy manner despite the heat of Selene’s stare. “I know it’s been a bit inconvenient, but you know the limb can be reattached with barely a scar for your trouble. You should thank me. Had I not intervened, you’d still be missing your leg, only with no idea who did the snatch. You might say I was looking out for you. After all, we are connected by business and other associations. Though I understand if you're not feeling particularly grateful."
Selene's hand was still on the pommel of her sword, and she looked ready to draw it again. "And why didn't you just come to me with this information? I woke up in a tub of ice, you bastard!"
I blew a lazy trail of smoke upward. "Because he knew you'd never give him what he wanted. The location of the Grimoire.” I winked at Tommy. “He wants to know if it exists, and if it really does have any real power. Because if it does, he wants to get his mitts on it first."
"Enough." Selene’s chin rose imperiously. "I want my leg back. Right now."
Tommy smiled. "Follow me."
We trailed him through the back door, leaving the Girls and goons to enjoy each other’s company. Of course Selene kept her personal trio with her, swaggering in their curve-hugging leather. Poddar and Dawn spoke urgently in low tones just in front of me. I stepped ahead just in case it turned into a lover's spat. As we walked down a brightly lit hallway, I caught up to Angel and took her by the arm.
"I still don't see what you have to do with any of this. Did Tommy threaten you because of me? Say the word and I'll get you outta here."
Her violet eyes looked up pityingly. "Is that what you think? You can be a sweet man when you want to. Baby, I work for Tommy. Do you really think I could afford to live in that neighborhood on a secretary’s salary? Please."
"You mean you—?"
"She was keeping an eye on you for me.” Tommy barely turned his head. "You’re a most unique individual, Troubleshooter. I knew it was only a matter of time before you were back in the game, no matter what happened to your memory. I keep track of everything that goes down in New Haven. Why wouldn't you think I'd keep track of you?"
I looked at Angel. My Angel. "So. You just let ol' Tommy pimp you out, that it?"
I never figured a petite dame could slap so hard. The impact spun my head around so far back I clearly saw the smirk on Rob's face before I reeled it in again.
The Gutter Girls laughed while I rubbed my cheek. "Guess I deserved that."
Her gorgeous eyes were furious. "That and more. I thought we had something, but I learn quick. I was just a tool you used when you wanted and tossed back in the box when you were done. So when Tommy offered money to keep tabs on you, yeah — I took it. It's like I told you: a girl can't wait forever."
"I guess she can't.” I felt like my heart should have broken or something, but all I wanted was a stiff drink and some ice.
For my jaw.
We walked into a large basement. It had been recently renovated with the kind of high tech lab equipment I couldn’t even spell. In the center was a large table. On the table was a glass case.
Inside of the case was the leg.
I took a good look at what all the fuss was about. It was slender, shapely, and looked completely undamaged, as Tommy had promised. Kinda creepy with no body attached and all, but whole and unharmed. It was displayed so the severed part didn’t show, which was awful nice of Tommy once I thought about it.
A series of intricately detailed tattoos were etched from the top of the thigh all the way to the ankle. The depictions were of wolves, eagles, and American Indians. Selene’s rosebud lips parted as she placed a hand on the glass.
I whistled. "Really nice ink.”
She glowered.
I raised my hands defensively. “No, I mean it. You don’t find detail like this too often. But aside from that — what the hell do they have to do with finding the Grimoire?"
"That's the million dib question." The voice was distinctly familiar. "And one we were unable to answer. Until we looked closer. Much closer.”
Frankie Newman turned from one of the consoles, wearing a labcoat and eyeglasses. His hair was slickly laid, and he looked completely in his element. Just like he had in hobo rags. He spoke in a soft, sinister stepfather kind of voice. "Hello, Troubleshooter. I'm willing to bet this was the last place you'd expect to see me."
Tommy turned. "I recruited Mr. Newman when my analysts were stumped by the meaning in the tattoos. Since the quality of the mystery was of a highly secretive nature…"
I nodded. "Why not ask someone who specializes in the nature of secrets. As the resident information harvester and someone who worked for the Savant, Frankie fits the bill, all right.”
Frankie’s eyelid twitched. “That’s an interesting allegation.”
“Oh, I’m able to connect a few dots now and then, Frankie.”
It was true. My sluggish mind had actually kicked into overdrive, in fact. Not particularly a good thing, because I hate thinking. Pieces were falling into place, and I didn’t like the half-completed picture they formed.
“Dr. Faraday had to have someone he personally groomed to understand his unique genius. Someone he at least halfway trusted. How many silver pieces did you get for turning on him, Frankie?”
“I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”
“Course you don’t. Well, Frankie boy? Find anything useful?"
Newman gave me a wary glance. "As a matter of fact, I did. After scanning the entire leg, I was able to examine each tattoo separately. And came up with nothing."
"What? I thought you just said—"
"Nothing… at first. Undaunted, I delved deeper. And found this.” He pointed, and a picjector clicked on. A holographic enlargement of one of the tattoos floated in front of us. It was almost hidden, an eagles’ head between the hands of one of the Indian tats. The image enlarged further until it focused on an eagle’s eye, right beneath the Indian's left hand.
"Ok, that shows us nothing.” Rob rubbed his face with a calloused hand. "This is getting real boring, really fast. Why don’t you quit stallin' and show us what you got?"
Frankie sighed. "Very well. Look closer.”
The image enlarged even further. Everyone leaned in. In the eagle’s iris was something…
"You know… that kinda looks like—"
"A code!" Ms. Kilby pointed. "It’s a series of symbols of some sort."
"Which still means nothing," Poddar said. "Not unless we have a program that can decode it, or a cipher to unlock it."
“That’s what we figured. Yet despite endless attempts, even the most complex decoding programs failed to solve the equation. The code is simply too complex. The origin of these symbols is completely foreign.”
"Perhaps." Tommy stepped up closer to the projection. The image continued to enlarge in greater detail. "Unless there is someone here who can unlock it."
It was hard not to notice he and Selene seemed to avoid looking at me.
"Wait." Frankie stood beside Tommy. “Wait. Why don’t we allow the Troubleshooter to take a closer look?”
I took a closer look… at Frankie. His voice was just pleased enough to send my suspicious nature to full alert mode.
"Ok, Frankie. I’ll cut a peep at your little crossword puzzle.”
It was an interesting sequence, if a series of alien numbers, letters and symbols could be called that. But I was no rocket scientist, and was just about to say so when something real gonzo happened.
The sequence suddenly clicked in my head. The numbers and letters were like a language, and I spoke the native tongue. I understood exactly what they spelled out.
A location. Not only that, it was local. Right there in New Haven.
I kept my voice real casual as I lit another smoke. “Looks like you tooted the wrong ringer, Frankie boy. Because all these numbers do is swell my egg. Never had a noodle for math.”
I tipped my Bogart politely. “Glad you got your leg back, Selene. You can settle that score for me at your earliest convenience. Good luck with cracking that code.”
There was a slight pause as I turned for the door.
Then everyone drew their weapons.
The sound of gun clicking and sword rasping is pretty loud when they’re all drawn at the same time. Tommy and Selene faced off again, this time with his Beretta pointed between her breasts, while her blade was placed right at his sweet spot. The bio pistol, which had snapped out of his sleeve, was pointed at me.
Probably because the Mean Ol’ Broad was pointed right at him.
Rob had his twin Peacemakers out in the direction of Kelly and Jen, who stood back to back with twin swords, while Poddar pointed his Thompson at Christina, who twirled her Bo staff in anticipation. Stinker’s chest rumbled as she snarled at the Gutter Girls.
I noticed another pistol aimed my way. Angel’s hand shook slightly. Probably because Ms. Kilby had put her Derringer to the back of Angel’s head.
All in all, the entire party was about one bullet shy of mass suicide. “Hey… ” I took a slow look around. “How’s about we jaw a little about this?”
“Only if you divulge the information you just interpreted.” Tommy may as well have been at a ballroom for the lack of concern he showed. “You may be a competent detective, but your acting needs work. Leave the Grimoire to people who can handle it.”
“Oh, like you, Tommy?” Selene was the opposite, almost as feral as a wolf. “You already owe me for my leg. I’ll take the book as payment. You’re the last person who can be trusted.”
“Look, let’s just be calm.” Poddar tried to move in front of Ms. Kilby while keeping his gun steady.
“Not when I have you right where I want you.” There was an edge to Frankie’s voice. Kinda like the edge of insanity.
I’d forgotten about him in the scuffle to suicide heaven. He held a strange looking apparatus in one hand. It looked a lot like a pistol.
I knew I was right when he shot me in the head.

Chapter 16: Pool Party

Sheet lightning.
It’s the closest comparison I could think of while waking up on the tiled floor. That’s what it looks like when a room full of tension filled, trigger-happy maniacs are gunning each other down in a room without lights.
I should have been dead. When I touched my temple, I felt what seemed to be a small pinprick. I quickly gathered what was left of my wits and assessed the situation.
First, Frankie had shot me with something other than a standard heater. The fact that the walls weren’t decorated with my brains proved that. Second, someone had doused the lights. Frankie would be the most likely suspect.
Third, Captain Graves had played me. The room was full of black coats, which meant the homing device was activated the moment it was handed to me. His button boys had moved in with guns blazing, completing the recipe for instant disaster. I had counted on that, actually. That’s why I warned Selene to heel-toe outta there as soon as she recovered her prize. Graves was nothing if not predicable.
I didn’t count on being shot in the head, though.
The brass were engaged in a close-quarters gun battle with Tommy’s goons, resulting in my first impression on waking up.
Sheet lightning.
I figured it was time to wake the Magic Dragon.
I stayed low while I scuffled behind some cabinets and pulled it out of the holster. I activated the prep mode. The wire frame extended into shape, followed by the alloy gel sealing and hardening in seconds, taking form as a heavy-duty mech rifle.
The Dragon was ready to spit fire.
While the rest of the rubes settled for blind shooting, I clicked the threat detector on. The display pulsed, automatically targeting anyone carrying a heater. Selene and the Gutter Girls should have cashed in on my warning to split, but I clicked the setting on stun for the sake of any dames who might have still been inside.
Like I said, soft spot.
I clicked on my datacom, hoping my little crew was still alive and could hear over the din of gunfire, screams and curses. “Drop your weapons and hit the deck!”
The charge cylinder spun as I stood up and fired. The room flashed as dozens of glowing rounds dropped their selected targets. As the bodies toppled, I ran for the door. It was way past time to blow that party.
When I hit the hallway I ditched the little homing device Detective Kennedy had given me. Now that the gig was up, there was no point on letting the brass keep tabs on me.
After that I ran like hell.
A couple of Tommy’s goons were unlucky enough to be guarding the stairwell. They seemed more shocked than anything when they saw me take nearly the entire flight of stairs in one leap. As they reached for their heaters I fired again, only this time the rounds weren’t set for stun.
Out the doors and into the foul, foggy air of Downtown. It never tasted sweeter. I ran into the drizzling rain and tapped my holoband. Maxine gleamed as she skidded around the corner and zipped my way. When she stopped on a dime, I gratefully pulled open the door.
Footsteps echoed behind me.
Lucky for Poddar I recognized him right before I almost sent him to the next world. Ms. Kilby, Rob and Stinker accompanied him. They looked a bit tattered, but in one piece.
Poddar gave me a wary look. “We heard you on the datacom.”
The Cowboy used his holoband to call his rusted pickup over. It squealed around the corner and pulled up behind us. “Good thing, too. Because it wasn’t looking pretty in there.”
“Anyone know what Frankie did to me?”
“After he shot you, the receiver in his hand appeared to receive some data,” Ms Kilby said. “A download, if you will. It was hard to tell anything else, because he disappeared along with the lights.”
Rob shook his head. “That’s impossible. You trying to say he hacked Mick’s mind? Can’t be done. Hell, you can’t even do that to a synoid unless—”
I tossed the Magic Dragon inside of Maxine. “Unless you’ve really got some heavy duty tech. And as the Savant’s assistant, he would. It doesn’t really matter right now. We have to assume he was able to hack my brain. It’s not like he needed everything. There’s only one thing he was looking for.”
“The location of the Grimoire.”
“Right. Frankie is obviously a tool for the New Man, which means he sent that location straight to the lug. The New Man will be headed there, if he’s not on the move already. Only we’re gonna beat him to it.”
I tapped a few keys on my holoband and sent Hunter Valentino an urgent message. I just hoped the chump was able to get it in time to lend a hand.
Rob gave me a sidelong glance. “You barely got a look at the code. How can you remember what you saw?”
“One look was all I needed. It’s all here.” I tapped my temple. “I remember everything except my past. The binary code was a map position. I know exactly where the Grimoire is. So hang on to your diapers, people. It’s gonna be a bumpy ride.”
[image: ]
It took only about ten minutes for the brass to tail me. Of course, maybe my careening through traffic and causing road ruckus had something to do with it. Couldn’t be helped. For maybe the first time since I lost my memory, I was focused. I had pulled onto the nearest skyway. It was the only way to get to the Uppers, but unfortunately it isolated us nicely for any law enforcement in the area.
“Hunter Killer’s all over us,” Rob thoughtfully informed me. He rode shotgun, gallantly allowing Poddar and Kilby to stay together in his pickup, which followed closely behind.
HKs are fully automated police response units. No pilots — not even a synoid. Light drones carrying heavy weapons. The name pretty much sums up what they do.
“Great. Maxine, take over.”
As Rob cursed, I leaned out the window with the Magic Dragon. Maxine swerved drunkenly at the sudden changeover, almost turning me into street pizza. I managed to right myself and fire an electromagnetic pulse at the HK. While it was a mere distraction at most, I figured it gave me about half a second while its system rerouted itself. Most people can’t do much in that short span of time.
I’m not most people.
The cylinder flipped and I fired the nano-charge. No amount of defense can counteract a hundred billion microscopic machines with unquenchable appetites. Their sole directive is to consume and self-destruct. They can penetrate the densest alloy in milliseconds. The HK put on an impressive fireworks display behind us when it ate the ground. Traffic predictably gridlocked, stalling any brass on our tail that wasn’t flying.
“That thing had to tag us before it went down.” Rob panted as heavily as Streaker. Some folks can’t handle a little driving action. “Street sweepers will be on us like—”
“—fleas on your mutt? Good. I’m counting on it, actually.” I ignored Stinker’s warning growl. Crammed in with Robert in the passenger seat, she didn’t have room to bite me.
“Maybe I missed something,” Poddar said from over the datacom. “But how is that good?”
“Trust me, we’re gonna need the ol’ storm troopers when the New Man gets to where we’re going. If he’s not there already. Back to manual operation, Maxine.”
“As you wish.”
“Shouldn’t you keep her in autodrive? You’re driving doesn’t exactly boost my confidence.” Rob apparently took Poddar’s place with annoying questions as well.
“Can’t synch to a location that’s only on display in my head. Trust me, this place won’t show up on any map. I’ll have to take us there myself.”
We headed for the Heights, the highest point in the city. The part of town where high hats tripped over stacks of spare cash on their way to the fridge at night. Mansions and swimming pools. Gold plated ceilings and all that. New Haven glittered underneath us as we sailed across the crisscrossed floating roadways to the neighborhood islands which overlooked the entire city.
I wasn’t exactly in a mindset to appreciate the scenery.
Wooden slats shattered as Maxine took down a fence. An old frail screamed and leaped to the side as we tore through her rose bushes. I saw the flashing lights of street sweepers on the road behind us. More were floating up from the nearest station. They couldn’t follow my trail directly on account of having to be more careful in the Heights. Rich folks had rights, after all.
I figured that bought us about five minutes. I tore through another fence and skidded onto the main avenue.
It was like driving into a dream. Even at night the manicured lawns, chased fencing, sparkling driveways, and soothing shades of multicolored lights were fully displayed along with the uniquely styled mansions. The only thing out of place was Maxine, roaring down the road at full throttle. Wheelers were only collector’s items in this part of town.
I followed the map position in my head right to the dot, and wheeled down the driveway at full speed. Maxine careened right through the iron gates, cutting furrows through the perfectly trimmed turf. Real grass too, not the artificial crap most everyone else in New Haven had to make do with. We almost slid out of control, but I sadistically yanked the wheel and straightened out, mowing through a line of shrubbery. We were blind for a moment, but I figured we were in the clear.
Until the bushes abruptly gave way to a sudden and unexpected drop.
The wheels span, slinging dirt and foliage. I heard a lot of yelling and an anxious bark from Stinker. Beneath us were the calm, azure waters of an Olympic sized swimming pool.
Water churned as Maxine sank like a stone. The chlorinated water rushed in from everywhere. I heard the sound of Rob’s truck as it submerged somewhere behind us.
"Nice." Rob sputtered. "Of all the places to park, you went and chose a swimming pool."
"What, cowboys can't swim? Maxine, let us out.”
“As you wish. Be careful, Mr. Trubble.”
The windows lowered and everything muted as the water rushed in, flushing us out. I saw the darkened shapes of Poddar and Ms. Kilby heading toward the surface, followed by Stinker and the Cowboy.
I tried to salvage the Dragon, but it was caught on something. I finally gave up and headed upwards when something snagged my leg and pulled. I turned in panic and saw a pale hand latched on to my ankle.
Hunter Valentino’s face was barely visible in the darkness of the water. His eyes glowed bright green.
I kicked and struggled but his grip was impossible to break. Stars flecked across my vision, and my lungs were set to explode. My mouth opened, and ungrateful bubbles made their getaway from my lungs. It was the river all over again.
Without warning Hunter shot upward, snatching me by the lapels as he rose. We exploded from the pool into midair, where he tossed me across the perfect lawn with discouraging ease. Good thing a hedge of bushes stopped me from rolling too far. I lay there gulping the beautiful taste of air and immediately nixed the dream of owning a pool of my own.
"If you’re here to smoke me, make it quick," I said in between gasps. “Waiting makes me nervous.”
Hunter’s face was half hidden by shadow. "Indeed. And here I thought I was doing you a favor."
I shakily got up on my knees. “Favor by attempted drowning? I guess you must know the Savant told me all about you. Thought you’d rub me out before I could get my memories back, that it?
“Take a look around, Troubleshooter. Do you observe anything?”
I noticed for the first time we were alone. "What the hell?"
"I came as soon as I received your message, but guards were on their way when you dumped your wheeler into the pool. I saw them coming and leaped in to escape their notice. Had you emerged along with your friends, no doubt you would have been captured as well. They all went straight inside.” He gestured to the hilltop mansion directly in front of us.
“Great. Now what?”
“We go in. As you must have surmised, the Grimoire lies within those walls. The New Man will be here soon to collect it.”
“You and I know this Grimoire business is pure bunk, Hunter. What’s the real story?”
“A thermal orb. Dr. Faraday created a source of renewable energy that is powerful enough to power this entire Haven. Or destroy it. Not only does the orb serve as a powerful conduit for energy, it also contains all of his recorded research.”
“No wonder every nutjob in town is desperate to get their mitts on it.” I gave him a sidelong glance. “Why are you helping me, Hunter? What’s your angle? The Savant told me you he downloaded all my memories into your data banks.”
“The general idea is correct: I am in possession of the data that was removed from your brain. As a result, my behavior and directives have been modified to imitate your thinking and mannerisms.”
“My mannerisms? No offense, but you’re about the stiffest guy I’ve had the displeasure of running into.”
“None taken. And to answer your query, I am merely acting out on the many layers of memory downloaded into my system. If my behavior appears ‘stiff’, as you put it, then you have only yourself to blame. You were not exactly loaded with personality. You were a number cruncher, a code breaker, and a precise assassin. Not hardly as colorful as the types that reside in this Haven. ”
“That sounds boring as hell. No wonder Dr. Faraday swapped my memories.”
“That and the fact you were assigned to kill him, steal his work, and allow the Secret Service full access to New Haven.”
“Yeah, I forgot about that part.”
“Indeed.”
Hunter’s verification didn’t do my disposition any favors. I had really started to not like myself. “Is that why you’re here? To finish the job?”
His face was as expressionless as drywall. “I am here to aid you in whatever it is you need. I have not been idle since we parted. I followed up on what meager clues were available about the technology behind the New Man. He is powerful, but not invincible. Once we take him down, we can get back to Dr. Faraday and you can get your memories and your life back.”
"Nix that idea. The New Man showed up before I could make sense out of what the good doctor was spilling. I personally saw him knock off Dr. Faraday. Rather messily, too. At first I thought the Savant was controlling him. Seems like he's operating on his own."
Hunter paused, digesting the info. "The most convincing puppets are the ones whose strings are hidden. The fact that Dr. Faraday is dead presents a more difficult situation, however.”
I dumped my ammo and replaced it with a fresh clip from the watertight case on my belt. "Yeah, well, first things first. Gotta get our friends outta the jam they’re in, then find a way to stop the New Man. Looks like it’s up to me to save the day."
He pulled a heater from its holster and activated the prep mode. It unfolded and hardened into a replica of the Dragon. “After you.”
I expected the front door to be locked, but it wasn't. I guess I could've come up with a better way of sneaking in, but that just wasn't my style. I eyeballed the joint as we strode down the long hallway. The place was laid out with all kinds of antique statues and ritzy paintings. Just the tile on the floor looked like it cost more loot than I could make in a lifetime or three.
"Come this way, if you please.” A tuxedo clad man gestured from the end of the hall. "Mr. Beck is expecting you."
“Beck? As in the mayor of New Haven — that Mr. Beck?”
“That would be the one. Come along. He doesn’t like to wait.”
I looked at Hunter, who shrugged. I guess it shouldn’t have surprised me the mayor of the town would be waist deep in our little game. You don’t get to be in his position unless you’re pretty good at pulling strings.
We followed the butler down the brightly lit hall, flanked by paintings of stern-looking men and women with secrets in their eyes. The doors of the hall opened to a wide room centered by a glittering chandelier. Rob, Poddar, and Ms. Kilby sat at a gleaming table.
They were drinking tea.
Not exactly what I expected. Hell, even Stinker was gnawing contentedly on a meaty bone. Mayor Beck turned as we entered. The old crust was still wearing the dinner jacket from the banquet hall, and had a merry twinkle in his eye.
"Ah, and this must the last of my guests. Imagine — driving a wheeler into my swimming pool! How am I going to explain that when they come to clean it? Well, no matter. You're here now, so make yourself at home. Sugar with your tea?"
"We break into the place, and you offer us tea? What gives?"
"Earl Grey, in fact. In answer to your question — I know a thing or two about people.” Mr. Beck was one of those rich old coots who appear bemused all the time. Probably because they’re so damn rich. "I can look at them and tell instantly the sort they are. If they're liars. If they're lost. Like you, my friend."
"Not really. I know exactly where I am. I decoded a positioning point to get here.” I took the tea offered by the butler and sipped. I’m more of a java man myself, but it wasn’t half bad.
"Being lost doesn't always refer to direction or location. But I'm sure you already know that. Now, I don't think you'd be parking in my pool unless you felt you were on some mighty important business. So, tell me… what brings you to my home?"
I tipped my fine china like a gentleman. "You're holding a dangerous item a goon with mental powers is currently on his way over to collect. We're here to get that item out of your home so this lovely little pad doesn't end up toasted when the New Man gets here."
His smile faded. "A goon with mental powers, is it? Surely not. A golem directed by my old friend the Savant would not be out of order, however. I was told he went insane. No doubt he hopes to take back what he rightfully sold to me."
"You know about him?"
"Young man, I'm a collector of many ancient artifacts. To do so properly, you must possess knowledge of the items you collect. In this case, the Grimoire. A book of death, secrets and many misinformed rumors I rightfully purchased from Dr. Faraday, who obviously had no idea of its value. Yet it is sealed against tampering unless one has the key. Which I do not, nor does anyone I know.”
He tilted his head, his face suddenly very serious. “Captain Graves informed me of the potential threat, which is why I left the banquet early. So. While I appreciate your efforts to look out for my safety, I'm afraid I can't comply. The Grimoire will be staying here, I'm afraid."
"Guess your information gathering needs an update, then. Because the Savant is dead. His ‘golem’ is the thing that killed him. Now it’s on its way here.”
I sat the china down and nodded to the others. They stood up slowly. "Thanks for the tea. But I don't think you understand your position, Mr. Beck. I'm not asking. I'm just being polite enough to tell you in advance. We're taking the book. It would be best if you showed us where it is, otherwise it's gonna get real unpleasant around here."
A grandfatherly smile crossed Mr. Beck’s face. "Really? And how will you do that? Beat me into submission? Torture me? Kill my butler in front of me, perhaps?”
He chuckled richly. “You are many things, but I know you are no evil man. It's not in you to harm the innocent. And even if you could, my guards would swarm in at a moment’s notice. No, my friend. I'm afraid I must retract my hospitality and ask that you leave. The police are on their way here even now. It would be better for you if you were gone when they arrive."
I looked at the others, who seemed as embarrassed as I was. What a bunch of tough guys we were. Put in our places by one old crust. And we couldn't do a thing about it. Because he was right. We couldn’t just beat some sense into the old codger. I racked my brains, trying to stall for time.
"Ok, Mr. Beck. At least let us try to get you outta here. Trust me, you don't know what you're up against."
"No, I believe it is you who suffers from a lack of knowledge. About yourself, and your immediate circumstances. A shame really, that amnesia thing. I pity you."
“Perhaps I should try.” Hunter slowly stepped forward, his face as blank as his tone.
“Am I supposed to be afraid of your synoid thug?” Beck’s tone was derisive. “You won’t let him harm me and you know it, Troubleshooter.”
Hunter wasn’t amused. “I’m afraid you are mistaken. About many things.”
Beck’s smile faded as he studied Hunter. “What… are you?”
“Less than you know. More than you expect.” Hunter looked ominous as Death with his black suit and pale synthetic flesh. His hand was just a blur as it backhanded Beck across the face. The old man looked as shocked as the rest of us as he hit the floor.
Hunter’s voice was a cold monotone. “You will tell me where the Grimoire is. Better to do so before I damage parts of you that you need.”
The butler stepped forward protectively. “What on earth do you think—?”
His words were cut off by a vicious blow to the chest which sent him sprawling. Hunter never looked away from Mr. Beck.
Beck’s face twisted painfully from his position on the floor. Blood oozed from his split lips, and his white hair was plastered to his brow from a sudden downpour of sweat. “Stop,” he gasped. “You can’t do this!” He looked around frantically. “Guards — where are my guards?”
“Hunter — this isn’t what I want.” My hand slid toward the Mean Ol’ Broad. Synoids don’t feel pain, but I wasn’t about to let him torture the old coot right in front of me. I figured a couple of shots to Hunter’s knees might slow him down. Might.
He flung an upraised palm toward me. “This is beyond you now, Troubleshooter. He will not be harmed if he does not resist.”
“You said you were here to help me. This ain’t it, Hunter.”
“This is exactly it.” His hand seized Beck’s necktie, throttling the old man. “This is exactly what you’d do in this situation. That’s the point.” Beck choked and gagged as Hunter brought his face close. “The pain stops when you start talking. So talk.”
“What the hell is going on?” Rob had his pistols in hand, but looked as bewildered as I felt.
“It’s a long story. But it’s about to end right now.” I raised the Broad. “Let him go, Hunter.”
I didn't hear his answer. Because the windows to the side exploded, knocking us sideways from the force. While skidding across the slick tiles, I was struck by a familiar certainty. I'd felt a blast like that very recently.
From those monstrous pistols the New Man carried.
And speak of the devil, he came striding through the flame and smoke like the Lord of Darkness. His black coat fluttered, and his gunmetal eyes gleamed from behind the iron mask. Robed goons swarmed in from behind him like bees who wanted their honey back. They all packed some serious heat.
Guess I knew what happened to Beck’s guards.
"I've come for the Grimoire," the New Man said in his graveyard voice. "The Next Day is upon us. If you surrender it, you can die painlessly. If not, then you can just die."
I pointed the Replacement Killer his direction. "You forgot about the third option."
Gunfire erupted. All I heard was thunder.

Chapter 17: The Grimoire

I've always said if I can't get out of a situation in seven bullets or less, I’m a dead man anyway.
Case in point.
Clouds of slugs and mech rounds hummed as the New Man's goons exchanged fire with me and my crew. Priceless china, crystal ware and chunks of polished marble gave the chaos a touch of class as they were ruined beyond recognition. Fortunately Mayor Beck couldn’t witness the damage because he lay beneath some rubble, out cold.
Me? I'd just emptied the entire clip of 13 mm rockets into the New Man, specifically at his eyes and head. It had worked before.
Things had changed. Just like the first time, they never even reached him. I hate reruns.
"You think to defeat me twice.” He raised the impossibly large pistol as the missiles fell uselessly at his feet. “You are a fool, Troubleshooter.”
A familiar blast rocked the New Man on his heels and sent his pistol flying. It was about time.
"You will not escape so easily this time." Hunter brushed me out of the way as he charged his Dragon for the nano charge. The cylinders hummed as he aimed.
It seemed impossible, but the New Man was even faster; just a blur as he streaked forward and shoved the Dragon toward the ceiling. The blast created a smoldering cavity which opened a really nice view of the night sky. The nanoids continued to eat the ceiling, widening the hole even further. Fortunately their thirty-second life span prevented them from devouring the entire mansion.
The New Man proved himself the superior synoid right about when he kicked Hunter in the gut. I thought I heard something break as Hunter sailed backwards. The drywall cracked when his body struck it, and he dropped to the floor like his circuitry had shorted.
"These crude weapons are a mere annoyance." The New Man looked at the Dragon disdainfully before he snapped it in half, showering sparks. "Little more than toys. And you are a useless abomination. It would have been better if the river swallowed you."
I was glad he was distracted, because it gave me time to switch heaters. I was out of rockets, and pretty sure the Broad was useless against him. But there were a lot of other targets. As if on cue, his Specters decided to focus directly on me. Their aim was pretty bad and their attack style was kamikaze, but there were a lot of the bastards. I had to make an undignified retreat behind some marble pillars to avoid the barrage.
Blue and red lights flashed outside, a sure sign the street sweepers were on the scene. I heard Captain Graves on the horn yapping something about surrendering peacefully. Like that was gonna happen. I appreciated that he showed up in person, though. Saved me the trouble of having to look for him later.
The black-uniformed storm troopers were your standard Government Issue combat androids. They weren’t programmed with personalities, but they seemed taken aback when they kicked the doors in. I don’t know what they made of the situation, but they responded the way they always did on arrival.
They opened fire.
The Specters had to regroup and respond in kind. The body count rose dramatically.
That gave me a little respite, so I dove and rolled over to the marble table Rob and the others had tilted over. Ms. Kilby had ripped her sleeve apart to use as a makeshift tourniquet around a gunshot wound in Poddar's leg.
"Bad luck?"
His face was slicked with sweat. "No, good. He was aiming for my head."
Rob plugged a Specter that Stinker pulled down, then ducked as a slug went through the brim of his Stetson. He yanked it off and looked at the smoking cavity in dismay. "Street sweepers, Specters, and that crazy yahoo from the docks. Anyone you didn’t invite?”
"Yeah. Someone with ruby slippers to heel-click a way outta this mess.” I risked a glance over the table edge. The New Man gazed around as if searching for something, oblivious to the carnage. I figured he was scanning the place for the location of the book. I couldn’t tell if Hunter was ok. Some help he turned out to be.
“Look, I think I gotta get in closer to the New Man. Cover me. Now!"
I ran as they rose and opened fire. The bullets ricocheted off his armor as expected, but at least he seemed to feel them. That let me get close in on his blind side. I leaped in for a close up shot from the Mean Ol’ Broad. The New Man turned my way at that exact moment, raising his gauntleted hand. The device attached to his palm hummed and glowed like an angry furnace.
Time slowed to a crawl.
The Broad roared. The sound swelled as the air became jelly, rippling as the slug simply disintegrated in front of the New Man's hand.
The fun didn't stop there. The Mean Ol’ Broad turned to slag in my hands, dripping to the floor like heated wax.
Then the wave hit me.
I guess red-hot nails punched into your entire body simultaneously might compare to the agony. I slammed against the floor before I realized I’d fallen. A high-pitched whine screeched loud in my ears.
It took a minute to recognize my own screams.
The New Man dismissively dropped his hand, and I collapsed. My bones were sponge, and I felt like I’d been horsewhipped with razor blades. I couldn't get up even if I wanted to.
Which I didn't.
The world was a hazy roar of sounds and blurred movement. As I wriggled like a dying cockroach, I became aware of other people. Selene arrived with a pistol in one hand and a Bushido blade in the other. She sliced into the Specters, followed by her Gutter Girl forces. Tommy Tsunami barged in from another hall, followed by a few surviving goons.
The New Man turned and pointed. The marble table exploded into powder, knocking Poddar, Rob, and Ms. Kilby back like bowling pins. Rob roared wordlessly, his pistols blazing. Specters closed in on him like beetles on a fresh pile of dung.
The New Man withdrew a disk from inside his coat, oblivious to the chaos. He muttered an incantation, and the disk glowed red. He slowly revolved as he pointed it toward the walls.
Arms slid under mine and raised me to a sitting position. A familiar voice spoke in my ear. "A little help would be appreciated. You're not exactly light, you know."
My Angel. Even though it was painful, I smiled. “So you were a mole in Tommy’s organization, that it? Lemme guess — a Gutter Girl affiliate?”
I managed to move my limbs, and Angel half-dragged me to the stairwell. She whipped around and took out at a Specter at point blank range with her cute little pistol. "You better believe it. Like I’d really work for a skel like Tommy. Keep your head down, and maybe you'll live through this."
It didn't look like any of us were gonna live through it. A line of Specters almost laid out Selene, but somehow she flipped over their heads while firing her pistol. She landed near Tommy. He had run outta bullets, but used the butt of his gun like a club. They fought back to back as though they’d done it all their lives.
I saw Christina go down, but Jen and Kelly stepped forward, dicing the robed attackers. They supported Cristina on their shoulders as they desperately fended off more of the endless Specters. Goons killed Gutter Girls. Girls killed Specters. Street sweepers tried to smoke everyone. I closed my eyes. Maybe it was all a bad dream I would just wake from.
Hunter dashed that hope to pieces. "He must be looking for the Grimoire." I hadn’t noticed him approach, but he’s one sneaky synoid. He didn't look any worse for the wear, either. Then again, his kind didn’t have to worry about getting hurt. He continued his helpful observations. "It’s too late to stop him. But we can hit him while he’s vulnerable."
At that point I didn't really care about that musty old book. All I wanted to do was die in peace. Of course, Hunter wasn’t about let that happen. He snapped his fingers under my nose, discharging something which drove ammonia fumes right into my brain. I sat up, sputtering and cursing.
Hunter wasn’t impressed. "Listen. The disk is an access key. It will link to the device within the book, and to himself. We have to let him get the book, then we strike. If we destroy the thermal orb, we destroy him.”
It took a few minutes for the information to travel across my badly rattled egg. "Get the…? But you just… Yeah… it's risky, but—"
"It's the only chance we have. Get ready."
The disk flashed, and the New Man roared in triumph. One of the sidewalls exploded, raining mortar and pieces of railing on street sweepers and Specters. Behind the wall was a hollowed-out cubby. A dusty safe levitated out, then turned to slag with a wave of his hand just like the Broad had. A book floated out from the molten cavity. It was an old, leather-bound volume with parchment pages. A monstrous skull was embossed on the cover. It sailed through the air into the New Man's hands.
"At last.” His voice boomed over the din of fighting. "At last, the Grimoire is mine.” He planted the disk on the forehead of the gleaming skull. Something like lightning flashed as it slowly opened; the pages became wafers of pure light.
"The Next Day is at hand."
The radiance flashed from the pages to his hands. His robes faded from black to shimmering white; so brilliantly we had to shield our eyes. He pointed, and streams of pure energy flashed from his fingers. Specters, Gutter Girls and goons screamed as it struck them. They toppled over with blank eyes, just empty shells that hit the ground. When the beams struck the street sweepers, they immediately short-circuited and fell over in twitching heaps of useless scrap metal.
Something like lightning flickered. A vertical slit ripped the air, a glowing slash which slowly widened. It tore across the walls as it slowly opened into a glowing doorway.
Beyond it was the interior of a massive domed building. It appeared impossibly complex, lined with tech I couldn’t possibly begin to imagine possibilities for. Men and women in labcoats turned in obvious alarm. The ones who didn’t run away screaming, anyhow.
I knew what it was, if only by process of elimination. The Command Hub, known to most folks as the Beehive. The center of New Haven which controlled the environment, the Tesla units, and all the city’s utilities. Not to mention the access point to the Tram Station. I figured the labs where the Savant did his memory reprogramming were somewhere inside as well.
Tommy verified that for me. “He’s going for the memory core!” His voice was thick with fear.
He suddenly shrieked when the New Man glanced his way; clutching his head as he writhed on the floor. I almost felt sorry for him, having endured a recent bout of hornet head myself.
The New Man spread his arms like a back alley preacher as the door widened. “The time of illusions is over. The imprisoned minds of this Haven will be set free forever.”
“Stay directly behind me.” Hunter blurred past me at synoid speed, heading for the New Man.
That was about the last thing I wanted to do, but for some reason my legs had a different opinion than my mind and followed the suicidal synoid. I ducked low, trying not to catch a stray slug from the battle which still raged around us. I thought I glimpsed Poddar pulling Ms. Kilby behind him, while Selene and her girls frantically tried to fight their way to the New Man.
Hunter drew closer, pausing only to snatch up a bio-gun from the floor.
That’s as far as he got.
The New Man raised his hand, and glowing whips struck through Hunter like razor wire. Somehow he managed to twist and tossed the gun backward before he ungracefully convulsed and ate the floor.
I caught it with one hand, still running. As the bio-cables inserted into my arm, the New Man turned my way and casually raised his gauntleted hand again. I knew I wouldn’t survive a second blast.
A brown and black blur streaked forward.
Stinker struck the New Man right behind the kneecap with a savage snarl. The New Man wavered for about half a second. Most people couldn’t do much in that little amount of time.
I’m not most people.
I squeezed the shot off without bothering to aim. The blast tore right through the Grimoire. The pages splintered; broken crystal sheets shattered against the floor. The disk ripped from the cover, revolving in air. The New Man bellowed as he reached, Stinker still attached to his leg. I aimed real careful-like just as his fingers closed in. I’m a pretty good shot even on a bad day.
It was a bad day.
The energy round scored a direct hit, shattering the disk. White light washed over us as the glowing window shimmered blindingly. Startled yells filled the air as everyone still standing shielded their faces from the photo flash brilliance. The doorway fizzled and winked out with a hiss. The Grimoire had fallen apart in broken butterfly wings of glittering shards, but something hovered in the air, refusing to yield to the pull of gravity.
I remembered Hunter had said the disk was an access key. What hung in the air had to be the source of power the New Man used to open the doorway. It was a metallic orb about the size of a golf ball. Tiny grooves carved lines across the surface and pinpoint lights winked in almost innocent alternating patterns. But it hummed threateningly, the timbre so deep it felt like heavy punches to my chest. The air around it shimmered electric blue.
The thermal orb.
Somewhere part of my mind could sense the New Man roaring wordlessly as he drew closer. I abandoned common sense and reached for the orb.
Not exactly the best idea I’ve ever had.

Chapter 18: Joker’s Wild

The orb vibrated so hard I felt it in my spine. It felt as though I held the power supply of the entire planet in my fist. I was pretty sure I was dying, but it turned out it was just my eyes watering from the effort of holding the thing.
As I ran, I noticed the fighting seemed to have had died down. Nothing makes enemies drop their differences like almost being rubbed out by a prototype synoid with designs on killing everyone with a massive brain flash. But the fun wasn’t over yet. I had to destroy the orb, or we’d only have reruns of the same episode.
Which was hard to do with the New Man trying to kill me.
I managed to avoid a searing blast from his gauntlets by turning the corner at full speed. I immediately tumbled down a graceful winding stairway. Gold banisters and marble steps hurt as bad as the regular kind, but the bruises still felt better than burning alive. I didn’t even pause when I reached the bottom. I figured since I could still stagger forward then nothing was broken. The orb was still in my grip, turning my muscles to water.
I hit the nearest door with my shoulder and tumbled inside. It took me a minute for my eyes to adjust. I almost cried with relief when I saw where I was.
Turned out Mayor Beck was indeed quite the collector. In that case the room displayed his weapon compilation. From medieval times to my favorite era: the twenty-first century. The place was the size of a small museum. Had to have something I could use.
I heard the distinct sound of something extremely heavy coming down the stairs. Didn’t take a genius to realize the New Man was closing in. I ducked between two of the aisles. Good thing, too.
Because a double-bladed axe swung by right where my head was.
Captain Graves leaped over the aisle with athletic ease, toting the axe in one hand. His teeth were clenched in a misshapen grin. “Looks like we had the same idea. My biogun overheated. Damn labcoats can’t get anything right.”
The axe whirred like a willow switch in his hand. I managed to lean to the side, but the blade still whipped by close enough to shave off some of the stubble from my cheek. I managed to hang on to the orb, though I could hardly feel it in my hand. My entire arm had gone numb.
Graves was just getting warmed up.
“You double-crossed me, Mick.” The axe whistled, hungry for Trubble steaks. A display case exploded in a spray of glass and splintered wood as the blade crashed through it. “The unit I sent to the Goryachevas was cut to pieces. You tried to cancel your debt by warning them. Not a bad move. Too bad you won’t be alive to reap the benefits.”
My flogger was sliced cleanly as the blade missed my stomach by a hair’s breath. The axe slammed into a massive oak chest. The momentary distraction it took for him to yank the blade free was all I needed.
I punched him in the gut as he tilted off balance, and just for good measure kicked him right in his boys. I expected a metallic ring, but instead he squealed like an angry chipmunk as he went down. Guess he didn’t have balls of steel after all.
My second punch took him right in his meaty jaw. He moaned as he slumped backwards. I felt a tingling sensation in my fist, which I considered a good thing. At least I knew it was still attached to my arm.
Something glinted near my foot, almost making me slip. Assorted rounds had spilled across the floor from the shattered cases. They were scattered together, but my eyes immediately zoomed in on the one I needed.
A Gyroscope rocket.
In less time than it takes to tell it, I pulled the Replacement Killer out and loaded it. Graves had picked himself up by then, and shakily searched for a weapon. He shattered a glass case with his fists and seized a compound bow. He was pretty swift on arming it, but before he could notch the arrow I had him lined up in my sights.
“Don’t bother. On account of being dead and all.”
The impact of the rocket lifted Graves off his feet. He collided with a few cabinets before eating the floor. I didn’t feel too bad. When you walk around with the name ‘Graves’, it’s only a matter of time before someone sends you there.
Of course I didn’t get a lot of time to dwell on it. The wall to the side exploded inward, burying Graves in drywall and smoldering rubble.
Seemed the New Man didn’t believe in using doors.
His face was cloaked in shadows as he looked at me with gunmetal eyes. “You do not have the knowledge or power to destroy the orb. Give it to me, or I will kill you and take it.”
Seeing as how I was out of ammo yet again, I holstered the Killer and snatched up Captain Grave’s discarded battleaxe. Graves must’ve been in great shape because it was heavier than it looked, and hard to wield with one hand.
“You forget about the third option.”
I charged and slammed the axe with all my strength into the New Man’s chest. The vibration rippled from my wrist to shoulder from the impact of the blade against his armor. I had kinda forgotten about that. And about how large he was. I felt like a stepchild looking up at his abusive father.
His mercury eyes were disbelieving as he gazed at the axe stuck in his breastplate. When his gaze met mine, I managed a weak grin.
His punch knocked me about ten feet through the air.
Good thing a couple of glass display cases broke my fall, or I might have gotten hurt. Worse. As it was, the room flickered along with my consciousness as I tried to find where my head went. My limbs refused to cooperate, and I kept slipping back on the tiled floor.
It was over. My luck had finally run out, and I only had one card left.
The Joker.
I liked to keep the slim, prototype explosive on me at all times. It was last resort thing, something to use only when I knew I was about to buy the farm. A labcoat for the weapons division whipped it up as a personal thank you for saving his bacon a while back. It looked close enough to a playing card; only it packed the same power as a C4 explosive.
A drop of blood dripped from my nose and spattered on the Joker’s face. He and I shared grins.
The sound of aisles and display cases shattering grew louder as the New Man approached. “You are only flesh, Troubleshooter. No matter what you have learned from Dr. Faraday, your resistance is pointless. I will take the orb and your heart at the same time.”
I activated the Joker with my thumbprint while I raised the hand which held the orb so the New Man could see it. It vibrated hard enough to practically break my fingers.
“Wait.” I slowly stood, holding the orb high. My other hand concealed the Joker, which silently counted down. I tried to sound as pitiful as I could. “Wait. You… you said if I gave you the orb, you’d let me live.”
The New Man extended his gauntleted hand. “Give it to me then, human. I will keep my word.”
“Catch.” I threw the orb and Joker together. The orb flashed like a miniature sun as it sailed across the room, the Joker knifed through the air beside it. I thought I saw the New Man’s eyes widen right before I ran like hell the opposite direction.
The resulting explosion sounded and felt like the end of the world.
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Do you understand your instructions, Agent Trudo?
“Yes, sir.”
I couldn’t see who it was that spoke to me. I was in a dimly lit room facing a shadowed figure behind a naked desk. I guessed it was one of those inconclusive dreams which weren’t good for much other than getting on my nerves. I hate those.
Then repeat your objectives, Agent Trudo.
What I hated worse was being in a dream where someone spoke to me in such a condescending tone. Not to mention getting my name wrong. I opened my mouth for a classic retort, but for some reason different words tumbled out.
“Infiltrate New Haven. Ascertain the location of the thermal orb and recover it. Assassinate Dr. Faraday, and open the Tunnel for the entry of Secret Service operatives.”
Very good, Agent Trudo. Report to your superior and prepare for your departure.
“Yes sir.” I turned and walked out of the tastelessly adorned office. As I strode down the equally plain hallway, I paused at a highly polished window. A major metropolis twinkled outside; a vast expanse of towering monoliths and flying vehicles. Since it was night, my reflection was clearly visible.
Something was terribly wrong.
My hair was awful. It was cut in stereotypical military drone fashion. My face had as much personality as a glass of warm milk. My uniform was all black, pleated, and without a single ounce of character.
I looked about as bland as Hunter Valentino.
“Doing a little character study?”
I turned around, and a raspberry blonde stood in front of me. A real dish, too. Sky blue eyes and full lips the color of fresh strawberries. Though this dame was harder than the average doll. It was in the severity of her pulled-back hairstyle, and there was glint in her eyes behind the smile that unnerved me a bit.
What the hell was going on?
“Come to see me off?” were the words that came out my mouth.
She smiled. “As your superior officer, I’m obligated. You look a little stressed.”
Stress actually would have been a welcome addition to the featureless face I saw in the mirror. I’ve seen synoids with more potential for expression.
She placed her hands on my face in a more intimate manner than I would have expected from a superior officer. At least this dream had some perks.
“Don’t worry. It’s like I told you — everything is under control. Glenn Faraday has no idea what your objectives are. He believes we will uphold ridiculous bargain that he put on the table. He doesn’t suspect we’re sending you there to take him out.” She smiled as though savoring the thought.
“Just be careful. Don’t allow him to access your mind through any scan or tests. He will have the upper hand then. By no means allow him to know what your objectives are.”
“It’s not my first time off the leash, Natalie.”
She smiled as she looked me over. “I know. It’s just the first time we’ve had this type of shot at New Haven. You do this and the Director will be feeding from our hands. We’ll be able to call the shots instead of taking orders from these suits.”
I took her hands in mine. “Then get ready to celebrate. Because Glen Faraday is as good as dead, along with anyone who gets in my way. It won’t be hard. It’ll be fun. Just like all the other times.”
Her eyes brightened. “I wish I could go with you, but Faraday requested only one agent. So do me a favor. Dr. Faraday has caused the Secret Service a lot of trouble. Take your time with that arrogant bastard. Kill him slowly, Michael. Then come back and tell me all about it.”
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I opened my eyes and was immediately rushed into a world of hurt. I was thankful, though. The agony of my battered body was duck soup compared to the gonzo dream I just had. I managed to crane my neck and take a look around.
I’d fallen into a basement of some sort. Old boxes and dusty tables were stacked everywhere. Guess the floor had collapsed from the explosion. I was covered in broken wood, rubble and chalky dust. I coughed and slowly checked to make sure I was in one piece and those pieces were still working. Every movement was a jolt of pain, so I figured I was all right.
I rolled to the side and came face to face with the New Man.
What was left of him, anyway. His head and torso were the only recognizable parts left. Seemed the combined explosion of the Joker and the thermal orb had an undesired effect on him.
“You… don’t know… what you’ve done.” His voice quivered like a dying rattlesnake from the exposed receiver in his throat. “You’ve… chosen illusion over… truth. I tried to… free all of the trapped and… imprisoned minds. Now they will… suffer at the mercy of… delusions. As will you.”
I managed to claw at the wall and pull myself to my feet. The New Man actually looked a bit pitiful lying there like a broken toy. I didn’t spare it any pity, though. And neither did the heel of my size elevens when I stomped on the remains of his head. Whatever was left in him faded away with a whimpering crackle.
“Guess we’ll just have to find our own way. Whoever the hell you are.”
I staggered a few steps backward before falling back on my ass. I sure didn't feel like getting back up, either. For about a week. My Bogart was battered and dusty, but I shook it off and tilted it just right on my head. I managed to find a half-bent gasper from my coat pocket, and clicked my lighter.
What a night.
I exhaled wisps of smoke as I collected myself. All the thoughts I’d been trying to ignore slowly coalesced into a picture which made more sense than I wanted to admit, kinda like the code at Tommy’s hideout. Much as I wanted to deny the truth, there was no way around it.
I left the husk of the New Man behind and clambered up the debris into the light.

Chapter 19: Rubble

The first thing I noticed was the lack of sound. As in people shouting and guns blazing. I figured with the New Man outta the picture and the thermal orb destroyed, there wasn’t much to fight over anyway.
Looks like I’d saved the day. I wasn’t counting on a lot of gratitude.
The explosion had totaled at least half of the mansion. Everyone who survived slowly collected themselves, looking about as dazed as I felt. Even some of the Specters had made it. From the bewilderment on their faces I figured they either had been freed of some hypnotic hold, or were thinking about their employment futures.
The street sweepers were all scrapped, either by the New Man’s energy beams or by my collection of friends and temporary allies. I was pretty sure the brass at the precinct weren’t gonna be too thrilled about that. Androids might not cost as much as synoids, but they’re still expensive.
Angel stepped from behind the staircase, her beautiful face flushed. We both paused. There were no secrets between us anymore. Somehow the truth created a chasm lies couldn’t compare with. I was the first to look away.
A few paces over, a grim and bloody Selene tallied up the count of her fallen Gutter Girls. None of the dead included Kelly, Jen, or Christina. I don't know why I was glad of that, but I was. Rob helped Ms. Kilby support Poddar, who limped heavily.
I stooped down and patted Stinker on the head. "Guess you're all right after all."
She smiled.
A shadow fell over me, which was pretty damn irritating. I'd had enough of darkness. Stinker growled as I looked up at Tommy Tsunami. “Something you need?”
"You destroyed the Grimoire.”
"Yeah, well that just breaks my ticker, Tommy. Guess whatever secrets they held died with those freaky glowing pages.”
“We both know the book was only a façade. It was the thermal orb that was important. The potential of that energy was practically limitless. I take it you destroyed that too.”
“You can take it however you want, Tommy. You’re welcome for saving your rather stuffy ass.”
"You've always had a penchant for gumming things up. Don’t think I don’t know you set me up at the Hideout. You warned Selene to get out, but left me to the tender mercies of the boys in black. I lost a lot of men back there."
“You outta upgrade to synoids. At least they come with a data backup.”
His expression grew even darker, if that was possible. “Your humor is ill-appreciated. I knew it was a mistake to let you run loose in New Haven. Despite your memory loss, you’re still too dangerous to be allowed to live.”
"That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said to me, Tommy boy. We outta skip out to the Gaiden and sit down, sip something, and gab about it. No wait — didn’t a fire break out there last night?"
His eyes narrowed. "Goodbye, Troubleshooter. We won’t meet again.” I saw the gold-plated Beretta in his gloved hand at the last second.
I was almost as surprised as he was when the blade erupted from his chest. Almost. His eyes widened as he tried to turn, but he was just too dead by that time. His body slammed into the ground beside me, staring with uncharacteristic shock.
“That was for my leg.” Selene flicked the blood off the blade before sheathing it.
I accepted her helpful hand and slowly stood. “Much obliged, darling. I thought you couldn’t bump off another member of the Gestalt. Made men, and all that.”
“He was only an agent of ours. Surely you didn’t believe a mere gangster could enter our inner circle. He was a loose end and he had it coming. How are you?” She looked at me calmly, but flickers of unease were visible in the emerald cuts of her eyes. I didn’t blame her.
“Still living,” I said.
"My God.” Beck had regained consciousness and stared at the remains of his mansion. Aside from a light head wound, he seemed to be okay.
Too bad the same couldn't be said of his fancy digs. He didn’t seem to care too much about that, though. Insurance has its purposes, after all. He scuttled on his knees, helplessly gathering up the smoking remains of the Grimoire’s pages.
"The Grimoire… destroyed. Do you have any idea of what was lost in those pages? They were more than the mutterings of madmen. Within the ciphers was technology so advanced it would seem as magic to us. Perhaps the secrets to sustainable power sources, or ways to properly expand beyond the boundaries of the Haven. Now all of it is lost.” He actually looked on the verge of tears.
I’m pretty good at derisive snorts. I gave my best one yet. “Is that what Dr. Faraday told you when he sold you the book?”
His head snapped up. “What are you—?”
“It’s elementary, my dear Mayor. How better to conceal his orb than in plain sight? You’re known to be an avid collector, and he ran that mystical bunk over your head to prevent you from tinkering with the book, which was nothing more than an over-decorated lockbox. Joke was on you. You had something of value, all right. Just not what you figured.”
Beck appeared on the verge of an all-out cardiac arrest. “And now it’s… destroyed?”
“You can try picking the pieces out of the New Man’s chest. What’s left of him, anyway.”
“So much potential — eradicated.” He sagged visibly.
“Hard to get all wet in the eyes when the city just got saved, Mr. Beck. You know — the folks right here in New Haven? Figure that makes it worth the cost.”
He winced as his butler applied a poultice to his forehead. “You sound like a different man, Mr. Trubble. Perhaps some… revelations have come to you?”
“I remember a few things now, so yeah. Not enough to do anything about it, though.”
“It’s probably for the best. There are things too dangerous for the wrong people to know about. Or to share with others.” He gave me a meaningful glance.
“Not to worry, Mayor. I don’t see any profit in rocking boats.”
“A wise outlook.” He sighed. “It’s too bad Dr. Faraday met his end at the hands of his own creation. What tragic irony. He never could see New Haven for what it is. Instead, he tried to destroy it with this… New Man creature.” He shook his head sadly.
I didn’t say a word. Because either Beck was an outstanding actor, or he really had no clue as to who controlled the New Man. And if Beck didn’t, then who did?
He looked regretfully at his ruined digs. “Whatever secrets Dr. Faraday possessed died along with him. More’s the pity.”
I took the last drag from my gasper. “Well, may he and his secrets rest in pieces.”

Chapter 20: Hard to Say Goodbye

I hate goodbyes. It was half an hour past the hosers and button boys ‘taking control’ of the scene, an hour past getting blasted on the Glenfiddich Scotch that Mayor Beck had stashed in his massive bar. Over a century unopened, and guaranteed to make friends out of uneasy allies in no time. Hell, after about fifteen minutes I was arm in arm with Jen, Kelly and Christina, the same Gutter Girls who’d tried to deflower my manliness only hours earlier.
But in the middle of all of the hullabaloo, I was aware of the eyes on me. I had a feeling Beck knew I was holding back some info. Selene kept looking my way as well. And as much as I’d like to chalk it up to my rugged good looks, I figured she was trying to figure out if I was the next target for that long razor blade she carried. I had knowledge now, and like the Doc said: sometimes it isn’t power. Sometimes it’s just something to get smoked over.
Then there was that nagging feeling which rattled around the back of my skull. It was a familiar feeling.
Like unfinished business.
“Going somewhere?”
I looked at Angel. Figures she could read my mind. All the best dames can.
“Got me a few last minute details to take care of, darling. Don’t wait up.”
“You already know I won’t.” She stood on her tiptoes and kissed me softly. It had the bittersweet taste of farewell to it. I knew just like she did that whatever we had was a footnote in history. But when she turned, she had a smile on her face. And that’s about all I can hope for.
A kiss and a smile when a dame walks away.
I managed to duck the button boys and the newsbots flashing cameras. Figured Poddar, Kilby and Rob could take of themselves. Like I said, I hate goodbyes.
When I cleared the bashed in gates of Beck’s driveway, a familiar ride waited for me. A cherry-red wheeler. When the door opened, I hopped in like I expected the lift.
Selene sat in close, which would have been a lot cozier if she hadn’t just abducted me. She was still in her battle-tattered rags, the shallow gash across her temple still wet. Her large wolf — Enkidu — lay across from us, looking half-sleep. I knew better, though. What I didn’t know was how she bypassed the button boys so fast. Until I remembered a lot of them were probably on her payroll.
As the ride rolled forward, I put on my most innocent face. “Well, I guess everything turned out all right in the end. You got your leg back, the New Man got what was coming to him, and the world won’t be ending. Not tonight, anyway. So why so grim?”
“You feel it, don’t you? That this isn’t really over?”
“Not really,” I lied. “Look, I don’t do the ‘feeling’ thing. Either I know something or I don’t. And right now I don’t. So, I guess for you the next step is grafting the leg back on?”
“Immediately. I had a few of my girls take it to my hospital and prep for surgery before I left Tommy’s hideout. Or what’s left of it, anyway. We managed to get out right when the brass showed up. The leg was my priority, which is why we were a bit late on coming here. I have a top surgeon who will perform the operation as soon as I return. It seems as though I owe you for that.”
“Well, I guess no one can claim you’re not generous. Speaking of which, I think there was a reward promised to me somewhere along the line… ”
Her lips curved again. “Yes, I suppose you did uphold your end of the deal.”
She leaned forward and slid a hand down my chest. I’ve had worse times.
But the fun stopped when she pulled the card from my shirt pocket. When her thumbprint and code was verified, the dibs downloaded into my personal account. The gig was finally over. No one could claim I didn’t earn it this time.
“Try not to drink it all away. You’re too valuable a commodity to waste.”
“Thanks, but old habits die hard. Kinda like the New Man.”
“Very well, Mick.” She tilted her head. “What will you do now?”
“Try to take it all in. Got a few loose ends to wrap up. What I can’t figure is, you knew where the orb was the whole time. It was tattooed on your leg, after all. Which tells me Beck is just a patsy. This city is always strapped for energy. If someone came up with a renewable source, they could own this place. Why didn’t you ever try to use it?”
“Because I didn’t know how. I found the code by using Dr. Faraday’s memory scanning technology against him via a mole in his tech team. All we knew was it was important to Dr. Faraday’s most secretive project. But we couldn’t find anyone who could crack the code. Imprinting it to the art on my leg was my way of securing it without risk of theft.”
“Or so you thought.”
“Correct. In my wildest scenarios I never imagined my actual leg being stolen. Dr. Faraday was the only person who could tell us what the code contained. And he was not at all cooperative, as you can imagine.”
“So you let him cool off in a meat locker to think things over, that it?”
Neon lights slid across the glass and reflected on her face. “We hardly had a choice. After his involvement with the Secret Service, it was clear he had become a major liability to our operations. He was too valuable to kill, so we had him put away for safekeeping.”
“Why not just replace him with another big brain?”
“You have to understand that men like Dr. Faraday only come along once or twice a generation. You can’t just replace that.” Her voice trailed off in a near whisper. I knew she had the same thought I did.
The genius of Dr. Faraday was gone. Wasted in the struggle between those who wanted power, and those who wanted more.
I cleared my throat. “You said we, — as in you and the other Gestalt members.”
Her eyes grew cold. “Be careful about the use of that name. The society is kept secret by any means necessary.”
“Gotcha. I’m surprised the lot of you would agree to just lock the old coot up. The Gestalt I’ve heard about are a pretty ruthless bunch. The kind who doesn’t hesitate to resort to torture and even worse in order to get what they want.”
Her face flushed. I smiled.
“I see. You didn’t tell your buddies about the orb. Explains why Tommy would make such an aggressive move against you. I figure rubbing him out was less motivated by my safety than by keeping your affairs under wraps.”
Her face became a porcelain mask again; her eyes cool as frost. “You know a thing or two, Mick. As do I. Like your relation to Hunter Valentino. It would be a shame for certain elements to know he possesses all of your memories. Even greater if it became known a Secret Service agent is in our midst.”
I nodded. There were no shortage of cats who would love to give me a case of the New Haven Blues in this town. Even more who would sell me out to the SS at the mere whisper of profit. Comes with the gig. “Well, I guess we can agree to keep each other’s secrets, love. No point in running the train off the track.”
She leaned in closer. “And what will you do about the much bigger elephant in the room, Mick?”
“Maybe I’m not seeing what you are. Gotta get my eyes checked.”
“You know exactly what I’m talking about. This Haven functions on the memory implants inserted in the minds of the populace. Having been a part of that, what will you do now that you know the truth?”
“The truth?”
Enkidu’s amber eyes glimmered as he raised his head. I decided to lower my voice.
“Dr. Faraday told me about what your little secret society of hoodlums forced him to do. An entire Haven of brainwashed residents? That’s low, even for a criminal organization like the Gestalt.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Is that what you think? Maybe your investigative skills aren’t as adept as I thought.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Dr. Faraday was like anyone else, Mick. He told you only what he wanted you to know. You’d better believe there was plenty he held back. Like the truth about his implantation process. No one’s memories were transplanted by force, Mick.”
I took a long look in her jade-colored eyes. “You’re trying to tell me—?”
“Do you know what this place is called by the residents of other Havens? The City of Forgetting. It’s a nirvana for people who want nothing more than to lose the horrors of the past. The residents of New Haven volunteered for the transplants. New Haven is a place for new beginnings. A chance to start from scratch.”
“What are you saying? This place is legal?”
“You should see the waiting list. People on other Havens will kill for a chance to come here. Many of the residents here already have killed for that chance. And now they live without those memories. You’re trying to tell me they shouldn’t get that opportunity?”
“And all this is from the kindness of your heart? Get real, sister.”
“No.” She leaned back, cool as ever. “Kindness has nothing to do with it. Money does. Money and power. Kindness was what Dr. Faraday had to offer. This Haven would have been filled to bursting with the poor and neglected, all with their hands out and mouths open. Who would have taken care of them? You?”
I couldn’t think of anything to say. No matter how she twisted it, it was still wrong. But only the same wrong that’s around every corner. The same wrong that’s in the eyes of anyone with a step up over the next man.
“When the Gestalt took the reins, we made sure only those who could afford the chance would get it. It may not be pretty, but it’s necessary. The SS doesn’t want to infiltrate us because we’re breaking the law. They want in because the UH want to control the revenue. They want this Haven to be a part of their network, under their dominion.”
There it was. And there I was, stuck in the middle of a war between two very powerful groups, with ties to both. All eyes would be on me and where I stood. Too bad I didn’t know. Because it sure felt like I stood in quicksand.
Laser lights flashed from her eyes as she looked at the world outside. “Let’s try not to overthink things, Mick. You’ve got a lot on your plate right now. Discovering the truth is your specialty. You’ll find out on your own the way things operate. For now try to enjoy the moment. We came together and got some good work done.”
I slowly nodded. “Amen to that, sister. Way I see it, we should all be grateful just to have made it through in one piece.”
She offered a genuine smile then, one which made her natural beauty glow brighter than the city lights. “And we have you to thank for that, don’t we?”
I was caught off guard when she leaned forward and kissed me. The tang of blood and raspberries had just begun to dissolve on my tongue when she pulled back, a look of regret in her eyes.
“It’s too bad you’re not on the inside, Mick Trubble. We could use someone like you.”
The ride pulled over to the curb. “This is your stop. I still have farther to go.”
We were Bayside. Which meant she either meant to have me rubbed out, or she knew me better than I thought she did. I stepped out and watched as the ride switched modes from wheeler to floater and pulsed upward into the gleaming flow of air traffic.
Then I smiled. Because I knew I’d see her again.
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I thought about her words an hour later when I sat at a little casino nightclub called the Pale Horse. It was high in the Uppers with a rotating view of the bay and surrounding city. New Haven glimmered like a handful of mixed jewels.
While the sax man poured out the blues, I sipped on a Casablanca. I should have felt up on my downers, but I didn’t. The Mean Ol’ Broad was melted to slag, and Maxine was submerged in Mr. Beck’s swimming pool. To top it off like grenadine, I was trapped in a Haven built on lies and the bones of folks like Dr. Faraday.
Everyone around me went about their business, their heads full of memory implants. Maybe they were the lucky ones. I figured I should’ve been grateful enough for being in one piece after all the bunk I’d been through.
But I still felt a nagging sensation, like an itch I couldn’t scratch.
“You’ve got a lot of guts to come here, Mick Trubble.” The dame’s rich voice was thick with Russian brogue.
“Madam Goryacheva.” I picked one of her Bayside casinos to introspect in. It was fitting, since my troubles with her were what got me tumbling down the rabbit hole in the first place.
She was an older dame, but still full-bosomed and graceful. Her face held a severe look which spoke of command. A few hulking brunos stood nearby, pretending to lounge.
“You did me a favor tonight, to warn me of the raid on my home. To think those mudaks would have the balls to take me on my own turf.” She trembled with rage.
“I take it they’re regretting that move?”
She drew her finger across her throat. “Scrap heap. Androids are predictable with their sweep patterns. My boys took care of those can openers. No satisfaction in that. I want to see blood, hear screams… ” Her eyes held a faraway look as if savoring the thought. “If I get my hands on that bratchnie Captain Graves I will peel him like bacon strips and feed him to my dogs.”
“No worries on that score, darling. I already took care of that bit of business. Consider it a bonus.”
She gave me an appraising look from the corner of her eye. We gazed at the lights of the city for a moment before she broke the silence in a low voice.
“I… suppose the debt between us is cancelled, Mick Trubble. You did good thing for me. We would never have known what was coming.” Her impressive cleavage heaved with her sigh of regret. “I should kill you for good measure, but one turn deserves another. I will call off Nimrods. Be more careful in the future. I will not be so gracious should there be a next time.”
She walked away with an air of regal satisfaction. Her brunos gave me a last hard look before shadowing her.
I sipped my drink.
“Anyone sitting here?”
I turned my head, and there was Detective Kennedy. She was dressed the part this time, in a flogger and even a Bogart like mine.
Cute.
“I’ve been thinking about you, Ms. Kennedy.”
“Really?” She smiled demurely. “Were they good thoughts?”
“Depends. Giggle juice?”
“Why not?”
I motioned to the barkeep to hit her up with a drink. She ordered a kir, which made the keep raise his eyebrows. I didn’t fault him. He was human, after all. Didn’t have every drink ever made categorized in his data banks like a synoid.
“Just add a little blackcurrant in some white wine for the lady.”
I watched her delicately sip after he served it up. I wasn’t fooled, though. Delicate wasn’t the word for Ms. Kennedy. “So, what gives me the pleasure of your company, Detective? Gonna slip the bracelets on me or ask for a dance?”
She set the drink on the counter and smiled. “I’d very much like a dance, thank you.” She doffed the flogger so I could check out her profile in her cop rags. I love a woman in uniform.
We strode over to the floor and floated slowly across the polished wood grain. The cat on the sax was good; one of those players you only find in smoke-filled joints crammed with sweat-beaded folks who lived like he played.
Kennedy was nimble on her feet despite the heels. My hands were at the point of her waist where the swell of her hips bloomed. Her arms were around my neck. She looked up with a pleased smile, allowing me a good look at her eyes. They were dark blue, like the night sky when the moon is brightest.
She smiled. “I understand Captain Graves won’t be occupying his office anymore.”
“Afraid not, darling. He met with an unfriendly piece on lead in the line of duty. Comes with the gig. You don’t exactly seem to be mourning.”
“Graves was corrupt and greedy. He won’t be missed. Someone else will be filling his shoes. Someone with more integrity.”
“Congratulations, Captain. Integrity isn’t too popular in New Haven, though. Graves may have bitten off more than he could chew in the end, but he knew the way things worked. I’d walk softly, if I were you.”
Her smile widened. “If you were me, you’d be a lot prettier. Forgive me if I find that advice a little conflicting coming from you, Mr. Trubble. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were worried about me.”
“You probably should. Know better, I mean. But for some reason I’m kinda taking a shine to you, Captain Kennedy.”
“How are your memories coming along?”
I blinked at the sudden shift in conversation. Of course she’d know all about me once she got access to Graves’ files. “Not much to ‘em. Had a couple of fuzzy flashbacks. Far as I know, the rest are lost with all of the Savant’s databanks.”
“You know why you’re still alive, don’t you? Why even the Gestalt are afraid to knock you off?”
“Let’s say I don’t.”
“No one wants to be responsible for the death of one of the Secret Service’s top agents. The Gestalt is waiting, Mick. Waiting to see how it plays out. How the SS will react. Whether they try to recover you… or leave you to the wolves.”
Her eyes searched mine. “Your future is riding on how they choose to play their hand.”
I smiled. Not a big surprise. If I didn’t have a heap of trouble on my head, I’d have to find a new line of work.
“I don’t mind when it rains, Ms. Kennedy. That’s why I carry an umbrella.” I tapped the Replacement Killer in its holster under my arm.
“None of which helps with the fact I still have a head full of memory implants. If what you’re saying is true, then I had a life before I came here. A life I don’t remember. A life I’m not even sure I want to remember.”
“I’ll do what I can, Mr. Trubble. Share whatever files Graves had on you.”
“A gift with a hook, Captain? Why would you scratch my back if I haven’t scratched yours?”
“You’ve scratched one hell of an itch, actually. The New Man’s plan would have resulted in massive trauma and death for a lot of residents had their implants suddenly been switched off and their true memories restored.” Her eyes searched mine. “You played a huge part in stopping that disaster. It’s what you do best.”
The music played, but we slowed to a halt as she took my hand in her gloved ones and rolled back my cuff. She scanned my wrist with a thin ultraviolet beam from her holoband.
“Right now this is all you need to know about who you were.”
Under the black light, two letters were revealed, framed by a shield. I’d seen the emblem of the Secret Service enough to recognize it on sight.
“The emblem serves not only as an identifier, but an access code as well. You have priority access to just about anything jacked to the Secret Service’s mainframe. But if you utilize it, they will be able to track you. So use it wisely.”
Like that was ever going to happen. Having a Secret Service stamp on your wrist was a lot like wearing a live death adder for a holoband. Not that I’d know personally, but either way a man wouldn’t want the experience.
“Nice to know you’re throwing me an ace, Captain.” We picked up where we left off, though the music faded in the background. My feet moved automatically as my mind tried to reel itself in.
“One good turn deserves another, Mr. Trubble. It’s good to have someone you can count on when things get hairy. With all that’s going to go down in this town, I might have to call on you for a favor myself someday.”
“I’m a Troubleshooter, darling. When folks got no one else to turn to, they give me a call.”
She smiled. She had the kind of smile which made you think of sunlight even when there’s not a ray in the sky. “Then I suppose you only have one last thing to do.”
“Yeah. Order a drink. Then order another drink.”
“I’m talking about the feeling you have right now. That tangle of knots in your gut that won’t unravel. The feeling that business is unfinished.”
“And I guess you’re gonna tell me what that is?”
“The answer is in your memories. Which for you shouldn’t be hard to find.”
As soon as the music stopped she separated smoothly and walked away without a backward glance, quickly lost in the swaying bodies and swirling smoke. But her words stayed on my mind. Because I can remember anything except my past.
And damned if she wasn’t right.

Chapter 21:The Last Itch

“Hello, Frankie.”
Frankie Newman turned slightly at the sound of my voice. “I’ve been expecting you, Troubleshooter.”
We were at the edge of the Docks, where the water stretched out toward the barrier that separated the Haven from the truth. He looked that direction, where the glow on the horizon announced the sun was about to rise.
Somewhere out there I’d battled the Savant and won, but lost my memory and maybe my soul in the process. Black, choppy waves had closed over me while he laughed hysterically, bleeding from the slugs I’d put in him. No doubt at the joke he and I had both become.
I’d gotten those memories back. Which only reminded me of the more important ones I lost. The memories of who I was before I came to New Haven. The ones that were trapped inside of a synoid body. I’d gotten a few answers from all that happened, but they only led to more questions. Things always spin in circles. The universe moves that way.
“You know, it took me a minute to figure it out. I had to go through my memories and really study what went down. Like when we first saw you here in the Docks. I thought you were doing a little social work. But really, I caught you in the middle of hypnotizing some new recruits to join the ranks of your Specters, didn’t I? You always had one helluva voice, Frankie.”
He said nothing, just turned to look me in the eye.
“Then the words the Savant said to the New Man. ‘You are just an apprentice.’ It was you, Frankie. You were his apprentice. The one person he at least halfway trusted. It was you all along. The mole who sold Dr. Faraday’s code to Selene, then turned on her too. Quite a piece of work.”
His mouth twisted in a sour grin. “You’re on a roll. Continue.”
“Hunter Valentino told me the best puppet is the one whose strings you can’t see. The New Man was just a puppet, wasn’t it? A puppet under your control, while you went along like you were his servant. Course the name should have rang my bells from the start. Mighty careless of you to call your synoid the ‘New Man’, Newman.”
“It seems your powers of deduction haven’t been completely stunted. I congratulate you. Not that you’ll have time to enjoy your little moment of triumph. You’ll be dead before the sun rises.”
“I kinda doubt that, Frankie. But since you don’t, tell me — how’d you do it? Dr. Faraday told me he never finished the prototype. He didn’t seem the trusting type. So how’d you get the inside loop?”
“Glenn Faraday suffered from a contemptible belief in his own genius. It never occurred to him anyone else was as smart, or clever. Yet there were a few in the Secret Service whose mental abilities rivaled his own. I was one.”
He smiled. “You were another. How do you think you cracked that code so quickly? It’s the nanoaccelerators. They open the mind to areas previously inhibited. They also do a handy job of speeding up the body’s natural defenses, like the healing process. I understand you were shot recently. You don’t appear the worse for it.”
I recalled when I ditched the sling Angel had rigged up for me. I flexed the arm automatically, and damned if there wasn’t a twinge of pain. I didn’t bother unwrapping the hand I’d sliced. I could already feel the smooth scar line as if the cut had happened a month ago.
“You were their top code breaker, a numerical prodigy who also happened to be especially gifted at cold-blooded assassination. My gift lay in hypnotic suggestion.”
I stared. “You’re an SS agent?”
“Do you think you were the only one they sent? I infiltrated the Haven before they sent you. How do you think they received their surveillance reports? My mission was to observe and report. It amused me to take a role as Dr. Faraday’s assistant. He’d talk above my head as if I couldn’t understand everything he spoke of.”
“So you took him out the picture with his own creation.”
“It was only fitting. He’d made modifications to synoid technology which surpassed even Maximilian Industries. I was able to duplicate some of those processes when I finished the New Man. Communication was transferred via a mental link from me to the synoid, allowing me to control it from any location.”
“But why, Newman? You were trying to start a process that would have destroyed the entire Haven. What was in it for you?”
Frankie stared at me as if I’d missed the obvious. “Completion of the mission, of course. I had my orders. When Dr. Faraday discovered your assignment and abducted you, then the capture of the thermal orb became the priority. I was to recover it, use it to disrupt the Command Hub, and escape in the chaos. New Haven was collateral damage.”
“Collateral damage? Do you hear yourself? You’re talking about people’s lives!”
His face twisted with a sneer. “Listen to you. You don’t even know who you are. The only reason I had to act was because you were compromised. You would have done the job yourself — yeah, and smiled after it was finished. Killing was the only thing that made you smile. Killing and Natalie. And what a piece of work she is. So don’t talk to me about people’s lives. You’ve taken so many lives you’ve lost count.”
I swallowed. “No matter who I was before, I’m not that person now.”
“You’re a basket case with a head full of lies. You are no one.”
“I’m the one who put an end to your little gambit, Newman.”
Frankie’s face turned furious. “What a blind fool you are. You’re a man with a mind full of fabrications, yet you jest like the last living clown. Perhaps it’s better you die in ignorance. Now pull your pistol out of the holster, and blow your brains out.”
His voice resonated and echoed in my head. It sang in my ears like it did before when he froze us in the Docks. My fingers trembled and went to the handle of the Replacement Killer.
I pulled it out and aimed real careful like. At Newman.
“Not gonna work this time, Frankie. I got a rather unique type of mind, as you probably know. One which can short your little hypnosis right out. I figure it must be the training from the Service, right? I may not know exactly how to use it sometimes, but I’m better when running on instinct anyway. Hope you got a better trick up your sleeve, because this one’s gotten old.”
He sighed heavily and sagged like a flower that’s been sitting in the vase too long without sunshine.
“Tired. Just so tired. The mental strain of operating the New Man… so exhausting. I was so close. Do you have any idea the trouble you’ve caused?”
“Trouble is what I do best.”
“Do you?” His eyes blazed. “Do you really? How do you know? You have no memories, Agent Trudo!”
His gesture took in the whole city. “What do you think this is? It’s an illusion! Don’t you understand? We’re not supposed to be here! The thermal orb was our ticket out of this hellhole! And you — you completely destroyed it, completely sabotaged your own mission!”
“Sorry, Frankie. I can’t see it that way. I got a second chance here. A chance to be who I choose to be. I believe in New Haven.”
“You believe in a head full of lies. This place is nothing but a den of vipers. An open gutter for all the filth in the world to bleed into.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way. You wanna change the way things are done? So do I. So help me and I’ll help you.”
“I don’t think so, Troubleshooter. You may have shot my mission down, but my final assignment is you. I’m not near the assassin you were, but I have connections. You hoped for a better trick up my sleeve. You should have known I had an ace.”
I saw the shadow before the overbearing perfume of flowers filled my nostrils. “Danny the Daisy. I thought I might see you again.”
“You thought?” The Daisy’s voice trembled. “You should have thought before you killed Silent Ray. Do you know what you did? How much he meant to me?”
I kept the Killer trained on Newman while I risked a glance at the Daisy. His eyeliner bled down his cheeks in thick black streaks from his unchecked tears. The diamond-coated pistol quivered in his gloved hand.
“Can’t say I did, Danny.”
“Who did the deed, Mick? Was it you? The clown in the cowboy suit? Or your quiet Indian friend? I’m killing all of you regardless. But I want to take my time with the bastard who pulled the trigger.”
“You know I don’t kiss and tell, Danny boy.”
“You will if you want a clean death. Now drop the pistol and turn around.”
I looked at Newman, whose face was twisted by a wry grin which faded with my reply.
“Can’t do it, Danny. My trigger finger is pretty sensitive, you know. I figure if you take me, I’ll still be able to rub Newman out.”
“Don’t be a fool, Mick.” Frankie’s voice was a bit shaky. “It’s over. At least have the decency to die with dignity.”
“Nothing dignified about dying, Newman. And I’d hate to go without bringing someone along for the ride.”
“Tell me who did it, Mick!” Danny’s voice rose shrilly. “Or I’ll kill you as slowly as possible, I swear. I’ll count to three.”
The rain had finally stopped. The sky turned a reddish gold as the sun began to creep up from its watery grave. Frankie stared as though not comprehending what was about to happen as he stared down the barrel of the Replacement Killer. A few feet away, Danny the Daisy stamped his foot furiously and counted down.
“One.”
Newman spoke softly. “We are nothing without knowledge about ourselves. Without the truth. This isn’t it, Michael. This isn’t living. These people are nothing but a displaced band of lost souls, searching for a way to justify their existence. We’re different. That’s why they have to die. Just tell me.” His voice pleaded. “Just tell me you understand.”
“Two.”
I shook my head. “Can’t say I do, Frankie.”
Three!
Gunfire blazed. All I heard was thunder.

Chapter 22: Case Closed

When the smoke cleared, Danny the Daisy was sprawled across the raggedy grounds of the West Docks in a slowly widening pool of crimson.
I wasn’t.
Hunter Valentino strode from behind a stack of dilapidated crates, sniper rifle in hand. “You should have called me for backup.”
Frankie Newman stared. “You. You’re the synoid Dr. Faraday downloaded his memories into.”
“Indeed.”
“Then you know everything about the mission. You should be helping me, not him.”
“That does create quite a quandary, doesn’t it?” Hunter raised the rifle.
I lifted a hand. “Hunter, what are you—”
He interrupted me by rearranging Frankie’s head at close range.
I jumped back. “Dammit! Hunter, what the hell?”
He turned calmly. “Franklin Newman was an undetermined equation which needed resolution. His knowledge was too deadly to be allowed to infect others with ill intentions. He was better off terminated.”
I glared at him. “I had things under control, Hunter. Frankie there was probably the only person who could understand the nature of Dr. Faraday’s work. How am I supposed to get my memories out of you now? Unless there’s something in your databanks that can do the same thing?”
“I’m afraid you were a mathematical genius, not a biological one. The physiology of the brain is not an area of our expertise. We’ll have to take our chances with recovering whatever we can from what Dr. Faraday left behind.”
“Everything he left behind was in that orb, Hunter.”
“Perhaps. Only time will tell.”
I glowered. “In the meantime I don’t need you killing off the entire population of New Haven. I know your memories may direct you otherwise, but I call the shots here, not you.”
Hunter grabbed Danny the Daisy by his ankles and dragged him to the edge of the dock. “That is the entire point. I cannot execute any action you are not subconsciously willing perform. Had you not desired Frankie Newman’s death, then he would still be alive.” He casually tossed Danny’s stiff into the river. I knew the Daisy would have hated that. The water soaking into his silk rags, that is.
Frankie’s stiff joined the Daisy in the realm of future fish food. His hair floated in a dark halo around what was left of his head. Despite what he’d done and planned to do, I still felt bad about him being rubbed out. We were brothers once, men working on the same agenda. Too bad it was one which was about as ruthless as I could imagine. I guess deep inside I knew he had to bite it. It was a fate neither of us could avoid. Frankie was a load of trouble waiting to happen. And me?
I shoot trouble.
The dark, scum-slicked waters of the West River sucked the stiffs down greedily, leaving only oily bubbles to mark their passing. I lit a gasper and turned to Hunter.
“So what now? We don’t have a way to harvest those memories, and the more I think about it, the less I’m inclined to want to. To be honest, I don’t much like you, Hunter.”
“That’s understandable. According to the data in my system, your dislike of self was the driving motivation behind your career and your actions.”
I funneled smoke through my nostrils. “Well, I guess it’s like Selene said. This is a place for new beginnings. No offense, Ace, but I think I’ll stick with what I got.”
“I have no control over your decision. I can tell you the Secret Service won’t just let you walk away a free man. You were… valuable to their operation.”
“Guess I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it. Question is, what do we do about you?”
“Dr Faraday programmed me with a primary directive. That directive is to keep you alive. The repercussions of these last couple of nights will spread across the entire Haven and beyond. You will have need of my knowledge and my abilities, more than likely sooner than you expect.”
He looked around. “In the meantime I suggest we make ourselves scarce, as you might say. Those bodies will wash up somewhere, and with them questions you and I will not want to answer.”
“Sounds good to me. I need some time to think this gonzo trip over, anyway.” I turned, but stopped after a couple of steps and looked back. “How do I find you if I need you?”
Hunter had never moved. He stared into the dark waters. “I will be around. This is only the beginning of a fruitful association, Mick Trubble.”
I walked away with the sun at my back. When I topped the stairs I looked down, but Hunter was nowhere in sight.
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I took a zeppelin home, since I was out of a ride and all. The sun shone though the buildings, none of its splendor taken away by the fact that the invisible barrier of the Haven separated us from its direct rays. I processed the maddening flood of information as the rounded giant ghosted silently across the sky.
I took a glance around. The other passengers read tablets or listened to streaming tunes from their datacoms, oblivious to the fact that their lives were a cocktail of memory implants and mental suggestion. They were trapped in their everyday routines, blissful in the ignorance of their mentally adjusted lifestyles.
I envied them. Because I was a basic stew of conflicting emotions. Maybe Frankie Newman was right. I might be just the byproduct of Dr. Faraday’s imagination. After all, the only thing we have to establish our identities is knowledge of self. And what did I know about myself?
Then I thought about Hunter Valentino. His complete lack of personality. The ruthless void of emotion he displayed when he slapped Mayor Beck around and shot Frankie down. I’d have liked to imagine that his being a synoid had something to do with that, but I really suspected his claim to emulate me was probably right on point.
Then there was that flashback I’d seen. I didn’t know the man who spoke about killing people like it was a favorite pastime. He wore my face, but was a complete stranger to me.
And if that was the person I was, did I really want to go back to being him? The answer was obvious. I told Frankie the truth when I said I believed in New Haven. I had to. I needed to believe second chances existed.
It was like Poddar said: nothing mattered if your life wasn’t happy. Well, my life had never been a walk in the park, but it suited me a lot better than being a Secret Service gunman with bad fashion sense and a deficit in personality.
After I scoped the zones for evil eyes, I tapped a sequence on my holoband. A thin drive slid open, and I removed the miniscule chip which lay inside.
I had told no one about what I found near the fragments of the orb. No bigger than a fingernail, the thin data chip looked innocent enough. But I knew better. Inside of it was the mind of Dr. Faraday; the research and developing projects which had cost him his life. It was the Grimoire, the real one.
Something else was probably buried in the nanobytes of collected data. The memory transferring process he pioneered. I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to use any of it. But better in my hands than anyone else in New Haven.
I placed it back in the drive shut it away.
After getting off the zeppelin, I managed to get back to my office without getting mugged. The first thing I noticed was Maxine parked beside the joint, shining like new. Seemed as though Mr. Beck had decided to clean out his swimming pool. I almost shed a tear.
“You’re a sight for sore eyes, Maxine.”
“Thank you Mr. Trubble. It’s good to be back.” I was so ecstatic that I almost missed the big change in my office as I entered.
“Good morning, Mick.” Angel sat at the desk my android secretary used to occupy, dressed smart and sexy as a cliché. “I started some java for you. You take it black, don’t you?”
“Angel? What are you doing here, sweetheart? And where’s Pris?”
“The android? She was a pile of scrap. Consider her retired. After this whole ordeal I didn’t see the point in the old gig. I’m starting to enjoy life on the wild side. So when I heard about this opportunity, I jumped right in.”
“Opportunity? What—?”
She tapped my dropped jaw. “An open mouth catches flies, sugar. The opportunity offered by the person who runs this place. You know — right inside.” She nodded toward my office.
I frowned as I pulled out the Replacement Killer. “Stay here, doll. I got some cleanup to do.”
“Mick, what are you—?”
I ignored her as I kicked in my door and swept the place over. It was worse than I expected.
The joint was… completely clean.
The desk was polished, the walls repainted and a new table was stationed in the middle of the room. Even the carpet looked new. The trash had been emptied, and the computers looked completely updated.
"Just getting back?” Ms. Kilby looked up from where she sat at the desk. My desk. Poddar lounged on the sofa with his leg in a cast. My sofa. Rob offered a bottle of brew from where he sat at the table. My table. My brew.
I gratefully took it.
"Yeah. Had to feed the fishes. I see you've made yourselves comfortable."
"Yes, well, if you're going to be working for me, I thought I'd set the standard for how things are going to be from now on. My employees won't be working in a pig sty."
"Wait." I sputtered. "Your employee? Sister, this is my joint!"
"Was. But you were in foreclosure, and I bought the lease. You didn't see the sign on the door?"
I took a peep. "Kilby's Troubleshooting and Investigation.”
Actually, it didn't sound half bad.
"Sounds awful," I said. “What’s with the ‘investigation’ part?”
“Come now, Mr. Trubble. There are a lot of unanswered questions hanging around this little caper of ours. We’ve all discussed it. And we won’t rest until we find out the truth.”
I shrugged. "Some stones are better left unturned, but hey — it's your place. Have a blast. Me? I’m a solo act."
"Aw, sit down," Rob said. "What's the point of trying to save face? And besides, you know you'll miss us the moment you walk out that door. Plus, Stinker's taken a shine to you now. Be a shame to let her down.”
She barked her agreement as he scratched between her ears.
Poddar nodded. "Some things can't be argued against. We're a team now. You might as well accept it."
Angel stepped in from her office. “I hope he does. I’d hate to think I’m out of a job already.”
“I’ll think about it.” I turned to the door.
“Where are you going?”
“Home. I’m about forty winks short of a nights’ sleep. Even a man like me needs a day off now and then.”
I grinned despite myself as I slid into Maxine’s comforting interior. If Angel just gave up her association with the Gutter Girls, then I’m the new mayor of New Haven. Her presence along with Ms. Kilby’s takeover sent a message from Selene which said she was going to be keeping a close eye on my activities. Which in association meant the Gestalt might know my every move.
Still, best to dance with the devil you know than one you don’t. At least I had an idea of what Selene’s angle was. I’d stack my charm and rugged good looks against those odds any day. I figured after spending enough time in my magnetic company, they’d all be seeing things my way in no time.
When I got to my pad, Natasha opened her door from across the hall. With her raven locks tumbled across her face, she looked about as lovely as a newborn sunrise.
“Mick Trubble! I thought that was you. I was so worried after all that thunder last night.”
I tipped my Bogart. “Sorry to stress you, doll. Things got a bit rough, but then again I’m a rough and tumble type of guy.”
“Well I’m glad you’re not full of holes and blood and all that. I’d be awful sad. Case closed?”
“That’s right, sweetheart. Case closed.”
“Well come on in and have a cup of coffee with me. I just made a fresh pot.”
“Sounds like a dream.”
So much for sleep, but I couldn’t pass up on the offer. Coffee with Natasha was about the best way to wrap up a case like that one. When it comes to mean cup of java, no one can whip up better. And then there’s her unique style of chatter which somehow feels like coming home. It was funny, though — as I sipped and listened, I didn’t really feel like things had ended.
More like had just got started.
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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

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
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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 by means of city-sized constructs called Havens. More info on this world and upcoming novels can be found on the official Troubleshooter website as well as his Facebook page. You can also follow him on Twitter. For preview of his other works, turn the page…

How to Speak New Haven

So you’re new in town. Yeah, I can tell. Well you’ve come by the right man for the wire on this place. Don’t wanna stick out like a nun at a cathouse, do ya? Thought not. So you might wanna get down on the lingo around here. You probably guessed folks in New Haven speak a little differently than the other Havens. While this isn’t required reading, here’s a quick rundown you can reference in case you get a bit mixed up. That way if a cat tells you to rotate your heels or else he’ll fit you for a New Haven trench coat, then you’ll know what he’s gabbing about, pipe that? Here goes:

Ace/chump/Killer /Mack: nicknames for a man
Bag or tag: Nimrod terms for live or dead capture
Bent: angry, upset, out of sorts
Berries/lettuce/cabbage/bread: money
Bing ward: segregation cells, solitary
Biogun: an expensive firearm that is powered by the user’s body via cables inserted in the forearm or into a holoband.
Bogart: a fedora
Boozehound: drunk person
Bracelets: handcuffs
Brass/feds/fuzz/button boys/boys in black: cops
Broad: a woman, usually an unattractive one
Bruno: bodyguard
Bum: Useless
Bunk: nonsense, foolishness
Butter and egg, fat cat: rich, loaded
Buy the farm/bite the big one: die
Canary/songbird: female singer
Cataclysm: a period of time when most life on Earth was destroyed by environmental and nuclear forces
Cathouse: brothel
Cement shoes: cement blocks poured around an unlucky rube’s feet. Once the cement cures, the rube is tossed in the river to drown.
Chew: eat
Chin music, skull music: the sounds made when someone is punched in the face or head
Chin up: check out, investigate
Chisel/flimflam/rib up: frame, set up
Choppers, pearls: teeth
Chopper squad/trouble boys: hired guns
Climb your thumb: go to hell
Clip/smoke/rub out/plug: kill
Clip joint: high-class nightclub
Coot/codger: old man
Crab: cash out
Crooner: male singer
Crop: everything, all there is
Daisy: effeminate man
Dame/moll/dish/looker: nicknames for a woman, usually an attractive one
Darb: good, excellent, high quality
Datacom: a tiny earpiece synched to the holoband and used to make phone calls
Down on the ups: when life sucks
Dormy/laying dormy: laying low, hiding out
Dibcard: a preloaded card for transferring dibs from one account to another
Dibs: currency
Dive/can house: low class restaurant or nightclub
Drop a dime/sing/squeal: Snitch to the cops
Duck soup/lead pipe cinch: easy
Egg/noodle: head
Evaporator: machine that instantly dries clothing, usually installed in doorways
Elbows checked: arrested \
Feed the fishes/swim with the fishes: drowned or tossed in the river after death
Floater: flying automobile
Flogger: trench coat
Floozy/hussy/skater: a dame who likes to spread it around.
Flophouse: hideout
Frail: old woman
Gasper/smoke: cigarette
Gems/peepers: eyes
Giggle juice, hard juice: alcohol
Glad rags: expensive clothing
Gonzo/jingle-brained: crazy
Goon/dropper/hardhead: hired thug
Grift: con
Grifter: con artist
Grill/tighten the screws: interrogate
Haven: city-sized constructs built to preserve life during the Cataclysm
Hophead: drug addict
Hosers/sky hosers: fire floaters deployed to extinguish flames
Heap/can: vehicle, usually a wheeler
Heat: pressure, usually from the brass.
Heater/bean shooter/cannon: firearm
Healed: packing a gun
Heel-toe/dust out/breeze/rotate heels: leave, exit
High pillow/high hat: high society, top dog, filthy rich
Holoband: computerized instrument worn around the wrist, uniquely synched to the person and powered the body’s energy. All personal information is stored in its databanks.
Hunter-killer/HK: flying drone deployed to lock on a target and destroy it
Jaw/bump gums/gab/: talk
Labcoat: scientist
Large: a thousand dibs, someone who’s loaded with cash
Lead/slugs/heat: bullets
Lead poisoning: to get shot
Meat locker/slammer/cooler: jail
Mech gun: mechanized firearm that fires specialized rounds
Mug: man, or a man’s face
Nance: effeminate man
New Haven Blues: death
New Haven trench coat: coffin
Nimrod/triggerman: bounty hunter and assassin rolled into one
Nix: cancel, quit
No kick: no problem — I got no kick with that
On the square: dependable, trustworthy
Oyster fruit: pearls
Picjector: holographic entertainment system
Pipe that: do you understand?
Plug/clip/throw lead/clap/spit lead/fog/haze/hose/spray/squeeze off: shoot a gun
Pro skirt/chippy/skater: prostitute, although ‘skater’ can also refer to a dame who gives it up easy
Rags: clothes, outfit
Rube/mark/sap: sucker or patsy, someone easily rolled up on, although ‘mark’ can also mean a clue
Scattergun: mech-powered shotgun
Score: loot, payoff, important info
Shamus: detective, usually an inept one
Shoot the woo: sexual relations
Shylock: loan shark
Skate around: sex with multiple partners
Skel: short for ‘skeleton’. Reference to a good for nothing rube who is marked for death.
Skimmer: hovercraft automobile
Stiff: corpse, body
Stoolie: snitch that takes bribes for info
Streetsweepers: android storm troopers deployed to indiscriminately kill everything at a pinpointed location.
Synoid: synthetic humanoid
Tesla cells: electromagnetic fusion battery units
Thompson: mech-powered Tommy gun
Ticker: heart
Tip your mitts/spill: show your hand, give up the info
Trip for biscuits: waste of time
Troubleshooter: freelance operator. Duties vary, from investigation to protection to generally getting folks outta jams
Wheeler: automobile
Wire: information, news
Yard: a hundred dibs
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