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Аннотация
Peter Pan mythology is given a dystopian kick in this exciting new tale featuring Mick Trubble, a Troubleshooter in the futuristic city of New Haven.

Mick reluctantly takes on a missing child case, which takes a bewildering turn as he encounters a street gang of Lost Boys and their charismatic leader known only as Pan. Enter a probation officer named Hooke, a high flying caper between two airships, and an elixir for eternal youth, and you get just another day on the job for a man whose job description is shooting trouble.
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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.

Little White Bird

In New Haven, a day without rain is like a day without a homicide — not likely to happen. Rather than feeling depressed about it, I reclined at my desk with my Bogart tipped over my eyes and a few shots on my desk. One of them was whiskey, the rest were lead. The slugs were about to be loaded into a snub-nosed, seven shot revolver I appropriately dubbed the Mean Ol’ Broad. As I cleaned and polished her, I listened to the downpour outside. I can usually tell how bad my day is gonna be by the sound of the storm. From the way the rain pounded the pavement, it sounded like things weren’t about to go my way anytime soon.
About the time I got the Mean Ol’ Broad loaded and polished, the intercom on my desk buzzed. “A client to see you, Mick.”
“It’s my day off, Angel. Give Poddar a buzz, he’ll be glad to take a dive in that weather.”
He actually wouldn’t have been glad at all, which was why I made the suggestion. I got a perverse kick outta annoying Poddar, my partner by way of India. He’s such a polite lug that it takes a lot to get under his skin.
“Poddar’s running errands for Ms. Kilby,” Angel said. “Besides, your client says she’ll only talk to you.”
I sighed and took my heels off my desk. Whenever anyone wants to ‘only talk to you’, it’s a sure sign of bad news. I pulled a gasper from the deck in my pocket and lit it, inhaling the sweet poison.
“Guess you better send her in then, Angel.”
I almost groaned out loud when the dame entered. She was instantly recognizable, because her face was displayed in holographic detail on every picjector in the city, not to mention the brilliantly lit billboards that plastered the buildings and airbuses across the New Haven skyline. Gwendolyn Mannering’s plain features and beautiful eyes haunted the city as she crusaded for the return of her missing daughter, twelve year old Maimie.
I knew all about the case. Hell, the entire city did. Kids go missing all the time without the press swarm, but her daughter’s case struck the rare nerve that puts a populace on hold for a few moments. Folks forgot about their own misery for a collective bout of genuine concern for another human being. Maybe it was the angelic picture of Maimie’s face that transfixed people when they stared at their picjectors, or maybe it was Ms. Mannering’s poise in the midst of the tragedy, her heartbroken eyes that pulled you back to the screen when all you wanted to do was turn away from the catastrophe.
I felt the same as everyone else. It was a rotten deal, snatching a kid like that away from a home that looked as if it were genuinely happy. It was bad news all around, impelling the city’s activities to pause at every posting, every news flash about the disappearance. New Haven might be a boiling pot of corruption and murder, but the case of Maimie Mannering reminded the city it still had a heart that could bleed for the children.
Ms. Mannering’s blond hair was pulled back in no-nonsense fashion and she was dressed in modest rags under a fur-trimmed coat that had seen better days. It was her eyes that caught my attention, though. They were the color of melancholy waters, harrowed by unconcealed distress that practically pleaded for salvation. In a strange way, the distress made them more beautiful than they had a right to be, glistening jewels in a face that would otherwise escape notice. Eyes like that would make any decent man want to dust off his armor and vow upon his sword to right any wrong for her.
Of course, decent isn’t a word folks apply to me. Not when I can hear them, anyway. “I already know what you’re here for, Ms. Mannering, and the answer is no. I don’t take missing kid gigs.”
“It’s Mrs. Mannering, actually.” She pointedly ignored my rudeness and sat in the chair in front of my desk with her hands folded in her lap, and her eyes downcast. “My husband didn’t want to come here. Said it was a waste of time. But I came anyway because I was told you help people, Mr. Trubble. You have a way of solving cases that confound everyone else.”
“Not this type.” I crushed my gasper in the ashtray with unnecessary force. “You’re all over the six o’clock. This case has been touched by a lot of different mitts, most of them with polished badges on their chests. What can I do that hasn’t been done already?”
She lifted her eyes, fixing me with the heartbreak in her gaze. “My daughter is missing, Mr. Trubble. Anything you can do is one more step to bringing her home.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “The button boys are all over this, Mrs. Mannering. They’ve been combing the streets, turning over every stone. For once they actually seem to be on the job, too. If there’s a lead to be found, they’ll find it.”
“It’s been two weeks, Mr. Trubble.” Her voice trembled. “Two weeks without my little girl.”
I felt a sinking feeling in my gut. There’s probably no worse case to take than that of a missing kid. If they’re not runaways or domestic kidnappings, there’s a hundred other scenarios that come into play, and every one of them reeking with disturbing details that will keep you from sleeping at night. If you go down that road as an investigator, the only sure thing is you’ll emerge from the muck with stains you’ll never be rid of, no matter how hard you try to clean them from your mind.
“Your daughter’s dead, Mrs. Mannering.” I tried to ignore when she flinched as though I’d struck her. “And if not, she probably wishes she were. There’s nothing I can do this far into the case. I’m sorry.”
The truth is always a hard dish to serve, but I had to give it to her square. I expected her to take it hard. Maybe scream at me or rush out of the office in a flood of tears. But she just sat there with a glare hard enough to drive nails with.
“How dare you.” She spat the words through clenched teeth. “How dare you say you’re sorry without having the nerve to even try.”
She stood abruptly, nearly overturning the chair in her haste. If looks could kill, I’d have been a case for the next Troubleshooter to deal with. She stalked to the door, letting her silence speak for her contempt. Halfway through, she paused and stabbed me a final time with a gaze like melting ice.
“What if it were your little girl, Mr. Trubble?”
The door shut quietly, yet somehow louder than a glass-shattering slam. I heard her heels fade away, and the mocking sound of the rain as the outside door opened and shut.
Angel’s voice buzzed through a second later. “What did you tell her, Mick? Did you refuse the case? I can’t believe that you would—”
I shut the com off and stared at my desktop. The ghosts from my ashtray drifted somberly toward the ceiling as the dim light turned the whiskey in my glass into liquid amber. The rain poured outside, the ice in my drink melted, and Angel finished her shift without another word. After she left, I still sat there, listening to the storm as it finished playing the blues.
Finally I sighed and picked up the Mean Ol’ Broad, spinning the cylinder before slipping her in the holster under my arm. I pulled on my flogger and placed my Bogart on my head, tilting it just the way I liked it.
With my hands in my pockets, I slipped out of the office into the drizzle and the darkness.
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The city swallowed me as soon as I stepped outside. I hang my Bogart in the Flats, which is full of towering buildings once inhabited by the crème of New Haven. That particular brand vacated for the Uppers, where flying traffic transported the fur-and-feathers crowd to the more pristine parts of town. The new city grew like tree branches from the dead trunks of the old, leaving the streets and tenements for the lower class to claw over.
I rumbled through the slick streets in the comforting confines of Maxine, my sleek wheeler fashioned after the Duesenberg Ghost of long ago. I’d inherited her from a gangster who no longer had a use for her, as he’d caught a case of the New Haven Blues. Maxine was fully upgraded with a top of the line Tesla fusion engine, auto-defense system, and was configured to my DNA, making her near impossible to boost. I left the steering to Maxine’s autodrive and pulled up some information on the dash console. I figured there had to be something the brass had overlooked in their investigation. The main problem with coppers is that they think like cops.
I’m pretty sure they drew up the usual suspects: relatives, known child molesters, gang members, pimps, suspected murders and rapists. They’d canvas their investigation, spreading their forces out to close the net, ruling out those who had airtight alibis, and tightening the screws on those that didn’t. It had been over two weeks with no arrests, which meant a lot of punks had sore heads while a lot of coppers had bruised knuckles and no results. The mood in town was downright ugly, and no end was in sight so long as Maimie Mannering remained missing. Times like that tend to force the riffraff to lay dormy and keep their heads down, but with the brass buzzing like angry hornets, the city was a powder keg that only needed a spark to explode.
I was pretty sure I could check into an angle the brass had disregarded. When it comes to kids in trouble, grownups can be rather unreliable digging for answers. Adults expect kids to stick to a certain pattern of behavior, and when the pattern is bucked they can’t figure out what happened. But there was one group of folks who were sure to know a few things the rest of us didn’t.
Other kids.
“Yo, Johnny Booster.”
Johnny turned from his post against the siding of the pockmarked tenement on the alley corner. He was a bucktoothed, freckle-dusted, butt ugly orphaned kid all of twelve years old, and a professional thief. His specialty was wheelers. He could override most systems thrown at him and boost the crate in about sixty seconds or less. His age got him past most suspicions, so he hustled for Timmy Two-Fingers and kept a tenth of what he hauled in.
Johnny was dressed in hand-me-down rags too big for him, like a kid trying out his big brother’s clothing. He pushed the newsboy cap back on his head and whistled as he eyed Maxine in insultingly vulgar fashion.
“Yo, Mick. When ya gonna lemme take a ride in dat baby?”
“When you trade in your rags for choir boy robes, kid. What are you doing in the streets this time of night?”
Johnny waltzed over and leaned through the car window with a serious look on his unsightly mug. “Working, Mick. Whaddya think?”
“Yeah, I bet. Listen, I thought I’d check with those big ears of yours and see if you heard anything on the wire about the Mannering girl disappearance.”
Johnny’s expression darkened. “Why would I know something ‘bout that? I boost wheelers, Mick. I don’t bag bodies.”
“I know that, kid. But I figure the fuzz has overlooked a certain section of the populace, though. I’m talking about your age group. You know, the brat pack.”
He screwed up his face, which didn’t do his looks any favors. “Whaddya take me for, a chump? I don’t roll with no kiddies, Mick. I’m busy puttin’ in man work.”
I put on my most disinterested expression. “That’s a shame, Johnny. Cause I know a rich ol’ codger who could use a slice of humble pie. You know, the butter-and-egg type of Joe who’s always tossing berries like he owns the whole patch. Problem is, he’s big on mistreating dames. Likes to leave ‘em with bruises and trips to the body shop. Just the kind of loser I like to take down a notch or two. So it’d be a real shame if someone boosted the vintage Bugatti wheeler he likes to show off on Sundays. I figure he just might keel over and croak from a heart attack or something.”
Johnny’s eyes lit up. “How vintage we talkin’?”
“Pre-Cataclysm. Certified boiler with its original parts, never customized for Tesla cells. The baby runs on diesel, my man. We’re talking the kind of snatch most boosters only pull off in their dreams.”
I watched the temptation work its way through Johnny’s system. He practically salivated at the thought of the payday he’d pull from that score. “The more berries the tighter the bull circuit, right? I might be young, but I ain’t no rube, Mick.” He jerked a thumb at his ugly mug. “Dis face is too pretty to be catching slugs with, and I ain’t trying to get nabbed in no bracelets, either.”
“That’s where I come in, kid. Every Sunday the codger pulls that boiler into the Gaiden to tip back a few cocktails and get a private room with a few of the chippies. The lug who runs the garage security owes me a favor. I give the word, he turns a blind eye, you work your magic. Catch my drift?”
“Ya know what? I like you, Mick.” Johnny’s enormous teeth eclipsed his entire face when he grinned. “You know how to do bizness.”
“Depends on what you deliver, kid.” I gave him a meaningful glance. “I do for you if you do for me, right?”
Johnny cast an exaggerated glance around before leaning back in. “All right, Mick. Here’s the news: you should look into the Lost Boys.”
“Who the hell are they?”
Johnny shrugged. “Runaways and kids nobody wants. Don’t wanna cool their heels inna orphanage or the kiddie meat locker, so Pan looks after ‘em, keeps their noses clean, you know?”
I pulled out a gasper and lit it. “Street gang, sounds like. The Flats and the Docks are full of ‘em. What makes this Pan kid so special?”
Johnny’s eyebrows rose. “You ain’t heard of the Pan? He runs the show in the Gardens. Keeps the riffraff out and runs his operation from the inside. It’s pretty much locked down, so unless you’re a Lost Boy, you ain’t getting in.”
I exhaled a casual puff of smoke. “You’re still not spilling on what makes this of any interest to my investigation.”
Johnny gave me an exasperated look. “Cool your jets, Mick. I’m getting to that part. Way I hears it, Pan gave his boys a surprise a couple weeks back. A little white bird, he calls it. But I heard one of the boys say the bird is a dame. Their own mudder.”
“A mother, huh?” I considered the implications. “Right about the time the Mannering girl took a powder.”
He shrugged. “I dunno. Hadn’t thought about that angle.”
“That’s ‘cause I do the heavy thinking around here, kid. You be at the Gaiden at two a.m. sharp Sunday. Don’t be stupid, either. Best if you get help on this score.”
“Do I look like a stooge to you?” Johnny said, looking just like one.
“Just keep it simple, kid.” I reached out and seized his hand. “And quit trying to boost my wheels.”
Johnny grinned without an ounce of shame when I yanked the synch card from his grip. It was the tool of trade for boosters, able to hack most security systems and override them in seconds. The whole time we’d been talking, he’d been trying to use it on Maxine so he could try to boost her later. I was more irritated than worried. Maxine was customized by the best to evade New Haven Transit Control, a system a lot more complex than a synch card.
“You know I had to try, Mick,” Johnny said. “That’s one mean set of wheels.”
“You don’t have to tell me, kid. I’m the one driving her.” I showed him what I meant when I squealed off, leaving him in my dust.
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I didn’t even bother looking for the Pan kid. Chances were he’d catch wind of my scent and get ghost before I ever clapped peeps on him. Leaders of street gangs don’t get to be king of the mountain without some sort of survival skills, and that meant staying clear of the law. But before they ever reach that status they’re bound to have had a few brushes with the brass, so I paid a visit to the locale parole office to see what I could scare up on the leader of the Lost Boys.
“Petey is his first name.” James Hooke gazed at me with unblinking eyes from behind his large, polished oak desk. Probies tend to be a scruffy, disheveled lot, but Hooke was dressed to the nines in pinstriped glad rags that befitted a mobster. Not a strand was out of place in his wavy mane of jet-black hair that fell to his shoulders, and his thick, slightly curled mustaches were neatly clipped and oiled. His dark eyes were almost as cold as his attitude, and he spoke his overeducated contempt with an accent I figured was British.
“His last name is unknown. Street moniker is Pan, probably a nod to the way he diddles his Lost Boys off the street like Pan playing his pipes.”
“Shouldn’t he have called himself the Pied Piper, then?” I asked behind a jaw-cracking yawn.
Hooke frowned as if I offended him. “The mythological Pan played the pipes as well, you know.”
I didn’t, but I figured Hooke to be one of those highbrow types that thought their useless trivia knowledge gave them some kind of certification to be right all the time.
He studied me over steepled fingers. “What is your interest in Petey, Mr.…?”
“Trubble. Mick Trubble. I’m heading up a case where young Petey is a person of interest, is all.”
Hooke’s eyes narrowed. “You’re no detective, or I’d have heard of you. You’re a Troubleshooter, then?”
I leaned back in my chair with my most insulting grin. “Guilty as charged. Guess this is the part where you tell me to go hang myself.”
Hooke smirked and casually reached under his desk. His eyes widened when I pulled the Mean Ol’ Broad faster than he could raise his arm.
“No need to get gonzo here, Mack.” I aimed the muzzle directly at his well-groomed mug. “But if you wanna squirt metal, you better believe the Broad here is hot and ready for that kind of action.”
Hooke slowly raised his hand, showing the two rocks glasses clutched between his fingers. “I was actually going to congratulate you, Mr. Trubble. If you don’t mind putting away your heater, that is. I’ve been waiting a bloody long time for someone to finally take it to the Pan.”
I felt a tiny stab of guilt when I slipped the Broad back in her holster. “Sorry. Force of habit. So, what’s your beef with the Pan kid?”
Hooke filled the glasses with the Captain’s rum from the bottle on his desk, and pushed one my way. “The ‘Pan kid’, as you so eloquently put it, has had history with yours truly for quite some time. I’m not really his parole officer, you know.”
I tapped the holoband on my wrist, opening up the three-dimensional screen with Hooke’s probate dossier. “That’s not what it says on the file.”
“The file was filed under my name upon request. Although Petey is assigned to my office, the truth is he’s never had the notion to show up for his appointments. But I was his arresting officer some time ago. In fact, I was a captain in the 27th precinct.”
I downed the rum. “The West Docks. Nice to see you survived the experience.”
Hooke grimaced. “Not the nicest of our districts, true. But I guess that’s why I worked that beat. I was never comfortable in the more sterile parts of town. The Uppers? Pure bollocks. Too much red tape and legal maneuvering, not to mention the ruthless politicking. At least in the streets they hate you honest.”
I nodded and helped myself to another shot of Hooke’s booze. “I can understand that notion. I try to keep my feet on the ground myself, away from all the floaters and synoids.”
Hooke’s mouth tightened under his thick mustache. “You know, it’s terribly bad form to pour a drink from another man’s bottle.”
I paused with the glass halfway raised. “What, you want I should pour it back?”
Hooke’s frown deepened. “No. I’d rather you had not done so in the first place. It’s too late to correct your rudeness now. Enjoy the rum, Mr. Trubble.”
I did. It was pretty darb booze, after all. Not the cheap swill you usually find in copper’s desk drawers.
Shimmers of light glinted from Hooke’s multiple gem-encrusted rings as he drummed the desktop with his fingers. “Now if you’re done pirating my drink, I’ll tell you about ‘young’ Petey. He’s a savage.”
“What, not some charismatic street kid with a heart of gold?”
Hooke leaned forward so fast he almost tipped over the bottle. “A savage, I tell you. Don’t be fooled by his boyish looks and his natural charm. He’s a killer. A soulless assassin with no notion of remorse or conscience. Beware, Mr. Trubble. By no means take Pan lightly.”
I reached in my inside pocket for my deck of smokes. “Mind if I light one?”
“Actually I do.” Hooke narrowed his eyes. “Secondhand smoke is particularly potent, you know. Not to mention how the stench gets into one’s clothing and skin.”
I sighed, returning the deck to my pocket. “All right, let’s cut to the chase then. I need a visual on Pan and his whereabouts. I’d prefer not to go onto his turf, so I need a spot outside the Gardens where he might pop up.”
“There’s an abandoned amusement park that’s been turned into a night club in the Docks,” Hooke said. “More of a day care center, actually. The name of it is Neverland. Pan will be there when he’s not at the Gardens. But be careful. Neverland is as much his turf as the Gardens is.”
“You’ve had a few tangles with him, I take it?”
Hooke held up his left hand. I heard the gears whir quietly underneath the synthetic flesh of his fingers as he gestured.
“When I was on the force I tried to shut down his operation a few times. The closer I got, the more vicious Pan became. The last time I was fortunate to lose only my hand. My superiors believed I’d become obsessed with the case. I was demoted and eventually entirely shut down. As a lowly parole officer I’m unable to pursue any charges against Pan. It took all of my connections to even have his file transferred to my office. It’s pure duff, of course. Pan thumbs his nose at every convention, considering himself untouchable and above any legal or moral edict. He’ll never willingly step into an office of the law.”
I took a hard look at Hooke. His eyes were practically dilated, and beads of perspiration had broken out on his brow. “You seem to be pretty fixated on this kid, Hooke. What’s the deal? I’ve ran across a few tough punks, but the bottom line is he’s still just a kid.”
Hooke stared at me a moment, never blinking. “Just a kid,” he said finally. “Just a kid, you say. Let me show you what this ‘kid’ truly is.”
He tapped his desk, and a thin console emerged from the desktop. Hooke slid across the screens until he found a good picture of Pan. He flicked it from the console to my holoband so I could view it closely.
The boy that smiled from the holographic image couldn’t have been older than fifteen. His unruly mop of hair flickered between orange and red like shades of flame, and his eyes were green as emerald chips. He had an impish face — high cheekbones, a narrow, freckle-dusted nose, large eyes and a thin slash of a mouth turned up in an insolent grin.
I grunted. “Doesn’t exactly look like the scourge of the seven seas, Hooke. Just another young punk, and a pansy-looking one at that.”
“That’s precisely what he wants you to believe. Hooke slid across a few more screens. “Here’s an entry from the Wiki on the last days before the Cataclysm. Note the accompanying picture.” He flicked the article to my holoband.
It was the same kid. He stood with a group of street kids in different clothes, but it was clearly the same person: same hair, face and rascally grin.
“That’s impossible. If this is pre-Cataclysm, then this picture was taken at least three hundred years ago.”
Hooke stared at the picture with burning intensity. “That’s what I told myself when I first discovered it. But there’s no mistake, Mr. Trubble. Pan was alive before the Cataclysm. There is no telling how long he lived before this picture was taken. He’s an abomination, some freak of nature that survived the ages and lives here among us, feeding on our naivety and eating our young. Make no mistake, Mr. Trubble. He must be stopped.”
I stood up and placed my Bogart on my head, tilting it just the way I liked it. “Well, word is he’s got a little white bird caged up somewhere. And if that’s true, I guess he will be stopped.”
Hooke continued to stare at the smiling image. “Don’t be so sure, Mr. Trubble. You’ve never faced anyone like this before.”
I paused at the door and grinned. “That’s funny, Hooke. I was just thinking he’s never faced anyone like me before either.”
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Neverland was a junkyard of amusement park pieces collected together in a zone of the West Docks the brass didn’t bother patrolling for fear of whizzing slugs and exploding shrapnel. Maxine was equipped with an auto-defense system, but I still felt a bit wary while pulling up in that part of the hood. The Docks were bad enough, but I was deep in the maw of the place where the only police support warranted was a high-powered spotlight so the synthetic coroner could zip up your corpse in a body bag.
Not exactly the kind of place you’d expect to find a bunch of snot-nosed brats. But that’s what waited for me beyond the gates of the Neverland joint. The rides and roller coasters were in full swing, loaded with squealing boys of all ages. Everything was lit up with flashing lights of every color, and fireworks constantly exploded overhead. The place was every kid’s dream come to life: overly loud, overly bright, and completely unsafe.
The park was walled off, so the only entrance was through the main building. The doorway was framed by a gaudy painting of some creepy clown with the door serving as his mouth. A preteen punk with a mane of curly brown hair and baby fat still on his cheeks greeted me with a scowl when I strode over, casually puffing a gasper with my hands in my pockets.
“Hey mister!” The little punk unfolded his chubby arms. “Can’t you read the sign?” He gestured to the battered block letters. “Says no grown ups. So dust off!”
I stood there long enough to show him I wasn’t impressed, and exhaled a cloud of smoke his direction. “What if I don’t?”
Fat Boy didn’t hesitate. He reached behind him and hefted a fully loaded pump-action scattergun. “Then you’ll be full o’ daylight, chump. This is Pan’s place. You better get ghost, or you’ll be one.”
“Oh, that’s clever, kid.” I studied him for a second. His finger was tense on the trigger; his round chin set in a determined scowl. The miniature goon was serious. That’s the problem with kids. They haven’t had time to develop their sense of fear, and that makes them dangerous in a way. The fat little punk would have shot me dead and stuffed his chubby mug with marshmallows afterward without a second thought.
“Listen, kid. I got no kick with Pan. Just wanna chin it up with the mug, is all. Tell you what. You give him my card, and tell him to call me, right?” I nonchalantly handed it to the punk.
He snatched it out of my hand and squinted with his beady little eyes. “The Joker? What kind of gonzo bunk are you selling?”
“Joke’s on you, punk.” I snatched his scattergun with one hand and seized him by the ear with the other, yanking up so he had to stand on his tiptoes.
“Hey… ow! You’re hurting me, mister!” He scrunched up his chubby little face while pawing at my hand. “Stop it! Pan’s gonna be so sore… ”
“Your ear is gonna be real sore. I might just tear it off. I got a collection of ears at the shack that I snatched off of little punk kids like you. Next time you might wanna show respect for your elders. Now punch in the code to the door.”
After he did, I hauled him inside, still clutching his ear. He whimpered, red-faced as I walked him past his peers, who paused with startled stares. Guess they hadn’t seen an adult waltz into their joint before. The place was a haphazard maze of arcade and carnival games, soda bars, dance halls, balconies and bridges. Boys swarmed the joint; chasing one another, playing games, eating junk food, leaping from the stairs, wrestling, and most of all making too much noise. A large banner hung from the ceiling with ‘EVERY TIME YOU BREATHE, A GROWN UP-DIES’ written in big block letters.
“Where’s the Pan?”
“Private room,” the fat kid whined. “Upstairs inna back.”
When I let go, he ran off snuffling and clutching his ear. The other boys parted as I advanced, clearing the way as I strode up the stairs. I didn’t give them a second glance, but their bug-eyed stares followed me as I passed. Throbbing music pulsed from the private lounge in the back. I was pretty sure the door wasn’t locked, but I kicked it in anyway. Bad habits are hard to break.
There were more boys inside the lounge. Some of them jumped at my forceful entrance, but the others just gave me cool glances. It looked like the teen crowd owned the upper sections. They were wannabe slicksters, draped in clownish rags that gave me headache from the amateur style coordination. I kept strolling until I found the mark I was looking for.
Pan shared a cushioned chaise with a sweet, shapely dish that had him by five or six years, but the way she lounged against him made it clear she was his moll. She was a copper-skinned dame with high cheekbones, dark eyes, and inky hair that shimmered well past her shoulders. Her tank top and shorts left a lot of supple skin exposed, including a tattoo of a tiger lily on her right shoulder. Pan looked pretty much exactly like the picture Hooke showed me, right down to his impish smile. He had a Trilby pushed back on his reddish mop, a threadbare green military coat over his black undershirt, and faded khaki pants.
I flung the confiscated scattergun onto the glass table in front of them. The table shattered on impact, scattering drinks and sending glittering shards sliding across the floor. The dame cringed at the explosion, but Pan didn’t even blink.
“Party’s over, kids,” I said. “Best retire to your milk and cookies.”
Instead of being intimidated, the assorted punks gathered around their leader with sullen expressions and hands that strayed toward hidden weapons. Pan smiled as he ran fingers over his dame’s smooth brown legs. “You got a lotta nerve coming onto my turf, mister.”
“It’s Trubble. Mick Trubble.”
His smile slipped. “The Troubleshooter.”
“The very same.”
Pan clapped his hands. “You heard the man. I’m gonna need some private time.” The boys faded away, glaring at me as they exited the room. I gave them my most infuriating grin as they passed. In no time it was just Pan, his moll, and me. I pulled up a beanbag armchair and sat across from him. Pan studied me, weighing with his jade-colored eyes. They were the most mature part of him, gazing with an intensity that belied his youthful features. I could almost believe Hooke’s tale of the boy having lived for ages. Almost.
“It wasn’t nice of you to manhandle poor Curly like that.” He gestured to the security screens that lined the wall. “You embarrassed the kid.”
“The kid embarrassed himself. And when you pull heat on a mug, you deserve a lot more than a sore ear.”
“The scattergun is loaded with salt rock,” Pan said. “It’ll sting like hell but won’t kill you. You think I’d let kids run around with genuine heaters?”
“Might be. You have a rep for being a bit vicious.”
“Exaggerated, I’m sure.” Pan gave an indifferent shrug. “Tiger Lily, why don’t you pour the man a drink? What do you take, Mr. Trubble?”
“Bulleit Neat will do. I didn’t see anything harder than soda when I came in, though.”
“I keep things spirited in my private cache.” He jerked a thumb where Tiger Lily poured a glass of bourbon behind the bar. “I like the rye, myself. Makes for a darb Manhattan. You tried it?”
“Not too many drinks I haven’t tried. It’s on your tab, so whatever’s clever. Hold the cherry, though. I don’t do that girly fruit stuff.”
“I heard there’s a drink styled after you,” Pan said. “Called the Troubleshooter. A Godfather with some absinthe tossed in. Pretty popular at the Black Dahlia, I’m told.”
I shrugged. “Didn’t know that. It’s a killer drink, though. In fact, I only pour it when I’m about to kill someone.”
Pan smiled as Tiger Lily returned with our drinks. She sat close beside Pan after serving them, gazing challengingly at me with eyes so dark they seemed to drink the light. “Is that what you’re here for?” she asked. “To kill somebody?”
I glanced at Pan. “You might wanna tell your moll to take a powder.”
He grinned as Tiger Lily’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “She stays.”
“Have it your way. I’m here for the little white bird.”
Pan frowned. “For what?”
“Word on the wire is you got a new mother for your kids. Funny thing is it got out right around the same time the Mannering dame got snatched. I figured I’d ask nicely upfront and see how you’re gonna roll.”
Pan laughed. “That’s what this is all about? You think I’m behind a high profile snatch job the whole city is focused on? Now why would I wanna bring that kind of heat on my back?”
“You tell me. Maybe you need the extra help watching over these kids you’re so fond of.”
Pan’s face grew serious. “These kids would be dead or locked up if I didn’t watch over them. But I don’t need to snatch some dame from her parent’s arms to give me a hand. Tiger Lily here is the new mother I told the kids about. We’re going steady now, and she loves looking out for the Lost Boys.” He placed an arm around her shoulder while she murdered me with her glare.
“Yeah, I noticed there were no other girls around,” I said. “You got something against ‘em?”
“Tiger Lily is all I need. One girl is more use than twenty boys, right?”
“Girls are adopted faster and get into less trouble,” Tiger Lily said in an unfriendly voice. “The ones who slip through the cracks usually are looked after by the Gutter Girl organization. I’m sure you know who they are.”
I shifted in my chair. I knew exactly who the Gutter Girls were. I had a kind of love/hate relationship with their group. Meaning they hated to love me. Most dames do. “I’ve run into ‘em before. So you’re saying you’re squeaky clean, that it? You wouldn’t be holding back on me, would you? I understand lying gets easier when you’ve had a lot of practice. Maybe a few hundred years or so… right?”
Pan sighed and shook his head with a wry grin. “Sounds like you’ve been in company with Hooke. Still obsessed with that pre-Cataclysm picture, I see.”
“So you admit it’s you in the pic?”
He plucked the cherry from his cocktail and chewed scornfully. “Of course not. It’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. Time after time it’s been proven that completely unrelated people can look nearly exactly alike. There’s probably someone out there right now who looks exactly like you. Hooke has a picture — so what? It’s become an obsession with him — that’s why he was demoted from a dick to a dingdong.” He paused. “That and his extracurricular activities, that is.”
I finished my drink and placed the glass on the table. The kid was right, it wasn’t half bad. I caught Tiger Lily’s eye as I pulled out my deck of smokes. I offered her one. She paused for a second before accepting, and I knew I had her. I lit hers first, then my own before I sat back and exhaled a wispy cloud. “What activities would those be?”
“Trafficking. Hooke was the subject of an internal investigation a while back when he was fingered by a slimy skel named Bobby Braxton.”
“The Gingerbread Man?” I knew the mug by his rep. His moniker wasn’t a compliment, it was an observation on how fast he ran away from anything related to pressure. Usually his fleet feet took him to the brass, where he’d sing like a canary and dime out his fellow scumbags in exchange for immunity.
Pan nodded. “The investigation failed to prove Hooke was in on the deal, but it smeared enough dirt on his name to get him buried in probate. The rest is just his fanatical attraction to yours truly.”
“Show me a copper with clean hands and I’ll show you a rookie on his virgin beat,” I said. “What’s this got to do with the Mannering dame?”
Pan spread out his hands. “Aren’t you listening? I just told you Hooke is into trafficking. He had to be scared stiff when you walked in his office asking questions. That’s why he sent you chasing your tail over here. He’s hoping he can throw you off his scent.”
I leaned forward, waving away the gasper smoke. “You’re not making any sense, kid. I don’t give a rat’s ass about Hooke’s drug business. I keep telling you what I’m looking for. If you don’t have anything to do with missing dames, then you better spill on where I might find one.”
Pan spoke slowly, exaggerating his pronunciation to make sure I followed him. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you. Hooke was investigated for trafficking.”
“You just said that.”
“Yeah. But what I mean is trafficking of bodies, not junk. If you’re looking for a missing girl, he’d be the first rat I’d cheese out if I were you.”
I sat back, stunned. “You’re saying Hooke was involved in fencing dames on the flesh market?”
Pan’s eyes glimmered. “You think you know Hooke? You don’t. Not like I know him. He’s a pirate, and he’s been nabbing girls and fencing them on the meat yard for years. Women, girls… and boys. That’s why we clashed not too long ago. He tried to make off with a pair of twin boys for one of his more perverted clients. I caught wind of his scheme and stopped him. He’d have lost a lot more than his hand if he hadn’t managed to escape.”
I exhaled a cloud of gasper smoke toward the ceiling. “And I’m supposed to just take your word for it, that right?”
Pan leaned back with an impish grin. “No, I guess not. But I’ll prove it to you.”
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“I don’t think this is a good idea. I’m not exactly crazy about airships.” I gripped the balcony railing tightly and peered over the edge of the zeppelin deck. The entire city glimmered dizzily beneath; a sea of streaking lights, flying traffic, murky fog and menacing winds.
Pan laughed. A leather aviator bomber cap covered his carrot-colored mop, and he wore a coffee-colored bomber jacket about one size too big over his skinny torso. His cargo pants were tucked into tightly laced military style boots. His fingers tapped the long, skull-engraved dagger strapped to his thigh. A smaller one was tucked in his boot.
“Who’d have thunk the Troubleshooter would be such a nance? This is freedom, old man.” He spread out his arms with his eyes closed, letting the wind flutter his coat and rattle the dog tags that hung from a steel chain around his neck. “Check out the view. The city lights are like stars. Not taking part in anything, just looking on forever.”
I glared at him. “It’s not the heights, kid. I said I wasn’t mad about airships. Last time I was on one I was set up by a good friend of mine.”
Pan smirked. “If you got set up, it sounds like your friend wasn’t exactly good.” Tiger Lily stood next to him, cloaked in a black trench coat over her leather corset and tight black leggings. That, along with her thigh-high stiletto boots and captain’s cap over her raven hair, gave her the perfect rebel military look that complimented Pan’s. She gave me a tight smile. Guess I was growing on her.
The boys that accompanied them weren’t quite as dapper. They all wore drab gray jumpsuits and harnesses for their tools and weapons. There was a pair of dark-haired twins called First and Second, a smiling blonde boy named Tootles, and my good friend Curly, who cringed every time I looked in his direction.
The airship was one of the standard aluminum-cased, helium powered floaters that drifted across the ceiling of the Haven like gleaming whales. It was apparently Pan’s personal ship, though how he funded a purchase like that was beyond me. I cut a glance at the kid. He laughed and slapped backs with his gang, getting their engines revved. Everything about him screamed just another street punk, but I always went with what my gut said. And my gut told me I could trust Pan like I trusted strolling through the Docks without a loaded heater in hand.
I puffed on a gasper while I tapped a few digits into the holoband around my wrist. “Maxine, run that number through all known databases.”
“At once, Mr. Trubble.”
The response came back immediately. What I saw only confirmed the hunch I’d had. I switched off when Pan waltzed over. He gave the holoband a casual glance.
“Calling for backup? What’s the matter, don’t trust us?”
I pulled my flogger back so he could clap peepers on the Mean Ol’ Broad sitting pretty in her holster. “I got all the backup I need right her, Ace. I was just checking the time. You got me cooling my heels up here with the promise of pay dirt. Right now all I see is a spectacular view of the city. Not bad, but I thought we were here for more than a scenic tour. So what are we waiting for?”
“Relax, Mick. I’m waiting for Tink. Matter of fact, here she comes.” He pointed.
‘Tink’ turned out to be a fist-sized orbital sphere robot. Orbots are used for anything from surveillance to personal assistants, depending on their programming. I instantly disliked Tink because she reminded me of another orbot I recently had the misfortune to run across. That one could have destroyed New Haven by disrupting the entire city’s power grid. This one appeared to be more of the personal assistant sort, but I kept a wary eye on her anyway.
Tink was an especially shiny orbot, with alternating winking lights that made her look more like an ornament for Christmas. She hovered playfully around Pan’s head.
“I found the ship, Petey,” she said in a pixie sweet voice. “I have directed ours to pull directly above it.”
Petey’s grin was wicked. “This is it, then. Time to fly.”
“I left my wings at home,” I said. “Better have a ladder or something.”
“Just jump on the wind’s back, and away you go.” Without a second thought, Pan leaped over the railing and dropped out of sight.
Then he floated back up. “Thinking happy thoughts helps, too.” He grinned as he flitted around, crowing like a rooster.
I had to admit, it was a pretty cool trick. I figured it out quickly, though. The bulky gloves and boots gave away the repulsers that used air current and fusion to keep the wearer afloat. The pack on his back had repulsers as well, to aid his balance and steering. The controls were built into the gloves. I’d heard of zipsuits, but never wanted to try one out. A body had to be insane to trust the tech with his life. There were a million things that could go wrong, leaving the wearer with nothing but gravity and a fateful impact to count on. But then again, Pan didn’t exactly seem to be the sane type.
“Coming?” He beckoned impatiently, jerkily hovering in midair.
“Of course we’re coming.” Tiger Lily carefully clambered over the railing, unraveling lengths of rappel cord attached to the deck. Curly and the other boys followed suit, leaving me standing there with the risk of my legendary reputation soiled from being outdone by a bunch of kids and a dame. The dame part I didn’t really mind since I knew how badass some dames really are, but I’d be damned if I was about to let some punk kids leave me looking like a geriatric codger with chattering dentures.
I flicked the gasper out into empty air and swung over the railing. I regretted the bravado instantly when the wind nearly yanked me off the tiny ledge. My flogger fluttered in the breeze, and I yelped when my Bogart was ruthlessly snatched from my head. I could only watch in dismay as it sailed out of sight, headed toward the crisscrossing lanes of air traffic below us.
I glared at Pan. “You owe me a new Bogart. That one fit just right, too.”
He laughed as he hovered closer. “You’ll get it. Now come on. The window closes fast.” He switched direction and took a nosedive toward the airship below, followed closely by Tink. Looking at him, I almost believed he could fly. He had obviously been using the tech for a long time, because he made it look effortless.
The rest of us had to rappel down, which made Pan’s choice mode of transportation seem like a comfy bus ride in comparison. The wind was ruthless, shoving us around while the city blurred and spun beneath in dizzy circles. We had brake bars to control our descent, but the work was slow as hell with us at the mercy of the currents. My arms throbbed from the strain, and my stomach didn’t do much better. Pan floated around, shouting insults and laughing.
I cut a look at Tiger Lily. Her mouth was set, and her goggles hid any fear she might have felt as her inky hair and long coat billowed in the wind. The boys took it all as a game, whooping and shouting every time they collided or slipped, nearly killing themselves. I had a hard time catching my breath with all the wild careening. Not that I was scared or nothing. Just thin air, was all.
The target airship was much like Pan’s with its aluminum hull covering the helium gasbags that kept it afloat, only this one had a grinning skull and crossbones painted in black across its back. Fusion powered motors hummed quietly at its rear, propelling it along its casual course.
Good thing it was slow, because we almost missed our window. I exhaled a huge sigh of relief when my heels clanged against the railing of the deck. Pan gave me a hand as I shakily clambered over.
“Nice going, old man. We’re only about an hour behind schedule.”
I ignored the sarcasm. “You sure Hooke is on this ship?”
“I said so, didn’t I?” Pan gave me an irritable glance. “You got a suspicious mind, Mick. Just follow my lead, and keep your head down. We’re about to liberate some stolen goods.”
He gestured to Tootles. “Blow the door.”
Tootles grinned, exposing his missing front tooth. “Aye, aye, Cap.” He dashed up, placed a small putty bomb on the keypad, and leaped back a few feet with a detonator in his hand.
“Fire in the hole!”
It wasn’t much of an explosion, but Tootles made up for it by crowing like a rooster as sparks flew from the ruined door handle. The Twins flanked the door, tossed in flashbang grenades, and waited for the detonation and flurry of curses before gesturing to Pan. He grinned and unsheathed a razor sharp kukri blade, almost a short sword in his hands.
“See you on the inside.” He waited for Tink to enter before following the orbot into the billowing smoke. Tiger Lily followed close on his heels with Tootles shadowing her. That left me with the Twins and Curly, who stayed as far away from me as possible.
He gave me an anxious glance. “Aintcha going inside?”
“Naw, thought I’d smoke a bit and take in the view. Nothing you boys can’t handle inside, right?”
Curly exchanged worried glances with the Twins, obviously thrown off track by my lack of enthusiasm. “You gotta go in. Pan’s gonna need your help.”
“Is that so? Tell you what. You go first and I’ll toe the line at the rear. Keep the heat off your backs and all.”
The boys exchanged looks again. Finally, one of the Twins shrugged. “Can’t stay out here all day.” He tapped his other half, and they both whooped and darted inside. Curly gave me one final nervous glance, then tried to follow. Until I reached out and seized him by the ear, that is.
“Ow! What’s your problem, mister?” He winced while dancing on his tiptoes. “Pan’s not gonna let you get away with this. He’s gonna—”
“Do what? Set me up? Spring a trap? You better start squealing, boy. Otherwise I’ll find out if you can fly like your fearless leader.” I hauled him toward the railing.
“No, wait! Don’t hurt me, Mr. Trubble. I don’t know nothing about no traps. He just said he was gonna teach you a lesson about meddling in his business is all. Honest, that’s all I know.”
He clapped his hand to his reddened ear when I let him go, glaring at me with unshed tears in his eyes. I almost felt sorry for the little goon.
“Stay here, kid. I see you on my tail and you’ll have a lot more than a sore ear, pipe that?” I pulled the Mean Ol’ Broad from her holster and flung myself through the doorway. Fortunately no one tried to plug me when I slammed against the wall. The hallway was cramped and hazed with smoke from the flashbangs. I crouched and crept slowly, holding the Broad steady. I didn’t want to shoot a kid, but I figured I could scare ‘em if they tried any gonzo business.
Blood was smeared across the wall. I found the first body a few feet away. Multiple stab wounds decorated the suited man’s torso. A biogun lay near his limp hand, deactivated by the man’s demise. Two more goons lay prone nearby, staining the floors crimson. Looked like Hooke was on point with his assessment. Pan was a savage little bastard.
Tiger Lily crouched beside a fourth body when I rounded the corner. I put my heat away when I saw she had a towel pressed against the man’s throat, compressing the gash in his neck. Her hands were painted red, and the towel was more scarlet than white. The man was ashen and half-conscious, but he was still ticking.
Tiger Lily looked up when I approached. “I’ve never seen him like this.” She’d pushed her goggles up, exposing eyes widened in shock. “I don’t know what’s gotten into him. He’s been full of rage the past few weeks. He treated it all like a game before. But now he’s bent on something. It’s like he’s desperate, but he never explains what he’s looking for. I swear I didn’t know he would go this far.”
“Not your fault, darling,” I said. “Just keep that compress tight. There’s bound to be a medimech on this ship somewhere. I’ll try to find it. Where did Pan go?”
“To the lower decks. Where the boys are caged up.”
I paused. “So this is a trafficking ship, after all.”
“Yeah. But Pan lied when he said he takes them in to be Lost Boys. The Lost Boys came off the streets. The boys he frees from the slavers he takes somewhere else.”
“Where?”
She looked stricken. I could tell she was torn between her loyalty to Pan and the truth she felt in her gut. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “Dr. Mannering would, though.”
Another piece of the puzzle span across my mind and clicked into place. “Dr. Mannering. As in the father of the missing girl.”
“Yeah.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. “Pan has been meeting with him lately. Ever since then he’s been in this rage. That’s when he started hijacking airships.”
“Oh, my.” Pan’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Looks like my secret is out. Never trust a pretty set of gams — isn’t that right, Mick?”
“The gig is up, Pan.” I stared at the camera in the corner of the hall. “It’s not Hooke who’s been nabbing boys, it’s you. What do you need them for? And what’s the Mannering girl got to do with this?”
His scornful laugh sputtered over the com. “If the gig was up, you’d know the answers, wouldn’t you? Some detective you turned out to be. So howzabout you go down with the captain of this ship? He isn’t exactly in the frame of mind to pilot right now, on account of the dagger in his back.” Pan chuckled. “I know how that feels, having so recently been backstabbed by my darling Tiger Lily. But you know what they say: loose lips sink airships. Did I mention I yanked a few wires while I was in the cabin? Bon voyage, suckers.”
The ship lurched in a sickening manner, groaning like a dying whale. Tiger Lily tried to brace herself while still compressing the guard’s neck wound.
“Hang on.” I staggered down the hall and stumbled down the stairwell while the airship did its best to make me lose my dinner. No one was visible when I tumbled into the cargo hold, but it was obvious the hold was used to smuggle humans. Cages hardly large enough to hold dogs lined the walls, and the chamber smelled of piss, vomit, and despair.
Pan’s mocking laugh carried over from the com. “Looking for me? You’re slow, old man. I got what I came for. Enjoy the ride. It’ll be a short one.”
A wide open door led to the rampart on the opposite side of where we rappelled in. The wind picked up where it left off, kicking my ass as soon as I stepped out. Pan’s ship floated above us, with the rappel lines still hanging. Each line was attached to a listless, harrow-eyed boy. There were five in all, scrawny things in dirty rags that barely looked able to stand on their flippers without being blown over. Curly had apparently made it from the other side, because he was securing the rappel cords to harnesses that were strapped to the captive boys. When he clapped eyes on me, he looked about ready to burst his ticker.
“Stop right there, kid.” I waved him away. “Those boys aren’t fit to make the jump. You’re gonna kill ‘em if you go ahead with this.”
The boys stood lethargically in place, glassy eyes devoid of any feeling. I hated to imagine what they’d been through. At that point, they were as docile and unfeeling as cattle raised in a slaughterhouse.
Curly shook his head. “Pan’s orders. You better back away, mister!”
I opened my mouth angrily, but shut it in a hurry when a sizzling blast struck the wall near my head. As I cursed and ate the floor, I caught sight of Tink hovering a few yards away. The orbot was equipped with some kind of pulse laser. The shot would have burned straight through me if she’d meant to hit me with it.
Pan’s grin was fiendish when he landed on the balcony railing with a clanging sound. “That was a warning, Mick. Tink’s programmed to fire one before the kill shot. Better stay where you are if you don’t want daylight leaking in your head.”
“Thanks for the advice.” I rolled and drew the Mean Ol’ Broad in one smooth motion, using Pan’s body to buffer Tink from tracking my movements. By the time I cleared, I already had the Broad locked on the orbot’s location. Pan opened his mouth, but his words were drowned out by the booming shot that sent Tink straight to scrap metal heaven. Glimmering bits and pieces flew everywhere.
Pan’s eyes widened. “You bastard!” His boots pulsed, and he collided into me with the force of a rocket. I wish I could say the short distance protected me from major harm, but I still felt like everything in my chest shattered with the impact. The Broad spun away, sliding across the lopsided deck. Something flashed in Pan’s hand, and I barely managed to turn my head from the dagger he wildly stabbed with. The razor edge grazed my cheek anyway, stinging like a sonovabitch.
“You killed Tink!” Pan’s eyes were feral, his teeth clenched as he tried to play surgeon with my torso. I caught his knife hand, but he was surprisingly strong. Crazy people usually are. I managed to get my knee up against his chest and shoved him backwards against the railing. As I scrambled for the Mean Ol’ Broad, I felt something punch me in the back of my shoulder. I ignored it and slid for the Broad. By the time I grabbed her and turned, Pan was in the air.
So were the boys. They dangled precariously as Pan’s ship changed course, their eyes wide and haunted. Not one of them made a sound as they were hauled upward by the Twins and Tootles up above. Curly was tethered along with the captives, and flipped me the bird as he dangled.
Pan flew behind the tether lines, knowing that I wouldn’t take the shot with the boys in the way. He glared with crazed eyes. “You’re going down, you bastard! It’s what you deserve for what you did to Tink. You can’t fly, but I can. I’ll be watching you all the way down!” His ship pulled further away as he continued to rain insults and obscenities.
I ignored him as I assessed the situation. The dull throb in my shoulder painfully indicated Pan’s dagger was probably still embedded there. I didn’t bother to check it out. I was already down on my ups, and things weren’t looking to improve anytime soon.
The pilot’s cabin was a few feet away, so I kicked in the door. Sure enough, the pilot was slumped over with blood staining the back of his uniform. The control panel whirred and flickered with ominous warning lights. Underneath the console were the sparking remains of hastily damaged wires.
The view from the window didn’t exactly brighten the mood. The zeppelin slowly took a nosedive, approaching the crisscrossing floaters that whizzed around the brightly lit monolithic buildings below us. Our declining course would take us through several lanes of flying traffic before creating a fireworks show of exploding vehicles and deadly debris.
“Nice,” I muttered. “This is why I hate airships.”
One of the console screens fizzled on, morphing into a holographic image of a woman’s smiling face. “Attention: airship is off course. Disastrous collision imminent.”
“Tell me something I don’t know.” The steering controls swayed without any resistance when I yanked them. Whatever Pan did, maneuvering to any kind of landing was impossible.
“Disastrous collision imminent. Self destruct sequence initiated.” The woman smiled cheerfully as she delivered my death sentence.
“Wait — damn it, there’s people still on board!”
The hologram’s eyes oozed with sympathy. “I apologize. The calculated potential for massive property damage and loss of life upon crashing outweighs the potential losses upon self-destruction. The explosion will be powerful enough to reduce the debris to mostly insignificant pieces, resulting in minor property damage against the heavily shielded buildings and flying vehicles. Calculated fatalities acceptable for litigation parameters. Please exit the airship in two minutes to avoid unnecessary vaporization.”
The countdown ticked off in pulsing red numbers.
“Damn it!” I slammed my fist against the console, which wasn’t good for much besides bruising my hand. There was no logic I could present to persuade the computer to alter its decision, so I had to come up with an alternate solution
Like running down the hall yelling incoherently. Tiger Lily looked up in alarm when I charged toward her.
“Where’s Pan?”
“Gone. And so will we when this crate blows sky high.”
“What?”
“No time.” I glanced at the wounded lug at her feet and bent to yank him up. “On your feet, soldier.” I ignored his anguished moan as I threw his arm over my shoulder.
“Wait, his neck is still bleeding. And is that a knife in your shoulder?”
“We got worse things to worry about. Come on!”
She helped me drag the useless guard toward the door, which was a lot harder than it sounds with the ship pointed the wrong direction. We managed to stagger over, where I slung the guard through the opening. Gravity snatched him toward the nose of the ship, where he struck the railing with a bone-shattering crunch before fluttering helplessly in open space and plummeting toward the flying traffic far below. I didn’t exactly shed any tears for a rotten skel who worked for child slavers.
“What the hell are you thinking?” Tiger Lily’s voice screeched in my ears. That screech morphed into a scream as I hugged her tightly and flung both of us out the door and over the rail. The emergency boosters on the airship fired at that moment, sending it hurtling upward, as it was programmed to do. Exploding at the highest point would scatter the debris further, causing the least amount of damage possible.
Which of course didn’t matter much to us as we plunged downward in free fall. I tried to hang on to her, but the wind ripped us apart as we span and whirred like two grains of dust in a vacuum cleaner. Everything around us blurred. The world was a messy display of streaking lights, hazy vision, and howling winds. I thought I heard Tiger Lily scream, but quickly realized it was me. Falling to your death will do that to even the manliest of men.
I had to count on Transit Control operating like it was supposed to. Air traffic came with a number of ways to die, the most common being falling. That being the case, the city employed floaters called Beanbags that roved in traffic and deployed to catch any hapless person on their way to being street pizza. It was a long way down, so we had that in our favor. And jumpers aren’t exactly uncommon in a city like New Haven, so Transit had a contingency to redirect traffic to avoid suicidal rubes. One person falling is a bit tricky, with only a twenty percent chance of being rescued. Multiple bodies had a better shot because of the tendency to get noticed quicker. The first body might not make it, but the chances of rescue increased for the others. Which was why I made sure to throw the guard out first.
I tried to concentrate on that as I fell past the first lines of diverted floaters. I wondered what the passengers thought as my body plummeted by them. More than likely they were cussing me out for slowing down their commute. Folks in New Haven aren’t exactly known for their sentimentality.
More lanes of traffic shot by, blurry streaks of color and light. The city’s glow brightened, blinding me as I looked for Tiger Lily. I caught sight of her for a second, her limbs flailing as she fell about thirty yards away. A saucer-shaped floater whirred in almost faster than my eyes could follow, catching her gently and whisking her away.
I smiled. At least she made it. Looked like the same couldn’t be said of me. I’d heard that you black out before you hit the ground, but it didn’t look like that was gonna happen. The zeppelin exploded high above the city, casting the sky in tints of red and orange. Remarkably pretty, in spite of everything. The remains shot across the night like shooting stars.
I didn’t bother making a wish.
The wind seemed to die down a bit, but I was pretty sure it was just my body adjusting to death. They say everything calms down right before you bite the big one. I floated like I’d fall forever as sleek, metallic floaters whizzed all around like mechanical insects. The impossibly large buildings of Uptown blurred as I fell past them, giants of glass and steel with crisscrossed bridges that led to still other enormous structures in a maze of commerce and wealth that ignored the plight of one falling man.
I pulled out my deck of smokes and pulled out a gasper. The box floated in the air with me as I tried to fire one, but the damn wind kept snuffing my lighter. I had to settle for letting the gasper hang from my lips as I tasted the tobacco. I grinned.
Damn, it had been one helluva ride.
Then I hit the cushioned interior of the Beanbag that swooped up to catch me. The word was the saucer-shaped floaters were specially padded to spread the impact and reduce injury to the least extent possible. Fall like the devil, land like an angel, was the motto used by the company that manufactured them.
I figured they got their metaphors mixed up, because the landing hurt like hell.
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It took a while to convince the quacks to let me go under my own power. After all, they had just yanked a dagger from my back, not to mention the bruises from the rough landing. But I heal pretty quickly, thanks to an insurance policy left by my previous employers. The nanoaccelerators that swam in my blood did a good job of patching me up after a nick or two. Being a former assassin for the Secret Service did have a few perks, but I didn’t like to dwell on that too much. Worrying about what you can’t control is good for nothing except developing stress headaches.
After all the hullabaloo with the ambulances and Transit coppers, I finally made my way back to the Uppers, which was ironic because I passed that part of town while falling like a meteor. I never liked Uptown much — too many stiffs with pokers up their asses looking down their noses at the common man. Furs and feathers, butter-and-eggs types. Rich, I mean. The bread was what allowed them to live in the section of New Haven that was literally built on the bones of the original city. Flying cars, synoid servants and all that bunk. Not the type of atmosphere a lug like me usually ventured into.
But it was where I had to go to get to the mark I was looking for. David Mannering was a biophysicist employed at Ormond Laboratories, one of the more pristine locations for biological engineering. “Finding the Cure for Death” was the tagline displayed on their fundraising banners, and that was about the last obstacle for those wizards of molecular repair and restructure to conquer. Pretty much everything else was curable — if you had the funds, of course.
It took all of my charm and slick talk to get face-to-face with the Doc. He was a tall, slender gent with the face of a fox and a healthy dash of salt with his peppers. The Doc looked over his glasses at me with a weary frown. He looked about two weeks behind on sleep, without hope of catching up soon.
“You’re not a patient.”
I gave my most guilty shrug from where I sat in front of his plush desk. I set my new Bogart on its polished surface. The fedora had cost a fortune in the Uppers, but I didn’t feel right without a topper. It was just part of the Troubleshooter uniform.
“You got me, Doc. In all honesty I doubt I can afford a drink of water in this joint. But I got business with you all the same.”
He gave me a keen once over, trying to get a read on me. Whatever he saw stalled the finger that hovered over the button that summoned security. “Continue.”
“Seen Petey lately, Doc?”
Mannering gave himself away when he froze for just a second, clearing his throat roughly. He made a pretense of wiping his spectacles as he composed himself. “I see a lot of patients, Mr.…?”
“Trubble. You can call me Mick.”
“I see a lot of patients, Mr. Trubble. The name ‘Petey’ isn’t much to go on. And even if it was, I don’t disclose the private information of my patients.”
“Let’s cut to the chase, Doc. I just fell a couple of miles out of the sky, not to mention losing a highly serviceable Bogart because Pan tried to knock me off. His moll told me he’s been bent on nabbing little boys, and I should talk to you about the reasons why. So if I were you I’d consider tipping your mitts on what you and Pan have in common. And why a man of your position would rub elbows with an obvious psycho like Pan. Unless you’d rather bump gums with the boys in black. Pretty sure they’d be mighty interested in the particulars.”
His brow beaded with perspiration. “Who are you, exactly?”
“I’m the Troubleshooter your wife hired to take on the case. I’m on your side, Doc. It’d be better if you squared up with me, ‘cause I can do things the brass can’t or won’t do. I can get your little girl back, Mr. Mannering.”
“My wife said you refused her offer.”
“I had a change of heart.” I took a look around at the spacious, luxuriously decked office. “I gotta say, your wife looked pretty modest considering what you gotta be pulling for a gig like this.”
“She dressed down on purpose. Shrewd, considering what part of town your office is located at. I told her not to waste her time.”
I nodded in a knowing manner. “Right. Because you knew all along where your daughter was, and you didn’t want anyone smarter than the average brass tack to go digging in the sewers and uncover your shit. Pan’s holding her hostage, but not for berries. You’re working on something for him. Something that involves abused, mentally and emotionally broken little boys he springs from cages and hands over to you.”
To my shock, Mannering broke into tears.
“I didn’t want to hurt anybody,” he sobbed. “But he had… my daughter. I had to do what I was told, or he swore that he would mail… pieces of her until there was nothing left to cut off.”
I swallowed the bile that rose in my throat. “What does he want from you? What can you do for him that’s worth such a risk?”
Mannering removed his glasses and scrubbed his eyes with a manicured hand. “The cure for death, of course.”
“Come again?”
Mannering placed his glasses back on and collected himself, becoming the Doc once more. “Have you heard of the term ‘Defrosts’ in your line of work, Mr. Trubble?”
“Only when I’m nuking a dinner.”
He tried to smile, but failed. “It’s a term we use in reference to those individuals who were placed in stasis before the Cataclysm. As you probably know, the Havens only held so many potential survivors. Most were those considered necessary to reboot the future: scientists, educators, historians, artists, architects, etc. The small amount of chambers that remained were raffled away in lotteries to random individuals of clean mental, emotional, and physical health.”
I shrugged. “I’ve heard the stories.”
“The remnants that didn’t win their golden ticket were left to their own devices. Individuals of power and wealth devised alternate means of survival, and their combined efforts gave birth to the development of stasis stations. Most were built deep underground, housing a few hundred stasis chambers per location. The problem that occurred was once the Cataclysm ended, the position of the majority of those stasis stations was lost, the wardens and architects deceased, the records erased through data loss from unplanned catastrophes. Stasis stations are uncovered during excavations to this day, many with their charges still in perfect condition.”
That was something I didn’t know, but I caught on quick. “And you’re saying that Petey is one of those Defrosts? He lived before the Cataclysm and was cooling off in some high-tech refrigerator all this time? Makes sense.”
“Really?” Mannering tilted his head. “You appear unusually accepting of such a bizarre notion.”
I tapped on the holoband around my wrist and pulled up the appropriate screen. “I noticed Pan wore an old set of dog tags. I ran the numbers through Maxine’s computers. Turns out a certain Petey Barrie was a private in the British Army right before the Cataclysm. Photo is a carbon copy of our boy Pan. So the concept of being frozen until recently isn’t exactly a stretch. What I’m trying to figure out is why he’s nabbed your little girl and is hijacking pirates for captive boys.”
Mannering grimaced. “This is going to sound quite… bizarre.”
“Bizarre is how I make a living, Mack. Shoot.”
“The problem is Pan believes he has been awake all of this time. He’s convinced he gained some sort of immortality that allowed him to live for hundreds of years, and somehow he’s lost that gift.”
I frowned. “Why in the world would he get a gonzo idea like that?”
Mannering exhaled a shuddering breath. “Because of the hibernation process. In the past, revived patients awoke with brain damage and/or mental instability after years of stasis. To curb that effect, scientists worked with psychological experts to develop a complex dream system that was inserted into the brains of those undergoing stasis preparation. In effect the individual would continue living in their own mind: developing relationships, experiencing and overcoming obstacles, experiencing endless variations of tragedy and triumph. Everyone’s experiences were different, based on the choices they made in their subconscious.”
I shook my head in wonder. “And the people just accepted it as reality?”
Mannering shrugged. “When you look at the mindset of humanity at that point, it’s not that hard to believe. Just before the Cataclysm occurred, humanity was at its most isolated in standards of human connectivity. The vast majority preferred online interaction to physical, from relationships to the vast gaming worlds where many spent countless hours directing the activities of their avatars, those created personas whose digital existences practically became as important as their ‘real’ ones. All humanity required was the technological advancement to push the envelope on cyber-communicative interface, a way to link the human mind to the digital world.”
The Doc’s summation hit a little too close to home for me. After all, I’d had my memories almost completely removed, and was inserted with new ones. In fact, the majority of citizens in the city had been influenced by mental suggestions as the price of admission into the Haven. I knew all too well the godlike games labcoats liked to play with the minds of the uninformed.
“I’m guessing since the subjects were in stasis for far longer than intended, the artificial memories became completely immersed with their own.”
Mannering nodded. “Impossible to remove without complete neurological shutdown. Most of such Defrosts suffer severe mental and emotional trauma upon awakening, as they are unable to comprehend the changes that have occurred since their submersion, unable to separate the fantasy of their implanted life from the reality of their present state.”
“But not Pan.”
Mannering’s face sagged. He placed a hand delicately on his temple as he slumped over his desk. “No. Pan, as you call him, is convinced his memories are the reality of having lived for those centuries he was in stasis. When he defrosted, he was convinced he had an accident and awoke in the hospital. Nothing can convince him that his memories are not real. So imagine the horror of looking in the mirror and viewing the face you have ‘seen’ unchanged for so long suddenly being altered by age. That somehow the immortality you imagined you possessed was lost to you. What lengths would you go to regain it?”
“The real question is: what is he doing to regain it, and why does he need your help? Don’t tell me he fell for that ‘cure for death’ bunk. Even you labcoats should know that’ll never happen.”
“Of course it won’t,” Mannering said. “Obviously we’re no closer to ‘curing’ death than we were before the Cataclysm. We can hide the effects, slow it down a bit, but death is still a mystery we can’t quite solve. The slogan is good for fundraising, much like breast cancer research was back in the days before scientists actually cured it.”
“So what’s Pan’s angle, then? I’m sure you gave him the down low about his chances.”
The Doc’s face wilted even further. “Pan came to me for help at first. Claimed he had found remnants of notes from a certain Franklin Nicholas Stein, one of the foremost minds in biological and molecular research before the Cataclysm. In fact, his experiments are largely blamed for a chain of events that led the actual event.”
“The event?” I leaned forward, wishing I had a smoke. Unfortunately, my deck of gaspers didn’t get rescued when I did. “You mean Stein caused the Cataclysm? How?”
“Just rumors and speculation, Mr. Trubble. Supposedly he discovered a way to delve into a parallel dimension, a trespass that resulted in a decidedly nightmarish backlash: an aberration that impacted on a global scale. The theories differ on what the aberration actually was. The point is that among Dr. Stein’s supposed experiments was the discovery of the immortal gene. The organic fountain of youth, so to speak. Urban legend has it Stein used the formula to reanimate a corpse, giving it eternal life.”
I felt the hairs prickle on the back of my neck. “And Pan thinks his recovered data contains that information.”
Mannering nodded miserably. “He’s recovered something. Whether it is Stein’s work or an ancient copy of a science fiction novel is beyond me. The experiment he’s focused on requires the harvesting of DNA to create a genetic cocktail that, combined with a distinctive form of atomic fusion, will result in his elixir of legend.”
I clenched my fists so tightly my knuckles cracked. “And he’s harvesting that DNA from the boys that he kidnaps.”
Tears glistened anew in Mannering’s eyes. “I told him he was insane. But he wouldn’t listen. Then he took my daughter, forcing me to work for him. He needs me to set up and run the equipment according to the designs on the recovered data. The machine will inject him with the elixir, draining the DNA from the victims. They won’t survive the experience.”
I stood up. “That’s not gonna happen. Tell me where you’re building the machine, and I’ll shut it down real quick, and get your little girl back to boot.”
Mannering’s shoulders shook as he tried to control his misery. “Building? We’re way beyond that point now, Mr. Trubble. The machine is built, and fully operable. Pan is supposed to perform the experiment tonight.”
I stared at Mannering as the weight of his words sunk in. “Where?”
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A large fire broke out in the Gardens around midnight. There was a dumping ground in the corner of the sprawling section of untamed foliage where scumbags liked to drop off quite a few items: old rusted wheelers, garbage, hot weapons, and even a few stiffs now and them. Roll all of that with a few years worth of dead leaves and branches, and all you need is a few gallons of gas and a single match to set off a conflagration that could be seen for miles.
I know because I did exactly that.
I figured Pan’s wandering eyes would be pulled that direction. Gave me enough time to bypass his gated security and waltz right onto his most private property. The Gardens were a tangled lot that stretched for miles, separating the West Docks from the Flats. Once it had been a beautiful swath of well-manicured park grounds where folks could get away from the rat race and relax a bit under a shady spot, walk their mutts, and generally just kick back. Once the dough literally floated upward, the Gardens were abandoned for the most part. The greens grew wild and so did the folk that ventured into them.
Pan’s personal section was in the heart of the Gardens. I took the precaution of picking up a few things before I stormed his hideaway. First was another deck of smokes. My nicotine crave had given me the shakes, and I needed steady hands. The second was a few moon clips for the Mean Ol’ Broad.
The third was James Hooke.
“I appreciate you calling me in to throw a spanner in the works. Jolly good form and all that.” He stopped to stare at an old garden statue, shaped after a giant crocodile.
“Don’t thank me just yet, Ace.” I scanned the zones with the Broad in hand. “I usually tote a spare in case sparks pop off. Figure an extra body might catch a slug or two meant for me.”
Hooke was silent for a moment. “I see.”
The fire lit up the night sky, belching smoke and flame hundreds of feet into the air. I heard panicked shouts as vagrants and Lost Boys ran the opposite direction. The hosers don’t usually drop into the Docks since explosions are almost a nightly occurrence, but the fire I lit would probably bring them down sooner than later. And with them would come the obligatory coppers, probably some rookies whose bad luck put them in the Docks for their beat. All the attention was exactly what Pan didn’t want on his little operation. He’d be surprised, maybe a little unnerved. People make mistakes when they’re caught in the crossfire like that.
I was counting on it.
His hideaway was a battered old portable housing unit overran by vines. I introduced the door to my size elevens and swept the immediate area over with the Mean Ol’ Broad. The interior looked about as bad as the exterior, the walls flaking and stained by mold, the tiles cracked and faded.
Hooke pointed to a thick line of recently laid cables that ran the length of the hallway. The bundle was haphazardly held together by zip ties, and practically hummed with the threat of a fire hazard. “Looks like it was just recently put in.”
I nodded. “Love your keen detective skills. I can see why you were such a kick in your precinct.”
We followed the cables across the dimly lit hall and down into a basement. The place was lit with fluorescent lights and lined with newly installed lab gizmos. Everything in there was a stark contrast to the shabby surroundings: state-of-the-art, sleekly designed consoles and equipment with clean lines illuminated by winking lights. About twenty boy-sized pods were arranged in circular fashion around a larger shell that looked disturbingly like a coffin despite its sterile white color.
Hooke jerked back in disgust after peering into one of the pods. “Bloody hell. We’re too late. It’s done.”
I looked into the nearest pod. What was left of the boy inside was a mere husk, more a mummy than a child who had just been alive only hours before. The boy’s eyes were sunken, his waxen skin stretched tight around his skull, his mouth open as if he died screaming. Intravenous tubes inserted in various parts of his body apparently drained him dry. Following the attachments to the pod, it appeared the tubes went through some kind of recycling process before leading to the larger husk in the center.
“This is sick, even for a psycho like Pan. He’s gonna pay for this.” I strode over to the coffin-shaped pod in the center of the circle. The glass was tinted, obscuring any view of Pan. I pressed the green button on the console. The door slid open.
The interior exploded in my face.
When my vision returned, everything was hazy, like peering through a filmy windshield while driving a hundred miles an hour. My eardrums vibrated, disorienting my sense of balance. That was okay because I was lying on my back anyhow, my head resting against one of the pieces of lab equipment. The pod had been rigged with some kind of flashbang explosive. I could hardly hear anything, but Pan’s mocking laughter managed to break through.
“What do you think I am, some kind of chump? I’ve lived for ages, you idiots. You don’t set the traps — I do.”
I tried to get up, but my legs weren’t cooperating. Hooke blocked most of my view, but I caught a glimpse of Pan as he stood in the opposite doorway. He clutched a young girl to his chest. She was instantly recognizable as Maimie Mannering, a bit disheveled but all in one piece. It was almost a shock to see her in person after viewing her face plastered all over the city for weeks. Her baby blues were wide, glistening in fear.
Probably because of the pistol muzzle pressed against her temple.
“Shall I give her a kiss?” Pan’s voice was garbled, like he mumbled through a throat full of extra thick molasses. “A sweet metallic kiss from a hollow point lover, wouldn’t that be a lovely sight. What do you say, Hooke?”
Hooke stared without expression. “So, Pan. This is all your doing.”
“That’s right, Hooke. This is all my doing. You hate it don’t you? That I found a way to cheat death. That I will never grow old and waste away like you will.”
“Never waste away?” Hooke sounded disbelieving. “Have you looked into a mirror, Pan? Have you seen what you’ve become?”
Pan’s laughter had a gurgling, maniacal ring to it. “What I’ve become? I’m youth, old man. I’m joy. I’m a little bird that’s broken out of the egg. And I won’t be going back, mark my words.”
“You’re a proud and insolent little bugger,” Hooke said. “A beastly little prat who doesn’t even know when to lie down and die.”
Pan’s laughter sounded like a man choking to death. “To die would be an awfully big adventure.”
“I hope so,” Hooke said. “It’s the only adventure you have to look forward to.”
Pan grew silent for a moment. I could practically feel his hatred of Hooke. “Really? Why don’t you try it out first? Send me a postcard.”
A gunshot rang out. Maimie Mannering screamed, and Hooke fell at my feet without a sound. It was then that I got a clear look at Pan’s face. I saw what Hooke was talking about. What Pan had become.
His face was unrecognizable. It was creased and wrinkled like a rotting prune, the skin discolored and webbed with blue veins. Only a few strands of shock-white hair sprouted from his splotchy scalp. His eyes glimmered from the tunnels of his sockets; blackened lips split and cracked as they twisted in a smile that stretched the folds of his face to the breaking point. He pointed the Ruger MK pistol my direction.
“I can’t believe you’re still alive, Troubleshooter. I’d almost believe you learned how to fly.”
I half raised myself up, shaking my head to clear away the dizziness. “I just thought of happy things, and soared like a bird.”
Pan snorted, gripping Maimie Mannering like a bulletproof shield. “At least you’re amusing, I’ll give you that. Hooke was a bore. That’s why he’s dead. I hate being bored.”
“Let the girl go, Pan. There’s no need to hold her anymore.”
“No need?” Pan’s voice rasped, as though his throat constricted as he spoke. “Do you see what Mannering did to me?” He gestured at his ugly mug with his pistol. “Do I look like someone who’s about to live forever?”
“You did it to yourself, kid. You’re the basket case who thinks he’s been living for the last few centuries. Get a grip.”
Pan’s skeletal face furrowed in rage. The pistol in his hand trembled violently. “I’m done talking. You can join Hooke in the next life.” He pulled the trigger.
The shot missed me by a good foot, burying into a nearby console and shooting off sparks. Pan gave his head a dizzy shake. His legs quivered as he aimed again.
The next shot missed by an even wider mark. Pan cursed, trying to control his wobbly limbs. He released Maimie to steady his gun hand.
Hooke instantly rolled, snatching the girl out of harm’s way. “Take the bloody shot, Mick!”
I rose to a kneeling position, whipping out the Mean Ol’ Broad in one smooth motion. Pan managed to squeeze off another round. His aim was a little better, but he still missed.
I didn’t. The Broad boomed, and Pan went down hard with a gurgled shriek.
“Get the girl outta here, Hooke.” As he ushered her away, I strode over to where Pan lay twitching on the floor, clutching his chest with bloody fingers. He looked even more ghastly up close, shriveling up before my eyes. His skin split in flaking patches, his lips pulled back in a hideous grin. Bulging eyes rolled wildly in his head, distended vessels wriggled across their surface like bloody worms.
I placed a gasper in the corner of my mouth and casually lit it, shaking my head as I exhaled a cloud of poison his direction.
“Why the shocked look on your mug, Pan? Thought you’d live forever?”
“I… lived forever. So many years, so many… lives.” Pan’s cough was a rough explosion. Black liquid spilled between his teeth and dripped down his chin. “I’ve… seen things you people wouldn’t—”
“Hold that thought, kid.” I leveled the Mean Ol’ Broad directly between his eyes. “I’m not in the mood for some poetic soliloquy on the meaning of life. You’re a murderous scumbag whose clock is just waiting to get punched. So save me the trouble of punching it, and just die.”
He obliged.
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A couple of days after all the commotion finally died down, I found myself at a hazy, smoke-filled little dive in the West Docks called The Jolly Roger. It was decent enough as dives go: the booze was cheap but strong, the dames easy on the eyes. I didn’t frequent there often because of the location, but in that case I was there to call on a lady.
“Hello, Tiger Lily.”
She had on one of those cute little black cocktail waitress dresses with a low cut bodice made for a man to appreciate the view. She traced her fingers across my shoulders as she set my Bulleit Neat on the tabletop. Her long, inky hair was pulled back, her skin practically glistening from working the tables. She was a natural dish, all right.
She favored me with a sultry smile. “I see you survived the fall.”
I nodded. “I get that from a lot of dames.”
She took a seat opposite of me and placed a hand on her chin in exaggerated fashion while giving me a demure gaze. “Is that so? You saying you fell for me, Mick? Pretty quick, considering we barely know each other.”
I sipped the bourbon. “Well, there’s plenty of time yet. After all, I know where you work.”
She smiled even as her dark brown eyes grew serious. “I’m glad you made it, Mick. I heard what happened to Pan. Can’t say that he didn’t deserve it. I had no idea what he was really up to, I swear.”
“I believe you, sweetheart. That’s why I never brought your name up when gabbing with the button boys. Figured there was no need to get you all tangled up.”
“I appreciate it. I was an idiot, caught up in the fun. The adventure.” She shook her head. “Pan was so unpredictable. I guess I didn’t really want to see what drove him to act that way.”
I finished my drink and set the glass on the table. “No harm, no foul. We all make mistakes, kid.”
“It’s been all over the news. I’m glad the Mannerings got their daughter back safe and sound. It must have been terrifying for the little girl.”
“Yeah, it was. But she’s back at home now. This will fade like a bad dream eventually. In time she’ll forget all about Pan and his rotten little experiments.”
“Did he… did he really believe he could live forever? It all sounds so insane when I think about it.”
I shrugged. “He wasn’t playing with a full deck, that’s for sure. Had a head full of bad wiring. If he hadn’t gone and killed those boys, there might have been a way to salvage the situation. But he crossed the line, and had to be put down.”
Tiger Lily’s eyes drifted to the floor. “I guess that’s why they call you the Troubleshooter, right?”
“That’s right, and I got no reason to apologize for it. But I’m not the one who rubbed Pan out. He did that to himself even before I plugged him. The DNA cocktail he stewed up was nothing but poison that ate him from the inside out. Whatever data he thought he found was pure bunk. There’s no cure for death, no way to cheat the Reaper when your time is up. The clock keeps on ticking, and time chases after all of us.”
“I guess so.” Tiger Lily’s smile was melancholy. “Speaking of the clock, I’m still on it. A gal makes no tips standing around.” She stood and gave me a soft peck on the cheek. “Thanks for saving my life, Mick. Maybe I’ll see you around.”
“I’m always around, sweetheart.” I watched her glide away. She had one of those swaying strides that looked just as good walking away from you as she did walking toward you.
Gotta love those trouble dames.
I put my Bogart on my head and tilted it just the way I liked it. Left a generous tip for Tiger Lily via a tap on my holoband. Picked up my flogger at the coat check and flirted with the dame behind the counter. After that I turned my collar up and stepped outside.
It was raining.
“Hello, Mr. Trubble.”
I almost had the Mean Ol’ Broad out of her slip before I recognized Hooke. I shook a scolding finger at him. “Gotta take loud steps, Ace. I just about smoked you before I could haul my killer instinct back in.”
“Yes, well that would make the second time you nearly shot me. Perhaps I’m getting used to it.”
“How’d you find me?”
Hooke’s gentlemanly mustache curved with his smile. “I figure things out, Mr. Trubble. Not too hard to guess you’d check in on the girl.”
“Hope you don’t mean to cause her trouble, Hooke. That would put the two of us at odds. I don’t think you’d like that.”
“No need to get gutted over it, Mr. Trubble. I’m here to wax with you, not Ms. Lily. I’m pretty sure she won’t be in too much trouble without Pan around. Same thing goes for those Lost Boys. I’m already pulling strings to get caseworkers for them. Maybe they can get a foot up in the world, make something out of themselves.” He shrugged. “Or not.”
I paused to light a gasper as we stood beneath the building’s awning to avoid being soaked. “Guess congratulations are in order.” I tapped my holoband and scrolled through the holographic screens until I came to the news article in big flashing letters: HERO COP SAVES MISSING GIRL. “Seems like you might be looking at getting your badge back.”
Hooke tried not to smile, but couldn’t help himself. “With all the attention, the DA’s office opened the case again and found all sorts of inconsistencies in the charges against me. I told them as much many times over. Guess it takes a lot of flashing cameras to get them to take a bloody second look. One second I’m dodgy, the next I’m the dog’s bollocks.”
“Well that’s New Haven justice at its finest.” I exhaled fumes into the rainy night.
“I did give you full credit for solving the case, you know,” Hooke said. “For some reason that didn’t make the final cut in print.”
I gave a wry grin. “Like I said. I’m not exactly on the greatest terms with the brass. Makes sense they’d rather shine the spotlight on one of their own. Not to worry Ace. If I was doing this job for the glitz, I’d have quit a long time ago.”
“Well, I just want to say I appreciate it greatly.” Hooke extended his gloved hand. “Good form, mate.”
I shook the offered hand, which vibrated as gears ground against each other from within the damaged member. “So that’s how you survived that shot.”
He nodded. “I was lucky. The bullet struck me in the very hand I lost because of Pan. The alloy was dense enough to absorb most of the impact.”
“Well, life is full of little ironies.” I flicked the gasper into the rain. “I’ll see you around, Hooke.”
“Will you be seeing the Mannerings? Mrs. Mannering in particular expressed the desire to thank you for all you did for them.”
I shook my head. “I did what I do best. Nothing special about that.”
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I could have gone back to my pad, but I didn’t feel up to it. I pulled Maxine up to the office and parked her in the garage. The rain played like soft music as I walked under the covered sidewalk to the door. I was glad Angel had already clocked out because I didn’t feel much like conversation. I just needed to spend a little time with the darkness of my office, the ghosts that drifted from the end of a gasper, and my good friend Jack.
I poured the whiskey, kicked back with my heels on the desk, and tipped my Bogart over my eyes. The gasper hung from the edge of my lips, the wispy smoke trails lazily drifting up toward the ceiling fan. I thought a lot about Pan and his fixation on living forever. It was a shame, really. Sometimes you spend so much time worrying about the destination that you forget to enjoy the trip.
The console on the desk lit up, disturbing my thoughts. It was a message from Mrs. Mannering. Like the dame herself, the message was simple and to the point. It was a picture of her and Maimie, taken since the ordeal at the Gardens. The girl was cleaned up, her hair brushed and shimmering. A dimpled smile lit her face as she leaned in the comforting arms of her mother.
The accompanying message was simply two words:
Thank You.
I smiled as I clicked the console off. Pan had it wrong in the end. Death wasn’t a big adventure. Death is simply what happens to everyone when their story finally ends. It’s what we do between the pages that make a difference.
Because living is an awfully big adventure.
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