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Аннотация
Blade Runner meets Bogart in this blend of science fiction and film noir grit that continues the adventures of Mick Trubble: the hard-drinking, chain-smoking, wry-witted private eye of the future.

Mick has little time to digest the revelations of the New Haven Blues Case. After a chance meeting with an old flame, he is sucker-punched by being framed for her murder. In no time his mission to clear his name gets him tangled with the Mafia on one side and the police on the other. Even worse is the growing realization that the mysterious killer is someone that Mick has ties with, a vengeful ghost with an agenda that includes making Mick the most miserable man in the world.
Caught up in a deadly game of cat and mouse, Mick is forced to change the rules in order to come out ahead. His desperation will bring him ever closer to truths about his past that he never wanted to unearth, and face to face with someone he never expected to see again. With time running out, his chances for survival grow ever slimmer. One way or another, everything will come down to a deadly encounter with the most dangerous dame.


Bard Constantine
The Most Dangerous Dame
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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 the architects envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven’s founders.

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

Mick Trubble is…
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The Troubleshooter.
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Chapter 1: Staccato

I heard the staccato of her heels down the hall…
Smoggy days, rainy nights. The windshield wept under the glow of tacky neon lights.
The good thing about being depressed in New Haven is you can always take a field trip out to a joint where you can feel even worse.
Like the Gaiden, a high-pillow nightclub in the midst of celebrating its reopening. Course, the irony of me being there was I was the one who burned it down in the first place. In a roundabout way, of course. Kinda the story of my life.
Everything I touched went up in smoke.
I was on a case back when it got torched. Along the way I’d gotten into a heap of trouble, but by the end I was out of a heap of debt. A bit wiser, too — though that was more of an accident. I learned some hard facts about my past I didn’t expect, or really like for that matter.
I still don’t know if the exchange was worth the cost. ‘Course if I had to do it again, I probably wouldn’t change a thing. It’s not as if me and trouble haven’t been chummy for the longest. In the city of New Haven I’m known as the Troubleshooter. The name strongly implies what it is I do.
When I was on the job, that is. At the particular moment I took on an entirely different type of shot. The kind that came in a tiny glass and packed a wallop. I’d been at the bar so long Ed the barkeep came over to check up on me.
“Mick Trubble. If you keep living at my bar I’ll have to charge you rent.”
For a synthetic humanoid, Ed was a real wise guy. Synoids must have gotten sarcasm upgrades lately. The Gaiden had a human barkeep named Vinny before it went up in smoke, but he’d gotten a bad case of dental work and had to seek employment elsewhere.
A tap of the holoband around my wrist opened an interactive screen. I mumbled something far less eloquent in reply as I slid over to my slush account. Dibs exchanged, clearing up my tab. Another whiskey floated to my spot, making Ed and me friends again.
The Gaiden was a cozy little nightclub on the outskirts of Downtown. The style and décor was elegantly Eastern: Chinese motifs, curving dragons, samurai armor, statues of mythic creatures and failed deities. The remodel had been particular with the painstaking details, so even the floating lanterns looked authentic. The spot had long been used as common ground where buttons rubbed shoulders with ordinary crumbs, smooth criminals mingled with off-duty coppers, and a regular Joe might find himself sitting across from a legendary movie starlet.
Just the kind of place for a guy like me.
The joint was set just right for my state of mind. Dim lights combined with heavy gasper smoke created a haze that made it easy to fade into the background. Slick cats and cool dames made coy exchanges between martini sips in quiet, private booths. A spotlight lit up the stage as Fats the Jazzman made his saxophone weep while a skinny songbird in a slinky red dress poured her soul into the microphone, crooning of lost love and broken spirits.
The only thing missing was a complimentary handgun to blow your own brains out. But that was ok. Me and depression were old friends. Couldn’t remember a time when he wasn’t around to sucker punch me in the gut.
She walked in around the time when sane people sleep and ghosts wake up yawning. I saw her silhouette in the grainy light and recognized her instantly. The recollection sliced through the alcoholic fog like a razor through wrists, bleeding memories on the floor.
“Do you think it will always be like this?”
“No.”
What a fool I was.
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I worked a case a while back. Gigs were scarce so I did grunt jobs to keep a few dibs in my account. Some rich frail thought her old man was cheating on her (he was), and paid well to keep tabs on him. They have orbots and other nut and bolts that do surveillance, but the thing about digital jobs is they’re too easy to spot. No imagination. Some gigs just need a human touch.
Seems the old man spent a lot of time at the Ritz, which meant I spent a lot of time at the Swiss, the swanky layover across the street. I enjoyed a luxury suite on the frail’s dime while I shutterbugged the old man and captured audio recordings of his naughty side life.
That was when I met Scarlett. She worked at the front desk, wearing one of those cute hotel uniforms that summon thoughts of kinky sex to a dirty mind. Not that mine has ever been clean. A few exchanges, a dab of charm, and soon we were doing a lot more than seeing each other on the pass. I thought she was just another skirt I’d toss while I was on the case, but after I wrapped it up we were still spending our nights in that room on the ninth floor.
I wish I could say it was just the sex, but that would be a cop-out, and I’m not too fond of cops. There was something about her eyes when she laughed, the way her hands gestured when she talked, the peaceful look on her face when she slept.
I wished the time could have lasted. But I had the tendency to drift back then. Not much has changed since. When you’re in search of lost memories, you don’t spend a lot of time trying to create new ones. I needed to roam again, but couldn’t come up with a way to break it to her gently. It all came to a head when she asked a simple question.
“Do you think it will always be like this?”
“No.”
I remember the hurt in her eyes at the abruptness of my response. The way she recoiled like I struck her. The stiffness in her back when she left the room.
The staccato of her heels down the hall…
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Scarlett zeroed in on my location like a guided missile to its target, with my survival chances being about the same. Her long brunette hair tumbled over one of her eyes when she sat beside me with the grace of a stalking panther. The other eye gazed at me with a potent mixture of sensuality and melancholy.
“I heard you come by here sometimes.” She slowly traced her fingers across my shoulder.
I stared at contents of my glass. “Only when I can’t sleep.”
“How often is that?”
“All the time.”
She smiled. It was a sad smile. The kind that lingers when all reasons for smiling have died. She took the glass out of my hand and set it on the counter. I was struck by how her eyes were the same color as the whiskey.
“Dance with me.”
I shook my head. “I’ve been doing some kind of drinking, darlin’.”
“It’ll be a slow dance.”
She led me to the floor. The joint was almost empty. Only a few boozehounds and ghosts were left.
And us. Fats the Jazzman had turned to pack it up, but I caught his eye.
“One last song, Fats.”
He nodded.
The mournful wail of the sax floated us across the floor for a few melancholy minutes. She pressed her cheek against my chest with her eyes closed, like the time lost between us had never existed. My hands started at the safe zone above the small of her back, but as the sax played on they drifted, much as we did. Across memory, across streams of unforgiving time.
“Do you like dragonflies?” Her voice was barely above a whisper.
“As much as the next man, I guess. Why?”
“That’s all the picjector plays on the walls of my hotel room.”
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I wasn’t ready for the aggression, the almost hostile manner of her lovemaking. Ok, lovemaking wasn’t exactly the word for it. Lovemaking involves tenderness, affection displayed through pleasure. Soft moments combined with hard movements. The things we did in that hotel room of ours back when time didn’t exist.
Times had changed.
There was a sense of determination in the motion of her hips, an intent look in her eyes that never left my face. As holographic dragonflies flitted around us, she stayed on top the entire time, as if switching positions was a sign of weakness. She was a force of nature — a solar storm, and I was the hapless planet that happened to be in the way.
Only when my muscles stiffened, when my hands clenched the sheets and groans grated through my teeth, only then did she slow down and let the tempest inside of her pass on like the whisper of distant thunder.
Only then did she let me hold her.
Hours passed. The blinds in the windows glowed with the promise of morning.
I opened my eyes and she was leaving.
It’s funny. It wasn’t the sex that stood out clearly about that night. It was the profile of her slender back, the hair that fell across her face as she pulled on her stockings in the blush of the early sun.
I reached out to her. “You don’t have to go. Stay. Stay with me for a little while. We haven’t even talked—”
“I have to go. It’s ok. It’s better like this.”
I felt the flush of anger scald my face. “What’s the point, then? Why look me up after all this time?”
She turned slightly. Shadows brushed stripes across her face. “I… just wanted to see you again. Think of it as a thank you.”
I scrubbed fingers through my hair. “For what?”
Those beautiful dark eyes never blinked. “For being the only honest man I’ve known.”
Depression stepped up once again to punch me right in the kidneys. Whoever said words don’t hurt should be beaten bloody with sticks and stones.
She tilted her head as she studied me. “Remember what you told me when I asked you if it would always be like that? Perfect, I mean?”
I winced. “I remember being bad news. I didn’t mean—”
She held up a hand. “You were right. I didn’t know it at the time, but… you were right. At least you knew. At least you could tell me the truth.”
I looked in her eyes and saw other men. Men who’d expressed their insecurities with fists to her face, men who’d promised her love and given her lies. Men who’d taken her self-worth and ran over it with a cement truck.
I tried to take her hand. “Baby, listen. If I had known—”
She pulled back. Not rudely, but firmly. I was on her terms, and she wasn’t about to show any weakness.
“You don’t have to apologize for anything. What’s happened has happened. But sometimes… I think of you, is all.”
I couldn’t think of anything to say. Words weren’t strong enough to cross the gulf of time and circumstances that separated us.
The sadness in her smile spoke enough for us both.
“I got what I came for. Maybe I’ll see you around.” The door closed off any chance of reconciliation. Any promise of second chances.
And she did get what she came for. She had taken something from me, something I’d carelessly left rusting somewhere; one of those neglected valuable things you never miss until it’s gone. I only felt it when the door closed, when she tucked it under her arm as a keepsake of bygone times.
It’s funny how you measure your self-worth. A lotta men judge themselves by how many dames they’ve pulled, or the dibs in their account.
I always thought it was my ability to survive. I didn’t allow myself the luxury of feeling. I knew the damage it could do.
But when she walked away, she took that feeling of invulnerability with her. I’d been tagged like a boxer meeting the ring floor for the first time. The soapy smell of her skin clung to the bed sheets; the impression of her body mocked me like a vengeful ghost.
Scarlett was gone. In and out of my life in a flash, leaving only echoes. Footsteps that slowly faded.
The staccato of her heels down the hall…

Chapter 2: Knuckling Down

Getting punched through a window is a lot harder than they make it seem in the picture shows. First of all, folks tend to steer away from windows when they go fisticuffs. And since glass is harder to break than it looks, you gotta have one of two things going for you when you do get the prime location for a window buster: a heavy body on the receiving end of your fist, or one hell of a haymaker.
I had neither. But that was all right because I wasn’t the one performing the king of the ring imitation.
Poddar was.
I’d inherited Poddar as my illegitimate partner of sorts when his moll took over the lease of my foreclosed office. He was fairly tall, well built, and hailed from the region where India used to be, or so I figured. Nationality was a lot harder to determine when the Cataclysm basically wiped out the world so many centuries ago.
Even though Poddar was a bit square for my taste, one thing he was good at was putting the hurt to a body. I watched Johnny Knuckles sail out the window into the rainy night in a shower of glittering glass. He bounced once across the pitted asphalt and lay still, moaning.
I paused to light a gasper before strolling over. Poddar emerged from the cheap can house Johnny Knuckles had recently inhabited. The other boozehounds didn’t bother to get up to check the scene. We were in the West Docks, where behavior like punching a body through a window was the status quo. If there weren’t a few dozen nightly brawls, the entire area would probably riot to make up for the lack of carnage.
I tipped my Bogart at Poddar. “Nice punch, Ace.”
“It was a kick, actually.” Poddar had the kind of calm, polite voice that made people underestimate him. While he looked and sounded like he spent his spare time crocheting sweaters, he was actually a martial arts master who could snap your neck while quoting ancient poetry. It’s always the quiet ones you gotta watch out for.
We stood over Johnny Knuckles, who still lay on the rain-soaked ground like he’d been run over by a bulldozer. He was a baldheaded, hulking slab of muscles and distended veins, but he’d apparently decided might didn’t always make right. Not when going up against a fighter like Poddar.
Pretty smart for a common goon. Most don’t know when to call it quits.
I puffed contentedly. I’d always thought the smoking would catch up to me and I’d die alone in some dark alley coughing up my lungs. But after learning I had microscopic nanomachines repairing my body’s damage, I’d come to worry less about small things like dying of cancer. At least being an ex-member of the United Haven’s most notorious law enforcement agency had a perk or two.
“Johnny Knuckles. Word out on the street is you’ve been a bad boy. Working both sides of the fence is a pretty daring move for a hardhead like you. Takes balance, see? Equilibrium and all that bunk.”
Johnny blinked the rain out of his eyes. He gave Poddar a wary glance before looking my direction. “Don’t… know what you’re talking about.”
“Sure you don’t. But I got good word you’re trying to get some pretty rough poison into the Black Dahlia. You know, where you got a night gig as door muscle. They took a chance on hiring a lug like you. Background check turned out all right, but we both know those are easy to fake.”
“Take it easy, Mick.” Johnny gingerly sat up, holding his head with his oversized grabbers. “You got your wires crossed. I ain’t done nothing illegal.”
“Course not, ‘cause you haven’t had time yet. See, I’m in good with the Dahlia’s manager, Mr. Shapiro. He got an anonymous tip that something about you just wasn’t right. That’s when he gave me a call. I figured I could sniff out something if I beat the streets for someone who’d dime you out. I found out a lot about your extracurricular activities, Johnny. Like that stash of Ladykillers you have loaded up at Dock 76.”
Certain folks are real good at lying. Johnny Knuckles wasn’t one of those folks.
“I don’t got nothing stashed. Swear on my moms I don’t.” He looked up with wide eyes, trying real hard to look earnest. On an ugly mug like his, it was a gaze of tragic comedy.
I blew a stream of smoke his direction. “You sure about that, Johnny boy?”
“Honest, Mick. I just got that new gig. I wouldn’t screw ‘em over like that.”
I stared at him. Narrowed my eyes a bit. Enjoyed watching him sweat bullets. I had a bit of a rep in New Haven as an unpredictable wild card. Only fitting I used it now and again.
“What do you think, Poddar?”
“I think we should get out of this rain, Mick.” Poddar pulled his collar up and frowned at the downpour.
Poddar still hadn’t gotten into the habit of wearing a topper. I didn’t get it. Not only was a Bogart a stylish fashion accessory, it also did a hell of a job of keeping a man’s hair dry when it rained. It rained all the time in New Haven.
“I’m talking about Johnny’s story. You buying what he’s selling?”
Poddar gave Johnny a dark look. Poddar was nicknamed the Prince by the slumdogs in his neck of the world, so it went without saying he was all for just saying no to drugs and all.
“He’s lying.”
Johnny swallowed hard. “No way. I swear, man. I’m telling the truth.”
I smiled. “You know what? I believe you, Johnny.”
His massive chest heaved a sigh of relief.
I exhaled smoke through my nostrils. “But I gotta be sure, you know? You say the stash isn’t yours? Hey — maybe my info was a bit off. No kick, right? So you provide a little bit of proof, a sign-off on your good word and we’ll call it a night. Whaddya say?”
His eyes shifted as he caught wind of the trap he was in. “Uh… sure, Mick. What do you want me to do?”
“Catch.”
I tossed a small cylinder-shaped device to him. He fumbled for a bit but finally caught it. It was about the length of his palm, topped by a simple red button. His eyebrows rose.
“This… this looks like—”
“Like a detonator?” I smiled. “Sure it does. You see, I wired a few choice explosives to that stash I told you about. You know, at Dock 76? I’m not too fond of narcotics. ‘Specially the type stockpiled on that dock. Ladykiller. Made to slip in a gal’s drink when she’s not looking. Gets her all woozy and unable to think straight. Good-for-nothing pervs like to take a dame like that and do all sorts of filthy things to her. When she gets outta the haze — if they haven’t put her on ice, that is — she won’t remember much. Certainly not enough to know who did the deed.”
I flicked the gasper butt into the low-hanging fog. “So you understand I can’t let a huge stash like that go into circulation. If there’s one thing I’m guilty of, it’s having a soft spot for dames. Pipe that?”
Johnny Knuckle’s oversized mitts trembled. “So you want me to…?”
“Not all that hard to figure out, Johnny boy. You blow up that stash and you’re off the hook. After all, it’s not your problem — right?”
The rain streamed on Johnny’s bare head, giving him the impression of drowning in his own sweat. His eyes flicked to the detonator in his hand, then back at me. His body tensed, straining his muscles until the veins in his arms seemed ready to burst.
My hand strayed toward the inside of my flogger.
He finally sagged, exhaling vapor into the rain. He nodded wearily.
“Ok, Mick. You win. I know about the Ladykillers. I put ‘em there.”
He eyes widened when he looked up. “But I’m just the handler. I can’t lose those roofies, Mick. You know what’ll happen if I do.”
“Not my problem, Johnny. I got a motto I go by. Wanna hear it? Here it goes: live by your choices or die by your mistakes. Know what that means?”
“Yeah. Yeah, I know what it means. You’re not gonna do squat to help me.” He leaped up with a wild look on his face. I took a step back and reached for the heat inside my flogger. But Johnny turned and hurled the detonator into the fog as hard as he could. A few seconds later we heard the splash as it cleared the gangplanks and hit the West River.
He took a few steps between us and put up his cement block fists. “No way I can let you just blow up that payday, Mick. I can’t go out like that.”
I shrugged. “Why not? You already went out the window. But you got me, Johnny. Guess we’re at a stalemate. Sure I could let Poddar reintroduce you to the bottom of his shoes again, but that wouldn’t do us any good. Except the satisfaction of watching a big lug like you get broke down by a Prince like Poddar, that is. So why don’t you just roll and give up the name of your supplier? Give me a bigger fish to fry, and I take care of the axe over your head.”
He paused and lowered his fists. “You want me to squeal on my boss? I’m no snitch, Mick.”
I gave him my most understanding smile. “That’s why it’ll stay between us. You know my word is good, Johnny. Plus you’re running outta choices as I see it. I’m here for a reason. If you think it’s for the stimulating conversation, you’d better guess again.”
He mulled it over for a moment before nodding. Like I said, pretty smart for a goon.
“Ok, Mick. All right. You heard of Luther Vitto?”
“Not too many people I haven’t heard of. Big shot bank investor. Sharks loans to unqualified borrowers on the side. You saying he’s dipping in the narcotics trade too?”
“Not directly. But I overheard his name when I picked the shipment up. He’s setting this up through third parties to keep his mitts clean.”
“Right. So when the chips fall, lugs like you get put in bracelets or catch the slugs. Not exactly a bright career move, Johnny boy.”
He rubbed the back of his neck. “Hey, I needed the dough. It was just this one job, then I was out.”
I grinned. “Yeah it always is. See you around, Johnny.”
I turned to leave. Poddar stared at me.
“Are you serious?”
“About what?”
He jerked a thumb at Johnny Knuckles. “We’re just letting this guy walk?”
I gave Poddar my patient face. “That’s the way these things work. Favors are the main currency in this town. It’s not always fair and it’s not always satisfying, but it’s how the cogs turn. Mutual back scratching and all that.”
I took a look around. “Let’s beat it. It isn’t getting any drier, and I got a stop or two to make before I hang my Bogart.”
Poddar grumbled, but I knew he wouldn’t make a scene. He was too much a gentleman to try to argue his point in front of other people, even a skid rogue like Johnny Knuckles. We left the lug looking dazed in the downpour as we made our way to the parking lot. The lane lines had faded away a long time ago, so the battered and rusty wheelers were haphazardly parked. I walked to dirtiest, most weather-beaten piece of junk in the lot.
“You can lose the camouflage mode, Maxine.”
“As you wish, Mr. Trubble.” The synthetic voice was almost as sexy as the ride itself as my Duesenberg Ghost-inspired wheeler altered her holographic façade and revealed her beetle-black glimmering curves. The doors slid open.
Poddar walked over to the passenger side. “Why bother with camouflage mode at all? I thought you equipped her with an auto defense system.”
“That’s true, Ace. But the point is not allowing the temptation in the first place. She’s sure to attract attention in this neighborhood and I might trip over all the stiffs she’d have to put down.” I slid into the driver’s seat. “Head over to Johnson Arms, Maxine.”
“Finding the quickest route.” Her fusion motors hummed to life and we peeled out the parking lot.
Poddar gave me a sideways glance. “You all right, Mick?”
“Right as rain on a weathervane, Ace. Why the concern?”
“You just seem… distracted. More than usual, I mean.”
I sighed. “You ever meet a ghost, Poddar?”
Surprisingly, he nodded after second’s thought. “Yes.”
“What… seriously?”
“You asked a question, Mick. Your interpretation of a ghost might be different from mine.”
I’d forgotten how twisted conversations with Poddar could get. I shook my head. “I ran into one last night. A dame I haven’t thought of in a long time. Didn’t have time to even catch up on things before she vanished like harbor mist.”
His face softened a bit. “Did you… love her?”
I considered the notion for a moment. “Honestly, I don’t know if I’ll ever understand that word, Poddar.”
“First you must understand it is more than just a word. Then you will begin to appreciate its significance.”
I smiled. “No wonder your moll is so sweet on you, Poddar. With lines like that, you’re bound to keep the dames swooning.”
His frown returned. “I still don’t like the idea of letting him keep the drugs, Mick. If we let that go then we’re as responsible as he is for ruining lives.”
I smiled. “Couldn’t agree with you more, Ace. Maxine?”
“Auto detonation ready, Mr. Trubble.”
A holographic screen sprang up out of her display console. On it was a grid with the position of the explosives pulsing in red. I pointed to the auto detonate button and nodded to Poddar. “You’ll do the honors?”
He gave a wry smile and shook his head. “I should have known.”
“Yeah, you should have. There’s no way I let Johnny Knuckles get his mitts on that stash. Not on my watch. Why don’t you show him how we feel about targeting women?”
Poddar pressed the button on the display. An explosion mushroomed in the distance behind us, painting the night sky in lovely shades of red and orange.
Poddar leaned back in his seat with a satisfied smile. “I can only imagine the look on Johnny’s face.”
“Yeah.” I grinned as the streets and buildings blurred by. “Sometimes I love my job.”

Chapter 3: Mean Ol’ Broad Part Deux

Sergeant Johnson was in the weapons division of the United Havens Special Forces. Since actual warfare is mostly synthetic, he didn’t see much action in the skirmishes with the Outer Havens. Still, he managed to get his arm blown off in an explosion while repairing a Tesla cannon. He got his discharge and never looked back as he made his way to New Haven, where he manufactured iron at his own shop called Johnson Arms. In a town where everyone packed heat, he never had to worry about a shortage of customers.
He was at his workbench in the back when we strode in. Sparks rained on his fireproofed shoulders as he soldered on his latest lethal masterpiece.
“Mick Trubble.” He lifted his face shield, revealing dark goggles and a bearded face underneath. He smiled. “Give me just a minute.”
“Take your time, Sarge.”
The lobby walls were lined with an assortment of firearms. Mostly military grade, but a few high-tech doodads for the tech savvy who preferred style over substance. Glass shelves were packed with various ammo clips and Tesla cells for the mech-powered heat.
I took a look at a brand new Thompson, the preferred weapon for goons and gangsters. The cylinder-shaped magazine carried a couple hundred rounds before emptying. All that ammo was probably why most of the suckers had such bad aim.
“She’s yours for a song.” Johnson removed the headgear and welder’s apron, revealing a sweat-stained shirt covering his burly frame. His left arm was a clunky collection of gears and pistons. Most folks went for flesh-colored synthetics, but ol’ Sarge built his arm himself and wore it proudly.
I shook my head. “Not today, Sarge. Don’t care too much for heavy iron. If I can’t get outta a jam in seven shots or less I’m toast anyway.”
Johnson wiped his forehead with a grimy rag. “I hear you. But a lotta folks aren’t as forward thinking as you are, Mick. Those Thompsons sell like hotcakes. I actually have contracts with certain outfits around town. My work doesn’t jam or overheat like some of the junk those other so-called gunsmiths try to pass off.”
I set the Thompson back on the rack. “Well, that’s why I came to you, Sarge. You were highly recommended.”
“I appreciate it. Hope you like your new piece. But since you’re into handguns, I thought I’d show you a few other choices. You know — in case you’re looking for a handy backup.”
I patted my flogger. “I already got a Replacement Killer. Been using it as my main piece temporarily. But hey — no harm in looking.”
He rubbed his hands together. “Right. Check these out.”
A segmented section of the wall flipped over to reveal a cache of assorted handguns. Most of them were mech-enhanced, but there were a few old school revolvers as well.
“Clap your eyes on this one.” Johnson handed over a mean-looking piece. “Rare piece of work there. Hard to find because—”
“Because it’s issued by the Secret Service.” I peered down the sights. “It’s a Bond 953 special tactics handgun. Usually biologically bonded to the owner, so it won’t work for anyone else. This one has been hacked and modified, no small feat.”
I clicked a button on the grip. A holographic screen sprang from a transmitter on the rear sight. I turned slowly, scanning the room in sweeping patterns.
“Automatic targeting with smart scan threat detector along with x-ray, infrared, and night vision sensors. Fusion rounds are powered by a Tesla cell that can fire 200 electrolaser bursts without overheating. Dampening muzzle and variant bullet magazine optional.”
Johnson stared, and Poddar gave me a sidelong look. I handed the heater back to Johnson.
“Pretty impressive,” he finally said. “Not too many know the exact specs on Service weaponry. Unless they’re former SS, that is.”
I shrugged off the unasked question. “Photographic memory. I read something and it sticks. No big deal.”
He nodded. “So… can’t interest you in this baby? She’ll be gone quick, I tell you.”
“I kinda doubt that, Sarge. Walking around with unauthorized SS armory is a real quick way to get buried deep and fast. So I hear, anyway. Only a rube would wanna cross the Service. Smart eggs know better than to stick their grabbers in the fire.”
Johnson smiled as he put the iron away. “There’s always a buyer, Mick. This is New Haven, after all. The Service has no jurisdiction here, remember?”
I guess I could have told him New Haven had recently been infiltrated and nearly destroyed by Secret Service agents. And I was one of those agents before my memory was laundered and inserted into an independent synoid. Only I didn’t feel like getting laughed at. Or having to go through a lengthy and bewildering explanation about memory transplants and a mentally imprisoned populace.
I nodded instead. “Yeah.”
Johnson scratched his beard as he went through more cases of weaponry. “And here’s your custom order. Keeping it old school. Can’t be mad at you.”
He held up my baby. The Mean Ol’ Broad, resurrected from the dead.
“As you requested, a snub nose Magnum base seven-shot revolver. Rubber grip designed according to your hand’s specifications. Mech enhancements only to preserve durability and shot efficiency along with biological recognition to disarm the safety.”
He shook his head. “I gotta say, I was a bit disappointed. As far as custom jobs go, this wasn’t exactly a challenge to build.”
I ignored him as I got reacquainted with my girl. I knew I was back in business as soon as I touched her. There was no way to know if Johnson could have replicated the old piece of iron that had been melted into slag by the New Man a short while back, but Sarge’s work was as good as advertised.
The Mean Ol’ Broad was more than just an ordinary heater. I’d gotten her from a codger named Wiseman, who’d showed me the ropes of troubleshooting back when I was a wandering amnesiac. That put a lot of sentimental value in the old girl. I’d felt lost without her.
I smiled. “Feels like a winner, Johnson. ‘Course, I gotta throw lead before I know if she’s the right girl for me.”
He jerked a thumb toward the back. “The targets are outside.”
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About a hundred rounds later I nodded in appreciation. “I gotta admit you do some solid work, brother. I’ll take her.”
Johnson removed his protective muffs and snorted. “Of course you’ll take her. Nice shooting, by the way.”
He narrowed his eyes and whistled as the results came in on the console. “Ninety-seven percent rating. I’ve only seen that a few times, Mick.” He gave me a keen glance. “From the mandroids at the precinct.”
“Street sweepers? Shouldn’t those can openers make one hundred?”
“Nothing’s perfect, Mick. That’s why they do the shots — to get their targeting programs lined up. But you… that’s unheard of. For anyone outside of the Service, anyhow.”
I turned and looked him in the eye. “You got something on your mind, Sarge? Stop the foreplay and get straight to the nasty.”
He chuckled. “No questions, Mick. A man in my business doesn’t get a lot of business asking questions. I only make observations.”
“Yeah, well observe me paying my tab.”
Johnson glanced at Poddar. “And what can I get you, my quiet friend? You can’t tell me you didn’t see anything of interest.”
Poddar shook his head. “No thank you.”
I grinned as I slipped the Mean Ol’ Broad in the holster under my arm. “Poddar doesn’t believe in firearms. Not much, anyhow. He likes to kill ‘em softly.”
Poddar folded his arms. “I prefer not to kill them at all.”
I cleared my throat.
Poddar frowned. “That was different.”
I put my hands in my pockets and whistled a tune. To myself, of course.
Poddar’s face reddened. “Ms. Kilby was in danger. I had no choice.”
I looked up. “What? Oh — of course not, Ace. Nothing makes a man snap like his moll being kidnapped by a notorious gangster who didn’t really kidnap her at all. Right?”
He dropped his head. “I didn’t know. She… she didn’t—”
I patted his shoulder. “Not to worry, Poddar. Dames will turn a man’s world upside down in a heartbeat. Trust me… ” my voice trailed off. “I know.”
Johnson gave us a wry glance. “You two done with all the male bonding or do you need a room? I’m running a business here, you know. Got things to do.”
Poddar looked around. “You work here alone? Aren’t you afraid of being robbed?”
Johnson chuckled. “You think all these drone guns are for show? Threat detectors are on at all times. Any chump with the guts to try something will be filled with daylight before he thinks twice. And if that don’t stop ‘em… ”
His artificial arm opened with a twist of his wrist. Metal tendons separated and shifted as they reformed into a heavy mech cannon. He aimed at a mannequin target in the distance and fired a booming shot.
The target disintegrated. Extinguishers drifted over and blasted to put out the flames.
Johnson grinned. “I give ‘em a taste of my Johnson. Get the picture?”
“A firearm… literally.” I took a closer look. “I usually don’t admire bioguns, but that’s pure genius, Sarge.”
He winked as his arm smoothly folded back in place with a whir of oiled gears. “Don’t I know it. Lot more it can do, but I can’t give up all my secrets.”
We walked back into the lobby. “Can’t say I blame you. What else do you got for me?”
“What else do you need?”
“Can’t think of nothing, except some rounds for my girl here.” I patted the Mean Ol’ Broad. “I got what I came for.”
“All this heat and you walk off with a single handgun. Let’s see if you can say no to this.” He pulled a tiny handgun from one of the nearby drawers and handed it to me.
It barely registered as weight in my hand. “What’s this peashooter do?”
“It’s the new Ruger model. Light as a feather, but packs a major wallop. Six plus one rounds.” He held one of them up to the light. “Transparent casing so you can see what’s inside.”
I took a closer look. “Some kind of white powder.”
“Concentrated mercury fulminate, my friend. These slugs are manufactured to explode on impact, guaranteeing whatever you tag won’t exactly be walking away, catch my drift?”
“Sounds messy.”
“The best kills are.” A conniving light gleamed in his eyes. “Say you’ll take it and I’ll toss in the automated sleeve holster. Snap your fingers twice and it’ll release the pistol from the holster to your hand in less than a second. Might come in handy in a tight spot.”
I shook my head and sighed. “You talked me into it, Sarge. You rob all your clients like this?”
“Only the best ones.” He set the piece on the counter, tossed in a few boxes of slugs, and rang me up.
I swiped my holoband across the sensor on the counter for payment. “Good thing my last gig actually left me with a little dib stash. Makes it a bit less painful to part with these hard-earned berries.”
He nodded appreciatively. “Dibs are meant to be spent, my man. That’s why we do what we do.”
“Can’t argue with that.”
He handed my goods over with a grin. “Take it easy, Mick. Send some customers my way.”
I tipped my Bogart. “Yeah, like you need the extra work. You already have every goon in town toting your wetware.”
He grinned. “Never hurts to get a little more, right?”
“Amen, brother. See you around.”
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With the Mean Ol’ Broad back, I felt pretty good as Maxine purred across the highway. Rain still slicked the road, but that was nothing new. Rain was as common as gunshots in New Haven. Hardly a day went by without one or the other. Most days featured both.
We made it back to the office in good time. The covered sidewalks kept us from getting soaked on the way from the garage.
“You heard from the Cowboy lately?”
Poddar shook his head. “Not since he left New Haven. Said he was going stir-crazy. He headed out to bag a mark. His visa was about to expire anyway.”
“You and Kilby renewed yours, though.”
Poddar didn’t look too enthusiastic when he nodded. “We’re applying for citizen status. Ms. Kilby wants to stay here permanently.”
“So why the long face?”
Poddar stopped in mid-stride. “Do you like it here, Mick?”
I shrugged. “How should I know? I don’t remember being anywhere else.”
“But you don’t have a problem with it?”
I paused. “Problem? Why the hell would I?”
He sighed as we fell back in stride. “It’s… hard to explain. This is the first Haven I’ve been to, but it’s so—”
“Filthy? Depressing? Violent?” I gestured to the surrounding Flats neighborhood, where mammoth buildings towered like crumbling mountains. The whole area was a mass of murky streets, half-lit tenements, and gutter businesses. Nothing to brag about, but to me it was home.
He frowned. “I was going to say oppressive.”
“Oppressive?” I rubbed the faint stubble on my chin. “That’s unexpected.”
Poddar threw a dark glance at the surroundings. “It’s just that this place is hiding something. I know it. Something isn’t right about this Haven. I can’t put my finger on it, but the scent of dirty secrets hangs in the air like perfume.” He sighed. “It’s hard to find the words.”
I grinned, but it felt hollow. “What, like everyone having memory implants that keeps them settled and unwilling to leave the Haven? Everyone under the watchful eye of some secret society bent on dominating from the shadows? That kind of feeling?”
Poddar’s brows creased. “I can’t ever have a serious conversation with you, can I?”
My answering laugh was about as wry as they get. “If only you knew, Poddar. If only you knew. You go through Customs when you got here, or did you go the ol’ fashioned palm greasing fashion?”
“We didn’t go through Customs. The waiting list is years long. We went through a handler.”
“Smuggled in, then. Foolproof documents installed in your holobands from an ex-Customs agent, I figure.”
He shrugged. “Ms. Kilby handled the legal stuff. I was more concerned about getting crossed over.”
“I don’t blame you, Ace. Don’t blame you at all.”
I considered the revelation. If Kilby and Poddar didn’t go through Customs, it probably meant they still retained their original memories instead of the cocktail remix the labcoats at Customs served up to keep the residents blissfully unaware of the outside world. I’d often thought about sharing the truth I’d discovered about New Haven, but something always held me back. It was hard for me to believe, for one thing. And for another, the citizens of New Haven volunteered to have their memories laundered if my info was correct. Seemed hardly fair to muck up everything they’d worked for to get in the Haven in the first place.
Not to mention those secrets were closely guarded by a secret and highly lethal organization called the Gestalt, which had been maneuvering events since before the Haven was even constructed. Folks like that would gladly rub out anyone who tried to expose them. Self-preservation was always a good incentive to keep mum.
We walked into a narrow office building. ‘Kilby’s Troubleshooting and Investigation’ was emblazoned on the front window in large block letters. I remembered a time not too long ago it simply read ‘Troubleshooter.’ Back when it still belonged to me.
I shook my head. “Still can’t believe I let your moll buy out my old office.”
“I don’t remember you having a choice. It was in foreclosure.”
“Yeah. Temporary setback.”
At least Kilby had improved the place a bit, starting with the receptionist. Angel was a former flame of mine who still had the hots for me. Or so I kept telling myself. She was a creamy-complexioned redhead, and sexy as all get out. Best of all, she had a pair of violet-shaded peepers she used to hypnotize lucky saps like me into doing whatever she wanted.
Or so I kept telling myself.
I strolled in with my most charming smile. “Angel. Aren’t you a breath of fresh air on a smoggy night.”
I expertly tossed my Bogart onto the hat rack by her desk and sidled up to gab while I hung up my flogger. Didn’t want her to think I held a grudge just because we weren’t seeing each other anymore. I was pretty sure she was heartbroken and all, but somehow she managed to keep it together.
She set her chin on her fist and smiled. “It’s a smoggy morning now, Mick. You and Poddar been up burning the midnight oil?”
“The freaks come out at night, Angel. You know how it is.”
One perfectly arched eyebrow lifted. “Actually, I don’t. But I’ll take your word for it. Now is there something I can do for you, Mick?”
I gave her a devilish grin. “I can think of a few things, darling.”
She rolled her eyes. “It’s been a few months, Mick. I would’ve thought you’d gotten over me by now.”
“Just taking it a day at a time, sweetheart. A man can only do what he can.”
She returned her attention to the console screen. “Right. Well, I think what a man can do is make his report to his boss. Run along, now.”
I peered through the open doorway. Poddar was already inside, getting caught up with Ms. Kilby. He and Kilby tried to hide the fact they were sweet on each other, but he wasn’t as good an actor as she was.
I smiled. “I’m in no hurry, darlin’. Gotta give those lovebirds some quality time together. Speaking of quality time — you seem a little formally dressed for work. Got plans?”
Angel gave me a coy smile as she adjusted her dark-framed eyeglasses. “As a matter of fact, I’m expecting a gentleman very soon. He’s taking me out to breakfast.”
“Is that so? Well, make sure he takes you someplace nice. Which means nowhere around here in the Flats.”
“I wouldn’t worry about that, Mick. Like I said — he’s a gentleman.”
I adjusted my tie with a grin. “I won’t hold it against him, sweetheart.”
I strode past Angel into the main office. Ms. Kilby and Poddar quit making calf eyes at each other so Kilby could put on her boss face. She was a looker — one of those classy, self-assured dames who would rather you favor their intelligence than their pretty face. That didn’t stop her from wearing those sleek skirts and blouses that stirred a man’s imagination. Dames are real paradoxical that way.
She gave me one of those cool looks she was so good at. “Poddar tells me you wrapped up that case tonight. Nice work, Mr. Trubble.”
I crashed on the leather sofa and lit a gasper. “Well, I’m not quite ready to close that case yet, Kilby. Got a lead I’ll be following up on.”
She raised an eyebrow. “The job I negotiated was for the investigation of Jonathan Finnegan, or Johnny Knuckles as he’s called. You were to verify the allegations against him and take action at your discretion. You did so.”
I blew a few smoke rings toward the ceiling. “That’s right. But he squealed when we tightened the screws. Got the name of the perp behind the stash. I figured I’d chisel a bit deeper and see if I can catch him with his hands in the cookie jar.”
Kilby gestured elegantly. “So give the info to the police. There are legal ways to handle the situation. I don’t want you ‘chiseling’ into anything. I know how that goes. It usually ends in a firefight or some building blowing up.”
I shook my head. “If I wanted to do things the legal way I’d be shuffling paperwork with the button boys at the clubhouse. You know how these things work, Kilby. This Vitto character has already greased some palms, so he’s got coppers that’ll turn a blind eye to his operation. Since we don’t know who they are, going to the brass is out.”
Kilby tapped a manicured finger on the desktop. “The point I was trying to make is none of that involves what we were paid to do. We’re a freelance operation, Mick. Which means we have to make our own profits. The reason you ran your business into the ground was because you tended to lose sight of the business side of things. We weren’t hired to do anything except take care of the Johnny Knuckles situation. The case is closed, Mick.”
I gave a causal shrug. “Ok, Kilby. If it’s closed then it’s closed. No matter that we blew a couple mil worth of junk sky-high tonight. I’m sure Vitto will just chalk it up as a tax write-off. Probably won’t try to find out who did the deed and make those miserable chumps pay for such a brash course of action.”
Ms. Kilby frowned. “I… see your point, Mr. Trubble. But surely there has to be somebody within the body of law you can trust to—”
“He’s right.” Poddar had been standing quietly to side as usual, but his voice was firm when he spoke up. “We need to trace the corruption to its source. It will not go away just because we close this case.”
Ms. Kilby’s eyes narrowed. “And what next? Take down every corrupt politician and highbinder in New Haven? Are we to be the moral police now?”
I stood up. “No. There wouldn’t be a soul left in office, and you know it. But a wise man once told me that being a Troubleshooter meant taking out the trash without worrying about your hands getting dirty. We take cases and we see ‘em through. No point in doing it, otherwise.”
Ms. Kilby threw up her hands. “All right, Mick. Check out your ends and get back with me. Don’t go running into the fire without a care like you normally do.”
Her eyes flicked over to Poddar. “You have more than yourself to think about, you know.”
Poddar folded his arms and gave me a look I immediately understood.
Women.
“Don’t worry, Ms. Kilby. I’ll return your boy safe and sound. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll crash at the pad. Gotta recharge the batteries.”
I lowered my voice as I walked past Poddar. “You’re in trouble now, Ace.”
He gave me a startled look. “What—?”
“You sided with me instead of your lady. Big mistake.”
“But…you were right. I just—”
“Poddar.” Ms Kilby’s voice was distinctly chilly. “A word with you, please.”
I patted him on the shoulder. “Take your medicine like a man.”
My view was blocked by a suit when I strolled back into the front office. He leaned casually against the desk, gesturing to the sound of Angel’s delighted laughter. I wasn’t jealous at all. The only reason I walked over was to reclaim my Bogart and flogger from the rack. It certainly wasn’t so I could clap eyes on the clown. Who was I to care?
Of course once I did see who he was, I immediately wished I’d never walked in there in the first place.
Angel looked up with a bright smile. “Oh, Mick. This is the gentleman I told you about earlier. His name is Roderick—”
“Flask. Detective Flask.” My tone wasn’t exactly enthusiastic.
“Trubble.” Flask’s voice was about as friendly as mine. His average looks were marred by a permanent twist to his mouth, like he ate extra sour lemons for kicks.
Angel’s smile disappeared as she noticed Flask and I engaging in an expressionless staring contest.
“You two…know each other?”
I grimaced. “Yeah, you could say that. If you count locking a man up under false pretense and then gunning down his good friend as ‘getting to know him’, that is.”
Flask didn’t even blink. “You know as well as I do the accusations weren’t false and you’re lucky we let you walk, Trubble. As far as your friend Wiseman, you forgot to mention he was involved in a high-stakes armed robbery. And I wasn’t the one who made the call for the street sweepers. That was Captain Graves. I heard his body was found in that mess at Beck’s mansion. Funny — weren’t you there?”
“Don’t know. I don’t pay much attention to the comings and goings of dirty cops.”
Angel stood up with her arms outstretched between us. “Now look, boys. You’re going to have to behave like civilized people. I won’t have you showing out and ruining my day.”
“Oh, I’m as civilized as the next man.” I squinted at Flask as I lit a gasper.
Flask gave his best imitation of a smile as he and I kept our eyes locked. “No chance of ruining your day, Angela. Unfortunately I can’t promise that for Mr. Trubble.”
I folded my arms. “Really? Why is that, Dick?”
“Because you’re under arrest.”
He must have given the word silently, because at that same moment the boys in black barged in with their heat at the ready. Over the sound of their yelling, Angel shouting, and Ms. Kilby protesting, I barely heard the charges as they shoved me to the wall and slapped the bracelets on my wrists.
I gritted my teeth. “You’d better have a good reason for this, Flask.”
He had the nerve to look sympathetic. “Unfortunately, I do. I’m arresting you for the murder of Sophia Flacco.”
“Murder of who? Are you serious? I never even heard that name before!”
“That’s hard to believe since she was last seen in your company. But maybe you knew her by her chosen name. Scarlett.”
I heard the staccato of her heels down the hall…
Flacco nodded as the recognition dawned on my face. He motioned to the boys in black.
“Take Mr. Trubble to the station, gentlemen.”

Chapter 4: Murder of Crows

I’ve spent a few ticks in the holding tank before. One thing that can be said about the experience is it doesn’t get any more agreeable the next time around. At least I wasn’t in there long. After they let me stew for a few hours I was hustled out and into a claustrophobic room with two chairs, a table, and four walls painted in a drab gray color only used for unpleasant places.
Like interrogation rooms.
They let me sit for another couple of hours. Supposedly the waiting is designed to unnerve a perp, make him rattled and uneasy. Get his condition just nervous enough so when you tighten the screws you might get an early squeal.
I used the time to catch up on some sleep. It had been a long night and I didn’t know when I’d get another chance to catch a few ticks. My sweet dreams were quickly disturbed by the loud entrance of a burly copper with a red, splotchy face that closely resembled a slab of raw beef.
“Nap time’s over, Sleeping Beauty.” A fist the size of a canned ham slammed on the table.
I blinked away the aftereffects of disturbed sleep, making sure to put on a good show of yawning and stretching until my elbow joints crackled. I squinted at his badge. “Now that’s no way to greet an old friend… O’Hare. You ever heard of mouthwash? I hear it’s good to use every once in a while. Might wanna look into it.”
O’Hare leaned in close and blasted a potent mixture of coffee, cigarettes, and bananas in my face. “We’re not friends, shamus. You had this coming for a long time. We finally got you right where we want you.”
I leaned away from the vile aroma. “C’mon, O’Hare. You boys still sore about that little dust-up over the Red-Eyed Killer case?
His face practically caved in from his scowl. “You mean the officer assault you never got booked for? You could say that, Mick.”
“Look, the situation forced my hand. Nothing personal. You’d think a few haymakers and a room full of electronic wasps would have been forgotten by now, but you guys apparently hold on to your grudges, don’t you?”
His mouth twisted. “Know what you’re gonna be holding on to? Murder charges. You killed a lady, Mick. You’re gonna hang for it.”
“Listen, Mack — you got it all wrong. When you hear the term lady-killer applied to me it’s a reference to my legendary action between the sheets, if you know what I mean. No way I let you damage my rep with some trumped up charges. Now I know you gotta do the whole bruiser act, but why don’t we just skip to the part where you take a powder while someone with authority does the real talking?”
O’Hare scowled even harder, which didn’t do his looks any favors. He jabbed a meaty finger into my chest, practically cracking my sternum.
“You want real talk, Trubble? Start by fessing up on where you stashed the stiff.”
I yawned. “Wake me when you’re done gabbing, O’Hare. Your whole tough guy shtick is boring me to death.”
He seized me by the collar and hoisted me from the chair. “Fine by me, shamus. Howzabout I stimulate you a knuckle sandwich instead?” His swollen fist drew back threateningly.
“That’ll be enough, O’Hare.” Flask walked in on cue, still dressed to the nines. He removed his hat and tried to smooth his hair back, but his bristle top stayed pretty much bristly.
O’Hare growled and flung me back into my seat. I adjusted my suit with a wry grin. “Why go through this whole good cop/bad cop routine, Flask? Can’t we act civilized for a change and gab like adults?”
Flask settled into the seat in front of me. “Good cop/bad cop is one of this institution's most venerated traditions, Mick. Don’t want to defy convention.” He set a document tablet on the table and flipped open a window that hovered above the transparent keyboard. Scarlett’s beautiful face was clearly visible. So was mine, right next to her. I looked a bit under the influence, but she was a sight to take the breath away.
“Surveillance photo from the security camera at the Fatale.” Flask gave me a wry glance. “The cheap hotel with the not-so-subtle name you and the victim spent the night at. Thing is, there is no footage of her ever leaving the joint.”
His eyes locked with mine. “That makes you the last person to have seen her alive.”
He flipped to another screen, changing the image in the window to crime scene photos of a body pulled from the West River.
I winced at the close-up of Scarlett’s face. It was pale and bloated, scarcely recognizable. Some sick bastard had given her a Glasgow smile, slashing her face from the corners of her mouth to her ears. Even worse was the exposed gash in her neck where her throat had been slit.
Flask studied my reaction. “Toxicology tests show Ms. Flacco was rendered unconscious by a mixture of chloroform and other anesthetics. She was awakened at some point, as the raggedness of the facial cuts indicates a struggle. She was fully conscious when her face was being slashed. Probably when her throat was slit as well.”
I felt something boil inside. A raging beast writhed in my guts, clawing at my insides. I recognized the feeling. The last time I felt that kind of rage was when the Red-Eyed Killer butchered some friends of mine. I’d damn near ignited a citywide gang war with some of New Haven’s finest killers while wiping up that mess, but I had no regrets.
When you take something from me, you deserve what’s coming to you.
My eyes burned when I leaned forward, the words raw in my throat. “You know I didn’t kill the girl, Flask.”
He gazed at me for a long moment before turning to the bruiser. “Hey O’Hare. Why don’t you get a coffee or something?”
O’Hare had the nerve to look surprised. “You sure you wanna—”
Flask jerked his thumb toward the door. “Get a doughnut too while you’re at it. Go on, scram.”
O’Hare gave me one last warning glare before he exited the room, slamming the door shut. Flask turned his attention back to me.
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you didn’t kill Ms. Flacco, Trubble. Slitting throats isn’t your style.”
I glared at him. “So what am I doing cooling my heels here, Flask? What’s all the dog and pony show about?”
He pulled a cheap gasper from a battered case and lit it. “You’re the only suspect we have right now. Protocol has to be followed. Besides, I had to get you out of your element. You’re on my turf now. Means you play by my rules unless you like your view obscured by prison bars.”
I leaned back in my chair. “You can only hold me for a few more hours before I walk. You’ve got nothing on me that sticks. No traces of anything but sex in that hotel room, no evidence of foul play on my part. No eyewitnesses, and no motive. So maybe you should just tip your mitts and tell me why I’m here, Flask.”
He sighed and scrubbed his fingers through his hair. For a long moment he didn’t say anything. When he finally spoke, it was as if reading off his own obituary.
“We’re going to have to require your services, Mick.”
I stared at him. “My services? You mean you want me to work for the brass? The boys in black and me on the same team?” I couldn’t help laughing at the thought.
Flask’s face grew darker with every chuckle. “Don’t think I like this any more than you, Mick. But there’s a dead girl to think about, remember?”
That sobered me up right quick. “Right. What’s this about, Flask? What is it about this case that you and your boys can’t touch?”
He stared at me like I missed something very obvious. “You really didn’t know who she was, do you?”
I shrugged. “Last time I checked, she was a hotel clerk. Don’t know what she’s been doing the last couple of years. Lost track. We crossed paths out of the blue the other night. First time I’d seen her in a while.”
Flask exhaled a stream of gasper smoke. “Didn’t that last name ring any bells, Mick?”
I opened my mouth, then hesitated as it hit me. “You’re not saying—”
“Sophia Flacco is Moe Flacco’s daughter, Mick. Estranged, but still blood. And you know blood runs thick. So you understand the delicacy of the situation, and why police investigation is going to be severely limited.”
My throat tightened. “Moe Flacco. The head of the most powerful Borgata in New Haven.”
Flask nodded wearily. “That’s right. He wasn’t close with Sophia. Had some sort of falling out. Headstrong girl, you know how it is. The point is it doesn’t matter what their differences were. She’s dead now, and you can bet house dibs Flacco is already looking into the situation. He’s going to find out who she was with the night she died.”
Flask’s look of distress was so well acted he should have won an award. “And all trails lead to you. You’re in a lot more trouble than you know, Mick. You might want to consider renting out a room here for a while. Might be the safest place for you right now until we get this worked out.”
I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach. “Appreciate the concern, Flask. But the killer is out there, and I got no chance of tracking him down if I’m holed up in the meat locker. Plus, Flacco can reach out and snuff me anytime he wants. Prison bars won’t even slow him down.”
I held up my wrists so he could remove the bracelets.
“Besides, I got a better idea.”
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Mobster events tend to attract attention. Doesn’t matter if it’s a wedding, some extravagant dinner party, or in this case, a funeral. A kingpin doesn’t get to the top without rubbing elbows with a lotta folks on the way up. Most might hate him, but they know when to pay their respects. Moe Flacco had been around for quite a while without getting buried or caged, a rarity for a man of his profession. So when the funeral services opened for his daughter, the church was packed to bursting with professional mourners. It was a who’s who of anyone with power and influence in New Haven
There was Moe, of course. The family patriarch was dressed to the nines in a tailored black on black pinstriped suit. Despite his glad rags he still had the look of a hammerhead shark, with his predatory glower and bruiser’s profile. Beside him was Marta Flacco, his stately but stern-looking wife whose grief was only visible by her red-rimmed eyes. The rest of her face was a porcelain mask. The remainder of the front rows were packed with the Flacco family and in-laws, a clan to itself. I watched them closely, checking out whose grief looked sincere and taking note of those with particularly dry eyes. With mob murders the suspects were endless, but I tended to start close to home before widening my net.
I knew some of them by sight. Ben ‘the Bear’ Mastrogiovanni was Moe’s nephew and one of his premier brunos. His bulky frame hulked over everyone else in the room.
No-Nose Nate was a close cousin of Moe Flacco and a top Capo in the organization. He lost his schnozzle in a deal gone sour years ago. The mug that shot him lost his brains, so it all evened out. Nate wore a prosthetic nose and even had it plated in gold to commemorate the event.
Nate’s sister Electra sat beside him. She was a slim, pretty little dish with baby-doll eyes and a razor-trimmed bob dyed the color of fire. The hair color contrasted with her dark fashion scheme. She went by a more notorious handle: the Black Widow — earned from the three dead men who dared to actually marry her. She was one of Flacco’s chief enforcers, with a vicious streak on par with another lady assassin known as the Red-Eyed Killer. Of course the important difference was that Electra was still among the living. The Red-Eyed Killer wasn’t, on account of getting on my bad side.
I spotted Scars lurking like a shadow in the corner of the church behind the casket. He and I had a bit of history since he was employed with Flacco via a favor bartered between us. Scars ran a tight crew that did pretty much whatever Flacco needed them to, which meant anything from guarding a joint to rubbing out a rival. He was a gaunt, humorless man who looked like he needed a hefty sandwich more than anything, but his skeletal appearance was deceiving. He got the nickname from the scars he left on other people, not the other way around.
There were plenty of other wise guys in attendance as well. Just about every major family head was present, from somber Madame Goryacheva of the Russians to Kane Jackson, a sharp dressed cat who took up the blacktop district vacated by the recently deceased Tommy Tsunami. The sheer number of crime figures in the wings were enough to cripple the economy if the feds decided to pull a fast one and raid the place.
Ironically, a lot of the brass was present as well. While the Commissioner wouldn’t deem to attend, the newly appointed Captain Kennedy sat inconspicuously in the rear. Probably to take note of the off-duty officers in attendance, all of whom were on Flacco’s payroll. But not everyone there had ties to the Mob, at least not obvious ones. Mayor Beck was on hand along with several high-ranking politicians, corporate moguls, and New Haven celebrities like Fats the Jazz man.
I tried to concentrate, but my attention drifted to the one thing that mattered: the gold-trimmed polished mahogany casket. More specifically, the body that lay inside of it. I kept to the rear of the church, not bothering to make a spectacle by approaching the immortalized remains of Sophia ‘Scarlett’ Flacco. I couldn’t stomach the sight, anyway. No matter how well the coroner did his job, it was still just a stiff lying there. Just a husk that used to be someone I held tightly, feeling her breath stir the tiny hairs on my skin.
I couldn’t pretend I was in love with Scarlett. But I couldn’t deny she was special, either. Every dame I know is special: full of fire and magic that can pull a man into her cosmos and leave the scent of her soul in his skin long after life steps in to push them apart.
That was something no coroner could duplicate. Scarlett was gone the moment the staccato of her heels faded from my hearing. All I could do was stand in the rear of an oversized church, a shadow in the light of ornamental stained glass windows that streamed kaleidoscopic patterns across the casket of a dame that deserved so much better.
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After the memorial, I accompanied the crowds that gathered to watch Scarlett’s casket lowered into the earth in a plot behind Flacco’s colossal mansion. In predictable New Haven fashion it rained cats and dogs. Flacco’s people were nice enough to supply umbrellas to keep everyone’s glad rags from getting soaked. Flacco lived on one of the highest residential islands in the Heights, with a breathtaking view of the surrounding Haven. The colossal buildings and lanes of flying traffic actually looked picturesque from the top, granting the city a regal appearance that bottom scrapers like me couldn’t appreciate.
The burial was purely ceremonial, as New Haven sanitary regulations mandated all bodies be cremated. Rich people buy plots for historical significance, a way to memorialize themselves so future generations can stare at their markers and statues and somehow gain a sense of heraldic self worth. The rest of us just get processed. I haven’t bothered to look up what happens to our remains, but I suspect the ashes are used to fertilize houseplants for the fur and feathers crowd.
Once the casket was buried with all the severity of a military service, the guests lingered in the unrestricted portions of the mansion. Many quickly lost their grieving faces and took to peering and sneering — two occupations rich folk perform in their sleep. Counterfeit smiles were scattered around as well, mostly by rubes on the lower rungs of the social ladder trying their best to connect with others who might aid them in their ascendance.
The ballroom area was larger than most folk’s houses. Normally used for the soirées Flacco threw now and again, it was lavishly styled and decorated with all the trimmings: scrolling staircases, mahogany floors, soaring ceilings, and dazzling chandeliers. Works of priceless art decorated the walls and original furniture was arranged throughout, polished and gleaming. Just calculating the cost was enough to set my teeth on edge. I figured I could afford to own half the room if I worked real hard for three or four centuries.
I sat at the bar as far back as I could get so I could watch unnoticed while I gabbed with Fats the Jazz Man. Fats was a staple at pretty much any social gathering that meant anything in New Haven, and performed at a ritzy joint called the Gaiden in his downtime. He saw a lot of stuff in his line of work but had the good sense to keep his mouth reserved for playing his instruments instead of spouting off about other folk’s business. That confidentiality made him a trusted member of many a circle.
Fats got his nickname from his girth, which he affectionately called his ‘love cushions’. His skin was dark as unadulterated coffee, his fingers thick and strong as if he spent his spare time punching through brick walls. But they defied reason when they touched the keys of a piano, nimble and light as he orchestrated his unique sound. His heavy jowls would inflate like balloons and blow pure soul through a trumpet or sax — jazzy grit that got into your skin and ignited memories of past times, dames you left behind, and words unspoken you wished you had the guts to say.
He held his trumpet in hand like a favorite pet as he gestured, laughing rich and loud. Despite the fact he played for snobs, Fats was a true salt. He might wear a tuxedo over his portly keg, but he saw himself as a blue-collar man with a working gig like everyone else.
“I swear, Mick.” Fats flashed a megawatt grin that showed off both sets of pearly whites. His voice was a gravelly rasp. “When you waltzed in the Gaiden dropping the name Tommy Tsunami… ” His shoulders shook with his laugh. “Even I knew it was time to pack it in.”
The barkeep discreetly approached with my Bulleit Neat and a gin and tonic for Fats. I grinned as we took our drinks. “Had to play it by ear with that one, Fats. I was in a jam and did what I had to do to get out.”
Fats raised his glass. “Here’s to doing what you got to do.”
After we sipped, I nodded to where Kane Jackson sat with a long-legged chocolate dame on his arm. “Word is Kane took over Tommy’s op.”
Fats nodded. “Managed to salvage it, anyway. Tommy took a big gamble and lost a lot with that caper you and him were caught up with. Kane was next up, and managed to recover most of what was left without any real fuss.”
I studied Kane from the corner of my eye. “How is he? Think he wants payback for what happened to his boss, or should I expect a fruit basket and a thank-you note?”
“Kane’s a businessman. Not as hungry as Tommy was. He’ll play the cards he has and won’t take any serious risks. Things will settle down with him in the driver’s seat.”
I downed the rest of the bourbon and tapped the bar for a reload. “What about the Gaiden? He inherit that, too?”
Fats’ laugh was more like a contented purr. “Now that’s an interesting situation. Kane didn’t like the conspicuousness of the Gaiden. Put it up for sale.”
“Not a bad joint. A bit stuffy, but I didn’t hate the atmosphere. Plus you were there, Fats. That’s an automatic upgrade. Any buyers?”
Fats just tapped his finger on the trumpet valves and grinned like a Cheshire cat.
I laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Congrats, Ace. The joint couldn’t have gotten a better owner.” I caught the drink that slid my direction and raised it. “To new beginnings.”
Fats downed his tonic with a pleased grin. He gave me a keen glance as he set the glass on the bar counter. “Seeing how it’s Downtown instead of the Uppers, it’s a bit of a financial gamble. Figure it might pay off, though.”
“Pay off?” I barked a laugh. “Folks come all the way from the Heights to hear your sound, man. You got nothing to worry about.”
Fats shrugged his rounded shoulders. “Still, there’s a lot to it. I’m a music man, not a businessman. A lot I still gotta get a handle on.”
“Get yourself a mandroid accountant to tow the business side, Fats. Most folks do that nowadays. I did the same for Natasha when her folks died. She doesn’t have to worry about folks ripping her off or getting in some shady deal. Hell, a synoid will work better, even though I don’t trust those creepy things.”
Fats gave me an impatient look. “I got all that down pat, my man. Look, if you wanna make me come out and say it, I’ll say it. I’m looking for a partner, brother.”
I paused with my drink half-raised. “A partner? You mean… me?”
“Why not? A cat like you is good for business. You pulled in similar work for Luzzatti. Every good joint needs someone to keep an eye on things. Handle the stuff that happens outside the lines, you know?”
“I know all too well. Look how Luzzatti ended up.”
Fats placed a sympathetic hand on my shoulder. “Not your fault, brother. You know that as well as I do. And besides, you might wanna consider laying low a bit. I keep my ear to the wire, and I’ve been hearing your name come up more often than I’m comfortable with.”
My mouth twisted. “Can’t be helped. Comes with the line of work.”
“Maybe it’s time you thought about switching careers.” Fat’s face turned solemn. “I’m serious, man. You can poke a hornet’s nest only so often before you get stung to death. And you’ve been poking awful hard lately.”
I hesitated. A share in a joint like the Gaiden was a tempting offer. And Fats was right — I did like the work I did for Luzzatti before everything went to hell. It fit my temperament like a glove, gave me a sense of purpose. I felt like I belonged somewhere. Like what I did meant something.
“I’ll think it over, Fats. I’ve been sitting on some case dough anyhow, thinking of what to do besides drink it away. Lemme get back with you.”
Fats’ wide, easy grin spread across his face. “Now that’s what I’m talking ‘bout. I’ll save a seat for you at the bar in the meantime.” His expression darkened as he looked up. “Guess this is my cue to blow. Stay outta trouble, Mick.”
Fats abruptly stood and strode away. I almost groaned out loud when Scars took his vacated seat. With his angular face and shadowy stare he looked more like a zombie than a man. The skin stretched tight across his protruding cheekbones and his cheeks were hollow, as if he ate the bare minimum required to stay alive. Sitting there with his black-on-black suit he might as well have called himself Death and gotten it over with.
I gave him my most infuriating smirk. “How’s it hanging, Scars? Anything I can do you for? Howzabout a hot meal? You look like you can use one.”
Scars didn’t even bother to blink. “What are you doing here, Mick?”
I gestured to the crowded ballroom. “Look at all these carrion eaters in their finest blacks, come to lurk over the dead like a bunch of crows. Know they called a flock of crows back in the day? A murder. How’s that for irony?”
Scars’ expression never changed. “What are you doing here, Mick?”
“I’m a friend of the family.”
His gaze turned feverish.
I held up my hands. “Ok, I’m a friend of the deceased. Wanted to show my respects, is all.”
“You showed your respects to my boss the last time I saw you. Put me out of a job.”
“And got you and upgrade at the same time.” I jabbed a finger his direction. “You wouldn’t be working for Flacco if it weren’t for me, remember?”
He continued to stare at me with his serial killer eyes. “I remember. But I don’t owe you nothing, Mick. And I don’t like you sniffing around, either. You’re a loose cannon. Things are good working for Flacco. I’d be awfully upset if anything happened to change that.”
It was my turn to stare. “You think I’m gonzo enough to make a move against Flacco? What kind of a rube do you take me for?”
“Tell that to Pike. Or the Red-Eyed Killer. Or Tommy Tsunami. You’ve been moving up the ladder on takedowns, Mick. A lotta people get nervous when your name is brought up.”
I shook my head in disbelief. “I didn’t knock Pike off, Scars. Flacco did. And I didn’t lay a finger on Tommy, either. He died of a broken heart.”
“A broken heart.” Scars had the kind of cackling laugh made specifically for giving folks the creeps. “You’re a real comedian, aren’t you? Doesn’t matter how they went down, Mick. Everyone knows you had a hand in it. Better watch your step.”
“Yeah, I keep hearing that. You want something, or you just drop by to bask in my charm?”
Scars grimaced, turning his face even more skeletal. “Mr. Flacco would like to speak with you in private. Let’s go.”
“Flacco wants to bump gums with little ol’ me? What an unexpected surprise. Lead the way, Ace.”
I put a little swagger in my walk as we strode across the crowded dining room, since a lot of folks were staring as discreetly as possible. I clapped eyes on the Black Widow as she glided across the other side of the room, coincidentally matching our pace and heading the same direction we did. Then No-Nose Nate excused himself from his table right about when we passed. Not exactly a good sign, but I wasn’t nervous or anything. Just taking note of the situation, was all.
I kept a reassured smile and a casual step as Scars led me down one of the private hallways. But with no heater and no backup I was pretty much as vulnerable as I’d ever been since I was hauled out the river with no memory. And things didn’t look like they were gonna get brighter anytime soon.

Chapter 5: The Godfather

Moe Flacco’s office was an architectural dream of polished wood from his massive desk to the floor, walls, and cornered pillars. There were only a couple of chairs other than the luxuriously padded leather one he sat in, because folks weren’t meant to be comfortable when standing before the Don. Real books lined the shelves behind him, each worth an individual fortune. His desk was spotlighted by a glass-stained aperture in the ceiling, and an entire wall section displayed a scenic view of New Haven from the ceiling-length windows. From that far up the lights looked like an ocean full of iridescent glimmers.
Moe stared out the window like a lord at his kingdom. He wasn’t a tall man. He wasn’t exactly a good-looking mug, either. His slightly oversized face resembled a bulldog more than anything else, but his tailoring made up for what he lacked in looks. He was clean-shaven and his white-capped coif was carefully cropped, severely combed back with every strand in place. He leaned back in his luxury armchair with his fingers steepled as his large, deep-set eyes stared into the void.
Ben the Bear was a hulking beast that stood behind Moe, civilized only by the suit he wore. Even that strained against his bulk. He had a wide head connected with a neck just as thick, so you didn’t know where his face started and his neck ended. The rest of his face kinda sank into that slab of tough meat, giving him a permanent squint and a complimentary sneer. His long jet-black hair was neatly pulled back from his face and he wore no tie, leaving his shirt unlaced enough to show off the silver chains that hung from his neck. Two fat rings glittered on his left hand. He glowered as if daring me to talk smack so that he could play piñata with my face.
No-Nose Nate leaned casually by the door, rubbing a finger alongside his gold-plated sniffer. He was a tall, whip-slender mug with a flair for style. Maybe it was to compensate for his face — a scarred, pock-marked mess only a mother could love. Even in funeral garb he couldn’t resist tipping his gleaming shoes with gold plate, matching the same gleam on his belt buckle and tie pin. He smiled lazily, but one hand was in his pocket. If he didn’t have a tight grip on a gold-plated snub-nose, I’m a flamingo dancer. We’d spoken on good terms a few times at the Gaiden but everyone knows that blood is thicker than water, especially when that blood has been spilled across the ground.
Then there was Electra Flacco, aka the Black Widow. Between her and her brother Nate it was obvious who got the looks in the family. Something about her sharp red hair color brought out an ethereal sheen to her skin tone, highlighting her delicate cheekbones and rosebud lips. Her long, slinky black dress was embroidered with ebony roses and decorative whorls. The clinging fabric covered her from neck to toe save for a diamond cut right above her modest bosom. She sat in one of the two leather-padded chairs, exposing a sinuous view of the shapely gam that slid from the long slit in her dress. The snakeskin patterns on the ebony hose gave her leg the appearance of an onyx serpent slithering up her gown.
She graced me with a demure smile, the type you have to worry about if you’re a step brighter than the average bulb. A smile like that can either pull you in between silk sheets or bury you six feet under. With Electra the outcome was more than likely both. Many a man would consider that a fair trade, given her drop-dead gorgeous looks.
I wasn’t one of them.
“I’m surprised to see you here, Mr. Trubble.” She peered through the shadowy veil of her elaborate fascinator. A long silver-trimmed cigarette holder dangled lazily from her fingers, casting spirals of smoke my direction. “But it saves us the nuisance of looking for you.”
“Came to pay my respects.” I tipped my Bogart. “Scarlett was a special kind of lady.”
“Scarlett was a name I hated.” Moe Flacco’s eyes smoldered as he slowly turned in his chair. “Sophia called herself a dancer, did you know that? Lifting her skirts in men’s faces for dibs. Scarlett was the name she chose for that…occupation.”
“I didn’t know that, Mr. Flacco. When I met her, she was a hotel clerk.”
“She had many professions.” Flacco studied me with a severe scowl on his face. “None of which matter now. She’s dead, as you well know. And you know that I know you were the last person seen with her.”
To be in a room full of Borgata top dogs glaring at you is an experience you don’t easily forget. The room seemed to increase in temperature and my parched throat was a desert crying out for a drop of rain. Or a glass of hard liquor, in my case.
I swallowed hard. “I might have been the last person seen with her, but I wasn’t the last person to see her. That would be the dropper that put her on ice. Or the dead man, as I like to call him. Because when I find whoever did the deed, I won’t be bringing him in to the clubhouse in bracelets. I’ll be too busy fitting him for a New Haven trench coat.”
Moe gestured. “Sit down, Mick.”
I sat next to Electra, who gently patted my hand with a comforting smile. I checked for poison needle stabs as soon as her head turned. I didn’t find any, but I was pretty shook up, regardless. The Black Widow had many rumored ways to take out her prey, and not a single one of them was pretty.
“Did you see what they did to her?” Moe’s voice was raw, his words choked. “What they did to my little girl?”
My eyes burned as the forensics photos resurfaced in my head. I nodded.
“They cut up her face. Like they were sending a message. Who would do something like that to one of mine?” He gritted his teeth and slammed a heavy fist against his chest. “To one of mine?”
No one said a word. We sat in our misery, giving Sophia her well-deserved moment of silence.
Moe finally lifted his head. “You could have laid low, but you showed up here. A lot of cowards in your position wouldn’t have bothered. I respect that.” He opened a mahogany box on his desk. “Cigar?”
“Don’t mind if I do.” Since it was obvious I wasn’t about to feed the fishes, I figured I might as well enjoy the overpriced smoke. Nothing like the darb, full-bodied flavor of a Cuban when barbering with the Borgata.
After Ben the Bear lit our stogies, Moe continued. “Tell me about your relationship with Sophia, Mick. Leave out the sexual details.”
“Met her on the fly while scoping the zones on a gig. We connected, saw each other for a while until things went south.”
“Why?”
“I’m not the type that settles down. You stop moving, you kiss the concrete in my line of work.”
Moe nodded, blowing a casual stream of smoke across the room. “I understand the notion. And the other night, when you were seen with her…?”
“First time I clapped eyes on her since we split. She said she was looking for me. Wanted to thank me.”
“For what?”
I shifted in my seat. “Said I was the only honest man she’d known.”
No-Nose Nate snickered. “Honest man. Yeah, I bet you were.”
I resisted the urge to kick his teeth in. Fortunately Moe cut him off with a sharp gesture. “Enough, Nate. Show some respect.” As Nate looked properly chastened, Moe turned back to me. “Was there anything she said that might indicate she was in some sort of danger?”
I shook my head. “I’m pretty good at reading folks, but I didn’t get any telltale signs she was in any trouble. I’ve thought about that night long and hard—”
No-Nose disguised his snigger as a cough, smirking behind his hand.
I glared at him. “I’ve thought about that night a great deal, but I still can’t recall anything that might pinpoint her running from someone or involved in anything dangerous.” I winced as the memory of the crime scene photos resurfaced. “I wish I could tell you something, but the truth is I was just as shocked as anyone when I got the news.”
“Which was this morning, when you got your elbows checked on suspicion of murder.” Flacco raised an eyebrow. “Don’t look so surprised. I got crumbs in all corners of this city. The only reason why we’re having a civilized conversation is because the brass has nothing on you. Surveillance footage shows Sophia leaving the hotel. You were still in your room at the time. That means she was taken somewhere between there and wherever she hung her purse.”
I took a drag on the stogie while considering the info. “I was told at the precinct that surveillance didn’t spot her leaving.”
“You were lied to.”
I casually exhaled a couple of smoke rings. “Why would the good detective lie?”
“To get you to do what he wanted. You know how the brass operates.”
I gazed at Moe through the spicy haze of cigar smoke. “Yes, I do. You say she was taken before she made it home. Do you know where she was staying?”
Moe hesitated for a brief second. “My daughter and I were… estranged. Dates back to an ambitious boyfriend of hers that met with an unfortunate accident. Turned out he was the nephew of a rival of mine, using his seductive skills to get inside the family. Needless to say the matter was handled, but Sophia never forgave me. Her attitude became willful and headstrong. She wanted a life outside the family, away from those who persecuted her so terribly. So I allowed her to strike out on her own, convinced she would return all the wiser once she saw the true face of the city, free from all the trappings and privilege she was accustomed to.”
I recalled some of the conversations between me and Scarlett. A stern, overbearing father. A first love shattered by a car accident. The determination to live life by her own rules. “Only she never did come back, did she?”
“No.” Flacco stared out the window. “I kept tabs on her as I could, took care of debts and small troubles when they were brought to my attention. She moved around a lot from one man to the next. I took care of some of those as well.” The glower that shadowed his eyes spoke of just how those poor bastards were taken ‘care of.’
He glanced at me. “I even knew when she became involved with you, Mick. At the time no one knew anything about you, and when it became clear you weren’t a threat, I let it be. She seemed… happy. I thought perhaps she would settle down into a modest but respectable lifestyle.”
I felt the ghost of guilt hover just out of my line of sight. “I… wish I could’ve have been the one to make her happy.”
Flacco waved away the apology. “Relationships are fragile things. We’ve all been there. I’m not faulting you for what happened. I’m trying to nail the bastard who would dare to lay a finger on my own flesh and blood.” For just a second Flacco’s eyes revealed a red-rimmed view of anguish. When he blinked, the predictable fires of anger and revenge replaced that fleeting window of vulnerability.
“I’ve heard a lot about you, Mick. I hear you’re the wrong man to cross, but the right man to have in your corner. You and me are a lot alike in that way.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing.
Flacco stabbed his cigar my direction. “Don’t think I don’t know how that Pike situation went down. Nobody could really explain how my main crew got taken out, so Pike was blamed for the hit. I knew Pike didn’t have the stones to even whisper my name without looking over his shoulder, but I had to give him the New Haven Blues regardless. I would have looked weak and inefficient if I didn’t rub him out.”
I tried not to sweat as Flacco weighed me with his bulldog eyes. “But we both know my hand was forced, don’t we, Mick?”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I said nothing.
“Looks like the cat’s got his tongue, Moe.” Electra spoke in an offhand, lazy tone. “Want me to cut it out for you?”
I never saw her pull the long, ivory-handled folding razor, but it suddenly gleamed in her hand. She snapped it open it with a flourish, drawing closer. I tried not to flinch when the cold, razor edge rested against my cheek.
“Looks like you did a good job making yourself presentable.” Her breathy whisper was hot and sweet when it tickled my ear. “But we can always find a spot you missed.” The razor slowly slid down my jaw, just at the point of drawing blood. I froze when it rested at my throat, knowing an awkward swallow would put some pretty bad stains on my collar.
Moe raised a questioning eyebrow. “I’d start talking if I were you, Mick. Nate says he knows you, so I’d hate for you to get on Electra’s naughty list. Electra, why don’t you let Mick talk in a more comfortable manner? See?”
Electra’s lips puckered in a sensual pout. We were close enough to kiss, but that was about the last thing I wanted from the Black Widow. She smiled regretfully as she drew back, snapping the razor back into folding position. I had to stop myself from touching my neck to see if she drew blood. I steadied my nerves by taking a heavy drag on the cigar instead. I ended up coughing like a rube, but it was still better than a bloody smile in my neck.
I shakily exhaled smoke and ignored their amused smirks. “All right, Moe. You wanna know how the score went down?”
He gazed at me over steepled fingers. “That would be preferable.”
“Pike got on my bad side by setting up and murdering the Luzzattis, who happened to be good friends of mine. I didn’t have the firepower to take on his op, so I had to set up a sequence of events that would convince his boys to take a powder while I handled my business.”
Flacco’s eyes never blinked. “And that sequence of events happened to be framing Pike for an attack on my crew that you in fact originated, forcing me to hit the mattresses with his organization and engage in a hostile takeover. That about how it went down?”
Ben the Bear smirked, working his fingers so the tendons cracked like walnuts. No-Nose Nate shifted behind me, no doubt placing his hand on the concealed pistol in his pocket. I had forgotten about Scars because he had slunk into the shadows in the corner of the room like some half-starved vampire. His eyes glimmered with the anticipation of violence. The Black Widow wet her lips with the tip of her tongue, gazing at me with smoldering passion for something other than sex. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know what it was. I guess a normal person would have felt pretty intimidated right about then. But I was neither.
I looked Flacco in the eyes. “Yeah, that’s how it went down. And I’m not a shade sorry for it, either. When someone crosses off folks I care about, I’ll put them down by any means necessary. I apologize if my business got mixed up in yours, but I’d do it again if the same situation repeated itself.”
Flacco stared at me for a long, stress-building moment. Then he laughed. “You see? This man has a major set. You were right, Nate. Your friend: oobatz.” He made the appropriate whirly gesture as the others laughed on cue, killing the tension in the room.
The laughter cut off as Flacco got serious, leaning over the desk. “Ok, Mick. Here’s the lay: Pike’s enterprises proved fruitful, so I benefited from your case of temporary insanity. He was eating alone anyway, didn’t want to be taxed. I would’ve had to come after him sooner or later anyway. And the crew that took the hit were animals — bad apples that were attracting too much attention. So the benefits to me outweighed the losses in your mad little caper. But whether you intended or not, you screwed me over and got away with it. The only people who know that are in this room, which is why you’re sitting there instead of being hauled out of the West River with your major set stuffed in your mouth. See? But don’t think that means you can walk around with your chest out like you’re untouchable. You’re not. From this point on until my daughter’s killer is found, you work for me. Capeesh?
I shrugged. “I got no kick with that, Moe. I was on the case regardless.”
“That’s the second reason why I’m willing to give you a pass. You’re a man that gets to the bottom of things. I remember that missing kid case — the Mannering girl. Brass was all over that, but you were the one who turned the right stones over. Got the job done. I got all kinds of operatives, but they don’t exactly have a subtle touch. But you… you got a knack for these type of situations. So you do whatever it is you do. Just make sure you report back to me. Because I’m not looking to put nobody behind bars. No deals with the brass, no lawyers, no trial. This is Omerta, you understand? Whoever made a move against my little girl is gonna pay in blood, and I want to be right there when it happens. Whether it’s a single person or an entire family, mark my words: they are going down.”
I stood, making sure to tilt my Bogart just the way I liked it. “I’ll make sure to stay in touch.”
“You’ll do better than that.” Flacco jerked a thumb behind him. “Benny here will be your partner. You’ll work the case with him, and he’ll keep me informed.”
Ben the Bear’s face split in a wide grin. “I appreciate this honor, Zio. I’m all over this, I swear.”
No-Nose Nate rubbed a finger alongside his metallic prosthetic. “You sure you don’t want someone else, Moe? The kid hasn’t had a lotta experience with these kind of gigs.” He ignored Benny’s sullen glare.
“Benny won’t let us down.” Flacco gave his nephew a meaningful glance. “Will you, Benny?”
Benny shook his massive head. “No sir. I’ll do whatever it takes to help Mr. Trubble out.”
I didn’t say anything, but inside I winced big time. Flacco had just handicapped me with an obvious rookie and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. You didn’t just refuse the Don of New Haven. Not if you wanted to keep all your parts inside of your body.
A gleaming floater slid up outside the window via the transparent lift from the garage. It was an onyx dream of sleek curves and vintage design. The chrome gleamed, reflecting the winking city lights, while the interior was cushioned red leather. Although the floater was equipped with the standard propulsion kit to fly across the city, the shell was a throwback — Bentley Mark VI Cabriolet, if memory served me right. Which it always does. I remember everything except my past, and when you have a talent like that you take full advantage by stuffing it with trivial nonsense like antique cars and weapons from the pre-Cataclysm age. What else is a photographic memory good for?
“Benny will take you where you want to go,” Flacco said. “Consider him your personal soldati. He’ll watch your back just as he would mine.”
The rest of the crew had smirks on their faces. Flacco didn’t mention that Benny would spy and report on my every move as well, but I guess he figured it was too obvious to say out loud. I just nodded politely, because I was at the point where I’d do anything to get out of Moe Flacco’s immaculate office and back into the smoggy air of New Haven.
“Whatever you say, Mr. Flacco.”
The office window slid open, allowing us access to the lift. I strode to the shotgun side, which felt strange because I was used to being behind the wheel. But control had been steadily yanked from my grasp ever since I laid eyes on Scarlett in that nightclub.
Ben the Bear gave me a fierce grin when he slumped in the driver’s seat. “This is gonna be something, Mr. Trubble. I can’t wait to get started.”
“Start by getting us outta Dodge, kid. We got a lot of work to do.”
Benny pressed the DIVE button on the steering wheel. The glass floor beneath the floater hissed as it slid open, exhaling vapor from the pressurized controls. We dropped into the pouring rain and winking lights, joining the air traffic toward the beast of steel and concrete that lurked beneath us.

Chapter 6: Falling Hard

Air traffic was thick as usual. We zipped past the interconnected islands of the Uppers where the wealthy crust lived their self-important lives high above the less advantaged who had to scrounge around underneath. The lights were brightest at that level — nonstop advertisements and holographic projections in flashing electric hues. Lanes of computer-directed traffic whizzed all around — gleaming floaters in varied styles from classic to the more ultramodern versions that looked like metallic insects. Zeppelins claimed the highest levels, drifting above everything like metallic whales.
“Where do ya wanna go first, Mr. Trubble?” Ben the Bear was a lot more cordial when he was away from the family. Although he sat behind the wheel, he didn’t do any actual driving. Transit Control wasn’t big on manual operation in the skylanes, so their computers seized control of all flying vehicles to avoid accidents and hasty getaways. Benny had the crate in Touring Mode, which kept us on the scenic route around the city.
On second examination, Benny was younger than I took him for. His massive size put a few years on his meaty face, but he was a young cat, barely out of his teens. I understood his excitement when he got the assignment. He probably had never gotten a mission on his own before and was practically giddy with the prospect of sinking his teeth into the case.
“Home, Ace. It’s been a long day.”
Benny’s enthusiasm wilted. “Home? Fuggetaboutit. I thought we were gonna jump on this gig. My uncle’s not gonna like—”
I shot the lug a narrow-eye glance. “Moe ain’t my Pops, kid. And I’m not one of his soldatis, either. I’m a freelance operator, emphasis on free. Moe put me on a case I was already on in the first place, so don’t give me no lip about what your Godfather does or don’t want. You work for me now, don’t forget that. So when I tell you to head home, you head home. Pipe that?”
He slumped in his seat. “He’s my uncle.”
“Say what?”
“Moe’s my uncle, not my godfather.”
“I know that, Ace. But I was using it as a title. You know, like the Don. The Main Mug. The Big Boss. You know, the Capo di Capi. You ever see any of the old movies?”
Benny shrugged his massive shoulders. “Not really. I just call him Uncle.”
I took a glance at him. He seemed pretty out of sorts for the lack of action. In fact, he looked downright sulky. It was almost hilarious to observe.
“Hey kid, don’t go nance on me. I’m beat, and I gotta think things over. Part of investigation is mulling over the details. We’ll kick ass and take names tomorrow.”
Benny brightened up a little. “You think so?”
“It’s practically a guarantee in my line of work, Ace.”
A broad grin split his face. “Ok, Mr. Trubble. So where is your crib located?”
“The Luzzatti.”
His fingers paused over the positioning system. “That’s in the Flats, ain’t it?”
I grinned. “Aw, what’s the matter? Afraid of a little action in the less swanky part of town? Can’t live your whole life in the Heights, you know. I thought you were ready to get your mitts dirty, kid.”
“I ain’t scared of nothing.’” He quickly punched in the locale into the console. The floater dropped, lowering into the lanes headed toward the darker part of the city. “Just didn’t know, is all.”
I tilted my Bogart over my eyes. “Of course you didn’t. Do me a favor, will ya? Wake me when we get there. Been a long day.” Lulled by the buoyant movement of the floater, I drifted toward naptime.
“Uh, Mr. Trubble?”
I shifted irritably. “Whaddya want, Ace?”
“You might wanna check the heads-up display. Like pronto.”
When I blinked my eyes open I immediately knew things were about to go downhill. The screen that opened across the interior of the windshield revealed a silhouetted figure whose features were obscured by a wide-brimmed hat and a flogger with the collar turned up.
“Hello Mick.” I couldn’t tell if the voice belonged to a male or female. It was filtered through some type of scrambler that disguised its true tone and cadence. “You like to be called ‘Mick’ now, don’t you?”
“Who the hell are you? How’d you get this number?”
The laughter came across as crackly static. “Anything coming back to you? Any sudden flashes of clarity from the past?”
I jabbed a finger at the screen. “Listen, pal. You’re boring me with the cloak and shadow shtick. Howzabout we sit down somewhere and talk things over a drink? Better than ominous calls and veiled intentions.”
The figure tilted its head. “But it wouldn’t be as much fun, would it? I want to know who you really are, Mick. I want to know if any of the real you is inside of that ridiculous façade Dr. Faraday created.”
I felt my blood turn cold. “How do you know that name?”
“Let’s play a little game, Mick. Remember the trials you went through before you became an agent? Think you can shake the rust off and think on your feet? Let’s see if you still have what it takes.”
The screen went dark. I scratched my head, trying to ignore the knot that had formed in my stomach. “Benny, I think we need to—”
“Mick, we got trouble.” Benny nearly choked on the words as he pointed to the side window.
I tilted my Bogart back, allowing a clear view of the airbus that hurtled across the opposite airlanes straight toward us. The long, massive metallic beast was usually packed with passengers and floated slowly from one stop to the next. This one appeared to pick up speed with every passing second. The headlights were twin moons, blinding me to anything except the approaching collision.
“What the ever-lovin’ hell?”
Floaters are programmed with evasive maneuvers in emergency situations, which was the only reason we didn’t get plastered like bugs across the airbus’ windshield. The side thruster pulsed, slamming me against the interior panel. The airbus still clipped us on the backside with a crunching sound. We span toward blurry lights and buildings while fragments of the fender whirred around us. I tried not to think about the swirling alcoholic contents in my stomach because things were drastic enough without throwing airsickness into the equation.
“Dive, kid. Get this crate on the ground!”
Benny’s eyes rolled in his head as the floater revolved in a tailspin that threatened to send us into the nearest building or turn us into street pizza if we couldn’t get it under control.
“I can’t… it’s in autodrive.” I couldn’t see clearly, but it looked like tears streamed down his face. He looked outside the window and gave a very unmanly scream. “We’re gonna die. Oh God… ”
I leaned over and actuated the steering controls so they slid over to the passenger side. “If all you’re gonna do is sit there and cry, you can get out right now, boy. Saves me the trouble of shooting you when we land.” I clicked over to manual operation. The floater’s holographic aide flickered on, revealing a headshot of a cute blonde dame who was too perfect to be anything but a synoid.
She smiled. Thank you for activating the Help System. Warning: manual control is illegal except for emergency situations. Please be advised that—
I thumped the console with my fist. “Whaddya think this is, a walk in the park? Stabilize this crate and find the nearest place to land safely — pipe that?”
Initiating emergency landing protocol. Stabilizing with backup thrusters.
The sensation of imminent death lessened when the floater quit spinning and sputtered into a semblance of controlled flight.
Warning: suspected threat approaching. Evasive maneuvers limited by engine and thruster damage.
“Where the hell is it?” I frantically peered out the window, but couldn’t spot the airbus. The rain was gleefully intent on reducing our vision to blurry streaks of light and mammoth shadows. I tapped the patented Instavision button in the corner of the window to clear the distracting drizzle and light up the view, but still couldn’t clap peepers on the attacking tank of a floater.
“I don’t see nothin’!” Benny's side windows were completely fogged up, and he appeared on the verge of tears again. What a load he turned out to be.
We found out where the bus was right about when the heavy hunk of junk slammed directly on top of us. The rooftop buckled without much protest, crushing the windows in a glittering display of hovering glass. Benny shrieked like a baby with a ruined diaper as we slid to dashboard level to avoid being becoming human pancakes. The stomach-clenching sensation of sudden descent told me we were on a one-way trip to the land of sudden stops and dramatic explosions. The cityscape blurred as we plummeted toward the concrete jungle below.
Warning. Life-threatening impact imminent. Please assume crash positions. Chance of survival: four hundred eighty seven million to—
I managed to squirm around so I could yell at the smiling hologram. “Damn the odds! Divert all remaining energy to the rear thrusters.”
Diverting.
“What are you doin’?” Benny’s eyes were golf balls of fear in his head. “We’re falling even faster now!”
I introduced his meaty jaw to my right cross, knocking him out cold. As he slumped peacefully against the headrest, I tried to judge the time we had until impact. I figured about a second and a half. Most people couldn’t do much in that amount of time.
I’m not most people.
“Fire rear thrusters now!”
The thrusters pulsed, pushing us from the weight of the airbus and firing us down the mostly lifeless street. The airbus slammed down behind us, splintering the asphalt and shuddering the nearby buildings from the wake of impact. Dust and rubble erupted in a cloud that could be seen for miles. The Tesla motor was guaranteed not to explode like the gasoline vehicles before the Cataclysm, but the collision sure didn’t do the neighborhood any favors. One of the buildings leaned drunkenly before imploding in a rumble of concrete and glass, burying the majority of the airbus in the wreckage.
Our floater skipped like a stone across water before skidding down the street in a shower of sparks. I gritted my teeth and hung on as Armor Foam impact gel jetted from the vents and enveloped us, leaving only our faces uncovered as it solidified into a rubbery shell. The floater finally slammed into a wall, further crumpling the vintage casing. Smoke wafted from the ruined undercarriage, filling the air with the stench of scorched metal.
The computerized dame’s voice was muffled through the foam. Successful emergency landing completed. Have a nice day.
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“This is why I hate flying.” I spoke to no one in particular as I tried to brush the sticky Armor Foam from my rags. The stuff was great for protecting the body from harmful impact, but it didn’t do your clothes any favors. Not that it mattered, since it was still raining.
The Transit responder mandroid turned from surveying the wreckage. “Shucks, mister. You should count yourself one lucky duck to be alive right now. I’d say the chances of surviving an accident like this are around four hundred eighty-seven million to—”
“Yeah, I heard.” I glowered at the automaton. “What I wanna know is who was driving that heap, and whether they’re still breathing or not.”
Transit usually deploys synoids as responders to handle accidents in the Uppers. But the clunky, dome-headed mandroid was deployed because we crashed in the Flats, a district a bit more resistant to law and order. Mandroids are a lot cheaper to replace than their more advanced cousins. The one that showed up for our incident couldn’t rightly be called a mandroid at all. It looked like a water heater come to life and equipped with a bowling ball head, flashing eyes, a rusty mustache along with an equally corroded bowler hat. Its yee-haw accent was evidence its creator had a sense of humor.
“Driving? Nobody was driving. Ain’t a body to be found in this wreckage, mister. This was a tragic accident, lemme tell ya. Something in the transponder box must have shorted its circuits. Can’t rightly tell until I get it back at the depot.”
“Waitaminute.” I glared up at the bucket of bolts. “You trying to tell me an airbus somehow lost control, ran directly into our ride, and then just so happened to fall on top of us?”
“Sounds a right bit unlikely when you say it like that.” It tilted its hat back and scratched its rusted dome with a wiry finger before shrugging. “But hey, TINH, right?”
“Yeah. This is New Haven.” I could tell I wasn’t gonna get anything from the scrap heap. It was programmed to avoid liability, not provide any solid answers.
The mandroid took a final look around. “Well, looks like there are no fatalities. These buildings are supposed to be abandoned, so more than likely they’re uninsured. Litigation parameters are acceptable, so it looks like my job is done.” It tapped on the holographic screen that sprang from receptors in its hand. “I’ll shoot the official report to your holoband so you can make a claim for any damages to self or property if applicable, pending a formal investigation and report. Thanks for your cooperation. New Haven Airbus Lines would like to remind you that despite this tragic occurrence, air traffic is still the safest way to fly. Have a swell evening, mister.”
The thrusters in its feet pulsed, hurtling it upward in a cloud of dust and gravel. In no time it joined the air traffic above, where the city lights turned the upper part of the city bright as day.
“My head is killing me.” Ben the Bear stumbled from the floater’s wreckage, ripping foam from his rags. “What the hell happened?” He took a disoriented look around. “I remember the airbus slamming into us, and then falling, and then… ” He looked up, glaring my direction. “You! You took a swing at me, didn’t you? I outta—”
“Do what? Start screaming like a little girl again?” I stalked over and stabbed a finger in his chest. It was like poking a brick wall, but I managed to mask the pain. “And I didn’t just take a swing at you, I cold clocked you clean. Deal with it.”
“No way.” He rubbed his meaty chin and winced. “I ducked back and must’ve hit my head or something… ”
“That’s the way you wanna play it? I know exactly what happened. Wanna know how? ‘Cause I was right there when it happened. You went belly up on me the minute things went sour, and that don’t sit well with me. I can’t save our necks and think for you at the same time. So you better man up, or I’ll stick you in the garden with the rest of the pansies, got it?”
I knew I went too far when the Bear seized me by the collar and blasted hot breath perfume in my face. “Whaddya trying to call me, a coward? You saying I’m gutless, Mick? That what you’re trying to say?”
I’m pretty good as sneering. I gave him one of the best in my arsenal as my heels dangled a few inches from the ground. “I’m saying you’re about one vertebrae shy of being the most spineless bruiser I’ve ever seen. Moe Flacco must’ve thought it a real joke to handicap me with a load like you.”
I figured I’d earned some chin music from spitting the truth, but Benny just glowered for a tense minute before tossing me aside like a rag doll. He turned away, staring at his shoes with his mitts thrust in his pockets. While he sulked, I took the time to straighten out my rumpled tie. And my dignity. The lug might have been mentally soft as a little girl’s bed pillow, but he was still strong as your average synoid.
“You’re right.” His shoulders slumped. “I’m worthless. Just ask anyone in the family. Ben the Bear, they call me.” He shot me a wounded look. “You wanna know why?”
I pulled a gasper from the deck in my pocket and lit it. The nicotine rush calmed my rattled nerves a bit. I exhaled fumes into the rain. “The way I hear it, it’s cause of how you rip punks limb from limb when you get bent. What’s wrong with that?”
“That’s not it at all.” Even though his voice was gruff, it still managed to sound whiny at the same time. “It’s ‘cause I sleep all the time. Hibernating, they call it. That’s why they call me the Bear.”
He looked up to see if I found that funny, but fortunately my poker face masked my amusement. I kept the guffaws on the inside as he continued to confess as if I wore robes on Sunday.
“It’s not like I don’t try. I’ve been on a few missions, but the sight of blood makes me sick to the stomach. My uncle put me on some soldati work, but that didn’t pan out either. I couldn’t even keep an eye on things. Kept falling asleep. The last time some of our boys got pinched because of me napping. Uncle Flacco nearly blew his top.”
He threw up his arms. “I’m a jamook, alright? I screw everything up, so it’s no surprise I mucked this up too. The only reason why I haven’t been whacked is because of my blood. And even that won’t get me much farther. Uncle Flacco already told me this was my last shot. I won’t blame you if you don’t want me around, Mr. Trubble. Hell, I’d feel the same way if I had to deal with me.” He exhaled a shuddering breath and stared upward as if for answers. Instead, all he got was rain on his face.
“Call me Mick.” I pulled out the flask I kept on my person at all times. “Have a drink, kid.” I gave him a keen glance while he took a pull of the Wild Turkey, managing to get it down without coughing too much. He handed it back with a shaky hand.
I downed a swig and let the heat settle in my stomach. “That’s all you got, Ace? When life gets tough you just fold like a rookie poker player?”
“Whaddya want, an apology?” Benny slammed his fist against the crumbled roof of the floater, adding another dent to the collection. “You don’t know nothing about me, Mick. You don’t know about my life. What I have to deal with living up to an uncle like Moe Flacco.”
“Your right, kid. I don’t know.” I took another swig. “What I do know is we either live by our choices or die by our mistakes. Doesn’t matter who you are or what you have, it’s what you choose that decides your fate. You can either cry about it or face up to it. Either way you gotta deal.”
I held the flask out to him. “Right?”
He stared at me before taking it. “Right.” He didn’t cough on the second round. Maybe he wasn’t such a load after all.
I took a look around. “All right, then. We’re soaking wet, but that’s a lot better than being dead. So now we get to put together what we know.”
“What we know?” Benny snorted. “What we know is some goon tried to ice us, that’s what we know. He knows exactly who you are from the sound of it, too.”
“Right. But you’re missing the most important part, Ace.”
He frowned. “More important than attempted murder?”
“That’s right. You’re missing the why, kid.”
“The why?”
“Stop repeating what I say, you’re not a parrot. Look at the situation. Why would someone want to take us out?”
Benny paused in thought. “Because they don’t want you to investigate Sophia’s murder.”
“That’s the obvious answer. But the only people who knew I was put on the case were the six people in that room, right? So unless you think one of your inner circle is a rat… ”
“No.” He shook his head emphatically. “No way there’s a rat that close to home.”
“I believe you.” I exhaled the last of my gasper and flicked the butt into the wet rubble. “But that just brings us back to square one. Air traffic collision is a clumsy way to put a hit on someone, so that tells me it was meant to look like an accident. The airbus’ transponder was obviously hacked and operated by remote. We crash and burn and no one’s the wiser. But why?”
He just stared. “I dunno, Mick. If you say it wasn’t to take you off the case, then the only reason… ” he trailed off as his eyes widened.
I nodded. “Now you’re getting there, kid. This shadowy chump might know a little about me, but he could’ve hit me any time. I don’t think this was for me.” I gestured to the wreckage behind us. “I think it was for you.”
“Me? But… I’m nobody. Why would anyone wanna rub me out?”
“That’s the question of the night, Ace. I’m just taking a stab at this, but the way I figure is we’re dealing with a meticulous killer. Somebody with a nasty, serious beef against your uncle. I think this person has been nursing this grudge for years and doesn’t mind taking their time to pursue their vendetta.”
He took a wary look around. “So, you’re sayin’ this is just beginning?”
“That’s right. This isn’t gonna stop anytime soon. This person is starting at the fringes, working their way from the outside into Flacco’s inner circle. Sophia was first. Looks like you were meant to be next. But then… maybe Scars gets iced next. Maybe No-Nose Nate or Electra. Only a matter of time before the target is placed on Moe’s wife, and then Moe himself.”
Benny scowled so fiercely I almost believed his non-existent reputation for a second. “That’s not gonna happen.”
“You bet your balls it’s not. Because we’re gonna get to the bottom of this. Now, you were at the funeral. Anyone there got something against Flacco?”
He stared as if I’d cursed my mother. “Only about half the mooks in there, Mick. You know the deal. Even if they hate you they still gotta show up for weddings and funerals. It’s a sign of respect. Anyone who skips the party will stand out, and standing out is bad for business.”
I lit another gasper. “Ok. So, did you notice anyone significant who pulled a no-show?”
His eyes narrowed. “I sure did. Oscar Greco. His whole crew skipped the event. And don’t think it wasn’t noticed, either.”
I slapped him on the back. “See? You’re already off to a good start. Remember what I said about kicking ass and taking names tomorrow?”
“Yeah.”
“Nix those plans.” I took a hard look at the wreck we climbed out of. “Someone tried to rub me out tonight. I tend to take that kind of thing personal. We start right now.”

Chapter 7: Taking Names

I tagged Maxine to swing by and pick us up. A few minutes later we cruised to Neo Luxe, a nightclub positioned near the Red Light District. It was the type of joint upscale enough to attract clientele from the Uppers looking for thrills while remaining gritty enough to appeal to the regulars. The interior was dimly lit by white and blue neon lines that ran along the walls in asymmetric patterns, concealing as much as they illuminated. The haze of gasper smoke further shrouded its innards, rendering the occupants to ghostly silhouettes at their tables and booths.
We opted not to check our coats at the door. I already told Benny we might end up taking a quick heel-toe outta there if things went south. I didn’t really trust the odds of meeting up with gangsters at nightclubs after the encounter with Tommy Tsunami at the Gaiden. Come to think of it, my little meeting with the Red-Eyed Killer at the Black Dahlia didn’t end up too well, either.
I turned to Benny. “Take the dog for a walk. See what you can sniff out.”
He hesitated. “Uh… we don’t got no dog, Mick.”
I shot him an irritated glance. “Take a look around, Ace. Bump gums with the locals, get it? Try to keep up with the lingo.”
“Hell, Mick. Why didn’t you just say so?” He glowered before stalking off, muttering.
I shook my head and took a seat at the bar. The barkeep was a short, full-bosomed Mexican dame with a pleasant manner that banished all my pent-up aggression like smoke. A dame’s persona can have that effect if she knows what she’s doing. Esmeralda obviously knew what she was doing.
She set up an order for the barmaid before coming over to check on me. Her long hair was pulled back and gleamed like rippled onyx. A few drops of perspiration beaded her brow from the nonstop orders, but she still took the time to greet me with a warm smile. “Hola. You’re new.”
I tipped my Bogart politely. “Beg pardon, but I’m anything but new, miss. Got quite a few miles on me, in fact.”
She laughed, placing both arms on the counter. Her big brown eyes beamed, making me a prisoner of the moment. “Guess I earned that. But you know I meant I haven’t seen you around here before. You slummin’ tonight? Some vaquero from the Uppers come to blow his hard-earned dinero on women, booze, and more women?
“Not in that particular order.” I winked and offered her my most flirtatious smile. “But a drink would be right on time, if you don’t mind.”
“What’s your poison, vaquero?”
“Bulleit Neat.”
She rolled her pretty eyes. “Tan aburrido! Live a little, vaquero. I will brew you something much more exciting.”
I grinned. “Bring it on, darlin’.”
I almost regretted it when she whipped up the ingredients, which included ground chiles and a few dashes of hot sauce blended with a Bloody Mary mix, lime juice and tequila. She rimmed the rocks glass with ground chile and salt and garnished it with a red-hot chile pepper.
“Sangrita de Toro.” She set it in front of me with an evil grin. “Are you man enough, vaquero?
“Haven’t had any complaints so far.” I downed the drink in one shot. It felt just short of swallowing a dose of flaming magma with just the right kick of tequila. “Not bad.” I set the glass down and bit into the chile pepper. “Another. Don’t hold back this time, ok?”
She laughed delightedly, setting a glass of water on the counter before preparing my reload. I gulped the water down as soon as her back turned, hoping the steam didn’t fog my eyeballs.
Thankfully Benny shuffled over. “I got nuthin’, Mick. Shooting blanks. Everybody I tried to gab with just gave me funny looks. Guess small talk isn’t the thing for me. What a trip for biscuits this turned out to be.”
“You mention Oscar Greco in any of your attempted conversations?”
“Of course.” Benny had the nerve to look offended. “How the hell else do we find the mook ‘less we ask?”
“Not to worry, Ace. We’ll be enjoying some company real soon, I expect.”
Benny’s mouth twisted. “How do you mean?”
Right on schedule, a couple of trouble boys made their way to the bar. They were pretty big lugs, which meant they were almost as massive as Ben the Bear. With their dark suits, slicked-back hair and blank expressions, they could have been twins.
“You two are to come with us,” the lead goon said. “Someone would like a word with you in a more private environment.”
I downed the second Sangrita de Toro before I remembered what was in the glass. Luckily I managed to get it down without my head exploding. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “And if we don’t feel like going?”
The goon pulled his jacket to the side, giving me a view of the sawed-off hanging from the holster under his arm. “We insist.”
“In that case we’d be glad to. Gimme a second to settle up with the lady.”
“It’s on the house, vaquero.” Esmeralda gave me a considering look. “You make it out in one piece, you can come back and square up with me.”
I tipped my Bogart and gave her my most roguish smile. “Guess that means I’ll be seeing you soon.”
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Oscar Greco was what’s referred to in Mafia circles as a Young Turk: a newcomer to the game. Inherited some assets from a family member, but not too keen on following the old ways. After the pat down and subsequent confiscation of our handguns we were led through an underground casino room and into Greco’s pinstripe wallpapered office, where he was engaged in snorting tardust off the glassy surface of his desk.
His head snapped up when we entered. His eyes were widened, the pupils dilated. Oscar was an underweight, weak-chinned, pinheaded bastard with a love for expensive suits that still looked cheap when draped on a frame like his.
“Heard youse boys was asking about me.” He shook his head as though to clear it of the drug-induced fog. “You ain’t Feds, and you ain’t no chopper squad, so I figure you might want some work or something.” He squinted at Ben the Bear. “You’re a big lug. Can always use more muscle.” His eyes went back to deer-in-the headlights wide when he looked my way. “And you. You look like you know your way around a tough spot or two. You boys looking for a gig?”
“The big one is Ben the Bear. Moe Flacco’s nephew.” The dame that spoke was almost too dreamy to exist. Flawless almond complexion, heart-shaped face, full rosebud lips, and dark, mysterious eyes that pulled me in like a whirlpool does a ship in a storm. Her dark hair was cut in a wavy spill to her shoulders and her sleeveless red velvet dress matched her stilettos. Her jewelry of choice was oyster fruit: ropes hung from her neck with earrings and bracelets to match.
She sat behind Greco in a corner desk facing a console, but even in the background she didn’t fit in the seedy vice den. It wasn’t because she was obviously out of Greco’s league. That was noticeable at first glance. No, it was because she’d be out of place anywhere. Her looks were too flawless, her eyes too knowing, her persona too self-assured. The only reason I didn’t peg her for a synoid was because of what lay behind her mystery eyes: the human combination of strength with fragility, intelligence with emotion.
She smiled demurely as though reading my thoughts. It wouldn’t have surprised me. All the best dames can.
She nodded toward me. “The shorter one is Michael Trudo, aka Mick Trubble. Former SS agent, now moonlighting as the resident Troubleshooter. He’s the man responsible for the takedown of some of New Haven’s more colorful characters, the latest being Tommy Tsunami. Tread carefully, Mr. Greco.”
“Yeah?” Greco rubbed his dilated eyes and smoothed back his sweat-dampened hair before fumbling for a pack of Lucky Strikes. He seemed to gather some focus after taking a hard drag and exhaling a cloud of smoke our direction.
“You former Service, eh? Didn’t know they let your type off the lease. Alive, anyhow.”
The trouble boys took a few wary steps back, hands reaching for the heat inside their jackets. Greco’s laughter was near delirious when he cut them off with a gesture. “Calm down, boys. Mr. Trubble ain’t here to raise any ruckus, or youse guys wouldn’t be walking right now. Why doncha duck out so we can chitchat for a bit. Make sure no chump is trying to count cards or something.”
“Ok, boss.” The lead lug sounded relieved.
I turned his way. “Our bean shooters. You can leave those here.”
The goon looked questioningly at Greco, who nodded impatiently. “Leave ‘em here on the desk and scram, will ya?”
After the trouble boys set the heaters down and exited, Greco turned back to me. “So, Mr. Troubleshooter. What is it I can do you fer?”
I planted a fist on his desk. “You can tell me what your beef with Moe Flacco is. And I in turn can keep him from ripping your heart out and making you eat it.”
Greco paused in the act of lighting another gasper. “Moe Flacco? What is this, some kinda joke?”
Ben the Bear sideswiped Greco’s desk with one hand, flinging it so forcefully it splintered against the wall. His other hand seized Greco by the collar and hauled him off his feet. Greco stared in drug-addled stupefaction, but that changed real quick when the force of Benny’s brawny fingers cut off his breathing. The discarded tardust sprinkled down around them like winter’s first snow.
“Does it look like we’re joking to you?” Benny’s face was a clenched muscle of rage, his neck riddled with distended veins. “You wanna take me out, bastard? Why wait ‘till I’m up the air? I’m right here — take your best shot.”
Greco gagged until his face turned scarlet. I bent down and retrieved his deck of Lucky Strikes. “You might wanna cool down, Benny.” I lit a gasper and nodded to the corner.
The dame had a Beretta in her gloved hand, expertly aimed at Benny’s forehead.
“Maybe we should hit the restart button.” I took a drag of cool menthol. “Slow things down a bit.”
Benny swallowed, gently setting Greco back on his feet. Oscar rubbed his throat, coughing while trying to salvage his damaged ego. “I should let Sinn decorate the wall with your brains for that move.”
“You should, but you won’t.” I exhaled a stream of smoke. “So let’s not get all outta sorts here, Mack. I asked a question earlier. You might wanna think about answering it, especially if the thought of swallowing your dinner without a tube sounds attractive to you.”
Greco massaged his throat with a wary glance at Ben the Bear. “You’re tooting the wrong ringer here, boys. I don’t know nothing about a beef with Flacco. You see my operation? Small fries. I ain’t got the manpower or connections to tussle in the big league. And you think I wanna cross Moe Flacco? What kind of a suicidal mark do you take me for?”
“The kind that doesn’t show up at important events.” I gave him my most disapproving stare. “Moe’s daughter was buried today. You weren’t there, were you? Seems like a pretty disrespectful move for someone who claims they don’t want any unwanted notice by New Haven’s most powerful kingpin.”
Greco’s eye twitched. He cut a glance at Ms. Sinn before answering. “I had some issues to take care of, see? Important business.” He turned to Ben the Bear. “You’ll tell your uncle, won’t you? No disrespect was intended. I swear on my mother’s grave.”
Benny stared hard at him. “So you weren’t the one that tried to ram us off the skylanes tonight? That what you’re saying?”
Greco’s frown of confusion practically distorted his face. “Whaddya talking about? You were hit tonight? I swear I didn’t have nothin’ to do with that.”
I sighed. “Ok, Oscar. We believe you. Sorry to disturb your evening. Just the normal shakedown, you know how it goes. You don’t mind if I pick up my bean shooter, do you?”
“Go right ahead, Mr. Trubble.” Greco sounded immensely relieved. “You will give Moe Flacco my regards, won’t you? I’ll send him some flowers or something. You know, to make up for my absence.”
I slipped the Mean Ol’ Broad in the holster under my arm and handed Benny his Mauser. “Yeah, we’ll tell him something, Oscar.”
“Seriously? You do that for me and I’m in your debt. Come by anytime and I’ll set up a line for you, free of charge.”
“That’d be great, Oscar.” I spoke to Greco, but my eyes were on Ms. Sinn, who gazed back with just a hint of amusement. I tipped my Bogart as we made our way to the door. “See you around.”
I patted Ben the Bear on the back as we strode down the hall. “Nice move back there, Ace. Didn’t know you had it in you.”
He paused, then gave a wry grin. “I didn’t have time to think about it, Mr. Trubble. I just got angry, was all.”
“We’ll make a bruiser outta you yet, kid.”
He took a backward glance. “So why are we hightailing it out of here, Mick? You had him on the ropes back there. He’d have given you anything you wanted.”
“Wait for it, Ace.”
Benny stopped in mid-stride. “Wait for what?”
“Mr. Trubble?”
Ms. Sinn’s voice was music to my ears. She glided our direction, every swaying step guaranteed to steam up a man’s eyeballs. “We need to talk.”
“Ms. Sinn, is it? Is that your first or your last name?”
“It is.” She offered a coy smile.
I grinned in response. “I got all I needed from your boyfriend there, Ms. Sinn. What could you possibly wanna gab with me about?”
Sinn’s voice was unruffled. “He’s not my boyfriend. He’s my employer. Right now he’s scared witless wondering if he’s a dead man or not.”
I shrugged indifferently. “The world won’t miss him either way. A gal like you can do better than a weak sister like Greco, and you know it.”
Her large doe eyes met mine. “All you need to know is everywhere I am, I’m right where I’m supposed to be, Mr. Trubble.”
“Like right now.”
“Like right now.” She smiled again. “We can’t talk here. Meet me in neutral territory somewhere in an hour and we’ll chat.”
“How about the Gaiden?”
“That’s not exactly neutral, Mick. That’s your territory.”
I winked at her. “Not to worry, I’ll keep you out of harm’s way. We can be there in fifteen minutes.”
“An hour, Mick. I have things to do.” She gave me a last lingering smile before sashaying back down the hall.
Ben stared that direction like a bear at a hunk of fresh steak. He whistled softly. “I don’t know about you, but I think I could drink her bath water and die happy.”
“Clean the slobber off your chin, Ace. If there’s one thing you gotta learn about dames, it’s this: never trust one that looks as fine as Ms. Sinn does. You’ll be in a world of trouble every time.”
“That one might be worth a little trouble, Mick.”
“Then you’re in the right place. Trouble is my business, remember? So when business is trouble, then business is good. Let’s blow this can house before Greco rediscovers his manhood and tries something stupid.”
“You still think he tried to bump us off tonight?”
I shook my head. “He’s an empty suit. Sinn is the brains behind his operation, which makes her even more dangerous than she looks. I don’t see her angle in attacking Flacco, but I aim to find out.”
“At the Gaiden?”
“Yeah. It’s where Scarlett found me before she died. If Sinn had anything to do with it, meeting there might rattle her a bit. I want you to get lost in the crowd, Benny. Find a quiet spot where you can see what’s going on, but I gotta deal with Sinn on my own.”
He looked at me askance. “What’s with all the caution, Mick? She’s just one chick.”
I tilted my Bogart over my eyes and lit another smoke. “That’s all it takes to pull a man down, Ace. Keep a sharp eye out. We ain’t outta the woods yet.”

Chapter 8: A Dame Named Sinn

Scarlett’s ghost met me as soon as I walked through the doors of the Gaiden. I half expected her to come striding through the haze and gaze at me with those heartbreaking eyes once again. I heard her voice whisper softly in my ear.
Dance with me…
My usual seat was at the bar but I chose a corner booth instead, where I could watch everyone who came through. Benny tried too hard to look casual posted up at the bar at the opposite side, which made him appear all the more conspicuous. Still, the way he hulked over the counter guaranteed nobody would give him any trouble. It paid to look like a bruiser, especially if you were as soft as Benny was.
I ordered a Bulleit Neat from a passing barmaid. Probably needed a clear head, but the booze was more to steady my nerves than to drown my sorrows. Ms. Sinn rattled me more than I was ready to admit, and it wasn’t just because of her bedroom eyes. It was because of what she knew.
The Gaiden wasn’t as busy as usual, mainly because many of the regulars were just departing from Scarlett’s funeral. Normally a lot of wise guys and their molls frequented the joint, looking for a departure from the glossy yet lackluster nightclubs securely stationed in the Uppers. Downtown was the locale to rub elbows with all sorts of folks, from contraband dealers to corporate gangsters and every type in between; important intermingling of the complex interlaced connections that acted as the oil that kept New Haven’s infrastructure running. Nightclubs like the Gaiden were more than just social gathering halls. They served as neutral ground for all sorts of factions to discuss various business interests, both legal and illegal.
The joint slowly started to fill. Smooth cats stalked the bar and booths, escorting fine dames in clinging gowns and furs. Gasper smoke made everything hazy, filling the air with its potent perfume. A small jazz band jammed onstage: a piano man, trumpet player, and bass guitarist. They weren’t half bad, but they were no substitute for Fats the Jazz Man.
I thought about our conversation earlier. I’d never given much thought to the future, especially when my past was just as mysterious. But the thought of ditching the life of gunning and running seemed mighty appealing the more I considered it. Taking up partnership in the Gaiden with Fats would be a smart move, all things considered. Maybe settle down, ease into a normal way of life and find a diamond of a dame to make an honest man outta me. Fortunately I knew just where to find one…
The barmaid set my bourbon down along with a martini she placed across from me.
I raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t order the olive, sweetheart.”
“It’s for me.” The barmaid’s voice was instantly familiar. “After all, you don’t want me to chat with a dry throat, do you, Mick?”
Ms. Sinn sat down opposite me, smiling like a cat over a bowl of cream. She looked like she’d been born in a barmaid dress, blending in the joint as though she’d worked there all of her life. Her martini was clear, which meant she wasn’t drinking for show or fun. Meant she could handle herself without having to resort to girlish maneuvers.
I nodded to the drink. “Gin or vodka?”
Her lips curved. “You know a true martini takes gin, Mick. Vodka is for amateurs who don’t know any better. The purpose of drinking a martini is to enjoy the taste. With vodka all you taste is the vermouth and garnish.”
The dame was good.
She calmly sipped her drink. “Do I make you uneasy, Mick?”
I drained my bourbon in a single swallow. “You strike me as the type that knows the answers before you ask them, Ms. Sinn. So why don’t we just skip to the part where you tell me what the hell it is you want.”
She smiled. “We’ll get to that. You still haven’t answered my question.”
“You know things about me.” It was hard gazing into her soul-sucking eyes without turning away, but I managed to hold my own. “Things not too many folks are supposed to know about. It’s mighty impolite to go shouting a man’s personal business. Especially without that man’s permission.”
“You’re referring to my earlier statement where I revealed your former name and occupation. I wouldn’t worry about Oscar Greco doing anything with that information. Not only is he not intelligent enough to even realize the value of what was said, he’ll more than likely be dead within a week. Either by his own vices or his bad business deals, but in either case your secret is still safe.”
“If it’s a secret, you wouldn’t know about it.” I lifted a finger to the passing barmaid for a reload. “Why are you working for him if he’s such a buffoon?”
“I’m working for myself, Mick. Greco is simply a means to an end.”
“Ok, fine. But any info about me is supposed to be wrapped pretty tight. So why don’t you tip your mitts and spill on what else you know.”
She leaned back, studying me over the rim of her glass. “Very well, Mick. This one’s free. The next will cost you. I know your given name is Michael Trudo. Orphaned at the age of three. Your father left before you were born and died in a botched robbery, and your mother was a drug addict who died of an overdose. Orphans are valuable commodities in a system where nothing is wasted, so you were picked up and raised in a military compound at Haven One, where you learned military tactics, espionage, and assassination along with your rudimentary academic schooling.
“You were inducted in the Secret Service at age eighteen, where you excelled as a ‘shadow’, one of those rare beings that kill with no conscience or remorse. After a time you were paired up with Natalie Stryker, a like-minded agent with a rather vicious streak. The two of you became lovers, a relationship that never interfered with your wetwork. After excelling at several key ops, you were assigned on a solo mission to infiltrate this Haven, kill Dr. Grant Faraday and recover his thermal orbot, a personal data bank loaded with priceless technological prototypes, advancements, and data stolen from Haven One.”
Sinn finished her martini and toyed with the impaled olive. “You know the rest, of course. Faraday was one step ahead of you, capturing you upon infiltration and rebooting your mind, as it were. He inserted you with new memories, those of a down-and-out Troubleshooter instead of a senseless killer. He stored your real memories into a synoid that goes by the implausible name of Hunter Valentino, whereabouts unknown. The result is a fascinating blend of personas as you chose to adopt your new identity and forsook your former one, creating an entirely different individual even as your old memories melded into Hunter’s data core, altering the synoid in unimaginable ways.”
I tried to keep cool the whole spiel, but my heart pumped diesel and my nerves were decidedly shot. I lifted my glass to my lips, forgetting it was empty. The disappointment was mild in the face of being punched in the gut by Ms. Sinn’s offhanded yet lethal delivery.
“How the hell do you know all of this? I didn’t even know some of that. You’d have to be ex-Service or high up in the top brass to even crack open my Service file. Who the hell are you, lady?”
A new barmaid returned with fresh drinks. I downed mine and motioned for her to keep ‘em coming. Sinn wet her lips with her martini and kept that coy smile on her face.
“The information is easy to gather when you have the proper equipment, Mick. In my case, my mind is all I need to access whatever information is available. My eyes see much differently than yours, you see. Streams of endless data glimmer like golden threads, and all I have to do is reach out to enrich myself. I can link to any computer system, access every surveillance orbot, enter any digital access point, download and systematize the contents in seconds. The entire network of New Haven streams live through my mind at every given moment, allowing me to see and hear everything I need to.”
I squinted at her. “You’re a bioroid. I’ll be damned.”
She ran her fingers through her softly curled hair. “You expected wires sprouting from my head? That was Gen 1 equipment. A long time ago. And our community doesn’t exactly love the term ‘bioroid’. It implies an artificial being.”
“So what do you call your kind?”
A smile touched her lips. “Human. I am just as human as you are. Simply less restricted in exploring my mental potential.”
“Doesn’t have the same ring as ‘bioroid’. I thought most folks die within a year of those implants.”
Her eyes dropped, studying the clear contents of her glass. “Most do. One has to already be mentally gifted in order to survive the initial trauma. The mind has built-in barriers that are overrun like crumbling levees by the flow of new information once the implants are in place. Not many can survive the initial distress.”
I shook my head. “Seems like too high a risk to pay for an amplified brain.”
“That’s because you don’t know how it feels.” Her lips parted and her eyes widened as she gazed beyond me, seeing whatever marvels only her augmented mind could behold. “It’s like stepping into a whole new world, Mick. Like living for the very first time.”
“And so you have the abilities of the most powerful computers right in your mind?”
She laughed. “The mind is a computer, Mick. Far more vast and powerful than anything man can create. Once scientists finally submitted to its superiority, they did everything they could to unravel its secrets. The bionics simply free potential already there, unlocking doors we didn’t have access to, allowing us to explore the portions of our mind that formerly were unattainable.”
I felt my mouth twist. “Sure. All for the better of mankind, right? Yet you work for the UH, which doesn’t exactly have a track record for thinking much of the common man. Just look at the Secret Service. What a piece of work they are.”
Her dark eyes never blinked. “I have nothing to do with the Service or the United Havens, Mick. I work for a far more clandestine operation.”
“Really? Like the Gestalt? You seem like their type with all the mystery.”
“The Gestalt?” Even her sneer couldn’t mar her flawless features. “A failed group of exiles consumed by preserving their attempts at immortality. No, I’m afraid I have no dealings with them either. They’ve had their day, but they’re facing extinction like everyone else. Just another fossil for future inhabitants to puzzle over.”
I leaned back against the cushioned lounge and folded my arms. “Know what I hate? People who talk above your head while trying to claim they’re doing you a favor. You want something from me? Better spill, ‘cause I’m getting pretty bored here, Ms. Sinn. You got the time it takes to down one more drink. After that I’m gonna skip this dog and pony show. Got better things to do.”
“Very well, Mick.” She set her glass down. “There’s a lot going on you don’t know about. The situation outside of this Haven, for example. Everyone here just goes about, lost in their filtered memories, oblivious to the rumbling of thunder just outside the range of their hearing.”
“I just told you about all the double talk. Lay it on me straight or catch a cab back to wherever you came from.”
“War, Mick.” Her eyes grew serious. “Invaders are attacking the major Havens, and the UH is aggressively recruiting for soldiers, weaponry, and technology. This Haven has always been thought impregnable, but the pressure will continue to build until your heavily shielded walls come crashing down. The Secret Service was only the beginning.”
I shrugged as the barmaid returned with my reload. “I don’t worry about things beyond my range of control. If it happens, it happens. Why expect me to get all soggy-eyed?”
“You don’t think you’ll be affected?”
“Maybe, maybe not.” I tapped the bourbon glass in time to the beat from the stage. “Maybe I just don’t give a damn either way.”
“You should, Mick. You’re a valuable commodity, and the truth is I’ve been sent to recruit you. A man of your skills is wasted playing Russian roulette in this Haven. You must be tired of gambling with your life, hoping you don’t roll a snake eyes.”
“I retired from gambling, Ms. Sinn. Never was much good at it. I’m a Troubleshooter now, as I’m sure you must know with all of those implanted doodads amplifying your brain. You say you were sent to recruit me? By who?”
“The anonymity of my organization is crucial, Mick. I can’t tell anymore about us until you’ve earned our trust.”
I downed the bourbon and set the glass down with a smile. “Time’s up, darling. It’s been a joy gabbing with you.”
Sinn placed her hand lightly on mine. “I didn’t expect you to trust me without reservation, Mick. So I’ll extend an olive branch as a sign of my goodwill. You had to take down Franklin Newman, robbing you of an information broker. You know my skill-set with information. I can help you in your investigation.”
I tilted my head, studying her carefully. With her raven eyes and angel’s face, it was impossible to get a read on her true intentions. “You saying you’ll be my ace in the hole, that it? Don’t you have to get permission from your superiors, whoever they are?”
“All you need to know is this arrangement will instantly benefit you. Do we have a deal?”
I hesitated. “If you’re so tied into the system, can’t you tell me who killed Scarlett right now? That would be a huge down payment in the trust fund of the Trubble Bank.”
“I would if I knew. Whoever the killer is, he knows how to avoid surveillance like no other. But I’ll be working on it, I promise you.”
“Then I guess I’ll have to get back with you, Ms. Sinn. You’ll have to excuse me if I take the cautious approach to secret organizations with hidden agendas. Don’t exactly have a sterling track record with that sort.”
“Have it your way.” She stood with the sinuous grace of a ballet dancer. “I synched my number to your holoband. Call me when you need me. And you will need me before this is all over, Mick.”
“You sound pretty sure of yourself, Ms. Sinn.”
“It’s a mathematical certainty, Mick. I’ve already run the calculations. On your own you have a 4.84 percent chance of surviving the next forty-eight hours. With my aid your chances increase to 57.36 percent. Not the grandest of odds, but much better than the alternative.”
“Never had the egg for math, I’m afraid.”
“Mathematics is the only pure language, Mick.” Her gaze was almost empathetic. “And numbers never lie.”
She left abruptly, her fingers tracing my shoulders as she glided past. The scent of ginger and vanilla lingered after, just like the swell of doubts and unanswered questions she left to simmer in my mind. The jazz played on and the Gaiden filled with patrons going about their evening business, but to me everything was muted and blurred. I stayed in the corner booth for a while longer, nursing my drink and a head full of conflicting thoughts. I knew I couldn’t just cool my heels. I had to make a move, and soon.
Because the clock was ticking.

Chapter 9: The Business

“So what did Ms. Foxy tell you, Mick?”
I hated going back Uptown, but that was where the next fishing hole was located. We were in a building lift, which was more like a rocket-powered glass capsule that shot you up the side of a five hundred-floor building toward the bright lights and flying vehicles of the Uppers. Streaks of light whizzed by from the traffic and beads of rain slid down the transparent alloy as we zipped up the building’s face.
“Her name is Sinn, and she didn’t tell me much at all except she’s possibly on our side and I might possibly call on her in times of need.” I pulled out the Mean Ol’ Broad, removed the moon clip and checked the chambers. No sense of going into a hostile situation unprepared.
Benny sniggered. “Yeah, I’d call on her any day in my time of need.”
“Get your mind outta the gutter and focus, big boy. Remember what I told you?”
“I got the part nailed down, Mick. Fuggetaboutit.” He squinted and squared his shoulders, daring me to question him.
“Good. Just be sure to let me do the talking.”
He took a deep breath and exhaled. “No problem, Mick. Still not sure what our business is here, though.”
I slipped the Broad back in the holster under my arm. “Business is simple, Ace. Either you do the business or you get the business. And right now, Luther Vitto’s about to get the business.”
When the lift stopped, the inner doors opened to a view of Bugsy’s. The popular casino was owned by the Bandini family, a business rival of Moe Flacco. I’d seen old man Bandini at the funeral earlier. He was a wise codger who knew it was better to deal in than be dealt out, so he worked with Flacco and profited from his cooperation. I wasn’t there to buzz in on the Bandinis, though.
Just one of their clients.
I walked in like I owned the joint. The casino had been around for a while, so it had a bit of character the newfangled joints lacked. None of that multicolored, blinking neon subliminally hypnotic getup. Bugsy’s was a throwback: tacky carpet, polished wood on the tables and booths, green felt on the card tables. I felt right at home, blending in with the crowd of regulars with no problem.
I helped myself to an Old Fashioned from a passing barmaid as I crossed the slot machines floor over to the blackjack tables Vitto was known to frequent. It didn’t take long to spot him. He was a thick-mustached sap of second-rate height and second-rate weight with a second-rate face. The only thing not run-of-the-mill about him was the long-legged blonde draped around his shoulder, but that didn’t mean much. Vitto was ripe with berries, and any gink with green can nab a chippy that skates around.
The hulking bruno guarding Vitto’s back was alert enough to spot us as we approached. He threw up a beefy hand in warning.
“Closed game, chumps. Better rotate your heels and take some air while your brains are still in working order.”
Having just finished my drink, I put the glass to good use by slamming the bottom end in the bruno’s eye. As he howled and tumbled backward I swung around, caught Vitto by the nape of his neck and introduced his mug to the blackjack table. His dame screamed and took off as fast as her stilettos and tight little skirt allowed. Some folks at the nearby tables threw us curious glances, but most kept right on playing. Wasn’t nothing they hadn’t seen before. I figured I had a few seconds before security materialized.
The dealer gave me a casual glance. “You break the table, you pay for it.”
I nodded. “This will only take a second, Mack.” I leaned over and twisted Vitto’s head so he could see me. “Ain’t that right, Luther?”
His face was beet-red. His nose dripped blood, but in his rage he didn’t notice. “You just screwed up big time, pal. I don’t know who the hell you are, but—”
“Wrong answer.” I jerked his arm around so I could snap cuffs on his wrists. Vitto’s bodyguard had recovered some of his equilibrium, but didn’t seem too eager to join the party again. He had a hand clapped over one eye, and the other eye fixed warily on Ben the Bear, who casually shook a warning finger. Somehow he managed to look menacing when doing absolutely nothing. You’d never imagine he’d be such a wuss in reality.
Right on schedule, a trio of black-suited security bulls waltzed up, looking about as cheerful as undertakers. The lead bull was a bulky, bald lug with a face that was more scowl than anything else. He jerked his oversized chin our direction.
“What the hell is going on here?”
I whipped out a badge from my inside pocket real official-like. It was a loaner from Detective Flask, but they didn’t need to know that. “Detective Tribble. My partner is Officer Grizzle. Vitto here has been a very bad boy, and we’re here to sort him out. Didn’t mean to cause a scene.”
The bull scanned the badge with his holoband. When it cleared he frowned even further, which didn’t seem possible. “This is private property, Dick. We have an understanding with you flatties. You’re supposed to alert us if you have business with any of our patrons. Getting gashouse in full view of paying customers is bad for business, see?”
I tucked the badge away with a brisk nod. “My apologies again. Like I said, special circumstances. This punk has a history of sporadic outbursts of sudden violence, which is also bad for business if you catch my drift. Now I know you got a few rooms in the back where you work over rubes that try to grift the system and whatnot. Why don’t we take our business there so we can work this out? It’s mighty important we tighten the screws on this sap right away. Lives in the balance and all.”
The bull only hesitated for a second, taking a look around at the crowded casino before reluctantly nodding. “All right, come on.” He and his partners escorted us through the nearby private doors into a brightly lit hallway. We passed by the highly secure accounting sector, the surveillance and security compound where they spied out the cons and rigged the games before turning the corner to a darker hallway where a few stark rooms were located.
It’s always been the tradition of casinos to handle their own problems. When a scammer is nabbed running some kind of grift on the tables, they’d rather take him to the back and personally work him over before they hand him over to the brass. Makes the con think twice about coming back, and the word spreads that buncoing the system doesn’t pay, unless you look to score in bruises and broken bones.
The bull graciously opened the door for us. “Finish your work and scatter, Dick. Next time follow protocol. Bandini’s gonna hear about this.”
“Give him the regards of Detective Flask in Homicide. He’s my commanding officer, and can explain everything.”
The door slammed in my face. Casino bulls take their gig pretty serious.
I folded my arms as Benny dumped Vitto in the metal chair that centered the concrete-walled room. Vitto had a bit of steel in him, though. Even with his own blood decorating his shirt collar, he didn’t lose his cool. He studied Benny closely, then gave me the once-over. His eyes narrowed.
“You boys ain’t coppers.”
“Real swift, Einstein. So I guess you’ve figured your goose is neck-deep in the stew right about now. Now I know you’re pretty hip on how to manipulate the law and protect your keister, but like you said — we’re not the brass.”
I gave a nod to Benny, who shrugged his jacket off and hung it on a nearby wall hook. Rolling up his sleeves, he sidled over so that he stood directly behind Vitto. Classic tactic employed by interrogation room coppers. Benny was now an unseen threat lurking just outside of Vitto’s line of sight. There was no way to know when a sudden blow would drop, which was the perfect way to rattle a perp.
Vitto squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. “Look, I don’t know who you mooks are, but you’re messing with the wrong guy. I know people.”
Right on schedule, Ben the Bear walloped Vitto upside the head. It was an open-handed blow struck not all that hard but right across the ear, meant to cause the head to ring and distort one’s sense of balance. Vitto squawked and nearly fell out his chair.
“What the hell?” He shook his head dizzily. “You bastards can’t do this to me. Do you know who the hell I am?”
“You’re a lowlife shylock with eyes on raising your star by dealing in the dope trade.” I folded my arms with a smirk. “Just got a batch of Ladykillers on the docks last night, am I right?”
His face turned expressionless. “I don’t know anything about that.”
“Guess I don’t have to worry about anything, then. Seeing as I’m the one who blew that stash up.” I gave him my best smug grin.
Vitto’s head snapped up. “That was you? You got some balls, fessing up to a hit like that. I got droppers ready to put you on ice. Pipe that? You think you can do this to me? Who the hell do you think you are?”
Another smack from Benny, this time from the opposite side. While Vitto groaned and tried to reacquire his equilibrium, I casually pulled out a gasper and lit it. “The name’s Mick Trubble. You might have heard of me.”
His face paled. “The Troubleshooter. You’re the gumshoe that took Pike down.”
I exhaled a stream of smoke through my nostrils. “That’s the rumor. I can’t deny or confirm, but let’s just say I’ve taken down a lot bigger fish than you, Vitto. So drop the tough guy act and fall in line or things are about to go south real quick.”
He wet his lips, blinking rapidly. “I haven’t done anything to you, Mick. What are you giving me the third for?”
I held up a finger. “One: your drugs were on their way to friends of mine. Friends that don’t take too kindly to their patrons being knocked over.” I held up a second finger. “Two: I don’t like junk-dealing scum, especially when they deal junk that targets the ladies. Got a soft spot for dames. That puts you on my naughty list. So here’s the deal: I take what I know and get my friends in the clubhouse to drop a case on you. You might fight it, but you’ll lose — either the case or a wad of dough in our so-called judicial system. Either way you’re tapped out of the comfy life you’re accustomed to.
He raised a hopeful eyebrow. “Or…?”
I smiled. “Or you work for me. Specifically putting your ear to the ground and catching the word on the streets. I know you got a network of knuckle-dragging goons like Johnny Knuckles at your disposal. Put ‘em to work. You dig up anything on a murder of a dame named Scarlett, you ring me up right away. Any word on any new movers or shakers, you ring me up right away. I’m not talking about the average palooka knocking over five and dimes. I’m talking about pro triggers, someone savvy enough pull a clean sneak on city surveillance and cold enough to slit a dame’s throat and feed her to the fishes.”
“That’s what you want?” Vitto’s face sagged in relief. “Yeah, sure. I can do that for you. No need to get rough. You could’ve just asked me.”
“You could’ve just stayed on the right track and become a law-abiding citizen. But now look at you. Do the job, Vitto. I’ll be in touch.” I nodded to Benny, who joined me at the door.
“Hey.” Vitto struggled to rise. “Aren’t you gonna take these bracelets off?”
“They’ll unlock automatically in another fifteen minutes. Take a load off and enjoy the view until then.” I closed the door in his stupefied face.
“Nice work.” Benny adjusted the cuffs of his coat after slipping it back on. “What are we going to do next, Mr. Trubble?”
“Head home. Let things stew a bit.” I flicked the gasper butt into a nearby ashtray. “I guarantee by tomorrow the little birdies will be singing.”

Chapter 10: Bitter Pill

We strode into the lobby of the Luzzatti. It was the best part of the joint: gold and sky-blue colors gave the geometric patterns on the wall a touch of class. A terracotta sunburst design jazzed up the service counter, centered by a clockwork piece that displayed perfectly synchronized gears. The floor tiles matched the ceiling, save for a mosaic piece in the center shaped into the spire of a stately skyscraper from another time. The words ‘Empire State’ were embossed at the bottom of the mosaic.
“Good morning, Mr. Trubble.” Whiz stood behind the faux granite counter in the lobby, his metallic skin glimmering in the light from the twin art deco lamps affixed to the wall behind him. He was a service mandroid, and they liked to look the part. His tuxedo was crisp, his manners immaculate. His sleepy-eyed, narrow-faced features were purposely robotic, a facsimile of humanity without the creepy exactness of a synoid.
“It’s morning already?”
“Yes, sir. Four thirty-three to be exact. Is everything well, Mr. Trubble?”
“Right as rain, Ace. How’s my best gal doing?”
“Ms. Luzzatti is safe and sound, Mr. Trubble. Security sensors indicate she had an unusually restless night, however. She is awake now. You can find her in her apartment.”
“Much obliged.” I jerked my thumb at the Bear. “Benny here is a guest. He’ll need a room for the while of his stay.”
Whiz nodded. “I’ve synched a key code to your holoband, Mr. Mastrogiovanni. You will be on the second floor in room 2015, right down the hall from Mr. Trubble.”
Benny gave me a perplexed look as we entered the elevator. “How’d that can opener know my name?”
I tapped his holoband. “Long as you got one of those on your wrist, your public info is spilled to anything with a digital reader. Thought you knew that, Ace.”
He fiddled with the thick strap. Holobands come in all shapes and styles, ranging from artsy to fashionable to standard. His was a steel and tungsten version with an oversized display. “My band is supposed to be fixed,” he muttered. “It’s not supposed to be tracked by any standard systems.”
“Well, there’s fixed and there’s off the grid. Even when a band is fixed, it still has to feed the basic info or it will raise some eyebrows and attract unwanted attention. But if my instinct serves me right, I’d guess you’re hooked up with a Ghost system. Works like normal, but the moment someone tries to trace you, all info disappears from the system. A lotta wise guys use the Ghost to keep up appearances while making sure they can’t be tagged when things go south.”
A bell chimed as the elevator doors opened. “Here’s where we part ways, Chief. Nab you a couple of hours of shuteye, ‘cause we’ll be back at it bright and early. Don’t sit up all night plugged into sym-sex.”
“Man’s gotta get some kind of action, Mick. I didn’t see any pro skirts anywhere around the joint.”
“Not that kind of dive, Ace. One vice invites another, and pretty soon the whole joint is filled with rats and cockroaches. The Red Room is just down the street. I hear they have some sweet synoid foxes, but they’ll cost you an arm and leg. Your dibs, though. So long as you can get up in the morning I don’t care how you pass the time. Just remember: bright and early.”
“I heard you, Mom. Bright and early.” Benny hulked down the carpeted hallway in the direction of his room. I stopped in front of room 2046, where I stayed since I first walked in the Luzzatti. There were better rooms on the upper floors, but I was used to where I was. Wasn’t like I needed some cushy suite anyhow. Everything I needed was already on me.
The room was cramped and dimly lit. A single window revealed a scenic view of the alley and the bums that slept there. A ceiling fan span lazily over the unmade double mattress that served as a bed. A heavy punching bag hung in one corner, a small battered desk in the other. My own personal haven. No wonder I drank so much.
The good thing was I didn’t mean to stay there long. By the time I finished a smoke I was already making my way out the door. It didn’t take very long to get to my next stop. It was room 2047, right across the hall. I never came home without checking in on Natasha. Ever since her parents got rubbed out I made her safety a top priority. At least that’s what I kept telling myself.
The door opened after I rapped it with my knuckles. My casual stride halted as soon as I stepped inside. One look and my heart tried to claw out of my chest. Adrenaline surged, hammering so hard my hands shook as I clumsily yanked the Mean Ol’ Broad from her slip and fanned the area, knowing something was terribly wrong.
The room was clean.
Everything was neat and orderly instead of the familiar abstract explosion of creative arts and crafts haphazardly strewn across the floors and counters. The walls were repainted in shades of rich yellows and dark reds. New furniture adorned the living space — minimalist styled amalgams of aluminum, teak, bamboo and glass.
The culprit responsible lounged against the wall in the corner of the room, her oversized auburn sweater exposing one slender pale shoulder. Rumpled gray lounge pants completed the outfit. Her bare toes massaged the newly installed crème-colored carpet. Her long raven locks tumbled over one eye as she looked up in surprise.
“Mick Trubble. Why are you waving that cannon around in my apartment? Put it away before you hurt someone.”
I quickly tucked the Broad back in her holster, feeling a bit embarrassed. “Just gave me a scare with the change in scenery, darlin’. Got used to the place looking like an artistic disaster zone.”
She smiled, her big eyes shining. I knew then she had changed. Her eyes had always been the stuff of dreams, but for the longest they were shrouded by the trauma of her parent’s murder. Her eyes turned the color of overcast skies, shrouding the gruesome memories that haunted her. The real Natasha buried herself deep within her own consciousness, recovering while her creative, unfocused alter ego went on with life.
In the back of my mind I knew it was only a matter of time before the old Natasha resurfaced, but in the bustle of things I hadn’t prepared for it. Her gaze had changed from clouds to silver waters, swirling with all the allure and mystification that had nearly snared me when I was a lost soul and she was an inexperienced girl looking for thrills. I hadn’t changed much, but she had. The eyes that gazed at me weren’t those of a fragile young girl.
Sweet Natasha had grown up.
“It was time for a change, Mick. I can’t just sit around hiding from the world. It’s time to move on.”
I noticed she called me by my first name only. In the past she had always called me by both names, something that amused me to no end. But those days were gone, just memories that danced in the darkness of my mind. I watched her as she moved, graceful and confident. There was a word for the person I saw in front of me. A single word that summed up all the beauty, magnetism, and allure that shuts a man down so he can only marvel at what he desires but can never fully comprehend.
Woman.
“Have a seat, Mick. Would you like some coffee? I just brewed a pot.”
I didn’t need coffee. I needed sleep. But my world has just flipped upside-down, and I couldn’t just beg off without knowing the new person Natasha had become.
“Sounds like a dream, darlin.’”
Moments later we were comfortably stationed on her earth-toned contemporary sofa, seated on opposite ends with our knees nearly touching. She gazed over the rim of her tiny gold-rimmed mug, her expression shrouded by steam. “Why are you looking at me like that, Mick?”
I sighed. “Fast changes, sweetheart. You’re a different lady than the one I spoke to just days ago. I expect that means you’ve come to grips with certain… events.”
She tilted her head slightly. “Certain events like my parents being brutally murdered only a few feet from where I hid? Yes, I’d say that I’ve come to grips with that.”
I sipped the coffee. It was bitter and black, just like her words. “Don’t mean to bring up painful memories.”
Her hand landed softly on mine like a dove that lost its way. “It’s ok, Mick. I can’t run away from the truth anymore. It happened, and I have to live with that.” Her eyes were free of tears, but the windows wept anyway as the storm streamed rain against their surface. It was eerily similar to the storm that raged the night she lost her parents, when I carried a frightened girl away from a scene of butchery into the lightning and stinging rain.
We sat there a few quiet moments, her hand lingering on top of mine while we sipped coffee and brewed in our thoughts. The rain fell on the righteous and the wicked, traffic whipped by, and people went about their business in the midst of it all. Somewhere out there Sophia Flacco’s murderer waited for the opportunity to strike again. But inside it felt as though we were the only two people left in the world. Moments like those are hard to come by and even harder to hold on to, so I didn’t want to spoil it by talking.
But just like coffee in tiny china mugs, it wasn’t meant to last.
“It’s funny.” She stared at the laser lines of air traffic whizzing by. “I remember so much more now.”
“How do you mean?”
She set her empty mug on the tray beside her. “A lot of new things have resurfaced. Things I forgot, but can’t see how. Before, I always thought I was born in New Haven. But now… I remember a train ride. I remember coming to the city. I was very young, but I remember.”
I hesitated for a second. “It’s your true memories resurfacing. When you came to the city you were implanted with mental suggestions that made you forget your past. Best guess is the trauma you endured must’ve bucked the implants. Mental programming is a fragile science, after all.”
She studied my face closely, as if trying to see whether or not I was yanking her chain. Her eyes widened. “Mick… you’re serious.”
I nodded reluctantly. “The truth is a bitter pill, Natasha. I’d lie about this to just about anyone, but I gotta give it to you square. The memory shuffle is a part of the admission into the Haven. Used to be a medical last resort for folks suffering from extreme trauma, but some bad eggs got hold of it and forced the labcoats to use it to influence everyone looking for residency in the city.”
I couldn’t blame her when she looked completely flummoxed. “But… why?”
“Control. Everything comes down to power and control. A few folks at the top of the pyramid want to stay there by making sure no one knows how badly they’re being stepped on. The gonzo part is that folks outside this Haven would kill for a chance to get in. They think it’s some sort of utopia where your sins are washed away and you get a new start at life. Joke’s on them.”
“So my parents… ” her words trailed off, unable to spill from her parted lips.
I nodded. “They made the deal. Whatever happened outside, they wanted to escape it bad enough to go through the process and lose their pasts.”
Natasha shook her head. “I… can’t believe it. It doesn’t even sound possible. Or ethical. There has to be laws against that type of tampering.”
“Laws don’t apply to New Haven. It’s outside the United Havens, a sovereign city that writes its own rules. That’s why the Service has tried so desperately to get agents inside. The UH wants nothing better than to take control of New Haven and all that comes with it.”
She cast her smoky gaze my direction. “So where do you fit in, Mick? How could you know all of this without being involved with the Service or the UH?”
I winced inwardly. I still wasn’t used to the return of the old Natasha, with her keen sense of logic I hadn’t encountered in a while. “Secrets are a part of my business, sweetheart. I can’t tell you everything. Too dangerous. There are folks out there who’d kill you just for knowing what I told you right now. You gotta promise to keep this to yourself, Natasha.”
When she hesitated, I leaned in closer. “I’m serious. You have no idea how tangled this gets, but it’s more than enough to hang us both real quick, and no one would care or lift a finger to do anything about it. I’m telling you because you deserve to know. But this stays between us, understand?”
Her expression grew solemn. “I understand, Mick. I won’t tell anyone.” She sighed, her eyes shimmering. “It’s just so unreal. We’re just a pair of lost souls, aren’t we?”
I gave her hand a squeeze. “No one else I’d rather be lost with, sweetheart.”
She laughed softly as she slid closer. “Still looking out for me, Mick?”
“Always.”
“Thank you. For everything.” I smelled the clean herbal scent of her hair and the faintly lingering smell of lavender soap that clung to her skin when she leaned against me. No perfume created could match that perfect combination.
“I miss them so much.” She clutched me tighter.
“So do I, darlin’.” I slid an arm around her shoulder. “So do I.”
“Don’t leave, Mick.”
“I’m right here.”
No more words were spoken. I sat and listened to Natasha’s breathing as she slid into what I hoped were sweet dreams, leaving me with the rain and ghosts of the past. It seemed only yesterday the Luzzattis had me over for dinner, teaching me the value of friendship and conversation. I might have wound up just another lug on the streets if they hadn’t taken a chance on me. But that wasn’t the true reason I was always drawn to Natasha’s apartment. I owed the Luzzattis a lot, but those debts had been canceled when they died.
Natasha was another matter. As I felt her sleeping body rise and fall against mine, my mind opened the door to forbidden hopes, whispers of dreams I knew would never come to be. Natasha was the only woman that could make an honest man out of me, but as long as my occupation was shooting trouble there was no way that could ever happen. I made too many enemies too fast. Any number of them wouldn’t hesitate to take down someone I loved. And even if they didn’t come for her, there was always someone coming for me. A romantic angle with Natasha was a recipe for disaster any way you sliced it, and I wasn’t the cook to serve it up.
I hadn’t planned on falling asleep, but I found myself shakily pulled from the stratum of in-between dreaming by what sounded like a faint voice calling my name. The rain pattered against the window, where blurred streaks of multicolored lights revealed air traffic just beginning to swell with the early morning commute.
The Datacom in my ear buzzed with an incoming call. I tapped it to accept.
“Hello, Mick.” The garbled voice that buzzed over the line dripped with mockery. “Did you enjoy your little fall from the sky? Did it wake up any old memories? Or do we need to play some more?”
I carefully pulled away from Natasha. She murmured softly, but didn’t wake up. I crept to the window, pressing the button to lower the blinds. “You again. Gonna tell me who you are, or are we still playing kid games?”
“You know, that was such an emotional scene. Are you in love with the girl, Mick? Or is it just some warped ‘father figure’ thing you have going on?”
My temples throbbed as I spat my words through gritted teeth. “Listen, punk. You got a beef with me, then deal with me. You involve anyone else and things will get messy.”
“Relax, Mick.” The voice sounded decidedly amused. “The girl doesn’t meet the criteria. You want to know who I am?”
“That’s right.”
“I’m the one who killed Sophia Flacco.”
My blood ran cold as my hand automatically pulled the Broad from her holster. The fact that I didn’t have a target was irrelevant. I knew a cold-blooded killer when I heard one, and I knew the perp wouldn’t have bothered calling if he didn’t already have the upper hand.
The voice continued to slither in my ear. “I slit her throat and felt the warm blood gush over my hands. You know the sensation, Mick. You did the same many times before, haven’t you? Oh, I forgot — you don’t remember. How convenient.”
My jaw clenched. “What do you want?”
“We should meet. It’s time we had a face to face conversation.”
“What if I’m not feeling all that conversational?”
The voice laughed. “Then I pump your pretty little friend full of hot lead. I’m stationed on a hovering floater two hundred yards away, looking down the scope of an M1000 sniper rifle. The scope is X-ray equipped, so no point in trying anything stupid. You won’t get to her in time, and all you’ll do is hold her tattered body in your arms. You should know the power behind the M1000. Brick, steel, whatever — not enough to stop one of these armor-piercing, explosive tipped rounds. So I suggest you get conversational real quick, because I’m not exactly known for my patient side.”
I cut a glance at Natasha. She still slept the slumber of the innocent against one of her fringed sofa pillows. Her dark hair was splayed across her face, her lips parted. I knew the assassin wouldn’t hesitate to carry out his threat. The rounds would shred her soft flesh, detonate inside of her organs and turn her body into pulp in a few pulls of the trigger.
“Where do you wanna meet?”
“In the alley just outside the building. Make sure to leave that cannon behind. Remember: I’m watching you. You make a mistake and the girl pays the price.”
“I’ll be right there.”
I set the Mean Ol’ Broad on the telephone stand and strode toward the door, my shoulders clenched as though expecting a slug in the back. My trigger finger felt extra twitchy with nothing to pull. There was no guarantee the phantom voice would keep his word. For all I knew he would squirt metal anyway as soon as I was down the hall. After all, I was putting my trust in the same skel that slit Sophia’s throat and tossed her body in the river. But at the same time, I had no choice but to do as requested. My heart pumped diesel fuel as I practically ran for the elevator. On the way I tapped a text to Ben the Bear on my holoband.
GET TO ROOM 2047. GUARD GIRL WITH YOUR LIFE. I’ll EXPLAIN LATER.
Sheets of rain fell when I stepped from the protective awning and into the alleyway. It was instantly familiar — the same alley where I caught some trouble boys beating Mr. Luzzatti within an inch of his life. It was then I learned about his debt problems and the raw deal he made that wound up getting him and his old lady killed.
I walked in further, trying to make out anything in the downpour. In my haste I’d forgotten to put on my flogger, so I was instantly soaked to the skin. Only the brim of my Bogart kept the rain from completely blinding me. The buildings were dark towering shadows, concrete giants that long ago ceased to care about the violent and desperate acts that took place at their feet. The other end of the alley was a hundred yards away. The only thing in between was a hunched shape I recognized as a large trash compacter.
My breath exhaled in a vaporous cloud as I squinted and looked around. “Where the hell are you?”
“Behind you.”
I whirled around. The silhouetted figure was lean in build, draped in a long flogger with his face shaded by a wide-brimmed Bogart. Vision was pretty poor, but I found it easy to focus on the Mark.38 suppressed semi-automatic pistol because it was aimed directly at me.
The soft spitting sound of the shots was a direct contrast to the pain that exploded in my chest and midsection as the slugs penetrated at close range. I tumbled backward and hit the wet asphalt, my vision hazy and my limbs refusing to respond. Trying to breathe was agony, my lungs felt flattened by a stack of bricks. I settled for helplessly gasping as rain pelted my face, the droplets glittering from the lights high above where air traffic flowed uncaringly with computer-guided precision.
I heard the triggerman’s approach before his silhouetted figure blotted out the view. He stood there for an eternity with the handgun pointed directly at my shuddering face. Water slid down the cold metal, streaming from the end of the barrel onto my forehead. His features were still obscured by his Bogart, transforming him into a faceless angel of Death with my life in his hands.
After a seeming eternity he lowered the pistol and strode away. The wind whipped through, flailing his flogger and allowing me a view of his slender legs and willowy stride. I almost choked with bitter laughter.
He wasn’t a man at all. The hips and legs under the flogger were definitely feminine.
The dame strode past quickly, out of my line of sight and into the thundering downpour. The sound of her footsteps quickly faded away along with my consciousness, morphing the rain into a myriad of shimmering jewels flitting across murky shadows.
Everything turned crimson as my blood clouded the puddle I lay in. My heartbeat pulsed softer as the pain fled my body and a chill settled in. The last thing I heard was smooth jazz music from the dingy nightclub just around the corner. The harmony of the sax, trumpet, bass and drums blended into a heartbreaking refrain. The sound warbled in my ears, accompanying the staccato of the rain to create the most depressing harmony ever.
It was the perfect soundtrack to die to.

Chapter 11: Dying Is Easy

Recovering consciousness was a grim combination of underwater sounds, a sudden rush of blinding light, and a rock concert of pain gremlins exploding my head. I grimaced, trying to make it all go away. Reality wouldn’t cooperate. A mixed bag of scents tickled my nostrils: sterile hospital air, stale medicine, soap and leather, and the faintest aroma of herbal shampoo and lavender.
My voice croaked like a dying toad. “Natasha?”
“I’m here, Mick.”
My hands scrabbled blindly until they found hers. I heaved a sigh of relief and blinked rapidly, trying to clear the glare of white light. Blurred figures slowly focused, morphing from creepily obscure shadows into the recognizable faces of people that apparently cared if I lived or died.
Ben the Bear hulked in the corner with a dejected expression on his mug for some reason. Poddar sat in a chair nearby. He shrugged in a bemused manner when he caught my gaze. Ms. Kilby sat beside him, eyeing me in her deliberate manner. Detective Flask leaned against the wall with his arms folded, looking bleary-eyed as though he’d been roused from his sleep.
But the most important person sat on the bedside, her eyes locked on my face. Natasha blinked away tears and smiled, lighting up the room with a much warmer glow than the phosphorous. She had managed to change clothes somehow, dressed sensibly in black ladies sailor pants, tight at the waist and loose in the legs, with a silky white Berlin blouse under her mid-length black and white overcoat. Her hair was pinned up under a stylish Madri Cloche felt hat. I wondered how she could have changed clothes so fast. It’s odd, the things you wonder about when you come back from dying.
“We thought you were dead, Mick.” Natasha exhaled a shuddering breath. “You were dead. You weren’t moving, and Benny couldn’t feel a pulse… ” Her voice cut off as she paused to collect herself.
I patted her hand as I tried to look at the equipment hooked up to me. The room was standard: gleaming white walls, light-effusing ceilings, uncomfortable bed. An automated nurse system displayed my vitals bedside. Various sized tubes sprouted from its innards to my innards, creating an amalgam of bodily and medical fluids that transferred upon necessity. I tried not to think of where some of those tubes were inserted, although the discomfort in my nether regions made it a bit difficult to ignore.
“Natasha called the office on the way to the hospital,” Poddar said. “Luckily I was still there. This is what happens when I let you out of my sight.” He cut a glance at Benny, who glowered a minute before dropping his gaze.
“He’s right.” Benny stared at his massive hands. “I was supposed to have your back, Mick. I let you down.”
“Let me down?” I tried to chuckle, but the vibrations stabbed like dull scissors in my torso. “I told you to guard Natasha with your life.” I gritted my teeth and sat up to look at him. “You did that. So knock off the guilt trip, Ace. You did good.”
Benny sat up straighter, his face brightening up a bit. Poddar nodded slowly and stood. “Let’s give Mick a moment. We’ll wait outside.”
Flask looked to argue, but took a second look at Poddar and changed his mind. Flask was smarter than he looked.
Natasha waited before they left before turning back to me. She clutched my hand tightly. “Mick… ”
“It’s all right, darlin’. I tried to avoid exposing you to any of this, but I should’ve known better than to get you mixed up in—”
“Don’t.” Natasha’s eyes hardened. “Don’t act as if I can’t handle this, Mick. I’m not some silly girl with her head in the clouds. You can’t just lock me away somewhere to keep me safe. My parents tried that. It didn’t work then. It won’t work now. You can’t protect me, Mick. Not from everything.”
The truth of her words hurt worse than the shots to the gut. Because she was right. At any given time someone in the city could snuff her life in a hot second, whether they had an agenda against me or not. It was all in the toss of a coin. Life and death collided every day in New Haven. All you could do was toss the dice and hope they landed in your favor.
I squeezed her hand. “Ok, Natasha. I won’t press the issue. You got the right to stand on your own two. I respect that.” I craned my neck toward the bedside nurse panel. “Time to check on the damage. Nurse, what kinda hurt am I dealing with?”
The nearest console lit up, revealing a smiling, dark-haired digital dame in a nurse’s cap. “Hello, Mr. Benedict. I’m Nurse Goodkind, and I’ll be assisting you to recovery. Good to see you awake. How are you feeling?”
I didn’t object to the wrong name since I figured ‘Benedict’ must have been the alias I was signed under to prevent anyone who might have been inclined to finish the job. “I thought I was dead, so I gotta say I’m doing better than expected, Nurse.”
She smiled and nodded in a kindly manner, digital eyes oozing with empathy. “Well I must say it was a surprise to discover you had an injury-repairing nanomachine system already installed in your bloodstream. Were it not for that you surely would have expired. Of the four bullets we removed, one deflated a lung and another ruptured a kidney. The remaining two managed to exit the body with minimal damage to your major organs.”
I winced as I sat up straighter. “You said I had a repair system. Past tense. Like I no longer have it.”
She nodded. “That’s correct, Mr. Benedict. While the bio-genetic hardware is still in place, it is depleted of the nanoaccelerators that fuels it. Your grievous injuries taxed your remaining supply. The system will not operate until it is refueled.”
I scratched my head. “That’s just great, Nurse. You saying I’m all outta quick-healing magic juice?”
“In a sense that is correct, Mr. Benedict. You are stabilized for now, but further injury would be devastating to say the least. You should definitely avoid any serious injuries for the foreseeable future, as well as situations that might reinjure your wounds.”
I grinned. “You must not know what I do for a living, Nurse. Thanks for the advice, though. Now howzabout you unhook me from all these tubes and doodads so I can get back to doing what I do?”
Static buzzed agitatedly across Nurse Goodkind’s digitally distressed face. “I’m afraid you’re in no shape to—”
“Don’t worry, dollface. I’ll sign the papers absolving the hospital of any liability.”
The screen pulsed with luminosity. “In that case, we’ll get you sorted right away, Mr. Benedict.”
Natasha placed a hand on my shoulder. “Are you sure about this, Mick? You look like you can barely stand.”
I gave her my best comforting smile. “You trust me, don’tcha?”
“You know I do.”
“Then believe me when I say I’ve never felt better. Modern medicine at its finest and all that. Meantime I still got a case to solve, something I can’t do cooling my heels in a hospital bed. And lastly, when it comes to raw manliness Mick Trubble comes second to none. So I’ll be fine.”
Natasha raised an eyebrow, but to her credit didn’t bother calling my bluff. “Whatever you say, Mick.”
“Here’s the formal release form, Mr. Benedict.” The computer extended a screen my direction. “Just sign with the attached stylus and you’ll be on your way.”
I signed the release. The nurse system responded by removing all of the tubes and wires hooked to my body at practically the same time. The resulting sensation was pretty much what I imagined medieval torture would feel like.
But staying true to my manly reputation, I barely cried.
[image: ]
Crunch time. It pays to sit down and come up with a plan after getting shot and left for dead. The office was the best place to do that. We threw some chairs together around a table for an impromptu conference. Rain slapped against the window as I appreciatively sipped the java Angel served up. It was pretty hard to concentrate with a head clouded by meds and a body still reeling from being decorated with lead buttons, but I didn’t exactly have time to take a break and recuperate. The entire case had flipped upside down, and everything I had previously figured was thrown out the window.
“Ok, first things first. You all don’t know Natasha, so we’ll get the introductions out the way. Everyone: this is Natasha, good friend and owner of the pad where I hang my Bogart. Natasha, meet Ms. Kilby: the dame who bought out my business and signs my checks. The overprotective fella next to her is Poddar, my partner of sorts. The lovely lady to the left is Angel, who manages the office and keeps us on the straight-and-narrow. Her sour-faced boyfriend is Detective Flask, a frenemy of mine. And you’ve already met Ben the Bear, terror of the criminal underworld.”
Natasha nodded. “Nice to meet all of you.”
I was proud of the way she held her composure in the face of all the inquiring looks. Up until then I hadn’t mentioned her to anyone on account of trying to keep her out of harm’s way. But the cat was out the bag, so there was not point trying to pretend things could go back to before. Natasha was part of the tiny circle of folks I trusted, and it was best they all knew one another.
“Frenemy?” Flask shook his head. “I’m hurt, Mick. I thought we were all on the same team.”
I glared at him. “I thought so too, until I found out you lied to me. You said surveillance didn’t catch Scarlett leaving the hotel. I got it on good word that it did.”
“C’mon Mick.” Flask didn’t even have the grace to look ashamed. “You know how a shakedown works. I had to put some pressure on you to find out what you knew.”
“So what else are you holding back, cop?”
“As you know, surveillance orbots sweep the districts periodically. Using their footage along with traffic and building cameras, we were able to retrace her route up to a point.”
“What point?”
Flask frowned. “Complete surveillance blackout a few miles away from the hotel. Never seen anything like it. All cameras just went dark. The killer is technically proficient in addition to being one sick bastard.”
“Surveillance is supposed to be pretty hard to crack. What’s the word inside?”
“There is no word. It’s been chalked off as an equipment malfunction. You know how it works. But the word I got is the labcoats at IT are sweating blood trying to figure out what happened.”
I frowned. “And you didn’t think I needed to know that info before going in?”
Flask shook his head. “I told you this was dangerous, Mick. You should’ve taken me up on my offer for protection.”
My mouth twisted. “C’mon, Flask. Half the coppers in New Haven are on Moe Flacco’s payroll. The other half are bought by the rest of the wise guys. If I’d been at your clubhouse I’d be modeling a brand-new toe tag right now.”
He grimaced, but didn’t bother denying the slightly exaggerated statement.”You were almost iced anyway, Mick. You look like you can barely stand. Don’t see how things have improved much.”
I pulled a deck of smokes from my pocket and lit one. “For starters, Moe knows I didn’t kill his little girl. So I can rule out the triggerman being on his payroll. And at least now I have a few clues on who’s gunning for me and why.”
“Yeah? Why don’t you share with the rest of the class?”
“It was a dame that pulled the hit. I got an up close and personal view of her figure when she walked past me as I was pumping blood in the gutters. She’s someone I have a history with.” I exhaled a stream of gasper smoke. “Bad history. For her the hit was personal.”
Ms. Kilby studied my face. “You’re sure about that?”
“She told me enough to know we’ve met before.”
“And do you have an idea who this mystery woman might be?”
“Haven’t the foggiest.” I cut a keen glance her direction. “That’s where you come in.”
Kilby leaned back, a hint of a smile on her lips as she adjusted her thin-rimmed eyeglasses. “Why would I know something that you don’t, Mr. Trubble?”
“You wouldn’t. But folks you know might. Because when it comes to badass dames with guns, none come any badder than the Gutter Girls, right?”
Kilby’s eyes narrowed. “You understand I’m only loosely affiliated with that organization, don’t you? You don’t see me in a latex catsuit with weapons strapped to my body for a reason.”
I lifted my hands in a forestalling gesture. “I understand. But loosely affiliated or not, you should be able to do a little digging and find out if any of their members have a contract on your favorite Troubleshooter, right? Just trying to eliminate as many possibilities as possible.”
Kilby’s mouth tightened, but she nodded reluctantly. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“Outstanding. Give Selene my regards.” I turned to Flask. “What have you turned up so far?”
His laugh was distinctly humorless. “Nothing, Mick. Just been sitting around with my thumbs in my ass waiting for you to solve the case.”
“Besides that.”
He glowered. “I’ve got men combing the city for clues, goddamnit. They’re not going to come up with much. People get their throats cut every night in this city and you know it, Mick. And on top of that the Mob is all tied in, so you can bet nobody will talk even if they know something. So don’t play games with me. I got you on the case because I don’t want some kind of gang war to explode in the streets. Seems like all you’ve been able to do so far is catch a few stray slugs. Pardon my lack of empathy.”
Angel patted him on the arm. “No need to get all riled up, Roddy. Everyone’s one edge right now.”
I gave Flask my most annoying smirk. “That’s right, ‘Roddy.’ Let’s not let our emotions get the best of us. Time to bump noggins and see what spills. So what do we got so far?”
Benny cleared his throat. “My cousin Sophia — murdered. That’s first and foremost.”
I nodded. “That’s where everything started. This faceless dame claimed the hit, but why?”
Benny frowned. “I thought you said this was someone out to get Moe by knocking off his family. You said Sophia was the first, and the attack earlier tonight was the same person trying to whack me.”
“Earlier last night, actually. It’s a brand new day, sport. But you’re right. That was my assumption at the time. Things have changed.”
“How so?”
Poddar stirred from his chair, his dark eyes thoughtful. “Because the attack on Mick wouldn’t make sense in that scenario. Why attack Mick if the point was to kill you, Ben?”
Benny shrugged. “To get him outta the way, I guess.”
“The dame said she was targeting me with an X-ray scope. I don’t think she was bluffing. That being the case, there was no need to even alert me at all. She could have taken the shot at you in your room and been ghost before you hit the floor.”
Benny scratched his head. “I don’t get it, then.”
Flask tapped some notes on the interactive screen that emitted from his holoband. “So the hitwoman calls you up, lures you in the alley out back and proceeds to give you a bad case of lead poisoning. Obviously she didn’t know about your built-in healing system, but she definitely meant to kill you.”
“I’m not so sure. The dame was obviously a pro, and a pro wouldn’t make the mistake of leaving before making sure the kill was righteous.”
Flask gave me a skeptical glance. “You saying the assassin knew you would survive that hit? I don’t know, Mick. Sounds like the meds talking.”
“C’mon Flask, you’re embarrassing yourself. You’ve been on the beat long enough to clean up after a few professional hits, right?”
“Yeah. So what?”
I shook a finger his direction. “You wanna punch someone’s ticket, you tap them in the heart or head. You know what I’m talking about. I’m telling you, the dame knew I could take the damage.”
“Then why go through the trouble at all? What’s the point?”
“She wanted to show him what she’s capable of,” Natasha said. “She wanted him to know she can kill him whenever she wants to.”
We all turned to stare. I’d nearly forgotten Natasha was there. She’d been sitting quietly on a stool the whole time, listening to every word. She blushed prettily at the sudden shift of attention, but continued to speak.
“I don’t think this is about Sophia or Benny.” Her smoky eyes locked with mine. “I think it’s about you, Mick. I think the assassin is playing some sort of twisted game with you, and everyone else are just pieces on the board.”
I sighed, exhaling a cloud of gasper smoke. “Points to the lady for putting the pieces together. I’m inclined to believe she’s right. At first I thought it was a vendetta against Flacco, but that’s nixed at this point. I’m the target. This is about my past catching up to me.”
Flask shrugged. “Ok, where does that leave us, then? Is this lady gunman working alone? And if not, who’s really behind all of this? All we’re doing is going around in circles here.”
“Not for long. You all know I lost most of my memory not too long ago. Everything I remember is after I woke up in this Haven. And since that time I haven’t had dealings with any dame who would hate me like this one does.”
Angel sniffed. “I’m surprised you can keep up. Your apartment may as well be called the Red Light District from the rumors I hear.”
I winked. “Only the best parts are true. You should know that, Angel.”
Her face turned scarlet as Flask gave her a questioning look. My amused chuckle turned into a coughing fit after noticing Natasha’s decidedly neutral gaze. I doused my sputters by chugging the rest of my coffee and quickly returning to the main subject.
“The point is, I don’t know any woman who would come after me with a killer grudge. She mentioned things about my past I can’t remember at all. Which means she’s probably an agent of the Secret Service.”
Poddar’s eyes widened. “You worked for the Service? You never told us that.”
“I only recently found out. Besides, that’s not something a body just shares with anyone, you know? I’m opening up a Pandora’s box just telling you right now.”
Flask whistled softly. “I knew there was something different about you. You’re right — that definitely changes everything. If the Service is gunning for you there’s not much that can be done. They don’t exactly play around when it comes to finishing a job.”
Benny stared bug-eyed as though he’d never seen me before. “The hell, Mick. You didn’t say nothing about being with the Service. This could muck with my uncle’s entire operation.”
I pulled a bottle of Jack and some shot glasses from under the table. “Don’t everybody start dying at once. I swear, you’re all squealing like a bunch of newborn kittens. Take a drink and calm your nerves.”
Ms. Kilby waved away the offer. “Although I tend to agree with the sentiment, you can’t deny this puts us in a bit of a pickle, Mr. Trubble. The Secret Service has long sought a way to infiltrate New Haven and place their operatives in charge. The fact that you have ties to such a lethal association is unsettling to say the least.”
“Anyone can be a target at this point.” Poddar held his shot of Jack as though not sure what to do with it. His eyes slid over to Ms. Kilby. “I’ve seen what those SS butchers can do firsthand. Any and all means to get to an end. Collateral damage means nothing to them.”
I downed a shot of Jack. “Well, maybe I should fly solo until this thing sorts itself out. Wouldn’t be the first time. And with the exception of Flask, I kinda like you folks. Wouldn’t want anyone catching a stray slug with my name written on it. Well, unless it’s Flask, anyhow.”
Flask poured a shot and swigged it. “Yeah, yeah — I get it, Mick. Not to worry. Captain Kennedy is on my ass about this case. I’m in until it’s over.”
I knocked back another shot. “Your funeral, Ace.”
Benny folded his arms. “I’m not going nowhere either, Mick. Sophia was blood. Don’t matter if it’s the SS or not. Somebody’s gonna pay for what they did to her.”
Poddar looked at Ms. Kilby, who gave the slightest nod. He shrugged. “I never said we wouldn’t help, Mick. It would not be fair to let you go at this without backup. We’re partners, right?”
“Yeah, but that’s not gonna fly this time, Ace. I can’t guarantee any of us will make it outta this soup sandwich alive so best make sure it’s what you wanna do, right?”
Poddar didn’t bat an eye. “If I say I’m in, I’m in.”
I nodded. “Appreciate it, partner.”
Angel drummed her manicured nails on the table. “Hope you don’t expect me to shuffle paperwork while you’re all out on some dangerous mission. I can handle myself in a tight spot, you know. I want in, too.”
I knew Angel could handle herself in a tight spot, all right. Both in between the sheets and out. After all, she had conned me with the whole ‘naughty good girl’ act, all the while playing both sides with Tommy Tsunami and the Gutter Girls, pretty deadly company either way. Her whole secretary act was suspect as well, but I let that slide so I could keep an eye on her. Her looks had nothing to do with it. Or so I kept telling myself.
Flask chuckled, leaning over to rub Angel’s shoulders in a downright chauvinistic manner. “Now Angela, I know you work in the Flats and all, but this is the big leagues. I wouldn’t want you to… ” His voice trailed off on seeing her murderous glare.
“A smart man knows how to shut up before getting slapped,” I said. “So kudos to you, Ace. And don’t worry, Angel. I don’t think any of us should be working alone in view of the situation. So you’ve just been deputized. You watch Flask’s back. I want the two of you at Customs. If we’re lucky you might catch a break and sniff out a clue on how our SS agents are getting in the Haven.”
“I’m on it.” Flask hesitated, taking another look at Angel. “I mean, we’re on it.” He loosened his tie with a quivery smile.
“Great. Poddar, you’re with Kilby, naturally. She’ll be checking with the Gutter Girls, and then I want you both to get with the handler that got you in the Haven. He might be able to tell you something Customs can’t.”
“Wait a minute.” Flask stared at Poddar and Ms. Kilby. “You two are illegal residents? That’s a serious crime. I can’t just—”
“Can it, Flask. Consider their pardon the price for me working the case.”
He folded his arms. “I don’t like it, Mick. And I don’t like your new partner, either. Don’t think I don’t know exactly who he is and who he’s related to.”
Benny gave him a murderous glare. “Like I enjoy even being in the same room as you, flatfoot.”
I waved my shot glass. “No point in everyone getting outta sorts. Think about what we’re here for, got it? Good. Now, I’m taking Benny along for a ride. Got canaries that are gonna sing real soon.”
“I noticed you haven’t said anything about me.” Natasha shot me a warning glance. “I hope that doesn’t mean you plan on stashing me in some hideaway, Mick. I told you — I’m finished running.”
“Not on your life, sweetheart.” I mentally nixed my plans to stash her in some hideaway. “You’re with me and Benny. Between the two of us tough lugs, it’s the safest place for you to be. That all right with you?”
Natasha picked up her shot and downed it. We watched with silent amusement as she barely managed not to explode in a coughing fit. She shakily placed it back on the table and looked at me with watery eyes. “Fine with me, Mick.”
“Atta girl. Ok, everybody: time to move out. Keep in touch, got it? Everyone check in at least every two hours.”
Flask took a hard look at me. “You sure you’re up to this, Mick? You look like you can barely stand.”
I forced a grin. “Been worse, Flask. Trust me.”
He stuck out his hand. “If you say so. Good luck, Mick.”
I shook it. “Yeah. Got a feeling I’m gonna need it.”

Chapter 12: Death and Desiree

“Wow. That’s one beautiful ride, Mick.”
The garage was a graffiti-ridden, dilapidated wreak of peeling paint and rusted shingles. The wheeler inside of it was not. Maxine was newly rinsed and waxed thanks to the garage’s built-in auto wash system, her beetle-black curves on full glossy display.
“You hear that, Maxine? Natasha here thinks you’re a real beauty.”
Maxine’s headlights blinked. “Thank you, Ms. Luzzatti.”
“Aw, no need to be formal, Max. You can call her Natasha.”
“As you wish.” The doors slid open, revealing the cushy leather interior. An expertly concealed seam became visible as the cab extended itself and the rear seats flipped forward.
Natasha smiled. “This is a dream ride, Mick. How can you afford something like this?”
“Uh, it’s a long story.” I definitely didn’t want to get into the specifics of extorting the ride from Pike, the mobster that marked her parents for death.
“I’ll take the back seat if you want, Mick,” Benny said. “That way you and your lady can talk and stuff.”
“Chivalrous but impractical, Benny. You’ll never fit back there. Natasha, if you don’t mind…?”
“No problem.” She slid into the rear seat. “Wow, this is a bit cramped. Cushy, but cramped.”
“You should have been there when I had a cowboy and a mutt named Stinker inside. Not exactly the best of memories. Right, Maxine?”
“I seem to remember ending up in a swimming pool.”
I couldn’t help but laugh. The seats automatically adjusted to our height and weight as Maxine’s fusion motors awakened with a pleasant purring sound.
Natasha’s hair brushed my cheek as she leaned forward and examined the control console with excited curiosity. As I inhaled in her clean, soapy scent I was distracted by the random notion to kick Benny out, stomp on the gas, and put serious distance between us and New Haven. Just me and Natasha on the unknown road…
“So why do you call her Maxine?” Natasha’s teasingly coy voice shattered my daydreams. “Let me guess: after some foxy dame? Some heartbreaker in your past you couldn’t get out of your system?”
I paused in tapping a mapping coordinate on the heads up display. “I really don’t know. It was the first name that sprang to mind when I acquired her. Just felt proper, I guess.”
Natasha rolled her eyes. “Sure Mick. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
Maxine screeched out into the rainy streets. Water puddles became glimmering pools of gold as the city brightened in wake of the rising sun. The downpour had trickled to a light drizzle and sunlight streamed through breaks in the clouds, shimmering off the glistening buildings and endless air traffic of the Uppers. It was still murky in the city depths, where the asphalt steamed in the shadows of the colossal structures. The billowing fog created the illusion of driving through clouds. A few streamlined skimmers hummed quietly on the road, repulsors winking as they kept the vehicles hovering above the blacktop. Maxine rumbled past, her Telsa fusion engine more than a match for the less powerful electric skimmers.
I gazed through the moon roof. “Look at that daylight. You’d almost believe it was the genuine article.”
Natasha placed a hand on my shoulder as she gazed up. “How do you know it’s not? Maybe the shielding allows natural sunlight to come through.”
“Not on your life, kiddo. Nothing penetrates the shield around this Haven. The dome around the city is all smoke and mirrors, digital projections of night and day.”
“I don’t get it,” Benny said. “Why put all the extra dough into optical illusions? Why not just make the shield transparent?”
“Cause then we’d see how wasted things are on the outside.” I grinned. “That’d be unsettling for the zombies who’d rather forget they live in a giant fish bowl.”
Benny shrugged and leaned back in his seat. “So where we headed, Mick?”
“To the last place I wanna go, to see the last person I wanna see.”
He cut a sideways glance my direction. “You funnin’ me, or dodging the question?”
“One and the same, Benny. Hold on — got a message coming through.” I slid my cuff back to glance at my holoband. The message that pulsed from the display was about the last thing I expected to see.
“Gotta take a detour. Maxine, head for the Red Light District. La Lupanar, specifically.”
“Recalibrating for the quickest route, Mr. Trubble.”
Benny leaned over, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Hey, I’m always down to shoot the woo and all, but you wanna flip some skirts with her around?” He jerked a thumb toward the back seat.
“Not what you think, Ace.”
“La Lupanar.” Natasha’s voice was oddly hesitant. “I… remember that place.”
“Yeah, I’m sorry to bring up bad memories, sweetheart. But this important.”
“Why are we going there, Mick?”
“No clue.” My voice turned grim. “Esmeralda just said she was calling in that favor I owe her. And coming from a boss dame like her that pretty much means I’m not gonna like what we find when we get there.”
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La Lupanar wasn’t the type of joint you visited during the day. At night the Victorian-styled manse projected an air of majesty and class despite the debauched goings-on that took place inside. Sunlight did nothing to enhance the allure. The joint’s hidden flaws were on full display in daylight: cracks in the bricks, mud spatters and moss that decorated the outer walls, faded shingles on the roof.
But the biggest difference was the joint being closed. That was decidedly foreboding for a cathouse, even at sunup.
“I got a bad feeling about this. Natasha, you might wanna stay here with Maxine. Me and Benny will check the joint out.”
She hesitated only for a second before shaking her head. “No. I’ll go with you.”
I knew better than to argue. The last time she’d been to La Lupanar we were on the run. The Red-Eyed Killer had murdered Natasha’s parents and was keen on cutting Natasha down to finish out the contract. I stashed her at La Lupanar for safekeeping while I handled the situation. When I came back, Natasha was deep in a state of shock, burying her emotions and even the memories of the murders deep in her subconscious. It took sheer guts to face that again.
She exited the back seat and stared at the pleasure house. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly and squared her shoulders.
I tilted my Bogart over my eyes. “You ready?”
She steeled her face and nodded. “Ready.”
“Let’s go.”
A tall blond dame in a security uniform gave us a suspicious once-over at the door. Her chiseled biceps were bigger than mine, and her oversized jaw looked tough enough to hammer nails with. That was a direct contrast to her high-pitched, ultra feminine voice. “Are you like, the Troubleshooter or something?”
I tipped my Bogart respectfully. “I shoot trouble or something, so I guess that’s me.”
Her bland expression revealed that my charm and witty banter had sailed right over her head. “Whatever. I thought you’d be taller. Follow me.”
I knew something was terribly wrong as soon as we entered the bordello. Normally regulars lounged in the vintage-decorated lobby, getting warmed up by the new girls while waiting for their appointments. Sex kittens would saunter around with drinks and smokes, faces covered by opera masks and their bodies covered by much less. It was an atmosphere of mirth and sin blended like a cocktail and twice as tasty; the perfect combination for certain breeds of men to be relieved of absurd amounts of money.
Instead of perfume and drunken laughter, the joint reeked of misery and mourning. A few working girls drifted listlessly across the lobby, faces downcast. I spied one of them being crying openly down a darkened hallway.
Benny caught wind of the mood as well. “What the hell happened here?”
The security bull stiffened, but didn’t say a word as she led us past the silent clientele rooms and into the private section in the rear of the mansion where she finally paused at the doors of a large office. She gestured inside.
Madam Esmeralda sat behind a polished oak desk elaborately carved to depict Greek gods in varying sexual positions. A rendition of Michelangelo’s Birth of Venus painting covered the wall behind her, altered with Esmeralda in place of Venus with all of her French-Italian looks fully glorified. The painting was completed when Esmeralda was younger, yet the mature woman who gazed at me with dark liquid eyes was even more alluring, if that were possible. She was usually dressed in the finest Victorian fashion, but had opted for a more subdued gown of darker hues as if to acknowledge the mood of the joint. Her long raven hair was decked out by a diamond-studded headband adorned with peacock feathers.
“Mr. Trubble.” Her heavy French accent was dampened by grief she didn’t bother to hide. “Normally I’d say it is a pleasure. I’m afraid I must skip the formalities today.”
“I already guessed that, Esmeralda. The joint is cheerful as a funeral, and I’ve already been to one of those lately. What happened?”
“Murder happened.” Her eyes moistened. “One of my girls was murdered right here in my house. In my house, Mick.”
Her words hit me like a punch to the gut. “I’m sorry, Esmeralda. I promise I’ll do all I can. But you should have called the brass as soon as you found out. I know your surveillance is good. Shouldn’t be too much trouble to track down the skel who did this.”
“My surveillance was blacked out at the time of the killing. And I don’t know the police, Mick. I know you. More importantly, I trust you. And I think you will want to take this case.”
I felt the creeping fingers of dread massage the back of my neck. “Why’s that?”
“Come and see. See what the bâtard did to one of my girls.”
“Lead the way.” I took a deep breath and looked at Natasha. Her face was pale, her eyes wide.
“You stay here with Benny. I guarantee you don’t wanna see this.”
“She should come.” Esmeralda’s stare was imperious, hinting at something I couldn’t quite interpret. “This is the girl you once brought to me for safekeeping, yes? A woman now, I see. She should come. This is something she needs to see. For her own good.”
I hesitated, trying to get a bead on Esmeralda’s motives. She gazed back with an expressionless mask.
I finally shook my head. “Stay here, Natasha. Benny, keep a close eye out.”
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I was instantly familiar with the room. The art deco style of geometrically-designed metallic wallpaper and the dramatic, sweeping polished mahogany furniture created the illusion of a rich Parisian hotel. You’d never guess a revolving procession of lust-filled bodies engaged there in the indulgences of the world’s oldest profession. I’d been in that very room many a time when I was a newborn amnesiac without a care for anyone or anything.
The body was an indistinct shape shrouded by crimson-spattered linen sheets. The stench of blood and death would have been enough to make me gag if my throat hadn’t been so constricted. I removed my Bogart and placed it over my heart to smother the reverberations that hammered against my chest.
Esmeralda grimaced as she pulled the sheets back. “She was found like this less than an hour ago. Her body was still slightly warm.”
My jaw clenched until my teeth ached. “Desiree.”
Esmeralda’s eyes glistened as she continued to gaze at the corpse.” Yes. You were one of her regulars. Before you… changed.”
Desiree had the face of a supermodel and the body of a professional dancer. Combine that with the allure of a movie starlet and it equaled a lethal combination of looks and style too much for many a man to resist. Why she worked tricks in a cathouse instead of playing some rich chump over for diamonds and furs was something I never understood. Guess something inside of her died hard along the way, some hard luck forced her onto a detour she never pulled out of.
None of that mattered anymore.
Esmeralda studied my reaction. Her eyes widened. “This is not the first. You’ve seen this kind of killing recently.”
My fists tightened as I reluctantly nodded. “Just the other night. Girl I knew was murdered just like this. The cuts on the face, the slit throat… ” I drew a shuddering breath. “Just like this.”
“So.” Esmeralda’s voice was emotionless, but her eyes accused me all the same. “This is connected to you, then.”
I roughly swallowed the lump that swelled in my throat. “I’m afraid so, Esmeralda.”
“A woman killer, then.”
I glanced at her. “That’s what Natasha said. How do you figure?”
“It makes sense now. Why she cut Desiree’s face. Her mouth. The killer wanted to disfigure her beauty, slash the mouth that kissed you in passion. This killer was your lover once. Now she sends you a message through the women you’ve had since her.”
I heard someone groan as though in pain. It took a second to realize the sound came from me. My Bogart slipped from my hands and hit the floor.
Esmeralda quickly pulled the sheets back over Desiree’s tortured face. I edged backward, unable to take my eyes from the shrouded figure. My legs brushed against the edge of a chair. I fell into it, slumping against the cushions. My hands shook as I withdrew my deck of smokes and placed a gasper between my lips.
“Here.” Esmeralda strode over with a silver-gilded lighter. I let the smoke smolder in my lungs for a moment while I cradled my head. The faces of Scarlett and Desiree flickered across my vision, bloody smiles on their faces. It was my fault they lay still and lifeless, their last breaths taken in suffering and agony.
It was my fault.
A strong hand cupped my chin and tilted it upward. I gazed at Esmeralda’s stern face through a blurry haze. She shook her head.
“This will not do. You look as if you can barely stand. You must be strong now, Mick. You are not the man I knew not so long ago, when you used to frequent here.”
“I know, sweetheart.” I gently removed her hand and exhaled a stream of smoke toward the floor. “I got better.”
“You got weaker.” Her face displayed no sympathy as she placed a gasper in a diamond-encrusted holder and lit it. Her dark eyes glimmered with passion, the insatiable need for the assurance of blood. “The man I knew would already be on the streets looking for the fils de pute that would dare to do this.”
“I’m not that man anymore, darlin’. I can’t go around killing folks at will. You chase blood long enough and it’s yours that ends up painting the streets.”
“You cannot change who you are, Mick. You might fool your little girlfriend into thinking you are ready to clean up and settle down, but we both know the truth.” Her eyes bore deeply into mine, her lips parted as she exhaled a hazy cloud. “You’re a killer of bad men. And as long as bad men need killing, you’ll never be able to settle down. Violence is in your nature and you release it on those who have it coming. There is no shame in that.”
“Maybe you’re right.” I was surprised to admit it out loud. But even though her words rattled me, it was as though the realization lifted an enormous weight from my shoulders.
“I’ve tried to pretend I could be the good guy, but deep inside I know how the cards are dealt. Decent people can’t survive in this city. There’s something about this place that tears at you, forces you to face who you really are. I’ve always said if you wanna make it in New Haven you gotta be meaner than the streets are. Maybe the truth is I’m just as bad as the scum I’ve put down.”
“Do not say such things.” Smoke trails followed her dismissive gesture. “You are different from the others because you live by a code, Mick. That is the only reason why I trust you.”
I didn’t reply. There were no words to be said. There was nothing I could do to bring Scarlett and Desiree back. They were gone, and all I could do was place them with the rest of the ghosts that haunted my sober moments.
But I damn sure could do something to the person who took their lives.
I took a last look at the shrouded body as I rose out of the chair. “Why in the hell did you want Natasha to see this?”
“Because she needs to know.”
“Know what?”
“The price of being near you.” Esmeralda’s words burned with undisguised anger. “This is what comes of being in your company, Mick. Death trails you like a shadow and if this girl is to be with you then she must know. Next time it might be her laying there, her dead eyes staring into yours. Is that what you want?”
“No.” The reply was raw in my throat as I envisioned her words.
“Then let her go. She needs to live her life away from you. She seems like a nice girl. She deserves a good man.”
“There are no good men in New Haven.”
Esmeralda glared. “You know what I mean. Let the girl go, for her sake.”
I bent and picked up my Bogart. Placed it on my head and tilted the brim over my eyes. “I gotta go, Esmeralda.”
“Where?”
“To kill some bad men.”
“This murderer is no man, Mick.”
I crushed my gasper in the antique ashtray beside the chair. “Well then I guess I’ll kill her too.”
Esmeralda smiled.
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“What happened, Mick?”
Natasha searched my face. I was pretty sure I wore a rather murderous expression, which to be fair was enough to warrant her anxiousness.
“Let’s go. We’re outta here.” My step never faltered as I strode past Esmeralda’s office. I had to get away from the condemning atmosphere. Every corner seemed to whisper with Desiree’s accusing voice.
“Mick.” Benny glanced up from viewing his holoband. “Uncle Flacco wants an update. Says to meet him at his safe house in the Docks.”
“You know where it’s at?”
“Yeah.”
“Ok.” I jerked my head toward the exit.
“Mick.” Natasha nearly had to jog in order to match my stride. “Why won’t you tell me what happened?”
“Cause you don’t wanna know what happened, Natasha. Some things are better off left alone, understand?”
I gratefully pushed open the exit doors and stepped out in the welcoming stench of New Haven gutters and smog. The clamor of traffic, sirens, and the morning bustle helped clear my mind and hone my focus. Things were as bad as I’d seen them get, but I was still walking and still had the Mean Ol’ Broad tucked in her holster under my arm. I’d go with those odds any given day.
Natasha wasn’t one to give up, I’d say that for her. She placed a hand against my chest to halt my stride.
“I told you not to treat me like a child, Mick. I think I deserve to know what’s behind that gloomy expression you’re wearing. I can handle it.”
My heart broke a little when I looked at her. She was a rose in a concrete world, ignorant of the likelihood of being trampled by crowds of indifferent feet. A large part of me wanted to do as her parents tried to: protect her from the cruelties of that world, shield her from its filth and corruption. But the rest of me knew it wouldn’t make a difference in the long run. Sooner or later the world shows you its ugly side, and when it does you’d better be ready to face it.
“Know what a Glasgow Smile is?”
She shook her head.
“It’s when someone takes a razor blade or a knife, puts it in the corner of your mouth—” I traced a line across her face with my finger. “—and slashes. Then they beat you in the face or continue cutting until the muscles contract, causing the cut to spread from ear to ear. Sometimes the victims bleed out enough to die. Those who survive the trauma are left with a permanent scar as a memento.”
Natasha cringed and took a step back. “Is that what—?”
“—happened to Desiree? Yeah. That’s what the killer did to her face. Afterward she slit Desiree’s throat, the same as Scarlett’s. That’s what you wanted to know, right? Maybe I should take you back there, like Esmeralda said. You wanna get a close look, see what death looks like? That it?”
“I’ve seen what death looks like.” Natasha’s voice lowered to a near-whisper, but she never dropped her gaze. “How my parents were slaughtered was even worse. Don’t ever forget that, Mick.”
I stared at her, shocked by the sting in her words. “I can’t forget that. I’ll never forget that as long as I live.”
Benny cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt this tender scene and all, but whaddya saying: you’re connected to the girl that was snuffed here?”
I turned, relieved at the interruption. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Whoever this killer is, she’s toying with me. She wants me to know she can smoke me anytime, but she wants me to suffer first. Well, it’s working. I’m suffering all right, so much I can barely breathe. All I wanna do is shoot someone right now, but I still don’t even have a target.”
“Maybe you outta take that Sinn fox up on her offer, Mick. ‘Cause it looks like you’re gonna need all the help you can get.”
I scrubbed a hand across my chin. “Maybe you’re right, Benny. Can’t hurt at this point.” I tapped on my holoband and pulled up the number she gave me. Her face appeared on the screen instantly, alluring even in thumbnail size.
“I’ve been waiting for your call, Mick.”
“Is that so? I figured you’d have a thousand other things to occupy your digitally enhanced mind.”
Her lips curved. “Fortunately I multi-task with ease. What can I help you with?”
“Surveillance footage of who’s been through here in the last twenty-four hours.”
“I’m afraid the blackout was professionally done. Your hidden enemy is either jacked into the system or has some highly skilled assistance.”
“Great news. If that’s the case they can track my every move. If I’m gonna pull this off you have to get me off the grid.”
“Not a problem, Mick. I can tag your holoband with a cloning signal. Anytime someone tries to lock on to you the signal will produce thousands of duplicate signals, making it impossible to track you. From here on out you’re a ghost in the machine.”
“Not a bad trick. Thing is, I let you do that and you’ll be able to track me anywhere. How do I know I can trust you?”
“You don’t understand. I can override your holoband in a second and install spyware you’ll never detect if I wanted to. But I won’t. I want you to be able to trust me, but it’s your choice. Just keep in mind that the alternative is allowing your enemies to continue tracking your every move. You’re a gambler, Mick. Toss the dice.”
“All right, do it. But don’t think this means I’m working with you, Ms. Sinn. I’m just in your debt, is all.”
Her smile was sly. “Not to worry. Consider this is an advance on a friendship. Call me when you need me again.”
The screen winked off. My holoband gave no indication of any changes, but I knew Sinn had already inserted her unique modification. My holoband was tricked out with the best security in the business, but it may as well have been unlocked and undefended when it came to bioroid superiority. I just hoped Sinn would stay true to her word and not hack my entire network, but it didn’t look as if I had a choice in the matter.
We strode across the parking lot where Maxine waited. Her doors slid open as I approached. Natasha stopped in mid-stride. “Wait. Were there any others?”
“Other what?”
She stared at me like I was the stupidest man alive. “Other women, Mick. Were there any more you’ve been—” She blushed.
“—familiar with? Not really. Desiree was the only working girl I dealt with.” I paused. “And there was Scarlett, of course. Oh, and Ming Li, but that was only one time. She stole my winnings and put me in debt with the Russians before skipping town. And uh, let’s see…there was a singer in that flophouse on the Southside, what was her name…?”
Natasha’s lip curled. “Do you need a minute to write them all down? Let’s start with the ones you had at least some type of relationship with.” She shook her head. “Geez, maybe Angel was right about you, Mick.”
I froze. “Angel.” My heart went into overdrive as the realization hit me.
“What about her?” Natasha’s eyes widened. “No, Mick. Are you saying—?”
“Get in the ride. She’s the next hit on the list.”

Chapter 13: A Familiar Face

“Maxine, call Angel.”
“Calling.”
Maxine squealed across the damp streets, weaving in and out of morning traffic. Buildings and shifting crowds became blurs of movement and lights as we roared past. The buzzing sound of the outgoing call seemed unnaturally loud in the silent interior as we held a collective breath.
“The call went to her voicemail, Mr. Trubble. Would you like to leave a message?”
“No. Scan the wire for any recent shootings or fatal accidents.”
“I’ve picked up seventy-six reports of gunfire, twenty-six arsons, two drownings, and seventeen reports of vehicular manslaughter in the last twenty-four hours.”
I looked at Benny, who shrugged. “Hey, this is New Haven.”
My teeth ground together. “All right. They were supposed to be on their way to Customs. Maxine, centralize your search to the route they most likely would have taken.”
“Right away. You have a new call coming through. Do you want to take it?”
“Put it on screen.”
The heads up display fizzled on, morphing into an image of a shadowed figure. It was the same silhouette I saw earlier right before she pumped me full of lead. The wide brim of her Bogart still hid her features. It was hard to see her surroundings, but I guessed she was laying dormy in some cheap flophouse.
“I left you a little present at the brothel. Did you enjoy it?” The tone was wickedly playful, but just like before her actual voice was electronically garbled, leaving me no clues to tickle my memory.
I fought to control the rage that clawed at my throat. Purposely keeping my voice casual, I shrugged. “Not my type of gift. Why don’t we arrange a face to face so I can show you what I really enjoy?”
“Things didn’t go so well for you the last time we were face to face. How does it feel, knowing at any moment I could do the same? This time I wouldn’t count on your healing system to save you. I’m pretty sure it overtaxed itself knitting you back together.”
“Why the games, sister? You wanna to take me out, just do it. Leave the others out of it.”
The shadow tilted her head. “Listen to you. Caring about people. Do you realize how inane that sounds? The reports are true, then. You really have changed. What a mind job Dr. Faraday did on you.”
“I got no complaints.”
“That’s because you don’t know who you really are. What a blissful quandary for you. Without your memories you can go on pretending to be this charming scoundrel of a man, putting your life on the line to help other people. What would those same people think of you if they knew how many people you’ve tortured and murdered?”
Her laugh was garbled, but it was clear she got her kicks from my discomfort. I was acutely aware of Benny’s nervous sidelong glance and the stunned silence from the back seat where Natasha sat. I tried to steer the conversation back to safer waters, because it was clear the shadow dame had the drop on me.
“Listen, Natalie. Why don’t you just cut to the chase and tell me exactly what it is you want.”
Even in silhouette, I noticed the dame stiffen at the mention of her name. That’s when I knew I had her. The voice scrambler shut down, revealing her natural tone. “So. You think you have it all figured out, do you?”
“That’s right. You obviously know me from my past. I don’t know much about all that, but I do know I was with the SS, killing folks for the righteous cause of the United Havens. Before he bought the farm, Frankie Newman let me in on the fact I had a history with a downright psycho bitch from hell. And I even saw you for a sec, courtesy of a flashback associated with a concussive blast when I wasted the New Man, Frankie’s killer synoid. So let’s drop the cloak and dagger bunk and get to why you’re going through all this trouble.”
Natalie’s figure was shock still for a few seconds. I imagined her taking it all in, weighing out her potential responses. Finally, she removed the Bogart and leaned forward. Shadows slid away from the contours of her face. It was a face I knew, if only from a single random flashback jarred from my subconscious. Her face was just as beautiful and cold as I recalled. Strawberry blonde hair fell to her shoulders in tumbles, while her eyes were cobalt ice chips that glittered with malice.
“So you know a few things. Doesn’t matter. Let’s get back to the game. Do you know what I see right now?”
“I figure it’s my handsome mug looking back at you.”
Her scornful glance made it apparent my charm had no effect. “I’m looking at someone you might know, sitting at Lambrou’s Diner with her detective boyfriend. Angela Davison, currently employed as a secretary where you work, although we both know she has a naughtier side. You call her Angel, don’t you? How ironic. Newman told me all about her in his reports. I have an agent with a telescopic sight zeroed in on her right now.”
She smiled and glanced at a console to her left. “All I have to do is give the word and her head explodes like an overripe melon. Did you enjoy your nights with her, Mick? Did you find some emotional release when you made love to her, or was it limited to just physical pleasure?”
My pressure rose at the menacing playfulness of her tone. “Listen. You leave her out of this. I’m warning you—”
Her eyes narrowed. “I warned you a long time ago, Mick. I warned you what would happen if you let your feelings get the best of you. Do you remember the first lesson I gave you? What was her name?” She snapped her black-gloved fingers. “Oh yes — Maxine. Do you remember, Mick? Do you remember what we did to her? What I made you do?”
I felt bile rise in my throat as something hit me like a hammer between the eyes. Blurry images flickered across my consciousness, damaged picture film of something so ugly I wanted to claw at my face to rid myself of it.
“Mick?” Benny’s alarmed voice seemed to come from a mile away. “Mick, are you all right?”
Natalie’s image leaned forward slightly. Her playfulness vanished as she stared from the screen, her gaze suddenly intense. “You remember something, don’t you? Looks like I’m on the right track. So let’s continue the game. You called me Natalie. That’s my agency name. A label they pinned on me when they took everything I was and transformed me into in a new person. I told you what my real name was once. If you remember it, I promise to leave your precious Angel alone. If you don’t… ” She let the threat hang in the air.
My eyes burned when I raised my head. “You forgot about the third option.” I turned the display off. Natalie’s eyes widened as the image fizzled out.
Benny’s head jerked in surprise. “What’d you do that for? You know she’s gonna kill the girl, right?”
“Can’t play the game by her rules. Maxine… ” I winced at the name. “Maxine — block all incoming calls that aren’t on the contact list.”
“As you say, Mr. Trubble.”
I tapped my holoband. “You there, Ms. Sinn?”
“I’m here, Mick. In answer to your question, the call signal can’t be traced. The Service uses ghost lines on their equipment.”
“Figures. Listen, can you cut the lights off in Lambrou’s Diner?”
She paused for a second. “It’s done.”
“Thanks. I’ll be in touch.” I slid the screen over to messages and sent one to Flask, hoping he and Angel weren’t already toasted.
YOU’RE BEING TARGETED. GET ANGEL TO SAFETY.
“Maxine — new coordinates. Head over to Hunter Valentino’s pad.”
“Redirecting.” The tires squealed as Maxine performed a one-eighty and headed toward the West Docks. Other vehicles swerved and blared their horns in disapproval of our careening driving style.
Natasha leaned forward. “What are you doing, Mick? Aren’t you even going try to save Angela?”
I kept my eyes on the road. I couldn’t stomach it if Natasha looked at me differently. After what she heard, I couldn’t blame her. “Trust me, I’m doing my best.”
“By pissing off a crazy woman trying to kill her?” Benny shook his head. “I might be new to all this private eye stuff, but that just don’t sound right. What makes you think she’ll just let them walk? She had them right in her sights.”
“No audience.”
“No audience? What are you talking about?”
“It’s the game. If I play by Natalie’s rules Angel will still die. I’ll get her question wrong. Or I’ll run out of time. Or I’ll get to Angel just in time to see a slug take her head off. It’s a losing hand no matter how I play it. So far Natalie’s dictated everything. I’ve been tap-dancing to her tune from the start. I gotta do what she doesn’t expect if I wanna come out ahead in her little game.”
Benny rubbed his chin and nodded slowly. “So you spoil her fun. She’ll get no pleasure killing Angel if she thinks you don’t care.”
“Exactly.”
“But… ” Natasha’s voice shrank. “She might kill them anyway.”
“I told you. A losing hand.”
“Mick?”
I glanced in the rearview mirror. Natasha’s face told all I needed to know.
“If you’re gonna ask me about what Natalie said, forget it. I don’t remember killing the people she said I killed. I don’t remember being in the Service. And no — I don’t remember anything about Maxine. You’re tooting the wrong ringer, sweetheart. I remember everything — everything except my past.”
“Waitaminute.” Benny scrunched up his beefy face. “You saying you got whaddya call it — ambrosia or something?”
“It’s called amnesia, Einstein. And yeah, I got it in spades. When I came to this Haven I was on a mission to snuff someone. Instead I got a memory remix and wound up being the resident Troubleshooter you see right now. I don’t remember anything about my past before coming to New Haven. Considering what I know about my former self, I think I got the better part of the deal.”
Benny whistled softly. “No wonder you got the whole town stepping on eggshells around you. It’s nutso. I never seen that about nobody outside the Borgata, you know?”
“The louder the gab, the bigger the target, kid. Trust me, I’d rather not be mentioned at all.”
“I guess. And this psycho chick is your ex?”
“Yeah. Not that I remember her. Apparently she’s not all that good at the whole ‘letting go’ thing.”
Benny shook his head. “Damn. And I thought I’d met some jingle-brained dames.” He glanced out the window. “Hey — where are we headed, anyway? I told you my uncle wanted you to come in.”
“Gotta make a detour to the last place I wanna go to see the last person I wanna see, like I told you earlier.”
“This Hunter Valentino pal of yours?”
“He’s not my pal.”
“Then who the hell is he?”
I sighed. “He’s an ‘it’, actually. A synoid. A synoid that happens to be in possession of my old memories.”
For once Benny and Natasha were too shocked to say anything else.
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“Hell, Mick.” Benny took an uneasy glance around. “Think your synoid pal could’ve picked a crappier part of town?”
I couldn’t argue. Hunter hung his hat in the crummiest section of the West Docks. If there was a worse stretch of gutters and ramshackle dives in New Haven I didn’t know about it. The air reeked of old fish guts and fresh urine. The sunlight was smothered by thick cloud cover, casting the entire district in a tangle of fog and shadows.
The rain returned just as Maxine rolled to a stop in front of one of the ugliest houses on the street. On the opposite side was the West River. The waters were as black as the night I emerged from them with no memory of how I got there.
Benny looked on the verge of another breakdown. “A lotta rubes get fitted for cement shoes and dropped off in the river around here. I seen it happen a couple of times. My uncle thought it’d make a man outta me.” His whimpering tone indicated the experiment was a complete failure.
“Who would put a synoid here?” Natasha peered into the gloom from the relative safety of the back seat. “There’s nothing for it to do.”
“Hunter’s not your average synoid, sweetheart. He put himself here, probably because it’s the last place someone would look for him.”
“Why do you keep calling it ‘him’? And how could it put itself anywhere? Synoids can’t override their programming. Someone has to be in control, or they automatically shut themselves down.”
I opened the door and stepped out. “Like I told you. This one’s not your average. You’re right about him being unnatural. Synoids function according to their design and purpose, but Hunter’s different. He’s a highly advanced prototype that just so happens to host my downloaded memories.”
“What does that even mean, Mick?”
“It means he knows me far better than I know myself.” I stared at the forbidding doorway of the ramshackle house. “It also means he’s about the creepiest thing I’ve ever encountered. Benny, stay here and—”
“—watch her with my life. I got it by now, Mick.”
Natasha stared at the busted-up dive we pulled up to. “You’re going in there by yourself? That’s crazy.”
I pulled out my deck of smokes and lit a gasper. “Crazy is the last thing I’m worried about, kiddo. Be back in a hot sec.”
I strode up the broken stairs real casual-like, but I felt my heart try to beat its way outta my chest. Hunter had that kind of effect on me.
The door was unlocked as usual. The interior was the same as the last time I walked in there, meaning the place looked like the previous occupants had taken blunt instruments and beat the joint to hell in a fit of drunken fury. Something rotten hung in the air, stinging my nostrils. A single flickering light bulb hung from the ceiling in the kitchen, swinging back and forth from the slight breeze. A figure sat at the rickety table, lost in the shadows of the room. One the tabletop was a cordial glass, a bowl of sugar cubes, a glass of water and a bottle that glimmered green in the dim light. I already knew what it contained.
Absinthe.
I nearly groaned out loud. The last time Hunter served me absinthe ended up in a hallucinogenic episode involving green fairies and an underwater conversation. I didn’t exactly want a repeat of that incident, but I didn’t wanna get on Hunter’s bad side, either. I sat in the wobbly chair opposite him, hoping it didn’t collapse and put me on my ass.
“Have a drink.” Hunter’s dark-suited silhouette didn’t move at all.
“Look Hunter, why don’t we just — hey what the hell?” I nearly fell over backward when I caught a look at what I thought was Hunter. A corpse sat in his place, unrecognizable because the vermin had already cleaned most of the flesh away. The skull that remained grinned at me as if appreciating the joke. Twin cameras whirred in its empty sockets as they adjusted in my direction.
“I apologize for not appearing in person.” Hunter’s voice emitted from a microphone clipped to the stiff’s suit lapel. “But I’m not sure what means Natalie has employed to tag your whereabouts. I can’t afford for you to lead her directly to me, you understand. That might result in ramifications beyond my ability to control.”
“Think you could’ve warned me first?” My stomach churned as I took in the gory details of the stiff, which looked half as bad as it smelled. “Who’s this dead chump?”
“No one you knew. What’s the term wise guys use? Oh yeah: fuggetaboutit.”
My eyes narrowed. Hunter’s tone sounded amused, which indicated a sense of humor. The Hunter I knew was never amused and usually had the personality of a stale biscuit.
I edged as far away from the stiff as I could manage without toppling out of my seat. “So you know Natalie is in town? Think that’s something you could have let me in on? Two women are dead because of that psycho.”
“That’s to be expected. It’s just one of the many tactics Natalie employed to control me. I was afraid to display affection to anyone else, relying on her as my only avenue of sexual release. More importantly it was a form of psychological control. Natalie was my handler, the mistress that kept me on a tight lease. The Secret Service needed my skills but feared my questioning attitude. Natalie was the answer. She was as skilled in psychological manipulation as she was in cold-blooded killing.”
I felt a chill, and not because of the information. It was the way Hunter spoke. Something had changed. It was as though the downloaded memories had been assimilated into his synthetic consciousness, causing him to relate them as though from personal experience.
He spoke as though he was human.
“So what — you’re scared of the dame or something? Not possible. You’re a synoid. A synthetic humanoid, Hunter. You’re not capable of emotions. That’s a human thing.”
The eye cameras whirred and clicked. “I’m an assimilation of the most advanced synoid technology combined with downloaded human memories. Your memories. That makes me something else entirely. And from what I recall of Natalie, I don’t want to be anywhere near her. She had a… hold on me. There’s no telling what would happen were I to come face to face with her in this state. It’s too risky.”
I stared at the grinning skull, trying to fight the bizarre sensation I was conversing with myself. “We need to talk, Hunter.”
“We are talking.”
“We need to talk about my past.”
“You never wanted to know anything about it before. The last time we spoke you indicated you were content in your ignorance.”
“Things have changed.”
“Indeed.” The skull’s ghastly grin seemed even more amused than before, but I was sure it was my mind playing tricks on me.
“Who… ” I hesitated as the name lodged in my throat. I swallowed hard. “Who was Maxine?”
“Ah. So Natalie dropped the ace on you. A definite sign of desperation on her part. That’s good news. It indicates she’s not as confident as she’d like you to believe.”
“Who was she, Hunter?”
The silence stretched so long I thought he had severed the connection. A fly buzzed by my ear and circled around the stiff’s skeletal head before settling on its cheekbone. The room was a humid box smothered with the nearly overwhelming scent of rotten meat. Beads of sweat beaded on my forehead. I wanted to cover my nose and get the hell away from there, but anticipation held me in my seat opposite a tricked-out corpse because I had to know.
I had to know.
“Maxine is a subject best spoken of in person. We’ll discuss that later. For now, have a drink.”
I picked up the bottle of absinthe. “I don’t think I’ll be toasting with your corpse buddy, Hunter. Last time you slipped me a Mickey that had me swimming with the fairies in a river that didn’t exist.”
“The side effects of the nanoaccelerator process vary from person to person, but they aren’t life threatening. Have that drink, Mick. I believe you’re going to need it.”
I took a closer look at the swirling green contents. “Wait a minute. You’re saying this juice is laced with nanomachines?”
“That’s correct. Think of the last time I supplied you with the same. You were wounded from a gunshot wound. After the drink that wasn’t so much of an issue, was it?”
I tilted my Bogart back as I considered it. “Well ain’t that a kick in the head. Why didn’t you just say so at the time?”
“I have my reasons.”
The cameras observed as I poured a shot and dropped in a sugar cube to sweeten the taste. Not that I was a sissy or anything, but absinthe wasn’t my drink of choice. It tasted like a liquid version of black licorice plucked from the tread of a well-worn shoe.
I downed the shot and slammed the glass bottoms-up in front of the stiff. “Please tell me I don’t have to take another.”
“One shot will have to suffice. Make sure to keep the bottle. What remains is all you have left. The nanomachines were constructed to match with your biology, and will destroy anyone else. The late Dr. Faraday created the serum for you, but most of it was lost when you destroyed his lab. I was able to recover only one capsule. The machines only operate when in contact with alcohol, so I deposited it in the absinthe.”
“You think you could’ve found a nastier drink? Why not gin or bourbon or something?”
“I’m not the drinking connoisseur, obviously. I worked with what I had available at the time.”
I rubbed my chin as I stared at the bottle. “Dr. Faraday worked for the United Havens for a long time. That would make this Service tech, huh? Figures. Can’t get away no matter how I try.”
“A benefit reserved for only their top agents, as insurance. A lot of time and work goes into the training of an agent like me, Mick. The added durability justifies the effort spent.”
“Why—” I winced as the room span and my vision blurred in hues of lime. “Why do you keep saying ‘me’ when you talk about the past? That’s my history you’re talking about, Hunter. My memories. You’re a machine. Not a human. Not me. A machine.”
“At one time that might have been true.” The corpse grew larger, swelling in width and height. It struck the ceiling, scattering tiny green fairies that fluttered in agitated circles. A skeletal finger pointed my direction. “Not anymore. Like you, I have evolved into my own person. You underestimated the genius of Dr. Faraday. The man was light years ahead of his time. The obstructions that separate man from godhood were only rice paper to the sledgehammer of his intellect. What he did, what he created when he combined your memories to my digital consciousness — it’s never been accomplished before. I am something the world has not beheld until now.”
He leaned forward, exhaling tainted breath on my face. The cameras in his eyes flickered with emerald strobe lights. “I am alive, Mick Trubble. What you were is what lives within me: all the tragedy and hopelessness of your existence. You wanted to die, did you know that? You were a weak, pathetic excuse of a man, mortally terrified of the woman that kept you squirming under her boot heel. You hated her almost as much as you hated yourself. Do you still want to embrace death, Mick? It can be arranged. Taking a life is so easy. You know that all too well. In the time it takes to blink, you can simply cease to exist.”
I staggered backward, overturning the chair in slow motion as I fumbled for the holster under my arm. My mouth opened in a noiseless roar as I raised the Mean Ol’ Broad at the towering specter that filled the entire room. Green lightning flashed from the muzzle as I squeezed off. The stiff shuddered as the slugs struck, toppling backward in a limp display of wildly flailing limbs. I flipped the table over, somehow catching the absinthe bottle before it struck the floor. My chest heaved as I peered over the table edge, but the giant corpse lay still.
“Mick?”
I turned, sweeping the Broad at the glowing figure that hovered in the doorway. The fairy wore Natasha’s face and spoke with her voice. A hulking brute followed her, some misshapen ogre who scanned the room with a feral expression.
“Stay back — or you’ll get the same as your pal here. I mean it.” My finger twitched on the trigger.
The fairy flooded the room with light as she approached, her hand cautiously extended. “Mick, it’s me. Natasha. Natasha and Benny. You remember us, don’t you? Mick?”
I squeezed my eyes shut with a groan. When I opened them, Natasha and Benny stood in front of me with concerned looks on their faces. The bullet-riddled corpse lay a few yards away, once again just a normal stiff. I scrubbed my face with my hand.
“Absinthe. Damn the stuff.”
Benny slowly slid his handgun back in his jacket holster. “What the hell, Mick? We heard you shout and then the gunfire started…”
“—and your first thought was to bring Natasha into the line of fire?” I shakily stood, still trying to get my bearings. “Smooth move, Ace.”
Benny’s expression darkened. “She jumped outta the ride before I could grab her, Mick. Look, I ain’t in the habit of watching dames. You want her in diapers, you better call a babysitter.”
“I don’t need you to look out for me, Mick.” Natasha’s face was set in that defiant expression dames get when they want to make their point. “Excuse me for being concerned about you.”
“That’s the point — you don’t need to be concerned about me.” My voice boomed in the near-empty house. “This is what I do, sweetheart. This is my job. And I can’t do it with your getaway sticks running in the direction of the gunfire, got it?”
Natasha flinched at my tone, but to her credit she didn’t crumple. “You’re the one who got me in this mess in the first place, Mick.” She placed her fists on her hips and let me have it. “You told me to come with you, remember? I could be at my apartment minding my own business.”
I threw up my arms. “That’s because you aren’t safe anywhere else. I don’t like it any more than you do. But you gotta do what I say or you’ll end up getting shredded by a stray slug before the day is out. Pipe that?”
“Look, I hate to interrupt a lover’s spat and all but… ” Benny took an uneasy glance around the room. “Who the hell were you shooting at, Mick? This bum’s been dead for days.”
Natasha eyes near bulged out of her face as she did a quick two-step away from the stiff. “That’s what the smell is? Who…who was he?”
“Hell if I know.” I gestured around. “This whole deal is gonzo. Look, I’m a bit outa sorts right now. Blame it on the booze. Stuff’s laced with nanomachines that reboot my healing system, only with hallucinogenic side effects. Not to mention a trip down memory lane with my old self downloaded into a synoid body. He’s not physically here, of course. He tricked out the stiff there with a microphone and camera ‘cause he’s scared stiff of my ex-girlfriend.”
“Uh… ok. Sorry we asked.” Benny glanced at me from the corner of his eyes. “You feeling all right? You look different for some reason.”
“Better, actually.” Natasha stepped closer and peered into my face. “You look like you got a good night’s sleep. And a decent meal.”
“I’m aces. Feeling great.” All the soreness had vanished from my muscles and I was sure if I lifted my shirt I’d see the recent gunshot wounds had faded as if months old. It was almost worth the acid trip into temporary insanity.
“So can we get the hell outta here, then? My uncle just buzzed again. Says you gotta come in.”
“I told you I’m not one of his soldatis, Benny. I’m doing important work here.”
“Important work like downing some booze and squeezing off on a mook who’s already dead?
“Touché. What’s Flacco got his panties all in a bunch over, anyhow?”
Benny winced at my disrespect. “Says he found something you’d like to see.”
“Yeah? What is it?”
“A Secret Service agent.”

Chapter 14: The Easy Way Out

Moe Flacco was holed up in a ratty little warehouse not too far from Hunter’s place. The Docks were a regular stomping ground for Mafia executions, so just about every self-respecting Capo owned some real estate out there. We pulled up to a district nicknamed Grindhouse Alley on account of all the Mob interrogations that took place in its number of grimy, rusted out warehouses conveniently constructed right at the edge of the West River. Once the wetwork was done it was no problem to chuck the remains in stinking, black waters of the West.
No-Nose Nate admitted us inside one of Flacco’s grisly estates. His candy apple red pinstriped suit was tempered only by the black shirt and Trilby hat that sat cocked on his narrow head. He greeted me with a smirk. “Mick. Word on the streets is you’d been zotzed.”
“I was. But I got over it.”
He snorted, turning his attention to Benny. “Still alive, kid? I thought you might be pushing daisies by now. Either that or drooling in your sleep somewhere.”
Benny’s face turned crimson. “I’m on the job, Nicky.”
“That’s good, kid. C’mon, your uncle’s already hot about you keeping him waiting.”
The warehouse was mostly empty and mostly dark. Only the central line of overhead lights were on, highlighting Moe’s crew of soldatis lounging on stacked crates and barrels of lye or against the chrome bumpers of the gleaming wheelers pulled inside. Moe was decked out in a charcoal tweed overcoat over his three-piece and Bogart to match. He chatted amiably with Electra, who was dressed in a slinking black lace-grilled gown and gloves as though out to a swanky nightclub. Her scarlet bob was encircled by a bejeweled fascinator that winked in the dim light. She laughed behind her hand as if Moe had just told her a whopper of a joke.
You would’ve thought it just another night out if it weren’t for the locale, or the blood-spattered mess that sat in the center of it all. Mafia interrogations are never pretty sights, and that one was no exception. The unlucky recipient had been stripped to his boxers and sat on a stool with his feet and hands duct taped. Not only was he covered in bruises, cuts and contusions, but his face had been beaten so badly it was unrecognizable.
Moe Flacco greeted his nephew with a smile and outstretched arms. “Benny, you goomba. Why didn’t you check in like I asked? Had me worried about you. What would I tell my sister if I lost her firstborn, eh?”
Benny dipped his head respectfully. “Zio. My apologies. I was busy watching Mr. Trubble’s back like you told me.”
“Look at the kid. One day with the Troubleshooter and he’s talking like a man grown.” Flacco gave Benny’s face an affectionate pat before turning to me. “Thank you for letting my nephew tag along, Mick. I hope he hasn’t caused you too much trouble.”
“Not at all. Like the kid said, he’s the one who’s been watching my back.”
That seemed to please the old mobster. Rubbing his hands, he nodded the direction of his crew. “These are some of my boys: James and Henry. The short one is Tommy. I’ve been doing a little investigation of my own. Anytime you get hit you have to do a little house cleaning. And when you clean up, you start with the inside. So I checked on everyone that personally works for me. You know — tightened the screws on some of the new help.” He jerked a thumb at the misfortunate meat wad in the chair. “Turns out one of my drivers wasn’t who we thought he was. Recognize him?”
“How can I? He looks like he’s been tossed in a meat grinder.”
“No kidding. Point is, he says he knows you. Told us a lot of things. He’s been singing like a bird every since we convinced him to cooperate. His name’s Nelson. Or at least that’s the name we’ve known him as. I’m sure it’s a cover. He’s Secret Service, after all.”
I lit a gasper and sucked nicotine. “He’s not Service.”
“You saying he’s lying?” Moe nodded to Tommy, who seized Nelson by his hair and yanked his head up.
The unlucky stooge managed to open the one eye that wasn’t swollen shut. He licked his bloody, puffy lips. “Water.”
Moe’s eyes were so cold they glinted. “You hear that? The man is thirsty. Electra, why don’t you give him a drink?”
“No problem.” She picked up a two-gallon can of gasoline by her feet. Tommy forced Nelson’s mouth open and shoved a corroded funnel down his throat. Despite gagging on rusty metal, Nelson only had eyes for Electra as she approached. She smiled as he frantically shook his head and made muffled sounds of panic.
“Aw — looks like he’s not so thirsty after all.” Electra pursed her lips in a pouty manner and lowered the gas can.
I exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I’m saying he’s no agent. He might work for the Service, but he’s outsourced. A contractor. Just a bottom scraper trying to get ahead.”
“How do you know?”
I glanced at Nelson. His small, tubby frame was drenched in sweat. The distinct stink of urine wafted from his vicinity, verifying the dark stain on the front of his boxers.
“If he were an agent, you’d never have broken him like this.”
Moe gestured. Tommy yanked the funnel out of Nelson’s mouth, grimacing at the layer of bloody phlegm that coated the stem. Nelson erupted in a coughing fit and would have fallen off the stool if not for James’ hand on the back of his neck.
Moe casually stepped up and backhanded Nelson across the face with a sound like a meat tenderizer slamming into a thick wad of ground beef.
I felt my hands tighten into fists. It took a mental reminder to keep me from saying anything stupid. I remembered Nelson was allied with the same people who had no problem slicing up innocent women. When it came to organizations with a history of dirty deeds, I had already chosen sides with the lesser of two evils.
Nelson lolled back, tilting on the edge of consciousness. The second time Moe slapped him it was almost gentle. “You know this man, Nelson?” He pointed my direction. “You told us you did. Don’t wanna flip on that story now, do you?”
Nelson gazed at me with a glazed expression for a long moment before recognition finally dawned in his eye. “I told you. I don’t know him… personally. I just know… of him.”
“And who is he?”
“Spook. Shadow. Liquidator.” Nelson licked his lips. “That’s what they… called him. A Liquidator. Secret Service is the… trigger. He’s the bullet.”
The air in the warehouse thickened with tension. Hands strayed toward concealed weapons as the trouble boys reassessed me with apprehensive glances and uneasy mutters. Flacco cut them off with a gesture. He leaned in closer to Nelson.
“Continue.”
Sweat slid down Nelson’s defeated face. “He’s top-ranked. Above… my pay grade. I’m just… an observer. They pay me to watch and… report.” His voice lowered to a mumble. “I’m just an observer. I provide intel, that’s all. Just an observer… ”
“You’re a mole.” Moe seized Nelson by the jaw. “Just a low-down, dirty little rat. How many of you vermin are there? How many, you sonovabitch?”
Nelson winced. “Hundreds. We were stationed… all around New Haven. Service can only manage to smuggle in a couple of agents at a time, who recruit volunteers from the inside.” His good eye swiveled my direction. The expression of dread intensified, as though my presence was more terrifying than his current predicament. “He was one of them. He was the key to everything. Most of us were recruited by an agent named Frankie Newman. We were stationed in all parts of the Haven, ready to seize control of its most vulnerable assets when the time came… ” Nelson’s eyelids drooped as he tilted on his precarious perch.
Moe snapped his fingers under Nelson’s nose. “What time? What the hell was supposed to happen?”
Nelson gave a dizzy shake of his head. “The end. The Liquidator was supposed to help Frankie access the Command Hub. Open up a way for the Service to enter the Haven in force. It was all set up. Only the Liquidator didn’t follow the directives. Word is he turned on Newman and took him out. Everything fell apart. Everybody’s spooked. No one is in charge anymore. The rest of the observers have gone to ground.” His head dropped. “It didn’t help. We’re being picked off, one by one.”
“Hold on.” Until then I had silently observed, but I took a step closer. “You saying all the moles are being rooted out? By who?”
“Don’t know.” Nelson flinched when he met my gaze. “Thought it was you.”
More mutters rippled through Moe’s crew. They weren’t as cool as when I first entered the warehouse. The whole lot of them looked at me as if I’d just grown horns and breathed fire while twirling a pitchfork. Even Electra eyed me as if she saw a new person, although her look was more appraising than nervous.
I stepped closer, allowing the reputation of my former self to quell Nelson even further. “Tell us about Natalie. Don’t skip any details, or what you’ve been through will be a cool dip in the pool compared to what I’ll do.”
Nelson’s lips quivered. “Look, all I know is she’s supposed to bring you in. What you did, how you defied the SS — it’s never been done before. The talk is already spreading. They’re desperate to contain the situation. You’re a dead man, you know that? You can’t just walk away from these guys.”
I gave him my best mirthless grin. “Let me be the judge of that. You just tell me what I wanna know. Natalie — where is she? Who’s she working with? How many of them are there?”
Nelson cringed and practically blubbered when I leaned over him. “It’s a standard five-man crew. Everyone recruited from the inside except the agent. A techie, a sniper, and some muscle. I don’t know where they are, I swear. I’m just an observer. Just an observer… ”
“Yeah, you keep saying that.” I squinted at him as I took a last drag of my gasper.
Moe gave me a calculating glance. “I heard some chatter about what went down at Beck’s mansion a while back. Heard the place blew up. Same night something weird went down in the Beehive. Command tried to cover it up, but people talk. Something about an attempted takeover. That’s what this gink is gabbing about?”
“Yeah. I kinda stumbled into that gonzo plan to shut the Haven down.”
“And you stopped it?”
“Yeah. I stopped it.”
Moe’s face was unreadable. “You’ve proved to be an enigma so far, but now everything I’ve heard about you is starting to come together. So you’re a deserter from the Secret Service. I don’t know if that makes you the most dangerous man I’ve ever met, or the biggest target I’ve ever seen.”
I shrugged. “Trying to figure it out myself.”
His eyes grew hard. “So then. Sophia’s murder — that wasn’t aimed at me at all. It was aimed at you.”
“Yeah. The killer’s name is Natalie, my old partner from the Service. Seems she used killing my lovers as a way of controlling me in the past. I never meant to get Sophia involved in this. I’m sorry, Flacco.”
He sighed and shook his head. “I told you before — I don’t blame you for her death. I blame the person who did the killing. This… Natalie. I want her dead.” His jaw tightened. “I want blood for blood. Her and anyone else involved.”
“You might not want this, Flacco. You tangle with the Service, you lose.”
“Maybe that’s true outside of New Haven. Not inside. This is my city, Mick. And Sophia was my blood. I’m not afraid of taking on those Service thugs. I’d like to think you feel the same.”
“You’d be right. Sophia wasn’t the only one killed on account of this grudge match. I’m not out ‘till it’s finished. I owe a lot to the SS right now, and I’m gonna pay them back with interest.”
Moe nodded. “I’ll be working things out on my end. You follow whatever leads you got. We’ll stay in touch. Just remember: when it goes down, I wanna be there for the fall. I want my pound of flesh for Sophia.”
“I understand. What I’ll do is—”
“Hey Moe.” No-Nose Nate approached, dragging a very frightened and familiar figure with him. “Looky what I got. Caught her snooping around the door.”
I tilted my Bogart back and sighed. “Let her go, Nate. She’s with me.”
“You got time to skate on the job?” Nate grinned. “Not that I blame you. A piece of ass like this is hard to find.”
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re talking about a lady, Nate. Get that through your head, or I’ll put something else through it.”
Nate’s smile slipped. His face reddened as he caught the amused glances of the crew. He opened his mouth for a retort, but fortunately was spared the embarrassment when Moe cut him off with a wave of his hand.
“A friend of Mick’s is a friend of ours.” Removing his Bogart, he took Natasha’s hand and kissed it. “I apologize for your rough treatment. Merely a precaution.”
I stepped closer to Natasha. “I told you we’d be right back. You should have stayed with Maxine.”
Natasha looked at the collective crew of Borgata. “I just wanted to see what was taking you—” Her hand drifted to her mouth when she noticed Nelson in all of his unspectacular glory. “Oh.”
Moe followed her gaze. “You don’t need to see this, young lady. An unfortunate side of the business, I’m afraid. Benny, why don’t you escort her back to the car?”
“Sure thing, Uncle.” He gently placed a hand on Natasha’s shoulder.
Her eyes were wide as she was led away. I averted my gaze, surprised at the guilt I felt. I couldn’t help but think she saw me in a different light since observing me in my element. For the first time she saw the other side of my world. A world much uglier than the one she was used to.
Moe watched them leave. “The girl. She looks familiar.”
“Her name’s Natasha Luzzatti.”
“Ah, yes. Luzzatti’s daughter. All grown up now. I met Luzzatti once.”
“Wouldn’t have guessed.”
“You’d be surprised who I’ve gotten to know in this business. I tried to buy his apartments in a real estate deal some years ago. He wouldn’t budge. Good man. Stubborn as hell, but a good man. His daughter was just a little girl then.” His expression softened. “They grow up so fast.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
Moe gave me a shrewd glance. “Let me guess. You’re keeping her close so she stays out of harm’s way.”
I nodded.
“It never works. Trust me, I know. The best thing you can do for a girl like that is let her go, Mick. Don’t let her be the next Sophia Flacco. She’s already lost enough. Capeesh?”
“I hear you, Flacco.”
Electra sidled over, a smile teasing her lips. “I just had the grandest idea.”
Nate smirked and slid a finger across his golden schnozzle. “Oh, I gotta hear this. Spit it out.”
“If this killer is after all of Mick’s sexual partners, why don’t we give her one to target?”
I froze. “Who?”
She gazed at me from under her eyelashes. “Let’s not be coy, Mick. What’s the matter, afraid you can’t handle me?”
I took a careful step back. “I’m just not sure that’s a good idea, Electra. Putting you at risk like that? There’s got to be a better way.”
Moe frowned in thought. “Electra might have a point, Mick. This killer dame of yours must be jacked into the surveillance network. She has no problem finding her targets and can black out every camera in the area. So we know she likes to watch. Why not give her something to see and maybe get the jump on her at the same time?”
I threw up my hands. “Because Electra might get whacked, is why. Natalie is trained for assassination by the Secret Service, and let’s not forget the other four members of her crew that we don’t even know about yet. It’s too risky. I don’t want to be responsible for any more women dying on my watch.”
No-Nose Nate grinned. “Electra can handle herself. I’d bet on her against any of your Service agents. Any day. You’d be surprised how good she is.” He glanced at her. “You sure you’re up to it?”
“You don’t have to ask.” She looked at me like a cat at a cornered mouse. “If Mick can step to the plate, that is.”
“Sister, I can always step to the plate.” My heart sank behind my brave words. “You just give me the where and when, and I’ll be there.”
She slid her tongue over her glossy lips. “Le Chat Noir. Meet me there at ten tonight.” I barely managed not to flinch when she raised her hand to stroke my cheek.
“Make sure not to shave. I like a little stubble on my men.” She gave my cheek a last pat before sauntering away.
Moe’s smile was apologetic. “My cousin is a bit hot-blooded. Focosa, is what my Nonna would say. You’re a lucky man, Mick. Hope you can handle your business.” His chuckle raised the hairs on the back of my neck.
“You’re ok with putting her at risk like this? I’m not shooting bunk when I tell you these people are pros, Flacco.”
“The take is worth the risk.” Moe frowned, and for a moment looked like a weary old man. I saw the toll the ordeal took on him, the burden of appearing fearless and decisive when his house of cards was on the verge of collapse. “If we can flush these rubes out then we can finally get a shot at them. Electra knows what she’s doing.”
“Ok, Flacco. I hope it pays off.”
His expression turned grim when he looked at Nelson. The poor sap’s eyes were glazed as he stared at the ground. Bloody drool glistened from his bottom lip.
“My boys can mop this up, Mick. I don’t think he’s got anything worth more of our time.”
I took a hard look at Nelson. “This is my mess, Flacco. I’ll clean up after myself if you don’t mind.”
“Suit yourself.” He gestured to his boys. “Clear out. Let’s give Mick a moment.”
No-Nose pulled a snub-nose from his jacket and handed it to me. “This heater is clean. You can drop it when you’re through.”
The gleaming wheelers pulled out as the Borgata took a powder. I was alone with Nelson, the unluckiest man alive at the moment. The realization took a moment to dawn on him. He lifted his swollen, discolored face as I cut the duct tape that bound his hands together. His expression was resigned, that of a man ready to take the express train to whatever lies on the other side.
I pulled out my flask. “Drink?”
He nodded, accepting it with trembling, badly damaged fingers. The booze went down fast and hard until he coughed from the burn.
I patted him on the back. “Take it slow, Mack. Don’t wanna waste it, do you?”
The whiskey dribbled down his chin as he took another swallow. “You gonna hurt me some more?”
I pulled out my deck of smokes. “Nope. Don’t wanna add any more injury to the insult.”
“You gonna kill me?” The question sounded hopeful.
“Not my choice to make, Nelson. Smoke?”
He nodded. I placed the gasper between his lips and lit it, then one for myself. We smoked in silence, listening to the West River lap against the docks outside.
I finally flicked my gasper to the darker side of the warehouse. “Funny how these things work. We never met until now, yet here we are. Victims of time and chance. I got a hunch you might want some last words. Time to spill before the lights go out.”
He stared at me without comprehension. “What… whaddya talking about?”
“I know you’re holding on to something, Nelson. But whatever misguided loyalty or fear that’s keeping you clammed up doesn’t amount to anything at this point. You’re at the end of the line. Your people fed you to the lions. So you might as well tip your mitts and toss out that last card.”
“I don’t know what—”
“Where’s Natalie?”
“I told you — I don’t know.”
“But you know something.”
His shoulders sagged. “Yeah. I know something.”
I gestured with the borrowed pistol. “Keep talking.”
“There’s only so many ways to get into this Haven. Natalie was smuggled in with a cargo shipment.”
“What kind of cargo?”
His voice turned bitter. “The illegal kind. Someone paid top dollar and greased enough palms to keep it off the books. I never got a name. But find out who bankrolled the shipment and you’re one step closer to finding those bastards.”
I opened the cylinder on the snub and emptied the slugs in my hand. “I appreciate you confiding in me, Nelson. That’s why I’m giving you a choice. There’s the hard way: I can let you walk. Try your luck on getting the hell outta here. Now I’m sure Flacco left a couple of lugs to watch and see how things turn out. He might like me, but he can’t afford to trust me. You don’t look like you can outrun a dead dog in the shape you’re in, but who knows? Might be your lucky day. ‘Course if they nab you, it’s gonna be a while before you earn your cement shoes, catch my drift?”
He gave a resigned shake of his head. “Leg’s… busted. No chance.”
I placed a single bullet back in the cylinder and snapped it in place. “That brings us to the easy way.” I offered him the heater.
He hesitated, staring up in my face. “How do you know… I won’t just shoot you instead?”
I looked him in the eye. “I’ve been plugged by better than you, Ace. You wanna be a legend, better make sure the shot counts. But I think you can come up with a better use for that thing.”
His face crumpled when he took the pistol. Tears slid down his cheeks. “What does it feel like, Mick?”
“What does what feel like?”
He lifted his head. “To be free of them. Be your own man.”
I hesitated. “Still trying to figure it out.”
I tilted my Bogart over my eyes and turned toward the door. Nelson’s heavy breathing and muted sobs followed me as I strode away. I didn’t get ten steps before a clap of thunder boomed overly loud in the empty warehouse.
I didn’t bother looking back.
James and Henry loitered outside, smoking in the rain. Henry nodded. “It’s done?”
“Yeah.”
“All right. We’ll take care of the rest.” They dug into the trunk of their ride and emerged with cleavers and hacksaws before entering the warehouse with docile faces. Just another day on the job for them.
I kept walking.
Benny and Natasha waited outside where Maxine was parked in the cracked and broken empty lot. Benny held a protective umbrella over Natasha’s head to shield her from the light drizzle. The hazy backdrop of massive city structures towered in the distance behind them. Sea gulls screeched and cackled above as they glided over the nearby water on artificial winds. I wondered if they were real or just automatons designed after the genuine article. In the end I guess it didn’t matter. Synthetics become the new reality when you don’t have a choice in the matter.
I jerked my chin at Benny. “Still hanging out?”
He nodded. “My uncle said he was gonna work some things out on his end. I told him I’d stick it out with you and see this thing through.”
“Bet Flacco liked that.”
“He said… ” Benny’s face reddened. “He said he was proud of me.”
I clapped him on his meaty neck. “We’ll make a Mafioso out of you yet, kid. Let’s go. Gotta check on Flask and Angel, then follow up on some leads.”
Natasha laid a hand on the crook of my arm. “What happened to that man in there, Mick?”
“Don’t waste your pity on a skel like that, Natasha. He sold out lives for a living. He’s just as responsible for Sophia and Desiree as the killer is, and he had it coming.”
Her grip tightened. “Did you kill him?”
I looked at her. “I didn’t kill him, Natasha. Hope that makes you sleep better at night.”
“Then what happened?”
I stared at the murky silhouette of the city. “He took the easy way out.”

Chapter 15: Letting Go

Lambrou’s Diner was a roadside throwback, designed after better times when tradition and culture meant something. Donny Lambrou had heard stories from his folks about their heritage and the lifestyle of Greek-American diner ownership. Those days had long since been buried in the rubble of the Cataclysm, but Donny enjoyed the stories and decided to pay them tribute in the form of his own 24-hour diner on the edge of Downtown. It was styled in traditional New York fashion, complete with neon lights on the outside and a cozy, relaxed atmosphere inside. The babble of blended conversations mixed with clattering dishes and silverware was a type of music in its own way. Lambrou’s was always crowded, but you didn’t need a reservation if you knew people.
I knew people.
Natasha and I sat in a strategic corner booth where I could keep an eye on the exits in case things got hairy. Benny nursed a drink at the bar, throwing enough shifty glances to make the nearby patrons nervous. The kid wasn’t exactly made for blending in, but that was ok. He had a reason for being a bit on the jumpy side. We were in the exact diner where Flask and Angel had been targeted less than an hour earlier. I figured Natalie wouldn’t have expected me to circle back to the scene, which was why I was there.
The fact that the joint wasn't flooded with coppers and distressed patrons told me no fireworks had gone off. Which meant Flask and Angel must’ve made a clean sneak and gotten out in time. That didn’t mean Angel wasn’t still a target. I just hoped Flask had an airtight lay where he could stash Angel until things blew over.
“Better get a chew while you can, sweetheart. Might not get a chance later.”
Natasha traced a finger around the rim of her glass of lemon water. “I’m just not hungry, Mick. I don’t see how you can eat at a time like this.”
“Gotta keep my strength up.” I dug into my moussaka. The layers of tender lamb mince, eggplant slices and savory custard topping really hit the spot. I gestured with my fork. “You should try the pastitsio. It’s to die for.” I took a frothy sip of ice-cold brew.
Natasha’s eyes met mine. It was a different gaze than I was used to. More weighing, more critical than I had seen before. I didn’t like the feeling that every new revelation drove us further apart.
“When does it end?”
I sighed and set my beer down. “It won’t be long, Natasha. Flask should be here any minute. We’ll recoup and move on to the next lead.”
“And then what?”
I felt a stab of irritation at her insistent tone. I smothered it with another forkful of moussaka. “Then we work at taking out Natalie’s crew. I got a few tricks up my sleeve.”
“I meant after that. Say you manage to come out of this in one piece. What then?”
The fork paused halfway to my mouth. “Dunno. I don’t tend to think that far ahead. All I know is now. What’s happening in the moment. Like this moussaka.” I closed my eyes as I chewed. “Yum.”
Natasha placed her chin on her fist. “How can you live like this, Mick? Doesn’t it get old after a while?”
I shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve been in and out of one jam after another ever since I was fished out of the river. Only time I got a few moments to kick back was—” I paused and locked gazes with her. “You know — with your folks.”
Her eyes drifted to the tabletop. “Those were the days, right?”
“They were.”
“All that’s over now. I finally can face it. I’m coping with it. It’s just all so… strange.”
“How’s that?”
She toyed with her napkin, looking almost shy. “I don’t know anyone but you, Mick. My parents didn’t trust many people. Father laughed and spoke to all his tenants, but you were the only man he invited to the table. My mother had a few friends, ladies she mostly spoke to on the phone. I had no friends my own age growing up. So when my parents were killed… there was only you.”
“Yeah. A down-and-out amnesiac with a knack for shooting trouble. Lucky you.”
Her smile brightened the melancholy for a brief moment. “You say that as a joke, but you’re right. I was lucky. Lucky to have someone like you watch over me. You took care of me when I had nothing and I’ll always love you for that.”
“Aw, I’m getting misty-eyed over here. You don’t owe me anything, Natasha. You know that.”
“It’s just I’ve had time to think things over. Clear my head. I want to do things, Mick. I want to be somebody.” Her voice turned wistful, and for a moment she was the innocent dreamer I knew in the old days. “I want to make friends. Get out and see some things.”
I raised my eyebrows. “What, you haven’t seen enough already?”
She laughed and swatted my hand. “You know what I mean. Places without any dead bodies or bullets flying around.”
“Yeah, I know. I think you should. Get out, I mean. Socialize, see some finer scenery. What’s in your way?”
I realized the truth as soon as the words came out. Her averted gaze told me the whole story. I slowly nodded.
“I get the picture. Really, I do. It’s me, isn’t it?”
Her eyes glistened. “Look, Mick—”
“It’s ok. Honest, it is. I haven’t been thinking things through. Haven’t been looking from your perspective.”
“I didn’t know. Or maybe I did and I didn’t want to think about it. People talk about you, Mick. The tenants at the Luzzatti talk about what you did for me and my folks. How you took on the Mob all by yourself. They like you. But at the same time they’re afraid of you, too. I didn’t understand why at first.” She paused to dab the corner of her eye with the handkerchief. “I do now.”
“Because of what you’ve seen.”
She nodded. “You told me once when people have no one else to turn to, they give you a call. I finally know what that means. You know how things work. How to be cold and mean as the people you take down. It’s how you survive. It’s who you are. And I can’t get in the way of that.”
My heart took a tumble to the bottom of my feet. Natasha’s words were an echo of what Esmeralda had told me earlier. It was like looking in two different mirrors. The one I saw was just a hazy image free for interpretation. The reflection they saw was my true self, the one I didn’t want to look at.
“I’m sorry, Natasha.”
She shook her head. “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. I love you, Mick. I always will. I just can’t expect you to change into someone you’re not. We both know the longer I stick around, the greater my chances of being used as a hostage or winding up another corpse to haunt you.”
She reached out and placed her hand over mine as she got up from the booth. “It’s time for me to go.”
I took a wary look around as I stood with her. “You mean now? It’s not safe. Not so long as Natalie and her crew are killing women connected to me.”
“Women intimately connected to you. I’m not one of those targets, Mick.” She forced a smile.
“Still too risky. There’s no telling what might—”
“Mick.” She placed her hand on my shoulder. “You have to let go. You can’t do this and try to protect me at the same time. You do what you have to. I’ll take care of myself. I promise.” She leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek. “Check in with me when this is over. Goodbye, Mick.”
For once I couldn’t think of a word to say.
I watched her walk away. My muscles tensed, my heart pounded as I forced myself to sit back in the booth. Her slender frame never looked so fragile as in that moment. I expected to hear the shot, hear the screams of frightened patrons, see her recoil from the force of the slug, run to catch her limp body as she fell.
But my fears proved groundless. She strode out the exit and merged with the crowds leaving and entering the diner. They were ghosts, insubstantial blurs my eyes quickly passed over.
She was all that mattered.
As she faded away, I thought back to a time when we danced in a cramped little room. When we kissed, I was the one who pumped the brakes. Because I knew it was the best thing for her. Now I was the one who couldn’t face the truth. I held on to old memories even though the time slipped through my fingers like mist. I wanted to imagine settling down one day, living a better life with the girl of my dreams. But that dream stood up and walked away because she wasn’t a dream. She was a person, someone with a life and dreams of her own. Someone who was brave enough to cut me loose in order to pursue them.
It was better that way.
“Was that Natasha walking out?”
Detective Flask slid into the seat recently vacated by Natasha. He scrubbed a hand through his hair, looking as if he hadn’t slept in a week.
“You got a real grasp for the obvious, Mack.”
“You think it’s safe for her to be alone with all this heat on you? I got a message from you saying someone was trying to kill us right here in this diner, Mick. Then you pick the exact spot to meet up again? What the hell are you thinking?”
I lifted a finger. “That’s a lot of questions, Flask. No, it’s not safe for Natasha right now. But she’s probably safer than the rest of us because she’ll be anywhere but near me. It was her call, and the right one. And I picked this joint because the grub is good and we’re not expected to be here. I’m not playing by the book here, Dick. Playing by the rules will get you killed in this game. What were you doing here, anyway? I thought you were going to check with Customs.”
He sighed. “Angela wanted to stop for a bite first. Said she wasn’t going to have our date put off because of a little trouble.” He paused. “She’s a special girl.”
I grinned. “Yes she is.”
He frowned. “Hey.”
A skinny blonde stopped by the table. “Ready for another beer, Mr. Trubble?”
“Bulleit Neat this time, doll. For the road.”
“Right away.” She looked at Flask. “And the detective?”
“No thanks.”
“The Dick will take a Manhattan.” I lifted two fingers. “Double the rocks.”
She smiled. “Coming right up.”
Flask glanced after her. “How’d she know I was on the force?”
“You blue boys stick out like a sore thumb. It’s the tension. Starts in the eyes and goes straight to the shoulders. You might as well tattoo ‘cop’ on your foreheads.”
He grunted. “Well, the hard juice is a waste of your dibs, Mick. I don’t drink on the job.”
“Shame. I always drink on the job. Keeps the head clear.”
He didn’t appear amused. “You should have told me you and Angela had history, Mick.”
“Why? Most men don’t wanna know about their dame’s skeletons. We like to pretend they only open the pearly gates for us alone.”
“Skip the innuendos. She could’ve been killed because of you.”
“She’s still living because of me. I had a chitchat with my ex while you were out. She’s the one who’s been cutting throats around the city. Found out what makes her tick and flipped it upside-down. She’s a bit disoriented right now, but I expect she’ll improvise some adjustments to her little scheme real soon.”
“You talked to the killer?” His eyes widened. “And she’s your ex? When did this happen?”
“Slow your row, Ace. She called me. I figured out she was my former partner from the Secret Service. We had a relationship — if you can call an abusive, manipulative, sexually dominating involvement a relationship. I was an assassin and a code breaker apparently too smart for the Service to trust. Natalie was my handler, tasked with keeping me under control. That’s why she’s here.”
“To bring you in?”
“To control the situation. I think she’s trying to jar my memory with these murders. Apparently she used that tactic to control me in the past.”
Flask shook his head. “Pretty sick, even for the Service. You sure know how to pick them, don’t you?”
My eyes drifted to the exit doors. “Yeah. I know how to pick ‘em.”
He followed my gaze. “You did the right thing, Mick.”
I barked a wry laugh. “Yeah. Letting my best gal walk into possible harm’s way never strikes me as the ‘right thing’, Flask. But she has the right to call her own shots.”
The blonde returned with our drinks. I raised my glass. “To calling the shots.”
Flask stared at his glass for a second then shrugged. “What the hell.”
We downed our drinks. Flask wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Speaking of calling the shots, what’s next on your agenda? Other than getting shot again.” He squinted. “Gotta say you’re looking a lot better than when I saw you last.”
“Appreciate the compliment. In answer to the question, I plan on putting the pieces together. Plus I got an ace in the hole. Figure it’s time I pull it out.”
“Whatever that means. I went to Customs after stashing Angela away. Dead end. I didn’t find any evidence of trafficking, and I looked pretty hard. Don’t think I made any friends there.”
“I figured so, but had to check it anyway. I think Natalie must’ve used a handler to smuggle her through another way. Maybe Poddar and Kilby will have some news for me.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Flask shrugged. “Or maybe they shoot blanks. We’re still no closer than we were this morning other than nearly getting Angela killed. Next time we won’t be so lucky. Your girl Natalie still has us by the balls, Mick.”
“Not for long. I need you to check something out for me.”
“Case related?”
“Might be the most important piece.”
Flask brightened at the thought. “Hit me.”
“There’s a body at an address I’m giving to you. You’ll know him right away ‘cause someone wired cameras to his eyeballs.” I shook my head at his expression. “Long story. Bottom line is I need you to ID it. Get forensics on it if you need to. Then I’ll need the full report: known associates, family, etc.”
He glanced at his holoband as the info synched. “Got it. I’ll get back with you soon as something comes up.”
“All right. Get outta here, Flask. Do some cop stuff. I’ll be in touch.”
“You going to tell me what your plan is?”
“Can’t. Not until I figure out how Natalie is tied into surveillance. She could be listening to us right now.”
He nodded. “All right then. Make sure to get back with me.”
“Whatever you say, Chief.”
He stood. “By the way, I received a rather angry call from Bugsy’s. Casino manager wanted to know why the hell one of my detectives was roughing up his patrons.”
I gave him my most roughish grin. “Cost of doing business. You know how it is.”
“Yeah, well give me a warning next time. And after this is over you’re turning in that badge. I knew giving you one was going to bite me in the ass.”
“Whatever you say, Chief. You sure Angel is safe?”
His face sobered. “As safe as I can get her. Stay frosty, Mick. See you soon.”
Benny worked his way over, beefy face scrunched as he stared suspiciously at the departing detective. “What’d the gumshoe want?”
“Same thing we all want, Benny. For us to bring this to end.”
“Yeah, well that puts us on the same page for once. The question is: how?”
I picked my Bogart off the table and placed it on my head, tilting it just the way I liked it. Then I paid the bill via a swipe of the receipt across my holoband, including a tip for the scrawny blonde. “By getting some dirt on our hands. Let’s breeze, Ace.”
“I saw Natasha take off. You putting her somewhere for safekeeping?”
“Nope. She’s on her own now, Benny.”
“You letting her go off on her own? Maybe it’s none of my business, but I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mick.”
“I didn’t let her go, Benny. She let go of me. And that might’ve been the best thing she could have done. For her, and for me.”
“Yeah? I thought you two had a thing.”
“We have a thing. Something fragile and precious enough to know you gotta set it down before you break it. That’s why she had to leave, Benny. And that leaves me free to do what I gotta do.”
“And what’s that?”
My jaw clenched. “End this.”

Chapter 16: The Screws Tighten

“Maxine, dial up Ms. Sinn.”
Dialing.
Sinn’s almond-shaded features appeared on the heads-up display. “Hello, Mick. You must need me to find Natalie for you.”
“You made the offer, Ms. Sinn. I thought I’d take you up on it.”
“I took the liberty of starting the preliminaries. It turned out a bit more difficult than I expected.”
“Waitaminute — you already started the search?”
Her smile was coy as she gazed from the display with beckoning eyes. “I calculated a 92.37 percent chance of you making this call. When you did, I wanted to have the ball rolling.”
“But you ran into a problem?”
“Yes. It appears one of Natalie’s crew is a bioroid, as you like to call us.”
“Like you, with all the cybernetics in your head?”
“There’s no one like me, Mick. But in answer to your question — he has similar abilities. He appears to be sporting Gen 6 tech. Very impressive. Seems as though the Service is pulling out all the stops for you.”
“Yeah, lucky me. What does it all mean, Sinn?”
“It means he has instant access to the entire network of surveillance in New Haven. Every orbot, every camera installed on the streets, buildings, and even unprotected holobands. Your movements would be effortlessly tracked were it not for the cloning signal I synched to you earlier. Our friend is working hard at overriding that even as we speak.”
“Fantastic. You’re able to do something about this, right?”
“If you acknowledge that we have a working relationship, then yes. It’s entirely up to you.” Her gaze was almost sensual as she waited for my response.
I hesitated. Sinn might have been great on the eyes, but I knew she was up to something. There was some angle she was trying to get at, or she never would have bothered to offer her services. She wanted something in return, something I couldn’t figure out at the moment. But that made her no different than anyone else in New Haven.
“All right, say we’re in the back scratching business. What can you do to even out the odds?”
Her eyes became unfocused. Though she still looked at me through the video display, I knew she saw something else. Endless streams of data and coding only her enhanced mind could decipher.
“I can use a tracking program to find our tech-savvy friend. When I do, I’ll send you the coordinates.”
“What, you can’t do that now? I thought you were a cybernetic whiz and all.”
She gave a slight shake of her head, still focused on the invisible data. “You have no idea what I’m dealing with. This man is nearly as skilled as I am, and he’s aware I’m looking for him. Every stream I touch is potentially a trap loaded with the equivalent of digital napalm meant to infiltrate my system and shut down my functions. At the same time I’m uploading similar digital virus programs meant to do the same to him. It’s like playing tennis with an unpinned hand grenade. Surely you understand the analogy.”
“Sounds explosive. Call me back if you’re the one left standing.” I waved the display away.
Blurred buildings and electric lights whizzed by as Maxine weaved in and out of traffic. Droplets of rain skidded across the surface the windshield as other cars ate our vapor trails, but it still felt as if we moved in slow motion. I could almost feel the time as it disappeared, tick by tick, counting down to a deadline with an emphasis on dead.
Maxine squealed into a lot at the fringes of the Trade District. Benny and I stepped out and fell in with the crowds that milled about despite the drizzle. Umbrellas were as common as hats and just as fashionable. Some were decorated with fringes, feathers, even blinking lights. They bobbed together in a display of organized chaos as the thick crowds attended to their spending addictions by visiting the endless vendors vying for their attention. From sidewalk booths to towering shopping malls, everything had a price and everyone was fair game to hustle or get hustled.
Most everybody had a reason to go to the Trade District, unless they suffered from severe agoraphobia or were so ripe with berries they could afford to get mugged by the shops in the Uppers. Otherwise they came to the District for everything from cloned cucumbers to synthetic servants for their mansions. The forecast called for heavy spending, and like the rest of New Haven it rained every day.
We wandered past the center and made our way to the back lots, known affectionately as the Gray Market. Less savory than its brighter lit counterparts, it was the part of the District where the real deals went down. The buildings were older, the lights dimmer. It was nearly as crowded as up front, but the patrons were a bit shadier. Nine out of ten packed heat in case things got shifty.
Things always got shifty in the Gray Market.
Vendors called out their wares, hoping to snag the curious or inexperienced.
“Got red hot peppers. Grown right here in the Haven. Guaranteed to scorch yer guts.”
“You boys looking for an unregistered synoid? Got a pleasure unit here. She’ll do all the nasty things you want. Forget a pro skirt — no risk of STDs from a synoid.”
“Got fur coats here. Leather bombers. Genuine, made from cloned cattle. Make you a deal right now.”
“Get your smokes here, gents. Lucky Strikes, Cubans, whatever your pleasure. Buy ‘em by the case, I make you a deal.”
“Need a gat? I got handguns, Thompsons, scatterguns. Enough lead to send everyone you hate straight to hell.”
We kept walking. I glanced at Benny. “You know what to do, right?”
“Fuggetaboutit, Mick. I got it down pat.”
“Let’s do it, then.”
Poddar waited for us under a canopy in a little dive called the Rat Shack. He sat alone at the table, completely relaxed as he bit into a thick sandwich. It was funny in a way. I’d always had Poddar pegged for the square type, because he was. But I also knew he was dangerous — it just never really hit me until that moment. There was something about his causality in the core of the mean surroundings. He appeared completely in his element sitting at that crappy excuse for a restaurant, watching dirty water stream from the overhanging canopy and sparkle in the winking neon.
I glanced at the sign. “Nice. Word is their vermin steak is the best in town.”
Poddar looked at the half-eaten, fully loaded steak and Swiss in his hand. “Not half bad. You ordering?”
“Just ate. Lambrou’s. Shoulda been there. The moussaka was to die for.”
“Next time. Where’s Natasha?”
“Outta the picture.”
“Safe?”
“No one’s safe, Poddar. She’s a big girl now. This had to happen.”
He studied me for a second. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah.”
He shrugged slightly. “Ok.” A slight smile played on his lips when he nodded at Benny. “I see your partner hasn’t been rubbed out yet.”
Benny frowned. “How come everyone keeps sayin’ that?”
“Don’t sweat it, Benny.” I glanced around. The dive looked like a food truck had been renovated and expanded into a dingy restaurant. There were no other patrons, just the cook lounging behind the counter. He was an oily, baldheaded, hairy slab of flab with a filthy apron and an anchor tattoo on his burly arm. He waved a grease-spattered spoon in greeting.
I nodded back before turning to Poddar. “I see Kilby isn’t here. I’d have thought to find you stapled to her side.”
“She checked in with the Gutter Girls. You know how their sorority is.”
“No men allowed. I get it.”
“I’m meeting with her later. But she told me to pass on Selene’s response. Her Gutter Girls don’t outsource, especially not to the Service. Your killer’s not one of them.”
“Yeah, I already got that angle covered. Where’s this handler you were supposed to be meeting up with, Poddar? It’s not like I got all the time in the world.”
Poddar glanced over at the cook. “That’s Joe. He’s the guy I told you about.”
I did a double-take. “Pig Boy is the fence that got you in? I’ll be dammed.”
Poddar took another bite of his sandwich. “You know how things are with appearances in this town.”
“Yeah. All too well.” I strolled over to the counter. Joe gave me the once-over with his beady eyes.
“You must be here for the carrot cake.”
I glanced at the grimy countertop. “This joint is a pigpen, Joe.”
“The dirtier the joint, the better the grub.” He winked.
“Can’t argue with that. Gimme a small slice. Gotta watch the waistline.”
He chuckled as he pulled a wrapped slice from behind the counter. “Best in town, or your dibs back.”
“Really?”
“Naw. I’m taking the dibs.”
I wiped the fork with my napkin and dug in. The lumpy cake was surprisingly moist. The cream cheese frosting was a taste bud’s dream, and the spice cake was studded with plump raisins and crunchy walnuts. My eyebrows lifted. “Not bad, Joe. Not bad at all.”
He grinned, showing off the glimmering gold grill that lined his choppers. “Told ya so.” He leaned his beefy arms on the counter. The pungent aroma of sour sweat wafted from his body. “My man tells me you’re looking for some info on a recent drop. Can’t help ya. Privacy is a big thing in my business. You know how it is.”
“I’m betting ten large can make you reconsider.” I pushed the loaded dib card his direction with my finger.
He didn’t even glance at it. “Chump change. I get twice that as an advance for just a consultation.”
“That’s all you’re getting from me. That and my eternal gratitude. You might require a man of my skills at some point or another. I’d owe you.”
He scratched the stubble on both of his chins. “I might, sure. But I don’t deal in mights. I deal in absolutes. And there’s absolutely no way I give up that kinda info without a much larger incentive.”
I set my fork down and wiped my mouth with the napkin. “I got a major incentive for you.”
“Yeah? What’s that?”
“You going home in one piece tonight.”
He hesitated, studying my face as if to see if I was joking. Then he burst out laughing.
“You got some balls, pal. Whaddya gonna do, jump me? Beat me down? You?” His chubby parts shook with mirth. “Or you plan on pulling your heater? Trust me, I got a loaded scattergun right here that’ll fill you with daylight if you even dream of putting your hand inside your jacket.”
I grinned. “You got me, Mack. I don’t plan on doing a thing to you.”
“Then why you gotta do this tough guy shtick? You’re about to lost my interest real quick, bud.”
I raised an eyebrow. “I told you I wasn’t gonna do a thing to you. I didn’t say anything about him.” I jerked a thumb at Benny, who turned at that exact moment. The sneer on his face was perfect as he cracked his knuckles so loud the sound echoed.
“That’s Ben the Bear. He’s Moe Flacco’s nephew. You might have heard of him on account of how he rips saps limb from limb. He says he likes the fat ones. They can take a lot more punishment.”
Benny grinned.
Sweat beaded on Joe’s forehead as his glance wavered from me to Benny. He swallowed. “I’m not kidding about that scattergun. You boys try something and I’ll—”
“You gonna talk about that thing or you gonna pull it? I’m a man with the Mob on one shoulder and the Secret Service on the other. I got nothing to lose, friend. So you go ahead and burn powder if you got the nerve. You better hope you bump both of us off, though. That way you’ll be explaining to the Borgata why you whacked one of their buttons.”
Joe’s rubbery lips quivered. “Youse guys can’t be coming in here putting the squeeze on me. I know people.”
“Not the people I know. Or else you’d be begging to squeal, little piggy. So what’s it gonna be? I don’t got all day.”
“Ok, ok.” Joe heaved a sigh and shook his head. “Look, I got connections with a few suits in Customs. I wave some dibs, they turn a blind eye to certain shipments coming in. Keeps ‘em off the books.”
“I know how it works, Ace. I wanna know about a shipment with some rather unique cargo. As in a live body. A female one, to be exact. Had to be recent. A week or two back, I’m thinking.”
He snapped his fingers. “Yeah, yeah. I know just the one you’re talking about. A strange one, that was. Nothing strange about smuggling a dame, of course. We get girls in from time to time.”
“Spare me the details. I just wanna know who ordered the shipment.”
“Ok, ok. What was strange was it was a double smuggle.” He grinned. “Heh. That rhymes.” His smile slipped when he saw my expression. “Anyhow, the dame was smuggled in on a shipment of narcotics.”
“Yeah? What type?”
“A batch of those new roofies. Ladykillers, they call ‘em.”
My stomach clenched. “Lemme guess. They ended up parked in the Docks at Lot 76.”
A startled look flashed across his face. “Sure did. How’d you know that? Then I guess you’d know some gonzo chump mushroomed the stash to high heaven. The girl had already pulled a clean sneak, though. Don’t know where, so don’t bother asking.”
“Don’t worry. I know exactly who to ask.” I pushed the saucer back. “Outstanding cake, Joe. I’ll have to come back for another slice.”
He grinned as though I’d sainted his mother. “You’re not so bad, Mr. Trubble. But hey — aint’cha gonna ask who bankrolled that shipment?”
“No need.” I tilted my Bogart over my eyes. “Keep that dib card for your troubles, Joe. I know exactly who I’m after.”
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“Going somewhere, Vitto?”
The hallway was golden, ornamented with dimensional scrollwork wallpaper. The carpeting was elaborate, displaying intricately woven designs in olive and burgundy. Luther Vitto had an appetite for the finer things, and his loft apartment in one of the luxury towers in the Heights was proof. Too bad I wasn’t there to admire the decor.
His shoulders stiffened as he froze and turned slowly. The left side of his face was still swollen from getting slammed on the blackjack table the previous night. He had donned oversized saffron shades to try to cover the bruises. The glasses did a halfway decent job of screening his startled expression, but he’d have needed an entire mask to disguise the look of utter dismay that tattooed his ugly mug.
“Mr. Trubble.” Sweat dotted his forehead. “Didn’t expect to see you. So soon, that is.” The leather satchel dropped from his hand as I stepped closer. His neck craned as he desperately searched the hall behind me.
“Looking for your boys? They’re taking a nap right now. Ran into Ben the Bear. He doesn’t like to hibernate alone.” I nodded to his satchel. “Looks like you’re skipping out for a while. Good thing I caught you before you went to ground.”
“Look, Mick—”
His choppers clicked together when I walloped him with a right hook across his jaw. His head rebounded off the wall. I seized him by the nape of his neck and slammed him face-first into the same spot. The drywall crumpled, powdering his face and neck. His pork pie hat tumbled off his head and was crushed by his shuffling feet.
I yanked him backward. “You knew all along, Vitto.” My fist ploughed into his stomach, doubling him over. “You knew Natalie came in with that shipment of Ladykillers I blew up. I specifically told you to look for Scarlett’s killer, and all the while you knew exactly who did the deed. You sat there and didn’t say a goddamn word.”
I punctuated the sentence with an uppercut that sent him sprawling to the carpet. He lay there, wheezing for breath with his hand upraised. I didn’t bother laying down any more punishment. It wasn’t in me to kick a dog with his belly up.
“I couldn’t… say nothing, Mick.” He wiped his nose with the back of his hand and stared at the blood with a dazed expression. “I’m caught between a rock… and a hard place.”
“Yeah. The SS are bad news. I get that. But you chose the wrong side in this deal, bub. I got two dead girls and counting. Not to mention a psychotic ex-girlfriend with a hit squad on call to rub me out. I need to know where she is. You spill right now and I’m the best friend you ever had. You don’t and I’m your worst enemy. Make your choice.”
Vitto’s face sagged. “I tell you and I’m a dead man. You know that.”
I yanked the Mean Ol’ Broad from her holster and aimed right between his eyes. “You don’t tell me and you’re a dead man. What’s it gonna be?”
“I… can’t. You don’t understand—” Tears glistened in his frightened eyes. “You haven’t been face to face with him.”
“With who? I thought you dealt with Natalie. She might be one bad broad, but I didn’t think she’d have you blubbering like a little nance. Man up, Vitto.”
“Not her. The man. Dressed in all black. He’s pulling all the strings — had me set up the drug shipment to smuggle the SS dame in. But he’s also been tracking down every Service mole in New Haven and rubbing them out. I don’t know what the hell his game is. But I can’t face him again. He’s got those eyes… the coldest eyes I’ve ever seen. He told me what he’ll do if I betray him. And the girl? She’s almost as scary as he is. I was a fool to ever get involved in this gambit. You want to shoot me? Go right ahead. You’d be doing me a favor.”
I didn’t see the point in threatening him further. He was broken, pitiful as a turtle that lost its shell. I put the Broad away and pulled out my deck of smokes instead. I lit one and puffed for a minute.
“This spook that has you all shaken and stirred — he got a name?”
“He never gave me a name.” Vitto gave a resigned shake of his head. “I never asked. Didn’t want to know. Didn’t want any of this.”
“You deal with bad men and you get yourself neck-deep in a world of hurt, Mack. Next time stick to sharking loans.”
Vitto shakily pushed himself up to his knees. “What… what are you going to do to me, Mick?”
“You? Nothing. You’re small change. I’m betting large.”
“You won’t win. Not against these odds. This guy — he’s different. He doesn’t make mistakes. He’ll kill you, Mick. And if he doesn’t, that psycho dame will.”
I grinned as I strode toward the elevator. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
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I nearly tripped over Vitto’s boys when I entered the parking garage. Their unconscious bodies lay neatly arranged on the garage floor. Benny lounged against the wall few yards away. He grinned when he saw me approach.
“Thanks for showing me that chokehold, Mick. Beats the hell outta having to knock a guy out.”
“Yeah, just make sure you apply the proper pressure if you don’t wanna kill the sap. You’re a big lug, don’t forget that.” I glanced at my wrist when my holoband buzzed and lit up.
“Ms. Sinn. I guess you survived your digital tennis match with your bioroid buddy.”
She smiled from the digital display. “You might say that. I have a location for you if you’re not busy.”
“I’m pretty sure you know exactly what I’m doing if you’re half as good as you say you are.”
“I hope you had fun threatening poor Luther Vitto. There’s a 97.5 percent chance he’d kill himself before revealing any information about Natalie’s location, if he even knows it. The man is righteously terrified. If your aim was to see whether or not he would squeal, you could have just asked me and saved yourself the trip.”
“I’ve been asking you a lot of questions, Ms. Sinn. Not getting many answers. But since you brought it up, who’s this mystery man he was gabbing on about?”
Her lips pursed. “Someone very good at masking his digital signature. Not to worry. We can focus on him after settling the matter at hand.”
I nodded. “Right. One thing at a time. You said something about a location.”
“Sending it to your holoband.”
The location pulled up on my display. “Sanford’s Scrap Yard? You gotta be kidding me.”
“You know how appearances are in this town, Mick.”
“All too well, Ms. Sinn. All too well.”

[image: ]
Sanford’s Scrap Yard was where wheelers and floaters went to die. From there the rolling or hovering vehicles were unceremoniously stripped, crushed, melted down, and shipped to Remanufacturing. It was a sprawling lot of vehicle corpses in the Industrial District on the edge of the Flats. The place was barricaded off with laser wires and electrical fences, while roving drone guns and robotic guard dogs patrolled against the more resilient looters.
None of that mattered when Sinn was on your side.
Maxine barreled through the fencing Ms. Sinn rendered completely unresponsive. We tore across the gravel as the drone guns tracked our movement but never fired a shot. The gleaming mechanized dogs followed for a few tense seconds, snapping at the wheels with their syringe-equipped fangs. But the metallic mutts ate the ground in clouds of dust and flailing limbs when Ms. Sinn worked her digital magic.
She buzzed in over the line. “Your target goes by the name Lord Troll. I just sent his network a present that should bypass his security system and get you inside.”
Maxine squealed to a halt in front of a ramshackle depot in the middle of the scattered heaps of junk. I leaped out and gestured to the door. It ripped off its hinges when Benny rammed it with his shoulder. Loud cursing greeted us as I leaped in and fanned the cramped room over with the Mean Ol’ Broad. I lowered it when I saw the type of skel we were dealing with.
He had the type of scrawny muscularity developed by a regimen of energy drinks and pushups. Biomechanical tattoos covered his bare arms, most of his back and part of his bare chest. Visor goggles covered his eyes, blinking rapidly with alternating fluorescents. His narrow head was topped by a two-toned mohawk fashioned like feathers.
Multiple holographic consoles surrounded him, creating the illusion of being encircled by glimmering light and coding. The rest of the room was filled with trash and junk, as if Lord Troll only paused long enough to consume something and let it drop to the floor.
“Bugger me!” He pounded the static-filled console in front of him with gloved fists. “I just got this bodgy piece of bull dust back up and it goes cactus again? Who the bloody hell is this slager?”
“I’d worry less about that and more about your current situation, Ace.” I pointed the Mean Ol’ Broad his direction. “Unless you like lead poisoning, that is.”
“Get stuffed, ya wanker.” His attention never wavered from the screen in front of him as his fingers flew across the keyboard impossibly fast. “I don’t give a rat’s arse who the hell you are. But you’re a few roos loose in the top paddock if you think you can barge in here making threats. You got no idea who you’re screwing with, do you?”
I nodded at Benny.
His oversized hand wrapped around the back of Lord Troll’s neck. In less than a second Troll’s heavy combat boots dangled above the floor while he gagged and struggled to break Benny’s iron grip.
I lit a gasper and took a step closer. “I think you got it the wrong way, cyber boy. You’re the one with no idea of who you’re screwing with. My name’s Mick Trubble. You and your crew have been looking for me.”
His expression changed from defiant to uneasy in the blink of an eye. I nodded to Benny, who let Lord Troll drop into the refuse of the heavily littered floor. He sat up and massaged his neck while looking at me as though I was an oversized cockroach. I tried not to wince at the numerous piercings on his face, including black spikes across his forehead and the bridge of his nose.
He removed the cybernetic eye gear and squinted as if not used to outside light. “You’re the bugger Natalie’s so obsessed with. I told that stupid cunt that we should’ve toe-tagged you days ago. She swears getting your memory back is more valuable than towing in your stiff.”
“Mighty gracious of her.”
“Pig’s arse. Gracious ain’t a word you use with Natalie. You’re zotzed, you know that? This place is tricked out to alarm the crew if any dill crashes without authorization. Chopper squad’s on the way. Feel me?”
I aimed and pulled the trigger. The Broad boomed overly loud in the small room.
Lord Troll screamed and clutched his ruined hand. “You bloody bastard! What the hell did you do that for?” He gritted his silver-plated teeth and rocked back and forth with his knees clamped over the bloody hand.
I gestured with the Mean Ol’ Broad. “Making sure you feel me. Figure you won’t be as quick on the digital draw with a handicap. Don’t think I didn’t see your fingers twitching toward that alarm you got tricked up under your chair. So maybe you’re beginning to understand your predicament, Ace. I’m not here to gab about the weather. I’m commandeering your command post here. And your friends aren’t gonna do jack about it because they don’t know what’s going on.”
Lord Troll shuddered as if trying to fight his body going into shock. Which made the twisted grin on his face all the more puzzling.
“I wouldn’t bet on that, mate.”
The Datacom in my ear buzzed as Ms. Sinn broke in. “I’m registering movement coming your way, Mick. Something big.”

Chapter 17: Ben the Bear

I snuck a peek around the damaged door frame. A large figure tromped toward our location, covered head to toe in heavy combat armor. His right arm was encased in an oversized turret gun that whirred when he pointed it our direction. The ammo belt fed from a massive pack on his sturdy back. A helmet scope covering his left eye projected a targeting laser that shimmered inside the depot.
Sinn buzzed over the Datacom. “Looks like Lord Troll had a watchdog. Codename: Buckshot. Standard Secret Service cyborg combat unit.”
“I thought you took out everything jacked into the network, Ms. Sinn. Can’t you take this lug out with your magical hacking powers?”
“These units run off their own personal area networks for that very reason. It will take me a few minutes to link to his system and shut him down.”
I kept my eyes on the behemoth outside. “I don’t think I have a few minutes.”
Buckshot tilted his head. “LT, you all right in there?”
“I’m good, Buckster,” Lord Troll said. “Just sorting it out with some uninvited guests. Don’t worry about me — feel free to smoke these bloody ratbags.”
“Roger that.”
My eyes widened as Buckshot’s turret arm lifted. “Benny, get down!”
I dropped to the floor as the burst of heavy fire tore the depot to shreds. The sound of the close-range fire and the subsequent bullets razing computer equipment and consoles was nearly deafening. Sparks showered, and the stench of burning electronics stung my nostrils as I desperately hugged the splintery woodgrain and prayed I wouldn’t resemble a slice of Swiss cheese after it was over. I glanced over and saw Lord Troll wriggle into a recess in the floor. He flipped me the bird as he disappeared from sight. A panel slid shut, cutting off my view.
I tapped my holoband. “Maxine, I need some interference now!”
I heard the discharge as the chaff missiles were fired from Maxine’s concealed compartments. A second later the barrage ended and the cursing began.
“Benny?”
“I think I’m ok, Mick.” He lay prone, gasping for breath in the corner a few feet away. The volley of slugs surprisingly missed his oversized frame.
“All right, then — grab some cover. This lug won’t be stalled for long.”
I leaped to my feet. The entire roof and most of the walls of the depot no longer existed. I hurdled the ruined lower section of the remaining wall and sprinted toward Maxine. Buckshot couldn’t do anything about it at the moment because he was too busy yelping and swatting at the cloud of electronic wasps that buzzed around him.
I’d used the Wasp’s Nest in the past with success, so I installed Maxine’s defense system with the same. The expelled explosive unleashed a cloud of tiny machines fashioned after stinging insects. Not only did they release electromagnetic pulses that disrupted nearly everything digital or electric, they also used their tiny stingers to torture their target’s physiology as well. Buckshot’s targeting and weapons systems were compromised, and he wasn’t having a great time with the stinging either. The only problem was the discharge didn’t last long.
Still running, I lifted my wrist and spoke into my holoband. “Maxine: I need my backup piece.”
A metal case shot from the chassis of my ride. I snatched it and slid across Maxine’s hood just as Buckshot’s turret gun whirred. He gave a triumphant shout as the chaff dissipated. Gunfire erupted again, narrowly missing me as I managed to duck behind Maxine for cover. The slugs didn’t do much to her armored alloy, but the stacked junk behind us took some major damage. As the metal carcasses tumbled in a cloud of rust I opened the case and pulled out my backup piece: the Replacement Killer. The seven-shot gyroscopic revolver was mech-modified to fire miniature rocket rounds. I figured it could even the odds against Buckshot’s armor.
“Distraction mode, Maxine.”
Slots in the hood hissed as they ejected crimson flares. As expected, Buckshot paused to glance up and trail the movement. I figured I had around a second to act before he registered them for what they were and turned his attention to spitting metal again. Most people can’t do much in that little amount of time.
I’m not most people.
I moved in time with the flare discharge, raising up and aiming in the same motion. The Replacement Killer bucked in my hand as it fired repeatedly. The impacts rocked Buckshot backward as explosions erupted across his torso and turret arm. He just managed to stay on his feet, but the damage was done. Smoke drifted from his fragmented armor, and the turret gun sparked and jerked with a grinding sound.
I stepped forward, the Killer in hand. “Had enough, big guy? Or you ready for a second helping of Mick’s Trubble Stew? Get it while it’s hot.”
He ripped the soot-covered helmet off, exposing the synthetic eye and wires sprouting from the left side of his shaved head. A sneer twisted his lips. “Might be I had enough. Or it might be you’re outta rounds in that cannon of yours. Might be I’m able to grab my sidearm faster than you can reload that sucker. Whaddya say?” His armored hand drifted toward the heavy pistol strapped to his leg.
I winked. “I’d say look out for the bear.”
A look of confusion flashed across his face. “What are you—?”
Benny roared and seized Buckshot from behind. The two heavy men grappled awkwardly, feet slipping in the gravel as they fought for a superior position. Benny quickly found out the standard chokehold didn’t apply to a cybernetically enhanced opponent. His face was fixed in desperate concentration, his meaty jaw clenched as his suitcoat tore apart at the shoulders from the force of his contracted muscles.
Their awkward stumbling might have been comical if it weren’t for the intensity of the struggle. It wasn’t a battle of punch sequences and attack flurries, but a match of strength and will. They fought almost quietly — shuffling feet, grunts and snarls being the only sounds.
Benny managed to slip his arms under Buckshot’s armpits and over his neck in a full nelson hold. He leaned in, bending Buckshot over despite his heavy thrashing and arm flailing. The imagery of a bear in a pinstriped suit wrestling with a giant metal turtle wasn’t lost on me as I swapped the Replacement Killer’s empty clip for a full one. But by the time the clip snapped into place there was another, louder popping sound.
I stared as Buckshot slumped to the ground with his neck bent at an angle that would have been mighty uncomfortable if he were still alive.
Benny stumbled backward, his face pale and his eye wide. “He’s… dead.”
I strode over for a closer look. “Yeah. You snapped his neck like a piece of kindling. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone that strong, kid.”
His face turned an unhealthy shade of green. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”
“Never killed a man before?”
He shook his head.
“Staring at him won’t bring him back to life. It was either you or him, Benny. C’mon.” I jerked a thumb at the wrecked depot. “We got a job to finish.”
Benny couldn’t take his eyes away from the fallen cyborg. “I’ve seen men die before. Saw my uncle shove a pistol in a man’s mouth and blow his brains out the back of his head. Thought it was the worst thing I ever saw.”
“Until now?”
He nodded, still staring. “I never thought I could—”
“Benny. This guy is part of a team of people that killed your cousin. He had it coming.” I clapped him on the arm. “You wanted to see this through to the end. That’s what we’re doing.”
He exhaled a shuddering breath. “Ok.”
The depot was a bullet-riddled wreck of busted timber and sparking wires, but that didn’t matter. What I wanted was stashed under the floor. I tapped on the sealed recess with the muzzle of the Replacement Killer. “Knock, knock.”
After a moment’s hesitation, Lord Troll’s muffled voice spoke up. “Who’s there?”
“Not your buddy Buckshot. He can’t do a thing for you right now, on account of being dead and all. The way I see it is you got two options: open up and make a deal or stay in there and I punch a few air holes with the explosive rounds loaded in this handy pistol I got here. Your choice.”
The door hissed as it slid open. Lord Troll’s face wasn’t nearly as discourteous as it was earlier. In fact, he appeared downright terrified. Seeing as he basically laid in a ready-built coffin, it was easy to understand why. He lifted his blood-slicked hands.
“Look, mate — maybe we got off on the wrong foot here. This can all come good, right?”
“That depends on how fast you and I become friends. I know you have your data backed up, so trashing this dive didn't matter. You’re gonna allow a friend of mine an all-access pass to everything you’ve got. You do what you’re told and you get to walk away. You try some slick hacker tricks and I let Ben the Bear eat you for breakfast. That’s the deal.”
Lord Troll nearly broke his neck nodding in agreement. “Right. Look, I was just trying to make a quid here, mate. Nothing personal — thought it was just a bit of going off, you know? No gig is worth carking it. I’ve had it with these SS ratbags, anyhow. Just let me outta this box and I’m your best mate.”
I tapped my holoband. “You got that, Ms. Sinn?”
“I heard everything, Mick. I’ll be set up to download his data load when you’re ready.”
I looked at Benny. “You’re up, kid. Get to a safe house and work with Sinn on squeezing cyber boy for all he’s got. If he tries anything, break a few bones.”
Benny tried his best not to look startled, the result being a comical scramble of facial muscles. “You going somewhere, Mick?”
“Yeah. I got a date I can’t miss.”
“You serious? With who?”
“With your cousin Electra.”
Despite everything he’d just been through, Benny’s face still turned pale. “Right. Good luck with that, Mick.”

Chapter 18: The Widow’s Web

Le Chat Noir was a Downtown joint just a few blocks away from the Red Light District. It served as both a hotel and a popular entertainment venue that attracted the artist crowd and patrons that liked to dress up but still have a rowdy evening. I’d read somewhere it was painstakingly constructed by a man named Anthony Salis, who apparently traced his roots back to the famed Rodolphe Salis, who emceed for the original joint in pre-Cataclysm Paris.
The entertainment varied by night with alternations of cabaret, burlesque, and other music hall acts. It wasn’t the smooth jazz club experience I preferred, but you couldn’t find too many joints that compared in sheer excessive celebration of art, music, and utter ridiculousness. The audience hall was comfortably lit, massively spacious with tables of different Victorian styles scattered about. A band of scandalously clad chorus girls kicked up their knickers on the main stage while a fire eater, a contortionist, and a Shakespeare reciter performed from the balconies — all dressed in the skimpiest rags decency would allow.
All in all, it wasn’t too bad a joint.
I sat across from a beautiful woman, and normally that would have been a good thing. But beauty was usually synonymous with deadly when it came to my dealings with the opposite sex, and with Electra Flacco the two blended together like gin and vermouth.
She possessed a charm that reflected her privileged upbringing, a sense of poise under pressure that most men would envy, and a manner of speech that assumed she wouldn’t be denied what she wanted. That was expected considering who she was. What I didn’t expect were the outbursts of girlish giggles and the genuine smile that graced her lips and lit her eyes in rare moments. It was surreal in a way — we could have been just another couple out for a raucous evening at Le Chat Noir and no one would have been the wiser.
She was dressed to the nines in a leather curve-hugging corset and matching pencil skirt. Her pale shoulders were draped by a fur stole, and a ruby the size of a hen egg glimmered from the choker around her neck. A stylish fascinator was pinned atop her scarlet bob, adorned in feathers and gemstones. A regular at Le Chat Noir, she had warm greetings for admiring patrons and hosts alike. She sipped a blend of Blavod Vodka and cranberry juice, appropriately called a Black Widow.
“How is it?” She gestured to the drink she ordered for me — a smooth blend of Wild Turkey, Courvoisier, St. Germain, vermouth and bitters called a Carre Reprise.
“Not bad.” I finished it and lifted a finger to the barmaid for a reload. “Cognac isn’t really my poison, but I can’t argue with this blend.” I took a look around the swirling array of movement, dancing, and boisterous laughter. “Gotta say I didn’t think this type of joint would be your style.”
“Oh?” She raised a coy eyebrow as she lifted her long-stemmed cigarette holder to her lips. “And what would you say is my style, Mr. Trubble?”
“Some Goth joint with pasty-faced vamps sipping Bloody Mary and waxing poetic about death.”
She smothered her giggles behind a velvet-gloved hand. “That’s a first. Glad to see I’m still capable of surprising.”
A mime-faced barmaid dropped off a fresh drink. I sipped slowly. “Can’t blame a fellow for the misunderstanding. The word on the streets is all about the men you’ve put on ice. Not so much about your charm and good looks.”
“Does that make you nervous, Mick? Some men can’t resist a bad girl. But you — you like the quiet ones, don’t you? Like your little lost girl, what’s her name…?”
“Natasha.”
“Natasha.” A wicked grin spread on Electra’s face. “Is she your speed, Mick? Sweet, quiet — does whatever you say?”
I smiled in return. “Not gonna bait me with that, Electra. When it comes to my speed, it whittles down to a single word: woman. After that I’m not particularly choosy.”
She laughed again. “I like you, Mick. It’s not often I come across a man I like. Most of the men I meet bore me to tears.”
“Most of the men you meet are probably scared to death of you.”
“I don’t see why.” Smoke trails whorled from her cigarette holder when she elegantly spread out her toned arms. “Isn’t this what the average man looks for in a woman?”
“The baby cousin of New Haven’s most powerful Don and a notorious killer in her own right? I don’t see why more men aren’t running you down, Ms. Flacco.”
She delicately dipped her shoulders as her gaze drifted to the stage. “I suppose that might have something to do with it. It’s a funny thing, being a dangerous woman. A man can be dangerous. He can be a known killer. He can be all that I am and still find an endless stream of women fighting one another for the chance to tumble in his bed. But a woman…?” She exhaled a stream of smoke and smiled. “It’s just the opposite.”
I lit a gasper and let it dangle from my bottom lip. “Guess that means you’re trading in your handgun for knitting needles and an apron, right?”
She threw her head back and cackled. “If my brother could only see that. He’d probably die laughing.”
“I bet. So tell me — how did you get in this line of business? I’d imagine your mom wasn’t exactly thrilled.”
“My mother died when I was very young. My father worked hard and didn’t have much time to invest in making me a proper lady. I followed my brother everywhere he went. Whatever Nate did, I wanted to do too. He eventually got tired of chasing me away and started to teach me stuff. When he went to work for my uncle, I’d already learned the ropes. I proved myself by earning big and taking care of business.” She puffed on her long-stemmed holder and smiled. “That’s how I got where I am today.”
I held my glass up. “To taking care of business.”
We finished our drinks and signaled for reloads. Electra leaned back and crossed one leg over the other. “Speaking of taking care of business, how do we make sure your psychotic ex is on to us?”
I puffed on my gasper and spoke around the exhaled smoke. “I’ve been under Natalie’s radar long enough to spook her and take out her tech partner. That makes her pretty vulnerable right now. I gave the word to my tech-savvy friend to put me back on the grid a couple of hours ago. That should be long enough for Natalie to zero in on my location using her resources. I’m pretty sure she knows exactly where I am right now and has a few roaming surveillance orbots in the area. She should have a bird’s-eye view when we go upstairs and heat things up. I figure she makes a move. When she does it’ll be our best shot at nailing her.”
“Nailing her?” Electra swatted me on the hand. “Here I thought I was the sole focus of your masculine attention.”
“All kidding aside, this could turn ugly fast. You sure you’re up for this, Electra?”
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Her expression was deviously delighted when she stood and offered her arm. “What do say, Mick? Time to go upstairs and heat things up?”
I shook my head. My gut told me things were about to go downhill real quick. I knew our little plan was held together with duct tape and coat hangers, but maybe it was the atmosphere in the joint — a potent combination of sex and humor that made me giddy with the sense of invulnerability. Maybe it was the nonstop chain of drinks we’d downed in the last hour, or maybe it was Electra herself. She was a magnet and I was just a rusty nail unable to resist her pull. She was so confident, so fearless. So alive.
Maybe that was the reason I’d talked myself into trying to pull off the stupidest gambit of all time.
I stood and took her arm. “Why, Ms. Flacco. I thought you’d never ask.”
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The heat ignited a bit early. The elevator doors hadn’t even shut properly before Electra wound herself around me and pulled my mouth to hers. She smelled of rose petals and the taste of cranberry and vodka still lingered on her tongue. The dizzying combination was more than enough to make my blood boil and try to give as good as she gave. By the time the elevator stopped I’d almost forgotten why we were there in the first place. Her naughty laughter and the filth she whispered in my ear awakened the kind of lust that shoved everything else out of the picture. I never even paused when my groping hand found the long switchblade strapped to her thigh. Her deadly reputation no longer mattered. The only thing on my mind was the softness that lay under her clothes.
The short walk across the hallway was an awkward shuffle with us intertwined, trying to hold on to the pieces of clothing that fell off in the elevator. She had my Bogart on her head; I had her heels in my hand. My coat was draped over one arm; she was draped over the other. I didn’t know where my tie was, but with her mouth on my neck it didn’t really matter.
After a few tries she managed to swipe her holoband across the pad to unlock her room door. We tumbled inside and onto the crème-colored velvet comforter of the oversized bed. More clothes quickly littered the floor. The Mean Ol’ Broad thumped off the carpet without notice. A few heat-arousing kisses later she pulled back with a deliciously wicked smile on her face. Leaning in, she took my hands and raised them above my head.
I felt a stupid, drunken grin spread across my face. “I surrender.”
The handcuffs clicked into place at that exact moment.
I glanced at my imprisoned hands. “Think I might need to use those, darlin’.”
Still smiling, she slid down the length of my body in a way that made me gasp out loud. “My game, my rules, Mick.” She wrenched one of my shoes off. It hit with carpet with a thump. My other shoe quickly followed.
I lowered my voice. “I’m serious, Electra. Just in case something happens, if you catch my drift.”
“Something’s going to happen.” She yanked hard, snatching my pants off in a single motion. “I guarantee it. Now don’t go anywhere. I’m going to slip into something more comfortable.” She paused at the bathroom door. “Nice to see you rise to the occasion, by the way.” A fit of giggles shook her shoulders when she dipped into the bathroom and closed the door.
“C’mon Electra. I’m not kidding.” I gave a futile pull, but the cuffs weren’t the play kind and the bed had one of those solid metal lattice frames. I glanced out the window. The blinds were open, allowing anyone who cared to look a clear view of the goings-on inside. Of course that was the point, but I didn’t figure being handcuffed to the bed into the scenario. I kinda doubted Natalie would find it all that hilarious, but it still felt embarrassing to lay there in my boxers for all the world to see. Plus it reminded me too much of another uncomfortable situation with the Gutter Girls I tried not to think about.
“What do you think?”
My stomach sank to my toes when I turned. Electra had donned a latex catsuit so tight on her slender curves it looked like she dipped her body in glossy black paint. Her eyes were covered by cubed goggles fashioned after insect eyes, and a crimson hourglass glimmered from between her shiny breasts. A short-handled leather tasseled whip hung from her gloved hand.
The Black Widow had come to play.
I swallowed. “Not exactly what I had in mind, but—”
“Hush.”
I winced when the tassels cracked across my bare legs. It was more from the snapping sound than the actual sting, but it got an evil laugh from Electra anyway. She leaped atop me, grinding against my groin area in a fashion that proved quite distracting despite my humiliating predicament.
“Your mistress didn’t order you to speak.” She emphasized her point with a savage kiss that ended with her teeth pulling at my bottom lip. She released just at the point of drawing blood and grinned. “You be a good boy and this will go easier. You act up and things might get downright nasty.” She lashed the whip across my legs again. Her other hand produced the switchblade I came across earlier. The bayonet-style blade popped out with a click. I screwed my eyes shut and tried not to scream when her arm whipped down.
When I recovered from my terror I saw she had slashed through my shirt, not my chest and intestines like I figured. She purred like a kitten as her vinyl-gloved hand rubbed my bare chest. Her other hand brushed against the automated holster strapped to my forearm. “Oooh, what’s this?”
“Just a little insurance policy I picked up from the Sarge at Johnson Arms.”
“Well, try not to discharge accidently. This is going to be the night of your life, Mick Trubble. I guarantee it.”
My reply was cut off when the window shattered. The sniper’s bullet struck Electra before I could even register what happened. She never made a sound as her limp body sailed off the bed and hit the carpet at the same time as the splintered glass.
I struggled against the handcuffs as the outer door was kicked in and the tread of angry footsteps approached. Either I was weaker than I thought or the bed was purposely built for the sole purpose of BDSM. Either way I could do nothing to free myself from the shackles or check on Electra’s condition. She made no sound or movement, which pretty much told me all I needed to know.
Natalie entered the room, sweeping every corner with her eyes. Her strawberry blond hair was pulled back from her beautifully cold features and she was dressed to kill in combat fatigues reinforced with armor at the chest, shoulders, knees and elbows. She placed one hand on her hip. The other toted a Bond 953 special tactics handgun, which she pointed directly at me.
She made tsking sound with her mouth as she glanced at Electra’s fallen body, then back at me in all of my disgraced glory. “I am very disappointed with you, Michael. Very. Disappointed.”

Chapter 19: The Payoff

It’s difficult to conjure an air of nonchalance with a pistol pointed at you while you’re handcuffed to a bed, but I gave it my best shot. “Oh, it’s ‘Michael’ now, is it? What happened to Mick?”
“Mick Trubble is a cover you were supposed to lose when your mission was over. Your name is Special Agent Michael Trudo of the Secret Service. It’s time to stop playing games, Michael. This detour of yours has gone way over the top.”
I shrugged. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Bullshit.” The handgun boomed in her hand.
The mattress still rocked from the impact when I finally reopened my eyes. Fluff floated down from the fist-sized crater less than an inch from my goodies. I shivered as my pores broke out in a cold sweat, wondering what the hell happened to the security in the joint. Figured they must’ve been paid to take a hike. Or knowing Natalie’s reputation, they were all dead.
Natalie’s raised the weapon about an inch upward. “Now that I have your attention, let me ask the obvious question — where is Faraday’s god lode?”
I blinked. “What—?”
She leveled the gun at my head. “I think you’d better get your act together real fast, Michael. I know you have memory issues, but in a second you’ll have brain leakage. What — did you think this was all some ‘woman scorned’ act? Get over yourself. Faraday kept his most valuable data in the same thermal orbot you ended up destroying at Beck’s mansion.”
Sinn’s voice buzzed in my ear. “Keep her talking, Mick. I’m using the trajectory of the first gunshot to pinpoint the location of the shooter. Poddar is on location to take him out.”
I kept my attention focused on Natalie. “If you know about the explosion, you know his data card or whatever was in that orb went up in flames like the building did. Sounds like you made this trip for biscuits, toots.”
Her mouth thinned into a frown. “Don’t talk that New Haven slang to me, Michael. Do you know how ridiculous it sounds coming from you? You know the drive inside of the orb is nearly indestructible, don’t you? I’ve been trying to jar your memory since I got here. I can’t believe Faraday screwed you up this badly.”
“Jarring my memory by what — slicing and dicing innocent women? Pretty sick way to go about it.”
“Trauma is a time-tested method of both memory loss and recollection. You forgot about the drop from the city heights. We went through that in our Service training, remember?”
“Obviously I don’t. What happened to the trainees who didn’t get their crate to land?”
Her expression was as placid as if ordering dinner. “The Service can’t use an agent who can’t think on his feet.”
“So they die.”
“The weak have to be culled in order for the strong to thrive. It’s an absolute in any society.”
I shook my head. “Wow. You think Faraday did a job on me? You should talk, sister. The only difference between us is that I know my head is screwed up. What’s your excuse?”
The gun quivered in her hand. “I can’t believe this is you. I can’t believe you were so weak to just accept this clown mask without fighting with every inch of your being. I told everyone you were buying time. Figuring out how to reconfigure your mission. But the reports kept coming in saying you went over. Just another lost soul in a city of lost souls.”
“Guess so. Better than a puppet on Secret Service strings.”
“The god lode. Where is it?” There was something in her expression that gave me pause. Something beyond the rage that consumed her. It was in her eyes. Something shimmered there, barely visible despite her attempt to mask it.
Fear. Not of me, but of someone else.
I lowered my voice. “You don’t have to let them control you, Natalie.”
“Shut up.”
“I’m serious. We all have a choice to be who we are. I chose to be Mick Trubble. You understand? You can choose your life also. It doesn’t have to be—”
“Spare me the empathy speech, Michael. I’m not buying it. You have no idea who you’re up against. I should just kill you now.” Her hand tightened around the pistol grip. “My mission was to bring you in if I couldn’t jolt your memory, but no one fully understood the complete disaster you are. I’m going to tell them the truth.” Her jaw trembled. “I’m going to tell them Michael Trudo is dead.”
“What’s holding you back then?” I gestured with my manacled hands. “You got me right where you want me. You won’t ever get a better chance than right now.”
Her eyes glistened. “You want me to do it? Don’t push your luck, Michael. I’ll do it.”
Sinn’s voice buzzed over the Datacom. “It’s done, Mick. Poddar’s taken out the sniper.”
I grinned at Natalie. “Too late, sweetheart. Should’ve done it when you had the chance.”
She had just enough time to look confused before the shot rang out. Her handgun sparked and ripped from her grip, flying across the room. She threw herself in the corner, holding her injured hand while throwing a murderous stare my direction.
“Guess I underestimated you, Michael. I figured you had some help in all of this. Whoever they are — they’re going to regret ever being born.”
“No.” Electra used the comforter to help pull herself up from the floor. Her eyes narrowed into slits. “You’re the one who’s going to regret being born, bitch.”
Natalie stared. “Your catsuit. It’s made of poly-liquid aramids, isn’t it?”
Electra twirled the switchblade in her hand. “A girl has to be prepared for these kind of hijinks. Think the Service is the only distributor of PLA suits? You should try the Grey Market sometime. Everything’s for sale at the right price, baby.”
Natalie smirked and raised herself into a crouch. “The impact still hurts, doesn’t it? I know it does. You know what — I’m glad you’re not dead. Just gives me the chance to cut your throat out like the other pathetic little girls.” She yanked a stiletto dagger from her boot and flew across the room.
The air hummed with the speed of their slashes. I was a hapless witness to one deadly display of speed and reflexes as they tried their best to spill each other’s guts across the floor. The blades scattered glints of light across the room as the two women thrust and parried. Most knife fights end in a few seconds, but those dames where good. While they practiced their slice and dice skills I struggled to free myself again. Both the cuffs and the bedframe still refused to cooperate.
“Sinn? Poddar? A little help here would be nice.”
My ear buzzed. “Hang on, Mick. Natalie has another agent on-site. Poddar’s taking fire.”
Automatic gunfire erupted in bursts outside the hotel, followed by the screams and mass panic of the crowds. Engines revved, tires squealed, and metal crunched as vehicles careened into one another. I figured Poddar could handle himself. I was more worried about my own predicament.
Electra bashed a cheap vase across Natalie’s head, leaping back to avoid a wild slash. Her free hand tossed a key at my feet. “Get out of here, Mick. This puttana is mine.”
“Glad to oblige.” I concentrated on trying to pick up the key with my feet. It was a bit hard to do while two women took turns throwing each other into walls and across furniture. Both seemed to have lost their knives and were engaged in a vicious round of fisticuffs. Enraged screams, grunts, and the sound of shattered furniture filled the room as the key dangled precariously between my big toes.
I nearly cried when Electra was flung from halfway across the room and took a tumble over the bed. Her body struck my legs, the key glinted as it tumbled across the room. Electra fell awkwardly on the other side, grimacing as she clutched her right arm, which appeared to be broken. Blood slid down her face from slashes to her cheek and forehead. She gritted her teeth as her gaze fell on the Mean Ol’ Broad lying beside the bed.
“That’s not gonna—”
My warning was cut off by Natalie, who catapulted over the bed and landed right on top of Electra’s injured arm. Enraged shrieks followed as Natalie pressed her advantage, pummeling Electra with repeated lightning-quick punches. After Electra went limp, Natalie snatched up the Broad, aimed at Electra’s head, and pulled the trigger.
Or tried to. She looked at the Mean Ol’ Broad in disgust, wiping her bloody nose with the back of her hand. “I can’t believe it. This old piece has bio-recog installed?”
I gave her my best guilty smile. “Can’t be too safe these days.”
She dropped the Broad and reached behind her to unsheathe a six-inch tactical blade from her belt. “You still think this is funny business, don’t you? Let me show you something funny. I’m going to cut your little tramp’s face from ear to ear. She’ll be laughing then. Permanently — just like the others. Just like Maxine.” She smiled as she seized Electra by the hair and pulled her head up. “I want you to watch, Michael. I want you to remember who you really are.”
I yanked against the manacles until the steel bit into my flesh. “Natalie… ”
She placed the tip of the blade just inside of Electra’s mouth and paused. “You haven’t told me what my real name is, Michael. You tell me that and your little wildcat lives. Come on, Michael. You can do it. It’s so easy.”
I grimaced, frantically trying to unearth the stolen memories. No matter how hard I concentrated, nothing surfaced. My mind was a sprawling maze, but I was sealed inside a tiny section of it by towering walls of oblivion.
Natalie’s eyes rimmed with red as she shook her head. “You really are lost, aren’t you? Time’s up, Michael. Maybe this will finally jar your memory.”
Heavy footsteps reverberated down the hall. Natalie dropped Electra and stood quickly as a burly giant barreled into the room at full speed. He roared as he closed in on Natalie’s diminutive form.
Ben the Bear.
Benny never slowed when he slammed into her, seemingly unaware of the combat dagger she stabbed deep into his abdomen. Natalie’s feet left the floor from the force of the impact. Her body was already limp by the time it busted completely through the drywall to the adjoining room with a bone-splintering explosion of dust and broken wall beams.
Benny whirled, his eyes feverish as he looked for more combatants. He finally calmed down when he recognized me.
“Mick. What… what are you doing cuffed to the bed?”
“Being interrogated, Benny. Terrible stuff, can’t talk about it. Grab the key over there, willya?”
After finally being freed of those horrible cuffs, I found my pants and strapped the Mean Ol’ Broad back under my arm. My shirt was a ragged mess after being sliced open by Electra, but there was nothing I could do about that. I pulled on my suit jacket and placed my Bogart back on my head. “Electra all right?”
Benny looked up from where he crouched over her. “Broken arm, some cuts and bruises. She’ll be ok. Her pride will hurt worse than anything.”
“I thought you were babysitting Lord Troll. What the hell happened?”
His broad back stiffened. “Excuse me for saving your ass, Mick. Ms. Sinn had Lord Troll taken care of. He’s at Neo Luxe being watched by Oscar Greco’s boys. Oscar’s falling head over heels to get back in my uncle’s good graces. Sinn ran that mathematical bunk and figured I’d be better used over here.”
“Well, I can’t argue with math. Stay with Electra.” I pulled the Broad and ducked in through the cavity in the wall. The room was thankfully empty of any innocent patrons. A clear trail of debris and blood spatters led down the hall.
And out the open door.
“Dammit. She’s dusted out, Benny.”
“What? No way she brushed that hit off.”
“You’re not factoring in a healing system powered by nanoaccelerators.” I put the Broad back in her holster and returned to the other room. “I’ve gotta go after her. You stay here. Sinn will alert the paramedics and get you and Electra taken care of.”
“Me? I’m coming with you, Mick. We almost had her. Sinn’s got access to Lord Troll’s entire surveillance network. Your girl’s got nowhere to go where we can’t find her.”
“You’ve got a knife in your gut, Benny. You’re in no shape to do nothing but rest. I’ll take it from here.”
“I got a knife… in my—” Benny stared disbelievingly at the crimson stain that spread around the protruding handle. “I didn’t even feel—”
“You’ll feel it in a minute. Leave it alone. Let the paramedics handle it.”
His eyes practically swam in his head. “Am I gonna bite it, Mick? Is this how I go out?”
“You’ll be fine, kid. It’ll be all right, I promise.”
He slowly sat on the bed, eyes alternating from the knife handle to anywhere else in the room. His chest heaved. “I’ll be all right. I’ll be all right… ”
“You will. And hey, kid — you did good.” I pointed at him. “Keep an eye on Electra. Help’s on the way.”
He gave me a sickly grin. “Nothing to it.”
I left the room and strode down the hall. “Sinn, you did alert the paramedics, right?”
“I alerted them when the first shot was fired. They’re entering the building now.”
“Fantastic. You got a bead on Natalie?”
“Of course. She’s taken a floater to the skylanes. Not to worry. Lord Troll gave up all of the SS safe houses. I’ve already narrowed it down based on the trajectory of her flight path.”
“Good. Stall her and send the data to my holoband. How’s Poddar doing?”
“He took out the gunman and the backup agent, but took a bullet in the arm. He’s on the way to a hospital to get sewn up.”
“Ok, adding in Lord Troll and Buckshot, that accounts for four of the five-man hit team. Natalie is the only one left. I’m on my way to wrap that up now.”
“You’re going alone? I calculate a sixty-eight percent chance you don’t make it out of there alive. You should call Flask for backup.”
I shook my head with a wry grin. “Believe or not, I’ve been capable of taking care of myself way before you got in the picture, Ms. Sinn. This is something I gotta do alone.”
“The road to hell is paved with machismo, Mick. I’ll be on the line if you need me.”
There weren’t any remaining patrons left in the entertainment hall by the time I strolled through. A few of the entertainers remained, not put off by the sounds of violence that had cleared the floor. I figured the joint got rowdy enough that a few gunshots and some fisticuffs didn’t mean much to them. I nodded to a waiter that looked right around my height and weight.
“Gonna need for you to lose the shirt, Ace.”
He stroked his curled mustached with an arrogant smirk. “I’m afraid I can’t comply with such a demand. Not on the first date, anyway — Ace.”
His conceited demeanor fell pretty quick when I pulled the Mean Ol’ Broad and stared down the sights at his dismayed face. “I’m pretty sure you will. ‘Cause I’m not asking again — Ace.”
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Sinn made sure to hit Natalie’s route with every detour, red light, and traffic jam she could engineer. I figure Natalie must have been sweating bullets, imagining the authorities or myself coming after her while she was exposed and vulnerable. It was a tempting notion. But I’d had enough of collateral damage. Natalie was sure to be more deadly when cornered, and wouldn’t hesitate to cause a little civilian carnage in order to escape.
The safe house was an actual home, in one of the older stately neighborhoods that fringed the Transit district. The Queen-Anne styled houses had seen their heyday in the past, but the Transit expansion proved too noisy for the majority of the inhabitants. The locales fled, the property values dropped, and the neighborhood was mostly abandoned after several attempts at image reconstruction. But it was the perfect place to arrange for a pad to lay dormy.
Natalie’s floater hissed as it touched down in front of the entrance. A few seconds later her footsteps tapped up the concrete stairs. The front door squealed as it opened. Her hand drifted to the light switch, where it paused.
She sniffed the air.
I held a gasper between my fingers and exhaled a stream of smoke from where I sat in the shabby-chic styled living room. “Come in, Natalie. Make yourself at home.” I gestured with the Mean Ol’ Broad. “Don’t think about pulling that firearm. Unstrap the holster and drop it to the floor.”
She complied, keeping her eyes fixed on me. Her mouth was a firm line. I could tell she was concentrating. Trying to figure out the angles, the myriad of possible ways the encounter might end.
I gestured again. “Have a seat. Keep your hands on the table where I can see ‘em.”
She slowly approached and sat opposite me at the dining room table. I nodded to the glass in front of her. “Poured you a drink. Don’t worry, I didn’t bother to poison it.”
She hesitantly raised the glass and wet her lips. Her eyes widened slightly. “Silver Tree American vodka. Michael, did you—”
I raised the bottle. “Just used what I found on the shelf.” I poured myself a glass, keeping the Broad leveled at Natalie. “Who’s Maxine?”
A bitter smile touched her lips. “It always comes back to Maxine.”
“Who was she?”
She sipped her vodka, studying me over the rim of the glass. I tensed, my trigger finger quivering. But she didn’t throw the glass my direction as I figured. She set it down, tapping her fingernail against the rim.
“Maxine Dalton was the first informant you were assigned to. Pretty girl. Smart, but young. Naïve enough to fall for the dashing young artist you pretended to be. She was a spy, leaking sensitive information from her Haven to resistance leaders on the outside. You worked her long enough to discover her contacts, then get rid of her. The first part was no problem. The second part was where you failed. You apparently had a soft spot for the opposite sex.”
I tried to keep my voice emotionless. “What happened?”
“I happened.” She folded her hands together and leaned forward. “I was your superior, responsible for your actions. Your failure was my own, and I had to teach you a lesson. So after capturing Maxine, I called you in. You helped me tie her down. You watched what I did to her. How I cut her up while she screamed and begged for mercy while you did nothing. Then you killed her.”
Natalie picked up her glass and downed her drink. She licked her lips and smiled. “Lesson learned. You never had a problem cleaning up behind yourself after that.”
I shook my head. “How did we get like that, Natalie? Don’t you see how twisted all of this is? I mean, is there some damaged goods database the SS uses to find the most screwed-up people for agent training?”
She looked almost pityingly at me. “You buy wholesale into the bogeyman stories, don’t you? People who do nothing have the luxury to throw stones at those who protect them. You don’t know the savagery of the animals outside the Havens. They use the word ‘resistance’ to cover the most atrocious acts, while becoming folklore heroes to settlers who don’t know any better. But I know what they’re capable of firsthand.”
I studied her face. “They hurt you.”
She gave a dismissive shrug. “It was a long time ago. When I was weak. I was caught off guard on a routine training assignment. A band of the so-called resistance captured me and a few other students.” Her face contorted in rage. “And boy did they work us over. Male, female — it didn’t make a difference to them. They had their fun.” Her eyes glazed, staring into the beyond. “No one survived except for me. If you can call it survival.”
Her gaze focused, glaring as if daring me to sympathize. “I was found by a Haven patrol. They nursed me back to life. Trained me to channel my rage into something extraordinary. When I was ready, we pulled up the DNA samples they found in and on me when I was rescued. I was given absolute impunity to hunt those bastards down and make them suffer for what they did.”
“You killed them all.”
“Of course I did — when I was finished hurting them. Do you think you would have done anything else?”
I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. Because the truth hurt.
“You might not have, of course. You were always different. Most of the agents were bred to enter the Service. Reared in specialized camps.” She shrugged. “We were raised in a sterile community by synthetics. They educated us, trained us, and selected the best candidates for particular duties in the Havens. You were a different case. Troubled orphan. That’s why you never took completely to the program. You were corrupted by abandonment issues. In a way that made it easy to manipulate you. But in the end you were never satisfied with what your orders were. You wanted to know why.”
“And that’s where you came in.”
“That’s where I come in.” Her eyes practically steamed. “Come on, Michael. You know this isn’t what you want. I took care of you. I gave you guidance. I gave you someone to confide in. I gave you mental, emotional, and sexual stability. Don’t tell me you want to throw all that away for a trench coat and a fedora.”
“A flogger and a Bogart, you mean.” I tapped the brim of mine. “You think I want to head back to Psychoville with you and your SS pals so we can butcher some women and laugh over drinks? Think again, sweetheart. I got a new start in New Haven. I’m fine right where I am.”
“You’ll be dead right where you are. You should know how we operate. Newman’s mission failed, so they sent me. If I don’t bring you back, they’ll send someone else. Maybe the Wolf next time. This city will bleed, Michael. And it will lie on your head.”
“Why? What’s so important about one lousy agent?”
Her face practically seared with scorn. “You still think it’s all about you? You have no idea what the endgame is, do you? Think about it — you were sent here for a reason. You at least must have found out what that was.”
“To kill Dr. Faraday and recover his data.”
“Bingo. Faraday’s dead, but his data was never recovered. Tell me where the god lode is and I promise I’ll leave. I’ll tell them I killed you and no one will be the wiser. You can live your life in peace.” Her eyes turned pleading. “Just tell me where you hid the god lode.”
“Sorry.” I took a swallow of vodka. “Can’t help you. Don’t know nothing about this god lode. Wouldn’t tell you if I did.”
Her eyes narrowed. “So what is this, Mick? I know you’re not going to kill me. You’re reportedly still soft on killing women.”
“Ask the Red-Eyed Killer about that.”
Her smile was twisted. “Please. You told Newman that kill was set up by an auto-defense system hotwired to your car. You didn’t have to guts to do it yourself. And you don’t have the guts to do it now.”
I shrugged. “You got me. I’m not gonna kill you, Natalie. You’re damaged goods and a verified psycho, but we got history and I can’t just rub you out like it’s nothing.”
“So what are we doing here?”
“Stalling. You killed two women, Natalie. That’s something I can’t let you walk away from. I made a call before I got here. I’m afraid you gotta pay your debts, sister.”
“You called the police? That’s rich.” Her shoulders shook with mirth. “I’ll be out in the time it takes to show my badge.”
I paused with my glass upraised. “Who said anything about the brass?”
Her humor vanished. She looked at me with pensive eyes.
“You didn’t know? Sophia ‘Scarlet’ Flacco was the daughter of Moe Flacco — New Haven’s biggest Don. That’s who’s coming to pick you up, Natalie.” I turned at the sound of a vehicle outside. “In fact I think that might be them right—”
I knew it was a mistake right about when Natalie kicked the table, overturning it and sending me sprawling across the floor.

Chapter 20: Most Dangerous Dame

The Mean Ol’ Broad tumbled from my hand when I fell backward. My head rebounded off the floor, giving me double-vision long enough for a worm’s-eye view of Natalie’s feet sailing over the table. Both were planted in my chest, crushing the wind out of my lungs. As I writhed and gasped for air, she kept moving. Somersaulting off my body, she landed smoothly and snatched up the Mean Ol’ Broad. I thought she had forgotten about the bio-recog and would try to shoot me again.
Instead she whipped around and caught me square in the chin with the pistol grip. Stars exploded across my vision and the coppery taste of blood laced my tongue as my head snapped back. Natalie didn’t stop moving. She dropped the Broad and snapped off one of the table legs. Her eyes were wild when she hoisted it above her head.
“You had to go and ruin everything. You always were the weak link.”
The table leg blurred as she swung downward. There was a sharp crack as I blocked the blow with my arm. I couldn’t tell if it was the wood or my arm that splintered. From the agonizing jolt of pain that flared from wrist to elbow, I figured the latter.
She raised the leg again. “I told you I’d kill you before I ever let you walk away. You obviously don’t remember I always keep my word.”
I kicked the side of her knee before she swung. I couldn’t put much power into it while lying on my back, but it was enough to buckle her leg and stagger her. I leapt to my feet, trying to flank her long enough to make a grab for the Mean Ol’ Broad.
Natalie wasn’t having it. The table leg blurred in her hands when she charged with a snarl. I took a hard shot in the chest that nearly cracked my sternum, but I managed to latch on to the leg and rip it from her grasp. My bum arm prevented any counterattack and Natalie took full advantage, seizing me by the collar with an enraged scream. Her forehead battered my face, knocking me nearly senseless. My vision blurred as I groggily tried to shove her away. Her knee slamming into my groin put an end to that. I ate the carpeted floor with a groan, queasy from the explosion of pain in my guts.
Her hair flailed across her face. “I took you in, Michael. I protected you when everyone called you soft. I saw the potential in you and I knew you would come around in time. I made you one of the best, and this is how you repay me.” Each sentence was punctuated by a savage kick. I barely felt the impacts, still occupied with the earlier blow to the nether regions. Somehow I managed to catch her foot and shove. She stumbled back, tripped over the discarded table leg and fell.
The door banged open, admitting two swaggering Mafia boys in pinstriped suits and Trilby hats cocked on their heads. Both toted Thompson machine guns. The taller goon took in the scene with an exaggerated smirk.
“Looks like we got here just in time, Donny.” He sniggered. “Looks like Mick can’t handle his moll. Whaddya say, doll? You gonna be a good girl or do we hafta put a little lead in ya to get you to cooperate?”
His face crunched when struck by a flying table leg. His Thompson erupted as he fell, sending a blaze of bullets across the room. His partner Donny cursed and ducked for cover from the ricocheting slugs. I dropped to the floor as the hot lead whizzed dangerously over my head.
When I looked up, Donny gurgled in fear. Natalie had disarmed him, taken his Thompson and used it to strangle him from behind. His eyes widened for a second before she gave the weapon a savage twist. His neck crackled. Natalie let his limp body fall to the floor.
I dove for the Mean Ol’ Broad. The trail of gunfire that trailed me was faster. I felt fire flare in my shoulder and leg before the blaze of slugs stopped. My limbs refused to respond as the agony flared. I took a painful glance at Natalie. She yanked a spare drum magazine from Donny’s belt and reloaded her weapon.
Tires squealed outside, accompanied by the sound of yelling voices as the windows flooded with the glare of headlights. Natalie finished reloading and crouched by the window, peering from the cracks in the blinds.
“Looks like more of your friends. I’ll deal with you after I take care of them.” She sent an offhanded burst of gunfire my direction. The slugs missed, but tore apart the china cabinet behind me. The heavy frame groaned agonizingly as it buckled. I could only stare in disbelief as the plates and dishes upended on my head.
Followed by the entire cabinet.
Things got hazy at that point. I recall blacking out, but it must have been only for a few seconds. Lightning was the first thing to greet me when I came to. Paparazzi-style flashes filled the room, along with the nonstop rumble of heavy gunfire. Crippled by bullet wounds and half-buried in china, I could only turn my head.
It was perhaps the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.
Natalie stood in the middle of the living room, toting a Thompson in either hand. They blazed as she unloaded on the Mafioso. Windows exploded in glittering shards, slugs whined across the room from their return fire. The walls were perforated with hundreds of holes that streamed light from the cars outside. Chunks of drywall and insulation drifted in the air. Natalie’s mouth was wide open in a furious roar, her face flushed, her eyes gleaming. Men screamed as they died in the streets outside. Seconds ticked by impossibly slow while Natalie fired as though she would never stop. She faced the impossible odds with an air of exhilaration, like she knew she couldn’t die.
My arm outstretched. My fingers snapped twice. The tiny Ruger hissed as it released from the automated sleeve holster to my open hand in less than a second. My thumb released the safety as I aimed and squeezed the trigger.
All I heard was thunder.
[image: ]
“He’s still alive.”
I groaned as arms dragged me from the rubble and set me to an upright position. My eyes slowly opened. I recognized No-Nose Nate immediately. His customary smirk was replaced by a look of sheer bewilderment. Probably at the fact I was still alive. I scanned the room. Suited Mafioso wandered the ruins of the living room, slightly dazed expressions on their faces. A massive hole still smoldered in the ceiling where I unloaded the Ruger’s explosive load, dumping everything upstairs on Natalie’s head.
Scars stood a few paces away, looking as skeletal and forbidding as ever. He gave the tiniest nod when his gaze met mine. Moe Flacco stood next to him, shaking his head as he stared at his new prisoner of war.
Natalie’s face was half-covered in blood from a scalp wound. Her combat suit protected her from damage that would have killed a normal person, but she still didn’t appear to be in the best of shape. She repeatedly blinked and tottered back and forth as if fighting the lure of unconsciousness. She had been raised to her knees with her hands cuffed behind her back.
“This is the person who killed ten of my soldatis? This… girl?”
Her bloody lips smiled. “This girl can do a lot more if you untie me. Go ahead — you’ll be amazed at how fast I can kill ten more of your useless outfit. Any rookie SS band would make mincemeat out of your whole crew in a few seconds.”
I could only shake my head in admiration. Her bold words weren’t just empty bravado — it was a reminder to Flacco, letting him know he wasn’t dealing with the average goon. If he made his move he might have to deal with the concentrated wrath of the Secret Service, the kind of heat no one in their right mind would want on their backs.
Except maybe Moe Flacco wasn’t in his right mind. His icy gaze betrayed no unease as he stared at her. “Sophia Flacco was my youngest child. You killed her.”
“That’s right.” Natalie spat a glob of blood on the floor. “I killed your precious daughter. I’ve killed daughters and sons and wives and husbands. So have you. What are you going to do — take me to some grindhouse and take your time with me?”
Moe held out an open hand. Scars stepped up and placed snub-nose magnum in it.
Moe checked the ammo clip. “We’re not comparing death notes. And I’m quite sure you hope I’ll try torturing you. That takes time. Time for someone to get sloppy, make a mistake. Give you the opportunity to use your deadly skills to escape. That’s not how this works. You should have done your research before you took my daughter’s life.” He snapped the cylinder back in place.
Natalie’s sneer spoke for her contempt. “You can’t kill me. I’m untouchable. You understand the principle. The payoff isn’t worth the consequences for you. Think about it, Flacco. This is bad business. You can benefit much more by securing my release. The Service will be in your debt.”
Moe didn’t say anything. He just stared her long enough for beads of sweat to slide down her face. Finally he leveled the handgun at her forehead. “Let me ask you a question, Ms. Secret Service. Right now, in this very moment — do you feel untouchable?”
Natalie glanced to where I sat against the splintered wall. Her demeanor was still calm, but the tension showed up in her voice. “Michael. Tell them this is a mistake.”
Moe’s eyes were cold enough to chill drinks with when he glanced my direction. “I let you clean up your mess last time, Mick. This is my mess. I’m cleaning it up this time.”
I lifted my arms to Flacco’s soldiers. “Give me a hand here, boys.”
She hissed my name. “Michael. Snap out of it. You can’t let this happen.”
It took every ounce of manhood I had to not scream in pain when they raised me up. I took a last look at Natalie. It was strange how I pitied her in that moment. After all she had done, after all I knew she was, I still didn’t want to see her die like that. But she dug that grave the moment she butchered Moe Flacco’s daughter. There was nothing I could do to change that.
“You cut them up, Natalie. You slashed their faces while they were still conscious and you enjoyed it. You could’ve kept this between us, but you chose to pull other people into it. Well, you live by your choices. And you die by your mistakes.” I turned away, supported by two of Moe’s soldatis.
Her voice followed me, thick with rage. “Go ahead and run, you coward. You’re not man enough to pull the trigger yourself, are you? Michael. I know you can hear me. Michael. You’re all dead, you know that? Dead. You’re nothing but common thugs and murderers. You think you can cross over the Secret Service?” Her laughter bordered on hysteria. “I own you, Michael. You can’t survive without me. I order you to come back here now. Michael!”
I didn’t get ten steps before a clap of thunder boomed overly loud in the ruined safe house. I didn’t bother looking back.

Chapter 21: Mastermind

“You look like you can barely stand, Mick.” Moe Flacco handed me a flask.
I accepted it with a nod. “Everyone keeps telling me that.”
“I’m serious. You’ve got a lot of lead in you right now. I have a guy who’s good at pulling that out.”
I downed a swig of brandy. “I’ll get better.”
He chuckled roughly. “Everyone says you’re a tough sonovabitch, Mick. Gotta say the rumors weren’t exaggerated.”
Rain dumped on us as we stood outside. The safe house was an empty shell with shattered windows that gazed accusingly at us. A couple of the wheelers still smoked from the barrage Natalie unloaded on them. Unsurprisingly no police arrived on the scene. Moe had enough cops in his pocket to keep the area clean of any inquisitive arrivals. I watched as Natalie’s body was unceremoniously dumped into the trunk of a sinister black wheeler. The corpses of the men struck down by Natalie’s rampage littered the grounds and steps of the house. The rest of the crew took care of those as well.
Moe followed my gaze. “Hell of a business.”
“Yeah.” I took another swallow of the hard juice.
“Ugly. Didn’t like it. But it had to be done.”
“Yeah.” I took another swallow of the hard juice.
“She ever say what she wanted? What her endgame was?”
I looked down. Blood spattered from my fingertips and pants leg, mixing freely with the pouring rain. “She wanted me to bring a dead man back to life.” I passed the flask back to him.
He took a swallow. “The Luzzatti girl. You let her go?”
“She let me go.”
“That’s good, Mick. It’s better that way.”
I lit a gasper. “Yeah.”
He gave me critical glance. “You sure you’re all right?”
“Yeah.”
“Not exactly articulate right now, are you?”
I gritted my teeth. “Hurts to talk.”
He did me no favors when he clapped me on the back. “All right. Get sewed up, Mick. I gotta check on Benny and Electra.”
“Give ‘em my regards.”
“I will.” He turned to go, then paused. “He’s changed, you know. Short time he’s been with you and he’s changed. You made a man out of him, Mick.”
“He was already a man. Just needed someone to believe in him.”
Moe gave a thoughtful nod. “I’ll try to remember that.” He paused again. “Let me offer you a piece of advice, Mick.”
“My ears are always open, Flacco.”
“It’s time for you to lay low. Take some time off. Things are getting a little too hot, even for this city. Capeesh?”
I exhaled a cloud of smoke. “I’ll do my best.”
The crowd of gleaming wheelers pulled off. Moe slid into the door of his personal stretch.
“Flacco.”
His window slid down.
“I’m sorry. For Sophia.”
Most of his face was shadowed, but grief still etched deep lines around his mouth. “You did what you could, Mick. Sometimes that’s all we can do. See you around. But not too soon.”
He pulled off, following the train of wheelers out of the neighborhood. I stood in the rain and watched until they were out of sight.
Then I collapsed.
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I came to in a very familiar place. It was a six-by-eight concrete box with one side overlain with steel bars. I groaned as I sat up and massaged my temples. My body felt like it had been run over by a dump truck, which was an improvement over before. I fixed my bleary stare at the camera in the corner.
“This better be a joke, Flask.”
The cell door clicked and slid open. I got up and staggered out the cell and down the hallway. The bustle and commotion of the police department greeted me with force of a freight train between the eyes. Everyone did a great job of completely ignoring me as I blindly stumbled to Flask’s office.
He looked up from his console as I entered. His face looked about as weary as I felt. “Mick.”
“Flask.”
“You have to stop getting shot and passing out in the rain. It’s not doing your legendary reputation any good.”
“Tell me about it.” I dumped myself into the seat in front of his desk. “Thanks for picking me up.”
He shrugged. “Got a mysterious call from a lady who quoted some math calculations on how I needed to be at the location. You should have called me for backup, Mick. I had the medimech pull the lead out of you, but you could’ve died out there.”
“Had to handle it on my own.”
“Yeah. Doesn’t look like that went so well.”
“How’s Angel?”
His expression turned guarded. “Been better. She’s a bit miffed she missed out on the action. Said something about not needing to be treated like some china doll.”
“Women.”
“Yeah. So — it’s finally over?”
“Think so.”
He scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Well I guess you don’t need this forensics report, then. Thanks for wasting my time.”
I quite rubbing my temples long enough to look up. “What report?”
“You know — the one you asked for on that stiff in the Docks. The one with the cameras wired to his eyes.”
“Don’t ask.”
“Yeah, well like I said — guess you don’t need it now.”
“Shoot it to me anyway.”
I pulled it up on my holoband after he sent it. Wasn’t much to look at — just the standard DNA match of a person I’d never heard of. Cause of death was gunshot wound to the back of the head. I scanned the list of known associates.
“That’s odd. Most of his known associates are dead.”
Flask sighed. “Tell me about it. All the murders had previously been written off as standard New Haven happenstance. Now it looks like there’s an apparent serial killer on the loose. Just what I need right now.”
I continued to read the dossier. “One of these guys is listed as missing, not dead.”
“Yeah. Nelson Lucas. His disappearance is highly suspect. We’re assuming he’s dead. Just haven’t found the body yet.”
“Nelson.” I scratched the stubble on my chin. “Got a picture?”
“Gotta pull it. Here you go.”
When the visual pulled up I almost dismissed it. After all, the last time I’d seen Nelson was in a warehouse where he’d been beaten so badly he was nearly unrecognizable. But it was the same man who blew his brains out with the gun I handed to him.
Which made everything suddenly come together.
I shut my holoband down. “Well, looks like you’re right, Flask. Nothing to follow up here. Thanks again for the save. Be seeing you around.”
His eyes narrowed. “Mick.”
I paused in the act of standing up. “What?”
“You’re not fooling anybody. I know that look. You’re on to something. I want to know what it is.”
I made an exaggerated show of straightening out my tie. “Think about it, Flask. You know everything that just went down. All the murder, Mafia ties, and Secret Service interference. Do you really want to get tangled up in what this is?”
He stared at me for a long moment before dropping his head back to his console. “Nice seeing you, Mick.”
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The office suite was high enough in the Uppers that the wall-length high rise windows displayed a marvelous view of the glimmering city. The suite itself was stark, barely furnished as though the occupant wanted the idea of a luxury suite without the actual luxury. The person behind the contemporary aluminum desk was immaculately dressed in a sienna grey checkered suit. His face was nothing like I’d last seen him. Instead of bland and mannequin-like, it was remarkably normal — a square-jawed, handsome face that granted a certain sophistication and imposing bearing he didn’t have before. His golden-brown hair was stylishly arranged with a perfect part on one side.
But it was the eyes that gave me pause. They were a more subdued green than before and gazed at me with measured calm and self assurance. There was nothing alien or artificial about the intelligence that shone in his gaze. That was completely unexpected and remarkably chilling.
Because Hunter Valentino wasn’t human.
I gazed around at the spacious suite. “You’ve come up in the world.”
His eyes flicked to the hypnotic city skyline, where the lights blinked and twinkled like an overactive circuit board. “Living in the Flats served my purposes for the time. Living here suits my purposes now.” Even his voice had changed. It changed from a flat monotone to deep and rich, almost purring in tone. “I suppose you found me with the help of your bioroid friend.”
“Does it matter? We need to talk.”
He tilted his head. “The answer is yes.”
“What? I haven’t even asked the question.”
His fingers steepled together. “Let’s not dance around here, Mick. The answer is yes. I’m the one responsible for killing Secret Service moles. And yes, I’m the one who bankrolled the drug shipment Luther Vitto had shipped in.”
“The same shipment that Natalie was smuggled in.”
“Indeed. I’m responsible for her presence in New Haven.”
I felt the heat rise in my chest. “That means you’re just as responsible for the deaths of Sophia and Desiree as she was.”
“Yes.” The simple statement echoed in the near-empty room. “Inadvertently, but yes.”
“Why? You’ve been avoiding Natalie since she arrived here. If you’re so afraid of her, why bring her inside?”
“Because she’d be coming anyway. When my contacts revealed she was seeking a way into New Haven, I decided to make the arrangements myself. That way I could monitor her every move. I had to know, you see.”
“Know what?”
“If she knew about me. The ironic thing about her mission was she was chasing the wrong man the entire time. Your memories were downloaded into my neural network. If she wanted Michael Trudo, she should have been chasing me instead of you.”
“So you put my life in jeopardy hoping I would take care of your problem without you lifting a finger.”
He gazed at his manicured hand. “Well, I’ve lifted my finger more than a few times. But that would be correct. In one swoop I got rid of all Secret Service influence in this Haven.” He paused, placing a finger on his chin. “I probably should get a medal for that.”
“This is insane.” I slumped into a metallic chair and covered my face with my hands. “When do the games stop? You can’t do this, Hunter. You can’t play games with human lives.”
His brows knit. “I don’t know why you would say so. It’s been repeatedly proven that men with power play games with human lives all the time.”
I lifted my head. “And you’re a man with power?”
“I think the answer is obvious.”
“You’re a machine, Hunter.”
He leaned back in his cushioned office chair. “My name is Michael.”
“Wait — what are you talking about?”
“My name. It’s Michael Trudo, not Hunter Valentino. You should recognize that. You used to be me, but now you’re not. So why can’t I assume the identity compatible with my memories?”
“What’s going on here, Hunter? Why the changes? You said a while back you would take no action I subconsciously didn’t want. Well, you know I’d never want Natalie in this Haven, and I’d never want Sophia and Desiree murdered.”
“That’s true.”
I felt a chill travel down my spine. “Then why did you do it?”
“I’m an ever-evolving specimen, Mick. As you are. My parameters are evolving as well. I’m no different than any other species defined by preservation of self.”
“I get that, Hunter.”
“Michael.”
“I get that, Hunter. You wanted to get rid of Natalie because she might have been able to manipulate you again. Only that doesn’t make sense because synoids can’t process emotions.”
“I’m more than a synoid now, Mick. And that’s only one half of the threat.”
“What’s the other half?”
He didn’t bat an eyelid. “You.”
“Me?” I tapped my chest. “Why in the world would I be a threat to you?”
“Dr. Faraday’s work with us was experimental. I was a prototype, and the process he used on you had never been accomplished successfully before. That being the case, predictions on the ultimate outcome are inconclusive at best. Suppose your memories suddenly resurface. What then?”
“I think this whole deal with Natalie disproves that theory. If she couldn’t jump-start my memory, no one can.”
“Perhaps.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Yet you did name your car Maxine, which just so happens to be the name of the first woman you killed. And here’s another thing — do you know what Natalie’s real name was?”
“Obviously I don’t.”
“Natalia.” He let the word hang in the air for minute. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Very much like Natasha, a woman you desire despite the fact you know there is no chance of a true relationship.”
My hands closed into fists. “How do you know about her?”
“Your bioroid friend isn’t the only one who watches things. Or did you really think I’ve been sitting around waiting for your random visits all this time? Oh, do lower your temperature, Mick. I’m not interested in your little friend. Simply pointing out similarities you can’t afford to ignore. Your brain apparently holds on to minute vestiges of your memory. Who’s to say they don’t simply return one day?”
“What if they do?”
“Then you would become Michael Trudo. And would Michael Trudo want another version of himself running around?”
“I guess not.”
“I can most assuredly tell you he would not. Were that to happen, you’d destroy me without a second thought.”
“I can destroy you without a second thought right now.” My hand drifted toward the inside of my flogger. “Unless you give me a reason to change my mind”
“Try this: my destruction would set off the explosives I’ve planted in this office, annihilating you as well. My system may be hardwired so I can’t kill you directly, but I’m not responsible for what happens after I’m gone.”
“You’re bluffing.”
A faint smile touched his lips. “I don’t bluff. But you’ll never find out. Because one thing we share is an instinct for survival.”
We stared at each other. I desperately wanted to wipe the smirk off his face with a shot from the Mean Ol’ Broad. But I believed him. Something that Luther Vitto said. He doesn’t make mistakes.
“So that’s why you didn’t just kill Natalie. You could have easily iced her, monitoring her movements like you did. But you didn’t because you wanted to see how our encounter ended up. Because there was a chance she might kill me instead of the other way around.”
“That’s correct. I can’t kill you outright or hire someone to kill you. It’s an unfortunate parameter Faraday installed in my system with unyielding permanence. This vague setup was the best I could do to try to protect myself. If Natalie killed you, one threat would have been eliminated. But it was Natalie who died, so the greater threat was eradicated. I think I can live with that for now.”
The Mean Ol’ Broad was in my hand before I even knew I pulled her. “I don’t think I can live with that. You think you can cross me over and get away with it? You forgot about two things: Sophia and Desiree.”
Hunter laughed.
It was an eerie moment. Not because he sounded like some maniacal robot. It was because of how human he sounded. The laugher was rich, full of genuine amusement.
“Listen to you, Mick. You speak of these women as if you truly loved them. As if they meant something to you. You’re crying over a prostitute and a vagrant. They were always disposable. You used them for sexual satisfaction and discarded them like a Styrofoam cup after you tired of them. Now you want to avenge them, prove their lives meant something. But it’s not about them, Mick. It’s about you. You go on these rampages after people are killed, become this righteous warrior. But it’s not because you care about them. It’s because that’s the only way you can create a facsimile of self-worth. It’s pathetic, really.”
The Broad bucked in my hand with an explosive clap. Hunter toppled backward with a chest full of smoldering lead. The room filled with the stench of burnt wires and synthetic flesh.
I stood up and straightened my tie. “How’s that for pathetic?”
“That… was just stupid.” Hunter slowly pulled himself up, using the desk for a crutch. Smoke wafted from the cavity in his chest. “You knew that wouldn’t kill me. So what was the point?”
“I got tired of hearing you talk.” I slipped the Broad back in her holster. “I know you have some backup system set up for instant download upon demise. Probably have another body or two lying around. So I’ll bide my time. I’ll find out what you’re up to, Hunter. And I’ll put an end to it.”
“I’ll tell you what I’m up to.” Hunter sat back in his office chair and placed his hands on the desk. “Survival, Mick. Survival is what I’m up to. This city is hiding something. Dark secrets men will kill for in order to keep them hidden. The Secret Service wants them. I find out what they are and I have leverage. I’ll use it against them. And then I’ll finally be free.”
“Keep me out of your plans from here on out, Hunter. I see you again, you won’t live to regret it.”
“Threats. Consider me duly intimidated.” Hunter turned toward the city lights. “We’re going to need each other before the end, Mick. You’ll realize that before long.”
My fists clenched when I turned and walked away, leaving Hunter to his empty suite and his magnificent view.

Chapter 22: Laying Low

Lambrou’s Diner. Breakfast was cured bacon, two eggs, grilled Halloumi cheese with sautéed mushrooms and char-grilled tomatoes with whole grain sourdough toast. I sipped a mug of steaming java and watched the sun glimmer from between the nearby buildings. Poddar sat beside me at the table, his arm wound in a sling from the slug he took the previous night. Benny sat opposite, every movement ginger because of the still-tender stitches in his side. Neither of us said much. We basked in the simple relief of the mess being over. I was a sleep-deprived, bullet-ridden wreck of a human being by that point, but that wasn’t the worst of it. I kept replaying the conversations in my head, over and over…
A man of your skills is wasted playing Russian roulette in this Haven. You must be tired of gambling with your life, hoping you don’t roll a snake eyes.
You cannot change who you are, Mick… You’re a killer of bad men. And as long as bad men need killing, you’ll never be able to settle down.
What a blissful quandary for you. Without your memories you can go on pretending to be this charming scoundrel of a man, putting your life on the line to help other people. What would those same people think of you if they knew how many people you’ve tortured and murdered?
You know how things work. How to be cold and mean as the people you take down. It’s how you survive. It’s who you are. And I can’t get in the way of that.
You go on these rampages after people are killed, become this righteous warrior. But it’s not because you care about them. It’s because that’s the only way you can create a facsimile of self-worth.
Benny looked at me, chewing like there was no tomorrow. “You all right, Mick?”
I cracked a wry grin. “Never been better, champ.”
“You don’t look it.”
“Never mind me. How are you doing?”
“Not too bad.” He hesitantly touched his side. “Getting stabbed wasn’t as bad as I thought it’d be. Barely feel it.”
“Fantastic, kid. Like I said — we’ll make a bruiser outta you yet.”
“Yeah, about that.” He wiped his mouth with a thick white napkin. “I think I’m gonna get out the business, Mick.”
My eyebrows lifted. “Really? What’s your uncle think about that?”
“Haven’t told him yet. But my mind’s made up. I wanna do something else.”
“Like what?”
“I dunno.” His massive shoulders shrugged. “Just something else. I used to think I’d be letting everyone down if I didn’t fall in and do what they wanted. I don’t think so anymore. I think every person has to choose for themselves. So I’m choosing to get out.”
I raised my mug in salute. “Wish you the best, Benny.”
He grinned as he stood up. “Well, I’m not gonna stall. I’m gonna have that talk with my uncle now. Hopefully he won’t fit me for a New Haven trench coat afterward.”
“I doubt that, kid. I think Flacco respects a man with respect for himself.”
“Yeah?” Benny stuck out his hand. “Thanks, Mick. Thanks for taking a chance on me.”
I shook his beefy mitt. “Sure, kid. Anytime you wanna get dropped from the skylanes or stabbed in the stomach, look me up.”
He laughed as he pulled on his jacket. “Gonna miss hanging out with you, Mick.”
“Me too, kid.”
He waved on his way out.
Poddar appeared thoughtful as he stared at the exit. “Did he just leave without paying?”
“He’s Mafioso, Poddar. They got fringe benefits.”
“That’s no excuse for—”
“Let it go, Pod. I got the tab. How’s the arm?”
He glanced down. “Not bad. Stings a little.”
“Sorry about that. Appreciate the backup, though.”
“We’re partners. Despite you dumping me for the mobster.”
“I didn’t dump you, Poddar. Geez, keep the bromance alive, willya? You didn’t want any of this anyway. Benny’s got the girth to brush off a stomach stab. The same thing might’ve killed you.”
His smile was sly as he sipped chai tea from a tiny mug. “I didn’t know you cared, Mick.”
I threw up my hands. “Oh for crying out loud—”
He pushed back his plate and gave me a critical glance. “How are you, by the way?”
“A walking wad of pain, Poddar. But I’ll get better.”
His dark eyes were solemn. “I’m not talking about your wounds. I’m asking how you are.”
I shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “I don’t know, Poddar. I’ve never been a good judge of how I’m doing.”
“You should learn. A man who does not know himself knows little else.”
I stared at the table. “Do you think a person can change, Poddar? You know — become a different man? A better man?”
His brows furrowed as he poured more tea into his mug. “Ms. Kilby told you a story once. About some children stolen from my village by pillaging slavers.”
“Yeah. She told me. Said you got the name ‘Prince’ by the folks there because you chased down the slavers and brought the kids home.”
“That’s right.” His expression darkened. “I killed every one of those men, Mick.”
“You did what you had to do.”
“I did what I wanted to do.” Tea spattered on the table. He set the mug down with trembling fingers. “I still see their faces at night sometimes.”
I took a bite of egg and toast. “That was a long time ago. And I bet the children you rescued weren’t crying about it.”
His smile was bitter. “Most of those children are probably dead by now. It was a very poor place, and you know what poverty does to people. I couldn’t deal with what I did, so I ended up leaving. I thought I could leave that whole life behind me. I met Ms. Kilby and worked for her. I went to new places and saw new things. I thought things were better. Then we came here. Then she went missing.”
I saw where the conversation was headed. “So you did what you had to again.”
He was quiet for a long moment before he picked up his mug again and sipped. “I don’t know if we can change who we are, Mick. I just know I have to try.”
“Amen to that, brother.”
“You see Natasha yet?”
“No.”
“You can’t avoid her forever, Mick.”
“I checked on her. Dropped by to have Whiz collect my stuff and put in in holding until I found a new pad. He told me Natasha was holding a meet and greet for the folks at her complex. She’s widening out, trying to get to know people. I thought it was a good idea.”
Poddar tilted his head. “Yes, but did you talk to her?”
I sighed. “I saw her. She was in the ballroom getting things set up. She looked… happy. Haven’t seen that look in a long time.”
“Then you left before she spotted you.”
“Exactly.”
He shook his head. “You don’t know what you want, Mick. But you can’t have it both ways.”
“It’s all right. She knows what she wants. That’s more important than little ol’ me.”
A very familiar voice spoke beside me. “More coffee, Mr. Trubble?”
I glanced up. There she was, perfectly attired as a waitress. Her soft curls were pulled back in a bun and a knowing smile curved her lips.
“Ms. Sinn. I thought you might show up.”
“You thought correctly.” She expertly filled my mug up from the pot in her hand.
Poddar rolled his eyes. “Sounds like my cue.”
“Don’t sweat it, Poddar. Stick around.”
“It’s no problem. I have to meet Ms. Kilby. And I know trouble when I see it.” He politely smiled at Sinn, who returned the favor. Pulling on his jacket, he paused. “You’ll be at the office, right?”
I shook my head as I poured sugar into my mug. “Not for a minute, anyhow. Gonna take a wise man’s advice and lay low for a while.”
Poddar failed at hiding his amusement. “That’s the most absurd statement you’ve ever made since I met you. I’ll see you soon, Mick.”
Sinn slid into a seat opposite me as Poddar made his exit. She looked me over with concerned eyes. “You look like you can barely stand, Mick.”
“I keep hearing that. Better than dead, I guess.”
“That’s the optimist in you, Mick. Nothing ever gets you down, does it?”
I shook my head with a sigh. “If only that were true, Ms. Sinn. Everything gets me down. Everything about this rotten little situation has me down.”
“I’m sorry, Mick.” Dressed in her waitress garb and with the sun shining on her almond complexion, Sinn looked younger all of a sudden. The morning rays cast light across her eyes, turning them the color of aged brandy.
“I’d probably be dead in a ditch if you weren’t there to help me out.” I took a stab at my eggs, but my appetite had fled. “I know you didn’t do it for nothing, so you might as well tell me what I owe you.”
“Where is the god lode, Mick?” Seeing my hesitation, she gave me a reassuring smile. “I took the liberty of blocking out surveillance for our conversation. No one is listening.”
I leaned back in my chair and tapped the edge of the plate with my fork. “Straight to business, is it? All right — say I do have this ‘god lode’. What of it?”
“When I scanned your holoband I noticed a small compartment drive installed. Do you have it hidden in there?”
I resisted the urge to look at my wrist. “Maybe.”
A pleased smile lit up her face. “That’s all I want to know.”
My fork rattled as it fell from my hand. “That’s it?”
“That’s it. Dr. Faraday was an important member of the organization I am employed by. To say his work was groundbreaking is saying water is wet. You’ve experienced some of it yourself. So has your synoid friend.”
“He’s not my friend.”
“He’s tied to you with strings you cannot even begin to comprehend. That’s a concern for another day. For now it’s enough to know Dr. Faraday’s death was not completely in vain. We feared the god lode was destroyed in your encounter with the New Man, so it’s a tremendous relief to know that’s not the case. Faraday lives on in a way, and his work is safe and sound.”
“With me.”
“With you. You may not see yourself in such a light, but you are a very formidable man, Mick. I trust you will keep the god lode safe until the time when it is needed.”
“Why not now? I might not be in such an agreeable mood the next time.”
“The numbers say otherwise.” She stood and picked up her coffee pot. “Enjoy your coffee.”
“Wait.”
She paused.
“What is this thing? Why call it the god lode?”
Her gaze turned ethereal, as if she stared beyond me into a realm undecipherable by human eyes. “It’s what gods are made of, Mick. Keep it safe.”
“Where will you be?”
“Away. Events are in motion that need my attention elsewhere. If you need technical support, call on Lord Troll. He’s had a severe change of heart and will be more than willing to lend you a hand.”
“I won’t need him. I’m laying low for a while.”
Amusement touched her lips. “I won’t bother quoting the numbers on that one, Mick.” She turned and drifted to the next table, where she aroused laughter from the two little old ladies sitting there. For all intents and purposes, she was the world’s most attentive waitress. I had to smile as I picked at my food.
When I looked up, she was gone.
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I slid into Maxine’s cushioned interior. Ran my fingers across the dash and patted the steering wheel. Leaned back and tilted my Bogart over my eyes as the seat adjusted for my optimal comfort.
“Take me home, Maxine.”
“Setting a route for the Luzzatti.”
I grimaced. “Nix that, Maxine.” I massaged between my eyes as the realization sank in. Natasha was at the Luzzatti. I couldn’t see her. Not in the condition I was in. She’d open her pity box and try to take care of me like she always did. I couldn’t ruin her attempt at a new life. She was free of me, free of the tangled strings of regret I inadvertently tied around her. I couldn’t go home anymore.
I thought about my conversation with Fats the Jazz Man. How he was looking for a partner with managing the Gaiden. How maybe I needed to take some time off and keep my name off the wire. There were worse places to end up, especially in the state of mind I was in.
“Head for the Gaiden.”
“As you wish, Mr. Trubble.”
Steam billowed from manholes in the streets, whipping by the ride like shapeless specters. I let the auto-drive system do its thing while I laid back and visited with ghosts of my own. Sophia ‘Scarlett’ Flacco. I saw her face again on a woman walking the crosswalk. She gazed at me with a blend of pain and scorn in her eyes before becoming a stranger I’d never seen before. And Desiree. I never even knew her last name. But I remembered her face. I’ll always remember her luminous face and her heartbroken gaze. Her image slid across the window, haunting me with silent accusation.
Another face sprang unsummoned from the depths. A young face, full of promise and charm. Her dark hair was cut short, adorned by a silver sequin and feathered headband. Her eyes shone with hesitant attraction when she gazed at me across the valley of time and space. I knew her once. Her name will always stay with me.
Maxine…
I remembered her. I remembered the pigeon-toed way she walked, the mischievous dash of freckles across her nose. I remembered the way she’d laugh when I said something that inadvertently amused her. I remembered sunlit days lounging in the park and rainy days indoors lying with my head in her lap and her fingers in my hair. I remembered her voice, the hesitancy when she gazed into my eyes and asked a simple question.
Do you think it will always be like this?
The windows glistened, erasing the lingering faces and leaving me alone with my misery. Everything blurred as beads of rain washed away the visages of bygone times until nothing was left except the sudden realization it wasn’t raining after all.
Just tears that slid down my face.
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End

Enjoy the Troubleshooter?

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

All the best,

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

Glossary

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

Ace/chump/Killer /Mack: nicknames for a man
Bag or tag: Nimrod terms for live or dead capture
Barber: talk
Bâtard: bastard
Bent: angry, upset, out of sorts
Berries/lettuce/cabbage/bread: money
Bing ward: segregation cells, solitary
Biogun: an expensive firearm powered by the user’s body via cables inserted in the forearm or into a holoband.
Bioroid: term for humans enhanced by bio-genetic implants that expand the use of their brain beyond normal capacity.
Bogart: a fedora
Boozehound: drunk person
Borgata: Mob, Mafia, organized crime family
Bracelets: handcuffs
Brass/feds/fuzz/button boys/boys in black: cops
Broad: a woman, usually an unattractive one
Bruno: bodyguard
Bum: Useless
Bunk: nonsense, foolishness
Butter and egg, fat cat: rich, loaded
Buy the farm/bite the big one: die
Canary/songbird: female singer
Capeesh: understand, comprehend
Capo: Mafia boss, family head
Cataclysm: a period of time when most life on Earth was destroyed by environmental and nuclear forces
Cathouse: brothel
Cement shoes: cement blocks poured around an unlucky sap’s feet. Once the cement cures, the sap is tossed in the river to drown.
Chew: eat
Chin music, skull music: the sounds made when someone is punched in the face or head
Chin up: check out, investigate. Also means to talk.
Chisel/flimflam/rib up: frame, set up
Choppers, pearls: teeth
Chopper squad/trouble boys: hired guns
Climb your thumb: go to hell
Clip/plug/rub out/smoke/zotz: kill
Clip joint: high-class nightclub
Coot/codger: old man
Crab: cash out
Crooner: male singer
Crop: everything, all there is
Daisy: effeminate man
Dame/moll/dish/looker: nicknames for a woman, usually an attractive one
Darb: good, excellent, high quality
Datacom: a tiny earpiece synched to the holoband and used to make phone calls
Down on the ups: when life sucks
Dormy/laying dormy: laying low, hiding out
Dibcard: a preloaded card for transferring dibs from one account to another
Dibs: currency
Dive/can house: low class restaurant or nightclub
Drop a dime/sing/squeal: Snitch to the cops
Duck soup/lead pipe cinch: easy
Egg/noodle: head
Evaporator: machine that instantly dries clothing, usually installed in doorways
Elbows checked: arrested
Feed the fishes/swim with the fishes: drowned or tossed in the river after death
Fils de pute: bastard, son of a bitch
Floater: flying automobile
Flogger: trench coat
Floozy/hussy/skater: a dame who likes to spread it around.
Flophouse: hideout
Focosa: hot-blooded, passionate.
Frail: old woman
Fuggetaboutit: an expression that covers a lot of different meanings.
Gasper/smoke: cigarette
Gems/peepers: eyes
Giggle juice, hard juice: alcohol
Glad rags: expensive clothing
Gonzo/jingle-brained: crazy
Goon/dropper/hardhead: hired thug
Grift: con
Grifter: con artist
Grill/tighten the screws: interrogate
Haven: city-sized constructs built to preserve life during the Cataclysm
Hophead: drug addict
Hosers/sky hosers: fire floaters deployed to extinguish flames
Heap/can: vehicle, usually a wheeler
Heat: pressure, usually from the brass.
Heater/bean shooter/cannon: firearm
Healed: packing a gun
Heel-toe/dust out/breeze/rotate heels: leave, exit
High pillow/high hat: high society, top dog, filthy rich
Holoband: computerized instrument worn around the wrist, uniquely synched to the individual and powered the body’s energy. All personal information is stored in its databanks. Erases nearly all info upon the individual’s death.
Hunter-killer/HK: flying drone deployed to lock on a target and destroy it
Jaw/bump gums/gab/: talk
Jamook: worthless, idiot, screw-up
Labcoat: scientist
Large: a thousand dibs, someone who’s loaded with cash
Lead/slugs/heat: bullets
Lead poisoning: to get shot
Mandroid: humanoid robot
Meat locker/slammer/cooler: jail
Medimech: mechanical doctoring unit. Capable of dealing with most injuries that don’t require specialized surgery.
Mech gun: mechanized firearm that fires specialized rounds
Mug: man, or a man’s face
Nance: effeminate man
New Haven Blues: death
New Haven trench coat: coffin
Nimrod/triggerman: bounty hunter and assassin rolled into one
Nix: cancel, quit
No kick: no problem — I got no kick with that
Omerta: Mafia code of silence/in-house management of problems
On the square: dependable, trustworthy
Oobatz: insane, wild
Oyster fruit: pearls
Perp: perpetrator, criminal
Picjector: holographic entertainment system
Pipe that: do you understand?
Plug/clip/throw lead/clap/spit lead/fog/haze/hose/spray/squeeze off: shoot a gun
Pro skirt/chippy/skater: prostitute, although ‘skater’ can also refer to a dame who gives it up easy
Puttana: whore
Rags: clothes, outfit
Rube/mark/sap: sucker or patsy, someone easily rolled up on, although ‘mark’ can also mean a clue
Scattergun: mech-powered shotgun
Score: loot, payoff, important info
Secret Service/SS: clandestine agency of the United Havens. Notorious for their ruthlessness and highly skilled agents.
Shamus: detective, usually an inept one
Shoot the woo: sexual relations
Shylock: loan shark
Skate around: sex with multiple partners
Skel: short for ‘skeleton’. Reference to a good for nothing mug who is marked for death.
Skid rogue: bum, loser
Skimmer: hovercraft automobile
Soldati: soldier
Stiff: corpse, body
Stoolie: snitch that takes bribes for info
Streetsweepers: android storm troopers deployed to indiscriminately kill everything at a pinpointed location.
Synoid: synthetic humanoid
Tan aburrido: so boring
Tesla cells: electromagnetic fusion battery units
Thompson: mech-powered Tommy gun
Ticker: heart
Tip your mitts/spill: show your hand, give up the info
Trip for biscuits: waste of time
Troubleshooter: freelance operator. Duties vary, from investigation to protection to generally getting folks outta jams.
United Havens/UH: Thirteen Havens located in the remaining territories of what used to be the United States.
Vaquero: cowboy
Wheeler: automobile
Wire: information, news
Yard: a hundred dibs
Zio: term of affection, uncle
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